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PRELUDE

Years ago I wrote an article that was later published in a give-away parents’ newspaper in New York City, that dealt with how to take children to concerts—how to prepare them for the experience, how to gather material describing the music they would be hearing, and more. It was a well-received article that subsequently motivated me to consider writing a book on the subject of “Kids ’n’ Music” that could provide useful information on various other related topics on this theme. After years of teaching piano, taking school students to concerts, providing professional music-based clinical treatment for a variety of diagnosed children, and assisting parents on various “how to” issues, I outlined such a book, and it sat unnoticed in my documents file as a “someday” project.

Move forward to the year 2016, when I received a note from Jessica Kingsley Publishers that my fourth book, Eurhythmics for Autism and Other Neuropschologic Diagnoses: A Sensorimotor Music-Based Treatment Approach, had been released (November, 2015). I took a breath feeling very relieved, and, as a tongue-in-cheek response, I wrote my editor, Lisa Clark, attaching my “Kids ’n’ Music” outline, saying, (in jest), “Okay, now I’m ready for my next book!” although I had decided that I was done writing books! It was truly meant as a joke, since I was exhausted from the production of the Eurhythmics for Autism book, and I knew that this publisher does not undertake mass-market publishing! Well, one must be very careful what one speaks! Lisa perused the outline, and the previously published article about taking children to concerts, and responded that she’d be very interested in publishing this book, provided I would focus it toward Autism and special needs children, applicable to JKP readership! Wow, I thought! Do I have the energy to embark on yet another book, so soon? But the idea of specifying the material towards special needs populations intrigued me, and would provide the opportunity for me to advise parents in a similar manner as I had been advising throughout my professional work. A month after my Eurhythmics for Autism book was released, I was in contract to write this book!

Herein is the result. So first, I would like to acknowledge and thank my talented and intuitive Jessica Kingsley editor, Lisa Clark, along with her excellent production staff, for pushing me, suggesting to me, correcting me, and for working all hours, to bring about amazing publications that benefit so many clinicians, caretakers, teachers, and interested persons raising and working with special needs populations. And, I add a loud BRAVO! to Jessica Kingsley Publishers for being recognized by the 2016 British Book Industry Awards as Independent Academic, Educational & Professional Publisher of the Year. I am honored to be on the roster of JKP authors. Thank you, Jessica Kingsley, Lisa Clark, and staff at JKP for your dedication and hard work.

While writing this book, I wanted the readers to find the material to be accessible and comfortable to read. I felt that the addition of some humorous illustrations could be fun to include. To that end, I contacted visual artist Geoffrey Rowland, art instructor and Chair of the Fine Arts Department at Auburn High School in Riner, Virginia, to suggest the possibility that some talented art students in his classes might like to contribute some illustrations as a special project for extra credits. Mr. Rowland, some readers may recall, had previously illustrated the Schneck & Berger book The Music Effect (JKP, 2006), so I thought he would be helpful in this respect. Mr. Rowland undertook the suggestion, and several months later I received a copy of the illustration that is now included in this book, at the beginning of Chapter 6. It is a beautifully conceived illustration rendered by a 15-year old freshman student in Mr. Rowland’s art class, Miss Miriam Gallup Jones, from the Christiansburg, Virginia area. I was delighted with this student’s depiction of a young person pounding on a piano to display either frustration or anger, perhaps loving the piano but hating to practice. The illustration is so delightful, and so artistically rendered by the young talented art student, that I felt it was appropriate for inclusion. So thank you, Miss Miriam G. Jones from Mr. Geoffrey Rowland’s art class at Auburn High School, for your wonderful contribution, and for your excellent artistic talent! Thank you, Mr. Rowland, Miriam, and Mr. and Mrs. Jones, for giving the publishers and me permission to include this illustration. Auburn High School in Riner, Virginia, will be very proud of your achievement.

The most important person I would like to acknowledge and thank, among many others, is my singing colleague, educator, and friend in Durham, North Carolina, Marie Hammond, for volunteering to undertake the important (and very time-consuming) project of reading through the raw text, editing the Ps and Qs, commas, misspellings, grammatical inconsistencies, and general sensibility of the material, prior to my submission of the draft to the publisher. Without Marie’s initial suggestions, corrections, and input, readers may have had some confusions reading the material. Marie and her wonderful pianist-husband Sam participate in the Triangle Jewish Chorale in Durham/Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Marie sings tenor voice in the choir, and Sam accompanies, orchestrates, and participates in rehearsals and performances. The Hammonds are very special people, and I am very lucky and honored to have their friendship and support. Thank you, Marie and Sam, for your interest in my work.

Finally, to list and acknowledge the many families, parents, clients, students, musicians, professionals, and friends who have influenced the ideas and suggestions found in the following pages, would be to write another 20 pages. I will simply say Thank you to all, most of you know of whom I speak. Your knowledge and contribution of insights continue to stimulate my interests and professionalism, and I hope this book will pay tribute to your high standards of thinking.



OVERTURE

ABOUT KIDS ’N’ 
MUSIC: A LETTER 
TO PARENTS

Dear Parents and Caregivers,

Allow me to introduce myself and share some thoughts for you to consider as you read through this book of advice and suggestions. I’m Dr. Dorita Berger, and everyone calls me Doc Dori. I have been in music all my life. I began studying piano when I was five years old, after my mother took me to see the movie about the life of Chopin (titled A Song to Remember, produced by Columbia Pictures, 1945). While the story itself may or may not uphold full authenticity, the music certainly does, and is performed by Arthur Rubinstein (in the background, as actor Cornel Wilde portrays Chopin). I, even at that young age, somehow instinctively understood the emotional energy of Chopin’s beautiful piano music. I soon urged my parents to schedule piano lessons for me, and continued studying and concertizing through most of my upbringing and formative years, into adulthood and onward. It never occurred to me that there were persons who were not musicians! My world-view was through music and creative expression. My self-discipline emanated from my hours of repetitive, concentrated learning and performance of music.

I hold a BFA in Piano Performance from Carnegie Mellon University (Pennsylvania), an MA in Music Therapy from NYU (New York), and a PhD in Physiologic (Sensorimotor) Music Therapy from the Psychology Department of Roehampton University (London, England). After many years of performing, I decided to apply music in a clinical manner by treating people of special needs through the many energetic elements and expressions of music, and have spent the past 20-plus years providing music-based treatment services and/or piano lessons to persons on the autism spectrum, among others, of all ages, abilities, and walks of life. During the years as a music-based clinician, I have engaged in a wide variety of music interactions with diagnosed youngsters, from teaching adaptive piano to using music, rhythm, and movement (eurhythmics) for sensory motor adaptation, and have observed phenomenal results derived from experience with music. Throughout my professional life, I have been asked many questions by parents, teachers, and caregivers about music for their child. This led me to consider writing this book that may provide some answer to questions asked.

Why am I writing this letter to you before writing the rest of this book? Because knowing my background may help you, the reader, gain trust in the information you will be reading, and in the suggestions and recommendations I will be sharing with you. I, too, have raised children, and now enjoy observing my grandchildren grow. Although my daughters were never diagnosed with ASD, they each had “special needs” in some manner, whether artistically gifted, special learning styles, high energy, stress, anxiety, and more. I believe all youngsters, in one way or another, have “special needs,” whether or not such has been officially diagnosed. I understand parenting a child with “special” skills and alternative behaviors, whether driven by talent or by psycho-emotional or physiological urgency. And all children—whether diagnosed or not—are drawn towards interacting with music, and in many instances indeed are musically brilliant, and capable of studying instrumental skills. Yes, problems most probably arise more frequently with diagnosed children: frustrations; sensory and physical difficulties; inattentiveness; cognitive delays; behavioral anxieties; and much more. However, these issues are not unique to diagnosed children, but rather may be seen in every growing child experiencing many of the characteristics designated to autism! That is why I am asking that you think beyond the “spectrum”—because not all childhood behaviors are the result of a diagnosis! There are individual personality characteristics at play—and much of the information within this book can apply to any child.

I look forward to sharing with you advice and recommendations, and hope that the information will be helpful to you, your child or children, and their interaction with music. I will not encumber you with references. We are all capable of searching the internet for supportive information to validate or further illuminate information. I will leave that up to you. There are inexhaustible amounts of books and literature on any subject related to ASD, music activities, etc. Herein I am not providing a recipe book of “activities” per se, but rather I would like to encourage you and suggest ways to include music in the development of your diagnosed child, and to have the courage to believe that indeed, music has a role to play in your child’s development—whether or not the child is diagnosed.

What you will read is based on my experiences as a parent, a musician, a performer, a clinician—and as an author who can relay useful information for the betterment and wellbeing of your child.

Thank you for your kind attention.

Doc Dori

Dorita S. Berger, PhD, LCAT, MT-BC



PART ONE

MUSIC IS 
IMPORTANT FOR 
THE DEVELOPING 
CHILD

_____________


CHAPTER 1

HOW AND WHY 
TO THINK BEYOND 
THE SPECTRUM

I would teach children music, physics, and philosophy; but most importantly music, for the patterns in music and all the arts are the key to learning.

PLATO

Why music?

Answer: Why not? Everyone loves music! It exists everywhere in every culture on the planet. Apparently, human brains are wired to process music. Music is a whole-brain-whole-body experience. Music is essential for growth and development of children of all abilities and any function. “Music and the brain” has been a hot topic of research and discussion for the past several decades. My friend and colleague, neuroscientist (and saxophone player) Dr. Nina Kraus, of the BrainVolts lab at Northwestern University in Chicago, Illinois1 informs us that the brains of persons who have had musical and instrumental training function at a more efficient level than the brains of those who have had little or no musical training in formative years. Dr. Kraus and many other researchers around the world have identified music as a major contributor to brain development, cognition, and physiological function. This includes its effectiveness in diagnosed persons as well! There is also extensive scientific research discovering that music training in early life may also delay, or even inhibit, the onset of various dementias in later years.

That music activities have positive impact on child development, including sensory, cognitive, language, movement, and social skills development, is now considered to be a given. Surfing on the internet provides an abundance of researched, documented, and generally accepted journal articles attesting to the positive contribution of music to the growing special-needs child on the autism spectrum, and children with other diagnoses. The clinical field of music therapy defines and describes evidence-based treatments servicing many diagnoses with resulting effectiveness. All of this has led to unlimited numbers of advice-seeking parents searching for information on issues related to accessing music activities, instrumental-skills training, and/or clinical music-based services for their special child.

In order to help a special-needs child enter and become part of the music culture in which he or she lives, it is helpful for parents, caregivers, teachers, aides, and family members to understand and repeat an important mantra: A diagnosis does NOT pre-empt talent! What’s more, one needs to eliminate the word “savant,” and move beyond diagnoses. I have not heard the term “savant” applied to a typically functioning child who, at the age of four, happens to be a musical prodigy, or a scientific or mathematical “genius.” I have mostly heard the word “savant” used in relation to autism, and I am often put off by that. We are all savants in one form or other, whether as cooks, authors, scientists, or just parents. So in effect, perhaps we are all “on the spectrum”!

Indeed, we need to think beyond the “spectrum” and instead investigate the abilities of a child, rather than focusing on dis-abling limitations, and being shocked when abilities are displayed! In actuality, there are no such things as “disabilities”—but rather “inabilities” in some ways of functioning within “typically expected” manners, therefore necessitating access to alternative abilities and possibilities. This pertains to any diagnoses. Exemplifying this concept is none other than the world-renowned physicist Professor Stephen Hawking, whose brilliant brain and mind happen to reside in a completely incapacitated physical structure called “body.”

As far as music is concerned, in its presence no one is unable—everyone is equal! There are no disabilities in the presence of this predominantly non-verbal aesthetic form of self-expression! There is only ability. An example of this is the musician Evelyn Glennie, the world-famous concert percussionist who happens to be profoundly deaf. Her lack of auditory function has not stopped her from studying music, an acoustic art form in which hearing would seem to be crucial to her career. Instead, Ms. Glennie has adapted to “hearing” through her body.2 In other words, as Ms. Glennie suggests, there are no disabilities, but rather, certain limitations that can be resolved in many alternative ways through certain required adaptations, whether by technology or assistive personnel. Music activities address abilities, and are immensely useful in bringing about creativity, self-awareness, stress reduction, physical and sensory coordination, social skills, and a sense of belonging and mindful wellbeing. It is a unique interface with child development that truly enhances brain development!

Music makes good sense

Throughout the years of my professional life, I have been asked for advice by parents, teachers, and administrators on how to address certain aspects involving special-needs children and music activities, questions covering the whole gamut: at what age to begin introducing music; what activities to do at home; what kind of music to listen to; how music induces language development; if and when to begin music training; how to select appropriate instruments; what to do about instrumental practice habits and regulation if the child has behavior issues; how to prepare and take special-needs children to concerts; what is music therapy vs. music lessons; and whether the child is “teachable.” I have also been asked to attend school meetings regarding the child and school music classes.

[image: image]

In essence, as stated earlier, a diagnosis does not pre-empt talent and creativity, and not all behaviors and observed characteristics are consequences of a diagnosis! This is an erroneous assumption held by many persons. In fact, every child has innate personality characteristics that often are not commensurate with a diagnosis. There is a complete independent person inside that body, DNA- and heredity-driven! Stubborn is as stubborn does! Anxious is as anxious does! Creative is as creative does. And so on. Indeed, separating personality traits from diagnosis-related characteristics is often difficult and confusing for family members. The tendency is to attribute behaviors to a diagnosis: Ah, so that’s what is the problem—autism (or ADHD, etc.). It is as if having a diagnosis can explain everything. Not so! Enter music. Music can separate the diagnosed label from the persona. Music is the perfect medium for shedding light on who the child is, from inside out.

Despite science, medicine and research interests in music, the brain, and child development, there has been very little written to advise parents, caregivers, educators and teachers, schools, as well as the general public, regarding helpful approaches in support and acceptance of the need for music interactions in alternative management and skills development of children on the autism spectrum, and all children, for that matter. In this book, I seek to present easy-to-read, often light-hearted and amusingly accessible discussions of typical and non-typical circumstances involving special kids ’n’ music. I hope to answer some of your questions and to inspire and encourage you, the reader, to infuse your child’s life with music.

Quick overview of this book

Kids, Music ’n’ Autism is meant to be an easy reader answering some questions that parents have asked me over the years, regarding music and their child. The book is organized into three sections, each including various chapters that are complete and informative in themselves, requiring no previous associative information. Reading the chapters in sequence is not necessary, although it is recommended in order to accumulate information validating the suggested urgency to include music in every child’s life, why and how, regardless of diagnoses, abilities, and interests. However, chapters are independent of each other, and may be selected according to interests.

The main section of the book opens, as you may have already seen, with an Overture “About Kids ’n’ Music: A Letter to Parents.” sharing some of my own professional background as a musician and music-based clinician, and some of my beliefs about the need to bring music to every child, and especially children on the autism spectrum and those with various other diagnoses.

Part One: These first three chapters in Part One ask the reader to think beyond the spectrum, and to focus more on the abilities of the diagnosed child, rather than disabilities. These chapters discuss music and the sensory systems; the “musical brain;” why music makes “good sense;” how sensory systems, language and cognition respond to music; creating music with found objects; and general (simple) information on issues related to music activities for a child with special needs, both in the home and outside. Included are suggestions on types of CDs that make sense for various activities, ages, and interests, when to have music in the background (e.g., at meal times, bedtime, relaxation time), and so on.

Chapters 2 and 3 briefly discuss the sensory systems critical to functional behaviors, and some physiological and cognitive reasons for including music as a lifelong part of development and continuity for a child on the autism spectrum, and also for children with other diagnoses, as well as for typically functioning children. In these chapters the reader will gain information drawn from current research in music and language, music and brain, music and rhythm internalization for movement and coordination, music for stress-release (yes, even children have stress!), music for cognitive development, music therapy and social skills, and like concerns. I do not provide references or links to this information, in order not to encumber the reader’s reading momentum, but I urge readers to research articles and information of interest for themselves, for “proof” of the importance of music in development. I myself have written several academic books and articles on music in human adaptation and autism spectrum populations, which contain extensive bibliographies and research citations.3 In addition to my books, many other clinicians and researchers have authored professional books for music therapy professionals, and for music, science, and brain researchers, that are available through several book-purchasing locations online (e.g., Amazon).

Part Two: This section generally explores and discusses a multitude of topics directly related to kids ’n’ music. Chapters in this section provide suggestions about selecting appropriate instruments for skills training; how to find a music teacher and/or music therapist; how to manage instrumental practice; how to prepare and take children to live concerts and what behaviors to expect; how to advocate for the child in public; and other information that readers may find useful. Chapter 4 discusses exploring music lessons vs. music therapy; highlights information about eurhythmics movement training; gives advice on how to locate and interview instrumental or vocal instructors for training the child on the spectrum and other special needs; and examines whether music therapy might be a better option with which to begin musical skills learning.

Chapter 5 discusses things to consider when choosing and selecting particular instrument(s) to learn, depending on the age of the child; where and how to begin; studying the piano, stringed instruments, brass and wind instruments, drums, or guitar.
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