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Music Lessons—Reaping  
the Benefits

One of the big lessons that we’ve 
learned from the study of music and 
the brain is that musicians aren’t just 
people who play music—musicians’ 
brains structure their entire world in 
a different way. Musicians have better 
perceptual skills (for example, picking up 
the details in sounds), which lets them 
hear music differently, as well as other 
acoustic signals (such as speech). It’s not 
just sounds, either. There is also evidence 
that a lifetime of musical experience 
can positively affect other mental skills, 
leading to better ability to pay attention 
and better cognitive flexibility.

The really crucial aspect of all this 
research, however, is that the mental 
benefits of musical training are not just 
limited to those people who would 
put “Musician” on their business card. 
Anyone who has put in the effort to 
hone their musical skills seems to reap 
the benefits of this training. (As an aside, 
this may be one of the reasons that we 
tend to see so many musically talented 
people in successful positions in life, like 
the lawyer who just happens to play the 
piano, or the doctor who sometimes 
moonlights in a jazz ensemble). 

THE BENEFITS OF BEGINNING 
EARLY

At the age of three, children are often 
developing important cognitive skills 
in attention, self-control, and working 

memory. What’s more, there is good 
evidence that early childhood can be 
the most valuable time to start a music 
education. The earlier a child begins their 
music education, the more likely they are 
to have better motor skills as an adult. 
They are also more likely to develop 
perfect pitch. In addition, the length of 
musical training can predict perceptual 
abilities, including how faithfully the 
brain can represent the sounds it hears. 
Music training in childhood can even 
help protect against hearing deficits 
later in life—even if you don’t touch an 
instrument for thirty years in the middle. 
The benefits of music education can show 
up quite early as well, with perceptual 
benefits shown in preschoolers and school-
age children. Again, these perceptual 
benefits aren’t just limited to music—they 
can help with speech discrimination and 
the ability to focus attention—a vital skill 
for children in a noisy classroom setting.

FIND A BALANCE

However, one of the hardest parts 
about being a parent is finding the right 
balance between what your child wants 
to do and what your child should do. In 
the Tradewell-Hutchins household, there 
used to be a mini-standoff about brushing 
teeth every night—“Do I have to do it?” 
“For how long?” “Can I just leave the 
toothbrush in my mouth and not move 
it?” As parents, we drew a line in the 

sand, though, because it was important 
to us and to them, not so much because 
we cared about brushing baby teeth 
with fluoride-free toothpaste, but mostly 
because we cared about establishing a 
routine around brushing. Nowadays, 
we still get some pushback, but at least 
there’s the expectation that it’s part of 
the bedtime routine. It becomes easier 
and easier every day. With music, too, 
there are similar kinds of struggles, and I 
can’t help but think back to when I was a 
child, with my mother cajoling, nagging, 
or downright forcing me to practice the 
piano. And though I resented it at the 
time, it proved to be useful, both for my 
career and social life (having met my 
wife through the beauty of light opera). 
Ultimately, it’s the conjunction of these 
two aspects of music—the work and the 
fun—that make it such a powerful tool. 
Music does have a strong social aspect to 
it, and many scientists believe that the root 
cause of the beneficial effects of music are 
related to the fact the music is cognitively 
demanding, but also rewarding. Music 
is both the medicine and the spoonful 
of sugar. As a parent trying to get a child 
to practice, we yearn for the former, 
but we can’t lose sight of the latter. 

MAKE PRACTICE FUN

As part of my job, I work with several 
very excellent early childhood music 
educators on The Royal Conservatory  
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Smart StartTM team who, on a daily basis, 
consider the best ways to not only present 
top-quality music education, but also to 
make it fun and enjoyable. One of my 
favourite ways to do this at home is to be 
involved in my son’s music practice—not 
just as an overseer, but as a participant. 
Sometimes this involves duets, but it can 
also involve singing along, or even just 
being an open and appreciative audience 
member. In fact, a recent study has 
shown that parental involvement can be 
a very powerful factor for aiding musical 
memory in infants. I know the time 
constraints can be challenging, and I’m 
not always able to be as involved as I’d like 

to be, but I find that fostering that sense 
of musical collaboration is a nice way to 
draw on some of the inherent benefits of 
music. This doesn’t mean that music still 
isn’t preferable to Pokémon cards for my 
son, but I’m hoping that by his teenage 
years, we can reverse those preferences.

As both a scientist and a parent, 
I recognize the long-term benefits of 
music practice, but I also recognize the 
short-term struggles it can present. 

It is wonderful to see this scientific 
research reaching the public zeitgeist, but 
sometimes this can come at the expense 
of the recognition of the work that music 
lessons can entail, not just for the child, 

but also the parent. And don’t worry— 
if you keep a healthy attitude, the fun 
will come. After all, it’s music!  

DR. SEAN HUTCHINS

Dr. Sean Hutchins is a neuroscientist 
and the Director of Research at The 
Royal Conservatory of Music in Toronto. 
He received his Ph.D. from McGill 
University, studying music and the 
mind. His current work examines the 
role of musical training and experience 
on cognitive and linguistic abilities.

ENGAGING STUDENTS:  
RCM Digital Resources for 
Student Success 

The RCM’s latest digital initiatives include a suite of Apps 
and Courses designed to support student success and encourage 
engagement with the curriculum outlined in the Theory Syllabus, 
2016 Edition. Leveraging the powers of instructional design, 
these resources will use established pedagogical frameworks to 
address a variety of learning styles such as visual, tactile, and 
auditory. An interactive, playful, and age appropriate series of 
five Apps that will guide beginning students from Preparatory 
through Level 4 theory will be available from the Apple store 
in Fall 2016. Beginning at Level 5, a series of four App based 
courses (available for iOS from rcmusic.ca/digital-learning) 

authored by a team of leading RCM pedagogues, instructional 
designers, and scholars, explore the nine categories of content 
found at each level of the Theory Syllabus, 2016 Edition. 
Students will work through interactive lessons and activities 
(which include hints and feedback) leading toward embedded 
assessments. At the heart of all of our Apps is an interactive 
music staff that allows students to notate a given concept, play 
it back, and receive helpful feedback on their responses.

In addition to the theory Apps, beginning in Fall 2016, 
students will be able to complete Level 9 History online in 
the newest online course offered by the RCM. Students will 
join us on an interactive journey through time as we trace the 
evolution of music from Vivaldi to Adams. This self-contained, 
independent study experience addresses all expectations 
articulated in the Theory Syllabus, 2016 Edition and includes a 
series of embedded assessments.

Cadenza and Notemaker: 
Free Digital Teaching Tools
Do you have a student who “forgets” what to practise 
during the week — and ends up doing nothing? Or maybe 
your students need detailed information to structure their 
practising? Two new digital tools can help — and they’re free.

Four Star® 
Online Ear Training

Daily interactive online ear-training 
exercises offer students the 
opportunity to practice aural 
exercises anytime, anywhere*.
 
 
 
 
 

*included with purchase of any Four Star® book

BUY NOW!


