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Responding to the diverse strengths, interests, and
needs of musicians is a critical issue in music mak-
ing and has been forefront in the scholarly dialogue.
One significant current in this discourse is culturally
responsive education. Framed as culturally responsive
teaching, culturally relevant pedagogy, culturally sus-
taining pedagogy, and other related terms, these asset-
focused approaches are not synonymous. As _Julia Shaw
recently noted in this journal, “scholars who coined
these terms have used them in nuanced ways to refer to
precise concepts.” There are, however, shared founda-
tions among them, including recognition of the impact
our cultural background has on teaching and learn-
ing, and commitment to addressing the misalignment
between dominant school structures and students’
cultural frames. These approaches also share similari-
ties in that they are multidimensional, representing an
attitude toward teaching rather than a set of specific
pedagogical strategies.

In 2019,” Joshua Russell and I investigated music
teacher educator perceptions of culturally responsive
education (CRE), an umbrella term that draws on the
connections between models of responsivity, such as
their emphasis on employing students’ funds of knowl-
edge. We discovered that while music teacher educators
were familiar with the concept, their engagement with
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CRE appeared to be surface level, not an embedding
of CRE into their practice. To encourage a deeper
understanding and integration of CRE into practice,
we proposed the Culturally Responsive Pedagogical/
Andragogical Context Knowledge (CRPACK) frame-
work.? In this article, I will describe the Culturally Re-
sponsive Pedagogical/Andragogical Context Knowl-
edge framework and how it might be applied in choral
music.

CRPACK: A Conceptual Model

CRE is a mindset that must be integrated into all
facets of teaching and learning. Adopting this mindset
requires learning how to teach one’s content area—
in our case, choral music—through a culturally re-
sponsive frame. To theorize the specific knowledge
required to teach music through CRE, we extended
the pedagogical context knowledge (PCK) framework
created by John Barnett and Derek Hodson.* PCK is
away of conceptualizing teacher knowledge. To be an
effective choral educator, one needs to develop knowl-
edge in four domains:

1) Academic and research knowledge (i.e., knowledge
of content and of learning in general terms)
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2) Pedagogical content knowledge (i.e., knowledge of
teaching a particular subject effectively)

3) Professional knowledge (i.e., practical knowledge of
teaching built through experience), and

4) Classroom—or in our case, rehearsal—knowledge
(i.e., knowledge of one’s chorus community and the
singers within it)

A conductor will navigate all four knowledge do-
mains within the broader societal and educational land-
scape. Although Barnett and Hodson were not the only
scholars to consider context within a PCK framework,
their model seemed the best fit to connect with respon-
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sive education.

In our conceptual model of CRPACK, we brought
together CRE, PCK, and the consideration of andrago-
gy to include working with adults, a component that may
be particularly salient for choral directors working with
community, church-based, and professional ensembles.
Thus, if PCK for choral conductors is the knowledge of
teaching choral music informed by one’s understanding
of the profession, the choral communities in which they
work, educational research, and the broader societal and
educational landscape, CRPACK is the intersection of
that knowledge with cultural responsiveness. CRPACK
is a type of knowledge to develop within ourselves as
choral leaders and in the musicians we mentor, includ-
ing student leaders (see Iigure 1). Building this knowl-
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Note. Components on the left represent Ladson-Billing’s (1995a) theory of culturally relevant pedagogy as informed by
Bond and Russell’s (2019) principal component analysis. Barnett and Hodson’s (2001) model of pedagogical context
knowledge is represented on the right. We believe that it is necessary to consider both pedagogical and andragogical
context knowledge in light of the work with singers of all ages. CRPACK is the intersection of those theories.

Figure 1. A visual matrix of the culturally responsive pedagogical/andragogical context knowledge model. Vanessa
L. Bond and Joshua A. Russell, “Culturally Responsive Pedagogical/Andragogical Context Knowledge: A Conceptual
Model for Music Education,” Journal of Music Teacher Education 30, no. 3 (2021): 11 -25. Reprinted with permission.
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edge is not easy and no one experience will be suffi-
cient. CRPACK is a type of knowledge that develops
over time, that continues to develop as we engage with
new musicians, and that serves as a lens for our work.

How, then, might you construct this knowledge to
serve as the foundation of your choral practice? First,
mvest time in CRE resources to develop understanding
in the general field of education and the specific music
education context. The recommended resources sec-
tion includes full books, articles, and podcast episodes
to provide multiple perspectives on CRE. Consider ex-
ploring these resources with choral music colleagues so
you can process them in community.

Next, unite that understanding with your pedagogi-
cal context knowledge of choral music. In integrating
CRE and PCK note that your current PCK may need
to expand to embrace ways of leading choral music
that are less known to you in order to build on the assets
of the singers in your care. For example, you might feel
most comfortable using notation with music that has a
fixed form meant to be performed the same way each
time it is experienced. The singers you lead, however,
may be most comfortable learning aurally with mu-

Pedagogy

Programming

Figure 2.
Layers of CRPACK Application in Choral Music
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sic that is flexible and adapted in the moment. Build-
ing your CRPACK will allow you to facilitate choral
experiences that lean into the strengths of all singers
while also challenging them to develop new areas of
strength. Let us work through some examples of ap-
plying CRPACK starting from daily interactions with
singers, moving outward through performance consid-
erations in your environment (see Figure 2).

Interactions with Singers

Applying CRPACK must begin with knowing the
singers and their musical and cultural assets. Consid-
ering the size and diversity potential of a choral en-
semble, this is no easy task. Because music is a known
shared interest between you, the singers, and among
the singers, use music as an entry point into learning
about the ensemble. Ask members of the choir to share
music with you via a YouTube or Spotity playlist and
guide their selections with a prompt such as, “Give ex-
amples of music heard in your home now or in the
past,” or “Share a piece of music that is the essence
of beauty to you.” These examples can provide insight
about a singer’s musical identity in a format that allows
you to learn about them through listening as you go
about other tasks in your day.

Shared playlists among the ensemble, rather than
just with the conductor, can also assist with building a
musical community and can serve as fodder for future
rehearsal dialogue. For example, ask singers to suggest
a recording of their ideal vocal tone and use those ex-
amples to build a communal playlist shared with the
choir. In doing so, the singers will learn about each
other and a range of vocal tone possibilities.

Because culture is not static and being responsive is a
mindset, adopting a CRPACK lens will also lead you in
your manner of interacting with singers. Demonstrate
a general openness to learning, perhaps by modeling
vulnerability to engage in a new musical practice led by
a culture bearer in or outside of the ensemble. Exhibit
flexibility to respond to emerging or evolving singer
identities, whether related to an identity that has spe-
cific choral implications, such as voice type, or related
to your general knowing of the singer. Above all else,
showing unconditional positive regard, care, and belief
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in their abilities is at the heart of building relationships
with singers; relationships are the precursor to singers
sharing of themselves in order to build on musical inter-
ests and assets. Knowing the singers allows CRPACK
to manifest in choral pedagogy and programming.

Pedagogy and Programming

Working from known information toward unknown
information is how we learn. In a CRPACK framework
this means empowering students to use their cultural
referents’ and coupling new information with existing
funds of knowledge.® In the choral rehearsal, this trans-
lates to building from past singing experiences. To do
so, it 18 likely that a conductor will need to expand be-
yond choral practices that fit a Eurocentric frame, such
as a bel canto timbral ideal, emphasis on Western nota-
tion, and separation of conductor and ensemble. Note
the use of expand, not replace. For example, a conductor
can call upon the choir’s communal “ideal tone” playl-
ist as examples of vocal colors to try on, first as part of
vocalises and eventually as specific choices for selected
repertoire. Using a broader palette of tone possibili-
ties allows singers to maintain cultural practices while
developing a common vocabulary to approach various
choral traditions with integrity.

Because the majority of musical cultures learn
through aural transmission, highlighting learning by
ear in rehearsal processes can allow singers to main-
tain their home musical language. Teaching repertoire
through rote, vocal chording, lining out, or by immer-
sion with recorded culture bearer modeling is espe-
cially important when exploring musics outside of the
Western European Art Music tradition. Doing so en-
sures both the musical work and music learning process
are approached with integrity. When choosing to build
notational literacy skills, engage singers in that work
by helping them to develop what Zaretta Hammond
called “learning-how-to-learn studio habits,” meaning
skills and tools that help them to independently pro-
cess information. As she noted in a general education
context:

Too often, when we deem students behind ac-
ademically, we increase compliance measures

66  CHORAL JOURNAL March/April 2024

Research Report

and actually decelerate learning. We over-scaf-
fold rather than coach students to engage in
productive struggle to process the content.’

I see parallels to her thoughts for notation reading—
when singers struggle reading, we often provide more
scaffolding than needed or do the musical thinking for
them. Instead, encourage singers to build a set of tools
such as solfége and rhythm syllables, processes for tonal
center identification, and multiple entry points to nota-
tion (e.g., contour reading, reading rhythms but learn-
ing tones by ear). Equipping singers with such studio
habits will increase their independence in a manner
grounded in the science of learning.

The use of power within a choral context can be
inviting or alienating to members of the ensemble. If
embracing a CRPACK lens, rehearsals would be dem-
ocratic spaces where singers have agency, are empow-
ered to have voice in the rehearsal process, and where
there is an emphasis on the collective, rather than in-
dividual, achievement and safety. For example, rather
than using a podium as a conductor-singer divide, in-
vite singers to stand side-by-side with you to interpret
the choral sound and provide feedback. Alternatively,
singers could write single feedback items on sticky
notes throughout rehearsal; collect the notes at the end
and use the list to generate strategies collaboratively to
address those concerns in future rehearsals. Collabora-
tive problem solving to this degree is likely not feasible
for every piece on a program due to time constraints,
but it can become a normed practice of the choir used
for some works over time.

Another pedagogical decision of importance 1is
choosing which types of choral experiences are offered
and which musical skills are developed. Certainly, the
development of the singing voice will be a priority due
to the nature of the ensemble type, but what other pos-
sibilities exist? Making such decisions will be based on
your localized context and knowledge of singers’ cul-
tural referents and prior singing experiences, but might
include improvisation and spontaneous harmoniza-
tion; these are skills of utility for singing in commu-
nity. For example, CircleSinging in which one singer
(either a conductor or ensemble member) leads a group
to create spontaneous vocal compositions through im-
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provisation, similar to a community-based drum circle,
would assist in developing aural skills while providing
an outlet for creativity and means of lifelong musick-
ing. Such experiences would encourage singers to step
into roles in addition to performer (i.e., arranger, con-
ductor, critic) as a way to engage in practices and dis-
courses that are central to the discipline of music.?
Programming is a critical task of the conductor. And
yet, it appears that some who prepare preservice music
teachers are not discussing programming through a re-
sponsive lens.” Selecting repertoire and curating a series
of performances in a CRPACK frame means leaning
into the abilities, identities, interests, and community
resources of the singers. While the field has typically
emphasized race and ethnicity in the CRE literature, '’
these are but two facets of identity. Referencing mul-
tiple characteristics of singers can be helpful in finding
commonality among a large heterogenous group, and
can be helpful in avoiding tokenizing individuals. Ul-
timately, ask yourself as you program repertoire, will
this performance incorporate musics that are known
and enjoyed by singers and their communities? Are
programmed composers, arrangers, or performers of
the music representative of singers’ identities? Does the
music speak to matters of importance to the singers?

Performing Considerations:
Type, Place, and Timing
A conductor’s CRPACK can also manifest in or
inform performing considerations including perfor-
mance type, place, and timing. The vast majority of
choral performances in the United States are presenta-
tional in nature, meaning:

situations where one group of people, the art-
ists, prepare and provide music for another
group, the audience, who do not participate in
making the music or dancing, "’

Another viable option for public choral offerings is
participatory performance, meaning:

a special type of artistic practice in which there
are no artist-audience distinctions, only par-
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ticipants and potential participants performing
different roles, and the primary goal is to in-
volve the maximum number of people in some
performance role.'?

For example, community members could partici-
pate with an ensemble by learning a descant, partner
song, or round during the performance or by learning
through immersion with musics that have repetitive
structures. Movement can be an excellent tool for mini-
mizing the artist-audience divide, whether that move-
ment is used while singing or as an alternative way to
experience a musical culture, such as through a folk
dance. Incorporating aspects of participatory perfor-
mance could be a way to emphasize collective music
making and integrate musics intended to be shared or
learned with immediacy among a community."

A re-envisioning of performance type invites a re-
envisioning of performance space to include those that
align with participatory music values such as an out-
door courtyard, cafeteria, or public park as opposed to
concert halls or auditoriums.'* These spaces typically
have greater variability and can be shaped to signal the
shift in audience etiquette from an expectation of quiet
observer to musical participant. Such spaces might also
better serve the acoustical considerations needed for a
diverse repertoire of musics and the instruments that
accompany them.

If constrained to performing in only one location,
such as a church or theatre, consider how you might
alter typical usage of the space to encourage participa-
tion. For example, colleagues and I led a multi-group
children’s choir concert in a theatre with a flat stage
that we used to our advantage by programming songs
where movement in circles, lines, and other formations
aligned with the cultural practices of the musical tradi-
tions we shared. The large, flat surface then provided a
space for families to learn dances alongside their chil-
dren in a community folk dance that served as the con-
cert finale.

In addition to the pedagogical and social benefits,
full or partial participatory performances may assist
choral leaders logistically by providing them with the
time they need to learn about the singers during the
beginning of a performance cycle rather than diving
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into repertoire preparation. Taking the time required
to learn a variety of musics through a variety of trans-
mission processes in 2 manner that empowers singers to
have agency in the music learning process likely neces-
sitates performing less. This might translate into fewer
public offerings, different public offerings (such as an
open rehearsal or community sing), or a smaller amount
of literature that is performed with greater frequency.
When making this shift, it will be important to do so
over time and to be proactive in communicating your
rationale and intent to community stakeholders. Un-
derstanding the emphasis on the quality of the singer’s
experience over the quantity of repertoire or concerts
will assist in gaining stakeholder buy-in and will under-
line your commitment to individuals’ socio-emotional
and musical development.

Conclusion

There is great potential in the application of the cul-
turally responsive pedagogical/andragogical context
knowledge model to choral music. Using a CRPACK
lens will manifest differently in different choral music
spaces by different choir directors—there is no one-
size-fits-all model or precise steps to follow to build and
implement this form of knowledge. By developing and
employing CRPACK, we can grow our choral music
pedagogy to validate and build on the wealth of singer
knowledge already present in our choirs and deepen
singers’ connection to the choral arts. We can take care
to reflect on previous practices and consider their fit
with singer assets and musical ways of knowing. We can
honor the singers we lead over the musical works we ex-
plore. Through our interactions with singers, rehearsal
strategies, programming, and performance consider-
ations, we can put singers’ needs first and ensure they
are well-positioned for rich, challenging choral music
experiences.

Vanessa L. Bond is associate professor of music edu-
cation at University of Hartford’s The Hartt School,
specializing in early childhood/elementary general mu-
sic education, choral music education, and world music
pedagogy. vanessalbond@gmail.com
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