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 These pages hold information regarding 
the ideas of the Music Together philosophy, how 
and why to support your child’s musical growth, 
and some of the science behind the method. 
 The chart below shows how music is 
processed by many parts of our brains at once.  
The charts on the last page (front and back) are 
to show the common misconception about 
music talent distribution in people, and the trend 
toward underachievement in North American 
children in terms of “basic music competency.”   
 You have made a great choice for your 
child by enrolling in an early music education 
class and I hope that you will continue to make 
music together with your family even after 
you’ve completed your semester(s) with us.

Parent Education Materials



Let’s rock! Even newborns can follow a rhythm  
Infant brain responds with error signal when beat is disturbed, study finds 
By Robin Nixon (MSNBC.com) Jan. 26, 2009 

Newborns can follow a rhythm, a new study has found, suggesting rocking out is innate. 
The finding, published in the Jan. 26 issue of the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences, adds to growing evidence that the newborn brain is not the blank slate it was once thought to 
be. 
Rather, scientists have shown, at birth we already have sophisticated methods for interpreting the world. 
Discrimination may be crude, explained lead researcher István Winkler of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences in Budapest, but “the basic algorithms are in place already.” 
This may be particularly true when it comes to sound. Infants as young as 2 days old can process pitch 
and tell if a series of notes are rising or falling in scale. And it is now known they have rhythm, too. 
Newborns can’t exactly swing their hips to prove they can jive, so Winkler and his colleague Henkjan 
Honing of the University of Amsterdam monitored the brains of 14 infants listening to variations of a rock 
rhythm — complete with drum, snare and high hat cymbal. 
When “metrically-unimportant portions” of the beat were silenced, nothing much changed among the 
auditory-related activity in the brain, Honing said. But when the rhythm was disturbed, particularly by 
omitting the downbeat, the infant brain responded with an error signal: An expectation for a rhythmic 
pattern was not met. 
“A baby’s auditory system is working the same way as an adult’s, in that it is always making predictions,” 
Winkler said. If the prediction is incorrect, an error signal helps gauge “how much you are off the actual 
target,” he said. 

Perceiving emotion 

While spoken language can take more than a year to develop, “music is one of the earliest things parents 
have with their children,” Honing said. 
On a note-to-note level, adult speech usually lacks the pulsing regularity of music, but when parents talk 
to babies, they instinctively switch to melodic and rhythmic intonations “as a way of communicating 
emotional messages,” Honing said. 
Infants can perceive anger, happiness and sadness from a caregiver’s cooing and baby babble, he said. 
A study last year found that babies as young as 5 months can distinguish an upbeat tune, such as “Ode 
to Joy” from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, from other gloomy tunes. 
At a structural level, certain conversation protocols require rhythmic synchrony and are likely unique to 
humans, Winkler said. While other animals, such as birds and frogs, do have significant auditory skills, 
few, if any, perceive rhythm or carry on a dialogue, he said. 
“If you ever talk to someone who will really not synchronize with you, for example like with a computer,” 
Winkler said, “you have the feeling that you can not communicate.” 
An infant’s perception of rhythm may make him receptive to the distinctively human tendency to teach, 
Winkler said. “Apes never teach,” he said, explaining that baby apes learn by simply emulating their 
parents. But humans engage in a sing-song form of information exchange, where the recipient of new 
knowledge must respond in a synchronous way (not too fast, not too slow) to convey understanding. 
Therefore, evolution may have favored brains wired to rock for learning purposes, said Winkler, and 
“music went along for the ride.” 

© 2009 LiveScience.com. All rights reserved.  



Parent Education for Music Together program – Tonewood Family Music, Inc. 

As you know, every class opens with the “Hello Song.”  This ritual is a familiar and anticipated way to get 
our energy focused for the class that is to follow.  Even the youngest of children can recognize the 
melody and respond when the group sings their name.  So, “Hello to You and your family,” and let’s get 
ready to learn about what a Music Together class is really all about. 

Imagine that you are doing one of the exercises in our classes and it comes your turn to throw in a 
suggestion.  What is it that is happening?  Many things are being processed in your brain to allow you to 
participate in class.  First of all, you have been singing along with the group (hopefully), which requires 
your sense of tonality and rhythm as well as your linguistic knowledge – if the song has words – and your 
breathing and singing muscles. Usually we add body movement while doing our songs in class to help 
our visual and kinesthetic learners, so you have probably been manipulating your arms and/or legs in 
rhythm as well.  Now you have been called on to add a suggestion.  Your creativity and confidence are 
being tested on top of all the other processes going on inside your brain.  Will you speak at the right time 
on the right pitch? 

This example is characteristic of what goes on in your brain during a song exercise.  Research has 
shown that the stimulation of neural pathways during the formative years of a child’s brain development 
can cause those pathways to become stronger and better insulated.  This insulation will allow better flow 
of electrical impulses and therefore quicker access to memories and other information.  Thus, a simple 
exercise – or seemingly simple – can stimulate many different areas of the brain and aid in the 
strengthening and interconnecting of these areas of the brain.  Did you know that tonality, language, 
rhythm, emotion, and coordination are all processed by different parts of your brain?  Now imagine that 
simple exercise again and feel your brain getting stronger! 

But don’t take my word for it.  Here are some quotes to reinforce what I’m talking about: 

_______________________________ 

Babies come into the world with musical preferences. They begin to respond to music while still in the 
womb. At the age of 4 months, dissonant notes at the end of a melody will cause them to squirm and turn 
away. If they like a tune, they may coo. 

All humans come into the world with an innate capability for music.  At a very early age, this capability is 
shaped by the music system of the culture in which a child is raised. 

A human brain is divided into two hemispheres, and the right hemisphere has been traditionally identified 
as the seat of music appreciation. However, no one has found a "music center" there, or anywhere else. 
Studies reveal that music perception emerges from the interplay of activity in both sides of the brain. 
 
Some brain circuits respond specifically to music; but parts of these circuits participate in other forms of 
sound processing. For example, the region of the brain dedicated to perfect pitch is also involved in 
speech perception. 
 
Music and other sounds go to the auditory cortex, assemblages of cells just above both ears. The right 
side of the cortex is crucial for perceiving pitch as well as certain aspects of melody, harmony, timbre, 
and rhythm.  The left side of the brain in most people excels at processing rapid changes in frequency 
and intensity, both in music and words.  Both left and right sides are necessary for complete perception 
of rhythm. 

From: Harvard University Gazette: Music on the Brain (3/22/2001), Researchers explore the biology of music.  By William J. 
Cromie, Gazette Staff 
 
 



The auditory cortex has connections to the frontal lobe of the brain, just behind the forehead, where 
much of our capabilities for abstraction, anticipation, and inference sit. Both these areas also boast 
extensive passageways to other parts of the brain that generate emotions.  
 
Experimenters at the University of California at Irvine compared 3-year-olds who took piano lessons with 
peers who learned to sing, use the computer, or did none of these things. A few weeks later, the little 
piano players did better than the other groups at solving puzzles similar to those presented in IQ tests. 
 
Evidence also exists that high school students with a music background do better than their peers on the 
Scholastic Aptitude Tests (SATs) for college entrance. 

From:  Harvard University Gazette: How Your Brain Listens to Music (3/2002) By William J. Cromie, Gazette staff 
 
______________________________ 
 
Musicians have been found to have more developed anterior portions of the corpus callosum.  Classical 
musicians between the ages of 21 and 36 have significantly greater anterior corpora callosa than the 
non-musical control. There is a strong correlation of musical exposure before the age of seven to greatly 
increased size of the corpus callosum. These fibers join together the left and right hemispheres and 
indicate an increased relaying between both sides of the brain. This suggests the merging between the 
spatial- emotiono-tonal processing of the right brains and the linguistical processing of the left brain. It 
has been thought that this large relaying across many different areas of the brain has contributed to 
music’s ability to aide in memory function. 
 
An idea is that it could form neural connections from different angles to a single memory and help to 
create different pathways for the recall of a single memory.  It was found that over a long period of time, 
actively taught students retained much more information than the passively taught students. The actively 
taught students [the ones who received lessons] were also found to have greater cerebral cortex 
activation; this would indicate that the musically taught students were more effectively taught. It should 
also be noted that the passively taught students [the ones who just listened to music] weren’t wasting 
their time; they, along with the active group, displayed greater left hemisphere activity which is typical in 
trained musicians. 

From Wikipedia: Music and the brain 
 
____________________________ 
 
This last paragraph is particularly interesting because of the fact that just listening to music had benefits 
for the children in the group.  The active music-makers retained more.  I find it fascinating that just 
listening to music has the power to stimulate and enrich our brains.  With all the ways that we actively 
explore music in class, you can just imagine the good that we are doing! 

Further information/reading: 

Of course, you can find a wealth of information online, but if you’d like a book, here are a few: 

Music with the Brain in Mind by Eric Jensen. ©2000 Eric Jensen.  Published by The Brain Store, Inc. 

The Singing Neanderthals by Steven Mithen ©2006 Steven Mithen.  Published by Harvard Univ. Press 

The Anthropology of Music by Alan P. Merriam ©1964 Alan P. Merriam.  Published by Northwestern Univ. Press 

This is Your Brain on Music by Daniel J. Levitin ©2006 Daniel J. Levitin.  Published by Penguin Group 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/corpus_callosum


The Four Tenets of the Music Together Philosophy: 
1. All children are musical. 
2. Therefore all children can achieve Basic Music Competency. 
3. The involvement of the primary caregivers is essential to this development. 
4. This development is best achieved in a musically rich and diverse environment that doesn’t 
over-challenge and isn’t results oriented. 
 
1. All children are musical. 
What do you mean when you say someone is musical?  Are you referring to their ability to sing on pitch, 
to move with accurate rhythm, or their ability to play an instrument?  Some people have a wonderful 
ability to distinguish melodies within a larger framework or to pick out parts of the song that most of us 
miss.  Some may be able to identify the composer, style, or particular instrument in the music.  Others 
may just be profoundly moved by the emotion of the song.  And don’t forget those rare individuals who 
can compose tremendous symphonies for the complete orchestra – they are assuredly musical.  But 
what does musicality mean?  Actually, all of the above!  The examples I used are just varying types of 
musical ability.  We all are born with the aptitude for music.  Therefore, we are all capable of achieving at 
least a basic level of musicality – as the articles in the previous section state, babies respond to music 
while in the womb.  You can’t get more basic than that!  
On a side note, almost all of the things that I mentioned above as being part of a musical person are 
things we do every week in class.  We sing, move, play instruments, listen for special sounds and 
framework in the songs; we try to see how the song makes us feel, and compose our own words and 
rhythms.  We are developing many musical abilities.  Be patient, some take many years to fully mature. 

2. Basic Music Competency 
There is a gross misconception that music ability is reserved for only a select few.  The graphs on the 
last pages of this packet demonstrate how musical aptitude is perceived versus the actual distribution of 
musical ability in humans.  We may feel that music talent is rare, but these charts show otherwise. 
Although 84% of us have at least an average chance to achieve basic music competency, there is an 
unfortunate trend toward under-developing our musical ability.  Studies have shown that unless our 
aptitude for music is nourished by age nine or ten, it can be lost forever as our brains “hard-wire” 
themselves for future learning.  Not all of us use our music abilities daily, but it’s nice to have the skill. 
Basic Music Competency, or BMC, is defined as the ability to sing on correct pitch with accurate rhythm 
and to move your body rhythmically.  BMC is accepted as a beginning point for future music education, 
but doesn’t ensure continued musical involvement.  Music is a skill acquired over time and best achieved 
by personal dedication and by caregiver involvement. 

3. Involvement of the Primary Caregivers 
For very young children, achieving BMC is best learned as a by-product of parent/caregiver involvement.  
Music is learned in much the same way that a child learns language: exposure to the sounds and the 
breaking down of structure by their elders. Children are biologically wired to respond to the care-giving 
adults around them.  Whatever they see and hear from these adults, they will try to incorporate into their 
behavior and vocabulary.  This natural desire to mimic is why it is extremely important for the “big people” 
in class to try to get in touch with their inner children and participate.  Our society is very judgmental 
about singing voices and dance moves.  Most people who have basic skills in singing or dance will never 
risk showing their skill because they feel they are not good enough.  Music Together class is not like the 
rest of the world.  Please feel free to sing like no one is listening and dance like no one is watching.  The 
truth is, the children will be listening and watching – but what they will hear and see is your freedom of 
expression being welcomed by the group and they will want to join in, too!  Don’t worry if you aren’t an 
American Idol or a Dancer with the Stars.  Your children will have plenty of time to look around and find 
the type of singer and dancer that pleases them later in life.  Right now, it’s all about our attitude about 
music making. 



4. A developmentally appropriate and non-performance oriented environment. 
The Music Together program is designed to facilitate the process of learning music by providing a 
“musical guide” or teacher (as you may know him or her).  Language from the caregiver is omnipresent 
to a child’s ears, but music may not be.  Your class is a chance to immerse yourself in music for a while 
with a trained leader to guide the way.  And to further increase the likelihood that the child will 
surreptitiously learn music, Music Together has developed a curriculum that is listenable and fun! 
Fun is really the most important part.  To a child, practice is work and work is hard.  We seek to make 
practice a game.  Practice = Play (fun!) + Repetition.  When the game is freely chosen and controlled by 
the child, he or she is much more likely to participate and repeat the games.  The games should be 
intrinsically rewarding (i.e. no identifiable goal but fun itself), and should be relatively free of restrictions 
or rules.  When the game is slightly challenging, but rewarded by silliness, we have created the fun that 
the child will want to repeat again and again.  (Play + Repetition = Practice!) 
Building on the last statement of showing your love for music despite your ability, our classes don’t stress 
performance from the children.  A major part of a child’s development is allowing them to discover the 
parts of class that they enjoy and encourage them to participate in some of the other parts as well. One 
of the most difficult parts of this process may be allowing the process to happen.  It has been found that it 
can take three years of continued active exposure to music to develop BMC.  (That’s the length of the 
Music Together program cycle, by the way.)  Often, as parents/caregivers, we push too hard for our 
children to succeed.  If you feel that you may be pushing too hard, go back and read the section about 
fun.  Allow your child to participate at his or her own level of readiness and skill.  Bring your silliness and 
check your expectations at the door. 
There is no goal in class but to participate and have fun.  The curriculum is purposely developed to be 
instantly accessible yet endlessly challenging.  Even though the youngest of children will be able to 
participate by shaking a shaker or enjoying a bounce in their caregivers’ arms, the older children can find 
a fun challenge in singing the songs or doing the dances.  Even if a child is quiet and shy, they may be 
silently studying in preparation to reenact the class at home.  That’s wonderful!  It seems a strange 
philosophy in today’s world of instant gratification, but it really does work.   And you may find this idea 
trickling into other parts of your life, too! 

SUMMARY:   
Your children look to you for how to behave in class and in life.  Research shows that music helps in the 
development of young minds.  Music Together and your teacher are here to help you express your love 
of music and your love for your child.  But don’t let it stop at the end of class.  Introduce your favorite 
music, too.  Whether it’s Bach or Beck or Bjork.  Your feeling about music is their feeling about music. 
So, sing like no one is listening and dance like no one is watching – even though you know they are! 

I hope you have enjoyed your semester so far and I look forward to seeing you soon again, my 
friends.  But for now, “Goodbye, so long, farewell!” 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This is a representation of what seems to be normative,
based on selected data and our field experience.
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