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Reading and music learning are 
complementary activities
Music and language learning share many of the same brain processing networks. This is why 
the connection between these vastly different subject areas has been studied so intensely 
over the last 20 years. Reading is just one component of language and is closely linked to 
music learning. The reason they are closely connected is because the two processes share 
the same neural system, known as the “symbol to sound” system. The symbol to sound 
system is used when we are reading music notation and when we are reading language 
letters and words. 

Here is an explanation of how these seemingly disconnected skills are using the same brain 
processes. A child sees a letter symbol like “th” on a page. The very next thing they do is get 
their brains to retrieve an “internal sound”. Think of it as a huge iTunes library of language 
sounds, like short brain recordings of sounds.

The next thing they need to do is tell their vocal chords and mouths how to move to make 
that sound. They make the sound and immediately use their ears again to check that the 
sound that came out of their mouths is the same as the one they heard in their heads. As 
they check the sound, they confirm if it matches their brain recording or if it is different. If 
this double-check isn’t correct, they can either try to make the sound again, to match their 
brain recording, or modify their brain recording to match the new sound.

Learning music with an instrument is a very similar process. A child reads a note on a piece 
of music, let’s say it is the note “D” and they are playing the clarinet. They then have to do 
two things; hear what that symbol sounds like in their heads and tell their mouth, breath and 
fingers how to move to create that sound. They check with their ears to determine if the 
sound created matched the “sound file” in their heads and if it didn’t, they try again.

Reading and music learning are also connected because of their close relationship to 
memory. When children are learning to read, they are relying on their memory of language 
sounds to then apply them to the symbols on the page. In essence, this is our memory for 
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any given sound (that iTunes library in our brains), but it also relies on a child’s ability to have 
already separated the sounds of speech from all the other sounds they hear. This connects 
with common activities that children would experience in music activities designed for 
babies or toddlers, such as; listening for when the sound changes, when the sounds start 
and stop, what direction the sound is coming from and what is making the sound (e.g. is it a 
xylophone or a rattle). If a child’s memory system for sounds is highly developed, then they 
can effectively progress in their ability to speak and read.

The first period of significant brain development is between the ages of 0 and 7. If a child’s 
brain has good auditory processing foundations, they go onto use that ability throughout 
their lives. Conversely, if they do not establish this important foundation in their first seven 
years, many aspects of their development can be very difficult and even delayed. Children 
who have been involved in music learning through singing, moving to music and using 
age-appropriate instruments have been found to have; high levels of language acquisition, 
language decoding, phoneme awareness, reading comprehension and language syntax. 
This is because their auditory processing has been developed effectively through their 
involvement with music learning.

If you think about how the symbol to sound system is created, it is not a “try it once, and 
you’ve got it” process. It takes years for children to learn how to read fluently and to play the 
right notes, at the right time, on a musical instrument. There needs to be lots of repetition, 
reinforcement and correction. To learn how to play a musical instrument and how to read, 
children need to be persistent. Persistence is a learned skill, a skill we develop throughout 
our childhood. These two experiences, music learning and learning to read, are vehicles to 
train persistence in our students. This is because they require a lot of repetition, correction, 
trying new strategies and measured achievement, whether that be through learning a new 
note or learning a new word. The extra special thing about learning to read music and 
learning to read words at the same time is that they provide double the opportunity to 
develop a vital neural network – the symbol to sound system.  

If a child’s memory 
system for 
sounds is highly 
developed, then 
they approach 
learning to speak 
and read with the 
ability to discern 
sound effectively.

https://mp.ucpress.edu/content/29/2/147.abstract
https://www.academia.edu/21166156/THE_RELATION_BETWEEN_MUSIC_AND_PHONOLOGICAL_PROCESSING_IN_NORMAL-READING_CHILDREN_AND_CHILDREN_WITH_DYSLEXIA
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0113383
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How do you think music experiences and learning may have helped you or your students 
to learn how to speak and read? What were the musical qualities of speech that you use in 
your teaching practice? What speech sounds or symbols did you or your children struggle to 
understand or use?

Try looking at a musical score and hearing your brain recording of that music playing. Now try 
reading a paragraph from a book and listen to the “narrator” in your head.

1. Try slowing the sound to symbol process down and isolate the different processes that 
your brain is going through. Can you do it?

2. Try doing the same experiment, but in different sound environments – on a train or in 
the playgroup or staff room. Do you find your brain and auditory system need to work 
differently to complete the same task?

Reading and music learning are 
complementary activities
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How do you teach the sound to symbol system to your students? Is it different for different 
aged students and do you have students who struggle to be able to name, hear and produce 
sounds?

Sound to symbol systems can be a window into understanding how your students are learning 
and why some of them are struggling or progressing slowly.

1. Identify which of your students might be struggling to remember how to play specific 
notes and need reminding each week. Or any that need you to write the numbers under 
the notes each time you start a new piece. Try outlining the sound to symbol system to 
them and get them to identify where the process might be breaking down.

2. Singing a sound before playing it is the ideal bridge to create a brain sound recording. 
When students are learning new notes or combinations of notes, try getting them to 
sing it before they play it. The trick here is they need a model so make sure you sing it 
first before playing it. You will be helping to make a solid brain recording first (remember 
it takes thousands of versions of the correct sound to make a reliable brain recording) 
and sooner than you think, they will start to internalise the sounds and make them all on 
their own.

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

Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time

Questioning Brain Buzz

Reading and music learning are 
complementary activities
Professional Reflection • Part 2


	Text Field 27: 
	Text Field 26: 
	Text Field 29: 
	Text Field 30: 
	Text Field 28: 


