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Can you hear me now?
Have you ever wondered why, when you talk to someone about something important 
sometime after the discussion, they seem to have a slightly different recollection of 
what was discussed and even the decisions that were made? If everyone heard the same 
information, why don’t they remember it the same way?

The answer is because “hearing” sound is only the first step in processing meaning from 
it. You can think of sounds as pieces of information. Daniel Levitin, who wrote This is Your 
Brain on Music, described sounds as 1s and 0s. You could also think of sound as blotches 
of colour on a painting. Until your brain processes what the blotches of colour are and how 
they relate to one another, it’s impossible 
to make sense of the painting.

This process is easily identifiable at the 
beginning of our lives. Babies hear sound 
as if it is one big mass of information. 
They spend the first few years learning 
how to separate the different sounds. This 
separation includes adding information 
such as who made the sound, which 
direction the sound is coming from, does 
that sound match other sounds they have 
heard and what does that sound mean. 
You might notice these are the same 
elements of the music concept we call 
tone colour or timbre.
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Researcher to Follow

Professor Nina Kraus Northwestern University 
Auditory Neuroscience Lab, known as Brainvolts

As we age, 
we now know, 
that the ability 
to seperate 
speech 
from noise 
becomes 
harder.

One of the most important sounds they 
need to separate from all the other noise 
is human speech. The reason this is 
important is that in order to learn how to use speech themselves, babies first have to be able 
to separate sounds that are spoken from other noises around them and then further divide 
those sounds into the components that make up speech.

Researchers have been intrigued by this learning process for a long time, but it was when 
they started to study the brain functions of musicians that they thought they might have 
found a new way to understand how we learn to speak language. The researchers found that 
musicians could process both the music sounds and language sounds far more accurately 
than non-musicians.

It appeared that musicians could hear the nuances in sounds, identify the tiny differences, 
and spot changes in sound patterns more accurately than non-musicians. Naturally, 
researchers began to ask the question, could it be that people who have undertaken musical 
training have an enhanced ability to process language sounds?

To begin to answer this question, researchers examined the ability of musicians to identify 
speech in noise. This means when a lot of other sounds are around, how well can a musically 
trained person’s brain continue to identify speech within the sounds.

This is an interesting area at both the beginning and the end of our lives; the sooner babies 
can separate speech from noise the sooner they can start mimicking language sounds and 
eventually communicate using language; and as we age, we now know, that the ability to 

separate speech from noise becomes harder and this leads to social isolation and maybe a
factor in cognitive decline and dementia.

What the researchers found is that both musically trained adults and children have fine-
tuned auditory processing systems and this is believed to be directly related to their music 
learning. This fine-tuning leads to earlier language acquisition, enhanced language learning 
and improved brain health and brain age later in life. Most excitingly coupling music 
learning and language learning, both in early childhood and adolescents, has been shown to 
improve verbal and communication skills and redress many of the language learning issues 
that come from growing up in disadvantaged circumstances.

https://journals.lww.com/ear-hearing/Abstract/2009/12000/Musician_Enhancement_for_Speech_In_Noise.2.aspx/"target="_blank"
https://www.nature.com/articles/nrn2882/"target="_blank"
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2011.00113/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00855/full
https://www.amazon.com/This-Your-Brain-Music-Obsession/dp/0452288525/"target="_blank"
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Professional Reflection • Part 1

If you hear and gain information from speech in a noisy place differently from everyone else, 
how does that change the way you relate to others and the key information you might take 
away from a conversation?

Have you ever noticed that people around you are drawn to different sounds within a sound 
environment? Here are some ideas to get you started.

1. Next time you are in a rich sound environment, like a noisy café or in a busy train station, 
find a person that is talking and try and focus on their conversation. Notice what your 
brain does to focus on hearing a particular sound and screen out all the other sounds? 
How long can you do it for? Is it hard cognitively work for you or easy work?

2. Next time you are with your family or friends, and in a rich sound, environment ask them 
if they can pick out particular voices in a crowd and how they do it. You might find that 
friends or family you have known for a long time “hear” speech very differently.

Can you hear me now?

Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
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If you hear and gain information from speech in a noisy place differently to your students, how 
do they experience and interpret your instructions and teaching?

If every student you have interprets speech in noise slightly differently, here are some ideas 
to get you started.

1. Ask your students how easy or hard it is to hear your instructions and teaching in the 
classroom?

2. Ask your students how you could all alter the sound environment?
3. Create some individual approaches to better manage speech in noise. Try out ratings, 

“today my brain is at a 5/10, it is working pretty hard to hear your instructions”
4. Co-create a vocabulary with your students about how speech in noise works for them. 

Try our “the extra noise is making my brain work really hard to make sense of what you 
just said”.

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

Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time

Questioning Brain Buzz

Can you hear me now?
Professional Reflection • Part 2
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