
50 51

Is one kind of music pedagogy 
“better” for brain development?
I get asked this question often when I am working with music educators. Usually, the 
educator asking the question is searching for support and justification for their particular 
approach to music education, and that is perfectly ok. We, as music educators, spend 
decades refining our craft, often using ourselves and our students as research participants 
of a sort to gather data to improve our practice.

I think it is essential to start working with a few new ideas and terms when it comes to music 
and brain development. When we investigate and learn more about music and the brain, I 
think we need to start distinguishing between practices that lead to musical development, 
cognitive development, and musical & cognitive development. Musical development 
consists of a series of methods, developed over centuries, with the desired outcome of 
producing a practicing musician who could be a performer and/or composer. Cognitive 
development consists of the series of explorations in the social and scientific research, a 
relatively new field, with the desired outcome of identifying and measuring the non-musical 
changes that learning music may produce. The question is, are there methods of music 
learning which satisfy both the musical and cognitive development of a student?

It would be excellent for music education 
advocacy if there were one study that 
pointed to a music pedagogy, that was 
found without a shadow of a doubt, to 
develop a student to a high musical 
level as well as ensuring their cognitive 
development was equally as high in non-
musical skills. Unfortunately, scientific 
research doesn’t work that way, and it 
shouldn’t. That would result in setting 
up a pre-determined outcome and 
doesn’t allow for a valid, rigorous and 
unbiased investigation to occur. What 
we can do, and what you are doing 
now by committing to your ongoing 
development in this area, is to evaluate 
each new study as it comes into the field 
and see how it adds to the whole picture. 
Funnily enough, as musicians, your brains 
are wired for just that, seeing the parts 
and the entire picture simultaneously.

I wanted to use a newly released paper to highlight what I mean. I want to say from the 
start this is not a review or in-depth analysis of this study, but I hope to highlight a few facts 
you should look for when you get the chance to read any full paper, as opposed to just the 
abstract or key findings.

Research paper title

The title of the paper is “Short-Term Orchestral Music Training Modulates Hyperactivity and 
Inhibitory Control in School-Age Children: A Longitudinal Behavioural Study”. Research 

papers can often have very wordy titles, but if you take them apart, they make more sense. 
Here is some extra information to help it make sense:

• “Short-Term” - in this case 3 months
• “Orchestral Music Training” - one would assume on string instruments in a standard 

orchestral ensemble
• “Modulates” - tempers or lessens
• “Hyperactivity and Inhibitory Control” - the behaviours and brain networks that help us 

stay on task and regulate our own emotions and behaviour
• “in School-Age Children” - in this case 8-10 year olds
• “A Longitudinal Behavioural Study” this one intrigues me as my understanding of 

longitudinal is a study over numerous years, this study is only over 3 months.

Where, when and who?

These questions are essential to see if any cultural, educational or music education 
traditions are particular to the research study. I find this helps me see, if I was to use some of 
the ideas from the paper, that they could be immediately transferable or need adjustment 
for my own cultural, educational and music education context. In the case of this study it 
was conducted in Southern Italy (where orchestral playing is a well-recognised and valued 
tradition) and it was published in 2019 so you could guess that the research itself occurred 
between two or three years before publication.

The participants and researchers are the most interesting. If you jump to the section with 
the title of Participants, you will see that there were two groups of students aged between 
8-10 years. These students were not randomised into the groups, meaning they chose if 
they wanted to learn music and there is an argument to say that the student choice factor 
automatically biases non-randomised studies. However, in the journey of any research field, 
there will always be non-randomised studies before researchers can feel confident that a 
randomised study, usually over several years, is warranted. The researchers created an 
experiment group (music) and a control group (to measure against), and they were divided 
equally by gender across groups of about 57 students each [a nice size for a beginner 
orchestra if you have numerous teachers to help].

The most exciting thing for me is the parental demographic. Although there is no reference 
to socio-economic status, the relatively high unemployment levels and reasonably low 
education levels of the parents may point to a low SES participant group. Why does 
this matter? It matters because it is possible that the students will come with higher 
hyperactivity and lower inhibitory control, based on other research conducted on child 
development when viewed against low socio-economic factors.

The actual music training

Keep reading down to the sections titled Music Training Program. Don’t get put off by the 
word training; it has its roots in the scientific field and is a broader term for the intervention, 
or activity, that was undertaken by the experiment group.

The key points are; the music training program used the El-Sistema approach, it went for 
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ten weeks [often the length of a school term], it occurred after school, it went for 2 hours 
and 15 minutes consisting of 45 minutes in small groups and 90 minutes in the full orchestra 
setting. Students were also able to practise at home, but the frequency and length of this 
practise were not reported [and could be a significant factor in the results]. The pedagogy 
was called Music’ n’ play and is “inspired by the El Sistema approach but, at the same time, 
it includes other pedagogical aspects from Freire, Sloboda, Dewey, Vygotskij, Orff, Dalcroze, 
Kodàli, Rolland and Gordon.”

The active music learning components were:

“Music ‘n’ play works on three main areas of music learning, combining formal and 
informal learning procedures: imitation and repetition (call and response, body 
percussion, etc.), improvisation and creativity (including the use of multimedia content), 
and formal learning (music reading, technique, intonation). Each of these three areas 
is developed mainly using body percussion, instrumental and vocal activity. One of 
the novel principles of this music program is the “reticularity,” namely the ability of the 
teacher to adapt each lesson to the needs and the feedback of the children, with a 
primary goal of maintaining their engagement.”

In the paper, they describe this as an innovative approach, which I find interesting because 
to me it is a description of both best practice music learning as well as practices that I have 
seen frequently in successful music programs all over the world. Is it possible then that a 
program that encompasses all of these aspects may enable both musical and cognitive 
development simultaneously?

There is one more necessary detail to note. At the end of the ten weeks, the students did 
a live performance on television. This performance opportunity isn’t just your regular 
performance for parents or at a school assembly; this is a high pressure, public performance. 
Participants in the program, both students and teachers, would have been aware of this 
endpoint to the program and would have raised their expectations and teaching practices 
because of this high stakes performance. It would be fair to assume that the very first aspect 
of rehearsal and learning that the music teachers would have emphasised was the student 
attention, focus and teamwork. All of these require inhibitory control to be active.

What did they find?

Always jump to the first and second paragraph of the Discussion to get a good summary 
of the findings. In this case, the researchers state that “our results suggest that even 
short orchestral music training can facilitate the development of inhibitory control when 
mediated by auditory stimulation.” They go onto say that the self-selecting music group 
self-reported that they had lower inhibitory control, and therefore the music training 
program resulted in a larger change over time when inhibitory control levels were measured. 
Put another way, if you start lower and are in the experiment group [using a method that has 
been found to improve inhibitory control] the distance between the first test and the last 
test will be more significant.

However, statisticians have tests to compare findings like these across groups, and they 
found that even on first look the change was more substantial in the music group. After 
analysis “we found a significant difference at the baseline between the experimental and the 
control group, our post hoc analysis showed that the children who underwent music training 
had a clear-cut improvement (p = 0.004) in the Walk- No Walk test requiring selective 
attention, sustained attention and inhibition of an ongoing response.”

What can we take away from this study?

There is so much more in this study than what I have mentioned, but this is a starting point 
for what we can look at as music educators in these types of studies, what we can take away 
and what questions we should be asking in what is our field of expertise. This study is one 
of the most recent in a long line of studies about music learning and inhibitory control so I 
believe it should be added to the ever expanding understanding we now have about music 
learning.

If you want an activity to stretch your brain, take a look at the other paper titled “Longitudinal 
Analysis of Music Education on Executive Functions in Primary School Children”. This study 
was published last year, and when compared with the Fasano study, the Jaschke study 
involved more participants, it went for longer, was conducted in the Netherlands and used 
a different, yet in some ways a similar music pedagogy. How much can we compare these 
studies and their findings on inhibitory control?
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Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
How often do you interrogate, explore, question and refute claims made by research studies? 
Read the study lead by Fasano through from beginning to end [do it in stages if you like to 
give your brain time to digest it all] and question, debate or explore three statements you have 
read in the study.

Now read the study lead by Jaschke. Once again take it slowly and if it helps, make notes on 
the paper as you read.

1. To what extent can you compare the ways the studies were conducted?
2. To what extent can you compare the findings the studies reported?
3. What questions do you have after comparing these studies and where could you find 

the answers?

Is one kind of music pedagogy 
“better” for brain development?
Professional Reflection • Part 1
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Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time
Read the description in the Professional Reading about the music pedagogy used in the 
Fasano study. If you dissect the description into teaching approaches and strategies, which 
ones do you currently focus on in your teaching? Are there strategies you do not employ at all 
and what is your reason for excluding them? What might change in your students’ learning if 
you included them?

High stakes, public performances, whether they be musical or examinations, raise the 
requirement for your students, to lower their hyperactivity and raise their inhibitory control.

1. High stakes, public performances – in collaboration with your students where possible, 
schedule high stakes performances for your students and then work backwards in 
their preparation to ensure success. Develop language with other teachers specifically 
around hyperactivity and inhibitory control to help your students’ progress with these 
skills. These skills develop over years, not weeks, so having a shared set of words of 
instructions helps.

2. Modeling – we don’t graduate from school and go into the adult world with all our 
hyperactivity and inhibitory control mechanisms in place. Most of us work to maintain 
focus, attention and not get distracted through our lives. How do you or could you model 
that human journey for your students?

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

Questioning Brain Buzz

Is one kind of music pedagogy 
“better” for brain development?
Professional Reflection • Part 2
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