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Abstract: In recent years, the integration of traditional music education and the Culturally
Responsive teaching Method (CRP) has become a meaningful response to the continuously
developing educational reform in China. This article theoretically explores how guzheng (the
Chinese classical guzheng renowned for its expressiveness) and the Five Elements music system
based on cosmic symbolism can be reimagined in teaching, rather than merely in terms of
technical mastery. These two rich musical traditions not only possess the beauty of sound, but
also have profound cultural and emotional textures. However, their role in education, especially
in shaping identity, emotional literacy and inclusive participation, has not been fully explored.
Within the framework of CRP, this study regards guzheng and the Five Elements music as
dialogue tools for cultivating emotional awareness, cultural understanding and students’
initiative. Drawing on the insights of music education, cultural psychology and curriculum
theory, a flexible teaching model is proposed, emphasizing symbolic meaning, emotional
response and learner-centered practice. This model is not simply about preserving traditions, but
rather repositioning traditional music as a vibrant educational resource that can support overall
development and affirm students' identities in the contemporary classroom environment. In this
process, this article contributes to a broader dialogue on the revival of school culture in China
and offers a vision of music education that is emotionally generated, culturally based, and
inclusive in teaching.
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1. Introduction

Across China, traditional music education is undergoing a revival imbued with renewed purpose.
This resurgence stems not only from national efforts to safeguard intangible cultural heritage but
also from a growing recognition among educators of music’s profound emotional and cultural
dimensions. This educational reawakening reflects a broader paradigm shift in values, wherein
schooling is no longer confined to academic or technical domains, but is increasingly viewed as a
space for identity formation, emotional resonance, and cultural continuity.

Among the many traditional instruments reintroduced into the classroom, the guzheng stands
out—not merely for its elegant resonance or historical prestige, but for its unique capacity to
invite introspection, evoke narrative, and embody the learning process itself. Concurrently, there
is rising interest in the formative role of music in emotional development. The Five-Element
Music System—rooted in the symbolic interplay of wood, fire, earth, metal, and water—offers a
uniquely Chinese lens for linking emotional states with sonic experience.

Unlike imported pedagogical models or standard performance training, this system engages
directly with the learner’s cultural imagination, forging connections between music, inner
emotional landscapes, and symbolic cognition. Despite its rich philosophical underpinnings,
Five-Element Music remains marginal within mainstream educational practices.

This article explores the intersection of guzheng and Five-Element Music and proposes their
integration through the lens of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP). CRP encourages
educators to affirm cultural identity, draw upon students’ lived experiences, and adapt instruction
to diverse learning needs—offering a powerful framework for revitalizing traditional Chinese
music in contemporary classrooms. It calls for music to serve as a site of reflection, dialogue,
and the co-construction of emotional meaning.

Although guzheng and Five-Element Music currently exist as separate units within the music
curriculum, this study envisions a reimagined classroom where cultural heritage is not only
preserved but dynamically interpreted through emotional and symbolic engagement. In such a
learning environment, music education transforms into a dynamic and humanistic process—one
that supports intellectual growth while deepening emotional awareness and cultural identity.

2. Theoretical Background
2.1 Guzheng in Traditional Music Education

The guzheng remains one of the most enduring instruments in traditional Chinese music,
continuing to serve as both a sonic and symbolic medium in the preservation of cultural heritage.
With a history spanning over two millennia, the guzheng—also known as the Chinese zither—is



far more than a tool for technical instruction. It occupies a cultural crossroads: part instrument,
part archive, embodying stories, aesthetics, and emotions passed down through generations.
Although its wide tonal range and expressive capabilities—such as trills, vibrato, and pitch
bending—underscore its musical richness, the instrument’s true pedagogical power lies in its
ability to connect learners with memory, metaphor, and meaning.

Yet in many educational contexts, particularly within conservatory-style institutions, guzheng
instruction remains narrowly focused. Teaching often emphasizes technical accuracy, the faithful
reproduction of canonical works, and the mastery of intricate fingering techniques (Liu & Wang,
2021). While this model produces technically proficient performers, it often sidelines interpretive
insight and emotional resonance. Students may develop agile hands, yet remain detached from
the cultural narratives embedded in the music they perform.

However, a pedagogical shift is emerging. Influenced by constructivist learning theory and
cultural preservation frameworks, educators are rethinking the role of traditional instruments like
the guzheng. As Zhao (2023) notes, the goal is not to discard tradition, but to activate
it—positioning the guzheng not only as a performance apparatus but as a medium for personal
storytelling and identity exploration. In this light, the instrument becomes a catalyst for
self-discovery.

Scholars such as Chen and Lee (2020) conceptualize traditional instruments as “symbolic
bridges”—conduits between past and present, collective memory and individual expression. For
instance, when students engage with a piece such as High Mountains and Flowing Water, the
focus need not remain solely on technical execution. Instead, they may be encouraged to
contemplate the imagery evoked by the title, reflect on its symbolic resonance, and relate it to
personal landscapes or lived experiences. Such contextual participation transforms the learning
process, empowering students to move beyond mimicry toward interpretive authenticity.

This instructional approach draws from a foundational tenet of constructivism: that meaningful
learning occurs when students link new concepts to personal experiences, engage in critical
reflection, and co-construct knowledge. In practice, this means redesigning guzheng pedagogy to
incorporate improvisation, emotional inquiry, and discussions on sociocultural themes. As Wu
(2022) argues, when students are given the freedom to improvise based on personal affect or
reimagine traditional works through their own perspectives, the guzheng classroom evolves into
a creative studio.

This redefinition echoes broader global trends in music education that prioritize emotional
intelligence, creative agency, and cultural responsiveness. In China, such a transformation is
particularly timely. Educational reforms increasingly advocate for the integration of national
heritage with contemporary pedagogical goals. In this landscape, the guzheng offers a distinctive
bridge: a traditional art form that allows students to engage with cultural legacies not through



rote repetition, but through reflection, reinterpretation, and personal resonance. Thus, the
guzheng is no longer merely a classical instrument; it becomes an educational tool that fosters
emotional development, affirms cultural identity, and cultivates reflective citizenship.

2.2 Five-Element Music as a Symbolic and Emotional Framework

The Five-Element Music system embodies a distinctive fusion of philosophical depth and
emotional nuance, offering a holistic framework through which sound, nature, and the human
spirit can be explored in harmony. Rooted in classical Chinese cosmology, this system maps the
five tones of the traditional pentatonic scale—Gong, Shang, Jue, Zhi, and Yu—onto five natural
elements: earth, metal, wood, fire, and water. These elements are far more than isolated musical
or physical entities; each represents a multilayered symbolic structure that encompasses seasonal
rhythms, internal organs, spatial orientations, colors, and, most significantly, emotional states. In
this sense, Five-Element Music functions not merely as a sequence of tonal expressions, but as
an intricate symbolic lexicon that bridges sonic experience with the lived dimensions of human
emotion and cultural meaning.

Historically, this system finds its roots in meditative practices and ancient therapeutic traditions.
Today, however, its pedagogical value is gaining renewed attention. Contemporary educators are
increasingly recognizing the untapped potential of this music model as a tool for cultivating
emotional intelligence and aesthetic sensitivity in learners. As Jin and Zhou (2021) observe, the
Five-Element framework invites students to expand their imaginative capacities and equips them
with culturally resonant pathways for self-expression. By framing music as a symbolic mirror of
inner life, this system transcends technical instruction and introduces a culturally grounded mode
of emotional learning.




Figure 1. The Symbolic and Emotional Correspondence in the Five-Element Music
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The Symbolic and Emotional Correspondence in the
Five-Element Music Framework

One of the most compelling features of the Five-Element Music framework is its innate capacity
to support metaphorical thinking and multi-sensory learning. For instance, consider the symbolic
association between the element of wood and the season of spring—both linked to the tone Jue.
This tone may evoke, in the mind of a student, feelings of vitality, renewal, and expressive
curiosity. Rather than perceiving it as a mere sound, students begin to interpret it as an emotional
metaphor for growth, openness, or even sensual emergence. In such contexts, music ceases to be
a linear sequence of notes and becomes instead an evocative emotional landscape, layered with
cultural and personal significance. As noted by Sun and Huang (2022), these metaphorical
associations allow students to develop emotional awareness while maintaining the integrity of
traditional symbolic meanings. They are not simply engaging with melody—they are engaging
with metaphor, subtly reflecting their inner lives through culturally embedded sound.

In practical classroom settings, the Five-Element framework lends itself well to the design of
emotion-centered learning experiences. Educators might structure composition or improvisation
tasks around a specific element such as metal, prompting students to explore themes of clarity,
precision, or assertive articulation in their musical expression. Alternatively, the element of
water may serve as inspiration for sonic exploration of fluidity, melancholy, or emotional
resilience. Such symbolically anchored activities not only diversify the musical learning process,
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but also cultivate a reflective space in which students can think and feel through sound. As Tan
(2023) argues, emotionally rich learning environments are essential for shaping well-rounded
students—those capable of integrating cognitive insight with emotional depth and personal

meaning.
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When paired with expressive instruments like guzheng, the potential for emotional resonance
will be further enhanced. The tactile sensitivity and tonal flexibility of guzheng make it an ideal
carrier for embodying the qualities of each element. A quiver might capture the vitality of the
fire, while a slight tonal bend can indicate the stillness of the water. At these moments, the
boundary between technique and emotion becomes blurred. The students are not merely
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performing, they are symbolizing, interpreting and emotionally integrating into the music they
play. This kind of participation turns the classroom into a space for meaning creation, where
heritage and emotions move side by side.

Equally important is that Five Elements Music encourages inclusive participation. There is no
single "correct™ way to explain elements like earth or fire, each student has their own emotional
and cultural perspective. Verifying these differences, the principles of the natural response and
cultural response teaching methods are consistent. Li and Wang (2024) pointed out that CRP
emphasizes respecting students' different experiences and ways of understanding. Against this
backdrop, music performance is not compliance but an act of self-expression and cultural
reflection.

Essentially, the combination of the Five Elements Music and classroom practice makes music
education more extensive. It has become a ‘dialogue space’ where culture, identity, emotion and
art converge. Students have transformed from learners or performers into meaning creators. This
links their personal narratives to the broader cultural structure. The use of this approach has
redefined music education as a profound human experience - one that nurtures emotional literacy,
affirms cultural roots, and invites introversion through the awakening of sound and language.

2.3 Culturally Responsive Pedagogy: A Theoretical Lens

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP) has emerged as a vital paradigm in both traditional
knowledge systems and the evolving realities of contemporary education. Its relevance is
especially pronounced in the context of rapid cultural transformation, where schools serve not
only as academic institutions but also as sites of identity negotiation and cultural continuity.
Originally articulated by Geneva Gay (2010), CRP was developed to address the marginalization
of culturally diverse learners, particularly within Western multicultural contexts. At its core,
CRP demands that teaching affirm students’ cultural identities, draw meaningfully from their
lived experiences, and incorporate the wisdom and values embedded in their communities into
the fabric of classroom learning.

In recent years, educators and scholars in East Asia have adapted CRP to reflect local
educational contexts where enduring cultural traditions coexist with accelerating modernization.
In China, in particular, this pedagogical shift offers a unique opportunity to reinterpret traditional
art forms—such as guzheng and Five-Element Music—not merely as aesthetic relics but as
dynamic tools for inclusive and emotionally resonant education (Hu & Yang, 2020). These
culturally rooted practices, when viewed through the CRP lens, become more than historical
content; they are reimagined as active instruments for reflection, cultural affirmation, and holistic
student development.

The philosophical foundation of CRP rests on the belief that culture should be central to the
learning process. It reorients how students interpret knowledge, express emotion, and relate to
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the world around them. Thus, culturally responsive teaching goes far beyond the selection of
content; it necessitates a fundamental reconstruction of pedagogical approaches to
meaning-making and knowledge transmission. In music education, this entails moving beyond
technique and formal analysis toward emotion, symbolism, and narrative. As Zhao Helin (2021)
argues, the challenge is not only in the transmission of musical notes, but in illuminating the
cultural stories, worldviews, and emotional textures encoded in sound.

Within this framework, Five-Element Music functions not merely as a tonal system, but as a
symbolic map of nature’s forces and human emotional states. By associating tones with
elemental archetypes—such as fire (passion and joy) or water (introspection and
tranquility)—students are encouraged to connect their musical expression to inner experiences.
This redefines music education as a process of emotional resonance and self-exploration, rather
than a performative task. In doing so, CRP reshapes the role of the music teacher: no longer a
transmitter of technique alone, but a cultural guide helping learners forge personal meaning
through sound.

CRP also advocates dialogical teaching grounded in co-construction, mutual respect, and
meaningful exchange. This pedagogical posture aligns closely with traditional modes of music
transmission in China, which historically emphasized oral instruction, familial apprenticeship,
and communal performance. In many respects, CRP does not impose new norms on Chinese
music education; rather, it affirms and revitalizes practices long embedded in informal and
ancestral contexts. As Li (2023) observes, CRP validates regional aesthetics and
intergenerational narratives, restoring legitimacy to forms of cultural knowledge often
marginalized by standardized educational systems.

Equally central to CRP is its emphasis on equity—not as a vague ideal, but as a tangible practice
that recognizes the diverse cultural capital students bring into the classroom. In the context of
guzheng and Five-Element Music, this means encouraging diverse interpretations, empowering
students to infuse traditional works with their own local or personal identities. This flexibility
shifts emphasis away from rigid standards and toward authentic expression, enabling each
learner to engage with tradition in their own way. In turn, this transformation nurtures not only
musical growth, but also emotional resilience, creative agency, and cross-cultural empathy.

In sum, CRP provides an inclusive pedagogical philosophy that supports the revitalization of
traditional music education in a rapidly shifting cultural landscape. It reimagines the classroom
as a space of reflection rather than repetition, of performance as existence rather than product.
Integrating CRP into the teaching of guzheng and Five-Element Music offers educators a
powerful model for cultivating culturally grounded, emotionally enriched, and personally
meaningful learning environments. From this perspective, music education is not merely a means
of heritage preservation—it becomes a transformative space for human development, cultural
dialogue, and the emergence of selfhood.



3. Integrative Teaching Model — A Theoretical Proposition
3.1 Guiding Principles of the Model

The comprehensive teaching model proposed in this study is grounded in three interrelated
principles: cultural centrality, emotional response, and dialogic participation. These principles
are not abstract ideals but embodied pedagogical practices. Interwoven, they reflect and reinforce
the complex realities of student identity, emotional development, and cultural belonging.
Together, they form a flexible yet robust foundation for instruction, closely aligned with the core
values of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP). This model responds directly to learners' need
to navigate the space between tradition and modernity, enabling education to become both a
cultural anchor and a transformative process.

The first principle, cultural centrality, asserts that traditional musical forms—such as guzheng
and Five-Element Music—should be positioned as vessels of memory, meaning, and identity.
Their significance extends far beyond technical execution or historical prestige. When these
musical forms are centered within the learning experience, they offer students a means to
reconnect with ancestral roots, engage in symbolic reasoning, and reimagine tradition as a living,
evolving force rather than a static artifact. If reduced solely to technical skill-building, such
music loses its deeper function as a carrier of cultural soul and spiritual inheritance.

The second principle, emotional response, turns the educator’s attention inward—toward the
affective landscapes of the learner. Music, at its most powerful, reaches dimensions of emotion
that often remain inaccessible to other academic disciplines. Through the Five-Element
framework, tones are mapped onto emotional states and natural archetypes, inviting students not
only to perform but also to feel, interpret, and reflect on their emotional journeys. This principle
affirms that emotional safety, empathy, and self-awareness are not peripheral concerns in music
education—they are foundational to authentic artistic expression and meaningful engagement.

The third principle, dialogic participation, calls for a reimagining of the classroom as a
co-constructed, mutually generative space. Rather than positioning students as passive recipients
of cultural knowledge, this model encourages them to become active co-creators. Through
improvisation, critical reflection, and collaborative reinterpretation of traditional repertoire,
students are empowered to shape how tradition lives within them. This approach is especially
relevant in the context of traditional Chinese music, which historically thrived in oral, communal,
and intergenerational environments. Revitalizing this spirit within modern education requires
that students be given the opportunity to learn from the past while responding to it with their own
voices.

When taken together, these three principles articulate a teaching philosophy that is both
culturally grounded and emotionally generative. They embody the conviction that meaningful



education must respect students’ origins, nurture who they are in the present, and support who
they are becoming. As Wu and Zhang (2021) aptly noted, one of the enduring challenges facing
Chinese educators in the post-reform era is how to balance the forces of tradition and
transformation. This model does not treat that balance as a contradiction to be resolved, but as a
dynamic continuum—an open space in which new forms of meaningful learning can take root.

3.2 Structural Components: From Cultural Symbols to Classroom Practice

Building upon the guiding principles of cultural centrality, emotional response, and dialogic
participation, this study proposes a four-part cyclical model for classroom application. These
interconnected components serve as dynamic pedagogical touchpoints, each designed to foster
students’ cultural insight, emotional engagement, and personal agency. The model is
intentionally adaptable across diverse classroom contexts, student backgrounds, and educational
levels, providing educators with a flexible yet meaningful framework for integrating traditional
Chinese music—particularly guzheng and Five-Element Music—into contemporary educational
practice.

1. Cultural Anchoring

Learning begins not with abstract theories or isolated skills, but with stories, lived experiences,
and cultural contexts. In this first stage, students are introduced to guzheng pieces through their
cultural origins—whether rooted in regional customs, philosophical worldviews, or historical
legacies. Students are invited not simply to listen, but to immerse themselves in the world the
music evokes. Activities such as storytelling, visualization, and dialogue with cultural
practitioners encourage learners to perceive music as part of a larger cultural narrative. As Xu
and Li (2023) argue, this approach cultivates a form of learning that goes beyond the musical
staff; it instills in students a felt sense of belonging and cultural resonance through the music
itself.

2. Elemental Mapping

The second phase centers on symbolic interpretation. Students explore the emotional and
metaphorical qualities of sound using the Five-Element framework. Here, musical phrases are
examined not only for their technical structure but for their expressive character. For example, a
sharp, rhythmic passage might be associated with the element of fire—suggesting energy,
brightness, and urgency—while a slow, fluid phrase might embody the calm, introspective
qualities of water. This interpretive practice enables learners to link musical elements with their
personal emotions and life experiences, thereby expanding both their expressive vocabulary and
cultural fluency. As Zheng (2022) emphasizes, it is through this symbolic lens that students
begin to internalize music as a communicative and affective act, rather than a performative
display.

10



3. Creative Improvisation and Composition

Having established cultural and emotional foundations, students then move into the domain of
creative practice. Individually or collaboratively, they are encouraged to compose or improvise
music inspired by one of the Five Elements or by personal emotional themes. At this stage, the
guzheng becomes more than a performance instrument—it becomes a medium of self-expression,
emotional storytelling, and artistic interpretation. Technical elements such as vibrato or tonal
bending are no longer mere markers of skill, but expressive tools embedded in personal
narratives. As Yang and Mei (2020) point out, this creative space does more than foster technical
fluency; it cultivates emotional confidence and creative autonomy, empowering students to
discover and develop their unique musical voices within the framework of tradition.

4. Reflective Dialogue and Sharing

This cycle ends with reflection - although it never really ends. We encourage students to express
the ideas, feelings and cultural connections behind their creative works. This can take the form of
written logs, peer discussions or informal classroom conversations. What matters is not the
format, but the opportunities for pause, processing and connection. Teachers use cultural
response prompts to facilitate these conversations, helping students understand who they are and
where they come from, and how this affects their learning. As Chen and Hu (2021) observed,
these reflections are like a mirror, allowing students to see not only their growth in skills but also
in their awareness and identity.

3.3 Pedagogical Strategies for Emotional and Identity Engagement

Integrating guzheng and Five-Element Music into the classroom is not merely a curricular
decision—it is a pedagogical commitment. To unlock the emotional and cultural richness of
these traditions, teachers must create intentional learning spaces where students feel both seen
and heard, and where emotional expression is not only permitted but actively woven into the
learning process. The strategies outlined below offer practical entry points for engaging students
in emotional exploration and identity formation. These methods align closely with the
foundational principles of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP), emphasizing the integration
of affective experience and cultural meaning into musical learning.

1. Affective Scaffolding

One of the most accessible yet impactful strategies is to guide students in associating specific
language with emotional perception. For example, when students engage with a guzheng piece in
the Shang mode, they may describe the tone as crisp, metallic, or austere. Teachers can deepen
this reflection by linking these auditory impressions with the symbolic attributes of the metal
element—clarity, precision, detachment. As Fang and Li (2022) note, the use of symbolic
language in this way does more than enrich musical analysis; it empowers students to articulate
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their own emotional responses and better understand the affective dimensions of sound. This
practice affirms that emotional experience is not ancillary to music education, but central to
musical understanding and interpretation.

2. Musical Identity Mapping

Another strategy involves guiding students to reflect on how music connects to personal and
cultural identity. In a reflective activity known as “musical identity mapping,” students link
particular musical elements—phrases, techniques, tonalities—to formative experiences in their
lives. A sharp trill might evoke the festive rhythms of a hometown celebration; a lingering tonal
bend might recall a grandparent’s lullaby. As Luo (2023) suggests, these personalized
associations reframe music as a mirror of memory and identity, rather than an abstract system of
notes. This process enables students to perceive their own histories, values, and emotions within
the music, deepening their sense of belonging and cultural self-awareness.

3. Collaborative Co-Creation

In group settings, students can engage in co-creative projects centered around shared emotional
themes such as joy, nostalgia, healing, or sorrow. Through this collaborative process, students
not only refine their technical skills but also cultivate interpersonal sensitivity and mutual respect.
They learn to negotiate creative choices, listen with empathy, and value diverse musical instincts
within the group. Such projects often generate authentic emotional connections, turning
difference into a source of curiosity rather than conflict. Within this environment, music
becomes a shared language for emotional expression and collective identity—a medium through
which students experience connection, empathy, and co-authorship.

4. Implications for Curriculum Reform and Emotional Education

From the perspective of Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP), the integration of guzheng and
Five-Element Music into classroom practice offers profound implications for music education in
China. This pedagogical model reframes these traditional art forms not as supplemental or
symbolic, but as central to a teaching philosophy that affirms identity, generates emotional depth,
and aligns meaningfully with national educational priorities. Its adoption signals a shift in
curriculum design, emotional learning, and cultural revitalization—moving traditional music to
the heart of a dynamic and student-centered educational approach.

4.1 Reinvigorating National Curriculum Goals
One of the model’s most immediate contributions is its alignment with China’s evolving

educational vision—particularly the national emphasis on moral development, cultural grounding,
and holistic growth. While government directives, such as those issued by the Ministry of
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Education (2021), repeatedly stress the importance of integrating traditional culture into school
curricula, implementation at the classroom level often falls short. Too often, cultural heritage is
reduced to static knowledge or stripped of its emotional and symbolic vitality.

By embedding guzheng and Five-Element Music within the framework of CRP, educators are
not merely adding cultural content—they are constructing a living, experiential pedagogy. These
practices allow students to encounter tradition not as an abstract inheritance, but as a dynamic
and personally relevant force. Through sound, storytelling, and symbolic association, learners
come to interpret core cultural values not by memorizing moral dicta, but by emotionally
engaging with them. As Zhou and Tan (2022) suggest, when traditional culture is taught through
narrative and emotional resonance, its relevance becomes both tangible and transformative.

4.2 Advancing Emotional Education through Musical Symbolism

In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, emotional well-being has become an urgent concern in
schools across China. Within this context, the Five-Element Music framework offers a culturally
situated approach to emotional education—one that affirms inner experience through symbolic
meaning. Each musical tone corresponds with a natural element, and each element in turn
reflects a specific emotional or human condition. This symbolic system gives students a
non-clinical, culturally resonant language for identifying and processing emotional complexity.

Within this pedagogical model, the guzheng transcends its traditional role as a performance
instrument. A trill may articulate nervous energy, a bending note may evoke grief, and rhythmic
variation might express joy or anticipation. As Gao and Lin (2023) observe, such metaphorical
tools empower students to name, manage, and communicate emotions with confidence and
clarity. Emotional literacy, in this sense, is not abstract theory—it is embodied in musical
practice, interwoven with symbolic understanding and cultural affirmation.

4.3 Professional Development and Pedagogical Transformation

To implement this model with integrity, educators themselves must undergo both professional
and philosophical development. Teaching traditional music through the lens of CRP demands not
only technical proficiency but also cultural sensitivity, emotional intelligence, and
responsiveness to learner diversity. This necessitates a rethinking of teacher training
programs—moving beyond content delivery to embrace culturally informed, emotionally attuned,
and student-centered pedagogies.

Key areas for transformation include:

(1) developing a grounded understanding of CRP and its contextual relevance to Chinese
education;

(2) converting symbolic frameworks like the Five Elements into usable tools for designing
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affective curricula;

(3) crafting classroom strategies that prioritize reflection, inclusion, and co-construction; and

(4) encouraging teachers to examine and evolve their own cultural assumptions through
reflective practice.

As Wang and Xu (2024) argue, teacher identity is central to pedagogical transformation;
educators are not merely transmitters of content, but cultural interlocutors who help students
navigate the terrain between ancestral memory and contemporary relevance.

4.4 Expanding the Role of Traditional Music in Modern Education

Perhaps the most transformative implication of this model is its capacity to dissolve the
perceived divide between tradition and modernity. By embedding guzheng and Five-Element
Music into curricular reform, the model positions traditional arts not as nostalgic relics, but as
living resources that speak to the educational goals of the 21st century—emotional intelligence,
self-discovery, and cross-cultural understanding.

Crucially, the model is modular and adaptive. Its flexible structure allows it to be applied in
diverse educational settings—urban and rural, primary and secondary, local and international.
Rather than offering fixed solutions, it frames the classroom as a dialogic space where students
and teachers explore questions of identity, origin, and expression together. It invites music to
become a space where meaning is made, shared, and transformed.

Affirming cultural memory while making space for personal meaning, this model redefines
music education as a site of transformative learning. It shifts the focus from rote performance to
relational expression, from technical reproduction to emotional resonance. In doing so, it
positions traditional music not at the periphery of curriculum, but at its emotional and
philosophical core—fostering learners who are culturally grounded, emotionally literate, and
critically aware.
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5. Conclusion

This paper has proposed a conceptual framework that reimagines the integration of guzheng and
Five-Element Music within the evolving landscape of Chinese music education, using Culturally
Responsive Pedagogy (CRP) as its guiding lens. At its heart, this study challenges the
conventional view of traditional music as either a static relic or a mere performance vehicle.
Instead, it reframes tradition as a living cultural language—one capable of directly addressing the
emotional, cognitive, and identity-based needs of contemporary learners.

Grounded in the principles of cultural centrality, emotional resonance, and dialogic participation,
this model repositions traditional music not as an object of technical mastery, but as a space for
relational learning and human connection. Guzheng and Five-Element Music, when viewed
through this framework, become more than aesthetic artifacts; they emerge as carriers of
collective memory, emotional depth, and symbolic richness. Taught responsively, they can
illuminate students' personal narratives, affirm their cultural roots, and support their ongoing
journeys of self-discovery and meaning-making.

This pedagogical vision holds particular relevance for China’s educational landscape, where
national policy increasingly calls for the integration of traditional culture, emotional
development, and moral education. The model offers educators a flexible, culturally grounded
pathway for achieving these goals through emotionally generative, student-centered teaching
practices. It simultaneously redefines the role of the teacher—from technician to cultural guide,
from transmitter to facilitator of dialogue and identity.

Beyond its national resonance, the framework gestures toward a broader global conversation:
how can we preserve heritage while adapting to change? How can education affirm cultural
diversity in ways that are emotionally authentic and pedagogically inclusive? In this model, art is
not an aesthetic luxury—it becomes a necessary medium for healing, connection, and identity
formation. The symbolic richness of Five-Element Music, combined with the expressive
potential of guzheng, provides a uniquely powerful platform for educational transformation.

While this model remains theoretical, it lays a strong foundation for future empirical research.
Subsequent studies might investigate its implementation in real classrooms, examine how
students from diverse backgrounds respond to its emotional and cultural dimensions, and explore
its adaptability within cross-cultural or international music education contexts. Ultimately, this
study presents tradition not as a static ideal but as something lived—through the experiences of
learners and the guidance of responsive educators. In the integration of sound, culture, and self,
the true work of transformative education begins.
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