DEFINING CULTURAL PROCESSES
Academic or Elite Culture

The formal curriculum that we study in society's institutions such as schools, colleges, or art academies reinforces official elite knowledge, whether it's the first grade or the Julliard School of Music. Museums, libraries, archives, historical societies, and concert halls are some of the repositories of our institutional academic knowledge.
Popular Culture

Mass media from tv to billboards to the Internet broadcast an avalanche of ads, music, movies, games, and more, most produced for profit, often by multinational corporations. Too often, young people lack media literacy and are unaware of underlying media messages that they may question and analyze--what is the message and whose voice does it represent--yet still enjoy popular culture. In addition to entertainment, mass media can also be a vehicle for passing on knowledge, from magazine cooking tips to YouTube videos on how to use your new IPad.
Folk or Traditional Culture

Traditional knowledge is passed along informally by observation and imitation within folk groups. Folk groups can be any groups of people who share special language, customs, and traditions and can be based upon factors such as nationality, age, gender, religion, region, neighborhood, social class, hobbies, family, occupation, school, classroom. All of us belong to many different, sometimes overlapping, folk groups that change throughout our lives. Although folk culture is taught in informal settings in everyday life, learning can be rigorous. Young people do not become master fiddlers, for example, without years of practice and training. Often traditional knowledge and culture are overlooked or dismissed as quaint or untrue, yet folklore underpins our lives and constitutes what means most to us from how we raise our children to what we believe about the cosmos. Traditional knowledge tends to be learned not through abstracted processes like reading a textbook but rather through hands-on activities.

 Folklore Hallmarks
1.  Folklore involves a tradition that passes over time and through space and is not necessarily old; in fact, it is often contemporary and dynamic. 

2.  The learning process is usually by word of mouth, observation, and/or imitation. 

3.  There are conservative elements that stay the same through many transmissions. For example, the plot of the ballad “Barbara Allen” remains the same: A woman forsakes a man and he dies. 

4.  On the other hand, folklore is also dynamic, changing in transmission (versions), while keeping a storehouse of conservative elements such as motifs, metaphors, and characters that belong to the collective and get reworked again and again. Thus, each singer of “Barbara Allen” might accidentally or purposefully change the lyrics. 

5.  The source is often anonymous. 

   

Basic Types of Folklore 
Oral Narratives--tales, legends, proverbs, jokes, riddles, anecdotes, oral poetry, toasts, sermons, 
personal experience narratives 

Music--lullabies to highly polished song styles 

Material Culture--the "stuff" of traditional culture, which includes, for example, the following: 

Architecture--barns, fences, outbuildings, houses 
Crafts and Decorative Arts--baskets, needlework, carvings, pottery, weaving, tool-making, furniture-making, home or yard decoration, personal aesthetics such as hairstyles 

Foodways--preserving and preparing food, recipes, ritual meals, who does what 

Beliefs--folk wisdom, superstitions, weatherlore, remedies, prejudice, spirituality 

Customs--group celebrations, holidays, calendar traditions, rituals, birthdays 

Body Communications--greetings, handshakes, dance, games, gestures 

The Cultural Mix

The boundaries between the three cultural realms blur interestingly for most contemporary artistic expressions. Envision a triple Venn diagram. Using the ancient British ballad "Barbara Allen" as an example, let's see how these processes overlap. A young mountain ballad singer performs an a cappella version of "Barbara Allen" that she learned from her grandmother during a family reunion; Joan Baez plays guitar as she sings the version of this ballad from her hit 1961 LP on the "Prairie Home Companion" radio show; the soprano Renée Fleming sings a coloratura version accompanied by Metropolitan Opera Orchestra. The young traditional singer might hear Fleming's version and borrow a change of lyrics or an extra stanza; Baez might listen to the young singer and decide to sing a cappella; and Fleming might base her performance on Baez's recording. 
Folklore and Education
Yes, folklore includes quilts and fiddle tunes, but it also includes all that we learn informally in everyday life: skateboarding tricks, how to set a table, texting, jokes, cyberlore, even classroom conduct. Everyone has folklore. It is universal and infinitely varied, yet it is unique to each person, family, cultural group, and community. Some traditions are new, some are old. Innovation and variation keep them alive. The study of folklore can happen easily in any subject area with any age group and allows us to deepen self-identity, better understand cultural differences, and strengthen cultural stewardship. Folklore’s relevance to K-12 educators is interdisciplinary and twofold. Young people respond not only to the content of folklore–sharing their own and discovering others’ traditions–but also to collecting folklore through various fieldwork methods, which can include observation, notetaking, mapping, interviewing, audio or video recording, archiving, and presenting findings in any variety of ways.
 
Folklife is such a pervasive aspect of our lives that it often remains all but invisible, so much a part of how we live our lives that we rarely examine it. Yet it is precisely in the mundane activities of our daily routines that we learn much of what we need to know in our lives: whether it is the "tricks of the trade" that teachers (and doctors, salespeople, clergy, gardeners, hobbyists, or good cooks) share with each other and that often distinguish the expert from the novice, or the values (of cleanliness, literacy, religious practice, affectionate play) that are embodied in the routines with which we end the day for our children. 

             Folk groups, the groups in which humans spend most of their time, provide access to commonalities as well as differences, and by studying the folklife of folk groups students can develop conceptual frameworks within which to examine and reflect on both differences and commonalities. 

--Standards for Folklife Education, Diane Sidener, ed., 






 Pennsylvania Alliance for Arts Education, 1997
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