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Skill vs Benefit, Need vs Deserve
Recently I read a blog post on smartmusicteacher.com titled “What Students Learn 
in Music Are Not Benefits”. It is a well-written piece, which focused on our choice of 
language as music teachers and how it may be the source of some of the advocacy 
issues that music educators face.

Skill vs Benefit

They begin with this point;

“The problem is, and it is subtle but powerful, when we call something a benefit, it 
becomes labelled as something good — but optional. That is why, even though you can 
list as many great things about music education as you like, calling them benefits always 
leaves decision-makers a way out. “Yes, we know music has lots of benefits, but it’s not an 
essential subject, so we have to cut it out.”

I think this is a very interesting nuance. If I think of other activities or behaviours that we 
hear described in terms of benefits, the first one to come to mind is exercise. We could 
all probably sprout at least three benefits we know about regular exercise, but does being 
aware of the benefits directly lead to you scheduling in time for a workout, swim or run 
every week and actually doing it? Exercise is an essential activity for a healthy life, but it 
isn’t essential to staying alive, so as the blog says – we can, and in many cases have to, cut 
it. This could be because of a work meeting, a sick child or a dose of the flu. These are all 
good reasons not to exercise, but also reasons that outweigh the benefits argument.

The blog goes on to propose a real-life comparison with other subject areas and the 
language we use to advocate for them.

“Interestingly, learning math, language and the sciences has many ‘benefits’ too, but we 
never talk about them that way. This knowledge is always referred to as skills and these 
skills are always assumed to be essential.  So, the first thing we should do is talk about 
the skills students learn in music as just that – skills, and drop the word benefits from our 
vocabulary. This simple change will go a long way towards giving music education much 
more weight.”

I think this is a very interesting shift, not only in our language, but in the way we describe 
and think about music learning. The blog includes a nice infographic of a significant 
number of skills that we now know, from the research, can be enhanced through music 
learning. It is important to remember that the level to which these skills will be enhanced 
through music learning is highly dependent on the:

• type and length of the music learning,
• age at which music learning was commenced,
• the musical level they reached,
• individual differences in cognitive predisposition, and
• environmental factors influencing their learning.

How this could look in our advocacy

Music teachers regularly advocate to audiences of parents, school leaders, policymakers 

and philanthropists who do not have first-hand experience of music learning. This 
gives the audiences no personal point of reference for the benefits music learning has 
or the way they use the skills they learned through music outside of the music learning 
environment.

With this in mind, music teachers and 
advocates need to approach advocacy 
a bit like a “backwards filling in the 
gaps” exercise. Instead of beginning 
with the phrase “Music learning 
enhances abstract thinking”, we could 
go from the opposite direction and 
start with the phrase “Abstract thinking 
is an important skill used in subjects 
such as maths, science and physics”.

The next step could then be a 
definition such as “Abstract thinking 
is the ability to understand concepts 
that are real, such as freedom or 
vulnerability, but which are not directly 
tied to concrete physical objects and 
experiences.” This is a bit of a wordy 
definition, but it gets the idea across 
about the skill while removing the 
specific subject area reference.

Finally comes the connection to music learning such as “When children learn music, 
they learn to understand the concepts of natural rhythms, melodic contour that conveys 
meaning and emotions at the same time and a shared internal pulse in an ensemble 
when no particular instrument is keeping the beat.” These descriptions might seem very 
complex and foreign to a non-musically experienced person, so the final step may need 
to be about the enhancements music learning can bring to the original skills. This could 
be something like “These abstract musical concepts require advanced cognitive skills 
and musically trained students have been found to have higher abstract thinking skills 
than non-musically trained students.”

That was a highly descriptive example of “backwards filling in the gaps” advocacy, but 
here are the basic steps in order;

1. Select a skill that music learning has been found to enhance - the 
smartmusicteacher.com infographic is a great place to start, or the BBB fact cards 
are also very helpful.

2. Identify where that skill is used in other school subjects – probably in the subject 
areas that the audience holds as essential.

3. Define that skill outside the normal school subjects – try to do this in plain language 
and appropriate to the age group of students.

4. Describe different ways that skill is developed in the music learning process – 
a variety of skills here is a good idea, especially if you are trying to advocate for a 
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“Rhythm-based 
music training 
program[s] 
enhance 
inhibition in 
preschoolers.”

Frischen, U., Schwarzer, G., & Degé, F. (2019). Comparing 
the effects of rhythm-based music training and 
pitch-based music training on executive functions in 
preschoolers. Frontiers in Integrative Neuroscience, 13, 41.

varied and comprehensive music learning experience for your students.
5. Highlight that music learning enhances the original skill and this could be why 

musically trained students have been found to have enhanced skills.

Be aware of our language

To finish off this professional reading, I would like to bring two other areas of terminology 
to your attention. The first is ‘musician’ vs ‘musically trained student or person’. I have 
been astonished at the number of music teachers I have worked with that would never 
class themselves as a musician. This could be in spite of studying music performance 
or composition to a very high university level and/or making a living from their music-
making. I have concluded that we may have a very narrow view of the parameters that 
define a musician.

Musician vs musically trained student or person

The problem with this narrow definition is that the research uses the terms musician and 
non-musician. If we don’t read further into the participant and method sections of the 
research, we could be guilty of overlaying what we believe musician is over the top of the 
research findings. For example, a musician group could be a six-year-old who had just 
started to learn violin through to a sixty-year-old professional violinist who has practised 
for four hours a day since she was six years old. Details and definitions are important, but 
here is an alternative – musically trained student or person. This slightly different title still 
needs definition and explanation but could open the door to a broader understanding of 
the impact music learning can have on every child, not just the ones who go onto being a 
professional musician.

Need vs Deserve

A very common catch cry is “Every child deserves music education”. The problem is 
the word deserves. To deserve is to “do something or have or show qualities worthy of 
(a reaction which rewards or punishes as appropriate).” Using this word suggests that 
children need to be worthy or earn the right to get access to music education. If the 
field of neuromusical research has shown us anything, it is that every child needs music 
education to both ensure effective cognitive development as well as intervene when 
cognitive development is negatively impacted by environmental factors. When I look up 
the definition of need, I find “requiring something because it is essential or very important 
rather than just desirable.” Isn’t that a more powerful way to talk about music education – 
as a need?

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/273126443_The_power_of_music_a_research_synthesis_of_the_impact_of_actively_making_music_on_the_intellectual_social_and_personal_development_of_children_and_young_people
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Skill vs Benefit, Need vs Deserve

Choose one of the skills from the infographic on page 7 and follow the “backwards filling 
in the gaps” advocacy process.

1. Select a skill that music learning has been found to enhance
2. Identify where that skill is used in other school subjects
3. Define that skill outside the normal school subjects
4. Describe different ways that skill is developed in the music learning process
5. Highlight that music learning enhances the original skill and this could be why

musically trained students have been found to have enhanced skills

Try your script, or an improvised version of it, on a parent, another staff member or an
audience? Report what types of verbal, non-verbal, direct and indirect reactions that 
you received.

Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
Professional Reflection • Part 1
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Give your students the same skill you used in the Personal Brain Buzz. Modify the
“backwards filling in the gaps” process to create questions and see what your students
come up with.

1. Identify - Where would you use this skill in other school subjects?
2. Define – How would you define this skill if it wasn’t related to a subject area?
3. Describe – How do you think you’d develop this skill when you are learning music?
4. Highlight – How does music learning enhance this skill, and why do you think research 

has found that musically trained students are often better at this skill?

How was your advocacy script and your student’s advocacy scripts
1. Similar
2. Different
3. Surprising

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

Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time

Questioning Brain Buzz

Skill vs Benefit, Need vs Deserve
Professional Reflection • Part 2
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