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MusiC aS 
meDIcIne

The positive effects of music on mental and physical wellbeing 
have long been recognized. Now, scientific research increasingly 
proves the vital impact of music on health and wellness.
As more and more orchestras, ensembles, and concert halls
are delivering programs that focus on health and wellbeing, here 
are approaches at three music organizations that are tailored 
to their communities.

In April, a Carnegie Hall Well-Being Concert in the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum featured the Khorikos vocal ensemble in music of Arvo Pärt, John Tavener, Shara 
Nova, Anna Meredith, Thomas Adès, Kile Smith, and a world premiere by Charlotte Greve. Audience members were invited to listen as they wished.

Chris Lee

By Naveen Kumar

S U M M E R  2 0 2 65 4



M U S I C  A S  M E D I C I N E

A 
boom in research over the past decade has left no doubt 
that live music has powerful impacts on well-being. 
From ameliorating trauma and anxiety to managing 

chronic pain and dementia, the range of uses and conditions for 
which music has proven effective is staggering. The Orchestras 
in Health and Wellness Catalyst Guide released last summer by 
the League of American Orchestras has served as a resource, 
documenting wellness initiatives at orchestras around the 
country and sharing best practices in a burgeoning area of 
experimentation. 

Increasingly, the question is no longer whether orchestras 
have a vital role to play in promoting health and well-being for 
the audiences they serve: That understanding is becoming a 
primary pillar of many community engagement departments. 
But as orchestras continue to develop creative approaches and 
evaluate their effectiveness, a continuous stream of insights has 
emerged that the field can build upon collectively.

As with any community engagement work, what sort of 
wellness-centered programs might be right for a particular 
orchestra depends on the needs in their area—and among 
partnering organizations, like schools and caregiving facilities. 
But the research components that often grow in tandem with 
wellness initiatives aim to understand not just their effective-
ness, but how they can be iterated at other organizations and 
benefit various populations.

SOuNdS Of tHe SYmPhOnY 
The Phoenix Symphony has for more than 10 years partnered 
with researchers at Arizona State University to design and study 
the impact of health-related initiatives, including at local care 
facilities. But their latest project brings that work inside the 
concert hall—or really, into the lobby—where military veterans, 
active service members, and their families are invited to con-
verse with musicians before and after select performances. 

The program, called Sounds of the Symphony, is funded 
by the NEA and coincides with the symphony’s current season. 
It draws from audiences who’ve arranged tickets through the 
Veterans Ticket Foundation, or Vet Tix, which offers free 
and discounted tickets to veterans and military members. For 
sessions of around 30 minutes before and after the musicians 

From ameliorating trauma and 
anxiety to managing chronic 
pain and dementia, the range 
of uses and conditions for 
which music has proven 
effective is staggering.

A form for the Music on Prescription program, to be signed by the doctor 
and patient, prescribes attendance at a concert by the Montreal Symphony 
Orchestra to improve physical and mental health.

As evidence grows of music’s profound impact on 
health and well-being, orchestras are increasingly 
recognizing the potential to lead in the wellness 
space. The League’s Catalyst Guide, Orchestras in 
Health and Wellness, examines how programming 
with a focus on health supports well-being, 
deepens orchestras’ community engagement, and 
demonstrates orchestras’ role as vital contributors to 
public health, social connection, and local resilience.

The League’s Orchestras in Health and Wellness guide is available free of charge at
americanorchestras.org/catalyst-guide-orchestras-in-health-and-wellness/.
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perform onstage, a group of them gather 
to talk with participating vets, service 
members, and their loved ones. 

“We’re trying to create this oppor-
tunity to reach beyond the curtain to 
provide a sense of connection,” says 
Valerie Bontrager, the symphony’s vice 
president of community engagement 

and education. “Veterans have a really 
interesting perspective, having had these 
high-tense jobs and having to learn to 
work together,” Bontrager adds, noting 
that the conversations enrich the veter-
ans’ understanding of what it takes to 
be onstage, and help musicians see their 
jobs in a new light as well. 

“It demystifies, in part, who these 
musicians are,” says David Coon, PhD, 
research lead for the project and director 
of Arizona State University’s Center 
for Innovation in Healthy and Resilient 
Aging. “It also raises awareness of the 
sheer talent that’s in your backyard that 
you’re sitting and listening to,” he adds. 
Conversations with the musicians range 

Participants in the Phoenix Symphony’s Sounds of the Symphony 
fill out brief surveys before and after the experience to report 
on changes in stress and mood, pain levels, and social bonding.

At the Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine, a Carnegie Hall Well-Being Concert in February gathered 
relaxed audiences for an evening of Baroque music performed by tenor Nicholas Phan and Theotokos 
ensemble, hosted by Krista Tippett.

C
hr

is
 L

ee

Soprano Joyce DiDonato took a break from her 
operatic and orchestral engagements to lead an 
intimate Carnegie Hall Well-Being concert.
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In November, Britain’s Maxwell Quartet performed 
an intimate Well-Being Concert at Carnegie Hall’s 
Resnick Education Wing.
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from participants learning about the 
rigors of training and what they’ll hear 
onstage to more personal anecdotes that 
connect everyone involved on a more 
human level. (One patron and musician, 
for example, learned their parents shared 
a neighbor in Minnesota, Bontrager 
recalls.)

Patrons fill out brief surveys before 
and after the experience, reporting on 
potential changes in stress and mood, 
pain levels, and feelings of social bond-
ing as well the perception of benefits. 
Researchers also invite the patrons to 
participate in focus groups to gather 
more qualitative data. The current study 
is still underway, but organizers are 
encouraged by observing the program’s 
success so far, and hope to find ways to 
iterate it beyond the initial year at PSO.

“It’s not just about the Phoenix Sym-
phony,” Coon says. “We’re also thinking 
about who else might pick this up and try 
it in the future elsewhere.”

WElL-beInG coNcErTs
Twenty partners around the globe have 
signed on to try their own take on 
Carnegie Hall’s Well-Being Concerts, 
which were born out of brainstorming 
about how to address the mental-health 
impacts of the pandemic. Piloted in 2023, 
Carnegie Hall’s concert series catered 
at first to health care workers and those 
impacted by the criminal justice system, 
but quickly expanded to invite the public. 
Partnering orchestras receive a variety 
of free resource guides and educational 
support to help launch their own series.

The Well-Being Concerts, which 
are supported by government funding 
and other annual support to Carnegie 
Hall, including from Northwell Health, 
have been shaped through feedback from 
participating audiences, musicians, and 
staff, both anecdotally and in formal 
research studies. The concerts, which 
Carnegie Hall has held both internally 
and at off-site locations like the Guggen-
heim Museum, share a few basic design 
principles: They are set in the round 
with musicians at the center, and feature 
various seating options in addition to 
chairs, including cushions and yoga mats 
on the floor. 

“We wanted to create a calming, 
enveloping space that would feel like a 
big living room,” says Sarah Johnson, 

chief education officer and director of 
Carnegie Hall’s Weill Music Institute. 
Soft lighting allows people to see each 
other across the circle, encouraging a 
sense of community, while a host invites 

participants to interact and to set an 
intention. The variety of responses they 
heard led to one early realization: People 
weren’t just coming to relax and destress, 
as might be assumed—some wanted to 

At the Montreal Symphony Orchestra, 
patients can fill a prescription from 
their doctor to attend a concert.
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feel energized, engaged, and joyful. 
“People can come to the same 

concert looking for different things, and 
find those experiences,” Johnson says. 
Well-Being Concerts have since featured 
a dynamic program of music that aims 
to activate and connect participants to 
each other in a variety of ways. At one 

early concert, a musician shared a story 
of personal loss that opened up a space 
for others to tap into their own grief, 
Johnson recalls. 

“From the beginning, the series 
tried to center curiosity more than cer-
tainty,” says Ian Koebner, PhD, strategic 
consultant for Carnegie Hall on health 
and wellness programs and co-author 
of a study, titled “Beyond performance: 
Carnegie Hall’s Well-Being Concerts,” 
as a model for arts in health, which was 
published in October. Koebner considers 
the concert series “a creative laboratory 
for audiences, artists and scholars from 
many different disciplines to ask ques-
tions of these encounters with live music.”

Further research is ongoing, but 
findings published so far have found 
participants reporting an increased sense 
of calm and connection to others, and 
an awareness that music can be a vital 
resource for their well-being. Some even 
expressed their desire to incorporate live 
music into an ongoing mental health 
practice, suggesting that wellness-cen-
tered programs could generate their own 
loyal patrons.

A PReScRiPtIoN FoR muSiC
At the Montreal Symphony Orchestra, 
patients can call in to fill a prescription 
from their doctor to attend a concert. 
MSO is in its first season partnering 
with Médecins francophones du Canada 

on a program known as Music on 
Prescription, part of a growing number 
of similar initiatives utilizing the health 
benefits of the arts. Patients who receive 
a prescription from their physician can 
arrange a pair of free tickets to attend 
an MSO performance. The program is 
open to all physicians in Quebec, and 
organizers expected about 100 to sign up. 
So far, nearly twice as many have. The 
research component is led by Médecins 
francophones du Canada, and the part-
ners hope to develop a funding model for 
long-term sustainability.

Prior to being named CEO of the 
symphony in 2024, Mélanie La Couture 
spent more than 10 years in leadership at 
the Montreal Heart Institute, where her 
experience informed her understanding 
of the role arts can play in well-being.  

“I often heard my physician colleagues 
emphasize how profoundly healthy 
lifestyle habits influence overall health,” 
La Couture says. “Sitting in a concert 
hall allows people to truly disconnect for 
two hours; it reduces the stress hormones 
which reduces heart rate and blood pres-
sure, and it helps stimulate memory.”

Social prescribing, through which 
doctors recommend non-clinical, com-
munity-based activities to benefit health, 
was first developed in the U.K. in the 
1990s and has increasingly caught on in 
Canada. A recent report by the Canadian 
Institute for Social Prescribing found 
that such programs can reduce primary 
care visits by up to 42 percent and 
emergency department use by 24 percent. 
The practice is growing stateside as well, 
where Social Prescribing USA offers 
resources for providers and patients, 
including a map of available programs. 

Patients’ health information remains 
confidential, but there’s a valuable oppor-
tunity for dialogue when they call in to 
schedule their visit. “They speak to a 
human and say, ‘I’ve got this prescription. 
What should I go see?’ And we ask them, 
‘Do you know classical music? What are 
your interests?’” says Léo Mondor, a pub-
licist at MSO. “It has such a great effect 
just to have the conversation.” 

NAVEEN KUMAR is a journalist 
and critic whose work has appeared in 
The New York Times, The Washington 
Post, Town & Country, and more.

Carnegie Hall’s Well-Being concerts are 
set in the round with musicians at the 
center, and feature seating options in 
addition to chairs, including cushions 
and yoga mats on the floor. 

Phoenix Symphony musicians meet Vet Tix 
participants in a Sounds of the Symphony program 
before a concert. 
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Musicians from the Phoenix Symphony and 
researchers from Arizona State University, in photo, 
have worked together for years on health-related 
initiatives. In the Sounds of the Symphony program, 
military veterans, active service members, and their 
families are offered free or discounted tickets to 
Phoenix Symphony concerts.
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At the announcement of the Music on Prescription 
program, a partnership between the Montreal 
Symphony Orchestra and Médecins francophones 
du Canada.
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I’m in Prison. My Opera Was Performed at Carnegie Hall. - Joseph Wilson - Inquest 



Singing in class can rewire young brains for reading, research
shows

5/26/26, 9:48 AM Singing in class can rewire young brains for reading, research shows - Los Angeles Times
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Parents and educators intuitively know the benefits of singing and music for young

children. It’s why children learn the alphabet through song, and why lullabies are used

to lull babies to sleep.

But there is also a growing body of research backing a link between music and brain

development — specifically, reading skills. Studies have found that singing helps

children learn vocabulary and identify sounds in words, known as phonological

awareness. Listening to music also reduces anxiety and supports bonding between

caregivers and children, research shows. Playing instruments has been found to

strengthen fine motor control and executive function.

Experts say making more time for music in early childhood classrooms could be a way

to improve child outcomes, especially at a time when reading scores have stalled.

“Increasingly in early childhood education, if you look at the requirements, we’re urging

literacy and mathematical competence,” said Dennie Palmer Wolf, a principal

researcher at the research and consultancy group WolfBrown and author of a recent

report with Carnegie Hall’s Weill Music Institute on how music affects child

development. “Visual arts, dance, music get pushed to the side.”

The nation’s students are deep in a reading recession. Here’s how L.A. and
California fit in

When it comes to accessing music, opportunities are uneven and limited for many

children. In the earliest years, exposure to the arts is largely contingent on the capacity

and resources of parents or caregivers. And although almost anyone can sing or chant,
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many caregivers lack confidence in their musical abilities, Palmer Wolf said. Children’s

music classes can be costly, and access to free options, such as those at public libraries,

varies greatly by community.

In some states, nonprofits are trying to close the gap by bringing music programs into

places already frequented by families and young children. In Minnesota, the MacPhail

Center for Music, a music school that serves thousands of students a year in the Twin

Cities, has partnered with local health clinics to offer free parent-child music classes.

In Houston, the Prelude Music Foundation offers free music classes in local early

childhood programs, with an emphasis on underserved communities. And in New York

City, the Weill Music Institute has launched music initiatives in child-care programs,

public hospitals and correctional facilities to encourage parents to sing and make music

with their children.

Another state-funded project in Minnesota provided $600,000 for an intervention

called Tune Into Reading. From 2016-21, children in 25 of the state’s elementary schools

used karaoke-like software that encouraged more singing.

California is leading national preschool expansion, but quality lags, report says

5/26/26, 9:48 AM Singing in class can rewire young brains for reading, research shows - Los Angeles Times

https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2026-05-26/singing-and-music-can-improve-early-literacy-skills 3/5



“Singing is natural, it precedes talking,” said Ann C. Kay, co-founder and education

coordinator of the project. By encouraging more singing, Kay said, teachers can

“develop young brains for reading.” The program, run by a nonprofit called the Rock ‘n’

Read Project, was used for 14 hours over a span of 12 to 16 weeks. A report to the

Legislature after the program concluded said that children who participated made

notable literacy gains.

The program has shifted to bringing more music to early childhood classrooms by

educating teachers and parents on the literacy-related effects of music and singing. This

year, the Rock ‘n’ Read Project is partnering with four Head Start pre-K classrooms in

Minneapolis to train teachers and encourage daily singing and basic music skills, such

as beats, rhythm and pitch.

“Auditory processing is the key to language and literacy,” Kay said. “This is how it

starts.”

Mader writes for the Hechinger Report, which produced this story and is a nonprofit,

independent news organization focused on inequality and innovation in education.

More to Read

Disney Jr. is expanding its preschool universe with ‘Marvel’s
Avengers: Mightiest Friends’

Could phonics solve California’s reading crisis? Inside the push for
sweeping changes
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The musical gift Los Angeles offers public school kids

Sign up for Essential California

Login or register with email
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The Weill Music Institute - Key Sta  Bios

The implementation of Carnegie Hall’s programs is supported by professional sta  and numerous teaching artists, 
advisors, and consultants. 

 
Carnegie Hall Sta  
 
Clive Gillinson, Executive and Artistic Director  
Clive Gillinson became Executive and Artistic Director of Carnegie Hall in July 2005, having been appointed during 
Carnegie Hall’s previous season. In this role, Mr. Gillinson is responsible for developing the artistic concepts for all 
Carnegie Hall presentations and overseeing management of all aspects of the world-renowned venue, including 
the operations of Carnegie Hall’s Weill Music Institute. Born in Bangalore, India, Mr. Gillinson began studying the 
cello at the age of eleven and, as a teenager, he played in the National Youth Orchestra of Great Britain. Mr. 
Gillinson later went to London University to study mathematics but realizing that he wanted to make music his life, 
he then entered the Royal Academy of Music, where he gained a Recital Diploma and won the top cello prize. After 
graduating, he became a member of London's Philharmonia Orchestra. In 1970, he joined the London Symphony 
Orchestra cello section and was elected to the Board of Directors of the self-governing orchestra in 1976, also 
serving as Finance Director. In 1984, he was asked by the Board to become Managing Director of the LSO, a 
position he held until taking his leadership role at Carnegie Hall in 2005.   
 
Sarah Johnson, Chief Education O icer and Director of the Weill Music Institute 
The overall vision and implementation of Carnegie Hall’s early childhood programs is stewarded by Sarah Johnson, 
Chief Education O icer and Director of the Weill Music Institute at Carnegie Hall. Since 2007, Ms. Johnson has led 
enormous programmatic growth and has launched numerous educational and social impact initiatives at Carnegie 
Hall. Before joining Carnegie Hall, Ms. Johnson served as Director of Education and Community Partnerships at 
The Philadelphia Orchestra. Ms. Johnson has also worked as a teaching artist with the New York Philharmonic and 
Lincoln Center Institute. A graduate of the Juilliard School, she received her bachelor's and master's degrees in 
oboe performance. 
 
Ti any Ortiz, Director of Early Childhood Programs 
Ti any Ortiz is the Director of Early Childhood Programs at Carnegie Hall, working with organizations across NYC, 
nationally and around the globe to support families and communities through music. She oversees the Lullaby 
Project, a songwriting program for caregivers, Big Note, Little Note, a 10-week music class for caregivers and 
babies, and public programming for families at Carnegie Hall including Early Childhood Concerts (ages 0-2), Sing 
with Carnegie Hall (ages 3-6), and Family Days (ages 3-10). Prior to her role in Early Childhood Programs, she 
managed Carnegie Hall’s Neighborhood Concerts (now Carnegie Hall Citywide), supported Carnegie Hall’s Family 
Programs, serving thousands of families through performances in community venues and at Carnegie Hall, and 
supported justice and social impact programs. In 2023, Ortiz was named one of Musical America's Top 30 
Professionals in the country. Ms. Ortiz holds a BA in Communications with a Minor in Music from the University of 
Pennsylvania. 
 
Ayanna M. Cole, Director of Social Impact Programs 
As Director of Social Impact Programs at Carnegie Hall’s Weill Music Institute (WMI), Ayanna Cole leads programs 
in the justice system and in underserved communities. Ayanna oversees WMI programs serving people of all ages 
who are justice-involved through programs in which participants write and perform their own music, collaborate 
with others, and develop their artistry; this work also aims to leverage the arts as a tool for justice reform. Since 
2016, Ms. Cole has led partnerships with city and state agencies and launched initiatives that introduce teens to 
professionals in the music industry and jobs in the creative economy. Prior to WMI, as a Producer at A&E Television 
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Networks, Ayanna co-produced an Emmy Award-winning special. Ayanna also founded Life Light Street 
Productions, a street outreach organization that provides youth in underserved communities with training in 
documentary filmmaking. Ayanna holds a BA from Morgan State University, an MBA from Fordham University, and 
an MSW from Columbia University.  
 
Joanna Massey, Director of Learning & Engagement Programs 
Joanna Massey serves as the Director of Learning & Engagement Programs at Carnegie Hall, where she has led 
music education programs for students, teachers, and families since 2012. Her work as an educator and 
administrator includes direction of Musical Explorers, Link Up, and Music Educators Workshop. She also 
previously directed research and planning at The Boys & Girls Clubs of America for a national afterschool arts 
initiative reaching more than 1 million young people. Ms. Massey holds a bachelor’s degree in journalism from 
Boston University and a master’s degree in arts in education from Harvard University. She has served on the board 
of directors of the NYC Arts in Education Roundtable, as a member of the Boys & Girls Clubs of America’s National 
Arts Advisory Council, and on the steering committee for the Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Arts in 
Education conference series. 
 
Consultants 
 
Manuel Bagorro 
Manuel Bagorro is a long-time Creative Advisor at Carnegie Hall, working on the design, planning and 
implementation of a range of programs. He is also Artistic Director of Bay Chamber Concerts and Music School in 
Rockport ME, Founder and Artistic Director of the Harare International Festival of the Arts (HIFA) in Zimbabwe and 
served as a program advisor for CultureSummit Abu Dhabi in 2017 and 2018. He curated the arts program for the 
first Wellbeing Summit in Bilbao, 2022 and leads the artistic team for the Global Hearth Summit in Ljubljana, 2025. 
For the last 12 years, his work with Bay Chamber Concerts and Music School has resulted in a new approach to the 
organization’s educational o erings and community engagement programs. Under his leadership, the Harare 
International Festival of the Arts (HIFA) became one of the most significant artistic and social impact projects in 
Southern Africa, weathering the social, political and economic turmoil in Zimbabwe for more than a decade. 
 
He is also a pianist, having performed extensively and won prizes in the Newport International and Royal Overseas 
League Piano Competitions. He performed in the John Schlesinger film, Madame Sousatzka, and appeared as 
soloist with the BBC Welsh and Cape Town Symphony Orchestras. 
 
Dr. Ian Koebner 
In January 2024, Carnegie Hall hired Dr. Ian Koebner (PhD, MSc) as the Strategic Wellness Advisor to support 
evaluation/research projects and e orts to scale CH’s mental health and wellness programs nationally and 
internationally. Dr. Koebner is currently a Research A iliate within the Department of Romance Languages and 
Literatures at Harvard University. Previously, he was an Assistant Professor and the inaugural Director of Integrative 
Pain Management within the Department of Anesthesiology at the University of California, Davis (UCD). At UCD he 
was the recipient of a National Institutes of Health, National Center for Advancing Translational Sciences (NIH-
NCATS) Career Development Award for his project entitled, The Analgesic Museum: The Development and 
E ectiveness of Museum-Based Experiences to Reduce Social Isolation and Pain Among Individuals with Chronic 
Pain. He has over 20 years of experience developing and evaluating innovative strategic partnerships between the 
cultural and health sectors to improve individual, organizational, and community wellbeing. 
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Dr. Dennie Palmer Wolf  
Dr. Dennie Palmer Wolf is Principal Researcher at WolfBrown. She is one of the leading arts and human 
development researchers and evaluators in the United States. Wolf holds a doctorate from Harvard University 
where she served as a researcher at Project Zero for more than a decade. She then headed Harvard PACE, an 
initiative linking schools and external partners in new approaches to assessing student learning. She led studies on 
the early development of artistic and symbolic capacities. Later, she focused on design, implementation, and 
evaluation strategies that help cultural organizations and communities. Importantly, the strategies examine and 
improve how people gain access to learning, culture, and creativity both in and outside of formal institutions. 
Carnegie Hall has commissioned numerous research studies with WolfBrown, and Dr. Wolf has conducted 
evaluations and published findings on Carnegie Hall’s Lullaby Project, PlayUSA, NYO2, and programs serving young 
people involved in the justice system.  
 
Dr. Steven John Holochwost  
Dr. Steven John Holochwost is Principal and Director of Research for Youth & Families at WolfBrown. He works with 
programs designed to improve the lives of vulnerable children and youth and is an Associate Professor in the 
Department of Psychology at Lehman College. There, his research focuses on the e ects of the environment, 
particularly poverty and parenting. He considers the voluntary forms of self-regulation (e.g., executive functions) in 
childhood and examines the involuntary activity of neurophysiological systems that support self-regulatory 
abilities. Dr. Holochwost’s work at WolfBrown examines the e icacy of educational interventions for children in 
poverty in an e ort to understand how poverty impacts child development—and how programs that expand 
educational opportunities for children can mitigate those e ects. He earned his Ph.D. in developmental 
psychology from the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill where he was a National Science Foundation Fellow. 
He also holds a master’s degree in public a airs from the Fels Institute at the University of Pennsylvania. 

 
 


