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Abstract

This paper explores the advantages and challenges of developing a stu-
dent-centered language learning website for a group of EFL students at the 
Department of Political and Social Science of the University of Trieste. More 
specifically, a selection of songs containing lyrics with embedded political, 
social, and/or cultural meaning is chosen as the basis for the language learn-
ing activities integrated into the website. A number of digital tools are used 
to develop practice exercises aimed specifically at expanding the students’ 
vocabulary range in a carefully sequenced, enjoyable, and digestible manner. 
Among the activities contemplated in the design of the website, one in par-
ticular invites students to participate in its ongoing development by contribut-
ing with a song in English of their choice with similar content as described 
above. By researching a song online and creating a digital language activ-
ity for their peers, students enhance their language and digital literacy skills 
while also fostering each other’s intercultural awareness. The paper concludes 
with reflections on the benefits, limitations, and often neglected implications 
of using digital technologies to create such a language learning tool. 
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1.	 Introduction 

This paper focuses on a language-learning pilot project conducted at the 
Department of Political and Social Science (DISPES) of the University of 
Trieste with a group of English language learners. More specifically, content 
and practice in English (L2) were provided by means of a teacher-designed 
language learning website. Given the variety of both core and elective sub-
jects on political and social issues taught at DISPES, the website aligns with 
this thematic focus through exposure to and the analysis of the lyrics of songs 
in English featuring implicit or hidden cultural, political, or social meaning. 
Songs are often heard but not understood. They are rich in linguistic and 
cultural content. Through the analysis of the lyrics and stories behind a song, 
students can broaden their vocabulary range and deepen their intercultural 
awareness. Furthermore, the website features provide both teachers and learn-
ers with an opportunity to develop their digital skills through the creation of 
digital content. In this digital era in which so-called digital native learners and 
digital immigrant teachers share the same classroom, implementing a website 
for teaching and learning purposes can be an effective strategy to bridge the 
digital gap and to foster the development of digital citizenship. 

2.	 Background and Literature Review

2.1. 	S ongs in Language Learning

It has long been suggested that songs can have a positive impact on language 
learning and, more specifically, on vocabulary acquisition. Songs have strong 
potential as a source of engagement and enjoyment and, therefore, can in-
crease learners’ motivation in their language learning journey. According to 
Krashen’s Affective Filter Hypothesis (1982:30-40), a relaxed and positive 
emotional state facilitates language acquisition. Background music can help 
lower the learner’s affective filter by fostering a more relaxed learning envi-
ronment. Similarly, learning English through songs also provides a non-threat-
ening atmosphere in the classroom (Lo & Li 1998:8). The repetition of words 
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development. Learners risk information overload as those commonly referred 
to as digital natives are not necessarily more digitally literate than their often 
non-digital immigrant educators (Pegrum, Hockly & Dudeney 2022:14). It is, 
therefore, the role of language educators not only to provide language instruc-
tion but also to help guide learners in making informed choices regarding 
digital language learning tools.

2.3	 Frameworks

The idea behind the creation of a language-learning website is grounded in 
digital design, participatory, and constructivist learning frameworks. More 
specifically, Mishra and Koehler’s TPACK Framework (Technological 
Pedagogical and Content Knowledge) and Puentedura’s SAMR Model 
(Substitution Augmentation Modification Redefinition), both discussed in 
Pegrum, Hockly & Dudeney (2022:64-68), provided guiding principles in 
the development of the language learning website English & Song for my 
learners. The former supported rational reflection on how to integrate peda-
gogy, content, and technology so that the overall digital learning experience 
was comprehensive and purposeful. Throughout the building process, the 
framework helped ensure that the learning tool was pedagogically effective, 
visually attractive, and motivating. The tool would complement classroom 
instruction meaningfully. The latter served as a reminder of the importance of 
keeping students’ active engagement at the forefront of their digital learning 
experience. By including tasks in which students would be called to interact 
with each other and integrate the tool with their own song choices and related 
practice activities to be used by other students, the digital learning experience 
would be much more transformational. By taking agency in determining and 
sharing course content, students would be developing their digital skills while 
using and practicing their L2 skills in the process. The digital learning experi-
ence in terms of engagement would transform the students from passive users 
or consumers to creative users or prosumers. 

Yet another framework underpinning the English & Song website design is 
Vygotsky’s (1978:86) constructivist approach whereby learning is scaffolded 
within the learner’s Zone of Proximal Development. By providing learning 
activities in a carefully sequenced order – first to be completed independently 
and then collaboratively – meaning gradually unfolds as learners build on the 
knowledge gained in previous activities. Indeed, in this way, a teacher-created 
website can provide a student-centered language learning experience. 
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3.	C ontext and participants

The English and Song website was created with a group of students in mind: 
second-year students in the three-year undergraduate degree program at 
the Department of Political and Social Science of the University of Trieste 
(DISPES). Students are expected to demonstrate an intermediate level of the 
CEFR scale in their final summative assessment, which is administered on-
line via the Moodle platform. Given the wide variety of students attending 
English as L2 at DISPES in terms of age, background, language level, learn-
ing styles, in addition to the often insufficient teacher-student classroom time, 
using a one-size-fits-all coursebook is unlikely to meet the students’ indi-
vidual language learning needs or the course objectives. Classroom teaching 
strives to meet the needs of every student to the greatest extent possible. Not 
all students have a sufficient vocabulary range, causing them to underper-
form in their exam. As stated by Wilkins (Moufarrij & Salameh 2019:103-
104) while ‘without grammar very little can be conveyed, without vocabulary 
nothing can be conveyed’. 

Four students volunteered to participate in the piloting process: two in-
termediate students and two pre-intermediate students, one of whom was a 
returning student and older in age. The 90-minute pilot took place in our 
usual classroom environment, which helped maintain a low affective filter. 
The classroom was equipped with a projector, screen, and audio system, and 
a desktop computer for each student (Figure 1). 

A needs analysis and placement test conducted at the start of the course 
helped tailor the syllabus and content to address the students’ specific strengths 
and weaknesses more effectively.

Fig. 1: Students working on song-related activities during the pilot 
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The song content and practice exercises are structured into six sequenced 
steps designed to ensure the transition from comprehension practice to pro-
duction practice. 

In Step 1, students listen to the song monomodally (audio only) and answer 
multiple-choice questions for gist and general perception. Example questions 
include the following: 

– 	 What do you think the song is about?
	 love and relationships
	 friendship
	 overcoming challenges
	 partying

– 	 How does this song make you feel?
	 excited
	 sad
	 relaxed
	 inspired

Step 2 introduces the story behind the song through a reading and comprehen-
sion task followed by multiple-choice questions. Example questions include:

–	 Why did the young man in the song join the army?

	 He wanted to learn how to use a gun.
	 He was in trouble with the law and had no choice.
	 He wanted to fight for his country because he was a patriot.
	 He wanted to travel to a foreign country.

–	 What did the young man in the song do for a living before he joined the army?
	 He was a student.
	 He was a soldier.
	 He was a factory worker.
	 He was jobless.

Steps 3 and 4 guide learners to analyze vocabulary more closely through a 
lexical approach. More specifically, students are first asked to match vocabu-
lary words with their definitions. Some of the words are foreign, factory, flag, 
employment, ground, yellow man, shadow, rifle, gun.  The words are then to 
be contextualized by completing sentences with the correct words. This exer-
cise is in the form of a Cloze text with a word bank. 

Step 5 allows students to deepen their cultural understanding. Through a 
short text titled Fabulous Fact, related to a true story that occurred at the time 
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when the song was released, students read for fluency in the form of extensive 
reading practice. 

Finally, in Step 6, students use their newly acquired vocabulary to share their 
own perceptions and reflections, while also commenting on their peers’ posts. 

This six-step sequence of activities reflects a communicative and lexical 
pedagogical framework, as students receptively notice, retrieve, and then pro-
ductively generate vocabulary. Each activity was limited to 6-10 questions to 
ensure that the practice would be manageable and the content digestible.  

A Your Song activity was also included on the homepage to encourage 
learners to explore their own creativity and digital skills. Students select a 
song of their choice, research its background, and design activities for their 
peers, thus developing their own digital skills in the process. This project-
based activity engages students at the “Redefinition” level of the SAMR mod-
el and calls for a variety of digital literacies, such as effectively searching 
for information online (search literacy), hyperlinking materials to their song 
(hyperlinking literacy), critically evaluating sources and information (infor-
mation literacy), just to name a few. In such a manner, students act as both 
users or consumers and content creators or prosumers. 

Figure 2: Screenshot of ‘English & Song’ homepage

4.3	D esigning the website

The website was designed using the free online application Google Sites (GS). 
GS immediately proved to be easily accessible, intuitive, and user-friendly. 
A pre-requisite is for the user to have a Google account. GS enables mul-
tiple language-learning tools to be hosted or hyperlinked in a single digital 
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learners can synchronously or asynchronously share digital content including 
images, links, audio, video, in addition to text. In English & Song, Padlet al-
lowed the teacher to collect samples of authentic student writing for analysis 
and follow-up teaching. Teacher feedback was then provided on an individual 
basis and privately via email. 

Figure 3: Screenshot of student comments on Padlet (Step 6)

5.	 Implementation in the classroom: student performance and feedback

Thanks to the six sequential stages in the song activities, learners were given 
the opportunity to work independently at their own pace while in the same 
classroom. The responses provided in both the automatic feedback and the stu-
dents’ writing tasks show that all the activities were completed in the allotted 
time. Upon closer observation, however, the returning student did not submit 
answers to parts of the WordWall activity in Step 4. The length of the gapped 
text for this activity was distributed across five pages, and after completing 
each page, students were required to click on the submit button to proceed. As 
this student’s answers were limited to the text on the first page, it is very likely 
that the student in question was unaware of the need to move forward or of what 
to do to move on to complete the full text. This feedback informs the teacher 
that factors such as task design as well as an individual student’s weaker digital 
literacy skills or the pressure of time have an impact on overall student perfor-
mance. High scores in all the activities confirm that the level of the activities 
was lower-intermediate or intermediate and that the level of difficulty could 
be increased in other song activities to challenge the students further. 
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As for student feedback (Figure 4), provided on a GF via an anonymous 
questionnaire on the website immediately following the pilot, all four students 
claimed to have enjoyed the website as a language learning experience and 
to have acquired learning in a fun way. However, when asked by means of a 
Likert Scale whether the English & Song website should be developed, three 
responses were provided, one of which was lower in the scale. The accom-
panying comment was not extensive enough to help understand why. Given 
the anonymous nature of the feedback, this informs the teacher that feedback 
questions may need to be worded more clearly, perhaps with multiple choice 
answers in future iterations. 

Why did you or did you not enjoy the song and/or the activities today? 4 responses

	● I enjoyed this activity because I learned something new about this song. 
	● I enjoyed because it was a funny way to learn English and moreover a new way to 

approach my subject with a song and in another language. 
	● I enjoyed the activities we did today because there were lots of different types of 

exercise. 
	● I participate more; the involvement is very important.

What do you think you learned today? 4 responses

	● I learned not to stop at first impressions and to focus more on what the song wanted 
to convey. 

	● I learned some vocabulary task and grammar. I understood the meaning of the song 
and understood the situation of the war in Vietnam by the point of view of a soldier. 

	● a new song and a few facts about the war in Vietnam 
	● A history on the text, on the U.S.A.: its political and social problems

Do you think the website should be developed? 

Why do you think the website should be developed? 3 responses

	● because I think this site will help more people understand English more completely 
and not just stop at the academic side of the subject. 

	● I think the website should be developed more because the exercises were effective in 
their simplicity and not boring. 

	● It’s still little used.

Figure 4: Student feedback on website learning experience following the pilot
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6.	R eflections on the good, the bad, and the ugly of developing a 
language learning website

Many valuable insights were gained regarding the advantages and challenges 
of using digital tools in language teaching and learning while developing my 
teacher-created website and piloting it with a small group of volunteer stu-
dents. However, given the scope of this paper, reflections on the good, the bad, 
and the ugly will be limited in number and grounded on empirical evidence 
gained from the experience.

6.1	T he good

 
Using digital tools to create a language learning website has proven to be a 
constructive and positive experience in many different ways.

For educators, websites can serve as repositories of language practice ac-
tivities to be used with students as needed. They can complement or be used 
in place of a coursebook. Content is more visually appealing and engaging, 
adding variety to the more familiar paper-based practice. Indeed, teaching 
the multimodal English & Song activities in the paper format might be less 
attractive and effective. 

Website content, compared to textbook content, is dynamic. It can be im-
proved, integrated, or changed over time. The website structure can be organ-
ized to include or hide tabs as needed. Tabs can address any desired language 
area, for example grammar or vocabulary, different language levels, for ex-
ample B1 activities or B2 activities, or different topics. In such a manner, web-
sites can help meet different language aims in the same digital environment. 
The English & Song website features both a Grammar tab and a Vocabulary 
tab which will be developed for future iterations. In fact, song lyrics lend 
themselves to grammar practice as well. 

 Language learning is less teacher-centered and more student-centered. 
Students work at their own pace and make their own decisions in the learn-
ing process. A greater degree of learner focus and engagement is required as 
students approach the many activities autonomously. The teacher is indeed 
the guide on the side (Aviles 2018).

The language learning activities can be repeated as needed with feedback 
and progress checks being offered instantly. Teachers can track learner pro-
gress anytime, whether the activities are completed synchronously or asyn-
chronously. This can help teachers meet specific learner needs and proceed 
with lesson planning accordingly. 
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Differentiated teaching is supported through digital tools like Diffit, which 
generate content at varying language levels. The AI-generated materials can 
then be integrated directly into the website. As described above, in Step 2 of 
the English & Song website, the Reading and comprehension activity was 
generated in such a manner. 

Different pedagogical aims can be contemplated simultaneously. In the 
case of English & Song, the aims were threefold: digital, intercultural, and 
linguistic. Within each of these domains, specific skills (listening, reading, 
writing, speaking) can be further developed. Accordingly, a website can host 
a variety of activities incorporating video and audio as well. 

A language learning website can enable both teachers and learners to en-
gage meaningfully with digital tools, fostering their practical application in 
pedagogically purposeful ways. In English & Song, the Your Song activity 
can be implemented during class time to allow learners to create digital con-
tent for their peers, fostering agency and a sense of ownership in co-creating 
content. Students transition from being consumers to prosumers while devel-
oping and refining a variety of digital skills at different levels. 

All the language learning activities in English & Song were developed 
using the fremium version (Wilden 2021:25) of the digital tools implemented 
in the website design. This option allows educators to create free accounts 
and access a given number or type of activity templates or options. In turn, 
learners can participate in the activities without the need to register or log in. 
This design choice benefits both teachers and students alike as the former can 
easily create materials free-of-charge while the latter can enjoy a seamless, 
user-friendly experience without leaving the learning environment. 

6.2	T he bad  

Designing the website English & Song involved a significant investment of 
time. Learning to use GS and all the other tools that were implemented and 
integrated in the site was a very time-consuming process. The tutorials avail-
able for guidance are many, and choosing the most effective is a process in and 
of itself. From the outset, the educator’s workload in designing a website and 
creating content is continuous to ensure it remains functional and engaging. 

Multi-tasking is increased, also at the teacher’s expense. In designing 
English & Song, it was enhanced as attention was divided while working 
on simultaneously aiming to meet the pedagogical and digital goals and re-
searching and building content.  
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The educator’s screen-based workload increases substantially. Teachers of-
ten work in isolation and assess the value of tools independently. Given the con-
stantly evolving digital landscape, the teacher may experience anxiety about 
which tool or version to choose, which can lead to more time spent on online 
searches and research. In addition, as technology evolves and teachers are re-
quired to gain new skills, teacher training courses often take place fully online. 

AI-generated content is readily available; however, it requires editing for 
it to be personalized and adapted to learners’ needs. Although content can be 
created in a matter of seconds, it is not always truly ready for use. 

6.3	T he ugly

In my experience researching how to develop a teacher-created website, I 
have come to reflect more closely on issues that I define as the ugly side of 
internet navigation. 

To begin with, my experience in using English & Song with students has 
informed me that when students use computers or devices that are public and 
not their own, they are inclined to omit logging out of their accounts as well 
as the machine itself. This behavior is an invitation to personal content theft. 
By remaining logged in, others may have access to the students’ personal ac-
counts and personal information. Students should be made aware of this and 
piloting the project in a classroom equipped with computers (Figure 1) has 
helped to identify this issue. 

Digital footprints are an important issue in the context of online security. 
Upon logging into a website or other digital tool, users leave a trace of their 
internet or device activity. In the digital classroom environment, it is the role 
of educators to help protect their students’ digital identity. Banning technol-
ogy is unlikely to be the proper solution. Deciding to work with volunteer 
students on the pilot proved to be the right decision, as the students welcomed 
the opportunity to gain awareness of the implications of this issue. Creating 
a teacher-led platform for students is a way to introduce security literacy as a 
topic in the classroom.

Lastly, the global impact of our increasing digital activities is an important 
yet often overlooked issue. Although an individual’s daily routine online may 
seem minimal in the digital landscape as a whole, collectively it can be much 
more impactful. Data centers are growing in number very rapidly. Even as 
the technologies for building them become more energy-efficient (Oró et al. 
2014), many are located in desert regions (Sattiraju 2020), where they may 
contribute to local environmental challenges. These factors highlight the im-
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portance of making intentional choices with regard to integrating digital tech-
nologies into our language teaching and learning. Ensuring that their use is 
pedagogically meaningful and effective is part of our responsibility as educa-
tors to minimize their ecological impact. 

7. 	C onclusions

The purpose of this project is to offer students meaningful and authentic re-
sources towards the gradual acquisition of vocabulary and the enhancement 
of intercultural awareness. The language learning website English & Song 
met these aims to a reasonable extent and appeared to be well-received by the 
participants in the pilot. In spite of the small cohort and the fact that only one 
song was available for practice, the pilot led to positive observations overall. 
The students in question participated actively throughout and most of them, 
except for the pre-intermediate returning student, completed all the interac-
tive tasks. Their experience proved to be meaningful and engaging, and the 
website user-friendly. It remains to be understood and investigated why one 
user believed that the website should not be developed further. In the mean-
time, the other songs available on the homepage will be integrated with inter-
active activities, and the Grammar tab will be developed as well. 

Though designing a website and creating content proved to be a very time-
consuming process and required a considerable amount of work, I consider 
it to have been a good investment of time. Indeed, the tool can be used with 
different groups of students over time, songs can be added, content improved, 
language learning activities integrated, all while helping to meet the different 
language learning needs of my students.  In future iterations, the Your Song 
feature is hoped to be developed as an in-class project-based activity for the 
development of learners’ digital skills. 

For the time being, the English & Song website is not publicly accessible 
and is being used solely with my students, as it is still in its development stag-
es. Should the website be made publicly available in the future, appropriate 
measures will be taken to ensure the privacy and protection of all participants.   
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