Neuroscience Validates the Power of Listening: New
Research Highlights the Suzuki Method

A new neuroscience study has provided
compelling evidence for what Suzuki
teachers have long believed: listening is
fundamental to deep musical
understanding. Published in Cerebral
Cortex and conducted by the University
of Tokyo in collaboration with the
Talent Education Research Institute
(TERI), the study shows that the Suzuki
Method’s “listen first” approach offers
measurable advantages in brain activity
and learning outcomes—even after just Prof. Dr. Kuniyoshi SAKAI (Brain scientist and Professor of Physics, The University
one week of training. of Tokyo), Prof. Seizo AZUMA (President of TERI and Piano Professor, Tokyo
University of the Arts), Prof. Dr. Ryugo HAYANO (Board Chair of TERI and
Professor Emeritus of Physics, The University of Tokyo)

The study followed 38 intermediate
pianists as they learned four unfamiliar pieces using two methods: listening to recordings (the “Listen” condition)
and reading sheet music without audio support (the “Read” condition). Suzuki-trained participants, particularly
those with experience on more than one instrument, significantly outperformed their peers in detecting musical
inconsistencies during testing.

Brain imaging (fMRI) revealed a clear neurological basis for these results. Participants trained through listening
showed greater activation in the brain’s left hemisphere—specifically in regions associated with language and
auditory processing. In contrast, those who learned by reading relied more heavily on bilateral and right
hemisphere activity, suggesting a less efficient, more compensatory mode of learning.

Perhaps most compellingly, the Suzuki-trained group demonstrated stronger integration of auditory and cognitive
functions. This mirrors how children acquire language: by listening first, long before reading or writing.

“We're seeing, through brain science, that Shinichi Suzuki’s intuition was remarkably accurate,” says Dr. Kuniyoshi
Sakai, the study’s lead researcher. “Musical phrasing and linguistic structure engage similar areas in the brain.
Listening builds the foundation for understanding both.”

These findings also align with a hallmark of many Suzuki programs: early and diverse musical experiences. Students
who had trained on more than one instrument showed more flexible and efficient processing patterns—not simply

due to greater practice time, but due to the quality and modality of their musical exposure.

As music and arts education face increasing pressure in school systems worldwide, this study offers timely
scientific support for emotionally rich, listening-based learning. It suggests that musical training, when approached
naturally and holistically—as in the Suzuki Method—can enhance not just musical skills, but cognitive development
itself.

The research team has already begun work on a third phase of the study. For Suzuki teachers and families, the
message is clear: keep listening

The full study can be found at Oxford Academic
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https://academic.oup.com/cercor/article/35/4/bhaf072/8102341
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