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A Christmas miscellany

by Hanh Doan and David Guinane

INTRODUCTION

Christmas-themed Music Teacher resources have become something of an annual tradition, much like advent 

calendars or leaving out mince pies for Santa. In previous years, there have been some fantastic, in-depth 

resources. Our resource, however, takes a slightly different tack, and comprises a collection of shorter ideas 

for the Christmas period.

We’ve tried to avoid the obvious, age-old suggestions, focusing instead on parts of a music department that 

might miss out on the fun that happens over Christmas. Part one of the resource will give you a range of ideas 

for adding some Christmas cheer to your exam classes, covering ideas for KS4 and KS5 (with a focus on 

GCSE and/or A level students). Part two moves away from the classroom and into your extra-curricular groups, 

with tips for managing your public commitments at Christmas (ie your Carol Service/concert/celebration), as 

well as ideas for your ‘non-flagship’ musical ensembles. We hope you find something useful in this resource.

PART ONE: CHRISTMAS IDEAS FOR KS4 AND KS5

Christmas tunes at keyboards and singalongs in your KS3 classes is the easy way to add some festive cheer 

to your department. But what about students at KS4 and KS5? Surely they need forget all about the season to 

be jolly, and focus instead on important things like GCSEs and A levels?

It sounds silly when you put it like that – to restrict access to festive music to our most passionate musicians. 

But how can we ensure that musical learning still happens when students (and most teachers) just ‘wish it 

could be Christmas every day’?

This resource contains ideas for adding some Christmas magic to your upper school classes, while ensuring 

students are making meaningful musical progress and deepening their musical understanding.

CHRISTMAS AT KS4

The following ideas link specifically to various elements of the GCSE courses offered by the three biggest exam 

boards (Edexcel, OCR and AQA). However, the ideas discussed could easily be tweaked to work for any KS4 

qualification – just adapt the content accordingly.

Christmasify your Areas of Study (OCR)

In the OCR GCSE course, the listening aspect is focused around Areas of Study rather than set works, and 

the vast majority of the AoS can be given a festive twist to aid revision or initial teaching, or to develop 

compositional skills.

AOS5: CONVENTIONS OF POP

‘Run Rudolph Run’ by Chuck Berry contains all the essential elements of 1950s/1960s rock and roll: 12-bar 

blues, backbeat, improvised guitar solo, repeated melodic ideas, etc.

We wholeheartedly 
apologise for the 
use of the word 
‘Christmasify’.
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A useful activity to aid recall is to have a track playing as students enter the classroom, and give them the length 

of the track to note down all of the track’s key features. Why not use a festive example of each ‘Convention of 

Pop’ during December? Here are a few suggestions:

 � Slade: ‘Merry Xmas Everybody’ (rock anthem)

 � Wham!: ‘Last Christmas’ (pop ballad)

 � Justin Bieber: ‘Mistletoe’ (solo artist)

 � Bruce Springsteen: ‘Santa Claus is Comin’ to Town’ (rock anthem)

 � Christina Aguilera: ‘The Christmas Song’ (solo artist)

 � Chuck Berry: ‘Merry Christmas Baby’ (rock and roll)

All of these songs contain multiple key features of their respective styles which students could be asked about 

in the listening exam. Either use the note technique described above, or write exam-style questions using 

these seasonal selections.

RHYTHMS OF THE WORLD

The rhythms of the world allow you to take Christmas tunes and implant them into the traditional music of 

another culture. As a performance task, it’s fun – and a great way to solidify students’ knowledge of key 

features in a particular style. Example briefs could include:

 � Create a version of ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ in a calypso style.

 � Perform an alap section of an Indian classical piece, quoting as many Christmas tunes as possible in your 

initial improvisation.

 � Create a version of ‘Away in a Manger’ in a traditional Greek style, ensuring you use a time signature of 7/8.

 � Compose a stylistic samba groove to accompany a medley of Christmas tunes, including stylistic breaks as 

links between the individual tunes in the medley.

These are just a few suggestions – you could create similar tasks to cover bhangra or Israeli dances, for 

instance. To do this properly, students require a solid understanding of the conventions of each style or 

tradition. The melodic material they use is essentially insignificant, but using Christmas tunes can be engaging 

and appropriate to the time of year. Our students tend to do most of their composition work in the spring term 

of Year 11, so this is a great primer for those wishing to compose in one of these styles.

Related listening (AQA and Edexcel)

If your exam boards focus on set or prescribed works, then careful study of those specific works is key. 

However, comparing these works to similar pieces by the same artist, or in a similar style, is essential to an 

in-depth understanding for students. I’m sure you have countless examples of related works for your students, 

but here are a few seasonal suggestions.

THE BEATLES’ CHRISTMAS RECORDS

Between 1963 and 1969, the Beatles released annual ‘Christmas records’ for members of their fan clubs in 

the US and the UK. They were seven-inch vinyl records containing messages, skits and songs, with a loose 

festive theme.

As AQA’s prescribed works include three songs from Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, the most relevant 

discs are 1966’s The Beatles’ Fourth Christmas Record – Pantomime: Everywhere It’s Christmas and 1967’s 

Christmas Time Is Here Again!. The former, recorded in between sessions for ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’, is 

a collection of pantomime-style tunes, while the latter is ‘concept-based’, as the members of the group play 

multiple characters in a loose plot based around several groups auditioning for a BBC radio show. Both discs 

provide some interesting material to discuss both the Beatles’ musical aesthetic at that time, as well as their 

‘conceptual’ approach to Sgt. Pepper.

Mariah Carey’s ‘All I 
Want for Christmas 
is You’ seems far 
too obvious for the 
main body of this 
resource, and Run-
DMC’s ‘Christmas 
in Hollis’ doesn’t fit 
neatly into an OCR 
‘Convention of Pop’. 
(Both are personal 
favourites, however.)

Add obbligato 
sleigh bells to each 
of these tasks for 
maximum yuletide 
cheer.
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PROKOFIEV: ‘TROIKA’ FROM LIEUTENANT KIJÉ

This Christmas classic evoking a traditional Russian sled doesn’t have an immediate link with any set or 

prescribed works in any GCSE syllabus. However, the use of ostinato as an accompaniment in this piece has 

a striking effect. When considered alongside the ostinato figures in the Haydn’s Clock Symphony, one of AQA’s 

set works, this could provide some interesting contrast, as well as inspiration for use of similar techniques in 

student composition.

In addition, listen to the track ‘Posada (Pilgrimage to Bethlehem)’ by Santana, and compare it to the tracks 

from Supernatural.

As previously mentioned, though the examples above are related to specific exam boards, the principle can 

be applied to any music. Students need to understand musical features in depth in order to answer questions 

in an exam, or compose in a particular style. They must immersive themselves in music by listening, or even 

better, making music using these features. The overlay of Christmas content doesn’t change the value of these 

practices, but might increase engagement a little at the end of a very punishing autumn term.

These records, though interesting, aren’t the easiest to track down. You can find extracts of them on 
Spotify, as well as various bootlegs on YouTube. The full set of Christmas records was released as a 
collector’s edition box of vinyl in 2017, which may be of interest if your department’s budget stretches 
that far.

EDEXCEL RELATED LISTENING

There are many festive tunes that relate the set works on the Edexcel GCSE music course. Here are 
a few suggestions:

 � John Williams: ‘Christmas Carol Medley’ from Home Alone

 � Countless Christmas songs from the world of musical theatre: many of the classics (‘White 
Christmas’, ‘Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas’) differ in style to Wicked, but you could consider 
‘A Christmas Song’ from Elf the Musical as a more modern alternative.

 � Queen: ‘Thank God It’s Christmas’

 � Bach: Christmas Oratorio (discussed later in this resource)

 � Purcell: ‘Behold, I bring you glad tidings’

 � At the time of writing this album is unreleased, but John Legend’s 2018 album A Legendary 
Christmas is set to feature a duet with Esperanza Spalding.
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A KS5 HARMONY CHRISTMAS

With Christmas at KS5, the scope is huge, and there’s so much potential for you to ‘get your geek on’ and 

demonstrate to students that harmony in particular is not isolated to A level study, but actually exists in 

real-life music.

Whether your students are in Year 12 or Year 13, by Christmas, they will probably have the basics of harmony 

covered: chords, triads, inversions and even some basic cadential progressions.

The Bach chorale

THE BASICS

Replace your weekly singing or analysis of a Bach chorale with a Christmas-themed chorale, or even a 

good old congregational carol to get your students in the festive mood. Here are some initial suggestions of 

Christmas-themed chorales from Riemenschneider’s book, and what you can point out in them:

‘Wie schön leuchtet der Morgenstern‘ (R86, 195 and 305):

 � Keys and modulations.

 � Cadences and basic cadential progressions, eg ii7b-V7-I at the first cadence, or V4-3-I at the double bar.

 � Year 12 students can also practise basic identification of inversions of chords, particularly those including 

7ths.

For experienced students, this chorale (along with plenty of others) gives you the opportunity to look at 

elements in more detail:

 � Voice-leading and counterpoint within inner parts.

 � Some stock progressions, including the passing 6/3 in penultimate bar.

 � The possibility of harmonising the same phrase with different progressions (compare bar 5 with bar 13, and 

bar 7 with bar 8).

 � The treatment of repeated notes in bars 9 and 10.

The analysis done to the chorale above can be, of course, applied to other Christmas-related chorales, some 

of which can be found in Riemenschneider:

 � ‘Lobt Gott, ihr Christen, allzugleich’ (R54)

 � ‘Christum wir sollen loben schon’ (R56)

 � ‘Der Tag, der ist so freudenreich’ (R158)

 � ‘Jesu, meine Freude’ (R357)

 � ‘Vom Himmel hoch, da komm ich her’

 � ‘Gelobet seist du, Jesu Christ’

‘Christum wir sollen loben schon’ and ‘Vom Himmel hoch, da komm ich her’ are also works by Bach written for 

Christmas. Don’t forget that Bach also wrote a number of cantatas for the Christmas and Advent period, which 

might also be worth investigating if your students (or you) get the bug.

This chorale is 
a real favourite: 
consider its use for 
a chamber choir 
at Christmas in 
Cornelius’s The 
Three Kings and 
Mendelssohn’s 
‘There Shall a Star 
from Jacob Come 
Forth’ from Christus.
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The chorales from Bach’s Christmas Oratorio are also up for grabs, especially since the Passion chorale 

features heavily in this work. Comparisons can be made between Bach’s many harmonisations of it within 

the work, as well as those in his St Matthew Passion and St John Passion, and of course in Riemenschneider.

All this work links naturally towards set works from Edexcel and OCR. In the Edexcel specification, comparisons 

can be made with ‘Ein feste Burg its Unser Gott’. This chorale itself is included in the set work, and of course 

forms the basis of discussion for its treatment in the other movements. In the OCR specification, this work fits 

perfectly into Area of Study 4: Religious Music of the Baroque Period.

Harmony Puzzle Fun

After some hardcore (but entirely fun and fulfilling) analysis, it’s time to have some fun with your students. 

Although some may frown upon the non-musical nature of this task, it will be sure to inject a bit of humour and 

competitive instinct into your students.

Students need to have a basic understanding of four-part harmony, including inversions. Year 12 students who 

have been studying harmony for a term should be able to access this task.

 � Take the four-part version of ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing’ (the clearest version is from 100 Carols for 

Choirs). Other carols can be used, but this is quite simple in terms of its harmony and accessible for most 

students.

 � Enlarge it as well as you can onto A3 paper, so that the bars are quite big. Make as many copies as 

you require. Students can do this task alone or in small groups. The latter is better if students lack some 

confidence in their harmony.

 � Separate all the bars by cutting them, including separating the clefs and key signatures, and the double bar 

line from the final bar. The students will now not know which way up each bar goes.

 � Split the students up evenly into groups or pairs. Depending on their ability, give them as much information 

as you feel they need. Normally just informing them that this is a famous congregational carol is enough, but 

of course this really depends on the students in your class!

 � The students’ task is to put the bars together to make up the carol. Again, depending on their ability, you 

might leave the first bar and last bar in for them, or even tell them the title of carol.

The winners of the task are those who finish first. During the task, they will (hopefully) discuss which way up 

the bars go, and through this process, decide on what kind of chords and inversions are created, and whether 

these are realistic given the keys and cadences, etc. Guidance and prompting can be given whenever you 

feel it is needed, particularly if the students are struggling.
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PART TWO: CHRISTMAS IDEAS FOR YOUR 
DEPARTMENT

Christmas carol service, concert or celebration

Depending on the location and type of students who go to your school, everyone will choose to celebrate 

Christmas (or even not) in different ways. The body of this section of the resource will address the carol service 

itself, but there are plenty of other ways of celebrating Christmas without entering a church or making the 

celebration entirely about religion. You are also under no obligation to programme anything Christmas-related 

– in fact, if every item were Christmas themed, that might feel a bit excessive. However, for maximum yuletide 

cheer, consider the following alternatives or supplements to a carol service:

 � The classic Christmas concert in the school hall. Get the tinsel out and let the kids decorate their instruments 

with it. Bring out all the favourites (don’t forget Leroy Anderson’s Sleigh Ride) and intersperse them with the 

term’s non-Christmassy repertoire, and get the students and parents in the festive spirit.

 � If you feel you’re not in a position to put on anything too traditional, you may decide to add some congregational 

carols to your concert. The school orchestra or band can accompany and the audience will love a bit of 

participation.

 � Perhaps you have smaller groups that you want to do a bit more performing. Maybe your school Christmas 

Fair will have room for (or even request) some carol singers or a small brass band? Not only is this a good 

opportunity for the students, but it also raises the profile of the department in the wider school community.

 � In the local community, you’ll be sure to find elderly care homes who will always want smaller groups to 

come and entertain the residents at this time of year.

Planning the carol service

If appropriate for your school, the carol service can become a wonderful tradition in the department, with 

students and staff holding fond memories of different years and the combination of carols sung. Below are 

some tips for those starting out and those who have a bit more experience.

FOR THE BEGINNER

Planning a service can be overwhelming if you’ve never done it before. If you’ve decided on the church in 

which you will hold it, contact the vicar to get some planning support. Here are some tips to get you going:

 � The traditional Nine Lessons and Carols is a great place to start, but all nine is probably too long for a school 

carol service. Although you may have plenty of ideas for carols, don’t forget all these celebrations come 

at the end of a very long term, and the students (and you too) will be on your knees. Four or five lessons 

are usually enough alongside a similar number of congregational carols and items from your choirs. Your 

vicar will be able to guide you as to which ones will be the best to use from the nine lessons. Selecting 

your readers can be done in conjunction with the drama department; a potential reward to those who are 

committed to the department.

 � Congregational carols: if you’re starting out, pick the best-known ones: ‘Hark! The Herald Angels Sing’, ‘O 

Come All Ye Faithful’, ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ and ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’. Teaching your choirs the 

descants from 100 Carols for Choirs will stick with your students for years to come. Again, your vicar will help 

you place these at the most appropriate points in the service if you are unsure.

 � Choir items: there are two ways to add these:

 � Look at the places in the carol service where you’d like items and then find a carol with suitable words.

 � My favourite way is to select carols you really want to do and then put them into the carol service, 

keeping your fingers crossed for a good balance throughout the service! If you don’t know where to 

start, find some recordings of Nine Lessons and Carols from King’s College, Cambridge, over the years 

to get you started.

 � There are plenty of volumes of carols in all arrangements. The obvious go-to volume for SATB choirs is 

100 Carols for Choirs (OUP), but more recent publications also include the Noel! series, alongside a huge 

number of volumes for mixed voices in many combinations. There are always flexible arrangements of 

popular carols that you can find online.

 � Solo vocal items: in recent years, it has been a reward for some of our senior vocalists to be offered a solo 

item. This provides a nice contrast to all the choral works and congregational carols.
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 � Instrumental items: personally, we leave the instrumental music for the Christmas concert, with the exception 

of some brass fanfares and perhaps the odd obligato instrument in solo vocal numbers. However, there’s 

nothing stopping you from programming something appropriate as a suitable pause for reflection.

 � Don’t forget your organist. If you don’t have one, your local church is sure to – get him or her booked in 

good time!

FOR THE MORE EXPERIENCED PLANNER

You may feel that you’ve exhausted a lot of the standard repertoire, and that by the time you get to planning 

the service, you’re a little tired and so wheel out some of the old faithfuls (and there’s nothing wrong with that). 

Consider the following to rejuvenate your approach to the carol service:

 � A lot of our inspiration often comes from having the radio on over the Christmas period. Although it’s usually 

too late for inspiration for that particular year, make sure you note down anything you pick up ready for the 

following year. By the time the Christmas period is over, you might have pretty much planned next year’s 

service, and have discovered a few new gems along the way. Sometimes you just need reminding of what’s 

out there.

 � We love waiting to hear the new commission from King’s College, Cambridge, every year. Sometimes they 

are too difficult, but others can be a great potential addition to the following year’s service. A particular 

favourite was John Rutter’s All Bells in Paradise from 2012.

 � Plan a carol or two in a different language. It’s a great challenge for the students and widens their repertoire 

beyond the standards.

 � Theme your carol service (aside from the obvious Christmas theme) by focusing on an oratorio. Instead of 

selecting unrelated choir items, select choruses and solos from Handel’s Messiah or even Bach’s Christmas 

Oratorio and insert them between the congregational carols.

These suggestions are by no means finite. Above all, as well as celebrating Christmas, see the carol service as 

a means of educating your students, staff and parents in the wealth of Christmas repertoire available.

CHRISTMAS WITH SMALL GROUPS

Traditionally, Christmas is the time – quite understandably – for the big groups (choir, orchestra, maybe your 

wind band or big band) to get all the glory, and perform the rousing festive classics for the assembled masses. 

However, if you have the time, means, or necessity to focus on small-group work, there are lots of things you 

can do to ensure the Christmas spirit takes hold in your department.

Small-group jazz

Having a small group that plays jazz (in some form or another) is an essential part of any department offering 

a broad range of opportunities for its students. The ability to hone improvisational skills in a relaxed setting 

is hugely beneficial for any musician, whether they are a serious jazzer, or a classical or traditional musician 

looking to broaden their horizons.

Our approach is to take a lead sheet, and work with students on how to ‘realise’ a performance based on this 

most meagre of resources. Following the age-old ‘head arrangement’ structure, cover playing the tune (with 

embellishments), appropriate drum parts, walking basslines, comping skills (piano or guitar), and how to 

approach improvising. Here are a few standards with a festive vibe:

 � ‘The Christmas Song’ (‘Chestnuts Roasing on a Open Fire’)

 � ‘Frosty the Snowman’

 � ‘Santa Claus is Coming to Town’

 � ‘Baby It’s Cold Outside’

 � ‘Silver Bells’ (an underrated classic)

There are of course many, many more.
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Christmas tunes often have words, and so they provide a great opportunity to add a vocalist to your small 

jazz group.

Other ideas

You don’t have to be a jazzer to inject some festive repertoire into your smaller ensembles. Let’s face it, 

Christmas music can be boiled down to a melody and chords, so the possibilities are essentially endless. Yes, 

there are Christmas arrangements for all sorts of instrumental combos online, but you may not have thought 

of these…

CHRISTMAS BUCKET DRUMMING

If you can get some buckets, you can teach rhythm in a meaningful and engaging way. The Bucket Guy is 

your starting point, and the holiday edition of his method is perfect for this time of year. It’s cheap and easily 

adaptable, and you can find it here.

CHRISTMAS MANOUCHE

Back in April 2018, Music Teacher featured a resource on gypsy jazz (or Jazz Manouche) for the guitarists in 

your school. To ensure it isn’t just your orchestral musicians and singers who enjoy the festive season, why not 

use Christmassy jazz standards when working with your gypsy jazz group? Add some 6/9 chords instead of 

the usual major and minor triads, and you will have instant success with your guitar players. Check out these 

videos for inspiration:

 � ‘Christmas Swing’: Jazz Manouche Lesson

 � The Gypsy Hombres perform ‘Django Bells’

CHRISTMAS CODING

If you use Sonic Pi in your school (and we highly recommend you do – it’s an easy way to create music on 

computers entirely in code), why not set challenges such as sequencing a Christmas tune, or sampling some 

jingle bells and add some effects? Or even creating a drum beat using only festive sounds (unwrapping 

presents, putting up a tree, carol singers – anything is possible).

RESOURCES FOR JAZZ COMBOS: IREAL PRO

iReal Pro is one of the best resources for teachers looking to nurture jazz musicians in a school. It is 
available as an app for iOS and Android devices, as well as desktop computers.

It’s essentially a huge collection of chord charts (in many styles, not just straight jazz). It automatically 
generates backing tracks so if you’re missing someone (or everyone) from your rhythm section, you 
can still give your frontline players the opportunity to improvise. You can easily transpose and adapt 
chords, and do all sorts of things to aid the learning process for your young jazzers.

The initial purchase gives you the software, and then you need to ‘find’ the charts themselves (this 
is very easy to do and explained in the app). There is even a Christmas playlist you can access, and it 
should keep you going for years.

Band-in-a-Box is another great piece of software for creating backing tracks. It is significantly more 
powerful, but also more complex, and much more expensive.

http://thebucketguy.com
http://thebucketguy.com/product/the-bucket-drumming-book-holiday-edition-digital/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3D3fTKuagB8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NbIqFBv5YHQ

