Music Therapy

Music can often be used as a therapeutic measure. In fact, my personal fascination with
music stemmed from how restorative and comforting I have found it. Whenever I am feeling
anxious about anything, I know the perfect song that helps ease my mind. Contrastingly,
whenever I feel excited or happy about something, a certain song skyrockets my already-upbeat
mood. My personal interest in the therapeutic relationship that music can have with people led
me to research music therapy as a profession. I had the opportunity of interviewing an expert in
the practice and theory of music therapy: Mrs. Kath Houlihan, who studied music therapy at
Immaculata University and also participated in a variety of graduate level courses and supervised
internships. In the interview, Mrs. Houlihan described the practical logistics and moving
experiences of practicing music therapy.

To qualify as a professional music therapist, one must master piano, guitar and voice.
However, Mrs. Houlihan noted that her basic knowledge of percussion instruments also proved
to be useful with her clients as even underlying sound vibrations can positively affect the body.
Mrs. Houlihan has worked with a variety of clients ranging from young children with
developmental delays to elderly people in their last stages of life She said she keeps three
relationships in mind when practicing music therapy: her relationship with music, her client’s
relationship with music, and the relationship between her and her client. Specifically, she
described the importance of knowing her clients’ origins and understanding how their cultures
express music in order to form deeper connections with them.

For example, during one of her supervised internships, Mrs. Houlihan worked in a
nursing home with elderly patients facing dementia and Alzheimer’s Disease. She described her
experience with one of her clients who was unable to sit still or focus on basic daily activities,
and who communicated only with the baby doll she carried around. That summer the nursing
home decided to hold a spirit week. One of the days was called “Patriotic Day,” and Mrs.
Houlihan was called in to play and sing “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Mrs. Houlihan’s client
seemed to regain a sense of awareness. It was as though a light switch flipped on in her client’s
head, and she immediately tuned in to the music, reciting every word to the song.

During another internship, Mrs. Houlihan practiced music therapy on a woman who was

in her last stages of Alzheimer’s. She lived at home with her husband, daughter, and extended



family, but had a very hard time communicating with them. The woman had been a big fan of
Bing Crosby in her youth, and when Mrs. Houlihan played and sang his classic song “Let Me
Call You Sweetheart” on the banjo, her client broke into song. In fact, the woman and her
husband, who had not communicated in a long time, actually sang the song to each other.

My interview with Mrs. Houlihan dramatically sparked my interest in thinking about
music therapy through a cultural lens. I learned that the background and culture of a patient is
incredibly important, especially when working with older patients. Playing music that takes into
consideration the client’s culture allows the client to reminisce on their past and relaxes and
eases their mind. I came across a study called “Music Therapy in Hospice: Spanish Language
Repertoire, Approaches, And Challenges” that documents how Hispanic clients in hospice were
aided with music therapy that catered to their specific culture. The study highlighted that the
major ways the selected music therapists built a therapeutic relationship with their clients was
through the use of the Spanish language and cultural awareness. Some of the music therapists
who were non-Spanish speakers chose to learn basic Spanish phrases and tried to communicate
with their clients. They noted that this was perceived well by their clients and made them feel
more valued and important. The music therapists demonstrated cultural awareness to their
Hispanic clients by learning to play and sing a variety of Spanish songs: patriotic songs, religious
songs, traditional/folk songs, popular songs, and children’s songs. This diversification of their
knowledge of Spanish music allowed the music therapists to feed into their clients’ differing
musical preferences. The music therapists also diversified their music therapy practices,
highlighting those viewed most favorably, such as singing for reminiscence, listening to or
singing along with music for relaxation purposes, and songwriting (Chun, 2017).

My interview with Mrs. Houlihan, along with my own personal experience and research,
has allowed me to appreciate the many evidence-based ways that music can aid an individual’s

body and mind.
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