The holistic learning outcomes of musical

by Julie Wylie

Parent-child musical
communication: a lifeline for
parents

Eliza and her mother are having a
musical conversation. Born three
months too early, Eliza is still only 25
weeks gestational age. Her mother is
pressed close to the incubator and
holds her hand on her tiny daughter's
head as she sings. During this contact,
mother and baby exchange “coos" in
precise alternation. Her mother keeps
her hand on her baby and sings to Eliza
saying how much she loves her and
what a beautiful baby she is. Early
musicality has a powerful role in
building relationships. Eliza has heard
her mother since forty five days after
conception, by the tone and inflections
of her voice (Trevarthen, 2002), so
even though Eliza still ought to be
inside her mother, she knows this
person well.

Eliza's selective orientation to her
mother's musical sounds, critical
discrimination of the musical features
of the song, and even tiny gestural
responses are timed and expressed to
contribute to a joint musical game.
Mother and tiny premature daughter
are communicating, but what is the
communication based on? Eliza and
her mother listen to one another's
sounds creating co-operative patterns
of vocalisations. The function of this
mother's song is to enhance her
relationship with her tiny infant. The
value of the song is inseparable from
its value as an expression of human
experience  (Trevarthen,  2002).
"Communicative musicality is the
dynamic sympathetic state of a human
person that allows co-ordinated
companionship to arise” (Malloch,

The First Years: Ngo Tau Tuatohi. New Zealand Journal of Infant and Toddler Education. Volume 8, Issue 1, 2006 m N 4 g
D
' N
/’ ~

{Peer Reviewed)

1999, p.30). Trevarthen believes that
we see and hear in infants “innate
psychological foundations of both

musical behaviour and musical
awareness that are unique to human
beings" (Trevarthen 2002, p.21). Eliza
understands musical expression at this
intuitive level, without having
developed “intellect” as yet (Berger,
2002, p.77).

Advances in neonatal medicine and
technology have increased the rate of
survival for infants born very tiny and
very early. Separated as they were by
an incubator and the mass of tubes
that were helping to keep Eliza alive,
singing was the only way in which
Eliza's parents felt they could stay
connected to their baby daughter. The
parents took turns to be at her side
and to sing their messages of hope and
love.

Eliza's birth happened before her
parents were ready. “As well as having
a premature baby, we felt that we
were premature parents. We were
terrified that we would lose her".
Eliza's mother said she felt totally out
of control and constantly asked herself
“Whose baby is it? My baby is not with
me". She explained:

As parents we found it difficult to
interpret her cues. We lacked
confidence in interacting with
Eliza. The only thing we felt we
could do was to physically touch
her and sing to her. A wonderfully
supportive nurse showed us how
to hold and make physical contact
with Eliza as she lay in the
incubator and to sing if that's
what we needed to do. Once we
began singing to her regularly

throughout each day she slowly
began to thrive.

Infant brain structure immediately
makes them ready for responding to
and remembering music. When
parents sing a lullaby to their baby, the
repetitiveness, softness, simplicity and
slow tempo generate a calming quality
for both parent and infant. Calming
songs that are accompanied by gently
stroking, rocking or patting help
promote the bonding process and aid
in infant development by supporting
neural development.

Before birth

Neuroscientists are finding increasing
evidence that sound, movement and
rhythm contribute to the physical and
psychological development of the
unborn child. Although the foetus does
not yet understand language, the
foetus absorbs the musical qualities of
language that it hears through the
mother's body: the tone, rhythmic
patterns, melodic rise and fall, tempo
and dynamics. These elements of
music are conveyed principally
through the mother's voice; but also
the father's vocal input can have an
important positive psychological effect
on both mother and child (Bjorkvold,
1989, p.6).

Music for newborns

Trevarthen (2002) describes the
newborn infant as an equal partner
with the mother in the communication
process from the very beginning of
their life together after the child's
birth. He describes mother and child as
being like musicians in a duet. When
the mother and baby are engaged in







