Sacred Music in the Classroom

In accordance with the First Amendment and court rulings, sacred music can be used in a religiously neutral manner as a part of standard educational practices.  As a matter of curricular content in our subject, sacred music exemplifies:

· Music practices of various historical periods.  In fact, sacred music is often the best example of music within specific time periods.  It has often been observed that prior to the 17th century, almost all significant choral music contained sacred text, primarily because most notable composers were trained and employed by the church.  To be historically accurate and representative, including sacred music is necessary.
· Musical practices of various cultural traditions.  Study of a particular culture is not complete without an examination of its music, including a study of performance practice and use of music within the cultural traditions.  Religious traditions play significant roles in every culture, and therefore the music associated with these observances are subject to study as well.

· A variety of musical styles and genres.  To provide a complete educational experiences recommended by MENC’s statement, exploration through the performance of all styles and genres is necessary.  By definition, a motet contains a sacred text; and it is practically impossible to locate an African-American spiritual that is not in fact spiritual in nature.  Further, to have a complete understanding of these genres, cultures, and historical periods, discussion of the situations surrounding the conception and performance of the music required.  Students need to be able to connect information about society and history to art forms of the time. (Music with a Sacred Text, Reston, VA:  Music Educators National Conference, 1996, pp. 2-3)
The First Amendment...

The First Amendment does not forbid all mention of religion in the public schools; it prohibits the advancement or inhibition of religion by the state. A second clause in the First Amendment prohibits the infringement of religious beliefs. Public schools are not required to delete from the curriculum all materials that may offend any religious sensitivity. For instance, the study of art history would be incomplete without reference to the Sistine Chapel, and the study of architecture requires an examination of Renaissance cathedrals. Likewise, a comprehensive study of music must include choral music set to religious texts. The chorales of J. S. Bach, the "Hallelujah Chorus" from George Frideric Handel's Messiah, spirituals, and Ernest Bloch's Sacred Service all have an important place in the development of a student's musical understanding and knowledge. 

In order to ensure that any music class or program is conforming to the constitutional standards of religious neutrality necessary in public schools, the following questions raised in 1971 by Chief Justice Warren E. Burger in Lemon v. Kurtzman1 should be asked of each school-sanctioned observance, program, or institutional activity involving religious content, ceremony, or celebration: 

· What is the purpose of the activity?  Is the purpose secular in nature, that is, studying music of a particular composer's style or historical period? 

· What is the primary effect of the activity? Is it the celebration of religion? Does the activity either enhance or inhibit religion? Does it invite confusion of thought or family objections? 

· Does the activity involve excessive entanglement with a religion or religious group, or between the schools and religious organizations? Financial support can, in certain cases, be considered an entanglement. 

If the music educator's use of sacred music can withstand the test of these questions, it is probably not in violation of the First Amendment. Since music with a sacred text or of a religious origin (particularly choral music) constitutes such a substantial portion of music literature and has such an important place in the history of music, it should and does have an important place in music education.
Religiously Neutral Programs
With this volatile topic, music educators should exercise caution and good judgment in selecting sacred music for study and programming for public performances. During the planning phase of each program, the following questions should assist the teacher in determining if the program is, indeed, religiously neutral:

1. Is the music selected on the basis of its musical an educational value rather than its religious context? 

2. Does the teaching of music with sacred text focus on musical and artistic considerations? 

3. Are the traditions of different people shared and respected? 

4. Is the role of sacred music one of neutrality, neither promoting nor inhibiting religious views? 

5. Are all local and school policies regarding religious holidays and the use of sacred music observed? 

6. Is the use of sacred music and religious symbols or scenery avoided? Are devotional settings avoided? 

7. Is there sensitivity to the various religious beliefs represented by the students and parents?
A common misconception is that it is permissible to promote Christianity at Christmas, provided that other religions receive similar treatment at other times. For example, some teachers may try to justify celebrating Christmas by celebrating Hanukkah. First, Hanukkah is not a major Jewish holiday and should not be equated with Christmas, one of the two most important holidays in the Christian year. Second, one violation of the First Amendment does not justify another. If it is wrong to promote religion in the public schools at Christmas, it is wrong every other day of the year. Instead of “balancing” Christmas with Hanukkah, teachers should work to ensure that all holiday activities focus on objective study about religion, not indoctrination. 

Therefore, the short answer is to plan holiday programs that serve an educational purpose for all students – programs that make no students feel excluded or forcibly identified with a religion not their own.  Does this mean ignoring religion? Of course not. A concert in December without any sacred music makes little sense. Much of Western music has its origins in religious practice and belief. Surely traditional Christmas carols and other Christmas music by composers such as Bach and Handel should have a place in any good public school music curriculum.  The solution is for the school to plan programs in December that include sacred music, but aren’t dominated by it. Let the performers (and the audience) know that the choral selections were made for aesthetic and educational reasons, not to promote religion. And make sure that a variety of traditions and cultures are represented – not just in December, but throughout the school year.  Before planning December holiday concerts or other activities in a public school, music teachers and administrators should ask themselves three simple questions:

1. Do we have a clear educational purpose? Under the First Amendment, learning about religious holidays is an appropriate educational goal – celebrating or observing religious holidays is not. 

2. Will any student or parent be made to feel like an outsider by the concert or activity? Most parents and students are fine with learning about religious traditions – as long as the school’s approach is academic, not devotional. It is never appropriate for public schools to proselytize. 

3. Is our overall curriculum balanced and fair? Dec. shouldn’t be the only time sacred music pops up in the curriculum. Students should learn about religious music from various traditions at other times of the year.

Music educators need to act on what is constitutional, sensitive and fair for all students and parents. 
Paraphrased from James Panoch in “How to Avoid Cooking Your Holiday Goose,”  Music Educators Journal, 71(3), p. 33.   Other excerpts taken from www.firstamendmentcenter.org  www.freedomforum.org

A Music Teacher Reflects on Political and Cultural Issues
     When I first began teaching twelve years ago, I was almost hyperaware of the need to be inclusive and culturally unbiased. I went out of my way to include music from “other” cultures and steer away from Christian-based musical selections. For example, at Christmas time, I would call my concerts “Winter Celebrations,” and I would not include any pieces that directly referenced the Christian celebration. Then I became aware that I was neglecting many wonderful musical works simply because they might represent a “majority” view. I slowly began to choose musical works based on specific musical elements that I deemed appropriate for our current program of study. In retrospect, I think what actually changed was my criteria for inclusion: the focus switched from a political or socially based set of criteria to a more academic, elemental basis for selection. Now I am somewhere in between. The bottom line for including a piece of music or body of musical work in my classroom curriculum is that I must have firsthand, authentic, contextual, cultural, and historical information about the piece. I will no longer include a song from Nigeria or a sacred oratorio by Handel without knowing (from what I deem to be a reliable source) how that piece fits into the cultural and historical fabric of the society where it originated. I still fear being guilty of appropriation or exclusion, but at least I am more consciously aware of the criteria I use to choose music in my classroom.
—Anne Thomson, elementary music teacher, Squamish, British Columbia
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