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We often think that advocacy has to be full of fireworks and centered around a premier 
event. It is true that a great deal of media focus and energy can be generated by a 
specific advocacy event.

However, to get to a big advocacy moment, a great deal of work has to be done over a 
long period of time to generate interest and support for the big advocacy fireworks.

Advocacy on the fly

Every advocacy moment is different, 
but I came across a fantastic list of 
advocacy points that we could keep in 
mind.

I am currently working my way 
through the new book “Of Sound 
Mind” by Professor Nina Kraus from 
the Brainvolts Lab at Northwestern 
University. Nina was the first researcher 
I visited on my first BBB Roadtrip to 
interview and observe neuromusical 
researchers in their natural environment 
as I like to think of it.

Nina was incredibly welcoming and her 
team at the lab showed great patience 
in explaining their work to me as I 
looked at how it could and could not be applied to music teaching practices.

Her new book is incredibly engaging and I have been reminded of how many of her 
explanatory tools and idioms I have now folded into my own work and the work of BBB.

Towards the end of her book, Nina has included a list of which I have included an excerpt 
from here. She refers to the biological evidence of the benefits of music education.

Nina’s describes this biological evidence as what goes on inside the brain when we hear 
a word, chord, meow or screech, how the sound changes us and how our experiences of 
sound change how we hear sound.

She prefaces her list of biological evidence with this statement

Advocacy messages informed
by science

Here are the highlights from her list
1. Music is uncommonly good at engaging the entire sound mind. Through this 

engagement making music shapes brain networks to strengthen sound processing.
2. The skills and brain activity involved by making music are many of the same that 

are needed for language and reading, and boosts academic achievement and helps 
bridge the academic achievement gap between rich and poor

3. The brain signature of making music is evident regardless of the instrument playing 
[yes voice counts], genre of music played, instruction type [group or individual], 
instruction modality [in class or private lessons] and instructor [public school teacher 
or musician without formal teaching credentials]

4. Active music-making changes sound processing in the brain. Passive listening is not 
enough.

5. The effects of making music persist beyond childhood
6. Music-making is not a quick fix. It takes time and persistence to change the brain.
7. Music does an uncommonly good job fostering a sense of community
8. Beyond scientific evidence there is economics to consider. Music education can keep 

kids out of trouble, at a fraction of the cost of medication and incarceration

If I had five minutes

It is very good for me as a music educator to constantly be challenged by the way 
someone outside my field views music education. Some of these points resonate with 
me straight away and I enjoy the way they are phrased. 

Point 4 - Active music-making changes sound processing in the brain. Passive listening is 
not enough – This point is so direct and unapologetic. 

Point 5 - Music does an uncommonly good job fostering a sense of community – links 
music with a sense of community in a kind of a backward compliment. This point has a 
subpoint that is even more powerful - Music creates social cohesion and singleness of 
purpose in groups, by drawing individuals into a greater whole making them emotionally 
predisposed to work together.

Point 6 - Music making is not a quick fix. It takes time and persistence to change the 
brain – this is a phrase I hear myself saying often to school leaders. Managing their 
expectations of music education being a quick-fix solution to their literacy, behavioural or 
social issues is vital to the sustainability and perceived value of a music program.

Point 3 - made me uncomfortable and I disagreed with many of the points. I was 
interested to understand why I did not agree with Nina’s list. After much thought, I came 
to understand that this discomfort came from the gap between science and education. 
As I come from the education side of the equation I have experienced some of the 
practical issues that come with the implementation of music education in schools.

Nina is coming from the neuroscientist and audiology side of the equation and taking her 

“Music is uncommonly 
good at engaging 
the entire sound 
mind. Through this 
engagement making 
music shapes brain 
networks to strengthen 
sound processing.”

Kraus, N. (2021). Of sound mind: how our brain constructs a meaningful sonic world. MIT 
Press.

“If I had five minutes to tell teachers, parents, healthcare workers and anyone 
who would like to listen to me about the biological evidence that supports 

the benefits of music education I’d say…”
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perspective from the research. While neither side is completely right or wrong, there 
is a gap between the practicalities in a research study and a standard, non-research 
designed, music program. 

Here is Nina’s list and my reflections on how music learning is implemented in school and 
studio environments.

The brain signature of making music is evident regardless of the instrument played, genre 
of music played, instruction type, instruction modality and instructor. 

Instrument playing [yes voice counts]

I have had many debates about the inclusion of voice as an instrument. This was not from 
a pedagogical point of view but from a neuromusical research point of view. It was as 
simple as the fact that less research had been conducted on the impact of vocal learning 
on cognitive development. There was significantly more research on the impact of group 
vocal participation on social skills and wellbeing. There is a growing body of research that 
is looking at the study of the voice in comparison to instrumental learning 1. As always it is 
an understanding of the nuanced differences between singing for enjoyment only versus 
the study of singing for enjoyment and artistic development and mastery.

Genre of music played 

I absolutely agree with this aspect 
but again note that I have seen music 
education that embraces only one 
musical genre and doesn’t allow 
students to apply their musical 
understanding across genres. A highly 
skilled musician is someone who 
has mastered one or more genres in 
performance, knowledge or composition 
but their cognitive skills are those which 
can identify musical concepts across jazz 
and classical, songwriting and hip-hop.

My answer to this is that the 
development of the student musician’s 
mind is just as important and should 
happen simultaneously with the 
development of a student musician’s 
practical skills.

Instruction type [group or individual]

This is a tricky one as I have just written about a research study that found that group 
learning in music was more beneficial, both cognitively and practically than individual 
learning [See BBB Professional Reading October 2021 titled “How much can you change 

Advocacy messages informed by  
science

the music learning recipe? 2. Many of the executive 
functions and social skills have been shown to be 
developed through group music learning. The 
answer to this aspect may be that solely group 
or individual music learning may not provide 
the opportunity for all the cognitive benefits the 
research has highlighted, but a combination or 
balance of these types of instruction could be 
beneficial, both musically and cognitively. 

Instruction modality [in class or private lessons]

This aspect may play very well into the previous 
point, that solely in-class or private lessons learning 
may not provide the opportunity for the full range 
of musical and cognitive development possibilities.

Instructor [public school teacher or musician without formal teaching credentials] 

This point is the one I think I struggle with the most and provided me with the deepest 
degree of reflection. I have witnessed public school teachers or musicians without 
formal teaching credentials delivering exceptional music education. However, I have also 
witnessed the opposite and in some cases believe those teachers may have caused both 
musical and cognitive damage to their students. 

So if it is not about qualifications then what could be the other contributing factors. My 
experience has been the public school teachers or musicians without formal teaching 
credentials that have delivered exceptional music education have had three defining 
features 

1. They have a high level of personal music education experience during their childhood, 
providing them with a high level of music literacy, musical knowledge and musical 
experience up which to base their teaching practice upon. 

2. They have undertaken formal study in methods that underpin the practice of 
teaching music. This could be anything from a series of workshops at a conference, 
a week-long intensive course and/or extensive reading and study of music teaching 
practices. These teachers do not go into their work unprepared and see the benefits 
of improving their skills throughout their teaching career.

3. They are open to feedback and seek opportunities to watch and learn. These teachers 
are skilled educators who see themselves just like doctors, they are constantly 
working to practise their teaching. This means being open to new, different and 
better ways to educate, and this can be learned explicitly through informal study and 
implicitly through watching others practise their teaching.

“Music creates social 
cohesion and singleness 
of purpose in groups, 
by drawing individuals 
into a greater whole 
making them emotionally 
predisposed to work 
together”

Kraus, N. (2021). Of sound mind: how our brain constructs a 
meaningful sonic world. MIT Press.

“Active music making 
changes sound 
processing in the brain. 
Passive listening is not 
enough”

Kraus, N. (2021). Of sound mind: how our brain 
constructs a meaningful sonic world. MIT Press.

1. Miendlarzewska, E. A., & Trost, W. J. (2014). How musical training affects cognitive development: rhythm, reward and other modulating 
variables. Frontiers in neuroscience.
2. Tanja, L., Adriana, S. G., & Mari, T. (2021). Perspectives on the Potential Benefits of Children’s Group-based Music Education. Music & 
Science.
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If I had five minutes with teachers, parents and healthcare workers and I would add school 
leaders to that list, my message would be different each time. This is because, while my 
mission of meaningful music education for every child is simple, each audience comes 
at this idea from a different perspective and with different background knowledge. My 
job as an advocate is to figure out which one of Nina’s points will resonate with them and 
make them want to hear more.

The role of advocacy is to change “what is” into “what should be”. This will never 
happen with one interaction or with one stunning piece of research. It must be a 
repeated, ongoing and cumulative process that moves my audience from one way of 
thinking to another. 

My advocacy guides them from “what currently is” to “what I believe it should be”. If what 
currently is looks like a school with 20 broken djembe drums and a very part-time teacher 
who needs up-skilling. And I believe what it should be is a set of functional percussion 
in every classroom with up-skilled generalists teachers, a detailed and achievable set of 
musical activities and a musically trained educator based in the school to consistently 
provide feedback, materials and vision for the musical and cognitive development 
of every child. Then it is my job to walk them through every step of that journey. “All 
advocacy is, at its core, an exercise in empathy.”- Samantha Power. United States 
Ambassador to the United Nations (2013 to 2017).

Advocacy messages informed by  
science

Read More

Kraus, N. (2021). Of sound mind: how our brain constructs a meaningful sonic world. MIT Press.

Researcher to Follow

Professor Nina Kraus Doctor of Audiology, Northwestern University 

“Music training plays a 
significant role in
childhood development 
at both behavioural 
and neural levels 
[particularly for] children 
from disadvantaged 
backgrounds who would 
normally not have access 
to music intervention.”

Habibi, A. et al (2018). ‘Music training and child development: A 
review of recent findings from a longitudinal study. Annals of the 
New York Academy of Sciences’

https://books.google.com.au/books?hl=en&lr=&id=pEgREAAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA1&dq=of+sound+mind+Nina+kraus&ots=xpJSQbJa8W&sig=ehMQ7ImLTd9CgtgR1eS22Za7Edw&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=of%20sound%20mind%20Nina%20kraus&f=false
https://brainvolts.northwestern.edu
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Personal Brain Buzz
Professional Reflection • Part 1

Advocacy messages informed
by science

Step 1 - Rank the eight points in the “if I had five minutes” list in order of your personal 
advocacy beliefs e.g. which points are more important to you concerning music education.

Step 2 – Choose a person or position that you have advocated to before (e.g. the Deputy 
school leader or School board member). Complete Step 1 again with this person or position 
in mind.

Step 3 – Compare your lists. Are they in the same order or a different order? What do you 
notice about the top three in each list, what do they focus on and what value underpins the 
rankings (e.g. music education is essential for student to perform well in other academic 
areas).

Experiment Time
Get a colleague or a teaching team to complete the same task and discuss the differences 
and similarities in the ranked lists.
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If your students were put in charge of advocating for music learning in their education, 
what do you believe they would focus on?

If you are stumped and don’t know what the answer would be ask a few students, not as a 
teaching moment for them, but a learning moment for yourself.

Personal Brain Buzz
Professional Reflection • Part 2

Advocacy messages informed
by science

Experiment Time
Take one of the following statements to your students and ask them to outline “how” and 
“why” they believe these to be true. Leave the opportunity open for students to disagree 
with the statements also and to articulate “how” and “why”.
1. Music is uncommonly good at engaging the entire sound mind. Through this 

engagement making music shapes brain networks to strengthen sound processing.
2. Music does an uncommonly good job fostering a sense of community.

After completing this professional reflection, write at least two questions you have about 
this topic.

Questioning Brain Buzz


	Text Field 215: 
	Text Field 216: 
	Text Field 217: 
	Text Field 219: 
	Text Field 218: 


