
	

	

 
How listening to & playing music benefits babies' brains 

 
Did you know that music makes you smarter, more productive and happier? Just listening 
to music has many benefits but playing an instrument can actually change the way 
children’s brains are wired and protect them from depression and toxic stress. An 
increasing number of scientists are studying the impact of music on the brain and their 
results show more benefits than ever suspected.  
 
We’ve always known that music has a powerful, transformative and unifying effect on 
people. Only now, however, do we know that professional musicians have better working 
memories and better cognitive skills. This means they can more easily make informed 
decisions, have an incredible capacity for concentration and produce a healthy dose of 
dopamine, the happiness neurotransmitter. Neuroscientists who study baby brains say 
music has long-lasting benefits for them, too. 
 
Music makes a big difference to the baby brain. One study from the Institute of Learning 
and Brain Sciences detected that after babies listen to music, their auditory and prefrontal 
cortexes looked different because these are the regions of the brains in charge of emotions, 
language and speech.  And when young children interact with others, the effects extend to 
personality traits like being helpful and cooperative.  
 
When all this scientific evidence gets translated into our homes and early learning centers, 
even in short interventions, our children get smarter. “We see an impact in literacy,  
numeracy, physical development, gross motor coordination, fine motor skills, social and 
emotional development,” says Graham Welsh, a British neuroscientist who studies the 
impact of music on young children’s brains.  “Anthropologists argue that music preceded 
language. Language is the junior partner or child of the original sound-making that we 
make, which is why sound is so widely represented in the brain.”  
 
Welsh works with Julian Knight, director of Creative Futures, a music program for 
disadvantaged children. “It’s very easy for schools to feel they need to focus on literacy 
and numeracy because those are the outcomes they are judged on. But music can unlock a 
child’s path for learning in a way that nothing else might. It builds their confidence, 
language skills and can improve their math scores when they get to school.” 
 
Even when young children simply listen to music, their brains change. Among other 
benefits, music can: 
 

• Improve moods and empower young children because it reduces their stress levels. 
Even listening to sad music is good because it’s cathartic, making it easier for them 
to get in touch with their emotions.  

• Stimulate the formation of brain chemicals such as dopamine and oxytocin. When 
these are released, children are encouraged to share, empathize and trust others. 

• Boost concentration skills and productivity 



	

	

• Improve learning and grades 
• Develop spatial intelligence - essential for a later interest in mathematics, 

engineering, computer science and architecture 
• Improve vocabulary and creativity  

 
The benefits of music can be experienced in many forms.  You don’t have to buy an 
instrument either. Just pickup anything that’s in the classroom or at home and make music 
with it.  Now that we know the science of music, it’s time to put a soundtrack to children’s 
early years and start making music of our own. 
 
Carlota Nelson is the writer and director of Brain Matters, a groundbreaking feature 
documentary about early brain development in children that released across global 
streaming and multimedia platforms on June 27th, 2019.  Before filming began, Nelson spent 
eight months researching early childhood development with the world’s leading 
neuroscientists and members of the early childhood development community. To learn 
more about the film, please visit www.brainmattersfilm.com.    
  
 

 
 


