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Teaser: Grounded in research regarding the positive effects of integrating music and writing narratives in the 

classroom, in this article I describe a three- to four-week unit in which students at either the secondary or university 
level compose personal soundtracks alongside personal narratives to strengthen their proficiency in the four skills—
reading, writing, speaking, and listening—as well as to promote student engagement and classroom cohesion as students 
share music and experiences from their native cultures. 
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Research shows that narrative writing is useful for 

cultivating students’ identities (Latta Kirby, 2016) and 
engaging students in a more accessible genre of writing 
than other, perhaps more research-based and/or 
“academic” writing genres (Seyyedi et al., 2013). The 
personal narrative especially is an integral component 
of any English curriculum as it engages students in the 
writing process and can develop a more cohesive 
classroom community as students share their stories 
with one another. This accessibility and cohesion is 
especially important when working with English 
language learners, for whom writing in the target 
language within academic contexts can often seem an 
insurmountable challenge.  

Though there are several effective approaches to 
narrative writing with students, infusing music into the 
process is perhaps one of the best methods for engaging 
students and enhancing their narratives in ways that 
highlight each student’s creativity, personality, and 
native culture. Music has been successfully integrated 
into ESL classrooms over the past several decades for 
various purposes, such as promoting language 
acquisition (Lake, 2003) and student engagement (Van 
Cleve, 1984; Rosenthal, 1998).  

The personal narrative writing unit I have 
constructed asks students to compile a personal 
soundtrack of songs in conjunction with their personal 
narratives to demonstrate how significant moments in 
their lives are depicted through music; this model is 
based on Goering’s (2004) “Soundtrack of Your Life” 

assignment, which has been effectively implemented in 
many non-ESL classrooms. We begin the unit with an 
introduction to narrative writing so students can 
become more familiar with the genre by studying 
components that comprise narratives as well as 
exemplar student-written narratives for students to 
utilize as points of reference.  

After discussing the purpose of narratives, we 
explore the following characteristics of narratives that 
set this genre apart from others: 1) the focus on telling 
a story rather than exploring a topic, 2) the necessity of 
personal pronouns, 3) the use of sensory language for 
descriptive purposes, 4) the practice of inserting 
dialogue effectively, 5) the use of historical present and 
past tenses, and 6) the most appropriate methods of 
organization. Before progressing to the musical aspects 
of the unit, we take time to discuss considerations 
related to thesis statements within narratives, such as 
whether they are necessary and, if so, whether they 
would be most appropriate near the beginning or near 
the end of the narrative.  

We then examine the essay prompt and an exemplar 
personal soundtrack so students can begin 
conceptualizing the project to gain a better 
understanding of what they will produce. The essay 
prompt is as follows:  

ESL Journal is looking for student writers to 
contribute personal narratives to include in their 
magazine to demonstrate the importance of narrative 
writing for English language learners. While they are 
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gladly receiving all submissions, they will only include a 
handful of essays in their magazine due to space 
restrictions. The more creative and well written the 
essay, the more likely it is that your essay will be 
showcased to the readers of ESL Journal. To construct 
this narrative, compose a personal soundtrack of songs 
that uniquely characterize your life story. Then, connect 
your soundtrack to your personal narrative by 
explaining how the songs provide insight into your life 
story. Those whose essays are chosen will also be 
invited to present their narratives at the annual ESL 
Journal conference in Orlando, FL.  

As the first writing assignment for students in a 
freshman International 
Composition I course with 
proficiency levels ranging 
from intermediate to 
advanced, I set a 750-word 
goal for this assignment; 
teachers should adjust the 
requirements of what they 
expect students to produce 
based on their own students’ 
proficiency levels and needs. 

The exemplar personal 
soundtrack I share with 
students is my own—a 
compilation of nine songs 
arranged in the chronological 
order of when the significant 
events/seasons of my life 
occurred: 

 
1. Son of Man – Phil 

Collins 
2. Africa – Toto 
3. In Christ Alone – 

Owl City 
4. Though You Slay Me 

– Shane & Shane 
5. Hot Air Balloon – 

Owl City 
6. Outsiders – Lecrae 
7. Lifetime – Steve 

Moakler 
8. Cinderella – Steven 

Curtis Chapman 
9. Brand New – Ben Rector 

 
I play a portion of each song in the background as I 

read my own personal soundtrack narrative to students; 
the musical component both engages students and 
provides deeper insight into the narrated text. It’s 
important to model this step for students at the 
beginning of the unit so they have a clear picture from 

the outset of what their finished products should look 
like. A nine-song soundtrack with a 750-word count 
expectation does not lend itself to much depth for each 
depiction within the narrative, but it does offer a 
broader lens through which others can see snapshots of 
one’s most significant life experiences. With a 750-word 
count expectation for this assignment, I would allow 
students to include no more than nine songs on their 
soundtrack and no fewer than three; the fewer number 
of songs included on the soundtrack, the deeper and 
more detailed their depictions must be within the 
narrative.  

Next, we work together to analyze various songs as 
students begin selecting 
significant life events to 
include in their personal 
narratives and 
soundtracks. The depth 
of song analysis during 
this stage is at the 
teacher’s discretion; the 
fundamental notion here 
that students need to 
understand is that the 
style of songs they select 
for their soundtrack 
needs to align with each 
accompanying event 
within their narrative. For 
example, aligning a tragic 
event in one’s life with a 
song like “Celebration” 
by Kool & The Gang that 
has an upbeat tempo and 
melody would need to be 
reconsidered. The 
connections students 
make between their 
narratives’ events and the 
songs on their 
soundtracks should align 
through the song title, 
lyrics, tempo/melody, 
and/or memories 
associated with the song.  

Because identifying 
songs to align with life experiences can be challenging, 
I suggest several strategies for students to begin that 
process. Some may find it helpful to start by identifying 
a list of some of the top songs for one’s specific country 
arranged by decades/years through online resources 
like digitaldreamdoor.com and billboard.com; doing 
this can trigger memories from one’s past associated 
with a song. Another approach is to recall some of one’s 
favorite songs throughout one’s life; favorite songs are 

I SHARE A … COMPILATION OF 

SONGS ARRANGED IN THE 

CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER OF 

WHEN THE SIGNIFICANT 

EVENTS/SEASONS OF MY LIFE 

OCCURRED: 

 

1. SON OF MAN – PHIL COLLINS 

2. AFRICA – TOTO 

3. IN CHRIST ALONE – OWL CITY 

4. THOUGH YOU SLAY ME – 

SHANE & SHANE 

5. HOT AIR BALLOON – OWL CITY 

6. OUTSIDERS – LECRAE 

7. LIFETIME – STEVE MOAKLER 

8. CINDERELLA – STEVEN CURTIS 

CHAPMAN 

9. BRAND NEW – BEN RECTOR 
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often the favorite for a reason, which can offer helpful 
insight in the selection of significant life experiences to 
include in one’s narrative. If starting with the musical 
component is difficult, students can instead start by 
thinking of the most impactful experiences/seasons of 
their lives, and then brainstorming songs that could 
represent each of those experiences.  

Once students have selected the events they want to 
include in their narratives and 
the songs to accompany said 
events, the next step is for 
them to draft their essays. I 
encourage students to share 
ideas with one another 
throughout this process 
both for inspiration and 
to help refine one 
another’s ideas 
through constructive 
feedback. When the 
drafting process is 
complete, I devote 
one full class period to 
a peer review workshop in 
which students bring hard copies of 
their drafts to class and respond to their own 
writing as well as that of at least one of their classmates 
so they can experience and understand the importance 
of the revising process.  

After engaging in the peer review workshop and 
revising their drafts, the unit culminates with the 
sharing of students’ narrative-soundtrack creations with 
the rest of the class, which presents the opportunity for 
authentic speaking and listening practice as students 
assess their peers’ presentations. Students should 
provide instructions for playing their soundtrack during 

their presentation and, if possible, a flash drive 
containing the songs. If they are unable to provide this 
flash drive, an alternative is to use an online resource 
such as Spotify or YouTube to find the songs and play 
them as students present. This is a vital component of 
the presentations since the narrative fuses their stories 
with their soundtracks, so it’s essential to include this 
by whatever means necessary.  

To engage listeners in the presentations, I provide 
students with an assessment rubric that asks them to 

write the presenter’s name and rate his/her 
presentation on a 1-5 scale for 

four components: 1) 
engaging details, 2) clarity, 
3) volume, and 4) eye 
contact. Giving students 

the opportunity to provide 
feedback in this way ensures 

their active listening to peers’ 
presentations and creates a 

more equitable grading process 
as I take students’ ratings into 

account when I determine grades 
for this stage of the unit. 

In a classroom with students 
from various cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds, it is ideal for students 
to select at least one or two songs for 

their soundtracks that reflect their cultural 
heritage to expose peers to aspects of their culture that 
may be unfamiliar to them. Ultimately, the goal with this 
unit is for students to engage in an accessible writing 
process that engages them, strengthens their language 
abilities, and helps foster a sense of cohesive 
community with their classmates.
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