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Music and the brain: follow-up questions 
 
Why does music make the brain function weird at times or trigger some stuff? How does the 
bridge between the two hemispheres of the brain get activated or connect the two sides when 
playing music? 
When we say the brain “lights” up = neurons are activated in that portion of the brain. We see it “light 
up” on medical monitoring devices (fMRI, PET scans). Music (and especially in the brains of 
musicians) activates portions of the brain involved in memory, physical movement, emotions—the same 
parts that are activated when we talk to other people, play sports, make or look at art, and remember past 
experiences, but all together at once. Different ideas or stimuli are processed in different parts of the 
brain—language and analytical thinking on one (left) and emotional, spatial, and imaginative thinking 
on the other (right). Because music requires processing from both sides all the time, the corpus callosum 
(the bridge between them) is quite active. 
 
 
How does our brain process music so quickly? 
Especially in music without words, the musical sounds we hear bypass the “languaged” portions of the 
brain (the parts that use language or process information using language) and are understood in the 
lower parts of the brain stem (where our physiological functions are controlled)—it can be a more 
efficient process:  

Stimulus  autonomic nervous system response (involuntary, physiological processes) 
Instead of adding in an extra step from the “higher” sections of the brain: 

Stimulus  Thinking about it  Doing something consciously 
 
What do different types of music do to your brain? 
Your brain’s reaction to different types of music comes from (1) your attitudes about music, (2) your 
familiarity or past experiences with that music or music like it (Do you have to carve new neural 
pathways to understand what’s going on? Can your brain call on things it’s already learned to 
understand this music? Have you conditioned yourself (or been conditioned) to react to it in a particular 
way?), and (3) how intently you’re paying attention. 
 
 
What about depressing music? 
Hold that thought until our roundtable discussion in class on October 21. 
 
 
Is singing as effective on the brain as other instruments? 
Yes, and singing has the added value of requiring language processing. Many classical singers sing in 
multiple languages (English, French, German, and Italian are the most common, but Chinese, Russian, 
Czech, and Spanish are common, too). 
 
 
Would it be harder for a person to learn to play an instrument later in their life? 
Yes, because the brain becomes less elastic the older we get—we train it to do certain tasks or think in 
certain patterns over and over (i.e., strengthening the neural networks that perform those tasks), and 
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learning any new skill (like playing an instrument) means retraining your brain, working to make new 
connections between information and bodily movements. But “more difficult” doesn’t mean it’s 
impossible, and anyone can learn to play an instrument. 
 
 
I’ve heard stories about how people with learning disabilities having the ability to play an 
instrument at a high level. How is this possible? 
A “learning disability” means that someone’s brain processes information in different ways than most 
other people, and that makes traditional learning environments difficult for them. It doesn’t mean that 
their brains don’t work, and because music often engages different parts of the brain (or doesn’t require 
that information be processed first in the “languaged” parts of the brain), they can almost side-step the 
kinds of activities that put them seemingly at a “disadvantage” and use the parts that they feel more 
comfortable with. Music is just another way of knowing the world. 
 
 
What about people with Alzheimer’s or dementia? 
People who work in the clinical field of music therapy treat patients with these diseases, as well as 
people with PTSD, cognitive delays or disabilities, developmental delays or disabilities, Autism 
spectrum disorder, ADHD, behavioral issues, and motor skill deficiencies. I’ll touch upon this topic in 
class on November 4. 
 
 
Do the changes to your brain continue over time? 
The brain is constantly rewiring itself based on the thoughts you think, the activities you perform, the 
stimuli that it has to react to. So, if you stop doing something that you once used to do a lot (like music, 
a sport, writing papers), when you come back to it after time off it won’t be as easy, fluid, or natural a 
thing to do. But it is possible to remind your brain how to do those things by practicing the again. 
 
 
How can music improve your brain in order to do/make better decisions? 
Making good decisions comes from being informed (being able to recall information), remembering 
how other similar experiences turned out (for you, for others, in literature/movies), and imagining how 
you want things to turn out. Making and listening to music use and reinforce all of these skills. 
 
 
Why do some sounds sound the same when they are not? 
How something “sounds” comes down to (1) acoustics (how sound waves travel), timbre (the unique 
features that distinguish similar sounds, and (3) how we perceive them (what our ears are aware of and 
how we think about or organize those sounds). Two sounds may have quite similar soundwaves 
(amplitude/loudness, period/frequency/pitch) that they may be so similar that our ear cannot discern a 
difference. Subtle changes in timbre are what distinguish, for example, the voice of your sister from the 
voice of your mother: they have different tone qualities. Finally, in terms of how we think about sound, 
the more familiar we are with different qualities of sound (through training our ears and learning how to 
describe those differences), the more differences we can discern—maybe two sounds then won’t be as 
similar as we once thought! 
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