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Music learning is the brain’s guardian 
angel 
Neuroprotective lifestyle is the new buzzphrase for 2022. It might not actually be that 
new, but it is new to me, and I like the way it brings together the many news articles and 
Instagram stories that have been popping up.

“New year new you”, “Walk your way into a healthier 2022” and “Are you eating this superfood 
yet?” are just some of the articles I have seen, all referring to warding off cognitive decline, 
brain fog, or more recently, reversing long COVID symptoms.

Neuroprotective activities are life choices that are promoted to protect our nerve cells 
against damage, degeneration, or impairment of function as we age. Put a few of them 
together and you get a neuroprotective lifestyle.

As technology gets better and better at keeping us alive and in good health, a 
neuroprotective lifestyle may become more and more important to us.

For this reason, the title of this new paper caught my eye - Music Training as a Potential 
Neuroprotective Agent - and one of the recommendations from the study got me even 
more interested.

Music should be considered one of the main activities that can 
preserve the brain efficiency and can be proposed as a primary non-
pharmacological agent in promoting a neuroprotective lifestyle.

I was hooked, not just because of this statement, but also because the abstract outlined that 
the researchers compared the neuroprotective properties of music therapy versus music 
learning, which they refer to as music training. This interested me for many reasons, but 
mostly because I have believed there could be an evolution of the connections between 
music therapy and music education, and the evolution of a neuroprotective lifestyle could 
be the catalyst for this evolution.

Music – Education and Therapy

Even after over a decade of studying the impacts of music learning on brain development, I 
still find it hard to articulate in one sentence. Basically, I do not have a well-formed elevator 
pitch.

When I do manage to blurt something out about what I do, more than half of the people I am 
speaking to respond with “oh you mean like music therapy?” I gently correct them to say, yes 
music therapy is part of it, but I focus on the learning of music “like you did at school” rather 
than the work that qualified and highly experienced music therapists would do.

It is funny, the “like you did in school” comment gets me into more trouble than it gets me 
out of. This comment seems to act as an opening to discuss what Brene Brown calls “art 
scars” which she defines as “a specific incident where [the participants] were told or shown 
that they weren’t good writers, artists, musicians, dancers, or something creative.” Every time 

I hear one of these stories, I am reminded about 
how important it is to never forget our power as 
music and arts educators to both build up and 
injure our students.

Music therapy and music education are 
different fields of work. The American 
Association of Music Therapy defines their 
field as “the clinical & evidence-based 
use of music interventions to accomplish 
individualized goals within a therapeutic 
relationship by a credentialed professional who 
has completed an approved music therapy 
program. 

Being a music educator, I found it hard to 
locate a definition of music education that I 
was happy with. However, put simply “Music education is a field of study associated with 
the teaching and learning of music.” Music therapy and music education serve very different 
purposes at very different times in a person’s life. Music education is often present in 
childhood whereas Music therapy is utilised extensively with the elderly or children with 
diverse needs.

Instead of viewing them as separate fields of work, could we look at them as being on a 
spectrum? I have observed that a music learning program in a challenging school can often 
serve more therapeutic outcomes in the beginning. If these first stages are managed with 
this outcome in mind, then the education that follows is more impactful and beneficial 
to students’ learning. Conversely, a music therapy program could be enhanced by the 
inclusion, at an appropriate point, of more educational aspects of music.

This is not to say that music education and music therapy should become one field, far 
from it, but having worked with Music therapists, I feel like their practices and perspectives 
enhanced my understanding of teaching music. Could this process be reversed and be as 
beneficial for music therapists?

Could music learning be a neuroprotective agent?

The reason for the divergence into music therapy and music education is to help you 
understand what studies are looking at when it comes to comparing these two approaches 
for older people and people experiencing cognitive decline. 

Firstly, a team from Italy led by Dr. Massimo Piccirilli looked at the research behind music 
training and music therapy as an agent to sustain or induce brain plasticity. Brain plasticity, 
or the ability of neural networks in the brain to change through growth and reorganization, 
is seen as a key marker of brain health. Music training, as well as music therapy, have been 
found to promote neuroplasticity, and therefore, the researchers argue that “music [learning 
and therapy] should be considered one of the main activities that can preserve the brain 
efficiency and can be proposed as a primary non-pharmacological agent in promoting a 
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neuroprotective lifestyle.” 

This research points to music learning and therapy as being part of a neuroprotective 
lifestyle for the benefits of neuroplasticity. In addition to this excellent reason, another 
team in Italy led by Dr. Michele Biasutti looked at the benefits of music learning over music 
therapy as an intervention for depressed mood symptoms in older people. The music 
learning activities included rhythm-music and rhythm improvisation activities as well as Scat 
singing. I would have loved to have been a fly on the wall during the Scat activities. I think it 
would have been priceless to see a group of septuagenarians and octogenarians learning 
how to Scat sing!

The researchers found that after six weeks of twice-weekly music learning sessions, the 
experimental group showed significant improvements in both the cognitive function and 
depression scales. The control group who undertook a comparable program in gymnastics 
and physical flexibility activities remained steady on their depression measure and actually 
showed a reduction on their cognitive function tests. This study may support the idea 
that music learning could have greater benefits for cognitive function and in warding off 
depression in older people than music therapy does. 

Music at any age can be beneficial

Music education is often thought to be an activity for the first stage of life and music 
therapy an activity for the third stage of life. However, neuromusical research is challenging 
that idea. If we look at music learning as part of a neuroprotective lifestyle, then there could 
be benefits to enhancing cognitive function at every stage of brain development, evolution, 
and decline. As music educators, as well as music therapists, we might focus our work on 
children or adults, but we also have the capacity to help others understand how we can use 
music as a therapy or as a skill to keep our brain health on par with our physical health.

Music Gives the brain Crucial Connectively Advantage, Inverse, BDG Media 
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Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
What, if any, are your daily routines, regular activities or therapeutic measures do you have that 
you know would fit into the description of a neuroprotective lifestyle? Name at least one new 
activity or step you could take to enhance your neuroprotective lifestyle.

Take one of your neuroprotective lifestyle activities or steps (even your new one) and Google 
what the neuroprotective qualities it could have for your brain.

Professional Reflection • Part 1
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Ask your students what they think one neuroprotective activity or step could be for them 
at this point in their development? Follow up their answer with what aspects of their brain 
development they believe it might protect.

Following on from the first questions, either get the students to work in pairs or work 
collaboratively as a class or pastoral care group, and research the neuroprotective benefits of 
the activities or steps the students identified as neuroprotective. Share amongst the group.

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

Music learning is the brain’s guardian 
angel 
Professional Reflection • Part 2
Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time

Questioning Brain Buzz
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