
The Pre-School Age Child 
By Harold Bradley 

To comprehend the program of the Bradley Institute and its 

work with very young children, one must understand fully the 

pliancy of the growing organism from the day of birth. Once the 

child is born whatever influences heredity may have had in the 

process are beyond control. Environment, however, is controllable 

and can therefore be approached from a positive rather than from a 

negative angle. 

It is with the positive factors which can influence the grow

ing organism that this research work is concerned. 

The child comes into the world compounded of the softest, most 

malleable of materials physical, mental, and spiritual, materials 

which are going to be shaped according to whatever influences life 

brings to bear. The first step in a positive approach then is quite 

obvious, the selection of good influences. 

It is only within the last forty years that through the work 

of the Bradley Institute it has gradually come to be accepted that 

the vital influences can be brought to bear through music years be

fore nursery schools, etc. By the time the child reaches school 

age the organism has already been shaped and character and habits 

hardened int o one _form or another. 

Many psychologists are ~onvinced that as much as fifty per 

cent of the intelligence quotient is accomplished in the first year. 

We do know for certain ~hat influences deliberately brought to bear 

upon the organism during the first year show remarkable results in 

the second year. The young organism would appear to be more sensitive 

to sound and it~ elements at this period than at any later time, 

and it is through exposure to these elements, rhythm and pitch in 

their highest sense, that we can trace the origins of so much we 

hope to achieve in the building of character. 

The importance of providing influences of the highest quality 

must be paramount. Whatever is done should be of the highest order. 

A child hearing a violin played out of tune constantly builds an 

almost insurmountable wall against acquiring good intonation. The 

child who never heard a violin other than in the hands of a master, 

could not play out of tune. With rhythm it is the same. This is 

the soil which produces awareness and self-discipline. 
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Do not underestimate the child's capacity for absorbing what

ever is presented during the first year. It is the one period in 

life when everything is going in - a one-way stream. 

A child with a carefully planned first year has a tremendous 

ad v antage when entering upon an actual music course, which should 

begin at about eighteen months, the period when children are ready 

to put into operation what they have absorbed in the first year -

the changing to the two-way stream. It is here that force of con-

trolled environment is seen. The child wants direction in this new 

world that is opening up for him and follows eagerly the patterns 

set for him. He is establishing his own individual way of life, 

its shape that of the influences surrounding him and the way things 

are done. 

The two most difficult achievements of the human animal are 

learning to walk and learning to talk. These are accomplished only 

by tremendous effort, an expenditure of energy and a subconscious 

gathering of forces that will never again be equalled. Once he has 

learned to walk and talk those wonderful forces he has built within 

himself to struggle upward rapidly fall into disuse through a period 

of two or three years when there are no corresponding demands upon 

the organism. Wnere music has been associated, in point of time, 

with the initial struggle, i t would appear that the young child 

accepts it as part of that struggle and finds it quite natural to 

perpetuate his forces through music. 

This, we feel, is o ne of the most important aspects of cont

rolled environment through music . Thus it becomes vitally necessa ry 

that , to the very youngest child, music is identified with work. 

Only those who have studied children in this field can realize the 

extent of this one facet of influence alone. The very young child 

adopts not o nl y the music but the atmosphere which surrounds it. 

If music means to the child only something at which one works ser 

iously he will accept this spirit in its entirety. All children 

love music and it is a natural sequence for them to consider the 

enj oyment the y receive . from it as the result of hav~ng worked at it. 

Work habits are easily acquired through this proced0ne· · and are 

fixed for life. It is quite common to see four-year-olds and even i: 

younger working for an hour in a lesson with no let-up and saying 

at the end ' is my les s o n over already? ' 
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Nothing can be more destructive to character building than music 

.treated as a pleasant pastime. Music is a serious art, at any level, 

and if treated as such ca n channel the growing organism into those 

patterns which constitute the capable and well-adjusted citizen. 

When you hear that music should be 'fun' be prepared to accept the 

consequences. 

Music comes from within and not from without. Any dictionary 

will tell you that an instrument is that by means of which something 

is produced or performed. It should occur to any thinking person 

that the 'something' comes first, the instrument the means by which 

it is expressed. Thus the musical instrument is only a contrivance 

for expressing that which is already within. 

Music must first be made within- the input then transferred to 

an instrument - the output. This two-way stream is following nature's 

laws, not contradicting tnem. Let us take for example the interval 

of the fifth - the one - year - o ld already knows this, is both able to 

recognize it and reproduce it. This is nature's order, and two 

instruments are necessary if we are to follow the natural law - the 

piano and the violin. Because of its fixed tuning the piano prov ides 

the ideal medium for recognition. This in itself is incomplete if 

the child does not have the means to recall that which he has learned 

to recognize, and the violin provides this. In other words, he knows 

the sound of a fifth from within, learns to recognize it on the piano 

where it is already fixed, then reproduces it on the violin where he 

has to make it for himself. These are also the first two steps of 

the memory processes, in the correct order. 

The two basic elements of music, rhy thm and pitch, are bes t 

achieved through employing the media best suited to their differing 

characteristics. The piano with its percussive character, at the 

very outset is the most natura l medium for both learning and apply

ing rhythm ; the violin, close cousin to the human voice, and par

ticularly the range of the child voice, the most natural medium for 

developing pitch. 

Habits, good or bad, are acquired through repetition. This 

does not necessarily involve the thought processes. To merely re-
- -

peat an exercise stifles thinking rather than stimulates it. This 

is the greatest danger in so much music teaching as it is so easy 

to gain a superficial result b y replacing understanding with 
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repetition. The damage can be irreparable. Once the young organ

ism has acquired the habit of learning by repetition it will sub

consciously resist any other way of learning. If the natural 

laws are not contradicted but adhered to carefully, thinking will 

come first and the output will be the result of that thinking. 

Good work-habits are the natural corollary of this training, but 

most important of all we can see self-discipline developing with

in the child and becoming part of the organism. 

This one factor alone has led to an entirely new assessment 

of the difference between discipline and self-discipline and the 

processes through which one or the other is achieved. One road 

can produce what in the early stages of life will appear to be a 

child obedient, tractable, and well-disciplined. While this may 

be viewed superficially as a virtue, it may result in a child with 

no initiative of his own, completely dependent upon direction from 

without. 

It is imperative that the child learn to be entirely reliant 

upon himself for any motivation of his inner forces. The very 

youngest child will soon ,get the idea that there are things he must 

do for himself. Tfu~ - success of this whole program depends upon the 

wise parent who allows the child to accept complete responsibility 

for what he is to do. 

The concept that musLc molds character is not a new one. 

Plato recognized this twenty-four centuries ago but since that time 

it has remained a the9ry. There are many good reasons why this 

theory, so valid in itself, has not been put to practical use. 

First of all, music meant to Plato one thing only, an art of the 

highest cultural order. The practice of this kind of music under 

the same cultural environment would do the same job to-day. There 

are, however, many different kinds of music now , and as any kind 

of music will have some influence on the child' s development, it 

should be evident to anyone that a parent must consider very care

fully what he wants for his child through music. 

Character, and what it implies - self-discipline, awareness, 

reliability, good work habits, consideration for others, quick 

mental and physical reflexes, and as Plato reasoned, even a dis

position to justice - all can be achieved easily through the right 

kind of music-training at very early age. 

It has taken many . years of intensive study, under the most 
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cautious guidance of many wise and dedicated men and women of 

other fields as well as music, to develop the techn i ques by means 

·of which character can be built through music. There are obviously 

no books or courses for this program that a teacher can follow. It 

would be dangerous in the extreme for anyone to work with the young 

organism without a f ulll knowledge of - not only what to do but per

haps more important, what not to do . 

Music must be looked upon as the means and not the end and 

every aspect of music weighed in terms of what it will ultimately 

produce . When we reflect that the elements which go to making a 

superior human being are those which also make the superior musician, 

the rewards in musicianship are just an added bonus . 

Great strides have been made in preventative medicine and den

tistry, among others, but as yet no corresponding efforts are 

being made to prevent mental ill-health . It has been our exper

ience that early exposure to influences designed carefully for the 

building of character is a sure preventative against disorders of 

the mind which are occu rri ng with alarming frequency among young 

people in our times. 

These studies have exposed one simple vital truth of which all 

parents should be aware and this is that it is fundamentally the 

parent who- is the ke y to the problem of the child. It is the parent, 

not the child, who makes the decision as to whether or not the child 

studies music. The decision must not end here. The parent should 

decide what he wants for the child through music. Were Plato aliv e 

to-day he would undoubtedly have written that music does mold char

acter and that different kinds of music produce different kinds 

of c haracter. 

If you are a parent you must accept the fact that if you 

decide to ha ve you r child study music you hav e committed your

self to exposing t hat c hild to c ertain definite influences which 

are going to affect his character . The music student does not 

create music, he merely recreates and relives the physical, emot

ional, and intellectual experiences of those who did create it. 

Music in its highest form contains all three elements and the 

organism accepts them readily . 

all three are kept in balance. 

We find no trace of resistance if 

We have found that where music is 
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presented to the child as a purely emotional activity, as is too 

often the case with young children, that child will resist strongly 

any other approach, either intellectual or physical. 

In short, the very young child is chameleon-like in his read

iness to reflect whatever atmosphere surrounds him. This adapt

ability would appear to be most sensitive to music at an early age. 

This can easily be proved by listen~mgq to any young child acquiring 

the accents, inflection, and intonation of different parts of any 

country. It would appear tha~ the child finds no problem in dup

licating the sounds of speech of his particular area, and yet how 

difficult for an older person to change. It can never be entirely 

successful. The mother-tongue just cannot be obliterated. Musical 

sounds are exactly the same as speech to the young child and are 

fixed in the same way. 

Understanding of all this has taken many years, but much more 

difficult has been the task of finding the means to . implement the 

findings. There has been far too much theory at work - theory with 

no attempt, or perhaps intent, to prove it in action. We have re

jected any aspect of training which can not be put into action, and 

have incorporated every crumb of knowledge no matter how trivial, 

which can be put to work, because we are convinced that this is 

the source of motivation. 

Motivation has never been a problem, it is the lack of it 

which is proving of such grave concern to-day. We are aware that 

the problem ~oes exist but do not come up against it with children 

who have been taught to work at something they enjoy and which they 

associate as a natural part of the pleasure of growing. 

The simple answer to the problem of lack of motivation in 

children is the parent who does the things for the child that that 

child should and/or could be doing for himself - that parent who 

wants to spare the child the hardships he encountered. So many 

parents actually prevent the young child from ever learning how to 

work. 
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