
How Music Helps     

Build Cognitive Skills  

Music quite naturally provides opportunities to practice 

patterns, math concepts, and symbolic thinking skills, all in 

the context of a joyful noise—which makes it an attractive, 

engaging activity for very young children. 

Patterns and sequencing.  Almost every piece of music has a pattern or sequence 

built into its melody or lyrics. Learning to anticipate patterns and place objects or 

events in sequence builds critical early math and early reading skills. Choose songs 

that are repetitive in rhythm or lyrics to help children learn to anticipate patterns 

(“Pop Goes the Weasel,” “Old MacDonald Had a Farm”). Share songs that tell a story 

(“Froggy Went A-Courtin’”) or ones that have a clear beginning, middle, and end 

(“The Farmer in the Dell”) to help children learn to decipher sequences in music.  

Steady beat. Being aware of the steady beat involves clapping or patting out the beat 

to a piece of music or a nursery rhyme. Research has found that children’s personal 

tempo (ability to feel and express a steady beat) correlates with reading and math 

skills. 

Memory. Music holds a powerful place in our memory. Even babies as young as 8 

months have shown recognition of a familiar piece of music. Providing consistent ex-

periences with the same song (at the same time, such as nap time) helps young ba-

bies remember and link that music with a particular experience.  

Discrimination or observation of differences. Through experience with different in-

struments and types of music, children slowly become aware of differences in pitch, 

timbre, tone, and volume. Even young babies will look surprised when one egg shak-

er makes a different sound from all the others. Similarly, a child can discriminate the 

difference in tone when someone sings directly to her as compared to singing alone. 



How Music Helps Build Language and Literacy Skills 

If you ask which area of development music impacts the most, the majority of people 

will mention language skills. In fact, music activates literacy and language learning in 

many ways. 

Spoken language. Music gives children an easy-to-enter window into practicing lan-

guage and deciphering meaning. Modifying the words in well-known songs (such as 

singing “Happy lunchtime to you!”) or asking older toddlers to fill in the blanks in sing-

ing (for example, “[Dante] had a little [fish], whose fins were bright and orange”) en-

courages children to practice logical thinking and reasoning skills. 

Receptive language. Listening to music is an exercise in receptive language skills (words 

that children understand but may not yet be able to say). But remember, music need 

not have words to communicate feelings or images. The tempo, volume, and different 

instrument sounds all influence the mood of a piece of music. 

Phonemic awareness. Phonemic awareness describes how well a child can hear, recog-

nize, and use different sounds (called phonemes). For example, in the word cat there 

are three different phonemes: the /k/ sound, the short /a/ sound, and the /t/ sound. 

Music supports this critical skill because most songs include rhyming.  For example, in 

the song “I’m a Little Teapot,” the words stout, spout, shout, and out all rhyme. 
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