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In today’s competitive world, parents are keenly
aware of the pressure to provide their children with a
well-rounded and stimulating education — starting in
infancy. Anything that might give junior “the edge”
when he grows up is now considered a necessity.

To address this growing need, we have seen a
proliferation of creative educational programs for
the very young. Some of the most popular — yet
least understood — are the early childhood music
programs. Parents who are considering one of these
classes are faced with an array of choices. Certainly,
they can do no harm, but the question is: How
much good can they actually do? 

Plenty, seems to be the resounding answer. 
Although they may seem to have appeared

overnight, these programs have been steadily building
upon decades of research and development. Studies
dating back to the post WW II era (Pillsbury studies
1937-1958) suggested that early exposure to music

could increase a child’s overall capacity for learning,
and researchers learned that musical intelligence
develops in much the same way as spatial, mathemat-
ical, linguistic and kinesthetic intelligence. For exam-
ple, it’s easy to see that language development, from
the babble stage through more complex sentence
structuring, is quite similar to musical development.
Individual words and sentence fragments lead to more
complex sentences and speech patterns, just like
melodic fragments lead to more developed composi-
tions or improvisations. Many composers, such as
Ludwig von Beethoven for one, kept notebooks of
melodic fragments that he would later develop into
complete compositions. Hey, if it worked for
Beethoven, then perhaps we should pay attention!

Researchers and educators eventually began to
study the effects of music on the development of

other abilities. One of the most famous
experiments in this arena was the University of
California study in 1993, which coined the term
“The Mozart Effect”. Initially, this terminology had
little to do with children. The study, conducted by
psychologist Frances Rauscher, involved not infants
or pregnant women, but 36 college students.
Subjects were separated into three groups, and,
prior to taking standard IQ and spatial reasoning
tests, either sat in silence, listened to relaxation
tapes, or listened to a Mozart piano sonata. The
group that listened to Mozart scored significantly
higher on the tests. Although inconclusive at the
time, the study did cause a stir, and before long,
expectant moms were plunking themselves down in
front of the stereo for nightly serenades of Eine
Kleine Nachtmusik.

Perhaps of more direct significance to today’s par-
ents was a later study by Rauscher working with a

group of 3-year-olds. The toddlers were given music
lessons for a period of nine months, after which they
showed significant improvement in mathematical and
abstract reasoning skills, scoring an average 35 percent
higher than another group that had not received les-
sons. A recent study by Martin Gardiner of The Music
School in Providence has also shown that through sys-
tematic exposure to music, children lagging behind in
reading levels can be brought up to par with their age
group, even exceeding their non-musical counterparts
in math skills. 

Need some hard-core scientific proof? You’ve got
it. It seems that the pyramidal tract, the major path-
way of the central nervous system, is more structured
in musicians, particularly those who started early.
Also, the corpus callosum, which connects the right
and left hemispheres of the brain, is significantly

larger in musicians than non-musicians, theoretically
providing better integration of the two hemispheres.
Of course, this does not necessarily result in more
able and intelligent individuals. Other considerations
must be taken into account, not the least of which is
the environment in which the child lives.

In many cultures, children are exposed to music
throughout their early years and on into adulthood,
both as listeners and active participants. In village
and tribal societies, music is central to family and
group activities. However, in more modern soci-
eties, musical development is often curtailed at a
point, if it has been fostered at all, while other abil-
ities are typically encouraged. Happily, this is chang-
ing, and this is where the early childhood music
programs are showing their true value.

———————————

So how does it all work, and what exactly are our
little Mozarts learning? First of all, parents expect-
ing their little one to emerge from any of these pro-
grams performing Tchaikovsky violin concertos at
the ripe old age of 18 months will most certainly be
disappointed. In fact, one of the main differences
between a true early childhood program and instru-
mental methods for the young, like the Suzuki
method, is that the early childhood curricula do not
focus on instrumental technique. A one-year-old
simply cannot handle an instrument. Infants and
toddlers need only be exposed to the fundamentals
of music in a systematic way to reap the benefits. 

Most programs are organized into levels, the first
of which expose the child to musical fundamentals.
Parents or caregivers join their child in experiencing
coordinated movements in time with music, and the
children gradually learn differences in rhythm, pitch
and timbre. Taking advantage of the child’s natural
ability to imitate, simple songs and melodies are intro-
duced and quickly memorized. Toddlers will further
internalize rhythm through movement and dance,
and they will get acquainted with actual instruments

BABIES
Can classes really create mini maestros . . .
. . . or even help kids to read? 
By Michael Barry
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