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Deep Culture vs. Surface Culture 

Surface culture refers to the norms that are often associated with a certain culture. These are the tangible 

norms that we are aware of and can see. Examples of surface culture might include the types of food or 

clothing that are attributed to a certain culture or country. Surface culture might also include music and art, 

languages and dialects, history and folktales.  

Deep culture, on the other hand, refers to those norms that are unseen. They are not tangible or obvious. 

Deep culture is more about the ideas and beliefs, the feelings and attitudes that one experiences in regard to 

or within a certain country or culture. Examples of deep culture might include attitudes toward elders or 

authority, concepts of marriage and the family dynamic, or ideas about personal space. 

 

Multicultural Education vs. Culturally Responsive Education  

Multicultural Education 

“The celebration of diversity, what we usually see in schools. While those are really noble things and critical 

to a high-functioning classroom and school climate, it doesn’t have anything to do with learning capacity.” 

- Surface Culture 
- No emphasis on instruction  

Culturally Responsive Education 
“A dedication to building the learning capacity of the individual student. There  a focus on leveraging the 
affective and the cognitive scaffolding that students bring with them.” 

- Deep Culture 
- Emphasis on instruction  

Questions to reflect on in fostering culturally responsive pedagogy:  
Do you know your singers? 
Do you know your singers from a place of deep culture? 
How does your knowledge and reverence for their deep culture  manifest in the overall choral culture? 

Scaffolding 

Based within Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory, it proposes that learning occurs through participation 

in socially or culturally embedded experiences.  

An instructional strategy designed to support the relationship of new information to prior knowledge in 
manageable sizes for the learner’s working memory. 
 

 



 

A gentle reminder: You cannot program multiculturally  if you scaffolding in a siloed fashion. 

Checkpoints  in fostering culturally responsive scaffolding:  
Is there  a clear concept? 
Can a find or tether a connection amongst the pieces in your repertoire that celebrate the concept? 
Can you create a transfer with repertoire outside of your ensembles neutral point of view?  
Once the connection is formed, can you then layer new concepts and connections?  
Can you then create a final transfer to what is culturally familiar?  
 
Programming 
Checkpoints  in fostering culturally responsive programming:  
What is the purpose of my multicultural works?  
Am I avoiding separate criteria between my multicultural and eurocentric selections?  
Is my work and consideration with the piece able to go past surface culture?  
Am I purchasing the most informed version of this piece? 
Do I have access to a culture bearer?  
Am I prepared to foster and model connections with the piece? 
 
Further Reading 
Present Steps: Culturally Responsive Teaching by Geneva Gay  
Future Steps: Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies by Django Harris  


