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While choral singing in American schools has 
historically been based on Eurocentric paradigms, 
teacher-conductors are increasingly seeking pedagogical 
approaches that prioritize and meaningfully build 
upon culturally diverse learners’ ways of  knowing 
about and engaging with music. Chief  among these 
are culturally responsive, relevant, and sustaining 
pedagogies—approaches to teaching that developed 
in the broader realm of  general education that hold 
transformative possibilities for choral education. 
As the choral profession works to incorporate these 
pedagogical approaches, it is essential to understand the 
premises underlying them, distinctions between them, 
and ways that they complement and build upon one 
another. In this column, I provide defi nitions for each 
and summarize some of  their central tenets, drawing on 
contributions from scholars who originated these terms 
and approaches. I then highlight examples of  research 
studies that explore these topics within choral music 
settings. 

The term culture “encompasses worldview, thought 
patterns, epistemological stances, ethics, and ways of  
being along with the tangible and readily identifi able 
components of  human groups.”1 Culture is fl uid and 
dynamic, and while individuals are shaped by culture, 
they also hold agency in shaping culture.2 Several terms 
have been used to refer to approaches to teaching that 

are intended to be responsive to or informed by indi-
viduals’ cultural backgrounds and identities, including 
those that are the focus of  this column.3 The scholars 
who coined these terms have used them in nuanced 
ways to refer to precise concepts, and they are not di-
rectly synonymous or interchangeable. One common-
ality that culturally responsive, relevant, and sustaining 
pedagogy share is that they are asset-based approaches 
to pedagogy. This means that the knowledge, experienc-
es, languages, literacies, and ways of  being that Black, 
Brown, Indigenous, and Asian students bring to their 
education are honored, respected, and treated as valu-
able bases for learning. 

These pedagogical approaches are not intended to 
serve as a recipe or a prescription for practice. They 
off er broad principles that can guide teachers’ eff orts 
to tailor their approach for specifi c individuals situated 
within particular school, community, and broader cul-
tural contexts. Accordingly, culturally responsive, rele-
vant, and sustaining pedagogy will not be approached 
identically within each choral classroom, but instead will 
be designed specifi cally for particular learners. Consid-
ering the vital role of  singing within many of  the world’s 
cultures, and the potential for singing to serve as a means 
of  cultural expression, choral ensembles off er ideal con-
texts in which to pursue these approaches to teaching.
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Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
Including the descriptor responsive within the term 

culturally responsive pedagogy connotes a pedagogical and 
ethical response to particular learners’ knowledge, 
strengths, prior experiences, culturally based assets, and 
learning needs. This term therefore implies a learn-
er-centered approach as well as a “dynamic or syner-
gistic relationship between home/community culture 
and school culture.”4 Geneva Gay defi ned culturally 
responsive teaching as using “the cultural characteris-
tics, experiences, and perspectives of  ethnically diverse 
students as conduits for teaching them more eff ectively” 
and identifi ed fi ve of  its essential components: 

Developing a knowledge base about cultural di-
versity, including ethnic and cultural diversity 
content in the curriculum, demonstrating car-
ing and building learning communities, com-
municating with ethnically diverse students, 
and responding to ethnic diversity in the deliv-
ery of  instruction.5

Scholars have continued to develop the theory of  cul-
turally responsive pedagogy,6 and illustrate its applica-
tion in varying choral contexts.7

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Gloria Ladson-Billings developed the theory of  cul-

turally relevant pedagogy,8 which grew from her sem-
inal research with educators who were recognized for 
their teaching success with African American learners.9

She defi ned culturally relevant pedagogy as that which 
“empowers students intellectually, socially, emotional-
ly, and politically by using cultural referents to impart 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes. These cultural refer-
ents are not merely vehicles for explaining the domi-
nant culture; they are aspects of  the curriculum in their 
own right.”10 Her theoretical framework encompasses 
six components, three of  which describe outcomes of  
culturally relevant pedagogy: promoting high levels 
of  academic success and student learning, developing 
students’ cultural competence, and promoting their so-
ciopolitical consciousness. The remaining three com-
ponents describe commonalities in these teachers’ con-
ceptions of  themselves and others, their approaches to 

developing social relationships, and their conceptions of  
knowledge.11  

According to Ladson-Billings, “the goal of  cultur-
al competence is to ensure that students remain fi rmly 
grounded in their culture of  origin (and learn it well) 
while acquiring knowledge and skill in at least one ad-
ditional culture.”12 For students who have been mar-
ginalized by systemic inequalities based on race, class, 
and ethnicity, the additional culture will typically be the 
dominant culture emphasized in schools. Students are 
then equipped to navigate societal power structures as 
they currently exist, but not by denying or sacrifi cing 
connections to their own culture(s) of  origin or refer-
ence. Ladson-Billings further emphasized that all stu-
dents, including those who are White and middle class, 
benefi t from developing multicultural and/or multilin-
gual competence. 

Ladson-Billings defi ned sociopolitical consciousness as 
“the ability to take learning beyond the confi nes of  the 
classroom using school knowledge and skills to identi-
fy, analyze, and solve real-world problems.”13 Culturally 
relevant teachers work with students to pose questions 
about how schools and society operate, to identify so-
cial issues that hold importance to them, and to take 
action toward solving these issues. This does not mean 
that teachers impose partisan politics or their own po-
litical views upon students. Rather, as students identify 
issues that impact their lives, teachers can help them de-
velop ways to research these issues, communicate their 
positions through writing or presenting, or collaborate 
with individuals who hold power to bring about change 
(e.g., school offi  cials, school boards, or representatives of  
community agencies). Through processes such as these, 
students hone their critical capacities and develop skills 
to be active participants in democracy. 

Selected Studies Exploring 
Culturally Responsive and 

Relevant Pedagogies in Choral Settings
Ruth Gurgel’s research illuminated the phenomenon 

of  culturally relevant pedagogy within a racially diverse 
seventh grade choral classroom, foregrounding the per-
spectives of  one choral teacher and eight adolescent 
singers.14 One key fi nding was that students’ experienc-
es of  deep engagement often occurred as the teacher 
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was approaching aims of  culturally relevant pedagogy, 
or when beliefs underlying her pedagogical actions co-
hered with those identifi ed in Ladson-Billings’s frame-
work. Gurgel’s scholarship broke new ground in choral 
research by exploring intersections of  culturally relevant 
pedagogy and engagement theory to promote nuanced 
understandings of  choral singers’ experiences. Her fi nd-
ings challenge defi cit-based notions of  “classroom man-
agement,” instead highlighting possibilities for building 
relationships within classroom communities15 and fos-
tering singers’ genuine engagement through culturally 
relevant pedagogy.16

In a series of  studies, I have explored how choral 
teachers exemplify characteristics of  culturally respon-
sive and relevant teachers17 as well as adolescent sing-
ers’ perspectives on their teachers’ eff orts to enact these 
pedagogical approaches.18 One study detailed how in-
struction that was intended to be culturally responsive 
unfolded in three choirs situated in an urban center in 
the midwestern United States: one that served a size-
able im/migrant Hispanic and Latino19 population, one 
that had an African American classroom majority, and 
one comprised of  students who identifi ed with eighteen 
distinct ethnicities. The students off ered a range of  cul-
tural perspectives, self-identifying as African American, 
Guatemalan, Honduran, Korean American, and Puer-
to Rican, as well as biracial and multiethnic.  

Students perceived their instruction to be culturally 
responsive when given opportunities to deepen their 
understanding of  their own culture(s) and to broaden 
their horizons by learning about additional cultures, 
outcomes that correspond with Ladson-Billings’s con-
cept of  cultural competence. They valued when teach-
ers invested eff ort to develop knowledge of  the culture(s) 
with which their students identifi ed, and when they took 
steps to enhance the cultural validity20 of  learning ex-
periences based on those cultures. Singers also identi-
fi ed barriers to culturally responsive and relevant choral 
teaching: teachers’ lack of  knowledge, preparation, or 
confi dence to facilitate experiences based on culture(s) 
with which they were less familiar; “one-off ” experienc-
es with repertoire that did not go far enough toward 
cultural responsiveness; and teaching processes that fo-
cused on musical elements while neglecting to address 
important social, cultural, historical, and political con-
text surrounding the music being studied. Acknowledg-

ing these potential barriers is not to suggest that they are 
insurmountable, but rather that teachers can learn from 
students’ perspectives and adjust practice accordingly. 

Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy
In one recent line of  scholarship, Django Paris and 

H. Samy Alim have critiqued, refi ned, and extended 
previous asset-based pedagogies,21 particularly building 
upon Ladson-Billings’s conception of  culturally rele-
vant pedagogy.22 Ladson-Billings herself  has contrib-
uted toward these eff orts,23 explaining that “culturally 
sustaining pedagogy uses culturally relevant pedagogy 
as the place where the beat drops.”24 Paris and Alim 
posited that the “culture of  power” in schools is evolv-
ing as society becomes increasingly multilingual and 
multiethnic:

For too long we have taught our youth (and our 
teachers) that… White middle-class normed 
practices and ways of  being alone are the key 
to power, while denying the languages and oth-
er cultural practices that students of  color bring 
to the classroom. Ironically, this outdated phi-
losophy will not grant our young people access 
to power; rather, it may increasingly deny them 
that access.25

They observed that educators have “responded” to 
elements of  student culture only in service to the goal 
of  adopting the White middle-class dominant cultural 
norms that schools position as “legitimate.” Too often, 
this process requires students to sacrifi ce connections to 
their own cultural heritage or identity. Therefore, they 
argue that terms such as “culturally relevant” and “cul-
turally responsive” do not go far enough toward refl ect-
ing the ultimate aims of  these pedagogical approaches:

[T]he term “relevant” does not do enough to 
explicitly support the goals of  maintenance and 
social critique. It is quite possible to be relevant 
to something without ensuring its continuing 
and critical presence in students’ repertoires of  
practice…and its presence in our classrooms 
and communities.26
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Accordingly, they coined the term “culturally sustain-
ing pedagogy” (CSP) to describe teaching that “seeks to 
perpetuate and foster—to sustain—linguistic, literate, 
and cultural pluralism as part of  schooling for positive 
social transformation.”27

Paris and Alim observed that asset-based pedagogies 
fall short when they rely on fi xed, static, stereotypical, 
or essentialist views of  culture. They caution educators 
not to assume neat correspondences between facets of  
students’ complex cultural identities and curricular con-
tent. They further warn against focusing CSP on histor-
ical, longstanding, or “heritage” elements of  students’ 
cultures (implying fi xed, static notions of  culture) with-
out also engaging with the ways in which individuals 
contemporarily enact their cultural identities. They also 
encourage educators to recognize and sustain youth cul-
ture as an important culture in its own right.

An Exemplar Study Exploring Culturally 
Sustaining Music Pedagogy

Emily Good-Perkins used culturally sustaining peda-
gogy as a framework for exploring students’ experiences 
in two music classrooms in which teachers took marked-
ly diff erent approaches to facilitating singing experienc-
es. One disquieting fi nding was that when a Eurocentric 
musical epistemology was upheld as the single “appro-
priate” way to sing, students reported experiences of  be-
ing “inhibited” and “silenced.” This silencing included 
not only a reluctance to sing, but a deeper experience 
of  exclusion as students recognized that their cultural-
ly informed ways of  knowing, being, and engaging with 
music were not valued within this classroom. Such a “si-
lencing” of  student culture in order to prioritize a single, 
dominant cultural perspective (in this case, a Eurocentric 
approach to music education and singing) is precisely 
what culturally sustaining pedagogy seeks to counter. 
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Good-Perkins also presented a detailed portrait of  
one teacher’s practice that aff ords a view of  what cultur-
ally sustaining vocal pedagogy could look like in prac-
tice: an approach that actively promotes sustenance of  
the knowledge, literacies, competencies, and modes of  
expression that learners bring to the classroom. Rather 
than positioning the tone and technique associated with 
Western classical music as the only “appropriate” way 
to sing, this teacher welcomed children’s diverse ways 
of  expressing themselves vocally. One element of  this 
teacher’s culturally sustaining practice involved explor-
ing a varied palate of  vocal timbres and styles appropri-
ate to the genres being studied. Another key fi nding was 
the importance of  respecting and building upon the way 
that physical movement was integral to some students’ 
culturally informed approaches to singing rather than 
demanding that they sing with still bodies. In response to 
this teacher, who honored the diversity of  musical epis-
temologies that children brought to the classroom, stu-
dents were eager participants in singing and embraced 
identities as singers.

This column has introduced central premises of  cul-
turally responsive, relevant, and sustaining pedagogies 
drawn from seminal literature and has highlighted ex-
amples of  studies that explored how these have been 
approached in choral contexts. Interested readers are 
encouraged to read the cited literature in full, to con-
sult reviews of  additional related literature,28 and to 
explore pieces off ering practical recommendations for 
how culturally responsive, relevant, and sustaining ped-
agogies can be pursued.29 Given that there is no recipe 
or prescription that can guarantee culturally responsive, 
relevant, or sustaining pedagogy; and considering the 
complexity inherent in the multifaceted and evolving 
identities of  each learner; adopting these approaches 
requires ongoing eff ort. While these asset-based pedago-
gies can be challenging to practice, they are also deeply 
rewarding as they present opportunities for teachers to 
learn from and alongside their students. For educators 
who are willing to invest the ongoing eff ort to practice 
culturally responsive, relevant, and sustaining pedago-
gies well, the potential benefi ts to students are profound. 
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contexts and socio-cultural issues in music education has 
been honored with the Society for Research in Music 
Education’s Research Grant and the American Educa-
tional Research Association’s Outstanding Early Ca-
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