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Editorial

Music therapy provides a powerful tool for the rehabilitation of wide
variety of neurological disorders including aphasia, hemiparesis,
Parkinson’s disease, epilepsy, visuospatial neglect and dementias of
various etiologies. Yet recognition of this important modality has been
very slow in coming. Music therapy remains the poor stepchild of
Rehabilitation Medicine, excluded by most acute rehabilitation
facilities and not reimbursed by many third party payers.

How have we arrived at this current situation?

The power of music was obvious as far back as the birth of modern
Neurology when Paul Broca demonstrated that language localized to
the left side of the brain. His index case, Monsieur Leborgne, had
verbal expression limited to a single syllable (“tan!”) and yet was able
to sing la Marseillaise in its entirety! There are many examples of the
ability of music to ameliorate clinical deficits that are clear from
observation of neurological patients at the bedside-the patient with
expressive aphasia who can sing, the frozen patient with Parkinson’s
disease who suddenly can walk with good cadence and arm swing
when music is playing, the patient with severe dementia with little
interaction with the environment who becomes animated and verbal
when asked to sing or play a rhythm instrument.

Historically, however, music therapy has been slow in gaining
widespread acceptance because, until recent years, the science has
lagged behind the phenomenology. Localization of music in the brain
proved elusive to the clinico-anatomical methods of the classical era of
discovery in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries despite
the best efforts of Neurology’s Founding Fathers including Charcot,
Gowers, Fischer, Feuchtwanger and others. As a result, the role of
music in human cognition and disorders of musical processing have
received scarce mention in medical training, including in the training
of neurologists and physiatrists. If a function cannot be mapped in the
brain, the attitude seemed to be, it cannot be all that important. As a
result, music has been viewed as a form of “entertainment” and not as
an essential cognitive function. After all, how important can a
cognitive function be if patients can live completely functional lives
without it?

In the past two decades a revolution has taken place as modern
neuroimaging and clinical evaluation of patients with neurosurgical
procedures have made significant progress in elucidating the
neurobiology of music. It now clear that musical processing requires
the participation of widespread cortical and subcortical networks
bilaterally in the brain and has strong connectivity not only to
emotional functions but to motor systems as well. It has also been
demonstrated that there is a high degree of plasticity in the
representation of music in the brain and that exposure to music can
lead to permanent alterations in brain function [1]. In short, music sits

biologically at the perfect juncture to be of use in rehabilitating the
damaged brain.

In parallel with this improved understanding of the localization of
musical functions in the brain have come well controlled studies of a
variety of music-based therapies showing improvement of function in
disorders where conventional rehabilitative modalities have had
limited efficacy. One of the earliest techniques was the development of
Melodic Intonation Therapy (MIT) in the 1970 [2]. MIT was shown
to improve fluency of speech in patients with expressive aphasia, even
long after the patients had plateaued with traditional speech therapy.
Improvement was felt to be due to recruitment of right hemispheric
components of language, especially prosody, which can bypass
damaged left hemispheric circuits. These predicted neuroplastic
changes in language production have been ultimately demonstrated
with modern functional imaging in patients treated with MIT [3].

In more recent years, rhythmic stimulation has been shown to
improve gait in patients with Parkinson’s disease [3-5] with studies
showing increased walking speed, stride length and improved stride
time variability. These effects were sustained for weeks after completion
of therapy. Music based therapy for patients with Parkinson’s disease
has demonstrated significantly greater improvements in bradykinesia,
emotional function and activities of daily living compared with
conventional physical therapy [6].

Altenmiiller and colleagues showed improvement in speed,
precision and smoothness of both fine and gross motor functions in
hemiplegic stroke patients randomized to music supported therapy
compared with controls treated with standard physical therapy [7].
These improvements were “hard wired” and accompanied by robust
changes in event related neurophysiological parameters such as
desynchronization prior to movements.

In 1993 Hughes and colleagues [8] showed reduction in epileptic
form discharges in patients exposed to music; even those in coma
benefited. These effects have been duplicated and both short-term and
long-term reduction in seizure frequency has been demonstrated in
both child and adult epileptics exposed to music [9].

Music therapy has even proven effective in the remediation of wide
variety of other higher cognitive disorders many of which are not well
addressed by standard physical and occupational therapies such as
visuospatial neglect [10] and executive dysfunction in traumatic brain
injury [11]. As a form of treatment of severe dementia [12] music
therapy can lead to improvement in social interaction and level of
arousal.

The results of these studies indicate that music is not a side show in
human cognition, but is an intrinsic component of the human mind
with powerful connections to the emotional and motor systems. Music
therapy has been shown to be able to harness this powerful, plastic
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system in the remediation of a large number of neurological disorders
when treatment is provided by well trained professionals capable of
delivering this care [13].

After years as the poor stepchild of Rehabilitation Medicine, music
therapy has come of age and should be invited to sit at the table
alongside physical, occupational and speech therapies. The time has
come for music therapy to be integrated into both inpatient and
outpatient rehabilitation programs and to be recognized as a
meaningful modality of treatment by third party payers. We now know
that not only is music therapy biologically plausible, it is actually
effective!
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