
African drumming as a medium to promote emotional 
and social well-being of children aged 7 to 12 in 

residential care 
   

Kim Flores 
 
 

A thesis submitted 
in partial fulfilment of the requirements for the 

Doctorate of Music (Musicology) 
 

University of Pretoria 
Faculty of Humanities 
Department of Music 

 
 
 
 
 

Supervisor: Professor Caroline van Niekerk 
Co-Supervisor: Dr Liana le Roux 

 
October 2011 

 
 
 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



ii 
 

Abstract 

This research project investigated the potential of African drumming to enhance the emotional and 

social well-being of children in residential care. Sixteen children from the Epworth Children’s 

Village in South Africa were purposively selected to participate in the study.The majority of 

participants had been exposed to some form of neglect and/or abuse and displayed highlevels of 

anger, anxiety, depression and/or disruptive behaviour. Mixed in terms of gender and ethnicity, they 

fell within the middle childhood stage of development. The participants attended weekly sessions of 

African djembe drumming over a period of four months. Principles and practices of indigenous 

African music making formed the foundation of the drum circle facilitation approach used. Gestalt 

theory, as applied in Gestalt play therapy, provided the theoretical framework from which the 

therapeutic dimensionsof African drumming were explored.  

A mixed methods approach, using both quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection and 

analysis, was employed. For the quantitative component, participants completed the Beck Youth 

Inventories, measuring self-concept, anxiety, depression, anger and disruptive behaviour,before and 

after the project. Concerning the qualitative aspects, focused observations were conducted wherein 

all video-recorded workshops were regularly and systematically analysed to assess the children’s 

emotional and social functioning. Furthermore, semi-structured interviews and focus groups were 

conducted with relevant staff members and children, respectively, in an attempt to explore the value 

and feasibility of presenting such a programme within the residential care setting. 

According to the Inventories’ pre- and post-test results, the intervention did not appear to 

significantly impact upon the participants’ self-concept or levels of depression, anger or disruptive 

behaviour. Anxiety, on the other hand, increased. Qualitative findings nevertheless suggest that the 

workshops substantially enhanced the children’s emotional and social functioning, albeit only for 

the duration of the sessions. The workshops markedly improved participants’ self-esteem and self-

confidence, pro-social behaviour, enjoyment, concentration and manifestation of musical capacity 

(aspects which reflect Gestalt concepts of awareness, contact, self-regulation,self-expression and 

mastery). Reasons for the failure of these improvements to transfer to the children’s everyday 

functioning may involve the severity of their socio-emotional difficulties as well as limitations 

within the drumming intervention itself. 

Keywords: African drumming, Beck Youth Inventories for Children and Adolescents,drum circle 

facilitation, emotional well-being, Gestalt play therapy, Gestalt theory, middle childhood,residential 

care, self-concept, social well-being 

 
 
 



iii 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

First of all, I humbly acknowledge my Lord and Saviour for the inspiration, courage and strength to 

first embark upon and then complete this work. May He, our Heavenly Father, keep all children, 

and especially those less fortunate, in His tender Grace, holding them close in His Everlasting 

Arms. 

I would like to convey my sincere gratitude to my supervisor, Professor Caroline van Niekerk, with 

whom it has been a great privilege to learn and work. Her consistent and invaluable guidance, 

support and motivation made this journey not only possible but also a great pleasure. More than just 

a supervisor, she has, over the years, been a mentor, role model and endless source of inspiration.  

Many thanks go also to my co-supervisor, Dr. Liana le Roux, for her willingness to share with me 

her great knowledge and understanding of the hearts and minds of children. Her insightful and 

intuitive advice, as well as her sincere love and genuine concern for all young people, made her 

contribution to my work most meaningful.  

I would sincerely like to thank music librarian and information expertIsobel Rycroft, whose patient 

and skilful assistance in helping me obtain relevant information and literature was truly appreciated. 

Thanks go also to Steph Pond from Creative Services at the Department for Education Innovation 

for her assistance in creating the DVD found at the back of this document.  

Furthermore, I’d like to acknowledge Dr. Mike Van der Linde from the Department of Statistics 

who assisted me with the statistical analysis of the quantitative data as well as interpretation of the 

results. 

Last, but by no means least, my most sincere thanks go to my mum and dad. Theyhave sacrificed a 

great deal over many years to provide me with this remarkable opportunity. Not one word, nor one 

drum beat, would have been possible without their loving and patient support. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



iv 
 

Dedications 

 

This thesis is dedicated to my father and mother, Shaun and René Flores, who planted within me a 

great love of music and then did everything in their power to let it grow and flourish. It is also 

dedicated to my sister, Chantelle Flores, who fully understands the profound mysteries and dynamic 

life forces inherent in all good music – rock on Chanty!  

Finally, I dedicate this work to my best friend, companion and sweetheart, JacoMaré, whose support 

and inspiration carried me over the final, most challenging phases of completion. Your heart, mind 

and soul are stronger than blue steel! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 



v 
 

 

 

“Every living thing has its own rhythm, and everything is held together in a universal dance by 

some cosmic rhythm.” 

Skeef, 1999:332 
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