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What is the balance of nature and
nurture in music learning?
Working in music education and advocacy, I often find that I need to address some deeply 
held beliefs about music education. In turn, these beliefs can inform and influence the 
educational decisions and structural and priority support that goes toward music education 
programs, staffing, and resources.

Here are a few examples

These beliefs can come from many places; 
• Parents or decision-makers’ personal experience of music learning 
• Parents or decision-makers’ own child’s experience of music learning
• Perception through TV and pop culture of musical prodigies being born and not made
• The perception that if you do not earn a living from music-making, you cannot be labeled 

as a musician

How does research explore these beliefs?
Research is, at its core, a rigorous and trustworthy way to explore questions and understand 
the phenomenon. There are rules, ways of approaching bias, and systems that help us to 
trust what has been found. This is why sentences that begin with “research has found” or “a 
new study has challenged” tend to carry a level of weight and trust to them.

In the field of neuromusical research, one of the biggest questions is “what is the balance 
between nature and nurture in music learning?”. This question is not necessarily posed to 

understand how to identify the magical combination that went into creating performers 
like Yo-Yo Ma or Pink. This question, for the neuromuscial research community, has helped 
to improve their understanding of 
how areas such as genetics, genetic 
expression, parenting styles, and 
environmental factors impact human 
development through our lives. Music 
learning has especially been useful as a 
tool to understand brain plasticity1 and 
just how experiences change our brain 
structures and functions. 

The cognitive and academic benefits 
of instrumental musical learning

In a new study2 released in 2022, 
the research team looked across 35 
carefully selected studies to determine 
the cognitive and academic benefits 
of instrumental musical learning. Their 
main findings provide a great snapshot 
of what we understand about the 
impact of music learning.

Highlights from “Please don’t stop the music “led by Román-Caballero

• Benefits of musical training have been examined across disparate musical activities – 
this finding addresses the often-asked question of “which instrument or type of music 
learning is better for cognitive and musical development”. The answer is many types of 
music learning and instruments improve cognitive processing and capacity.

• Instrumental learning is ideal for investigating the causal benefits of musical training 
– this finding shows that, as a tool, instrumental music learning is the most effective in 
measuring how the brain can be altered and improved by an activity. This does not mean 
instrumental music learning is better than other types of music learning, but rather that in 
this case, it is the best tool to understand how music learning changes the brain.

• Learning to play an instrument has a positive impact on cognitive skills and academic 
achievement – this finding is another tick in the box for the positive impacts of music 
learning. This study outlined contradictory findings with recent work by Sala & Gobet3 
which found that “music training does not reliably enhance children and young 
adolescents’ cognitive or academic skills, and those previous positive findings were 
probably due to confounding variables.” 

• Children and adolescents who self-select musical training tend to have better 
performance at baseline – this finding is very interesting as it highlights the way that 
self-selection, the students who express a desire to learn a musical instrument, have 
higher general abilities. This would follow the current thinking that students with higher 
cognitive abilities may be attracted to music learning.
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What is the balance of nature and
nurture in music learning?
• Cross-sectional results may reveal both pre-existing and caused cognitive advantages 

– this finding needs explaining. A cross-sectional study is an observational study, 
meaning that the researchers look at data at a given point in time and look across a 
population. This is not the type of experiment-based research that follows a group of 
students through a music program. The researchers found that looking at the amassed 
data may be a better way to determine the balance of nature and nurture in music 
learning.

Nature AND Nurture in music learning

Based on this research, I believe as 
music teachers we can cater to every 
child’s nature and nurture balance by 
clearly articulating the purpose and 
benefits of music learning for our 
students at different times in their 
development.

When we first come in contact with 
students, we are unlikely to be able to 
identify if they have a NATURE/nurture 
balance or a NURTURE/nature balance 
for music learning. Put another way, 
unless a student is a musical prodigy, 
we would have no way to confidently 
say “this student will be a high 
performing or professional musician”. 
We might have a hunch or hint of it but 
we cannot be sure.

Therefore, we should teach students with a view to develop their musical potential. 
However, until the neuromusical research we now have, we probably didn’t have as clear an 
understanding of how music learning contributed to cognitive development.

With this new knowledge, we need to look to create and deliver music learning that caters 
to the NATURE/nurture balance or a NURTURE/nature balance. This could mean valuing 
music learning equally for the art form it is, as well as the broader benefits it can provide. 
At different points, different types of students will need different pathways that develop 
their skills, but the idea of valuing music learning for all of its parts could open doors to our 
educational practices and advocacy successes. 
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https://www.inverse.com/mind-body/how-music-changes-the-brain-study
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What is the balance of nature and
nurture in music learning?

What is your music learning balance - NATURE/nurture or NURTURE/nature? Give three
reasons for your answer that are evidence-based, such as examples from your musical
development or in comparison to others.

Finally, describe three differences between someone whose musical development you have 
observed, that is opposite to your music learning balance.

Take your personal music learning balance and highlight one aspect of your less
dominant side that could have been developed differently in your own musical development.

Professional Reflection • Part 1
Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
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If age-appropriate, ask your students what they think their personal music learning balance
is. If it is too soon to tell, engage in a conversation about how our nature and our nurture are
developed in music learning.

Select one or two students and highlight how you could develop one aspect of their less
dominant side. Try out your suggests and report on initial results or observations.

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

What is the balance of nature and
nurture in music learning?
Professional Reflection • Part 2
Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time

Questioning Brain Buzz
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