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What is Music Therapy? 
Music Therapy is the clinical and evidence-based use of music interventions to accomplish individualized 
goals within a therapeutic relationship by a credentialed professional who has completed an approved 
music therapy program. 

Music Therapy is an established health profession in which music is used within a 
therapeutic relationship to address physical, emotional, cognitive, and social needs of 
individuals. After assessing the strengths and needs of each client, the qualified music 
therapist provides the indicated treatment including creating, singing, moving to, and/or 
listening to music. Through musical involvement in the therapeutic context, clients' abilities 
are strengthened and transferred to other areas of their lives. Music therapy also provides 
avenues for communication that can be helpful to those who find it difficult to express 
themselves in words. Research in music therapy supports its effectiveness in many areas 
such as: overall physical rehabilitation and facilitating movement, increasing people's 

motivation to become engaged in their treatment, providing emotional support for clients and their 
families, and providing an outlet for expression of feelings. 

 

Services offered: 

Correctional and Forensic  
In correctional and forensic settings, clients may include adolescents and adults who are incarcerated, 
individuals adjudicated for treatment in secure mental health facilities, persons living in half-way houses, 
group homes, and intensive sanctions programs, and individuals on probation and parole who live 
independently in the community.  Research in the field support the 
validity and efficacy of music therapy with these individuals, 
many of whom have physical, psychological, emotional, social, 
behavioral, cognitive, communicative, and/or spiritual needs and 
challenges. 

Alzheimer’s/Dementia 
Music therapy treatment is valid with older persons who have 
functional deficits in physical, psychological, cognitive or social 
functioning.  Research results and clinical experiences support music therapy even in those who are 
unresponsive to other treatment approaches.  Music is a form of sensory stimulation, which provokes 
responses due to the familiarity, predictability, and feelings of security associated with it 

Young children 
Music stimulates all of the senses and involves the child at many level. 
Quality learning and maximum participation occur when children are 
permitted to experience the joy of play.  The medium of music therapy 
allows this play to occur naturally and frequently. Music is highly 
motivating, yet it can also have a calming and relaxing effect.  Enjoyable 
music activities are designed to be success-oriented and make children 
feel better about themselves. Music therapy can help a child manage pain 
and stressful situations. Music can encourage socialization, self-

expression, communication, and motor development. Because the brain processes music in both 
hemispheres, music can stimulate cognitive functioning and may be used for remediation of some 
speech/language skills. 
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Mental health 
Music therapy is a valid treatment for persons who have psychosocial, affective, cognitive and 
communicative needs. Research results and clinical experiences attest to the viability of music therapy 
even in those who are resistive to other treatment approaches.  Music is a form of sensory stimulation that 
provokes responses due to the familiarity, predictability and feelings of security associated with it.  Music 
therapy for clients with mental health concerns uses musical interaction as a means of communication and 
expression. The aim of therapy is to help individuals develop relationships and address issues they may 
not be able to address using words alone. Music therapy sessions include the use of active music making, 
music listening, and discussion. 

Medicine/Pain 
Music therapy has been shown to be an efficacious and valid treatment option for medical patients with a 
variety of diagnoses.  Music therapy can be used to address patient needs related to respiration, chronic 
pain, physical rehabilitation, diabetes, headaches, cardiac conditions, surgery, and obstetrics, among 
others.  Research results and clinical experiences attest to the viability of music therapy even in those 
patients resistant to other treatment approaches.  Music is a form of sensory stimulation, which provokes 
responses due to the familiarity, predictability, and feelings of security associated with it. 

Special education 
Music Therapy is considered a related service under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA). When music therapy is deemed necessary to assist a child benefit from his/her special education, 
goals are documented on the Individualized Education Program (IEP) as a related service intervention. 
Music therapy can be an integral component in helping the 
child with special needs attain educational goals identified by 
his/her IEP team. Interventions can address development in 
cognitive, behavioral, physical, emotional, and social skills. 
Music therapy can facilitate development in communication 
and sensorimotor skills, can offer direct or consultant services 
as determined by the individual needs of the child, and support 
special education classroom teachers by providing effective 
ways to incorporate music into their academic curriculum. 
Music therapy involvement can stimulate attention and 
increase motivation to participate more fully in other aspects 
of the educational setting and also apply the inherent order of music to set behavioral expectations, 
provide reassurance, and maintain structure for children with special needs. Music therapy can adapt 
strategies to encourage a child’s participation in the least restrictive environment. 

PATIENT SAFETY 

During music therapy services, safety is important for each individual client. Although music therapists 
may not poke and prod at patients, we interact with a variety of different populations on a day to day 
basis. Music Therapists follow a few basic safety precautions: 

! Are the instruments clean? 
!  Are the instruments being sanitized properly? 
! Are the instruments safe? (forensic/correctional and mental health populations  

   may or may not use sharp instruments) 
!  Are the instruments big enough so they aren’t swallowed by a child? 
! Are we wearing gloves and masks in medical settings? 
! Is the environment safe and conducive for therapy? 
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KEY ELEMENTS OF MUSIC THERAPY 

" A referral must be made to a music therapist before he/she can administer services 
" An assessment is performed; to build rapport with the client as well as decipher whether or not 

music therapy can be beneficial. Goal areas are defined. 
" Treatment interventions are used to serve an area based on the client’s need 
" Data is collected and progress is continually assessed 

MUSIC EDUCATION 

One thing that most people do not understand at first is that music therapy is not music education. 
Rather than teaching people how to perform music or how to understand how music works, music 
therapists actually use the music to accomplish goals that are non-relatable to music skill. Music 
therapists do often have the same educational and musical capacity as music educators. Therefore, 
music therapists are very helpful in collaborating with music educators in the school setting. Research 
studies indicate that music educators often report lacking adequate training regarding the educational 
needs of students with disabilities and limited knowledge of effective teaching strategies to meet 
those needs. Music therapists can assist the music educator in the following ways: 

o Music therapists serve as a consultant and can assist the music educator in designing and 
implementing appropriate music education experiences for students with disabilities. 

o Music therapists may accompany the student to assess the skills needed for successful 
participation and to assist with development of those skills. 

o In the self-contained classroom:  The music therapist may work alone or in concert with a 
music educator who has been assigned to teach a self-contained class. 

o Outside the classroom:  In some cases, it may be necessary to provide individualized services 
outside the classroom in order to assist the student with to develop the skills needed to 
successfully participate in the classroom setting. 

o Music educators frequently call upon music therapists to provide support in the development 
of techniques and strategies that will lead to successful inclusion.  Specifically, music 
therapists can help the music educator with the development of augmentative devices, 
adaptation of equipment and instruments, simplification of musical arrangements, and various 
teaching strategies. 

COLLABORATION 

Music therapists also collaborate with: 

• Speech-language Pathologists 
• Occupational Therapist 
• Physical Therapists 
• Doctors/Nurses 
• Psychiatrists 
• Family and Friends 


