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Research on Children’s Songs Introduced from Abroad as Teaching Materials (1)
—Concerning the Lyrics of Traditional English Nursery Rhymes
in Japanese Translation—
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[Abstract] In elementary school music classes, songs designated as both principal teaching
materials and supplementary teaching materials are prescribed and used in accordance with
the basic teaching goals of academic lesson plans. However, materials not prescribed in those
plans are sometimes used as the teacher deems fit, based on his or her personal experience. For
example, there are songs such as “Mary Had a Little Lamb”, “London Bridge is broken down”,
and “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star”. These songs are traditional English children’s ditties, and in
England these types of traditional songs are collectively known as “nursery rhymes”. As these
nursery rthymes spread throughout the world, they came to be referred under the name of “Mother
Goose”, and this name is now well-established around the world.

When these children’s songs are used in music classes, are they chosen as teaching materi-
als with the awareness that they are in fact Japanese translations of traditional English children’s
songs? This paper conducted an analysis of Japanese translations of the songs of Mother Goose,
and attempted to investigate the legitimacy of children’s songs from abroad as teaching materi-
als in Japan. In the analysis, the Japanese lyrics of Shuntaro Tanikawa, whose score has been
published, were taken as a basis, the lyrics of Hakushu Kitahara, Shuji Terayama, and Sumiko
Ishikawa were applied to the score, and a comparative study was carried out (for six songs). Re-
sults revealed that the Japanese lyrics of the three translators other than Tanikawa himself were
proven as such they cannot be sung as songs. It is because they had the following issues: there
were excess words which could not be sung; there was no alternative but to squeeze in these lyr-
ics as extra syllables in portions of the song which had no notes, while in portions where there
was a melody; the lyrics were cut short; and there are no notes or melody to match them com-
pletely although there are Japanese translations. However, it is shortsighted to conclude that the
Japanese versions of these three translators are unsuitable for use simply for the reason that they
cannot be performed as songs. These three translators went to great lengths to render traditional
English children’s songs into Japanese as rhyming poems, and each is an excellent Japanese
translation as such.

It is critical to examine the diversity of these sorts of Japanese translated lyrics from the
point of view of the educational research which is principal object of this paper. As such, teach-
ers using them as educational materials must understand them as foreign children’s songs dating

back to their melodic origins, and explore the significance of turning them into educational ma-
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terials. Via research on the teaching materials of that sort of teacher, children’s songs imported
from abroad can be utilized in a variety of teaching methods and can be put to practical use.

Moreover, the further expansion of creative music instruction is possible.
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