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At Friendly Home, musician Sam Snyder applies tuneful therapy

By NICOLE SHELDON

The Friendly Home, a skilled nursing, rehabilitation, memory care 
and hospice facility, is paving the way for neurologic music therapy 
in Rochester, thanks to Sam Snyder.

Snyder, 37, joined The Friendly Home team in 2012 as a recreation 
assistant/music therapist. His love for both music and the elderly stems 
from his childhood. 

“My mom was a single mother and I was with my grandmother a lot, and 
I absolutely loved hanging with her and my great aunt,” says Snyder. “My 
great aunt was my inspiration to get into music, and when you put those 
together you get music therapy with seniors.”

Snyder recalls his great aunt sitting at the piano at family gatherings, 
asking someone to name a decade and then she would play all the tunes 
she knew from that era while the family sang along. That’s how Snyder 
came to learn all of the older music that seniors love. In fact, his first CD 
was Cab Calloway’s “Are You Hip to the Jive.”

Raised in East Aurora, Erie County, Snyder graduated from Nazareth 
College in 2005 with a bachelor’s degree in music therapy with minors in 
psychology and gerontology. 

“My first inclination was that I wanted to be a music teacher. My second 
was that I wanted to be a psychologist. When I figured out what those 
careers entailed I decided I didn’t want to do either,” explains Snyder. 
“My guidance counselor in high school put them together and suggested 
music therapy.”

After college, Snyder and his wife went into the Peace Corps. They 
spent four-and-a-half years teaching English in Cambodia. Snyder says 
he planned to come home and teach because he enjoyed his teaching 
experience in Cambodia so much, but his wife talked him out of it. 

“The reason she encouraged me not to teach is because—as is cus-
tomary with our relationship—she sees things in me that I cannot see in 
myself,” says Snyder. “She also knew the education system in America 
was very different from our experience teaching overseas.”

Snyder and his wife decided to move to Rochester upon returning to 
the United States in 2011 because he wanted to pursue music therapy 
and felt that it would best serve him to be near his alma mater. From 
2011 until 2013, Snyder worked in a contract position with the Hochstein 
School as a music therapist. In this role he worked with various groups in 
the community as well as individuals who sought music therapy through 
Hochstein. 

One of his contracts was with The Friendly Home, which offered him a 
full-time position in 2012. At senior living facilities, music therapists are 
typically hired under the recreation department rather than as part of the 
therapy staff. But Snyder has recently flipped the script. 

“I was presented with an opportunity when we were doing our capi-
tal campaign because music therapy was one of the focus areas of that 
campaign,” says Snyder. “I knew of colleagues who had gotten neurologic 
music therapy training, and I thought we could use the training and knowl-
edge that’s out there to make a paradigm shift from … large group music 
therapy to … working with individuals rather than in groups.”

A little background on music therapy: 
It was founded in 1950 and was originally used to treat veterans coming 

from World War II with post traumatic stress disorder
Since there was no neuro-imaging or advanced technology, music ther-

apy was viewed as a behavioral science for many years.
In the 1990s, clinicians were able to delve into the neurological under-

pinnings of how music is processed in the brain with neuro-imaging and 
technological advancements, helping to understand how and why music 
therapy works.

When tested, clinicians found that music engages many parts of the 
brain.

A team of clinicians and researchers from the University of Colorado 
and the University of Dusseldorf created standardized music therapy 
techniques based on the neurological discoveries. 

For the first six years at The Friendly Home, Snyder was offering music 
therapy in larger groups. The goals for large group sessions are broad 
because there are varying levels of cognitive and physical functioning 
for people in these groups. Thus, it’s challenging to incorporate specific, 
individual goals and objectives when there are many people in one group.

“All throughout my practice as a music therapist, I almost felt like a 
fraud,” admits Snyder. “I was doing this work that I knew was good, but I 
felt like I had to find a way to make it more effective. Now that I’ve done 
this research into all of the reasons why music therapy works, all of the 
questions I had are now gone.”

The basis of neurologic music therapy is to treat people faced with func-
tional deficits due to a neurological disorder. Snyder collaborates and co-
treats a caseload of 12 individuals with other traditional therapists (think 
physical, occupational and speech therapies) and nurses to bring an in-
terdisciplinary approach to senior care. Most of his clients deal with ail-
ments such as strokes, dementia or Parkinson’s disease. 

As Friendly Home’s resident neurologic music therapist, his goal is to 
use music in hyper-individualized ways to help his clients perform actions, 
whether it’s speaking or movement, that they wouldn’t normally be able 
to do. 

Snyder uses neurologic music therapy techniques such as melodic in-
tonation therapy or therapeutic singing to aid his stroke clients who are 
working on regaining speech and language abilities. He uses music as 
an external cue to help stroke and Parkinson’s disease clients move their 
bodies in ways that don’t typically respond to a verbal cue. 

“Music is a globally engaging stimulus that engages the brain in many 
different areas, so you can re-route neural pathways in the brain that have 
been damaged,” explains Snyder.

Snyder’s musical talents are versatile, but the piano, guitar and voice 
are his main instruments. He also dabbles on the ukulele and drums for 
therapeutic necessity.

Snyder says that with his new role as a neurologic music therapist he 
hopes to “shine a beacon outward to show that this can work in senior 
care and skilled nursing facilities. I’d love to provide a model for this kind 
of work for other music therapists and other senior living communities to 
jump on the train.”
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Listen on Monday from 5:30 to 10 a.m. for his interview with Sam Snyder.


