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The Beat Goes On

For some people with motor disorders, music is the
only path to movement. By Wendy Paris

RETIRED DENTIST and former big-band
teader, John* was grappling with the lim-
ited mobility, poor balance, and pain-
fully slow gait of Parkinson’s disease. One
of his greatest challenges was walking
from his bedroom to his TV room. He’d
freeze when the floor changed from
wood to carpet. Itcould take him 15 min-
utes to traverse his own home.

Music therapist Kimberly Sena
Moore visited John reg-
ularlyasahome
health aide dur-
ing her under-
graduate years at
the University of
Iowa. John men-
tioned that he liked
the band music of
John Philip Sousa.
Moore started singing
the introduction of “Stars
and Stripes Forever.” Sud-
denly, the octogenarian
with advanced Parkinson’s
was marching to the beat.
“When the introduction was
over, he justmarched down the
hall to the bedroom,” says Moore.
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“Itwas amazing.”

After that visit, whenever Johnneeded
to walk, Moore would sing. The crippling
hold otthe neurodegenerative disease
would suddenly loosen, and John could
suddenly walk—or march—again.

Moore and her patient had acciden-
tally discovered the rich connection
between the auditory and motor systems.
A 2009 literature review found more than
rwo dozen studies showingthattheuse of
music and rhythmin physical therapy sig-
nificantly improves gait and upper body
mobility in Parkinson’s patients, as well as

those who’ve sutfered a stroke or trau-
matic braininjury. Inone study, 15 Parkin-
son’s patients walked to a beat tor 30
minutes a day. After three weeks, their
specd improved 25 percent, compared to
7 percentin a controi group.

In a German study published last vear
in Music Perception, 32 stroke patients
with moderately impaired motor function
received 15 sessions of music-supported
training—producing tones, scales, or
melodies on an instrument. The patients
showed significantimprovementin gross
and fine motor skills, far greater than either
of two control groups.

“Rhythm processed by the auditory
system projectsinto the motor structures
of the brain, creating entrainment,”
explains Aniruddh Patel, an evolution-
arv biologist atthe Neurosciences Insti-
tute in San Diego. “When people hear a
musical beat, yousee brain activation not

normally thought to be involved in
inaovement.”
While auditory/motor entrain-
mentis undisputed, researchersstill
don’tknow why these partsofthe
brain connect. Patel’s theory,
based onastudy he conducted
of a bird named Snowball he
saw dancingon YouTube, is
thatentrainment happens
only in species that are
vocal learners. He says,
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music therapists continue to develop
music- and rhythm-based therapies to
help people like John get moving again.
*Name changed to protect identity.
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