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Music learning in the time  
of COVID-19
COVID-19 will, hopefully, be a once in a generation experience. We don’t know yet what 
impact it will have on our student’s development and learning, and we don’t know what 
incredible changes may come from this truly global experience. What we do know 
from the neuromusical research is that our music students may be well set up to endure 
and even thrive through this experience. The bigger question for us is how we can 
capitalise on their specific skills to make sure they don’t just survive but that they thrive. 
Furthermore, how can we use the neuromusical research to support music learning at 
home.

We are living in incredible times. From December 2019 to now, April 2020, our 
professional and personal worlds have been turned upside down by the global pandemic 
that is COVID-19. In the space of two weeks, most teachers have shifted from the 
powerful face-to-face teaching we were trained in and highly experienced at, to the less 
familiar and in some cases far less personal, online education.

In saying this, I have seen levels of creativity and ingenuity in education that are 
unprecedented. The new rules around social distancing and restrictions on movement 
has spurred on many teachers to use their creativity to adjust rules for their students, rules 
that inspire new levels of engagement, new types of connection and new reasons to be 
motivated. As one educator said to me just two weeks ago, “I think we will look back on 
this period as one of the most creative in human history”.

For students learning music, especially those participating in music ensemble rehearsal 
every week, so much has been lost through the COVID-19 restrictions throughout the 
world. The opportunity to socialise with other music students, to connect through the 
making of music together and the cognitive challenge that is music learning in a social 
environment. This is all incredibly difficult to emulate in an online forum. Again, we have 
seen incredible ingenuity lead by music teachers. The completion of records done by 
students in their bedrooms, with click tracks to keep them in time to real-time online 
rehearsals, again from practise spaces and bedrooms across cities.

It has struck me that with the restrictions currently in place, music students have lost 
out on one of the most impactful benefits of being in a music ensemble, the learning of 
social skills. At the same time, there has never been a time when an individual student’s 
executive function skills have been more important. At-home learning requires students 
to be highly self-motivated, organised and focused in the face of restrictions on physical 
movement without an end in sight (at the time of writing). At-home learning also requires 
students to effectively manage their emotional state and impulses, which is a hard thing 
to do consistently at any time let alone now.

It fascinates me that these two areas, social behaviours and executive function, are two 
areas that music learning has been found to enhance. It seems serendipitous, but in the 
very week that significant restrictions were put on movement and social gatherings in 
Australia, we at BBB finished our first set of information infographics on the impacts of 
music learning on social behaviours and executive function. Two weeks on, I am looking 
at them and following how the education I have given my students will be helping 
them as they enter their physically and socially restricted online learning worlds for 
the foreseeable future. While I mentioned above that the COVID-19 restrictions have 

seemingly limited the social benefits of music learning, previous music learning may 
mean that music students are better equipt to face various trials over the coming months.

As a member, you have access to one of our new infographics that looks specifically at 
social behaviours. When I look down the list, I can see that many of the benefits are going 
to be even more important in the time of COVID-19.

To speak to just a few,

• Helping behaviours – life will 
not be as easy during this time, and 
helping behaviours and kindness 
are going to be even more crucial. 
Helping within our households, as 
well as offering to go out to get 
groceries or take the bins out are 
all COVID-19 examples of the skills 
music students learn in their music 
ensembles.
• Sharing behaviours – time 
spent with siblings can be wonderful 
as well as very trying. Understanding 
how to share space and belongings 
for extended periods will be tough. 
Similarly, seeing opportunities to 
demonstrate sharing behaviours 
within the COVID-19 restrictions, 
such as balcony tennis, driveway 
sing-a-longs within a complex of 
houses or filling a trolley with toilet 
paper and leaving it on the front 

porch, are all born in some part from the experiences in music ensembles where 
students share goals and responsibilities for other student’s successes.

• Wellbeing – What an incredible time to learn about the things that both positively 
nurture and negatively trigger our wellbeing. The COVID-19 restrictions are a pressure 
cooker for wellbeing in everyone. Music students can utilise their high sense of 
emotional intelligence, as well as their deeper sense of empathy, which will be of 
enormous benefit during this time. These behaviours come from both learning a 
musical instrument as well as using music effectively to enhance or alter our mood.

Similarly, the cognitive control skills are going to get a work out during the COVID-19 
restrictions. While I mentioned creativity as possibly a hidden benefit of this time, this 
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process goes hand in hand with divergent thinking. Divergent thinking has been defined 
as the thought process or method used to generate creative ideas by exploring many 
possible solutions. It typically occurs in a spontaneous, free-flowing, “non-linear” manner, 
such that many ideas are generated in an emergent cognitive fashion. Musically trained 
students have been found to have high divergent thinking skills. Therefore, musically 
trained students may not only fair better through this period but may also enhance this 
skill during this rare opportunity to be creative in a time of intense restrictions.

The most significant executive function 
that may be the difference between a 
student thriving and struggling during 
the COVID-19 restrictions is impulse 
control. Impulse control occurs in the 
Prefrontal Cortex area that controls 
judgment, impulse control, management 
of aggression, emotional regulation, 
self-regulation, planning, reasoning and 
social skills. Inhibitory control is the 
ability to inhibit interfering information or 
previously activated cognitive processes 
to focus attention on the relevant task 
requirements.

Impulse control is a pivotal skill for 
learning in general, as it is seen to be 
the gateway to allowing all the other 
executive functions to thrive. In the 

PowerPoint deck that we created to accompany the infographic, I described a few ways 
impulse control is developed in a music learning environment.

“Music learning is a fantastic way to develop inhibitory control primarily because it 
uses both explicit instruction (telling a student how you want them to behave or which 
behaviours to stop) and implicit instruction (setting up a class/ensemble or learning 
culture where there are implied rules, rules every student abides by without being told). 
Implicit instruction is far more powerful in changing behaviour because it uses the very 
human need to fit in and be accepted as part of a group. 

Group music learning has the bonus of being about working towards a common goal and 
being personally responsible for being a part of that goal. Another way music learning 
is particularly effective is when we do NOT play on an instrument when we have been 
instructed not to. The level of control a four year has to have NOT to hit a triangle and 
NOT pick up a shaker is very high. These types of experiences help students experience 
what making personal choices feels like, especially when the impulse they have is the 
opposite, and what it feels like to delay gratification when you want to hit that drum right 
in front of you.”

This got me looking back into the research on music learning and impulse control. A 
team of researchers lead by Dr Sarah Hennessy from the Brain and Creativity Institute at 

the University of Southern California summed it up very well;

“Musicians’ advantages in inhibition skills may relate to paralleled processes in 
disciplined instrumental practice; learning to play a musical instrument involves 
frequent stopping to correct mistakes and rehearsing small passages in isolation, which 
both delays the reward of playing a piece in its entirety and requires one to put aside 
immediate non-musical distractors for the larger reward of musical proficiency … These 
skills may additionally relate to musicians’ regular practice of error monitoring, where 
children playing music must quickly adjust motor behaviour in response to unanticipated 
musical demands and mistakes.”

Maintaining a strong level of impulse control during the time of COVID-19 may be one 
of the hallmarks of the students who thrive throughout this difficult time. Their music 
training may be helping in more ways than we know.

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fnins.2019.01080/full
https://nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/nyas.12674
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Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
What skills have you taught your students through their music learning that will serve them
during the COVID-19 period?

How could you share the importance and utilisation of the skills you identified with your
students during the COVID-19 period?

Professional Reflection • Part 1

Music learning in the time  
of COVID-19
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Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time
How do you think the COVID-19 period will positively and negatively impact on your
student’s learning?

How could you measure your list of impacts? Choose one positive and one negative and
describe how and when you would measure these impacts on your students.

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

Questioning Brain Buzz

Professional Reflection • Part 2

Music learning in the time  
of COVID-19
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