M,USK: Music Together® Supports
Togell'helé Early Brain Development

Music Together uniquely and comprehensively supports programs focused on nurturing early brain

development and can serve as an integral tool in achieving desired outcomes, while providing families and

service providers with engaging and enjoyable activities.

Ongoing research continues to underscore the profound impact of ‘nurture’ on a child’s brain development
during their first three years. Early experiences and social interactions play an integral role in shaping
physical brain architecture, gene expression, biological processes and, therefore, a child’s social,
emotional, physical, and cognitive development'. Encompassing the early childhood years, the
developmentally appropriate and research-based Music Together program not only supports music
learning and development but also can help to promote overall healthy brain development in infants and

young children, benefitting the child in multiple developmental domains.

Music Together provides opportunities for stimulation
of important neural networks and areas of the brain.

During early childhood, the brain is extremely “plastic,” meaning it is more malleable, sensitive,
and adaptable to its environment. At birth, there is an overproduction of neurons and synapses; those
that are used most are strengthened, while those that are not exercised are weakened or eventually lost,
referred to as “pruning.” Infant brain structure and neural connections are therefore shaped, either
positively or negatively, by early experiences'.

The Music Together program is designed to begin in infancy so that children are exposed to the great
positive benefits of developmentally appropriate, parent-child music experiences during this
heightened stage of brain development, and so that those neural networks essential to music
development and development in other domains are used and strengthened.

Infant neurological development is stimulated through ‘purposeful touch’and is optimally effective
when accompanied by face-to-face, responsive interactions. For an infant, tactile and kinesthetic
stimulation of their millions of sensory cells can help to release important chemicals in the brain and
decrease heart rate, blood pressure, and the stress hormone cortisol, which can be particularly
damaging in infancy. Appropriately stimulating touch can also enhance muscular coordination and tone;
promote regulation of the digestive, respiratory, and circulatory systems; and strengthen the bond
between a caregiver and infant. On a practical level, this touch stimulation can calm an infant and help
him sleep better'i.

The adult-infant interactions in a Music Together class are grounded in the understanding of the
developmental benefits of ‘purposeful touch’ for the infant. Parents and caregivers can learn about the
positive benefits of tactile and kinesthetic stimulation in early infancy through musically and
rhythmically engaging interactions, where purposeful touch helps to stimulate their infant’s
neurological development.
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o Visual and audiitory input also stimulates an infant’s neural connections. Sensory input taken in
through the eyes and ears feeds into the brain through the thalamus, which then routes this information
to the visual and auditory cortex where the information is processed™.

In a Music Together class, when a caregiver and an infant engage in dyadic music-making, the infant
receives both auditory and visual stimulation (the caregiver’s singing combined with movement of the
mouth), strengthening the important thalamus-to-cortex connection that processes information.

e When singing, two areas in the brain essential to language ability are engaged: Broca’s area
(associated with the production and output of speech) and Wernicke’s area (associated with the
processing and input of speech). Some brain imaging has also shown increased activity in Broca’s area
when processing rhythm and melody, and when playing an instrument.

Music Together songs include melody and rhythm in songs both with and without words. Therefore,
children of all ages are exposed to the elements of song that activate those regions of the brain integral
to both music learning and language learning. Furthermore, by exposing infants to music that is rich
and varied in tonality and meter during their first year of life when it is vital to hear, process, and
decode the sounds of any language, Music Together classes help young children learn to “speak the
language” of music.

Music Together activities foster the positive parenting and
caregiver-child interactions that support healthy brain development.

o The parent’-infant attachment relationship has been connected to gene expression and even to the
physical development of an infant’s right brain, which regulates stress, emotion, and ability to self-
regulate’’. In addition, high levels of the stress hormone cortisol have been found to harm both cells and
connections in an infant’s brain during this early period of development, which can lead to aggressive
behavior and difficulty coping with stress, both as a child ages and into adulthood"'.

Music Together understands that the involvement of important adults in a child’s life is fundamental
during the period of Primary Music Development. For this reason, the program provides parents and
caregivers with a supportive environment and the at-home tools to engage in parent-child activities
that are appropriately stimulating. This promotes the positive, sensitive, responsive, and loving
interactions that lead to healthy attachment relationships. Music Together classes can also help parents
and caregivers learn how to effectively and empathetically listen for and attend to their infant’s needs
and distress signals. This can help their child to develop emotion-regulation and navigate stress.

"The term “parent” is inclusive of a child’s primary caregiver or important adult in his/her life who has taken on a
significant share of parenting duties.
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e Sensitive and responsive caregiving during the first year of life also helps to build the foundation
for essential cognitive skills called executive functions (e.g., working memory, cognitive flexibility,
and inhibitory control). All children have the potential to develop these skills, but it is the early
experiences, environments, and relationships in infancy that activate the neural networks underlying
executive function abilities",

Music Together activities naturally help to support the development of executive functions, particularly
during the preschool years but even during the first year of life. The integration of parent education
moments with in-class music-making helps parents understand how and why music and movement
activities can support the earliest stages of their child’s executive function development.

e FEarly communication between an infant and a mother/caregiver (often referred to as “motherese”
or infant-directed speech) has been labeled as having a musicality, suggesting that the infant brain
may be predisposed to certain universal melodic and rhythmic elements of communication™.

The dyadic music-making experience in Music Together class is therefore a natural extension of this
communication for both infants and caregivers. Helping parents attune to, and appropriately respond
to, their child’s earliest musical expression and behavior supports and enhances the child’s music
learning and development, while also supporting the positive communication and essential bonding
that contributes to healthy brain development.

Music Together provides opportunities for active learning.

e Brain research has emphasized that it is an infant’s active engagement with his surroundings that
influences brain development*,

The design of the Music Together learning environment is based on the understanding that children
learn through play. Classes involve active modeling and participation by the grownups (teacher and
caregivers), inviting but never pressuring children to join in the music play and exploration. This
relaxed, playful, and musically rich environment creates ample opportunities for infants, toddlers, and
preschoolers to observe, explore, engage, and process in their own ways, leading to active and joyful
learning experiences. Because learning cannot truly succeed with only once-a-week opportunities,
parents are supported and encouraged to continue this stimulating and playful active music-making
with their child outside of class.
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