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Christmas around the world

by Anna Gower

INTRODUCTION

It’s that time of year again. The end of a really long term, one often filled with the need for cover work or room 

changes as concert rehearsals and mock exams take place. But how can you keep classes engaged right 

to the end of term, linking the festivals and holiday celebrations that take place in December with musical 

learning, at the same time ensuring that they continue to make some musical progress, especially with exam 

groups?

It’s hard to imagine Christmas without music. Music is an integral part of Christmas celebrations, and has 

always formed a huge part of the traditions that most will be familiar with, such as carol concerts, nativity plays 

and endless Christmas songs on the radio and in shops, often for months beforehand.

Historically, the place of music as part of festivals – whether religious, cultural or traditional – has been an 

important one across the world. Whether the music spread through the aural tradition of popular and secular 

festivals, taking on a local flavour as minstrels travelled, or whether it took a more formal place in religious 

celebrations, in some cases eventually going on to be notated and reproduced, music remains central to the 

celebration of festivals and in the UK – none more so than at Christmas.

Although the traditional Christmas carols that most of us are familiar with only really date from Victorian times, 

the singing of carols dates back to pagan celebrations such as the winter solstice or harvest. These songs 

were then adopted as a tradition by the church as the spread of Christianity replaced the winter solstice 

celebrations with what we now know as Christmas.

Nativity plays that tell the Christmas story were foreshadowed in the 1200s by St Francis of Assisi and his 

followers, who acted out plays and sang carols to tell the Christmas story. This tradition became popular as a 

form of entertainment across Europe, with audiences joining in with the carol singing to accompany the acting 

and storytelling.

The integration of singing, dancing, acting, food, games and more into any kind of celebration has added to 

the preservation of generations of tradition associated with festivals, and has influenced much of the music 

we hear today. Of course, now we also have a new kind of festival, one where people go specifically to hear 

music performed live.

This resource is a series of ideas and projects designed to be flexible enough to take place in any classroom 

space. Where possible, cross-curricular links are also suggested. Each of the ideas have been inspired by 

a Christmas tradition from somewhere around the world, with an extended project to finish that brings it all 

together. Throughout, there’s an understanding that music at Christmas is more than a fun lesson to end the 

term. It has its roots in a deeper tradition of celebration associated with festivals both religious and secular.

CHRISTMAS IN AUSTRALIA: REWRITE LYRICS TO 
COMMUNICATE MEANING AND RELEVANCE

 � Cross-curricular link: English, geography

 � Link to GCSE: steps into lyric-writing for songwriting; demonstrate an understanding of rhyme structures; 

making words fit to appropriate rhythmic patterns.
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In Australia, Christmas falls in the summer. Although some traditions such as Christmas lights, singing carols 

and decorating a Christmas tree might be familiar, the words of many well-known Christmas songs that refer 

to snow, robins and darkness aren’t quite right when it’s hot, sunny and the start of the long school holidays.

Inspired by the rewriting of ‘Jingle Bells’ to feel more appropriate to an Australian Christmas, the following task 

requires students to rewrite the lyrics to a Christmas song or carol and change the meaning, while remaining 

true to the original rhyme scheme and a Christmas theme of some sort.

Task: rewrite the lyrics to a well-known Christmas song or carol and perform to the class

GETTING PREPARED

Students will need:

 � Access to a print-out of the original words of the song or carol (or perhaps a homework task might be to 

bring along a selection).

 � Access to a backing track of the original song or carol.

 � Copies of the two versions of ‘Jingle Bells’ lyrics below.

 � A backing track to ‘Jingle Bells’: there are plenty to choose from on YouTube.

LYRICS

Original version Australian version

Dashing through the snow
In a one-horse open sleigh
O’er the fields we go
Laughing all the way
Bells on bobtails ring
Making spirits bright
Oh what fun to laugh and sing
A sleighing song tonight

Oh, jingle bells, jingle bells
Jingle all the way
Oh, what fun it is to ride
In a one-horse open sleigh – hey
Jingle bells, jingle bells
Jingle all the way
Oh, what fun it is to ride
In a one-horse open sleigh.

Engine’s getting hot
Dodge the kangaroos
Swaggy climbs aboard
He is welcome too
All the family is there
Sitting by the pool
Christmas day, the Aussie way
By the barbecue!

Oh, jingle bells, jingle bells
Jingle all the way
Christmas in Australia
On a scorching summer day – hey
Jingle bells, jingle bells
Christmas time is beaut
Oh, what fun it is to ride
In a rusty Holden Ute

Come the afternoon
Grandpa has a doze
The kids and uncle Bruce
Are swimming in their clothes
The time comes round to go
We take a family snap
Then pack the car and all shoot through
Before the washing up.

Oh, jingle bells, jingle bells
Jingle all the way
Christmas in Australia
On a scorching summer day – hey
Jingle bells, jingle bells
Christmas time is beaut
Oh, what fun it is to ride
In a rusty Holden Ute

If easier, choose one 
song for the whole 
class to write for. You 
can play the original 
and a backing track 
through the main 
speakers for them to 
rehearse to.

If you have access 
to instruments, you 
can play and sing 
the song as a class 
using chords C, F 
and G. Chord sheets 
can be found online 
– there are plenty of 
examples.
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ACTIVITIES

1. Sing and play the first couple of verses and chorus of the original ‘Jingle Bells’. If you have access 

to instruments, use the chords C, F and G to put together a class ensemble. If you don’t have any 

instruments available, use a backing track.

2. Sing and play the first couple of verses of Aussie ‘Jingle Bells’.

3. With both sets of lyrics available for students to look at, work through what is the same and what is 

different about each. For example:
 � Substitution of references: the horse in the original becomes a kangaroo, and the sleigh that they travel 

by in the original becomes a Holden Ute (a famous Australian make of car!).

 � The rhythm of the matching lines remains the same, for example:

 Dash  – ing  through  the  snow

 En  – gine’s  get  – ting  hot

 � Can students find any exceptions? Why might these have been changed?

4. On the lyrics sheet or working together as a class, identify in both versions where the words at the ends 

of the lines rhyme. This should form a skeleton for where they should aim for their versions to rhyme as 

well.

5. In groups, decide on a focus for their lyrics re-write. This should be related to Christmas, but using any 

focus the students decide on – perhaps something relevant to their school, or as if it were a Christmas 

song for another country. You can throw in some additional tasks for them to research their chosen topics 

for ideas, if you have access to computers and you want to spread the task across a few lessons.

6. Starting with the chorus, students may decide to leave the first and third lines as they are and just 

replace lines two and four. In order to make the words fit, they will need to chant them to check that they 

rhythms work, check the rhyming patterns and then rehearse to a backing track.

7. It’s worth having some mini-performances. If a group comes up with a good chorus pattern, invite them 

to sing it with the backing track (you and/or other students can sing it with or for them if needed). Ask the 

class to check the rhythm, rhyme and sense of the words the group have come up with as part of a short 

discussion before setting everyone back to work.

Once the songs are finished, perform them either to a backing track or with the class playing along on 

instruments.

Other well-known 
Australian Christmas 
songs include ‘Six 
White Boomers’ 
(Russell Coight), 
‘Santa Wear Your 
Shorts’ (Hi-5) and 
‘Christmas Photo’ 
(John Williams).

To help to understand how the words of the Australian version have been chosen deliberately to 
keep to the rhythmic patterns of the original words, divide the class into two groups and as they all 
clap a pulse, ask one group to chant the Australian version and the other to chant the original. There 
are a couple of rhythmic differences. See if they can hear them, and say how and why they might be 
different (for example, there is an upbeat in the original last line of verse 1 ‘A sleighing song tonight’).
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INSPIRED BY GREECE AND GERMANY: 
SING SING SING

 � Cross-curricular link with a pastoral focus to raise money for charity.

 � Link to GCSE: understanding harmony and melody through singing.

The tradition of carol singing is one that isn’t unique to Greece and Germany, of course. In fact, carol singing 

is a key part of Christmas traditions in many different countries. However, these countries have traditions that 

involve children singing carols, which is a nice link to make for students of a similar age.

In Germany, the Sternsinger involves groups of children who go from house to house, sing a song and collect 

money for charity. In Greece on Christmas Eve, children often go out singing ‘kalanda’ (carols) in the streets, 

playing drums and triangles as they sing. If the children sing well, they might be given money. In both Greece 

and Germany money is given in exchange for singing – what a great opportunity to raise money for charity by 

holding a performance or singing competition as part of your Christmas lessons or final assembly.

Singing at secondary level can often be a struggle, particularly with older students, and especially if there isn’t 

much singing in the curriculum. So having added incentives to get involved by building on an activity that has 

taken place in the classroom first could be a perfect opportunity to have a go!

Activities linked to singing

TRADITIONAL CHORAL MUSIC

Why not use Christmas as an opportunity to sing some traditional choral music in lessons? As well as the 

familiar Christmas card scene of a choir singing accompanied by piano or some other instrument, there is a lot 

of musical value in singing traditional melodies and harmonies in one, two, three or even four parts.

For older students, this helps give a flavour of the types of harmony exercises that exist at A level. For GCSE 

students, the cadences at the end of each section might be worth some study for the listening exam. For 

younger students, the opportunity to sing together as a group helps boost confidence, especially if the choice 

is a carol they’re familiar with.

Adding a harmony line helps to make the piece sound richer, and there’s a wealth of different backing tracks 

available on YouTube that, when played through a decent sound system, can provide a safety net for those 

less confident with singing. Many of these also have lyrics embedded into the video, which makes it easy to 

follow and join in.

It’s also a great opportunity to look at the meaning of some of the words that many may sing but not be aware 

of, as well as looking at the place of singing in churches and cathedrals as an important part of Christmas 

traditions in this country.

A performance at a concert or in assembly in exchange for donations to charity might also be an added 

incentive, and you could even take a group carol singing around the school, shaking a bucket at break or 

lunchtime!

CHRISTMAS KARAOKE

Students who don’t always engage with singing sometimes need an extra incentive to get involved. A Christmas 

karaoke lesson where students get up and sing in groups or alone is always a great end to the term. Setting 

up a mock X Factor situation where others give feedback after the performances (always nicely, of course) 

can be linked to assessment criteria or a specific focus on performing, for example singing with expression, or 

accuracy of pitch or rhythm. You could even set up a charity event where members of staff sing and are judged 

by a pupil panel in a final assembly.
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CHRISTMAS IN CANADA: COMPOSE MUSIC FOR 
A CHRISTMAS PARADE

 � Cross-curricular link: art, drama, dance

 � Link to GCSE: composing to a brief

For over a century, an annual Santa Claus Parade has taken place in Toronto, Canada, on the third Sunday in 

November. People line the streets to watch the parade, which has around 25 floats, 20 to 25 marching bands, 

and approximately 1,700 participants.

Task: compose music for the annual Santa Claus Parade in Toronto

The task is divided into 3 sections:

1. research

2. planning

3. composing and performing

RESEARCH

This can take place as part of homework, or in a room-change lesson with access to computers. Research 

topics can include:

 � Music at parades and carnivals.

 � Other holiday-related parades, such as the New York Thanksgiving parade, or parades in Adeleide 

Australia, South Korea and more.

 � Draw or design a float for a Christmas-themed parade.

 � Marching bands in America: there are some amazing videos on YouTube of bands playing at major 

sporting events.

PLANNING

A key element to the Toronto parade is the traditional American marching bands and the music they play. The 

first step in planning the music is to identify key characteristics of a parade such as marching, celebration and 

dancing, and to identify which of these students would like to include in their music.

Listening examples could include:

 � marching bands

 � samba

 � reggae

 � traditional Christmas songs – to understand how instrument choice can make something sound 

Christmassy.

Finally, ask students to complete their planning by identifying three ways they intend to meet the brief based 

on what they have heard.

COMPOSE AND PERFORM

This can be done either as a whole class, where ideas are pulled together and created from an initial groove, 

melody or beat; in small groups; or using music technology such as Garageband, Soundation or Soundtrap, 

depending on what resources and space you have available.

Brief: You have been asked to compose a piece of music to be played as part of the traditional Santa 
Claus Parade in Toronto. You should compose at least one minute of music using instruments or music 
technology that captures the celebration and Christmas theme of the parade. Consider how you might 
also make the music suitable to march or dance to, and how use of instruments and melodies might 
make the piece sound more Christmassy.

When listening 
to examples, ask 
students discuss 
and agree on three 
ways the music 
might be suitable 
for a parade or 
for marching or 
dancing, and also 
what makes music 
sound like it has 
been written for 
Christmas. It might 
be fun to set this up 
as a quiz or game.



6Music Teacher December 2018

CHRISTMAS IN HONG KONG: PLAN YOUR OWN 
FESTIVAL

 � Cross curricular link: design and technology, art

 � Link to GCSE: MUSPRA230, Music performing, MUSPRA 221 organising an event: Music Practitioner, 

GCSE compose to a brief

WinterFest in Hong Kong runs through December and culminates in fireworks on 31 December to celebrate the 

New Year. Shops and hotels are decorated with beautiful light displays, and there are plenty of opportunities 

to eat, drink and be merry. The American CNN television network named the Hong Kong WinterFest as one of 

the top ten places to spend Christmas in the whole world.

Examples of events that take place as part of WinterFest include:

 � Hong Kong Ballet performing The Nutcracker.

 � Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra playing selections of classic Christmas pieces.

 � Hong Kong Symphony of Lights, where buildings feature Christmas light decorations.

 � spectacular Christmas dinners hosted by top hotels and restaurants.

Although churches in the city also have carol services and other events taking place, this is a celebration that 

focuses away from the religious traditions of Christmas and is an opportunity for communities to come together 

in the city and celebrate with friends and family. And of course, no celebration is complete without music.

Task: organise a WinterFest

Inspired by the title WinterFest, students should plan, organise and if possible compose music to be included 

in their very own Winterfest celebration.

You could make the theme specific to Christmas, and link in events already happening in your school – such as 

a school concert, carol service or Christmas assembly. Or you could give the event a broader theme of winter, 

and extend the learning into finding out about celebrations and festivals that revolve around the seasons.

Activities

RESEARCH AND PLANNING

Based on the unit content for RSL’s Music Practitioner unit 221 (organising a music event), consider the following:

 � The type of event you’d like to run at your school: find out what’s already planned into the school calendar, 

and think about how these events could form part of an overall WinterFest theme.

 � The event structure, how many days it will last, and what activities will be part of it.

 � Roles and responsibilities.

 � Festivals and large-scale events: do some research into the kind of things that are common to them, such 

as live music performance, entertainment, street food, etc.

 � Technical requirements: what might be needed to run the event you have in mind, and what the school 

already has in place that might make getting the event off the ground realistic and feasible.

 � Health and safety: this is an important issue for any event. Share health and safety guidance with students, 

and encourage them to write their own that links to the specifics of the event they are planning.

 � Starting with your own school concert, if you have one, ask students to consider the implications and costs 

associated with running an event. They can explore revenue, income and profit, and discuss how they 

might allocate any profit to investing in the music department or in future events.

Even if you don’t 
actually run the 
event, the process 
of planning for it is 
useful in allowing 
students a wider 
understanding 
of contexts and 
opportunities 
for musical 
performance outside 
of the classroom. 

This is a great 
project to do if you 
find your room and 
instruments are 
unavailable, for 
example during 
mock exams. As it 
can have a winter 
theme, rather than 
being specifically 
related to Christmas, 
it can be done in 
January as well!

Research can be done as homework, or divided between groups as part of a lesson that happens 
outside the music room. It’s important to have access to computers to undertake research and allow 
for groups to feedback so that at the end of each lesson, you have an overall plan for the class to work 
towards that all have contributed to.
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 � Research the role played by agents, promoters and artists. How are events that are already happening 

marketed by the school? Are there other ways to let people know about events and encourage them to 

take part?

COMPOSE AND PERFORM

WinterFest is a great opportunity to get groups involved in songwriting. Writing songs is often considered to be 

an accessible task, since students generally listen to songs and know how they’re put together. However, it’s 

hard to just ‘write a song’, and having a theme such as Christmas or winter can certainly help to guide students 

when writing lyrics or choosing instruments.

With a brief to write and perform a song for the WinterFest event, students can choose to write chords, lyrics 

or melodies. Below are a few suggestions of resources to help them get started:

 � Musical Futures International has recently released a free songwriting guide that explores starting points 

for lyrics and music.

 � Online platforms such as Soundtrap, Garageband, Cubasis, BandLab or Soundation have samples and 

instrument sounds that students can drag and drop to create verses and choruses without having to 

compose from scratch, which allows them to set up simple patterns and improvise and explore vocal lines 

over the top.

 � Little Kids Rock have video tutorials to help students to get started with songwriting.

 � Start with a four-chord progression based on the famous I-V-vi-IV progression and mash up some 

Christmas songs over the top using the Axis of Awesome video for inspiration. This can be done vocally if 

you are out of the music classroom for any other reason.

 � Compose your song as a whole class by improvising some ideas for a groove, chords and then adding 

lyrics to whatever has been created.

There are plenty of other resources to help students to get started with songwriting, but as with all activities, 

composing for a purpose – in this case music to be performed at a specific event – is always good to engage 

them from the start. They don’t have to compose a whole song: just a verse or chorus is fine, especially if 

they’re going to perform them at the end of the project, or even better, at a concert as part of their very own 

WinterFest!

CHRISTMAS IN THE USA, UK AND CANADA: 
WRITE AND PERFORM A PLAY OR PANTOMIME

 � Cross-curricular link: history, drama, English

 � Link to GCSE: MUSPRA230, Music performing, MUSPRA 221 organising an event: Music Practitioner, 

GCSE compose to a brief

The final suggestion is a way to bring all the elements in this article together in one big performance. Event 

planning, rewriting song lyrics to change their meaning, writing songs from scratch, singing and organising an 

event, all those could result in one big performance that tells the Christmas story, or maybe another traditional 

tale through song and dance, inspired by the mummers, masques and minstrels of old!

Although there are many different forms of mumming, the premise remains one of telling a story through acting 

and singing, linked to folk traditions and celebrations of different festivals that took place through the year, for 

example All Souls’ Day or Plough Monday in England. There is also a similar Christmas tradition that is popular 

in many countries – the pantomime.

Pantomime has a rich and varied history, and an interesting research task for students would be to explore the 

traditions and development of pantomime from its roots in Roman Britain all the way through to today’s farces 

that are so popular in theatres around Christmas time.

Task: write and perform part of a pantomime, which should include at least two songs either composed 
from scratch or using lyrics that have been rewritten to tell a story.

http://www.musicalfuturesinternational.org/free-guide-to-songwriting.html
https://www.soundtrap.com/
https://www.apple.com/uk/mac/garageband/
https://www.steinberg.net/en/products/mobile_apps/cubasis/start.html
https://www.bandlab.com/
https://soundation.com/
http://jamzone.littlekidsrock.org/instrument/songwriting/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HTYrkOZ5nCs
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This task is one that is best designed with the students themselves. To ensure that all the elements of a 

traditional pantomime are included, however, the following is a checklist to get you started:

 � Research the history of pantomime, and identify the key elements that you might see in the UK at 

Christmas to ensure those are all included in your new one.

 � Choose a story or tale to base the pantomime on.

 � Identify the main characters in the story and decide which part of the story to tell.

 � Decide whether to write the songs from scratch or to choose songs and rewrite the words.

 � Allocate responsibility within the class for costume design, set design, writing the script, composing the 

music, and organising the event. Even if you don’t ever perform it, these all help to establish the idea of 

working as a group to bring together a performance.

 � Audition or choose students to play the lead roles.

 � Make sure there is a section for the whole class to sing together.

 � Set the class to work and see what they can produce ready for a performance in the last lesson of the term.

Christmas round the world is full of many different traditions and celebrations. Key to getting the most out 

of your Christmas lessons is to ensure that whatever activities you choose, there’s an opportunity for your 

students to get some musical or relevant learning from the experience.

This could be a chance to perform music they are familiar with and which is all around them at this time of 

year. For younger students, this could be a chance to dip into future KS4 courses by organising an event, to 

compose to a brief as they will be expected to do at GCSE.

It’s important, too, to remember the history and social traditions of music for festivals, music for celebration and 

music at Christmas time. Allowing students to explore that brings in some depth and breadth of study around 

the subject. It also offers some cross-curricular links with other subjects, not only making those last few lessons 

of term a chance to do something a bit different, but also reminding students that without music, Christmas 

would be a very different experience!


