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“Without music life would be a mistake.”  
Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche
German Philosopher 1

Music has always been a part of the human spirit.  From the earliest record of man, we have seen music as being a basic need of living a fulfilled life.  The fossil records show evidence of early man creating musical instruments.  Our earliest religious services were filled with music.  Music is central to many of the important milestones in our lives including birthdays, graduation from high school and college and weddings.  While watching movies, playing video games, viewing television commercials and even riding elevators, music constantly surrounds us.  Despite all of these varying musical influences which envelop us every day, most people have very defined and narrow musical preferences.  This is doubly true for today’s youth.  In order to raise well rounded musical children, it is important to expand these narrow musical identities.  Exposing children to classical music, beginning at a young age, will affect overall music preference and a young person’s affinity for and involvement in music


In 1993 the journal Nature published an article by Frances Rauscher and Gordon Shaw that showed the results of a study linking exposure to Mozart’s Sonata in D Major for Two Pianos with increased spatial reasoning skills. 2   This article was picked up by the popular media and the “Mozart Effect” was born.  This international phenomena touted that listening to classical music, particularly the music of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, would make you smarter.  When the study was published in the research journal Nature, the media had a feeding frenzy about all things Mozart and extended the implications of Gordon’s scientific paper far beyond its actual findings.  Almost instantly record stores ran out of Mozart albums and new companies appeared selling books, tapes and children’s products featuring Mozart and classical music in order to exploit the media and public fascination. 3   Governor Zell Miller of Georgia, a lifelong country music fan, was so impressed with the findings and the possibilities of raising smarter children through classical music, that he set up a program where the parents of every baby born in his state’s 100 public hospitals were given a free compact disc or cassette tape of classical music that included an insert educating the parents on the positive developmental effects of exposing their children to classical music. 4   It seemed that science had finally found the key to raising smarter more well reasoned children through the music of Mozart.


It wasn’t long before much of the research of Gordon and Rauscher was called into question and the so called “Mozart Effect” was being challenged.  Christopher Chabris of Harvard University contends that any cognitive enhancement due to the “Mozart Effect” is statistically insignificant. In a second article, a group of researchers at the University of Western Ontario claim that they were not able to achieve positive results in attempts to replicate the study.  In response, Dr. Rauscher stated that “Nobody ever said listening to Mozart makes you smarter.” 5   This was a product of pop cultures interpretation of the research, not a conclusion of the researchers.  Dr. Rauscher stated that the research showed a temporary and limited improvement in spatial reasoning, not a sustained and general increase in I.Q. 6   In light of the revelation that the “Mozart Effect” was in fact only a temporary phenomenon of a specialized learning, the classical music for infants craze began to subside.

Does the debunking of the “Mozart Effect” de-ligitimize exposing children to classical music beginning at a young age?  Absolutely not.  Martin Goldsmith, program director for XM Satellite Radio’s classical and opera channels and former host of National Public Radio’s “Performance Today” says “The implication is we listen to Mozart to improve quantifiable areas of our lives.  Listening to Mozart is valuable in and of itself, not because it will give you higher test scores, but because it opens a window to the best part of the human animal.” 7   There is beginning to be some provocative research that indicates that exposing children to classical music from an early age will affect children’s musical preferences, their involvement in music and how they in turn will parent their children.

The home environment in which infants are raised can be a tremendous determining factor in later musical preference and musical involvement.  The home environment is immensely important in laying a good musical foundation as a listener or a practitioner of music.  A musical home nurtures the development of musical ability.  Encouragement from parents, siblings and a supportive environment may be critical in stimulating music interest and maintaining motivation for continual improvement in music. 8   This nurturing musical home environment can have effects on children very early on in their lives.  In research conducted by Woodward (1996), neonate infants showed a strong musical preference to their mother’s culture.  This research suggests that transmission of shared musical understanding begins early, perhaps even before birth. 9   As infants continue to grow, the home environment continues to play a central role in musical development.  Research by H. Moog has found that between the ages of three and four, differences in home environment begin to show their effect in music.  Boys and girls that were exposed to more music had a clear advantage in musical ability over children that were exposed to less music during their formative years. 10   Repetition seems to play an important role in the development of musical preference as well.  Schuckert and McDonald (1968) found that four to six year old children altered their music preferences between jazz and classical music after being required to listen individually to the lesser preferred style during quite play periods. 11   As children mature until about the age of nine, musical ability tends to increase, largely as a matter of further cultural immersion.  The sounds of the surrounding musical culture, including sounds from the media as well as sounds produced in the home by parents and siblings, begin to build musical expectancies and a sense of what is appropriate musically and what is not. 12   As children progress through their elementary school years, many will begin developing music biases.  Le Blanc (1991) recognized in his research that young listeners have an “open-earedness” which allows them to have a broader view of musical preference.  This flexibility declines with the onset of adolescence. 13   As children begin entering middle school, they are becoming less flexible in their musical preferences and are dealing with the added influence of peer pressure and social influence.  The best opportunity to help influence music preference seems to be in the pre-adolescent years before and during elementary school.  This time of a child’s life is dominated by the influences of parents and siblings.


Music plays a very important social function in the lives of young people, especially as they enter their teen years.  The Experience and Music Teaching (EMT) project is being carried out in the School of Music at Orebro University, UK.  This project is focusing on young people’s “musical experience and music teaching in relation to cultural conditions and transcultural processes.” 14   The EMT has found that the role of music in young people will typically take one of three forms.  The first is the escapist role.  In this role music is used as a source of relaxation from the tasks of everyday life.  The second role is called the essential role.  The essential role will channel different sorts of feelings and also gives rise to the manifestation of feelings.  In the third role that of the existentialist, music provides crucial significance on the young person’s life in general.  The EMT goes on to categorize the role music plays in a group dynamic.  Music within a group can be mood creating, a uniting force, or a distancing force.15   Peers play a very important role in how these musical roles are developed.  Music is often a central social activity of adolescents and teens.  According to Sun and Lull (1986), one reason teenagers give for watching MTV (Music Television) is that they know that their friends watch. 16  Larson, Kubey and Colletti (1989) found that teenagers who spend more time with their family will spend more time watching TV.  Teens that spend more time with friends of their own age will spend more time listening to music than do other teenagers. 17   This extended social contact can often help shape musical tastes and perceptions.  People will develop musical tastes similar to those with whom they interact.  People are exposed to and learn about various types of music through their network ties.  Ties to kin and close friends are particularly influential. 18   This extended exposure to peer influence leads to an interesting phenomenon called the time constraint theory.  This theory states that the more a person likes one type of music, the less time and energy that person has to develop and maintain preferences for other types of music. 19   Taken one step further, the more time a teen spends in their social group listening to a certain type of music, the less time and energy they have to develop and maintain new musical tastes.  So it seems that while their social interaction goes far to help develop their music preferences, it also serves to limit the styles to which they are exposed.


The EMT project went further and investigated teen attitudes towards and relationships with classical music.  First they found that classical music is associated with school and therefore has overtones of compulsion and control.  The researches further felt that music teaching in schools, regardless of genre or style, would bear a school-oriented stamp which pupils do not recognize as being anchored in reality and which can lead to a distancing of music taught in schools.  The teens in the study also felt that classical music has certain indisputable aesthetic and cultural qualities and therefore should be a part of musical teaching.  Many in the study even reported sometimes choosing to listen to classical music in leisure time, mainly to relax and feel at peace. 20   C. Small notes this strange relationship between classical music and teens.  He observes that even though classical music is held in high esteem, even regarded as the “essence” of music, it is truly popular with a relatively small group of people. 21   Classical music apparently has a difficult time reaching teens.  Much of this can be attributed to social pressures and an overall lack of familiarity with the genre as a whole.  How can we combat this ignorance of the classical music genre?


Listening is the primary means through which most people enjoy and learn about music throughout their life spans.  Helping children develop the ability to listen to music with interest, attention, and understanding is one of the most important goals of music education. 22   The best way to help children develop the ability to intently listen to music is through repetition.  The process of repetition will help make the unfamiliar more familiar and my help alter and expand a child’s musical preference. 23   The research supports the idea that repetition will breed familiarity.  In 1966 Getz found that in a study containing seventh grade students, preferences for string ensemble excerpts increased over ten weeks as a result of familiarity through repetition. 24   The more students are exposed to a style of music, the more familiar that style will become and thus increasing preference for that musical style.  As anecdotal evidence, the writer often finds similar attitudes within his public school band classes.  Often students will express displeasure with a new piece of music, especially one with which they are completely unfamiliar and are unable to sightread at a high proficiency.  Once the students have been familiarized with the piece and are able to perform it at a reasonably high level of proficiency, they often express an extreme fondness for the piece they had previously voiced great displeasure.  Familiarity definitely increases musical enjoyment whether as a listener or as a performer.


One of the most compelling studies concerning early exposure to music was the Parents’ Use of Music with Infants Survey.  This study consisted of telephone interviews with 2,250 English speaking parents with children from four to six months of age.  The survey studied the parents’ recollection of how their parents musically interacted with them as children, and how they in turn interact with their infants.  What it found was that musically experienced parents were more likely to play and sing music with their infants than were parents who did not have a musical upbringing.  (A musical upbringing is defined as being involved in music or having a parent sing or play musical games with them when they were an infant.)  Parents who describe themselves as an instrumental playing parent were more likely to play recordings of classical or jazz music for their infants.  The findings from the study indicate that experience matters.  Parents with specific music educational experience as well as memories of being parented musically were much more likely to sing and play music with their infants than those without those experiences. 25   It is clear from the study that the types of music experiences people have when they are young will greatly influence the way they parent musically.  


Other research in this field helps corroborate and expand the findings of Parents’ Use of Music with Infants Survey.  Bowles in 1991 conducted a survey of 275 concert attending adults.  When surveyed on their musical experiences with their parents, the concert attending adults reported that it was not only the home experiences with their parents, but also their parents’ own involvement in music that strongly influenced them to develop their own musical interests and to continue to pursue those interests as an adult. 26   Research generally affirms that exposure to music and formal training contributes to preferences for a certain styles of music.  (Cutietta, 1992)  “Few would argue that long term exposure to classical music throughout one’s childhood often produces appreciation for this musical genre.” 27   Exposing children to a variety of musical genres, including classical music, in infancy and through pre-adolescence will help shape a well rounded, musically aware adult.


Music educators and caregivers need to provide early exposure to classical music in sustained doses to young people.  Radocy and Boyle in the chapter on “Musical Ability and Learning” from their book Psychological Foundation of Musical Behavior go so far as to say we should “…exploit children’s flexibility and openness to diverse musical styles during the preschool and early elementary years before they become locked into any one style.  Overly narrow musical experiences lead to restrictive expectancies which lead to restrictive preferences.” 28   They further state that “Even without formal instruction or any idea of correct labels for what they hear, children build their musical expectancies and develop preferences.  The authors strongly believe that this is a crucial time for developing intelligent and musically sophisticated future audiences and performers. “ 29   With everything that being a connesoir of classical music has to offer, we owe it to the future to help guide young listeners to an understanding of and hopefully appreciation for classical music.  At the very least we do not want ignorance to be the reason for someone’s dislike of classical music.  As educators, we must educate and enlighten.


An appreciation and involvement in classical music and school music programs have benefits beyond mere enlightenment.  According to the MENC website, in 2005, students taking music or music appreciation in high school scored sixty points higher in the verbal section and thirty nine points higher in the math section of the SAT’s than students who had no coursework in music.  The website also cites an article in the Houston Chronicle in January of 1998 from the Commission on Drug and Alcohol Abuse Report that states secondary students who participated in band or orchestra reported the lowest lifetime and current use of all substances including tobacco, alcohol and illicit drugs.  Statistics from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 reported on the MENC website show that music participants received more academic honors and awards than non music students and that the percentage of music participants receiving A’s and B’s was higher than the percentage of non-participants receiving those grades.  And finally the website reports on a study by Lewis Thomas who studied the undergraduate majors of medical school applicants.  Sixty six percent of music majors that applied to medical school were accepted.  This was the highest percentage of any group.  Which brings us all the way back to the question posed by the media hype surrounding the “Mozart Effect”; does music make us smarter?  Even though we cannot make direct causal relationships between the studies cited above and the study of music, we cannot discount the possibility that in fact SAT scores are higher, academic honors are more prevalent and college success is elevated because these students studied music.  More sustained longitudinal studies need to be performed to show this causal relationship.  In the meantime, exposing the youth to classical music can open up a whole new world of music and learning for them.
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I would give myself a mid to high A for this course.  I have received no grade lower than a 95 on any of the coursework, I have actively participated in all discussion boards, and I have completed all work in a timely and efficient manner.  Further, my writing style has shown considerable improvement since the beginning of the course.  Ms. Clements has commented on several occasions that my papers have been at the top of the class.  I try and make sure my papers are clear and insightful, and avoid merely regurgitating facts.  Because of my consistently excellent work as cited above, I believe that I deserve an A in Music Education II- Sociology and Psychology.

