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MT in a nutshell
+ Definition 

“Music therapy is the use of music to 
work on non-musical goals.” 



+ Credentials 
Education, training and  

certification requirements  

MT in a nutshell



MT in a nutshell
+ Applications 

Settings in which and populations with whom 
music therapists work  



MT in a nutshell
+ Why It Works 

 

✦ Music is a very basic human response, spanning all degrees of ability/
disability. The malleability of music makes it a medium that can be adapted to 
meet the needs of each individual. 

✦ Music is motivating and enjoyable.  

✦ Music therapy addresses multiple developmental issues simultaneously.  

✦ Music therapy can provide success-oriented opportunities for achievement and 
mastery.  

✦ The structure and sensory input inherent in music help to establish response and 
role expectations, positive interactions, and organization.



Music is the tool

Common 
Misconceptions 

About Music 
Therapy



Sometimes music 
therapy looks like a 

music lesson, but 
we are actually 
working on non-

musical skills.

MT client 
with autism 



MT for Children with 
SPECIAL NEEDS

Self-Care 
Focus and Attention 
Emotional Regulation 

Cognitive, Motor, Social,  
and Behavior Skills 

Communication 

 



Music therapy  
for Communication

Music is considered a “universal 
language” which provides 

bridges in a non-threatening 
setting between people and/or 
between individuals and their 

environment, facilitating 
relationships, learning, self-

expression, and communication.



nonverbal 
communication

Opportunities for  
Physical Response

✦ Further inclusion of nonverbal students 

✦ Teaches alternate interpersonal 
communication 

✦ Increases social skills and appropriate 
behavior



nonverbal 
communication

Incorporating Sign Language

✦ Provides a multi-sensory experience 

✦ A means of communication and 
participation for non-verbal students 

✦ Encourages on-task behavior



nonverbal 
communication

Utilizing Instruments

✦ Increases the “fun factor” of a song 

✦ Offers additional incentive for 
participation and completing objective 

✦ Address multiple goals at one time



Music therapy for 
verbal communication
✦ Because music and speech are structurally similar, however, 

processed differently in the brain, music can elicit responses from 
patients which could otherwise be impossible if processed strictly 
through the speech pathways of the brain. 

✦ Singing is effective in speech rehabilitation, because it shares the 
same natural expression as speech, such as inflection of tone that is 
naturally incorporated into speaking. 

✦ Benefits to speech that may result from singing include controlled 
rate of speech, improved articulation, intelligibility, and increased 
vocal intensity.



Songs can  
stimulate speech

✦ Songs are most often repetitive in structure. 

✦ Music stimulates vocalizing, which can lead to verbalizing. 

✦ Accompanying music supports speech production. 

✦ Familiar and preferred melodies invite participation. 

✦ There is an inherent desire to complete musical phrases.  



repetitive  
structure

Chorus 
Verse 1 
Chorus 
Verse 2 
Chorus 

A song structure such as this allows the 
child to anticipate what’s coming next. 



repetitive  
structure

“There was an old lady 
who swallowed a fly.  I 

don’t know why she 
swallowed a fly... 

perhaps she’ll cry!” 

Target specific sounds and 
words that are repeated 
throughout the song. Use 
visual aides to reinforce. 



Vocalizing     VerbaliZing
“Ooh-wah, ooh-wah, 

ooh-wah-ooh!” 

Songs with a combination 
of repeated syllables and 

words provide 
opportunities for 

progression from the 
former to the latter. 

“Walk Along the River”



Music is supportive
A phrase in a song has a 
specific cadence, rhythm, 

length, and endpoint. 

Music provides a 
context for the lyrics, 

which can be 
generalized to speech.



Music is supportive
Musical  

Conversation 

The therapist engages the student in a “hello” conversation, 
singing instead of speaking each exchange.  The melody of 
each question and answer remains the same to keep 
consistency.   

Once the student is able to participate in a basic sung 
conversation, return to spoken dialogue in order to generalize 
this skill to other settings.  



Familiar & preferred 
melodies

Familiar and preferred songs can serve 
as therapeutic tools to stimulate speech.   

✦ Filling in omitted sounds and words 

✦ Using visuals to aid speech 
production 

✦ Success with a familiar song can 
heighten motivation



Completing musical 
phrases

Music is like a 
puzzle. It needs to 

be complete to 
make sense. 

The inherent desire to complete musical phrases is 
already present in young children, even those with 

developmental delays.



Discussion

Please feel free to contact me 
for additional information 

about music therapy!

rachel@musictherapyconnections.org


