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Nine Lessons of Christmas

by James Manwaring

INTRODUCTION

At Christmas time, the life of a music teacher and a music department is usually rather full. Carol concerts, 

local events, rehearsals and Christmas functions all crowd our calendars. But of course, we still need to teach, 

and it’s a great time of year to try something different – and, naturally, to link lessons with the festive season.

This resource will therefore not only give some Christmas-themed lesson ideas, but also suggest some one-

off lessons that you might like to try. It might be that you’re at the end of a scheme of work, or just want to do 

something different. Whatever you do, enjoy Christmas – because music at Christmas really can be full of joy!

CHRISTMAS SINGING AND PLAYING

It’s worth reminding yourself of the wonderful opportunities that Christmas presents for singing and playing. If 

you’re like me, it’s sometimes hard to pick the right songs to sing in lessons, or to pick something that students 

know the words to or recognise. Christmas carols are therefore a great way to get students singing, and 

because students are likely to know the carols, you can start to focus on their singing, and even look at part 

singing.

Start by getting them singing a carol that they know well: ‘Silent Night’ is a good choice. From this starting 

point, try adding in a bassline and some harmony. Part singing is sometimes challenging, but it’s made a great 

deal easier when you use something that students already know well. Depending on ability, class size and who 

you have in the class, you might like to try an SATB arrangement, or a two-part arrangement might work well.

Over the years, I’ve used various carol arrangements and different books. Carols for Choirs is often a favourite, 

and the arrangements in it are very good. But one book that I use year after year is the Salvation Army’s New 

Christmas Praise book, not only its vocal scores but also its arrangements for orchestra and brass band.

You might also like to try changing the music you’re playing in a few simple ways. Get your whole class sitting 

with their instruments and the carol arrangements, and try these few fun ideas:

1. Play the carol as written, but with a swung rhythm.

2. Change the tonality of the carol by adding in accidentals as you play – tricky, but good for students to 

switch from major to minor.

3. Add passing notes between every note that doesn’t follow a scalic pattern – again, challenging, but it helps 

students understand melody and passing notes.

4. Play the carol backwards from the last bar. This is a challenge, but lots of fun, and it makes for interesting 

discussion about what happens when we change the direction of the music.

5. Play the carol, then play it again up a tone, transposing as you go. This is a great task for more advanced 

players who must visualise the music up a tone – a good skill for life, and a good challenge.

These ideas may come across as slightly odd. But when you get a group of students playing carols and 

then start altering or adapting the music, you suddenly start to unlock their musical brains and create some 

interesting discussions.

I’m a firm believer in trying new things and undertaking tasks that aren’t necessarily structured or formal. Music 

is there to be explored, and what better time to do that than Christmas? Also, because carols are so familiar 

and the tunes are so well known, they are easy to manipulate and play around with.
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The more advanced your students are on their instruments, the more they will be able to do. But even if you have 

a lower-level group of instrumentalists you should be able to come up with some fun ways of interpreting carols.

CHRISTMAS CHORALE CADENCES

If you’re studying chorales with your students, why stop at Bach when you can use Christmas carols to practise 

your favourite cadences? That might offer be a tenuous connection with the festive season, but it still provides 

a small variation on regular Bach chorales. It’s also great to look at harmonising music that students are more 

familiar with, and it shows them cadences in action.

I’ve listed some carols below and given the melodic progressions at certain cadences.

1. ‘Away in a Manger’: final cadence features a 6-7-8 melodic progression.

2. ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’: final cadence features a 3-2-1 melodic progression and is also in the 

minor. Students could use this to practise adding a tierce de Picardie.

3. ‘Hark! the Herald Angels Sing’: final cadence features a 1-2-1 melodic progression.

4. ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’: final cadence features a 2-2-1 melodic progression.

5. ‘The Holly and the Ivy’: final cadence features a 3-2-1 melodic progression.

If you’re looking for a way into Bach chorales, try the website ChoraleGUIDE, a great, free resource that’s 

packed with worksheets. Get your students to experiment with different progressions, and see how that affects 

the cadence. You could then extend their experiments to a whole Christmas carol which the class could sing 

in four parts.

Although this is more of an A level task, you could easily use Christmas carols to teach students at other levels 

about cadences and what they sound like. For example, sing ‘Silent Night’ and ask students what cadences 

they can hear and when, and go on to look at other carol tunes and work out where the perfect and imperfect 

cadences are. GCSE students need to be able to hear those two cadences, and if they sing them in the context 

of a song or carol, they learn to recognise them much more quickly.

BACH’S CHRISTMAS ORATORIO

Wider listening – there’s no way of avoiding it, especially with the new Edexcel specifications. But whatever 

exam board you’ve chosen, and whatever students you have in front of you, the more music they listen to the 

better. Bach’s Christmas Oratorio is a wonderful piece of music, and is obviously linked to the festive season.

Bach wrote it in 1734 for the Christmas season, and it has a total running time of more than three hours. It has 

six parts, designed to be performed on different days. It might be a good approach to focus on the work’s 

arias and choruses, basing your listening questions on these. The study of this piece would also complement 

Bach’s Cantata ‘Eine feste Burg’ in the Edexcel Anthology (discussed in its own Music Teacher resource, 

August 2017).

There are a number of different approaches to the study of a piece of music like this. Taking a particular section 

and picking apart how Bach uses the various musical elements is a great way of analysing a piece of music.

Students could also consider what qualities within the music make is suitable for this time of year. How does 

Bach convey the spirit of Christmas in his music?

http://www.choraleguide.com
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CHRISTMAS AT THE MOVIES

Composition is part of the life of every music department, and students are always looking for new ideas for a 

composition. But music is a huge part of Christmas, and perhaps we don’t use the festive season enough as 

a stimulus for composition.

Set your students a simple challenge: compose a piece of music for use in a Christmas movie. Here are some 

more detailed titles that they might like to use:

 � A Toy Shop at Christmas

 � Decorating the Tree

 � The Reindeer Arrive

 � Snow is Falling

 � The Long Wait for Santa

 � Opening the Gifts

Depending on ability, it might be good to get students simply composing a melody that they feel has a festive 

feeling to it. They can then try simple techniques such as adding sleigh bells to see if they feel they’ve captured 

the spirit of Christmas in their music.

If nothing else, this kind of task will get students thinking about how much music can represent a time, place or 

specific scenario. It will also open their eyes to the power of simple changes – adding sleigh bells to a piece 

really does make it sound festive. What other instruments have a similar effect on music? Does a lonely trumpet 

or snare drum give a piece a military feel, for example?

MUSIC VIDEO

Have you ever made your own music video in a lesson? Nowadays, making a movie is easy, using even just a 

smartphone. You might not have attempted it because of issues to do with filming students, or because you’ve 

perhaps seen it as a non-musical activity. But in many ways a music video is a highly musical activity if you link 

it appropriately, and also ensure you have the relevant permissions to film students.

There are lots of ways of linking this activity to music, but the key is to make sure the lesson is fun. Perhaps 

film something you’ve sung in a previous lesson, or even something that students have created themselves.

The music business is something we often don’t explore in our teaching, but it’s very much part of the way 

music has evolved over the last 50 years. Looking at some of the recent changes in the way we consume 

music, and also filming a music video, are really interesting topics for students to consider and discuss.

You could even use the video to help publicise one of your carol events. In the past I’ve also worked with the 

school’s business studies department, who sell Christmas trees, to create a music video for that project. You 

could replicate the famous Band Aid video, and discuss some of the artists who appear in it, linking back to 

wider listening and your board’s set works.

CHRISTMAS MUSIC QUIZ

Chances are there will be a lesson where you will require cover during the festive period, maybe because 

you’re rehearsing or leading a Christmas event. There’s nothing worse than setting cover for a music class, 

and often cover teachers or supply teachers aren’t keen on you leaving a class with lots of practical work to do. 

Although a music quiz isn’t always the best activity in terms of stretching pupils, it’s sometimes a helpful thing 

to leave a teacher who is looking after your class. Here are some ideas.
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Name That Christmas Song/Carol

If you’re teaching the lesson yourself, you might like to play students carols at the piano. But if not, here is a 

ready-made playlist with 16 different Christmas songs and carols.

Name That Christmas Movie

If you don’t feel you can use this music for a quiz – maybe because your students aren’t old enough to 

know some of the films – then ask them to write down two features of each piece that make it sound festive. 

Alternatively, ask them to come up with their own questions, similar to my Home Alone questions in the next task.

1. Home Alone

2. Elf

3. The Polar Express

4. The Nightmare Before Christmas

5. Nativity

6. The Muppet Christmas Carol

7. Miracle on 34th Street

8. It’s a Wonderful Life

9. The Snowman

10. Love Actually

HOME ALONE

In 1990, John Williams captured the magic of Christmas in his famous score for the movie Home Alone. Film 

music is such an excellent avenue for study, and is included on both GCSE and A level syllabuses. The 

questions that follow will help guide your students through this score, and can be extended or simplified 

depending on year group. This kind of listening task is also fantastic for students who want to expand their 

wider listening repertoire.

Main titles from Home Alone

1. What is the tonality of this music at the start, and how does it change?

2. What instruments do you feel give this music a particularly festive feel?

3. Describe the main melodic theme used in this track.

4. Around 40 seconds into the track the strings start using a particularly interesting technique. Can you name 

it and describe it? Why do you think Williams used it in this cue?

Holiday Flight

1. Name five features of this cue that help portray the idea of a family rushing to catch a flight.

2. How would you describe the opening few seconds of this cue?

3. How is percussion used to enhance this track?

Star of Bethlehem

1. Which instrument do we hear used again in this track? It helps bring a particularly festive sound to the 

music.

2. How would you describe the main melody for this particular extract of music?

3. Around 1:10, what do the strings do with the main melody?

4. What technique do you hear used on the harp at various points in this extract?

5. How would you describe the texture of the music at around 1:40?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1JIEpWhBwXo&list=PL3uCJ4EzNi8wDnuz7EkELEsUslOeRLmLX&index=16
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GbUeK1PP7-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mYkHQkCZUTo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OdZvwzU7HoA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kGiYxCUAhks
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gbDCeGLP_ns&index=2&list=PL2EFZlkj-eavvIg-2dRjYmPlAjpTp_mqE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wzCQGodWwPU&list=PL3EEBC548773DC9C0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qUbb07Oei-4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6664CbKvfiA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xb-pX7sIjFY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ef6dayxB4XI
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O Holy Night

The Home Alone film score also features the famous Christmas carol ‘O Holy Night’. This carol is French (its 

original title is Cantique de Noël) and was composed by Adolphe Adam in 1847. What do your students know 

about French music from this period? Why not research who was composing music in 1847 in France and in 

other European nations? Understanding the context of a piece of music is helpful and powerful. Some other 

notable pieces from this year include Liszt’s famous Hungarian Rhapsodies, Schumann’s Second Symphony 

and the opera Macbeth by Verdi.

It might be helpful to listen to some different versions of ‘O Holy Night’ and even sing it through with the class 

so that students get a feel for the melodic material.

1. What is the time signature for the carol ‘O Holy Night’?

2. What is the tonality of this carol?

3. How does the melody used in the verse differ from the melody of the chorus?

4. What instrument is being used to accompany this carol?

5. What type of choir do you think are singing this version of ‘O Holy Night’?

6. What type of chord do you hear on the word ‘Fall’ when they sing ‘Fall on your knees’?

Carol of the Bells

This is another famous piece of Christmas music that’s included in the Home Alone film score. Film composers 

are well known for incorporating the music of other composers if they feel it works in the film. Part of the magic 

of Home Alone is the way that music is included as part of the on-screen action. But sometimes composers 

simply include the music that they feel works for the film. It may be that the director requests a particular piece 

of music to fit with the plot.

‘Carol of the Bells’ is a wonderful piece of Christmas music, composed by Ukrainian composer Mykola 

Leontovych in 1914. What do your students know about Ukrainian music? And what do they know about music 

from 1914? This carol was based on a Ukrainian folk chant and has several obvious ‘chant-like’ qualities. This 

is another fantastic carol to sing and perform, and there’s a very effective arrangement from the a capella 

group Pentatonix.

1. What name or key term is used to describe the open melody of this carol?

2. How many notes are used to form this melody?

3. How would you describe the second idea what enters using the words ‘ding-dong’?

4. How many different layers can you hear in this carol?

5. How do the singers enhance this performance with their vocal techniques and approach?

6. What is the tonality of this piece of music?

7. Describe how the piece of music ends. Why do you think the composer chose this approach?

The Attack on the House

This is such an iconic moment in the film, and well worth a watch. This cue uses some interesting instruments in 

some interesting ways, and could be a great way into a lesson on identifying instruments and describing their 

characteristics. It might be worth watching this part of the movie and then answering the questions:

1. Name four instruments that you hear used in the opening moments of this cue.

2. Why do you think John Williams chose these instruments?

3. How would you describe this music and why?

4. What makes this cue different to the others we have listened to?

5. What melodic material do you hear, and how would you describe it?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WSUFzC6_fp8
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THE MERRY MODES OF CHRISTMAS

Teaching modes can help students to understand where major and minor came from, and why music sounded 

the way it did a long time ago. In my experience, students enjoy understanding scales and key signatures, and 

modes are a great place to start when studying those.

If you’ve never taught modes before, then maybe think about entering the world of modes at Christmas. 

Why not take a Christmas Carol and change the tonality? What would ‘Away in a Manger’ sound like if it was 

rewritten in Dorian mode? It might sound dreadful, interesting, weird, strange, exciting, jazzy – can students 

find out? Not only will it get them thinking about modes, but it will also get them notating music.

THE THEORY OF BUBLÉ

At Christmas, it’s almost impossible to avoid the music of Michael Bublé. His Christmas album is playing in 

shops, restaurants and probably homes up and down the country. It’s a great collection of Christmas music, 

but I wonder how well students know the actual music on it. Why not use the music from this album to do create 

some listening questions, or even hand things over to students and ask them them come up with an activity? 

Here are some ideas:

1. Take a risk and hand the learning over to the students. Tell them that they have 45 minutes to come up with 

an activity that uses the album or just one song from the album. Tell them that they need a tangible task 

that could be completed in class. Give them access to the internet so that they can hear the music and 

also access to any software that they might need. They may want to come up with a compositional task, a 

listening task or a performance idea. Give them creative freedom.

2. Split the class into groups and give each group a different track from the album to analyse. Direct them 

to look at each of the following elements and provide at least two comments/features for each element – 

melody, harmony, tonality, instrumentation, texture, dynamics.

3. Find a feature – give the class a list of key musical features that can be found on the album and ask them 

to locate them through listening in groups. This could be a scalic melody, use of sleigh bells, a minor 

tonality, a pedal note, and so on. They should collate their ideas and share the ones that they found harder 

to locate.


