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Abstract

Sacred music from Christian perspectives has been sung in public schools since the inception of
music programs, but students would benefit from singing sacred music from a broad spectrum of
religious traditions. Music vendors, key stakeholders in marketing and selling music selections to Unit-
ed States music educators and their students, commonly use the term sacred in categorizing music
to promote sales. The purpose of this content analysis was to investigate the language editors of a
prominent choral-music retailer used to market sacred music selections to school choral educators.
Four questions guided my research of the 2021-2022 |.W. Pepper school choral catalog: (1) how did
editors use religious language, (2) how did editors describe styles, periods, and the printed language(s)
of the text, (3) how did editors indicate educational use, and (4) what might be learned from editors’
descriptions? | coded all 356 selections and descriptions categorized by the editors in the subcategory
Sacred Concert & Spirituals. Across non-exhaustive categories, editors used religious language in 90
descriptions, specified style in 183, specified a historical period in 46, specified the language(s) of the
text in 84, and invoked educational language in | | 2. Findings reinforced Christianity as a dominant re-
ligion in United States public school choral music. Choral educators and music vendors should reflect
on whose religious beliefs are reflected in school concerts and published sacred music categories,

broadening sacred music to be more inclusive.
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In the United States, public school choral educators often facilitate group singing using
music purchased from music vendors. Through the process of repertoire selection, educa-
tors choose music that ideally motivates and challenges students to grow their musical skills,
cultural awareness, and creativity (Brunner, 1992). Repertoire selection may begin when
educators attend conferences and choral concerts, visit music stores, peruse promotional
materials from music vendors, or search online (Head, 2008). Choral educators consider
many factors when choosing a selection for their students, including their students’ ages, the
voicing of the choir, the sung text (Brunner, 1992), the educator’s personal taste (Hamann,
2007), a selection’s contexts such as historical periods and styles (Brunner, 1992; Forbes,
2001), and how the selection adds variety to a performance (Forbes, 2001).

Music vendors are key stakeholders in repertoire selection. In the choral music market-
place, music vendors sell music selections to their consumers: choral educators and, by
extension, their students. Music vendors sell many new and previously composed selec-
tions. Aiming to create satisfying shopping experiences that maximize sales, music vendors
organize available selections into categories in seasonal catalogs and websites. Common
categories across several music vendors’ websites and catalogs included Brunner’s (1992)
and Forbes’s (2001) repertoire selection factors: voicing, skill level, historical periods, and
musical styles. Another common category was sacred music.

Religious Music and Public Schools

Since the 1800s, choral educators in United States public schools have selected music
with Christian religious texts to use in classrooms (Mark, 2008). Public school programs
emerged from singing schools that supported congregational singing in Northeast Christian
churches and spread throughout the country (Mark, 2008). Although institutions including
schools and churches were segregated by race, both White and Black Christian churches
provided music learning opportunities in the singing school tradition (Howe, 2015). United
States public school choral students continue to sing Christian religious music in rehearsals
and performances (Perrine, 2016; Perrine, 2017, Clark 2023).

Authors (Schwadron, 1970, Bronfman, 2015, Sharp, 2019) and national organizations’
position statements (American Choral Directors Association [ACDA], 1982, Music Edu-
cators National Conference [MENC], 1984) have suggested that, since music and religion
are often overlapping parts of the human experience, sacred music programming in pub-
lic schools vitally contributes to a rich learning experience for singers. ACDA’s position
statement recommended that sacred music should include “all manner of religious belief
and not only to the practices of Judeo-Christian teachings” (1982, p. 3). In practice, per-
formances of sacred music from multiple Christian perspectives seemed to far outpace
performances of non-Christian sacred music. Students have been marginalized in school
choirs because of their faith (Kasparian, 1997; Drummond, 2014), and court cases have
challenged the use of Christian religious music in public schools (see Cranmore and Fossey;,
2014). The Supreme Court’s decision to protect a coach’s right to lead a Christian prayer
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immediately following football games on the field’s 50-yard-line (Brannon, 2022) magnified
the importance of considering whose religious music and texts are reflected and absent in
school choral music.

Many choral educators continue to program religious music for public school choirs (Mer-
cado, 2020). Music vendors market music selections categorized as religious or sacred to
choral educators. Little research has investigated the choral music marketplace. Disturbed
by perceived trends in the choral music marketplace, Deborah Bradley (2010) researched
a decade’s worth of school choral catalogs from four prominent choral music publishers
(1.e., Alfred, Lorenz, Hal Leonard, and Shawnee Press). Her findings, which did not include
representations of supporting data beyond the paper’s narrative, revealed a strong presence
of Christian religious music (30-40% of total selections each year) and harmful trends for
minoritized groups—including exoticized language that revealed anti-Arab sentiments and
the Whitewashing of Black music selections. Researchers have not examined religious mu-
sic in the choral music marketplace or the diversity of selections within and across religions.

Mercado (2020) presented a critical framework for music educators and policymakers to
more meaningfully include religious music selections from diverse traditions. The frame-
work included four themes: (a) religious experience, ensuring that educators neither pro-
moted nor inhibited any religion, (b) teaching about religion, where music supports curricu-
lar, developmentally appropriate learning objectives, (C) references, both knowing case law
and understanding the contexts surrounding each case, and (D) developing an intercultural
perspective, where choral educators and students explore music from multiple religious
perspectives. Although individuals from diverse religious identities in the United States are
interacting more frequently, school district policymakers have suggested but not required
choral educators to program music from diverse religious perspectives (Mercado, 2020).

Most people in the United States identified as Christian through the late 20™ century,
including 79.5% of the population in 2010 (Pew Research Center, 2011). Recent polling re-
veals a downward trend with the percentage of participants identifying as Christian falling
to 63% (Pew Research Center, 2022; see also Jones, 2021). Despite this shift, Clark (2023),
who investigated atheist choral directors, located patterns that reinforced Christianity as
the dominant religion in United States choral music. Factors contributing to Christianity’s
dominant status have included paid musician jobs in Christian worship services, the large
number of Christian church choirs across the country, and the popularity of music with
exclusively Christian texts including gospel and spiritual music (Clark, 2023). Furthermore,
educators’ silence on religious differences and values permits existing narratives and pow-
er structures, including those that harm their students, to incubate unchecked (Benedict,
2021). School choral music’s roots in supporting congregational singing (Mark, 2008) and
the prevalence of Western art music throughout United States choral music education and
teacher preparation have also contributed to Christianity’s dominance in choral music. In
a 2021 qualitative study, Clark’s data analysis revealed that all 38 participating high school
choral educators programmed religious and secular music for their classes, and every piece
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of religious music included Christian texts. No other studies have quantified the prevalence
of Christian religious music or music from other belief systems encountered by students in
United States school choirs.

Categorizing Music

This study analyzed music vendors’ use of language in categorizing music. To meet the
needs of their choral educator consumers, music vendors classify their selections according
to a range of categories. Choral educator consumers experience these categories through
webpages devoted to specific choral contexts, filters, and search options. Ellefsen (2022)
described the process of classifying items into categories as genring: a dynamic and contin-
uous process of establishing and changing categories. As stakeholders choose to include or
exclude music selections, the emerging categories “deconstruct genres while simultaneous-
ly participating in them, always challenging their borders, and adding to their meaning”
(Ellefsen, 2022, p. 58). On music vendor J. W. Pepper’s website, choral music selections are
classified first into non-exhaustive categories: School, Community & Collegiate, Church,
and Vocal. The first page of results in both School and Church included “God Be in My
Head,” an original composition by Andrea Ramsey for two-part treble choir set to a Chris-
tian text. Although categorized as School, choral educators may work within district poli-
cies that prohibit singing music with religious texts (Mercado, 2020). Although categorized
as Church, choral educators may recognize Andrea Ramsey as an exemplary composer of
selections for developing voices. Choral students encountering the selection might learn
that “God Be in My Head” 1s a School choral selection, and they might associate the se-
lection with additional categories made salient through their learning of the piece (e.g. 21*
century, SA voicing, female composer, major tonality, duple meter, religious, Christian text).

For music educators and their students more broadly, National Association for Music
Education (NAfME) identified genres, historical periods, and styles as important contexts
in supporting documents from the CORE Arts Standards (2014a). While Forbes (2001) did
not define these terms, NAfME (2014a) provided overlapping definitions. Genre, with given
examples jazz, march, and country, was “characterized by a distinctive style, form, and/or
content” (p. 5). Historical periods, including Medieval, Baroque, and Contemporary, were
defined as units of time when Western music composers embraced common compositional
characteristics (p. 10). Style, defined without examples, described “distinguishing character-
istics and often performance practices associated with its historical period, cultural context,
and/or genre” (p. 10). In this paper, I use genre to describe broad categories of music, such
as “school music,” which are associated with higher levels of music vendors’ headings on
websites and in catalogs. Historical periods and styles refer to smaller music sets that corre-
spond to descriptive codes from my analysis of selection descriptions.

Although a prevalent classification in United States choral music, sacred music was not
defined in the CORE Arts Standards. Sacred music has eluded consistent definition. In law
scholarship, Kasparian (1997) held the terms sacred and secular as opposites. Marini (2003)



Trites (2025)

35

outlined three requirements for categorizing a selection as sacred, including musical ele-
ments, access to a shared mythic identity, and ritual intent. Since many Western composers
have set biblical texts for performance without ritual intent, Marini argued those selections
should not be categorized as sacred. Despite acknowledging that many works incorporating
biblical texts were never intended for church or ritual performances, Tim Sharp, former
executive director of the ACDA, referred to such compositions as sacred (2019). In this
study, sacred music means “music with religious content” (Kasparian, 1997, p. 1112) and 1s
synonymous with religious music.

The Problem

Despite repeated calls for religious music in public schools to include selections from a
broad range of religious identities (ACDA, 1982; Mercado, 2022; Schwadron, 1970), lit-
tle research has investigated the sacred music available in the music marketplace. Ideally,
music vendors might clearly promote music from a broad spectrum of religious identities
to support meaningful experiences in learning sacred music and building intercultural per-
spectives. While Bradley’s (2010) important work illuminated troubling trends in the mar-
ketplace at that time, additional data was needed to better understand the current state of
sacred music in the marketplace.

Purpose and Research Questions
To better understand how music vendors might influence their consumers, the purpose
of this content analysis was to investigate the language J. W. Pepper’s editors used to market
music selections categorized as Sacred Concert & Spirituals in the 2021" school choral cat-
alog to choral educators. The following questions guided this research:
1. How did editors use religious language in the school choral catalog?

2. How did editors describe styles, periods, and the printed language(s) of the text?

3. How did editors indicate educational use, such as the number of available voicings, the
provided difficulty label, and educational discourse within the descriptions?

4. What might choral educators learn from editors’ descriptions?

Research Approach

I embraced Krippendorfl’s (2019) assertion that content analysis is context-bound and

Pw, Pepper named school choral catalogs by the school year of publication. For the sake of clarity, I abbreviated
2021-2022 to 2021 when referring to the catalogs.
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therefore qualitative in nature. Since my analysis was context-bound, I invoked a construc-
tivist epistemology (Hinchey, 2010) and assigned meanings to printed text related to my
research questions (Schreier, 2014). As qualitative content analysis 1s context-bound (Krip-
pendorfl 2019), the present study may share similar bounds to a single case study, such as
the data sources, research method, and the researcher (Stake, 2005). Following Bradley
(2010) I analyzed my data source, a publisher’s school choral catalog, as an “interpretation
of material culture” (p. 5) that both revealed and constructed the collective music teacher
identity held by the publishers. This content analysis was bounded by the catalog and scope
of J. W. Pepper’s retail selection in 2021, the beliefs and choices of the editors who authored
the catalog, the limits of analyzing text rather than conducting human-subject research,
and my worldview, experiences, and positionality as researcher-as-instrument (Stake, 2005).

Researcher Positionality

At the time of research, I identified as straight, White, male, and Christian, each a priv-
ileged position in my society. I previously worked as a musician for 12 years in Lutheran
and Methodist churches, in more progressive congregations of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church of America and the United Methodist Church. At the time of analysis, I concur-
rently worked in a Roman Catholic church and school. As a public-school choral educator,
I regularly programmed Christian-oriented sacred music as defined for this paper. Like
Drummond (2014), I believed students should sing sacred music in schools because it is “an
integral part of musical life from cultures all over the world” (p. 31). At the time of publi-
cation, I had rarely encountered sacred music from non-Christian sources in choral music
spaces. Recognizing my worldview, I worked with a fellow choral music educator who iden-
tified as Jewish as a peer debriefer to aid and interrogate my analysis process.

J.W. Pepper

J- W. Pepper is the country’s leading choral music retailer. The company was founded
in Philadelphia in 1876 and has a long history in music retail due to successful mail and
online ordering campaigns (J. W. Pepper, 2023). Today, the company stocks over a million
titles and provides resources to musicians and music teachers such as selection descriptions,
audio and visual samples of titles, and downloadable sheet music. I chose to study the J.
W. Pepper catalog due to the company’s longevity and the amount of music the company
retails each year.

Before collecting data, I acquired digital copies of J. W. Pepper’s annual school choral
catalogs from 2012 through 2021 to investigate what labels editors used to feature choral
music selections. I also investigated the company’s website, discovering that descriptions of
music selections online matched the current catalog verbatim. Both online and in the cata-
log, J. W. Pepper provided information on voicing and difficulty level for each selection, both
of which might inform choral educators whether a piece is appropriate for their teaching
context. From 2012-2020, editors categorized Sacred Concert separate from Spiritual and
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Gospel. In 2021, editors combined these categories under the category Sacred Concert &
Spirituals. While new music was featured in each catalog, editors included many selections
each year accompanied by unchanging descriptions. I focused on the 2021 catalog because
it was the only one available at the time of the study that recognized idiomatic Black music
as sacred, and I was confident descriptions would match those from previous catalogs.

In the 2021 catalog, editors included a table of contents with two levels of headings. Lev-
el one headings included Christmas & Holiday, Concert, Pop Stage & Screen, Vocal, Hand-
bells, and Director Resources. Subcategories relevant to sacred music included Christmas
Sacred & Spirituals and Hanukkah (within Christmas & Holiday) and Sacred Concert &
Spirituals (within Concert). In Stratechuk v. Board of Education (2009), courts upheld a
school district’s ban of Christmas carols, including “Silent Night” and “Hark the Herald
Angels Sing,” after parents complained that holiday-themed performances were religious
in nature (Cranmore and Fossey, 2014; Perrine, 2016). The common practice of adding a
Hanukkah tune to otherwise Christian-focused holiday concerts can betray an educator’s
“lack of understanding of the Jewish faith and of the privileged position of the Christian
majority as well as a lack of acknowledgment for anyone who does not fall into one of those
two categories” (Drummond, 2014, p. 39). In the printed label Christmas & Holiday, editors
named a Christian holiday but no holidays from other religions. Subcategories applied the
term sacred to one Christmas label (Christmas Sacred & Spirituals) but not to the labels Ha-
nukkah or Holiday Multicultural. Holiday-themed concerts have misrepresented or left out
non-Christian religious identities. I questioned the value of analyzing the holiday categories
in this catalog because of the prominent placement of Hanukkah as a possible misrepre-
sentation of Jewish faith and the lack of references to any other non-Christian religion or
holiday in category titles. Analysis of these categories might have implicitly reinforced the
problematic ways these selections have been used in school classrooms. Therefore, I chose
to exclude the Christmas & Holiday pages from my analysis. Although subcategories such
as Multicultural & World Music, Folksongs, and Major Choral Works may have contained
both secular and sacred selections, they were also excluded from this study because editors
did not use the term sacred in these categorizations.

Procedure and Data Analysis

I analyzed the printed words in catalog titles and descriptions using qualitative content
analysis (Schreier 2014), building a coding frame to systematically reduce the amount of
data (the published words in the catalog). My analysis included all 356 available selection ti-
tles and descriptions within the catalog subcategory Sacred Concert & Spirituals, maximiz-
ing the data points available for analysis. I reduced data into descriptive codes, using words
from the catalog in my coding whenever possible and organizing codes into categories and
subcategories relevant to my research questions (Schreier, 2014). I developed a priori con-
cept-driven categories based on the literature review and preliminary perusal of the cata-
logs and data-driven categories that emerged during analysis (Schreier, 2014). Main catego-
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ries exhausted all 356 data points, but each subcategory only included relevant selections.
A priori concept-driven main categories included (1) use of religious language, (2) descrip-
tions of genre, style, historical period, and languages, and (3) use of educational language,
including editors’ words in descriptions, available voicings, and difficulty labels. First-layer
codes included references to (1) specific religions (e.g., Christian, Jewish), religious texts and
individuals (e.g., Bible, Jesus), and religious activities (e.g., liturgy, worship service); (2) spe-
cific genres, styles, historical periods, and languages disclosed in selection descriptions; and
(3) voicing, difficulty label, references to schools, possible learning objectives, and language
suggesting appropriateness for a school ensemble such as “developing voices.”

I made multiple data-driven changes to the coding frame using an iterative process (Sch-
reier, 2014). Since many selection descriptions did not disclose information in some of the
categories, I created the label “unspecified” to note when a selection description lacked
relevant data in that category. When languages of texts were not addressed in the selection
description, I captured the language of the title as a possible clue to the printed language
of the text. During second-layer coding, I categorized codes to build mutually exclusive and
exhaustive subcategories, ensuring each selection was represented only once in each subcat-
egory. For example, I combined codes of publication years (e.g., 1972) into the appropriate
subcategory (20" Century) within the main category Historical Period. When a description
used multiple terms within a single category, I created a new category that combined terms.
The code Spiritual/Gospel emerged because so many selection descriptions included both
terms.

I verified data through consistent coding and categorizing (Schreier, 2014) and work-
ing independently with experienced researchers to improve trustworthiness (Krippendorff,
2019). In addition to offering guidance throughout the study, a faculty member reviewed
both the a priori coding frame and results from the main analysis (Schreier, 2014). In ad-
dition, a peer familiar with qualitative research independently coded 36 of the 356 total
selections (10.1%), including 18 selected by me to maximize the codes needed for analysis
and 18 selected by the peer debriefer. The peer reviewer and I came to full agreement on
the coding of each selection description regarding the (1) use of religious language, (2)
styles, historical periods, and languages shared, and (3) use of educational language includ-
ing voicing and difficulty label.

Findings

The purpose of this content analysis was to investigate the language J. W. Pepper’s edi-
tors used to market music selections categorized as Sacred Concert & Spirituals in the 2021
school choral catalog to choral educators. I coded all 356 selections categorized into the
Sacred Concert & Spirituals category. Each selection included a title, a description, voicing
information, and a difficulty label. Table 1 on the next page includes aggregated counts for
selection descriptions containing codes from across the non-exhaustive main categories:
religious language, style, historical period, language(s) of text, and educational language.
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Table 1
Aggregated Counts for Main Coding Frame Categories

Main Categories n %

Religious Language

Contained 90 25.3

Did not contain 266 747
Style

Contained 183 514

Did not contain |73 48.6

Historical Period

Contained 46 2.9
Did not contain 310 87.1

Languages of Text

Contained 84 23.6
Did not contain 272 764

Educational Language*

Contained [12 31.5
Did not contain 244 68.5

Religious and Educational Language

Contained |9 53
Contained either |65 46.3
Did not contain |72 48.3

Note: | coded 356 total selections.
*In this context, educational language refers specifically to words in selection descriptions coded as use
of educational language. All 356 selections included voicings and difficulty labels.

Editors used both educational and religious language in 19 descriptions (5.3%) and neither
in 172 descriptions (48.3%). Page numbers in the findings section refer to the location of
titles and descriptions in the 2021 school choral catalog.
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Use of Religious Language

I found use of religious language in 90 of 356 selection descriptions. Categories of codes
within the selections included choral contexts, sacred stories or persons, sacred song cate-
gorizations, quoted text from the selection (e.g., Hallelujah), and amplifying beliefs (e.g., joy
of singing to God). Table 2 includes religious language codes and counts related to choral
contexts, sacred stories or persons, and sacred song categorizations. Most quoted text and
amplifying belief codes were unique to each selection.

Table 2
Religious Language Codes for Choral Contexts, Sacred Stories or Persons, and Sacred
Songs
Choral Contexts Sacred Stories or Persons Sacred Songs
Code n Code n Code n
church |7 Christmas 8 hymn 21
service Il Angels 2 benediction 3
worship 7 heaven 2 blessing 3
congregation 3 Corinthians bible verse | prayer 3
sacred 2 David and Goliath | chant 2
anthem | Elijah | motet 2
Easter or Christmas | I Samuel 23:3 | Gloria |
Hanukkah | Mary | Protestant |
sanctuary | Matthew |8 | Meditation |
Psalm 100 | revivalist song |
The Book of Common Prayer | song of adoration |

The Book of Divine Works |
Walls of Jericho |

Note: 90 of 356 selections included religious language codes.

Choral contexts shared suggested choirs, performance venues, or uses for a work. Editors
wrote that one selection was a “wonderful choice for any worship service throughout the
church year” (p. 73). Sacred stories or persons included Biblical characters (e.g., Elijah, Da-
vid, Mary), verses or chapters (e.g., Psalm 100; Corinthians), and non-Biblical works (The
Book of Common Prayer). Sacred songs refer to types of songs associated with (Christian)
worship: hymn, blessing, et al. In addition, I coded 24 song titles and text quoted in descrip-
tions, such as “alleluia” (p. 70), “This Little Light of Mine” (p. 78), and the phrase, capital-
ization recopied here, “God gave the world True Light” (p. 80). Of the 356 total selections,
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editors connected only one with a non-Christian religious text or source, John Leavitt’s
original composition Ose Shalom:

This timely text from the Jewish liturgy is brilliantly set in a lovely original work by
John Leavitt. Its simple message of peace is enhanced with soaring melodies and

lyric instrumental lines, making it a strong choice as a multicultural or a Hanukkah
feature (p. 77).

I coded this as a choral context (Hanukkah feature) and sacred song categorization (Jew-
ish liturgy). Notably, although another section in the catalog was called Christmas & Holi-
day, editors used the term Christmas to describe 8 selections and Hanukkah in 1 selection
within the Sacred Concert & Spirituals genre.

I coded amplifying beliefs whenever descriptions seemed to conflate singers’ personal
beliefs with messages in the selection. Editors sometimes described the selection as a reli-
gious act (e.g., prayer) or used the word “our” when discussing the text’s messages. Figure
| includes 10 examples from the catalog, with bold text indicating the words I coded as
amplifying beliefs.

Figure 1.
Codes Categorized as Amplifying Beliefs

Buoyant, earthy, ethnic, reverent - in short, this Featuring alternating English, Basque, From the film "0 Brother, Where Art Thou," this
wonderful piece by Paul Basler truly runs the and Latin text, this thrilling setting Appalachian flavored spiritual is a genuine,
gamut of dynamics, vocal timbres, styles and covers  proclaims the joy of singing to God! heartfelt plea for prayer ... This powerful; work
a multitude of ways of praising God! (p.67) (p.68) creates a deeply emotional Saturday night

revival mood. (p. 69)

The musicis driving and relentless as the singers

are determined to be "ready to go" into the T URTEUESEHg PN Sl

kinadom of God. The characters in this uni d Latin text with a new, original English Dedicated to the memory of Jester Hairston,

C(I)I:T?p;?ng woork'areen:ofk::i i::tlenr I;#dn;?nuam;n test which responds to the question: this original spiritual by Moses Hogan is a
' ! joi f hope. (p. 72

self, which reminds us that all of us will all face this Whyldowelreoicelandishoutious BRI IEVRI IS 2. /2

i 2
journey, so we had best live right and shout "Halle- el ER )

lujah" when our turn comes. (p. 69)

Commissioned by the St. Olaf Chor for the 2016 St. Olaf Christmas Festival,
Drawing on both traditional and modern choral elements, South this work is a thanksgiving, a song about the gift of a tiny child that suggests

African musical influencers, and a touch of the gospel jazz style that only the nature of love is changeless. It sings about our renewed hope
of Take 6, this piece paints a portrait of a world that sits in the and how light shines because Christmas is a new and refreshing gift; our
palm of Eiod's hand. (P.72) hearts are renewed, and our hope is renewed. (p. 73)

Your more experienced choral group will love to sink their teeth
into this drving, sturdy rendition of Antioch, from the Sacred
Harp collection... A rousing statement of faith for the sanctuary
or concert stage! (p. 73)

Composed as a prayer for those in the world who need charity and love the
most. May this music amplify the message that there is a great power in acts
of charity and love. (p. 80)

Note: | bolded text in the figure to emphasize language coded as amplifying beliefs.
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Styles, Historical Periods, and Languages of Texts

In the following paragraphs, I detail the analysis of styles, historical periods, and languag-
es of texts (see Table 3 on the next page). As a reminder, I coded all 356 music selections as
belonging to the genre of Sacred Concert & Spirituals, one of the categories editors used
to organize selections. The term Sacred Concert & Spirituals appeared in both the table of
contents and as a running head on each relevant page of the catalog. Within this section,
editors used terms that might be considered a genre or a style (e.g. folk song). For the sake
of consistency, I coded these words as a style. Where no style or genre was shared, I coded
the description as unspecified.

Editors provided descriptions of style in 183 total selections organized into 20 mutually
exhaustive categories. Notably, 102 selections were coded as Spiritual/ Gospel, and 34 selec-
tions were coded as Multiple since more than one style was coded within those selections’
descriptions (e.g. “Irish folk™ or “gospel rock”). Nine other style categories emerged in mul-
tiple selections, including Religious Song, Shape-Note, Contemporary/Modern, Blues/
Bluesy, Folk, Chant-Like, Shaker, Soulful, Irish, Neo-Classical, and Southern Harmony.
Editors provided too little information in 173 descriptions to categorize these selections by
style. For Peter Lutkin’s “The Lord Bless You and Keep You,” for example, editors wrote,
“Excellent as a benediction or closing number, this is a piece you’re sure to pick up often.
May be done with or without accompaniment” (p. 75).

I coded historical periods or publication dates in 46 selection descriptions. Categories
were combined to create mutually exclusive, exhaustive categories and to reflect editors’
use of multiple periods within descriptions. Resulting categories included 20" Century (16
selections), Renaissance/Baroque (12 selections), 19™ Century (7 selections), 18™ Century
America (6 selections), Classical (3 selections), and 21* Century (2 selections). The remain-
ing 310 selections were coded as unspecified.

Editors specified the language of the sung text for 84 of 356 selections. English and Latin
were the only languages specified in more than two selections. For the 272 selections coded
as unspecified, I added a code based on the language of the title. (e.g, Unspecified with
English title). Unspecified text with an English title was by far the largest category, including
241 selections. Editors specified Latin most frequently, including 60 selections that were in
the Latin category and an additional 16 selections that included Latin with other languag-
es. Editors detailed optional languages for four selections, specifying the printed languages
choral students might use to perform the given selections.

Use of Educational Language

While all 356 selections included voicings and difficulty labels, only 112 descriptions con-
tained educational language. Subcategories of codes included school contexts (e.g., devel-
oping voices), learning objectives (e.g., teach lyricism), and needs of school ensembles (e.g.,
limited ranges). Editors occasionally described learning objectives, such as “Reese’s a cap-
pella canon, based on a descending D major scale, 1s fantastic for teaching unison singing,
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Table 3
Styles, Historical Periods, and Languages of 'lexts in Selection Descriptions

Styles Historical Periods Languages of Texts
Categories n % Categories n % Categories n %
Unspecified |73 48.6 Unspecified 310 87.1 Unspecified 272 764
Spiritual/Gospel 102 287 20th Century l6 45  with title in 241 677
Multiple 34 96 Renaissance/ 12 34  English 23 6.5
Baroque
Religious Song 2159 |9th Century 7 2.0 Latin 3 0.8
Shape-Note 4 I | 8th Century 6 |.7  English and Latin I 0.3
America
Blues/Bluesy 3 08 Classical 3 0.8  English and Swahili I 0.3
Contemporary/Modern 3 0.8 21st Century 2 0.6 German I 0.3
Folk 3 08 Hebrew I 0.3
Chant-Like 2 06 Portuguese I 0.3
Latin American 2 06 Swahili | 0.3
Multicuftural 2 06
Soulful 2 06 Specified 84 236
Almost Spiritual I 03 Latin 60 169
Chant-Like I 03 English and Latin I3 3.7
Country I 03 English 3 0.8
Freedom Song I 03 English or Latin 2 0.6
Historical Feel I 03 French | 0.3
Jazz/Jazzy I 03 Hebrew I 0.3
Marching Song Il 03 Spanish I 0.3
Work Song | 0.3 English, Latin, | 0.3
and Basque
English or Norwegian | 0.3
English, Norwegian, I 0.3
or German

Note: | coded 356 total selections.
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reinforcing part singing, and developing choral tone, all within the framework of conserva-
tive ranges for the treble choir” (p. 72). Teaching and learning cultural contexts were selling
points in the description for Keep Your Lamps Trimmed and Burning— arr. Kirby Shaw:

This traditional Spiritual from the Underground Railroad movement is full of strong
rhythmic energy. Full harmonies with well-placed articulation and syncopated inter-
action make this arrangement particularly fun to sing. Your choir will enjoy explor-
ing the history and context while they learn (p. 74).

In addition to educational language within descriptions, editors provided two labels on
each selection: difficulty (e.g., Medium-Easy) and voicings (e.g., SSA, SAB). I coded the
labeled difliculty for each selection and counted the number of available voicings for each
selection (see Table 4). Editors assigned Medium-Easy or Medium difficulty labels to 314
of 356 selections in the Sacred Concert & Spirituals section. I noticed that 193 of 356
selections (54.2%) were available in multiple voicings. Voicings and difficulty ratings were

consistent between the catalog and the website at the time of analysis.

Table 4
Number of Voicings Available and Difliculty Ratings of Selections
Voicings Difficulty Ratings
Number Available n % Description n %
One 163 45.8 Medium-Easy 159 44.7
Three or more 105 29.5 Medium |54 433
Two 88 24.7 Medium-Advanced 24 6.7
Easy 18 5.1
Medium-Easy and Medium* | 0.3

Note: | coded 356 total selections.
* One selection was coded as Medium-Easy for one voicing and Medium for another.

Discussion

The purpose of this content analysis was to investigate the language J. W. Pepper’s edi-
tors used to market music selections categorized as Sacred Concert & Spirituals in the 2021
school choral catalog to choral educators. Research questions included (1) how did edi-
tors use religious language in the school choral catalog; (2) how did editors describe styles,
periods, and languages; (3) how did editors indicate educational use, such as the number
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of available voicings, the provided difficulty label, and educational discourse within the
descriptions; and (4) what might choral educators learn from editors’ descriptions? This
discussion organizes topics by considering the use of religious language, the use of educa-
tional language, the current sacred choral music marketplace, and developing intercultural

perspectives, respectively.

Use of Religious Language

Christianity seemed to be a dominant religion in the Sacred Concert & Spirituals catego-
ry of the 2021 J. W. Pepper school choral catalog, reinforcing findings from Bradley (2010)
and Clark (2023). Christianity has been the majority religion of United States citizens (Pew
Research Center, 2011) and deeply embedded in Western choral music (Sharp, 2019) and
public schools in the United States (Mark, 2008). I could not specify in 266 of the 356
(74.7%) selections how or for whom these selections might be considered sacred beyond
my assumptions about the printed title. The prominent absence of religious language in
so many descriptions seemed consistent with the way dominant cultural forces operate in
ways often unseen by members of dominant groups (Tatum, 2018). While I did not include
religious identities in my coding frame, music with ties to Christianity were available on
each page. When using religious language, editors consistently referenced specific passages,
stories, and characters from the Bible. I found a single reference to a non-Christian faith:
Ose Shalom’s ties to Jewish liturgy.

The emerging code amplifying beliefs suggested to me that descriptions and, perhaps the
songs these descriptions marketed, might be interpreted as promoting certain beliefs. When
editors wrote that a selection was a “rousing statement of faith” (p. 73), I wondered whose
faith was being stated and how singers might feel about that. When I read singers “had
best live right and shout ‘Hallelujah” when [their] turn comes,” (p. 69), I wondered how
my students and their families might feel if I included this statement in my concert notes.
Choral students and families might experience promoted religious beliefs as an infringe-
ment on their First Amendment rights, particularly when multiple religious perspectives are
not being voiced (Mercado, 2020). Reflecting on the data, I wonder how my non-Christian
students and their families would feel knowing music sacred to them was not categorized as
Sacred Concert & Spirituals.

Practically for music vendors and choral educators, specifying religious viewpoints gets
thorny. Text and musical setting play an important role in who sees themselves reflected. In-
dividuals from multiple religious identities might see their beliefs reflected when a selection’s
lyrics quote a religious text important in multiple religions, such as the Torah. Educators
and students might draw assumptions based on the language of a selection’s text; a setting
of Psalm 100 might be interpreted differently when set in English, Latin, or Hebrew. People
might also draw assumptions based on the musical setting itself. Within just Christianity, a
wide variety of religious beliefs and experiences have resulted in contrasting musical tradi-
tions. Not all Christians will perceive Gregorian chant or Black Gospel music as reflective of
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their religious identities. Moreover, Marini (2003) cited composers’ lack of ritual intent as a
reason some might not consider works based on text from the Catholic mass to be sacred.

I did not analyze the entire catalog, and sacred music selections from non-Christian
sources may have been categorized elsewhere, such as within the category Multicultural &
World Music. I chose to exclude Christmas & Holiday selections, including those catego-
rized as Sacred Christmas & Spirituals and Hannukah, to reflect recommendations from
the literature (Drummond, 2014). Flipping through the pages, I noticed some selections
appeared under multiple headings, including Christmas & Holiday and Sacred Concert &
Spirituals. I wonder why editors did not categorize music selections from non-Christian
faiths into the Sacred Concert & Spirituals genre. In future catalogs, editors might help
more people, including choral students, see their religious beliefs reflected in school music
by including a broader spectrum of religious beliefs within the Sacred Concert & Spirituals
category.

Use of Educational Language

When present, editors used educational language to specify schools as an appropriate
setting for a selection. While this seemed redundant within in the school choral catalog,
these notes may have been useful to online shoppers since catalog and online descriptions
matched verbatim. Some selection descriptions claimed educational utility without describ-
ing what might be taught. For example, editors wrote of Jubilate Deo—Michael Praetori-
us/arr. Doreen Rao: “Arranged as a canon for two, three or four parts, this Doreen Rao
arrangement of this Michael Praetorius work uses only the words ‘Jubilate Deo. Alleluia!”
A marvelous teaching piece” (p. 74). While infrequent, editors contextualized some possible
learning objectives for I've Been in the Storm So Long—arr. Christi_Jones:

Emerging treble choirs will love singing this beloved spiritual arranged with their
specific ranges and abilities in mind. Teach historical context, tone, and style with
this flexible offering that can be performed a cappella or with piano accompani-
ment, depending on the needs of the ensemble (p. 74).

In this example, editors offered historical context, tone, and style (spiritual) as specif-
ic learning objectives, as well as describing an intended choral context: emerging treble
choirs. Choral educators might find this description extremely useful when searching for
repertoire. In contrast, educational language was often absent in descriptions. Editors’ de-
scriptions are provided to promote sales by piquing choral directors’ interest. Future re-
search might investigate the correlations between choral directors’ purchases and educa-
tional language in descriptions.

Of the 356 coded selections, 345 (96.91%) included titles in English or Latin. I would
expect a more diverse pool of selections from broader religious sources to include more
non-English and non-Latin titles. Editors seemed to either categorize texts in other lan-
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guages into different categories in the catalog or leave those languages unspecified. The
prevalence of English and Latin texts in the Sacred Concert & Spirituals genre further
supported the dominance of Christianity in the data, supporting Bradley’s (2010) findings.
I was surprised by how few languages were represented in this category. Titles or texts in
French, Hebrew, German, Italian, Norwegian, Portuguese, Spanish, and Swahili were spec-
ified no more than twice each. Missing languages relevant to choral music and available on
the J. W. Pepper website included multiple selections using Afrikaans, Chinese, Japanese,
Russian, and Xhosa texts. I suspect these selections are being categorized in Multicultural
& World or Folksongs. I wonder whether any of these selections have ties to religion and, if
so, how choral students are encountering the sacred contexts of these selections in choral
classrooms. Explicating these contexts could help students and teachers build intercultur-
al perspectives across differing religious beliefs (Mercado, 2020), perhaps by investigating
shared values or musical elements.

The Current Sacred Choral Music Marketplace

Marketplaces are made of vendors and consumers, and vendors more effectively market
their supplies when they strategically speak to their consumers. From editors’ descriptions
in the post-9/11 era, Bradley (2010) described a constructed choral consumer who craved
music selections conflating patriotism with Christian beliefs, exoticized representations of
Arab music, and Whitewashed Black American music selections. Based on the abundance
of Christian music within the Sacred Concert & Spirituals genre and the lack of music
with non-Christian texts, editors seemed to sell selections to choral consumers who con-
flated sacred and Christian. Although policymakers have suggested teaching intercultural
perspectives in school choirs (Mercado, 2020), music vendors did not label music from
non-Christian religious perspectives as sacred.

While some types of Christian sacred music are entrenched in United States school choral
music (Mark, 2008), everyone’s religious beliefs are not freely expressed. Although Schwad-
ron (1970) and ACDA (1982) advocated for sacred music from diverse religious traditions
in school choral music, sacred music selections from non-Christian religious traditions are
underrepresented or absent from many choral music spaces (Clark, 2021). Knowing that
dominant cultural forces often operate subliminally (Tatum, 2018), I wonder how many
editors and choral directors would be aware of the omission of non-Christian music from
the Sacred Concert & Spirituals genre.

Some evidence exists that music vendors are already changing their practices. The 2021
catalog was the first from J. W. Pepper to genre Sacred Concert and Spiritual and Gospel
selections together as Sacred Concert & Spirituals. This genring (Ellefsen, 2022) brought
idiomatic Black American music, specifically spirituals and Gospel Music, into the editors’
sacred genre. I wondered why the new genre was not simply named Sacred Concert. Would
this not have been more inclusive than inferring “spirituals” were somehow separate from
other music in the category? As of 2024, I noticed that J. W. Pepper website no longer offers
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a School Choral Catalog but a more generically named Choral & Vocal Catalog. Opening
the catalog, I discovered evidence that much of my work from 2021 remains relevant. I
found Sacred Concert & Spirituals under the heading Concert & Festival in the Table of
Contents, just as I found in 2021. Perusing the selections in the Sacred Concert & Spiritu-
al category, I noticed some identical titles and descriptions, including several positive and
problematic examples shared in this paper.

While individual educators and music vendors can make meaningful contributions in
the lives of students, policy change has the power to move everyone toward more inclu-
sive, enriching choral experiences for people across religious identities. To move forward,
policymakers might promote building intercultural perspectives in choral classrooms by
mandating choral educators program music from diverse religious beliefs in choral ensem-
bles. Choral educators would then need resources that explicated the religious contexts
surrounding sacred music they might program. To meet this need and promote sales, music
vendors would explicate religious ties in music selections to help their consumers, choral
educators, who were aiming to meet the policy change. Choral students would benefit most
from these changes with choral educators following Mercado’s (2020) framework.

Developing Intercultural Perspectives

When developing intercultural perspectives, choral educators and students should expe-
rience music from multiple religious identities rather than a single perspective (Mercado,
2020). Choral educators might add religious perspective to Forbes’s (2001) categories of
variety as they select repertoire. Silence is not neutrality (Benedict, 2021); rather, educa-
tors programming sacred music should present multiple perspectives to help students more
fully understand music and its intersections with culture and faith. Connecting music to
its sociopolitical contexts might help students and educators learn more about themselves,
their peers, and their communities. To strengthen learning and connection with groups and
ideas not represented in the classroom, choral educators might ask individuals from diverse
religious identities if they are willing to share their experiences with choral students and
how, or whether, music that 1s sacred to them should be included in school choral music.
Building trust and meaningfully connecting with stakeholders from non-Christian perspec-
tives would vitally contribute to better choral programming, rehearsing, and performing.
When encountering selections from differing faiths, students should experience “inclusivity
and diverse perspectives so that students’ expressions of religious or non-religious beliefs
are treated equally” (Mercado, 2020, p. 179). Through diverse programming and dialogue,
students’ diverse religious identities might be affirmed in the non-devotional space of cho-
ral classrooms.

Realistically, educators in different situations ought to proceed differently. For some, mov-
ing away from programming sacred music in classrooms might be the best path forward.
Some choral communities may not be ready to encounter diverse faiths within school cho-
ral programs. In other situations, developing intercultural perspectives through learning
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music from a wider variety of religious traditions might vitally contribute to students’ cho-
ral experiences (ACDA, 1982). Echoing Mercado (2020), local policymakers could write
clear policies regarding the programming of sacred music in public schools that consider
the strengths and needs of their schools and communities for the benefit of educators, stu-
dents, and families.

Music vendors could help all educators by constructing a more inclusive category of
sacred music that spans and names additional faiths. Doing so might provide an important
set of selections for choral educators whether they are seeking (a) sacred music from diverse
sources or (b) a category of selections to exclude from their repertoire selection processes.
Music vendors might craft more useful descriptions for choral educators embracing inter-
cultural perspectives by combining educational and religious language in descriptions. In
the catalog, I found this description of Selig sind die Toten—Heinrich Schutz/ed. Jacob
Narverud:

This well-known motet by Heinrich Schutz is more accessible than ever in this ar-
rangement for a cappella SSATBB choirs. This edition contains conservative ranges
with added dynamics and articulations to enhance the historic early Baroque drama
and allow for numerous teaching moments (p. 78).

In this example, editors used religious language (motet), sociopolitical contexts (Baroque),
and educational language (accessible, conservative ranges) to describe this selection. Editors
might promote sales and aid their consumers, choral educators, by including all these ele-
ments in each description.

Conclusion

Choral students deserve the opportunity to develop intercultural perspectives through
singing and performing sacred music from a broad spectrum of religious identities. My
analysis of the 2021 J. W. Pepper choral catalog revealed an absence of selections from
non-Christian religions within the Sacred Concert & Spirituals genre. Within selection de-
scriptions, religious language, educational language, and descriptions of styles, historical
periods, and languages of printed texts were often missing. The absence of religious lan-
guage and the prevalence of Christian religious sources suggest Christianity continues to be
a dominant cultural force in United States choral music marketing and public school choral
music. Furthermore, consumers and music vendors may conflate sacred music with Chris-
tian music which excludes music from non-Christian perspectives in choral classrooms.
Choral students from non-Christian religious identities cannot see themselves reflected in
sacred music as categorized in this catalog, and choral educators aiming to develop inter-
cultural perspectives cannot effectively select sacred music from non-Christian religious
sources. Individuals from diverse religious perspectives should see themselves reflected in



International Journal of Research in Choral Singing 3

50

choral music. Just as J. W. Pepper’s editors started categorizing idiomatic Black Gospel and
Spirituals as sacred in the 2021 catalog, music vendors should more broadly include Chris-
tian and non-Christian religious music in sacred music categories. A more inclusive label
of sacred would benefit all choral educator consumers, including those needing to avoid
sacred music due to local policies. Choral educators should reflect on whose sacred music
has been amplified and left out in their repertoire selection processes and connect with cul-
ture sharers from diverse religious identities to reevaluate their use of sacred music in pub-
lic schools. Future researchers should continue investigating how music vendors influence
teaching and learning in choral music classrooms.
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