
Viral videos often make us smile at laughing baby or well up at a soldier surprising his family.  The latest 
video that has been popping up in emails and on Facebook might be a little of both. The video 
introduces us to Henry, an elderly man in a nursing home who is unresponsive.  A therapist turns an iPod 
to music from his generation and he comes alive.  He begins singing and swaying to the music. His 
reaction to hearing his favorite music is remarkable but not surprising.  Countless studies have 
demonstrated the clinical effectiveness of music therapy in improving cognitive and physical function in 
older adults, particularly those affected by Alzheimer’s disease and other dementia-related conditions. 

What is it about music that has such a powerful effect?  Music is processed in many areas of the brain 
and stimulates brain function throughout.  The rhythm of music also helps organize and motivate the 
brain. 

“Music captures our attention, wakes us up, and allows us to interact with our environment,” says 
Bonnie Jean Barczak, Milwaukee Catholic Home Choir Director and Director of Music Therapy at The 
Conservatory of Music. 

Hearing our favorite song can put us in a better mood instantly but music therapy involves more than 
simply playing someone’s favorite song.  

“In order for music therapy to be effective, you have to put in the work,” says Barczak. “Preference of 
music is huge. People can have a positive or negative association to certain music and it is up to us to get 
to know that person first.” 

Besides focusing on the individual’s preference, music therapists have to plan for their abilities as well.  

“Some patients may not have the ability to tell you that the music is too loud or be able to take the ear 
buds out of their ears,” says Barczak.  

Because music therapists must be able to plan for and respond to patients with many different kinds of 
conditions, it is important that they are properly trained.  Many schools offer specific bachelor and 
advanced degrees in music therapy. 

Music is a very popular and effective form of therapy not only for older adults. Music Therapy has also 
been a popular therapy for patients with Autism, mental health disorders, and brain injuries. News 
reports highlighted therapy for brain injuries when they featured Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords and 
how music therapy was being successfully used in her recovery after being shot in the head. 

As studies have validated the effectiveness of music therapy, its impact is being recognized more and 
more.  In 2011, Nevada and North Dakota passed legislation creating music therapy licensures.  Since 
then, more states are taking up similar bills.  

View the video at: http://youtu.be/fyZQf0p73QM 
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