Teaching Students

to Let Freedom Ring

Bell tower at St. John
Vianney Seminary,
Miami, FL.
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By Douc MARTIN

t is generally acknowledged that
younger minds are more malleable
and open to suggestion than those
that have had more time to get set in
their ways. Freedom Bells Connec-
tion is a program that uses this malleabil-
ity in a positive way through a series of
educational programs designed to present
the bell as a symbol and vehicle to intro-
duce students to the concept of freedom
and to the corollary importance of finding
peaceful solutions to conflict. Unless peace-
ful resolutions of differences are possible,
then no freedom can long exist.
Unfortunately, young and old take free-
dom in its various forms for granted; thus,
there is created a social and cultural need
to instill in our young people a sense of
their own responsibility for maintaining
and expanding present freedoms and en-
suring that others may share them as well.
Even today, nations continue to struggle
with recurring problems that should be
part of the past.

The Bell a Symbol

The bell, a special symbol of freedom espe-
cially for the people of the United States,
provides educators with a unique and in-
teresting entry into a topic of major impor-
tance to our world and our children’s fu-
ture. Using handbells and other ringing
instruments in the music classroom gives
music educators an opportunity to com-
bine facts about bells with information on
historical and current events in an inter-
disciplinary, multicultural offering pre-
pared in conjunction with other teachers
in the school program. Because it is not
possible to develop such programs in each
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school, Freedom Bells Connection has de-
veloped traveling programs that entertain
while teaching even the youngest students
to understand the many aspects of free-
dom and our need to understand and ac-
cept the cultural differences that make us
all unique. ‘

As a program Freedom Bells Connection
is developed around the versatility of bells.
Using a variety of bells—including tuned
handbells and chimes—as an educational
tool offers a multitude of advantages. Stu-
dents early recognize that an harmonious
result can be achieved only with the full
cooperation of all involved. Therefore stu-
dents learn the necessity for and the es-
sential nature of teamwork. As an added
bonus, the use of bells develops eye and
hand coordination, the ability to read mu-
sic, and to use music notation. Further it
opens the door to an understanding of
music as an art form and a peaceful means
of expression.

Bells provide students with a physical
experience, an event they participate in
directly, and one in which they do not have
to wait to see, hear, and feel the result.
Each student must function in two capaci-
ties: as an individual and as a part of a
unit—the whole as a sum of its parts.

The use of bells is an integral part of the
past, and now continuing, struggle for
freedom. Freedom is a delicate, fragile ex-
perience that can be destroyed far more
easily than it can be created. To under-
stand their own freedom and the experi-
ence of others and the struggles involved to
attain and keep it, children need an aware-
ness of how their own and other cultures
incorporate bells into their pursuit and
celebrations of freedom, and how the simple
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act of ringing a bell, a means of communi-
cation, represents freedom itself. Bells, like
the freedom they represent, are often taken
for granted. With its series of educational
programs, Freedom Bells Connection serves
as a reminder that both freedom and bells
are linked to continuing international, na-
tional, and personal struggles to become
and remain free.

A program using bells can enhance cur-
ricula in many ways. For example, it is one
thing to tell young children of the evils of an
oppressive form of government, but the
knowledge and teaching is far more strik-
ing and effective when forty children stand
up and try to ring “clapperless” bells to
represent the forty or more years that bells
were silenced in the Soviet Union. The
domination of a repressive government and
the absence of freedom becomes a reality—
a reality of silence.

More to Learn

But even more can be learned. The forty
years of silence can be calculated math-
ematically with groups or drawings or cut-
outs of bells. In another vein, as a science/
music project, children can create bell
sounds with glasses of water and discover
how the sounds vary with the addition or
subtraction of liquid. This is also a perfect
time to remind the children that the sound
(quality) of freedom can vary with the addi-
tion or subtraction of rights. When all rights
are taken away, the people become silent.
An English project could combine writ-
ing and research by seeking out and listing
the number of ways we can use bells: to call
people to church; at home and work on the
phone, door, alarm clock; to warn people
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about fires and fire drills; even to signal the
opening or close of the stock market each
day. In social studies class, children can
learn about the Czar Kolokol bell at the foot
of the tower of St. Ivan’s in the Kremlin and
why it couldn’t be used; they can learn
where Moscow is located; exactly what the
Kremlin is, who Ivan the Great was, and
about his thirty-three bells in the onion-
shaped towers of St. Basil.

Projects for religion class could include
studying the use of bells to call people to
church, to draw attention to certain parts
of the celebration when the eucharist was
celebrated behind a screen, to announce
weddings and funerals, to celebrate great
events (e.g., the ringing of bells to signal
the liberation of Moscow from Napoleon,
preserved in the 1812 Overture). If there is
a church or a cathedral nearby that has a
group practicing “change ringing,” stu-
dents could go on a field trip to listen to the
way people “ring the changes.” A joint
project with the mathematics teacher could

Churches ring bells . . .

% to gather the people to the sacred functions of the church;

% to signify and distinguish its festivals;

% to rouse the souls of the faithful to render devout thanks to
the Highest for benefits received;

% to implore divine help against the tempests of the air and the
ferocity of the spirits of hell;

% to decorate the solemn entry of princes and prelates;

% to increase the happiness and gaiety of public processions
and in songs of praise to the Lord;

% to make fervid the piety of the faithful in relation to the dead.

From an eighteenth century description of the use of bells by
Remondini.
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involve calculating the number of possible
variations included in such ringing.

As mentioned above, bells figure in many
historical events. Perhaps the most famil-
iar to school children in the United States
is the Liberty Bell, and its study can be
incorporated into and extended beyond
United States history. This very familiar
American icon may be studied as a part of
science, history, and even the Bible. De-
pending upon the grade level, students can
learn where and why the Liberty Bell was
made, how it was made, and what it was
made of. Discussions can center on why it
cracked, how many times it was cast, what
its names were before receiving its final
name, the Liberty Bell. Students can re-
search where it is now located, where the
other fifty plus replicas may be found, and
the relevance of the instruction from
Leviticus 25:10 on the exterior surface of
the original bell to “proclaim liberty through-
out the land unto all the inhabitants
thereof.” Students may even discuss what
events the ringing of the Liberty Bell com-
municated.

In the process of teaching about the
Liberty Bell, teachers can extend lessons to
early U.S. history and the person of Paul
Revere, his fame as a maker of bells, his
early years as a bell ringer, and the lasting
impact he has had on his country.

Interdisciplinary and
Multicultural Uses

In developing the format for using bells as
part of an interdisciplinary and
multicultural focus, we have found that
their use reinforces a knowledge of familiar
historical issues and persons that deal
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