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Abstract  
The aim of this contribution is to reflect upon and share the ideas developed while I was specializing in 
German language teaching last year. My training at school focused on the perspectives offered by the 
use of music and multimediality in foreign, more specifically German, language and literature learning.    
In line with a successfully proven purpose, I mainly aim at showing that, in coordination with traditional 
teaching systems, original and innovative methods, based on concepts such as «multimediality», 
«interactivity» and «hypertextuality», are still one of the best paths to success in an attempt to 
motivate and engage students, thus getting their attention and arousing their interest. In order to show 
in practice the potentialities underlying a careful and intelligent use of these instruments, one of the 
canonical texts in German literature which are studied at school will be analyzed. Students often end 
up ignoring its haunting beauty and dramatic grandeur if it is presented with traditional teaching 
methods. It is one of Goethe’s Sturm und Drang most famous ballads: «Der Erlkönig».      
I will introduce a teaching unit where foreign language and literature teaching is mainly carried out 
through Vertonungen. Along with intertextual and interdisciplinary links, «multimedial, hypertextual and 
interactive» resources, such as cinematography, the use of videos and flash footage and other digital 
media, music (in its rap, classical, rock/metal variants) will therefore be at the core of this 
Unterrichtseinheit and this study will focus on its beneficial contribution to foreign language learning.   
The use of multimediality, which mainly aims at activating the above mentioned motivational factor and 
getting students to adopt a critical approach to poetry, will also encourage them to reflect upon how to 
make use of literature and, more generally, how languages contaminate each other.  
 

1. The use of music in foreign language teaching  
In language teaching psychologists and scholars strongly underline the importance of the emotional 
sphere - an inducer for intrinsic motivation - for «safe and long-lasting» foreign language learning

1
: «a 

language is more likely to be retained if it has an impact on us, if contents produce an echo in 
ourselves or meet our communicative needs and desires»

2
. In this sense, the use of music is 

particularly effective for knowledge process development, as it, more than other instruments, directly 
addresses the informal dimension of learning experience and activates affective processes in learners. 
The use of multimediality should in fact be part of an «enlarged teaching program», taking into 
account the interests, daily and extracurricular experiences of students: this is the only way to a 
«cognitive, social, emotional, relational, affective, language, media» learning

3
. 

Although motivation is only one of the aspects connected with music use, it is among the first factors 
to leverage in order to make L2 learning at school exciting and attractive - even if, and probably above 
all, in connection with literature learning -, as it «fosters attention, thus preparing students to receive 
inputs in a relaxed manner and positive emotional state»

4
. Once students’ interest is captured, it will 

be easier to optimize all the other advantages connected with the use of songs, instruments which 
influence individuals both rationally and unconsciously. Neurolinguistics underlines that motifs can 
activate both the left cerebral hemisphere - the seat of linguistic intelligence

5
 - and the right cerebral 

hemisphere - the seat of music - thus «completely and analytically» letting the brain catch the 
coexistence of words and songs

6
 (even Gardner, a firm supporter of the autonomy of different 

intellectual competences, dares not deny the interference of these two types of language, although 
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information such as that proving a common origin of language and music communication can only be 
hypothesized)

7
. It is therefore easy to understand why language contents conveyed by music are often 

permanently retained in long-term, particularly semantic, memory to such an extent that the 
introduction of musical stimuli is by now considered a «teaching need»

8
 at the primary level of L1 

teaching. The use of songs has been a proven method to assimilate the phonemes, structures and 
words of a foreign language for a long time, thus making music, if used in a conscious and careful 
manner, serve as an inhexhaustible teaching resource in order to get learners to develop their 
phonetic, morphosyntactic and lexical competences

9
. Moreover students can listen to songs again on 

their own and so use them for autonomous learning at home; songs also foster positive social 
classroom dynamics, connected with interest and passion sharing, and give teaching a recreational 
dimension, promoting in turn the inductive learning

10
 of a language as well.   

It is then interesting that some researchers invite us to consider songs effective instruments for 
approaching literature. The introduction of aesthetic forms close to youth culture could prove useful to 
confirm «the importance of written words as a privileged channel of the aesthetic experience»

11
 and to 

immediately and effectively transmit the dramatic effect of works as well: «Music cannot express fear, 
which is certainly an authentic emotion. But its movement, in tones, accents, and rhythmic design, can 
be restless, sharply, agitated, violent, and even suspenseful… It cannot express despair, but it can 
move slowly, in a prevailingly downward direction; its texture can become heavy and, as we are wont 
to say, dark - or it can vanish entirely»

12
. 

 

2. Teaching unit: Der Erlkönig 
This teaching unit begins with these premises and deals with one of the canonical texts in German 
literature which are studied at school, Der Erlkönig by Goethe. It will be used to help students get 
familiar with the critical approach to a poetic text, giving particular attention to all its possible aspects 
(for a total of 6-7 lesson hours). The use of multimediality, which mainly aims at activating the above 
mentioned motivational factor, will guide most comprehension, analysis and interpretation activities, in 
order to strengthen and examine students’ linguistic competences, facilitate their dealing with ethical 
and social issues and promote the organization and exposure of their critical thinking. It will also 
encourage them to reflect upon how to make use of literature and, more generally, how languages 
contaminate each other.  
I will summarize some possible practical procedures to adopt in order to reach the goals described 
above. The timeline used for school grids cannot be followed and I will not deal with each individual 
part of the content, thus also skipping over those including use of intertextual and interdisciplinary 
links

13
, web resources such as videos, flash footage and digital role-playing games

14
. I will focus on 
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the potentialities of songs and how to activate pleasure-based
15

 motivation through listening, so as to 
combat a possible attention decline students may experience due to previous textual analysis.    
By using the most common information channels on the Internet it is easy to identify the Vertonungen 
inspired by Der Erlkönig

16
. Students should not just be invited to listen. The teacher should also find a 

way, working on both texts and melodies, to get them to reflect upon the various procedures offered 
for knowledge use and how effectively a message can be transmitted through different means. In 
order to critically read songs or texts and, above all, make fruitful comparisons at the linguistic, stylistic 
and content levels, students should be given structured interpretation schemes useful for analysis 
(‘worksheets’ in the teaching unit)

17
. 

The second two-hour lesson dealing with theme development will focus on the comparison of five 
different transpositions of Goethe’s work, from classical to metal music, form rap to electronic music. 
While some of them are faithful to Goethe’s text (see Schubert’s version and young ‘Junge Dichter 
und Denker’ ‘s

18
 rap/hip-hop variant), other artists used English, some of whom took inspiration from 

accredited translations of the poem - such as that of 1995 by Ewin Zeydel, used by Zurich’s electronic 
music group ‘Waldorf’ -, others freely reworked the text (see Erl King by the doom-metal band ‘Pagan 
Altar’, which still alternates father-son dialogues and maintains the poem’s sense, but changes its 
words)*. Students will also be invited to listen to, and above all read, Dalai Lama, a song by 
‘Rammstein’ which offers a modern overview of Erlkönig and where the forest is replaced by the sky 
as the setting of the protagonists’ tragic destiny

19
. 
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  In conclusion, the above described teaching unit: 
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