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PREFACE

This manual outlines principles, group techniques and general focus areas of the Doing Anger Differently program. Doing Anger Differently (DAD) is designed for 12–15-year-old male adolescents who are having difficulties within school that centre on anger outbursts and/or expressions of violence.

In addition to the program itself, almost as much space is devoted to the principles and stances that therapists should adopt when running the structured group exercises of the DAD program. It is hoped that this reflects the mix of programmatic and free group aspects that might occur in the program overall, although the mix will vary between different sessions and between different group memberships. Although aspects of both principles and program are contained within many other group and individual therapy programs, the aspects outlined mutually reinforce each other within the DAD approach.

A companion text, Doing Anger Differently: Helping Adolescent Boys (Currie, 2008), has been published by Melbourne University Publishing (www.mup.com.au), and those interested in more general issues regarding anger and aggression and adolescent boys will benefit from reading it in conjunction with this manual. I refer to this book as ‘the text’ throughout this manual.


1


Program Overview

The DAD program has three levels, a recognition that problems with anger and aggression are of complex aetiology, with psychodynamic, cognitive, emotional, behavioural and social factors involved. This has led to recognition that treatment should take account of all these factors (American Group Psychotherapy Association, 2002). The three components reinforce and inform each other and are discussed in turn.

The first level of the program is the programmatic part of the treatment. It structures the intervention via eight focus areas that the group progresses through in turn. Each focus area contains percussion exercises and group discussion, and all focus areas apart from the first and last have anger diaries. The exercises, discussion and diaries aim to assist boys to chart what may be thought of as a series of anger maps that take account of their anger and the manner in which it influences their feelings, thoughts and actions. The focus areas are described in Chapter 2.

The second component of the DAD program is a Model of Intervention. This is a guide for therapists to assist boys to wrestle with the meaning of their actions, what the consequences are for them in terms of their views of themselves, and to notice instances where participants attempt to find different ways of acting. Therapists utilise the Model of Intervention as boys move through the program within each of the focus areas, and to structure interventions within the group context. The Model of Intervention is described in Chapter 3.

The third component is the group context, which provides a social microcosm where boys can examine the impact of their anger and aggression on their relationships. Rather than seeing in-group misbehaviour, anger and aggression as interfering with the treatment, the program conceptualises these expressions as material to be worked on within the group. The group context assists boys to exchange impulsive aggression for a restrained enjoyment of the group. The group techniques and principles are described in Chapter 4.

The program uses themes derived from a large number of ‘anger management’ approaches to anger reduction (such as Deffenbacher et al., 1996; Feindler, 1990). These themes are divided into focus areas, within which therapists direct the group’s work on particular aspects of the experience of anger. The amount of group time spent on each focus area is varied, according to the demands of the group and time restrictions dictated by the school term.

Whilst topics of the program may be familiar to those with experience of anger management courses, the means by which these themes are explored and developed radically departs from those more traditional methods. The means of therapy is transformed in several ways, in accordance with the demands of the treatment of adolescents.

The therapy does not use a skills-training or psycho-education approach. The argument as to why this is not a preferred approach with angry adolescents is mainly due to the inclination towards mastery of adolescence. Rather, the DAD program uses three elements to explore the theme of each focus area.

 

1. Percussion Exercises

The series of percussion exercises that forms part of the DAD program structure is designed to overcome the myriad problems that prevent angry boys from participating in therapy. The program uses Latin American and African percussion—congas, djembes—and other hand drums, bass, snare and other stick drums, cowbells, whistles and shakers, allowing each boy his own instrument with which to participate in the exercises.

Percussion as Symbolisation

Percussion assists boys to symbolise their inner experience, acting as a bridge between the physicality of the experience of anger and the ability to speak and think about this experience. This is particularly a feature of the percussion exercises early in the program, such as the Anger Spiral, the Call–Response, the Mapping Anger and Power Play exercises (see below).

Many aggressive and angry boys experience difficulties in speaking about negative emotions, preferring physical action over words (Fonagy, 2000). The symbolisation of percussion acts as a metaphor for internal experience, assisting them to understand the difference between their internal response to a situation and the situation itself. It also addresses characteristic habits of angry boys to blame others for their feelings and actions, and to confuse emotion and action (‘I felt like hitting him’; Gibbs, Potter & Goldstein, 1995; see also Chapter 1 of the text).

An exercise that illustrates these functions is the Mapping Anger game, where boys build a simple map depicting the rise and fall of their anger and their reactions during and following a provoking event. This map is then played on the drums, often with help from other boys in the group, depicting, say, heart rate, buzzing in the head, thinking or the urge to punch. Music is isomorphic with emotion: it rises and falls over time. This makes it a tool suitable for the symbolisation of emotion. Depiction of an episode of anger to the group in this manner can create a powerful moment for a boy, where he understands the anger to be his. Commonly, boys take an interest in the nature of their anger and its effects following this exercise.


Percussion and Group Cohesion


Percussion also creates group cohesion, bypassing the negative and destructive language of aggressive boys. It offers an invitation to the possibility of play, creation and enjoyment within a powerful latticework of in-group relationships. This enjoyment has boys returning to the group, despite commonly disliking school and having chronic conflict with their peers and family. The percussion approach could be called one of ‘doing–being’: using action to represent inner experience.

Percussion exercises can also be a response when the group of adolescents starts to fragment and become chaotic during the session. A percussion exercise calls the group back together and can create structure when a group has become disorganised. At the start of a group session, I think of one or two ‘spare’ percussion exercises that I can use if the group falls into chaos, or if the percussion exercise planned for the session does not seem to be working very well.

Percussion and Enjoyment

The percussion exercises are also mainly in the form of games. The structure of games introduces the notion of rules that must be kept in order for the game to bring enjoyment. Percussion games are a way of allowing boys to keep the rules in order to sustain enjoyment. This provides an alternative experience of rules, as boys normally experience such rules as oppressive. Further, the games provide an arena to examine social consequences when rules are broken for individual advantage. This preservation of the enjoyment of the group has the important function of assisting boys to find their own way to keeping the rules in order not to destroy the group. This is discussed further in Chapter 4.

Percussion Games and Rules

Whilst the initial structure of an exercise must be given by the therapist, groups of teenagers often invent, or vary, the rules of a game according to their own needs, or certain impasses or ambiguities in the rules as they emerge during the action of the group. Group leaders should allow the group to solve problems produced by the invention of rules by turning the problem of the rules over to the group. The leader acts as a rules coach, reminding the group of agreements they have made, rather than imposing them. This allows the group to discuss and reinvent the rules as they go. Certain ideals or principles can be drawn out of these discussions, such as ‘fairness’, ‘equality’, ‘friendship’ or ‘right’.

 

2. Anger Diary

Participants in the group fill out an anger diary, structured by antecedents and responses to anger. The diary assists with description, in simple terms, of an experience of anger from outside the group. This technique is common to many other anger treatment programs, and simply serves to bring experiences from a boy’s life from outside the group into the group for discussion. The diary itself is very simple and includes checkboxes for boys who are less literate, and language from prior percussion exercises. Boys note what ‘calls up’ anger in various instances, how high their anger became and their response to anger. The anger diary format varies with each focus area (see Appendix A for a copy of the Anger Diary). There are six anger diaries, with one each for Focus Areas 2–7. The written format is one many boys are familiar with in school, and they appear to adopt this mode of recording their experiences reasonably comfortably.

 

3. Group Discussion

Finally, a discussion is facilitated by group therapists to draw out some broad themes to do with the focus area. In examining an individual boy’s experience of anger within each focus area, therapists facilitate a questioning of the response to anger and encourage a contingency rather than an aggressive necessity. Following this, therapists attempt to draw out knowledge implicit in group discussions. In this way, groups develop their own useful methods for overcoming anger and imagining alternatives to aggression, an endeavour in accord with the inclination to mastery that is a feature of adolescence. The Model of Intervention and group techniques discussed below are methods for therapists to structure this discussion.

Group therapists switch between the elements of percussion, anger diaries and discussion within sessions as the needs and requirements of the group changes. The focus areas are outlined in Chapter 2.

Typical Structure of a Group Session

The typical structure of a group session is given below but is altered according to the demands of the group at any particular time. A structure may be altered for a number of reasons; for example, a particularly important event may have happened in the previous group that the therapists have decided to discuss further following debriefing or supervision. The ideal time to carry out such a discussion would be after the initial check, before the tide of events in the group washes away the degree to which the group can consider the implications of an event from a previous session.

An event may occur in a session which requires shorter or lengthier intervention. In this case the plan for the session is halted and the group leaders utilise interventions such as It’s Hot, or Time Out (see pages 75–83) or perhaps, after reflection, into the group as a whole (see page 103). Leaders may also decide after a number of sessions that the structure given below is simply not working in a particular group. In this case, the order may be changed or the sections may be shortened or lengthened.

 

Room Set Up

If the group is held at a school, it may be necessary to arrive early to clear the classroom of the desks and other furniture. The room should be set up with a circle of chairs, one for each participant and group leader. The percussion equipment should be stacked in the corner, in order to prevent boys from idly playing with the equipment prior to the start of the session (this is varied in Focus Area 4, see page 33).

 

Welcome/Review of Previous Week/Session

At the start of the session, therapists usually attempt to elicit a comment from each boy to determine thoughts and feelings. This is best carried out informally, while ensuring that all members of the group ‘check in’. Therapists may also ‘read’ the body language of each boy. Second, therapists check on non-attendance from the previous session. This is to ensure participants know that if they miss a session their absence will be noticed. Third, therapists may review the previous session, and raise any further discussion about it. This review may focus on the material of the last session, or particular events where It’s Hot or Time Out techniques were used. However, as the sessions continue, discussion at the beginning may elicit more general perspectives about the group and the changes participants are experiencing outside the group.

The check-in time is essential to assist the group to reflect on the events that occur within it. Whether it is to raise a particularly difficult incident from the previous session, or discuss the ongoing status of the group, the relatively quiet and focused time at the commencement of a session is the best opportunity for group leaders to raise problems and discuss issues from previous sessions. This early session time is also the best moment to present to the group problems for the group itself to solve.

 

Group Discussion

This involves a presentation and/or discussion of an aspect of anger. The topics covered are given in Table 1 (see Chapter 2).

 

Percussion Game

This section of the focus areas has a number of functions.

 


	First, percussion can allow an enjoyable start to a session. Percussion games give socially inept members an opportunity to become part of the group. How a group member chooses to do this also gives the group leader a great deal of information about each member.

	Second, percussion may provide a break for the group’s participants from focused talking: many adolescent boys have difficulty staying focused on a topic for very long, although this may change as the group develops. Drums provide an opportunity for boys to do, rather than be. However, this doing is nearly always designed to be grist for the mill when the opportunity for group discussion next occurs.

	Third, the percussion exercise will generally relate to the discussion section of the group. Whilst the learning may not be inherent in the group, the structure of the group game often allows the therapist to draw on the experience of playing the game to illustrate a point about anger, its expression or management. Earlier in the group, the games will be longer, and later shorter, or non-existent.



 

For a detailed discussion of the percussion equipment required for DAD see Appendix C. The specific percussion exercises and their purposes are discussed further in Chapter 2.

 

Anger Diaries

These will normally be worked on once a week (i.e., every second session), tailored to the topic that is being discussed at the time. It is important that each boy has an opportunity to fill out an anger diary and discuss its contents with the group. It may take quite some time to go around the whole group and thus it may be useful to take a break from the diaries and play a drumming game, then return to the discussion later for boys who have not yet had a chance to talk about their diaries. In some instances this may be favourable, as it will allow further elucidation of the metaphor of the drumming game.
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Focus Areas of the Doing Anger Differently Program

The focus areas of the DAD program should be considered a therapy map rather than a rigid skills-training plan, although it is recommended that the focus areas be followed in the order given here. Any of the focus areas may be returned to at any time within the group and the group’s members may be allowed to develop their own areas of work. Also, some areas, particularly the problem-solving (Fixing It) area, are relevant throughout the course. It is helpful to have a good knowledge of all areas in order to introduce themes from each into the natural flow of the group as relevant. The most powerful work in group therapy is nearly always that which has an immediacy to a person’s experience.

Session Frequency and Progress through the Focus Areas

Generally, I have found that meeting twice per week (for sessions of 1–1½ hours) immerses boys within an intense experience that can have quite marked effects over a relatively short period of time. With group discussions, deviations according to where individual group discussions head, and revisiting and replaying some of the focus areas, I have found each focus area can take 2–3 sessions to progress through. This means that a group generally runs for 15–20 sessions, which, if the group is meeting twice per week, easily fits within a school term. However, with the pre-group individual interviews and preparation required before each group, it may be preferable to run a group over two terms, starting halfway through one term and finishing halfway through the next.
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