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Abstract 

Cultural adaptation in music education has become a central concern in contemporary pedagogy 

because music classrooms now operate within conditions of migration, linguistic diversity, 

globalization, digitized listening cultures, and intensified debate over equity and representation. 

In this context, cross-cultural music education is no longer adequately defined by the inclusion of 

a few songs from different traditions. Rather, it requires a rethinking of curriculum, teaching 

relationships, assessment, teacher preparation, and community engagement so that music 

learning is musically rigorous, socially responsive, and culturally meaningful. The field has 

gradually moved from additive multicultural models toward more critically responsive and 

culturally sustaining approaches that treat students’ cultural identities as educational resources 

rather than peripheral concerns. 

This manuscript examines the conceptual foundations, major challenges, and practical strategies 

associated with cultural adaptations in music education. It argues that effective cross-cultural 

music education depends on a shift from token representation to pedagogical transformation. 

Teachers must make informed repertoire decisions, understand the social meanings of musical 

practices, collaborate with culture-bearers and communities, and design lessons that invite 

comparison without erasing difference. Cultural adaptation is best understood as a dynamic 

system linking learners, teachers, institutions, communities, and musical knowledge. The study 

also clarifies the distinctions among multicultural, cross-cultural, culturally responsive, and 

culturally sustaining approaches, distinctions that are essential for avoiding conceptual 

confusion. 

The manuscript also identifies several barriers that continue to limit implementation. These 

include tokenism, authenticity dilemmas, assessment mismatch, teacher under-preparation, 

institutional conservatism, resource inequality, and the persistence of colonial hierarchies in 

music knowledge. These challenges are interconnected and often reinforce one another, making 

reform difficult when schools address them in isolation. Existing research also suggests that the 
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field often shows rhetorical commitment to inclusion while lacking the 

structural supports needed for lasting change. 

In response, this manuscript proposes a set of interrelated strategies for cross-cultural music 

education. These include repertoire redesign, dialogic pedagogy, collaborative and community-

based learning, culturally aligned assessment, intercultural teacher education, and institutional 

policy reform. The manuscript concludes that cultural adaptation in music education should be 

understood not as an optional supplement, but as a core dimension of educational quality in 

diverse societies. 
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Introduction 

Music education has always carried cultural assumptions about what counts as valuable 

knowledge, legitimate technique, appropriate repertoire, and desirable performance practice. In 

many schools, colleges, and conservatories, these assumptions have historically favored Western 

art music traditions, notation-centered learning, and ensemble structures based on choir, band, 

and orchestra. These traditions have pedagogical value, yet they do not exhaust the range of 

musical worlds students inhabit. In contemporary classrooms, students may arrive with 

knowledge rooted in oral traditions, community ceremonies, popular and digital music cultures, 

diasporic identities, religious performance practices, Indigenous ways of knowing, and 

multilingual sound worlds. When music education ignores these realities, it risks becoming not 

only incomplete but also culturally exclusionary [2] [6] [8] [29]. 

The current discussion of cultural adaptation in music education emerges from this wider tension 

between inherited institutional forms and socially changing musical realities. Earlier scholarship 

on multicultural music education made a crucial intervention by insisting that school curricula 

should not remain narrowly monocultural [10] [12] [13]. However, later work has shown that 

representational breadth alone does not guarantee equity. Adding a small number of non-Western 

or minority musical examples may expand visibility, yet it may leave pedagogy, authority, 

assessment, and notions of expertise untouched. For this reason, recent music education 

scholarship has emphasized a shift toward culturally responsive and culturally sustaining 

approaches that reorganize the learning process itself [1] [4] [27] [28]. 

This shift is especially important because music is never merely a neutral body of content. Music 

is inseparable from identity, memory, community, ritual, emotion, embodiment, language, 

movement, and power. Consequently, cultural adaptation in music education cannot be reduced 

https://journalofthewest.com/jw


Journal of the West 
ISSN: 0022-5169 / E-ISSN: 1930-0115 
https://journalofthewest.com/jw 

 
JOW, Winter 2026, Vol. 65, No. 1 
 

 
282 

to repertoire substitution. It involves asking whose music is taught, who 

teaches it, how it is framed, how learners are allowed to participate, what forms of musicianship 

are rewarded, and what social relationships are built through instruction. As shown in Figure 1, 

these dimensions operate as an interconnected ecology rather than as isolated pedagogical 

choices. 

The problem is not simply that many classrooms remain culturally narrow. The deeper issue is 

that many well-intentioned programs still struggle to distinguish between inclusion, 

responsiveness, and transformation. Table 1 addresses this problem by comparing the main 

concepts that structure the field. The distinctions matter because cross-cultural music education 

frequently fails when educators assume that diversity of content is equivalent to diversity of 

pedagogy. In reality, meaningful adaptation requires both. 

This manuscript addresses two major questions. First, what conceptual frameworks help explain 

cultural adaptation in music education? Second, what challenges and strategies define effective 

cross-cultural music education in schools, higher education, and community settings? The 

discussion synthesizes major literature in multicultural music education, culturally responsive 

pedagogy, intercultural teacher education, decolonial critique, and culturally sustaining practice. 

It argues that successful cross-cultural music education requires transformation at three levels 

simultaneously: classroom pedagogy, teacher preparation, and institutional structure. 

Conceptual Foundations of Cultural Adaptation in Music Education 

The conceptual history of cultural adaptation in music education begins with the multicultural 

turn. Foundational scholarship argued that music curricula should represent a plurality of 

cultures rather than treating one dominant tradition as universal [10] [12] [13]. This intervention 

was historically important because it challenged exclusion and opened the field to world musics, 

minority traditions, and broader understandings of musicianship. Yet later work demonstrated 

that multiculturalism can remain additive when it simply appends diverse materials to an 

unchanged curriculum. Walter explains that the field increasingly recognized the limits of 

representation alone and moved toward culturally responsive teaching, where the central 

question becomes how teachers instruct through students’ cultural strengths and lived realities 

rather than merely around them [1]. 

This transition matters because music learning is deeply shaped by context. A lesson built around 

notation, conductor authority, silent rehearsal discipline, and individual assessment assumes a 

particular educational culture. Those assumptions may conflict with participatory, improvisatory, 

communal, oral, or movement-based musical traditions. Palmer and colleagues therefore argue 

for a grounded framework of culturally relevant and responsive music teaching built around 

informed choices, teacher competencies, authenticity, and holistic comparative lessons [4]. Their 

framework is especially useful because it translates abstract commitments into professional 

decisions teachers can actually make. 
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The field has also become more conceptually precise in distinguishing 

related but different terms. Table 1 summarizes these distinctions. Multicultural music education 

emphasizes representational plurality. Cross-cultural music education emphasizes interaction 

across traditions, communities, and identities. Culturally responsive music education emphasizes 

teaching through learners’ cultural experiences. Culturally sustaining pedagogy goes further by 

supporting the ongoing vitality of marginalized cultural practices instead of merely recognizing 

them [2] [27] [28]. The practical implication is that teachers must decide whether they are simply 

exposing students to difference, responding to the learners in front of them, or actively helping 

communities sustain musical life. 

A further conceptual development concerns the role of power. Kallio’s decolonial critique 

reminds the field that music education research and pedagogy can unintentionally reproduce 

colonial hierarchies by treating Western categories as neutral standards [7]. Locke and Prentice 

similarly show that culturally responsive music pedagogy must address how Indigenous and 

other historically marginalized knowledges are positioned in relation to institutional authority 

[8]. These arguments broaden the discussion from pedagogical technique to epistemological 

justice. In other words, cultural adaptation is not only about being inclusive; it is also about 

questioning whose ways of knowing music define the curriculum. 

The concept of interculturality adds another important layer. Mantie and Tironi-Rodó argue that 

intercultural thinking in music education should not be reduced to harmonious celebration of 

difference, because real intercultural encounters involve negotiation, friction, translation, and 

sometimes discomfort [6]. Westerlund and colleagues extend this insight by portraying 

intercultural music teacher education as a response to complex societies rather than as a 

peripheral specialization [5]. This view shifts the field from a model of occasional diversity work 

to one in which cross-cultural competence becomes a normal expectation of professional 

musicians and teachers. 

Table 1. Key Concepts in the Literature 

Concept Core Aim 

Typical 

Educational 

Expression Strength 

Limitation When 

Used Alone 

Multicultural 

music 

education 

Broaden 

representation of 

musical cultures 

Inclusion of 

repertoire from 

multiple traditions 

Expands 

curricular 

visibility 

Can remain 

additive and 

superficial [10] 

[12] [13] 

Cross-cultural 

music 

education 

Support 

interaction across 

traditions and 

identities 

Comparative 

listening, 

collaborative 

music-making, 

Encourages 

encounter and 

perspective-

taking 

May flatten 

context if 

comparison is 

poorly framed [5] 
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intercultural 

dialogue 

[6] 

Culturally 

responsive 

music 

education 

Teach through 

students’ cultural 

strengths and 

lived experiences 

Student-centered 

planning, relevant 

repertoire, dialogic 

pedagogy 

Improves 

relevance and 

belonging 

Requires strong 

teacher 

preparation and 

reflective practice 

[1] [2] [4] 

Culturally 

sustaining 

pedagogy 

Sustain and 

extend 

marginalized 

cultural practices 

Community-rooted 

projects, anti-racist 

curriculum, 

language and style 

maintenance 

Links music 

learning to 

social justice 

and continuity 

Demands 

institutional 

commitment 

beyond isolated 

classrooms [27] 

[28] [31] 

Intercultural 

music teacher 

education 

Prepare teachers 

for ethically 

complex plural 

societies 

Reflective 

fieldwork, 

community 

engagement, cross-

border 

collaboration 

Connects 

pedagogy with 

policy and 

teacher identity 

Can remain 

aspirational 

without structural 

support [5] [18] 

[20] 

The conceptual relationships summarized in Table 1 are further visualized in Figure 1, which 

represents cultural adaptation as a system rather than a linear teaching technique. The figure 

shows how curriculum, teacher knowledge, learner identity, institutional norms, and community 

partnership influence each other. This systems view is essential because many failures in cross-

cultural music education occur when reform efforts target only one element while leaving the 

rest unchanged. 

 

Figure 1. Ecological model of cultural adaptation in music education 

Figure 1. Ecological model of cultural adaptation in music education, showing how learner 

identities, teacher dispositions, curriculum design, institutional structures, community 

knowledge, and musical outcomes interact in cross-cultural settings. 
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Major Challenges in Cross-Cultural Music Education 

One of the most persistent barriers is tokenism. In music education, tokenism often appears 

when teachers add one or two songs from a different culture during a festival, heritage month, or 

special event but leave the rest of the curriculum unchanged. Such practices may appear 

inclusive, yet they frequently detach music from its language, social function, movement, 

spirituality, or historical meaning. Cain emphasizes that culturally diverse music education does 

not succeed simply by diversifying repertoire lists; it requires careful attention to context, 

classroom process, and assumptions about identity [16]. Tokenism is therefore a pedagogical 

problem, not merely a repertorial one. 

A second challenge concerns authenticity and authority. Teachers regularly worry about how 

to teach music traditions that lie outside their formal training. This concern is justified. When 

unfamiliar musics are simplified excessively, stripped of context, or taught through inappropriate 

methods, students may learn stereotypes rather than musical understanding. Yet the alternative, 

avoiding unfamiliar musics altogether, reproduces exclusion. Palmer and colleagues suggest that 

authenticity should not be understood as a demand for impossible total mastery, but as a 

professional commitment to informed choice, careful framing, and ethically grounded teaching 

[4]. In cross-cultural classrooms, authority must become more collaborative, with teachers 

willing to position themselves as learners as well as experts. 

A third barrier is assessment mismatch. Formal music programs often evaluate students through 

Western notation, technical standardization, solo performance, or ensemble precision. These 

assessment models may undervalue improvisation, communal participation, oral transmission, 

embodied knowledge, and culturally specific criteria for musical excellence. As a result, students 

who are highly musical within their own traditions may appear less successful in school-based 

systems. Song’s work on cultural identity in secondary music classrooms suggests that 

perceptions of legitimacy are strongly shaped by how classroom norms define musicianship [29]. 

Cultural adaptation therefore requires that assessment criteria be reconsidered, not simply 

teaching materials. 

A fourth challenge is teacher preparation. Bond and Russell show that many music teacher 

educators acknowledge the importance of culturally responsive education but remain early in 

their own implementation journey [3]. This finding is significant because preservice teachers 

learn not only content but also professional habits from their training institutions. If teacher 

education programs offer limited exposure to culturally responsive design, intercultural 

reflection, or community-based pedagogy, new teachers are likely to reproduce narrow models of 

music learning. Figure 2 highlights this problem by placing teacher preparation at the center of 

multiple downstream barriers. 

A fifth challenge is institutional inertia. Ensemble traditions, audition systems, performance 

cultures, accreditation requirements, and inherited curriculum sequences can all make change 
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difficult. de Villiers argues that reorganizing the music curriculum as 

multicultural music education requires systemic reconsideration of what curriculum is for and 

whose musical knowledge it values [9]. Similar tensions appear across international settings. 

Odendaal’s account of South Africa describes fragmentation and structural tension in 

intercultural music teacher education, while Schmidt and Abramo emphasize the policy 

dimensions that shape whether intercultural commitments can move from discourse to practice 

[20] [23]. These studies remind us that classroom innovation alone cannot solve structural 

exclusion. 

Finally, scholars have drawn attention to the productive but difficult role of discomfort in 

intercultural learning. Kallio and Westerlund argue that discomfort is not always evidence of 

failure; it can indicate that learners and teachers are confronting previously invisible assumptions 

[26]. However, discomfort becomes unproductive when institutions lack the reflective tools to 

process it. Without facilitation, cross-cultural encounters may reinforce defensiveness rather than 

deepen understanding. The challenge, then, is not to eliminate tension, but to transform it into 

critical and relational learning. 

Table 2. Major Challenges and Their Educational Effects 

Challenge How It Appears in Practice 

Immediate 

Consequence Long-Term Risk 

Tokenistic 

inclusion 

Occasional diverse 

repertoire without 

contextual teaching 

Superficial 

engagement 

Students equate 

culture with 

stereotype [16] [17] 

Authenticity 

dilemma 

Teacher uncertainty about 

unfamiliar traditions 

Hesitation or 

oversimplification 

Avoidance of non-

dominant musics [4] 

[30] 

Assessment 

mismatch 

Reliance on notation, fixed 

technical standards, 

individual grading 

Learners’ strengths are 

misrecognized 

Cultural hierarchies 

are reproduced [2] 

[29] 

Teacher under-

preparation 

Limited coursework or 

field experience in 

intercultural pedagogy 

Weak lesson design 

and low confidence 

New teachers repeat 

narrow models [3] [5] 

Institutional 

conservatism 

Ensemble traditions, rigid 

sequences, audition-driven 

priorities 

Innovation remains 

isolated 

Reform fails to scale 

[9] [20] [23] 

Resource and 

partnership gaps 

Lack of community 

collaboration, language 

support, or culture-bearer 

access 

Low authenticity and 

limited depth 

Diversity remains 

symbolic [18] [24] 

[25] 
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Unprocessed 

discomfort 

Cross-cultural tension 

without guided reflection 

Conflict or withdrawal Learners resist 

transformative 

dialogue [6] [26] 

Table 2 shows that the barriers are interconnected. For example, assessment mismatch can 

intensify tokenism because schools may showcase cultural diversity in repertoire while still 

measuring achievement through narrow standards. Likewise, limited teacher preparation often 

amplifies authenticity concerns. These interdependencies are represented in Figure 2, which 

maps the barrier structure as a network rather than a checklist. 

 

Figure 2. Challenge network in cross-cultural music education 

Figure 2. Network of recurring challenges in cross-cultural music education, illustrating how 

teacher preparation, assessment structures, authenticity concerns, resource gaps, and 

institutional norms reinforce one another. 

Strategies for Effective Cross-Cultural Music Education 

If challenges in cross-cultural music education are systemic, the response must also be systemic. 

A first strategy is repertoire redesign through contextual depth. Teachers should select music 

not only for diversity of origin but also for pedagogical significance, cultural integrity, and 

relational possibility. This means pairing repertoire with discussion of language, community use, 

listening conventions, movement, improvisation, and social history. Shaw’s work on choral 

music education is especially helpful here because it demonstrates how culturally responsive 

repertoire choices can reshape students’ sense of voice, belonging, and ensemble identity [17]. In 

practice, repertoire should function as an entry point into cultural understanding, not as a 

substitute for it. 

A second strategy is dialogic and comparative pedagogy. Comparative teaching can be 

powerful when it helps students analyze how different musical systems organize rhythm, 

melody, timbre, participation, memory, and performance roles. However, comparison must avoid 
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ranking traditions against one dominant norm. Palmer and colleagues 

recommend holistic and comparative lesson design precisely because comparison becomes most 

educational when it is grounded in authenticity and careful framing [4]. In such classrooms, 

students learn to ask how musics work within their own logics rather than whether they resemble 

preexisting standards. 

A third strategy is community-connected learning. Intercultural music education becomes more 

credible when teachers collaborate with culture-bearers, artists, families, and community 

musicians. Marsh and colleagues illustrate how collaboration with South Sudanese Australian 

youth can create meaningful bridges between formal music education and community musical 

worlds [24]. Dolloff further argues that cultural humility is essential in such work because 

educators must learn how to enter intercultural relationships without assuming control over them 

[18]. Community partnership is therefore not just a source of guest expertise; it is a restructuring 

of educational authority. 

A fourth strategy is culturally aligned assessment. Assessment must be broadened so that it 

recognizes different ways of demonstrating musicianship. This may include oral transmission 

tasks, collaborative performance, reflective commentary, improvisation, peer dialogue, embodied 

participation, and culturally specific criteria shared with learners in advance. When assessment is 

diversified, cross-cultural pedagogy becomes more credible because students are not punished 

for learning in culturally distinctive ways. As suggested by Table 3, this strategy works best 

when curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment are aligned rather than reformed separately. 

A fifth strategy is teacher identity work and reflective preparation. Intercultural competence 

is not simply technical knowledge about other musics. It also involves examining one’s own 

assumptions, privileges, listening habits, and institutional inheritances. Thapa highlights 

assessment of intercultural competence as a missing link in teacher education, while Treacy 

emphasizes inquiry-oriented practitioner development [21] [22]. These sources suggest that 

teacher learning should include reflection, field engagement, collaborative planning, and 

feedback processes that make intercultural growth visible. 

A sixth strategy is culturally sustaining and anti-racist curriculum reform. Good-Perkins, 

Vodicka, and Battersby and Martin all point toward a model in which students are not only 

exposed to diverse musics but are also invited to sustain and critically reinterpret cultural 

practices in relation to justice, identity, and agency [27] [28] [31]. This perspective is particularly 

important in contexts where students’ home musical worlds have historically been marginalized 

or pathologized in school settings. In such cases, the aim of music education is not merely 

inclusion but educational repair. 

Table 3. Strategy-to-Implementation Matrix 

Strategic Classroom Action Teacher Development Likely Outcome 
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Priority Need 

Context-rich 

repertoire 

design 

Teach musical pieces 

with language, history, 

movement, and social 

function 

Study of source 

traditions and 

consultation with 

community experts 

Greater authenticity and 

student engagement [4] 

[16] [17] 

Dialogic 

comparison 

Compare musical 

systems without ranking 

them 

Training in critical 

questioning and 

culturally sensitive 

framing 

Deeper musical 

understanding and 

reduced ethnocentrism 

[1] [4] [6] 

Community 

partnership 

Invite culture-bearers, 

artists, and families into 

planning and teaching 

Cultural humility and 

collaborative planning 

skills 

Stronger trust, 

relevance, and lived 

musical connection [18] 

[24] [30] 

Flexible 

assessment 

Use oral, collaborative, 

reflective, and 

performance-based 

measures 

Design of culturally 

aligned rubrics 

More equitable 

recognition of student 

musicianship [2] [21] 

[29] 

Reflective 

teacher 

education 

Use fieldwork, 

journaling, and inquiry-

based supervision 

Structured reflection on 

identity and bias 

More confident and 

critically aware teachers 

[3] [22] [26] 

Institutional 

reform 

Align ensembles, 

curriculum, policy, and 

resources with 

intercultural goals 

Leadership support and 

policy redesign 

Sustainable, system-

wide change [5] [9] [20] 

[23] 

The implementation relationships summarized in Table 3 are visually expanded in Figure 3, 

which presents a multi-level strategy model. The figure shows that classroom practice depends 

on teacher learning, which in turn depends on supportive policy, leadership, and community 

networks. This is a central lesson of the literature: effective cross-cultural music education 

cannot be sustained by isolated teacher heroism. 

 

Figure 3. Multi-level strategy model for cross-cultural music education 
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Figure 3. Multi-level strategy model for cross-cultural music education, 

linking classroom practice, teacher learning, community partnership, and institutional reform. 

Teacher Education, Policy, and Institutional Transformation 

Teacher education is one of the most decisive sites for cultural adaptation in music education 

because it mediates between scholarship and practice. If future teachers encounter cross-cultural 

pedagogy only as a brief diversity unit, they are unlikely to develop the confidence or judgment 

required for authentic implementation. The literature instead points toward programs that embed 

intercultural inquiry across methods courses, ensemble experiences, curriculum design, 

practicum placements, and reflective supervision [3] [5] [20]. This broader design helps teachers 

see cultural responsiveness not as an added competency but as a condition of professional 

adequacy. 

Intercultural music teacher education also requires a change in the image of expertise. In narrow 

professional models, the ideal teacher is assumed to command repertoire and technique from a 

position of complete authority. In cross-cultural contexts, however, expertise includes the ability 

to collaborate, research, listen, ask permission, acknowledge uncertainty, and build reciprocal 

relationships with communities. Ehrlich and Badarne’s discussion of culturally responsive 

teaching in Israel demonstrates how intercultural music teacher education can challenge 

segregated structures by reimagining what music teachers are prepared to do [19]. Similarly, 

Sæther’s work in Sweden highlights how intercultural learning develops through active 

engagement with context rather than abstract tolerance discourse [25]. 

Policy and institutional design matter because classroom practice is shaped by schedules, 

budgets, approved repertoire lists, graduation requirements, staffing patterns, and assessment 

systems. Schmidt and Abramo show that policy frameworks can either constrain or enable 

intercultural practice [20]. Odendaal’s account of South Africa reveals how fragmentation 

weakens transformation when structures do not align with intercultural ambitions [23]. These 

arguments suggest that institutions should audit not only their repertoire diversity but also their 

recruitment practices, ensemble hierarchies, partnership structures, and definitions of excellence. 

The question of institutional change is especially important in higher education, where 

conservatory traditions often shape teacher identity. When preservice teachers are socialized into 

a single authoritative model of musicianship, they may come to view culturally adaptive teaching 

as a departure from rigor rather than an expansion of it. This misconception can be challenged 

through curriculum redesign, collaborative projects, multilingual resources, and placements in 

community-based or culturally diverse settings. The resulting change is not anti-tradition. Rather, 

it positions tradition within a wider ecosystem of musicking and learning. 

Another major institutional issue is how schools and universities understand community 

partnership. Community engagement is often treated as optional outreach, but the literature 
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suggests that it should be part of core pedagogical design. Dolloff’s call 

for cultural humility and Marsh and colleagues’ account of collaborative work with South 

Sudanese Australian youth both demonstrate that authentic cross-cultural music education 

depends on reciprocity rather than extraction [18] [24]. Institutions therefore need structures for 

fair partnership, sustained dialogue, compensation for community expertise, and ethical 

protocols for representation. 

Figure 4 synthesizes these insights by depicting teacher preparation and community partnership 

as a continuous cycle of inquiry, collaboration, teaching, reflection, and redesign. The figure 

emphasizes that cross-cultural music education is not mastered once and for all. It is refined 

through repeated contact with learners, communities, and changing social conditions. 

 

Figure 4. Cycle of teacher preparation and community partnership 

Figure 4. Continuous cycle of teacher preparation and community partnership in cross-cultural 

music education, showing how inquiry, collaboration, implementation, reflection, and redesign 

reinforce one another over time. 

Discussion 

The literature reviewed in this manuscript makes clear that cultural adaptation in music 

education is not a minor curricular adjustment. It is a comprehensive reconsideration of how 

musical knowledge is selected, organized, taught, assessed, and socially valued. The strongest 

scholarship in the field resists simplistic binaries. It does not suggest that Western classical 

traditions should disappear, nor does it imply that all culturally diverse teaching is automatically 

equitable. Instead, it calls for a more critically aware and educationally grounded pluralism in 

which multiple musical epistemologies can coexist without being forced into a single hierarchy 

[2] [6] [7] [9]. 

A consistent finding across the literature is that there remains a gap between aspiration and 

implementation. Many educators endorse the ideals of inclusion, diversity, and responsiveness, 

yet actual classroom and institutional practices often remain narrow. This gap exists because 

genuine cross-cultural music education is labor-intensive. It requires knowledge-building, 

reflective practice, partnership work, assessment redesign, and administrative support. It also 

requires educators to tolerate uncertainty, because cross-cultural teaching frequently involves 

learning alongside students rather than presenting culture as fixed content already mastered by 

the teacher [3] [4] [18] [21]. 

At the same time, the literature also demonstrates that the field has moved beyond purely deficit-

oriented discussion. Recent scholarship increasingly offers frameworks, case studies, and 

implementation models that make cultural adaptation more actionable. The grounded framework 
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proposed by Palmer and colleagues, the culturally sustaining perspective 

advanced by Good-Perkins and Vodicka, and the intercultural teacher education models collected 

by Westerlund, Karlsen, and Partti all provide concrete pathways forward [4] [27] [28] [32]. 

These contributions suggest that the field is not merely diagnosing problems; it is building a 

more robust professional language for change. 

There is also a deeper ethical argument running through the literature. Music education is often 

justified as a humanizing and expressive field, yet it cannot fully achieve that promise if it 

legitimizes only a narrow range of musical identities. Cultural adaptation matters because 

students hear themselves, and fail to hear themselves, in the structures of schooling. When 

learners encounter their own musical worlds as worthy of study, critique, and creative expansion, 

music education can become a site of belonging and democratic participation. When they do not, 

exclusion is reproduced under the language of standards. 

For this reason, the future of cross-cultural music education depends on maintaining a balance 

between musical rigor and cultural responsiveness. The literature does not support the idea 

that one must be sacrificed for the other. Rather, rigor becomes more educationally meaningful 

when it is applied across a broader range of musical practices and when criteria are made 

transparent, contextual, and dialogic. The goal is not easy inclusion. The goal is intellectually 

serious, ethically responsible, and socially grounded music education. 

Conclusion 

Cultural adaptations in music education are best understood as a process of pedagogical, 

institutional, and relational transformation. The reviewed literature shows that the field has 

moved from representational multiculturalism toward more responsive, intercultural, decolonial, 

and culturally sustaining frameworks. This evolution reflects a growing recognition that music 

education does not simply transmit repertoire; it organizes social meaning, identity, authority, 

and participation. 

The manuscript has identified several major challenges: tokenism, authenticity dilemmas, 

assessment mismatch, under-prepared teachers, institutional conservatism, resource gaps, and 

unprocessed discomfort. These barriers reinforce one another. Consequently, they cannot be 

addressed through isolated classroom techniques alone. 

The manuscript has also proposed a coherent strategic response. Effective cross-cultural music 

education requires context-rich repertoire design, dialogic comparison, community partnership, 

culturally aligned assessment, reflective teacher education, and institutional reform. Sustainable 

progress depends on connections among classroom practice, teacher growth, policy support, and 

community collaboration. 

Ultimately, cross-cultural music education should not be treated as an optional innovation for 

unusually diverse classrooms. It is a central dimension of educational quality in contemporary 
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societies. The strongest programs will be those that preserve musical 

depth while expanding cultural legitimacy, helping students encounter both familiar and 

unfamiliar musical worlds with rigor, respect, and critical understanding. 
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