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Based in the mother tongue of the child the use of language and rhymes in particular are a very 

powerful and important part of music teaching.  Every language is different and has its own 

different rhythmic content which ten tends to be represented in the music from that language and 

culture.  The English language is strongly pulse based so that there is a natural beat that highlights 

the important words in a sentence.  For example, “Cows eat grass” has three basic components.  By 

adding more elements to the sentence these basic components stay in the same place with a 

natural accent.  The following shows in musical terms the sounds if these four different phrases are 

spoken naturally.  Notice that the natural accent stays on the same words. 

 

As the English language is pulse based it is very useful for teaching basic pulse based rhythms.  The 

following idea is all about rhythmic speaking.  The concept is that the teacher or leader says 

something in a rhythmic way and the group echoes in the same way.  It could be just spoken, or it 

could be that children could pat on laps in time to the pulse. 

 

The important matter here is that the echo is easy to follow, so it’s best to have a four beat phrase 

and keep things very simple.  Once the basic concept is well established then more adventurous 

activities can be explored.  Instead of patting the pulse, the children can clap the rhythm while 

echoing the leader.  An easy way to get this idea across is to ask the children to “blow the words 

onto their hands”.  They blow on their hands and then when they say something the clapping 



follows the sound of the words.  With more established children, perhaps in primary they can echo 

and name the rhythms instead of copying the words.  The first line would then sound “Let’s go for a 

walk = Ta Ta Titi Ta”.  This would help young children get to grips with a better understanding of 

rhythmic music.  Pitch can be added, perhaps just on a single note.  Once established things can 

progress to two or three notes but again make sure that everything remains relatively simple to 

ensure a successful outcome.  With a well established group the children can take a turn to be the 

leader with any of the above activities.  At this point we are beginning the concept of 

improvisation, especially if pitch sounds are involved.  With improvised rhymes any subject 

material can be used.  Here are some examples 

 

 

 When using language to support rhythmic work it is important not to force the words to fit the 

rhythm but to use the natural sound of the words to support the rhythm being taught or focussed 

on.  It’s interesting to note that in the above example the word “indigo” naturally forms a triplet.  

Many advanced rhythms are contained in the naturally spoken English language. 

It’s also important to realise that the English language tends to have two different sorts of rhythmic 

feels.  About half of our traditional rhymes and songs are have a natural simple (2/4) time feel and 

half have a compound (6/8) time feel.  The song Cobbler Cobbler was introduced in a previous 

article as a two note song but like any song it can also be used as a rhyme.  In this case it’s 

definitely a simple time feel.  The rhyme Pussy Cat, Pussy Cat is a song with a compound time feel.  

As these rhymes have an identical structure we can compare side by side and see that when there 

are two notes in Cobbler Cobbler there are three in Pussy Cat, Pussy Cat.  Performing them both at 

the same time gives an unconscious feel for the two against three feel that can lay the foundations 

for more advanced work later. 



 

Rhymes can also be very useful in instrumental teaching.  With a known rhyme like Engine Engine 

Number Nine an instrumental pupil can be asked to play the rhythm on a single note.  Two or more 

pupils, or a teacher and a pupil can play the rhythm on two notes at the same time at a set interval, 

perhaps a major third or perfect fifth as a tuning exercise. They can then be given a choice of two 

or three notes to choose from while playing the rhyme again.  This activity is a simple way to 

introduce the concept of improvisation.  Here are a couple of examples. 

 

If you set the notes to be used as C D E you could get the result as in 2 above.  If you set the notes 

to be used as the C pentatone (C D E G A) you could get the result as in 3 above.  There are of 

course endless results available from any group of notes nominated.  This sort of exercise can be 

adapted to use any new notes that the pupil is working on.  For example an advanced flute pupil 

might be given the Gb pentachord (Gb Ab Bb Cb Db).  This could be used to familiarise the pupil 

with this key structure generally and also to encourage the use of the long Bb where appropriate. 

The next article will cover the use of pentatonic key structures 


