
MUSICCOG 3B03/PSYC 3MB3:  
Cognitive Development & Music Education 

(Winter 2011) 
Monday: 10:30-11:20; Thursday 9:30-11:20;  TSH 321 

 
Instructor: Dr. Michael Schutz (TSH 404) 
Email: schutz@mcmaster.ca          Phone: ext 23159   
Office Hours: by appointment 
www.maplelab.net 
 
Teaching Assistant: Kate Einarson (PC 128) 
Email: einarsk@mcmaster.ca  Phone: ext 24811 
Office hours: by appointment  
 
Overview: This course will explore a number of fascinating questions, including: How 
do children learn to “understand” music?  What does it mean to “understand” music 
anyway?  When does musical development begin?  What is the relationship between 
language and music? Why does music regarded as “beautiful” in some cultures sound 
“painful” to our ears?  Is western tonal music “better” than other forms of music?  What 
is the best way to teach children music?  Does music make us smarter? 
 
Course Objectives: The objectives of this course are:  

1) To survey and discuss research on the acquisition of musical ability. 
2) Discuss ways in which this research can be used to help inform current 

musical practices 
3) To build critical reading, writing, thinking, and research skills 

 
Required Text: None.  Readings will be posted to Avenue to Learn (ATL) for free 
download to all enrolled students. 
 
Prerequisites: MUSICCOG 2A03 or PSYCH 2MA3 and registration in any Music 
Cognition program (B.A., B.Mus., B.Sc.) or Honours Music; or MUSICCOG 2A03 or 
PSYCH 2MA3, two of PSYCH 2D03, 2E03, 2F03, 2H03, 2NO3, 2TT3 and registration 
in any Honours program. 
 
Class Format: This class will meet twice a week, once for 50 minutes (Mondays) and 
once for 110 minutes (Thursdays).  This format is designed to promote extended and 
thought provoking discussions, in particular during the Thursday class.  To this end, 
active participation by all students is essential. 
 

Course Requirements and Grading: 
Exams (50%):  We will have two mid-term exams in the course.  The first will be in 
class on February 10th, the second will be in class on March 24th.  These exams will cover 
the first and second portion of the class respectively.  The final will be at a time 
scheduled by the registrar.  The exams will consist of free responses to questions 
distributed in advance.  You are permitted (and encouraged) to work together in 



preparation for your exams, however the exam itself must be completed on your own.  
Students are responsible for bringing paper to the exams on which to write responses.  No 
notes are permitted when taking the examinations.   
 
Exams in this course are graded anonymously.  Therefore, it is imperative that you write 
your name on a blank page at the end of the exam (separate from any page on which there 
are answers that will be graded), rather than the front of the exam.  Failure to facilitate 
anonymous grading will result in a deduction of up to 10 points. 
 
If you experience a sudden medical condition that prohibits you from writing the exam, it 
is your responsibility to notify the instructor of this by email or phone prior to the exam 
itself.  Under exceptional circumstances, this requirement may be waived provided a 
medical documentation is provided with 48 hours of the exam date.  Please note that a 
doctor’s note to the Dean’s office does not exempt you from writing the exam, although 
medical documentation will be required of anyone requesting an alternate exam time. 
 
Final paper (40%): As a “capstone” course, the major requirement will be a 15 page 
(double spaced, 12 point font) paper exploring a topic of the student’s choice related to 
the cognitive development of musical capacities. Paper topics may align with those 
discussed in class, be completely independent of those discussed in class, or some 
combination of the two. Note that topics must be approved by the instructor beforehand.  
Ample time will be given in class to discuss paper topics and clarify expectations for this 
assignment.  In addition to summarizing and synthesizing the relevant literature, the 
papers should include 2 well-thought-out experiments relevant to this topic.  You are not 
actually required to run these experiments, but they should be theoretically possible for 
you to complete in a year, if you chose to do so. 

To help prepare for this assignment, students will be required to submit a 1-paragraph 
summary including at least 3 references by Feb 3rd, and a one-page summary with 5 
references by Feb 17th.  The final paper will be due at the beginning of class on March 
28th.  Each student will also be given time to present the results of their paper during the 
last few weeks of class.  This presentation will count as 10% of your final grade.  
Therefore, 40% of your final grade will be based on your paper, broken down into the 
following categories: 

• Summary (5%):  Due at the beginning of class on Feb 17th.  
• Oral presentation (10%): In class during the last 3 weeks of the term (specific date 

TBD). 
• Written paper (25%): Due at the beginning of class on March 28th. 

 
To avoid the stress of procrastination, students will follow this timeline: 

• Jan 3-24th Start think about potential topics.  What aspects of cognitive 
development and music acquisition are you particular interested in?  Try 
skimming through the syllabus and/or articles posted on the class website.  Web 
surfing (in particular on Google Scholar or PsycInfo) can often be helpful in 
learning more about topics of interest. 

• Thursday, Jan 27th We will have an in-class discussion of potential topics.  Have 
at least 3 proposed topics ready for discussion.  It is highly recommended that you 



begin searching for literature on potential topics prior to this date so that you sure 
that there is sufficient research in this area. 
  

• Thursday, Feb 3rd. Submit a one paragraph summary of your topic along with at 
least three references/citations, of which at least two are not on the class reading 
list.  

 
• Thursday, Feb 17th Submit a one-page summary of your topic, including at least 

5 citations/ references (at least four of which are not on the class reading list), as 
well as at least one proposed experiment on your topic.  Note that this summary 
will be graded, and account for 5% of your final grade. 

 
Class participation (10%): Thoughtful dialogue forms an essential component of 
mastering complex material.  Consequently, active researchers generally attend several 
conferences each year to disseminate their research and learn from the feedback of their 
peers.  In an effort draw on the academic benefits of such discussions, a substantial 
portion of our Thursday class will be devoted to active discussions both in small groups 
and amongst the entire class.  To this end, class participation is an important component 
of the course, and factors directly into final grades.  Participation involves two aspects: 
 1) Submitting weekly discussion material to the TA via email no later than noon 
on Wednesday. The email should include three items.  The first two should be questions 
that you would like to discuss further in class, and the third item should be something 
from the reading that you would like further clarification about.  If you felt comfortable 
with all of the week’s readings, it is also acceptable to submit three questions that you 
would like to discuss further and omit any mention of points on which you would like 
clarification. Please include “MUSICCOG 3MB3” in the subject line of your message to 
assist the TA with email management. Note that it is not the TA’s job to “remind you” if 
you have not submitted a discussion question in time – it is your responsibility to manage 
your time for this task. Please do NOT email these items to the instructor. 
 2) Active participation in weekly class discussions.  This includes contributing to 
discussions as well as actively listening to your peers. 
 The purpose of this component of the course is to (a) give you an opportunity to 
critically reflect on the readings/topics prior to class, so that you arrive ready to 
contribute to discussions, (b) allow students to take an active role in shaping the course 
narrative, and (c) to give you practice in discussing research with your peers. 
 
Policy for Written Work: Work should be submitted in class on the day that it is due.  
Late work (not submitted during the specified class), should be turned into the SOTA 
office – 414 TSH (note that the office is open 9-12 and 1-4).  Late assignments will not 
be accepted via email without special prior arrangements.  Late work is subject to a 
penalty of 3% per calendar day (i.e., an assignment due on Thursday submitted the 
following Monday would receive a deduction of 12%).  
 
Email Policy: In the 21st century, email has become an important form of 
communication.  If you are uncomfortable with email and/or do not regularly check it, 



this is a great time to start.  You will be responsible for all information sent via email, as 
it is the preferred form of communication for the course. 

It is the policy of the Faculty of Humanities that all email communication 
between students and instructors (including TAs) must originate from their official 
McMaster University email accounts. This policy protects the confidentiality and 
sensitivity of information and confirms the identities of both the student and instructor. 
The School of the Arts’ instructors will delete messages that do not originate from 
McMaster email accounts. 
 
 
Grading Scale:   
(may change based on circumstances but not without prior mention in class) 
 
Exams I      15% 
Exam II      15% 
Final Exam      20% 
Participation      10% 
Final paper project     40% 
 
Grading for the class will be done according to the official McMaster University grading 
scale.  Please note that “excellent” assignments warrant a grade of “A,” corresponding to 
a numeric value of 85-89. Only “outstanding” assignments warrant a grade of “A+,” in 
the range of 90-100.  I suggest spending some time thinking about the grade you would 
like to achieve, and then reflect on the quality of the assignments you should submit in 
order to achieve this grade. 

 

Grade Equivalent Grade Point Equivalent Percentages 
A+ 12 90-100 
A 11 85-89 
A- 10 80-84 
B+ 9 77-79 
B 8 73-76 
B- 7 70-72 
C+ 6 67-69 
C 5 63-66 
C- 4 60-62 
D+ 3 57-59 
D 2 53-56 
D- 1 50-52 

F 0 0-49 – Failure 
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