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or people around the world, a positive connection to others in the community isa
critical element for both the health of individuals and the meaning and happiness they
- get from their lives (Bruhn 2005). From our earliest days as infants, and throughout
our lives, social connections play a critical role in our sense of security, place and belonging
(Tavecchio & van [Jzendoorn 1987). :

For young people in Australia, the generic term “alienated” is widely used as a recognised
“risk factor” for a range of problematic social outcomes including criminal behaviour, drug and
alcohol misuse, and self-harm (Loxley et al. 2004). As the complexity of society increases, more
and more people, young and old, are struggling to gain control over the meaning and direction
of their lives and find their place and sense of belonging in the communities that surround them
(Zubrick et al. 1997).

In 2002 I found myself in the Wheatbelt region of Western Australia working as a youth
worker and addictions counsellor with many young people struggling to find their placein
the world around them. The Wheatbelt is a large region lying between Perth and Kalgoorlie,
approximately the size of the state of Tasmania. Tt is the home of the Noongar and Yamatji
Aboriginal peoples who make up close to five per cent of the population. Regional Australia
encapsulates many of the issues that lead people to struggle for a sense of belonging and
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connection to community. Many people have
moved to the Wheatbelt region to avoid the
complexity of city life, to find cheaper housing

_or to obtain manual labour on farms. Often
they find themselves isolated, lonely and with
limited access to support services (Hugo &
Bell 1998).

Other issues prevalent in the Wheatbelt
region that contributed to a growing case load
for me and other human services workers in
the area were the large numbers of broken
families — where one or both parents were
absent or facing significant social challenges
of their own. Racism and poverty were also
common stigmatising factors that led to
increased social isolation for many people. My
own experience in moving from Melbourne
away from family and friends mirrored many
of the issues faced by my clients —a lack of
support networks and feelings of separation
from those around me.

In 2003, frustrated with my attempts to work
with local youth through a range of talk-based
therapeutic approaches, I began developing
the Holyoake DRUMBEAT (Discovering
Relationships Using Music — Beliefs, Emotions,
Attitudes & Thoughts) program. Holyoake’s
work with people and their families dealing
with the negative impact of drug and alcohol
use is based around social learning theory and
Albert Bandura’s (1977) work on the influence
of the social environment on behaviour.
DRUMBEAT was devised using the same
theoretical premise and focused on exploring
relationship issues, in particular the factors
that contribute to healthy and supportive
relationships. This process was to be encap-
sulated in a fun and creative music program
where the emphasis was on teamwork and
cooperation, and the primary learning strategy
was experiential.

Social learning outcomes derived from
the program emerge from a range of different
elements. The process of playing drums with
others in a cooperative spirit is, like other
team programs, therapeutic in itself, particu-
larly when supported by the positive role
modelling of facilitating staff. The drum has
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traditionally been a healing instrument and in
many cultures is used as means of community
building — drumming ceremonies involve the
whole community and bond people through
ritual and celebration. The physical release of
striking the drum is also cathartic, enabling
the participant to release feelings through a
safe medium.

Key to the DRUMBEAT program’s effec-
tiveness in promoting behaviour change and
reducing social isolation is the discussion
element of the program. Drumming reduces
anxiety and engenders trust far quicker than’
many other forms of therapy (Freidman
2000). This effect in turn leads to a greater
willingness by participants to share their
thoughts and opinions about the subject
matter that arises as part of the program
syllabus. Relationship themes are drawn
from the drumming exercises using analogy
and metaphor in order to trigger dialogue.
Themes include rhythm and its impact on our
lives, harmony, peer pressure, dealing with
emotions, communication, identity and social
responsibility.

One of the overriding themes in DRUMBEAT
is “finding your place in your community”; a
challenge for all of us at different times in our
lives as we move between different relation-
ships, jobs, abodes etc. Over the course of the
program (10 sessions), participants move from
playing set pieces to improvisation. As they
learn how to play together without instruction,
they examine the skills required, as well as the
challenges involved in connecting to others and
what might prevent them integrating success-
fully. These concepts apply equally to other
social situations where people have to work
together in community, whether that be as part
of a family, school, workplace or town. This
approach (improvisation) allows the individual
to express themselves uniquely, but at the same
time find a common connection so that the
music is in harmony. Emphasis is placed on
the importance to communities of drawing on
the individual strengths of all members, but

at the same time accepting common goals and
responsibilities.



Rosenberg self-esteem scale scores, prior to and post completion of the

DRUMBEAT program
Self-esteem scores Mean Standard Range
deviation
Prior to completing the DRUMBEAT Program (n = 179) 20.61 5.19 6-30
Post completion of the DRUMBEAT program {n = 150) 23.92 419 14-30

Behavioural incident data of a serious nature provided by teachers
from school records prior to and during the DRUMBEAT program

Behavioural incidents Mean Standard
deviation

Term prior to participation in DRUMBEAT 2.38 6.70

During participation in the DRUMBEAT program 124 3143

Social development program evaluation for each student post completion of

DRUMBEAT program

Measure of social development n Minimum Maximum Mean Standard
score score deviation
recorded recorded

Self-esteem _ 169 4 10 6.87 1.53

General mood 169 4 10 6.86 145

Group participation 169 4 10 6.79 1.64

Relationships with peers 169 3 10 6.66 1.44

Relationships with adults/teachers 169 3 10 6.58 1.41

Focus and concentration 169 4 10 6.50 145

Emotional control ) 169 4 10 6.31 1.41

Note: 1 = detrimental change, 5 = no change and 10 = the most positive change.

Source all tables: lvery et al. 2009

The emphasis on improvisation is of
fundamental importance in allowing for
individual expression at a developmental time
(adolescence) that for many participants is often
associated with great turmoil around issues
of identity. This focus allows the individual
to gain new confidence in their ability to be
themselves and still connect with others. Music
programs are now common in the field of social
or personal development; however, many of
these rely on teaching young people set parts
and fail to promote creativity. These programs
leave young people with high self-esteem, but
not with the skills to adapt to new situations.
Once the music leader leaves, the students are
often lost and unable to play music with others

independently, and the opportunity for music as
recreation disappears.

The aim with DRUMBEAT is for each
participant to leave the program with the
confidence and skill set to find their place in any
music (community) group — so that their interest
in music can lead to an ongoing recreational
relationship with music based on community
drum circles. Holyoake has been instrumental
in setting up these circles in community centres
including youth centres and community mental
health centres. The program draws attention to
the potential of this same skill set to assist the
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individual to adapt and connect to community
settings across the life span.

The DRUMBEAT program is in use across
Australia and New Zealand with over 1,500
facilitators having completed the three-day
training program since its inception in

2004. This training is accredited as part of

a Certificate IV unit in group skills. As well

as instruction in DRUMBEAT theory and
activities, participants in this training look
closely at developing the therapeutic relation-
ship and dealing with challenging behaviours.
These two topics utilise the experience of all
group members to identify key behaviours
associated with success. The DRUMBEAT
program is a useful tool, effective at engaging a
wide range of young people and practical in its
application. It is, however, only a tool, and the
key to its success is the skill of those wielding
it and their ability to work positively with their
clients and adapt the program content to the
needs of their group and their own strengths.

Evaluation has been built into the program
with a range of questionnaires and data
collection documents developed in order to
monitor the program’s impact on partici-
pants. This type of action research has led

to numerous changes over the history of the
program to better tailor the activities to the
needs of clients and the required learning
outcomes. A number of research studies have
been carried out on the program including

a large study completed in 2009 by The
University of Western Australia’s (UWA)
School of Population and Health (Ivery et al.
2009). This project looked at the impact of the
DRUMBEAT program on 190 students in 19
schools across Western Australia, including
several in remote and regional areas.

Young people who participated in the
UWA study all presented with numerous
risk factors, including recreational drug use,
truancy, histories of abuse and neglect, violent
behaviours, withdrawn behaviours, anxiety
and depression. Approximately 30% of
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students were of Aboriginal descent and four
specialist migrant schools were also part of the
study. The remaining schools participating in
the project were government primary schools
(n = 10) and government secondary schools (n
= 5) (Ivery et al. 2009).

The results from this study showed
an average increase in self-esteem of 10%

(see Table 1), and a significant reduction in
behavioural incidents (suspensions) (see
Table 2). In addition, student engagement
(attendance at DRUMBEAT sessions) was
93%, with some students remarking “we only
come to school for DRUMBEAT”, and student
satisfaction was rated at 99%. Reports from
other teachers — independent of the program,
but who interacted with DRUMBEAT partici-
pants in other parts of their school lives -
reported improvements in relationships with
peers, increased focus and concentration in
other school activities and improvements in
levels and stability of overall mood (Ivery et
al. 2009) (see Table 3).

This evaluation also included a large
qualitative component with interviews
conducted with 15 school facilitators regarding
change and influence emanating from the
program and overall impressions of the impact
of the program. Facilitators reported improve-
ments in participants’ abilities to work as team
members, increased levels of responsibility and
empathy and a new openness in discussing
problems. Responses were consistent with
statistical evidence in observations of increased
self-confidence, increased sense of pride and
belonging. Teachers observed increases in
participation, cooperation and increased levels
of social confidence (see Table 3) (Ivery et al.
2009).

The DRUMBEAT program has also been
closely evaluated by a number of mental
health services working with both young
people and adults. Mental health issues are
closely associated with many of the alienated
behaviours seen in disaffected young people.
The incidence of mental illness for young
people is the highest of any age group, and for
those people who go on to have serious mental



health issues over the course of their life span,
almost 75% will have had an initial episode
during their youth (Kessler et al. 2005).

The likelihood of mental health problems
arising incréases as young people move
from childhood through adolescence to early
adulthood. Approximately one in four to
five young Australians are likely to suffer
from a mental health problem, with the most
common issues being substance abuse/
dependency, depression, anxiety, and eating
disorders (Australian Institute of Health &
Welfare (ATHIW) 2003). Although there is a high
prevalence of mood and anxiety disorders, only
a subset of these require treatment by a specialist
mental health service. Many could be treated far
more effectively and efficiently by the primary
care sector, particularly by an early intervention
approach (McGorry, Parker & Purcell 2006).

The findings from the research studies
conducted into the use of DRUMBEAT with
people presenting with mental illness included
improved levels of mood and reductions in
anxiety. Self-reports and interviews with case
managers and clinicians provided data that
showed high levels of client satisfaction (100%),
improved mood states (60%), increased levels
of focus and commitment (60%), reductions in
anxiety (80%), improved self-esteem (60%) and
improved physical health (60%) (Featherstone
2008). Qualitative feedback noted brighter and
more reactive affect, laughter, and a heightened
level of participation compared to other group
programs being offered at the facility (Atefi,
Churchward & Faulkner 2007).

The focus within DRUMBEAT on healthy
relationships and connection to community
is also highly relevant to people living with
a mental illness. These individuals often
struggle, because of the symptoms of their
condition, to form healthy relationships
and commonly find themselves isolated
and unable to form long-term and enduring
relationships with others (Morgan et al. 2007).

DRUMBEAT is not an African drumming
program, but one strong theme connecting
DRUMBEAT and African drumming

programs is their use of music as a form

of community building. In many ways the
western tradition of music has produced an
elite class of performer, which means that
many people are increasingly deprived of the
opportunity to engage in recreational music-
making (Nzewi 2007). Music is a business,

and with that comes the scenario of music

as competition where only perfection is
acceptable. In Africa, music has always been
about community and participation for all.
The concept of the soloist is a western intro-
duction into African musicology (Nzewi 2007).
Fewer than 25% of young people have access
to music programs in schools (Australian
Music Association 2005), though the
significant benefits of involvement in music,
especially in relation to education and social
outcomes, have been demonstrated repeatedly
(Hallam 2009).

Alienation, isolation, separation and loneliness
are issues that most members of society deal
with at different times of their lives. When
they are long lasting, and the individual lacks
the support or confidence to move out of these
situations and find connection and a sense of
belonging, they can become debilitating, and
all society pays the cost. The cost of housing
one young person in a juvenile detention

“centre for 12 months is over $50,000 (Civil

Liberties Australia 2011) — multiply that by the
hundreds or perhaps thousands in detention,
in rehabilitation, in hospitals etc. and the
enormous price society pays is evident, and
this cost continues to escalate.

The main price, however, is not the cost
in dollar terms, but the loss of the potential
that each of those ostracised individuals has
to offer our communities, if only we and they
together could find a way of harnessing it.
DRUMBEAT is designed to give young people
the skills to reconnect and find their place,
and celebrate the richness of diversity while
understanding our obligations to each other
in community. There is an African saying,
“every time a person leaves the village, the
whole village suffers”. In Australia we are
often happy to exclude those individuals who
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don’t fit the mould, who challenge us or who
are just too difficult to handle. This is not a
long-term solution, as the burgeoning prison
population demonstrates — a better aim is to
work towards integrating as many people as
possible, taking advantage of their unique
contributions, help them find their place and,
through their contribution, develop a richer
and more tolerant society.
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