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Abstract

Fifty years ago, Stein (1970) conducted a therapeutic 
recreation (TR) education survey. Ten years later, An-
derson and Stewart (1980) conducted a follow-up study 
that began the longitudinal studies in therapeutic recre-
ation/recreational therapy (TR/RT) education in the U.S. 
and Canada for the next four decades, and the results of 
each survey were published in the Therapeutic Recreation 
Journal (Anderson et al., 2000; Autry et al., 2010; Stew-
art & Anderson, 1990). The decennial TR/RT education 
surveys have included the same items and used the same 
core instrument since its first implementation in 1969 
(Stein, 1970). Although survey content has expanded to 
include additional questions, this consistency of content 
was designed to allow the researchers to compare results 
across each decade and to identify and discuss trends 
and issues in TR/RT education. The overall findings and 
discussion were divided among TR/RT curricula, faculty 
and students and were compared to these same catego-
ries over the past 50 years. 
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Since 1969, researchers have conducted a survey of therapeutic recreation/recre-
ational therapy (TR/RT) education programs every decade. In the initial survey, a sec-
tion on therapeutic recreation was included as part of a biannual recreation education 
survey for the Society of Park and Recreation Educators, a branch of the National Rec-
reation and Park Association (Stein, 1970). A 10-year follow-up survey was conducted 
in 1979 by Anderson and Stewart (1980), which began a longitudinal study of thera-
peutic recreation education in the U.S. and one that started the inclusion of Canada at 
the conclusion of each decade. Every decade since, on the ninth year of each decade, 
a follow-up survey has ensued including a 20-year follow-up in 1989 by Stewart and 
Anderson (1990), a 30-year survey in 1999 by Anderson et al. (2000), and a 40-year 
follow-up in 2009 by Autry et al. (2010). Each subsequent study compared results with 
those of the previous surveys. The purpose of the current study, a 50-year follow-up 
conducted in 2019, was to describe the current status, document changes over the past 
half-century, and identify trends and issues in TR/RT education. The study examined 
the quantity of TR/RT programs, faculty, and students. The survey continued to in-
quire as to whether faculty positions were lost during the last decade, how many, and if 
programs had difficulty filling open positions. New questions focused on accreditation 
and combined bachelor’s/master’s (also known as accelerated or 4+1) degrees.

Background: Research Covering Fifty Years of TR/RT Education  
Since its first implementation in 1969 (Stein, 1970), the decennial therapeutic 

recreation education surveys have used the same core instrument. Although survey 
content has expanded to include additional questions, and in 2009 the format converted 
to online data collection, each survey subsequent to 1969 included the same items as 
the original 1969 survey. This consistency of content was designed to allow researchers 
to compare results across each decade and to identify and discuss trends and issues in 
therapeutic recreation education. In the current study, in which data were collected 
during the fifty-year anniversary of the survey, the same instrument was employed. An 
additional element of longitudinal consistency includes the results of each survey being 
published in the Therapeutic Recreation Journal, in the respective years subsequent to 
data collection.  

A review of past articles in this longitudinal study (Anderson et al., 2000; Ander-
son & Stewart, 1980; Autry et al., 2010; Stein, 1970; Stewart & Anderson, 1990) reveals 
the various issues facing therapeutic recreation education over a 40-year period. Since 
the 2009 survey (Autry et al., 2010), several noteworthy developments have occurred 
in therapeutic recreation education. These changes, among others, include develop-
ments in accreditation of therapeutic recreation education. 

Recent Developments in the Profession
This longitudinal study has consistently inquired as to the accreditation status of 

programs since 1989. At the beginning of 2010, the Council on Accreditation of Parks, 
Recreation, Tourism, and Related Professions (COAPRT) was the sole provider of ac-
creditation for therapeutic recreation education programs. However,  by April 2010, a 
specialized accreditation for recreational therapy education had been established, sep-
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arate from COAPRT (Committee on Accreditation of Recreational Therapy Education 
[CARTE], 2010). CARTE was formed by therapeutic recreation educators to establish 
an independent accrediting body aligned with the health sciences and is an approved 
program under the Committee on Accreditation of Allied Health Education Programs 
(CAAHEP) (Sklar & Autry, 2017). At the writing of this paper, there were 20 TR/RT 
programs accredited by COAPRT (COAPRT, n.d.); and 10 TR/RT programs accredited 
by CAAHEP (CARTE, n.d.).

In 2016, the American Therapeutic Recreation Association (ATRA) formed the 
ATRA Higher Education Task Force (HETF) to determine if a change in the educational 
requirements for entry-level recreational therapy/therapeutic recreation practice was 
warranted (ATRA, 2018a). The task force identified competencies for examination and 
used surveys and focus groups to gather data from stakeholders. The task force found 
“…the most current and pressing need in higher education is to improve the quality 
and consistency of the bachelor’s degree” (ATRA 2018b, p. 4) 

Over the last two decades, there has been much debate over the status and trajectory 
of therapeutic recreation curricula (ATRA, 2018a; Carter & Zabriskie, 2009; Skalko, 
2013; Sklar & Autry, 2017). As the profession considers the recommendations of the 
HETF, the current status of curricula must be analyzed and reported. Furthermore, 
analysis of trends and issues among faculty and students are needed to provide 
direction for the discipline.

Method
As this is longitudinal research, the survey instrument used for the current study 

has been a continuation of those instruments used in the past studies of the Therapeu-
tic Recreation Education surveys. The original instrument was developed by Ander-
son and Stewart (1980) using the results from Stein’s 1970 study related to therapeutic 
recreation. Their instrument was revised with additional questions for the 1989, 1999, 
and 2009 surveys. The same questions from the 2009 survey were used for the current 
study and some were slightly modified to match the current language of curricula to-
day. New questions were added to the 2019 survey, which primarily focused on (a) ac-
creditation, because in 2010, a new accrediting body, the Committee on Accreditation 
of  Recreational Therapy Education (CARTE) was established, and (b) the combined 
bachelor’s and master’s degree (also known as an accelerated or 4+1 degree) (ATRA, 
2018a, 2018b; Carter et al., 2017; McKenney & Van Puymbroeck, 2017). 

The amended instrument was designed in Qualtrics, an online survey tool, and 
was sent to 166 programs in the U.S. and Canada. The list was comprised of cross 
listing the Autry et al. (2010) mailing list, the American Therapeutic Recreation Asso-
ciation (ATRA) university program list, the Council on Accreditation for Recreation, 
Parks, Tourism and Related Professions (COAPRT) general and therapeutic recre-
ation accredited programs list, the CARTE accredited programs list, and two thorough 
searches of websites of all the programs on these aforementioned lists. As with the past 
surveys, two-year, four-year and graduate curricula were identified as possibly offering 
a degree, concentration, or courses in therapeutic recreation/recreational therapy (TR/
RT). 

The study was approved (UMCIRB 19-001468) by the Institutional Review Board at 
the primary researcher’s university and recruitment for participation began in fall 2019 
with a request directly through the Qualtrics platform to the head of the department or 
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TR/RT program (Schaefer & Dillman, 1998). A hyperlink to the survey was included 
in the initial and each correspondence thereafter. Five follow-up correspondences 
occurred to increase the respondent numbers (Schaefer & Dillman, 1998) primarily 
through Qualtrics reminding and/or extending the deadline. One of these follow-ups 
occurred through traditional email to the program contacts to make sure the Qualtrics 
correspondence was not being blocked or filtered in their email. 

Of the 166 identified general recreation and therapeutic recreation/recreational 
therapy (TR/RT) programs, 67 responded affirmatively to the survey in having a 
TR/RT program. In reporting on the other 99 programs, the following breakdown 
includes: 10 programs responded through email or Qualtrics they did not have a TR/
RT program; 10 programs emailed the primary researcher their program had closed 
or clear documentation was discovered on the website searches that the program had 
closed since the last survey in 2009; 49 programs had no documented TR/RT program 
on the university website as a result of an exhaustive search; six may have had a TR/RT 
program as it was unclear in the documentation on the university website; and 24 did 
not participate in the study but they clearly had an existing TR/RT program as included 
on the lists reported above (i.e. 2010 mailing list, ATRA, COAPRT and/or CARTE) 
and on their university website as documented from the exhaustive website searches. 
In summary, 91 programs were clearly identified as having TR/RT programs in the US 
and Canada and 67 (74%) participated in the study.         

The data from the 67 programs were analyzed using descriptive statistics in SPSS 
26.0. The descriptive data were then compared to the findings of Stein (1970),  An-
derson and Stewart (1980), Stewart and Anderson (1990), Anderson et al. (2000) and 
Autry et al. (2010). Some of the respondents did not respond to certain items on the 
questionnaire; therefore, results from the current study will be reported in relation to 
total numbers recorded for curricula, faculty, and students.

Results 
In the 2019 study, a total of 67 programs reported having a therapeutic recreation/

recreational therapy (TR/RT) degree, concentration or courses; however, one program 
did not complete the rest of the survey after such an affirmation. Therefore, 66 pro-
grams contributed data, and of those, 58 completed and 8 partially completed the sur-
vey. While 24 TR/RT programs were identified that did not participate in the current 
study, to date this is the lowest reported number of participating programs in the his-
tory of the Therapeutic Recreation Education Survey since 37 programs were identified 
in 1969 by Stein (1970). In 1979, 137 TR/RT programs were identified by Anderson 
and Stewart (1980); in 1989, 105 TR/RT programs participated out of 163 respondents 
(Stewart & Anderson, 1990); in 1999, 134 TR/RT programs participated out of 340 
respondents (Anderson et al., 2000); and in 2009, 83 TR/RT programs participated out 
of 106 respondents (Autry et al., 2010). 

In congruence with the past Therapeutic Recreation Education research studies, 
the results of the current study are divided into three sections: (a) curricula, (b) faculty, 
and (c) students. This format follows the same presentation of results as in the four 
previous studies for the purpose of longitudinal comparison.
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Curricula
Curricula is divided into several sub-categories. These include: NCTRC regions, 

degree levels and types, accreditation, titles of curricula and administrative location, 
courses on disabilities, courses offered and required, additional degrees, and online 
opportunities.

NCTRC Regions
Since 1999, reporting programs that affirmed they had a TR/RT program have 

been divided into the same regions designated by the National Council for Therapeutic 
Recreation Certification (NCTRC) (see Table 1). The top three regions with the highest 
representation continue to be the Southeast, Great Lakes and the Northeast. While the 
greatest representation by reporting programs occurred in the Southeast followed by 
the Great Lakes in 1999 and 2009, this switched in 2019. The Great Lakes had the most 
TR/RT Programs in the current study at 19 (28%) followed closely by the Southeast at 
17 (25%).    

Table 1
Percent Curricula, Full-Time Faculty and Enrolled Students per NCTRC Region
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Table 1 
 
Percent Curricula, Full-Time Faculty and Enrolled Students per NCTRC Region 

  
Curricula 

  
Faculty 

  
Students 

 2019 2009  2019 2009    2019 2009 
NCTRC Region n=67 n=83  n=143 n=142  n=4911 n=3096 
Canada  9 6  10 8  8 9 
Great Lakes 28 26  22 28  19 21 
Northeast 19 16  19 23  13 18 
Pacific 9 11  11 6  12 13 
Southeast 25 28  32 25  40 24 
West 9 11  6 9  8 15 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Degree Levels and Types
In 2019, out of 66 respondents, three (4.5%) of the TR/RT programs offered 

associate degrees, 63 (95%) offered bachelor’s degrees, 21 (32%) offered master’s 
degrees, and four (6%) offered doctorate degrees (see Figures 1 and 2). In addition to 
the traditional categories, five programs also reported offering “other” options: one 
program offered an RT Diploma, one program offered an undergraduate minor in RT, 
one program offered undergraduate and graduate minors in RT, and two offered post 
baccalaureate stand-alone certificates. Furthermore, the current survey also added new 
questions about TR/RT programs with combined bachelor’s/master’s degrees (also 
known as accelerated or 4+1 degrees). Four (6%) of the programs (n = 66) offered such 
degrees in 2019.  

In comparing 2019 to 2009, the traditional degree level categories are lower in 
total numbers and in all levels (except the associate) (see Figure 1), but they were simi-
lar in the percent breakdown of reported programs (see Figure 2). In 2009, out of 83 
respondents, three (3.6%) of the TR/RT programs offered associate degrees, 79 (95%) 
offered bachelor’s degrees, 25 (30%) offered master’s degrees, and six (7%) offered doc-
torate degrees. The results for 134 respondents in 1999, included 14 (10.5%) associate, 
118 (88%) bachelor’s, 41 (31%) master’s, and 10 (7%) doctorate degrees. In 1989, out of 
105 respondents, nine (9%) programs offered degrees at the associate, 98 (93%) at the 
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Figure 1. Number of programs per degree level over the past forty years. 

Note: 1979 was the first time data were collected on the four degree levels versus two: undergraduate and graduate. 
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Figure 1
Number of Programs Per Degree Level Over the Past 40 Years 

Note: 1979 was the first time data were collected on the four degree levels versus two: undergraduate and 
graduate.

Figure 2
Percent of Programs Per Degree Level Over the Past 40 Years 
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Figure 2. Percent of programs per degree level over the past forty years. 
 

Note: 1979 was the first time data were collected on the four degree levels versus two: undergraduate and 
graduate..  
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bachelor’s, 45 (43%) at the master’s, and 13 (12%) at the doctorate levels. In 1979, such 
categories were at their highest numbers for most of the degree levels when out of 137 
respondents 27 (19.7%) programs offered associate, 109 (80%) offered bachelor’s, 59 
(43%) offered master’s, and 14 (10%) offered doctorate degrees. The 1969 data cannot 
be compared to these levels because the data were divided into two levels; however, 
the percent can be compared. Of the 37 respondents, 28 (76%) of the programs were 
reported at the undergraduate level and 26 (70%) at the graduate. The proportion of 
graduate degrees has been considerably lower than 70% since 1969 as the data show an 
emphasis on undergraduate TR/RT education most specifically, at the bachelor’s level. 
In addition, the total number of doctorate-level TR/RT programs continue to decrease 
from 14 to 13, ten, six, and four as reported in the surveys conducted in 1979, 1989, 
1999, 2009, and 2019, respectively.  

Regarding the types of programs offered (TR/RT courses, concentration or 
degree) per degree level, a major shift has occurred at the undergraduate and graduate 
levels over the past 40 and 20 years, respectively (see Table 2). A decrease continues 
to occur in the proportion of undergraduate programs offering general recreation/
leisure/health degrees with TR/RT courses as opposed to a concentration or degree in 
TR/RT. This downward trend resulted in 16%, 14%, 15%, 5%, and 3% of the programs 
offering only TR/RT courses in 1979, 1989, 1999, 2009, and 2019, respectively. The 
percent of programs having a general recreation/leisure/health degree with a TR/RT 
concentration  also experienced a downward trend at 66% in 1979, 64% in 1989, 63% 
in 1999, 66% in 2009, and 53% in 2019. However, the percent of programs offering a 
TR/RT degree considerably increased from 40 years ago at 17% in 1979, 15% in 1989, 
22% in 1999, 28% in 2009 to 42% in 2019 (see Table 2). 

Starting with the 1999 survey, data were collected on the types of programs at the 
graduate level (see Table 2). In 2019, 21 TR/RT graduate programs reported on the type 
of master’s degree, 25 in 2009 and 41 in 1999. The percentage of programs offering a 
general recreation/leisure/health degree with TR/RT courses decreased from 30% in 
1999 to 24% in 2009 to 10% in 2019; decreased in TR/RT concentrations from 54% in 
1999 to 48% in 2009 but increased to 62% in 2019; and increased in TR/RT degrees 
at the master’s level from 16% in 1999 to 28% in 2009 but decreased to 2% in 2019 
(see Table 2). The new data on the combined bachelor’s/master’s (also known as an 

Table 2
Percent Type of TR/RT Program for Undergraduate and Master’s Levels
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Table 2 
 
Percent Type of TR/RT Program for Undergraduate and Master’s Levels 
 

Type of TR/RT Program 1979 1989 1999 2009 2019 

Undergraduate 
Level 

TR/RT Courses 16 14 15 5 3 
TR/RT Concentration 66 64 63 66 53 
TR/RT Degree 17 15 22 28 42 

       

*Master’s  
Level 

TR/RT Courses   30 24 10 
TR/RT Concentration   54 48 62 
TR/RT Degree   16 28 2 

 
* Note: 1999 was the first time data were collected on the type of TR/RT program at the graduate level. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Note: 1999 was the first time data were collected on the type of TR/RT program at the 
graduate level.
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accelerated or 4+1) degree in TR/RT showed that three of the graduate programs (n = 
21) offered a combined bachelor’s/master’s degree with a concentration in TR/RT and 
one offered a combined bachelor’s/master’s degree in TR/RT. 

In 2019, four reporting TR/RT programs offered doctorate degrees. Two offered a 
general recreation/leisure/health doctorate degree with TR/RT courses, and two offered 
a general recreation/leisure/health doctorate degree with a TR/RT concentration. One 
of the programs with a TR/RT concentration was “new” in that it had been developed 
since the 2009 survey, and the PhD is offered fully online. In 2009, the doctorate 
programs all reported offering their general degrees with TR/RT courses; however, in 
1999, 67% of the programs offered their doctorate degrees with a TR/RT concentration 
and 33% offered their doctorate degrees with TR/RT courses. 

Accreditation
Starting with the 1989 survey, questions were added to include accreditation of 

the general program (i.e., recreation/leisure/health) and/or of the TR/RT program 
(i.e., courses/concentration/degree) by the National Recreation and Park Association/
American Association for Leisure and Recreation’s Council on Accreditation’s (NRPA/
AALR COA) (now known as COAPRT). Since the last study in 2009, new questions 
were added about the Committee on Accreditation of Recreational Therapy Education 
(CARTE) accreditation, which had been formed to accredit TR/RT programs in 2010. 
Until now, the results have not reported any accredited programs outside the U.S. 
North American programs have been open to COAPRT accreditation in the past, the 
current study includes two Canadian CARTE accredited programs (see Table 3). 

The following results on accreditation will provide comparisons between the 2019 
and past results (see Figure 3). The results will also provide a focus on the current status 
of accreditation between the two accrediting bodies for the profession (see Table 3). 

Of the curricula included in this study (n = 66), 37 (56%) of the programs reported 
their general program was accredited by COAPRT and in comparison, 48 (62%) were 
accredited in 2009 (n = 78) and 62 (50%) in 1999 (n = 123) (see Figure 3). The 1989 
survey did not ask about general program accreditation; however, it did ask about the 
accreditation of the therapeutic recreation option (Anderson et al., 2000; Stewart & 

Table 3
Number of Accredited Programs per NCTRC Region in 2019
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Number of Accredited Programs per NCTRC Region in 2019 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

COAPRT General Degree 
Accreditation (n=37) 

  
No COAPRT General Degree 

Accreditation (n=29) 

 Only TR/RT 
COAPRT 

TR/RT 
CARTE 

 TR/RT 
COAPRT 

TR/RT 
CARTE 

Neither   

NCTRC Region n=18 n=16 n=3  n=2 n=5 n=22  
Canada  0 0 0  0 2 4  
Great Lakes 6 5 0  1 0 7  
Northeast 4 3 1  0 1 4  
Pacific 1 3 0  0 0 2  
Southeast 5 2 2  1 1 5  
West 2 3 0  0 1 0  
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Figure 3
Percent of TR/RT Programs with Accreditation Over the Past 30 Years 
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Figure 3. Percent of TR/RT programs with accreditation over the past thirty years. 
 

* Note: The first time accreditation data were collected and only on the TR/RT program. 
** Note: The first time Canadian programs reported accreditation. 
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Anderson, 1990). Therefore, the following results on TR/RT program accreditation will 
report back to 1989. Of the curricula included in the current 2019 study (n = 66), 18 
(27%) of the programs reported their TR/RT program was accredited by COAPRT and 
in comparison, 24 (31%) were accredited in 2009 (n = 78), 38 (37%) in 1999 (n = 104), 
and 44 (45%) in 1989 (n = 98) (see Figure 3). With the inclusion of CARTE accredita-
tion in the current study, a total of 26 (39%) of the curricula (n = 66) reported their 
TR/RT programs were accredited by COAPRT (27%) or CARTE (12%) (see Figure 3).    

The following data will provide information to include COAPRT and CARTE 
accreditation from the current survey (see the top of Table 3). As stated above, 37 
(56%) of the 66 participating programs in the 2019 survey reported their general 
degree was accredited by COAPRT and 29 (44%) reported their general recreation/
leisure/health program was not accredited or stated the question was not applicable. 
Of the 37 programs that reported general accreditation by COAPRT, 16 reported their 
TR/RT program was accredited by COAPRT, three reported their TR/RT program was 
accredited by CARTE, and 18 reported their TR/RT program was neither COAPRT nor 
CARTE accredited.  Of the programs (n = 29) that did not have general accreditation 
or the general recreation accreditation was not applicable, two reported their TR/
RT program was accredited by COAPRT, five reported their TR/RT program was 
accredited by CARTE, and 22 reported their TR/RT program was neither COAPRT 
or CARTE accredited. Therefore, of the 66 programs participating in the survey, there 
were a total of 18 TR/RT programs that were accredited by COAPRT, eight that were 
accredited by CARTE and 40 with neither accreditation (22 of these 40 did not have the 
general accreditation by COAPRT). 
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TR/RT 
CARTE 

Neither   

NCTRC Region n=18 n=16 n=3  n=2 n=5 n=22  
Canada  0 0 0  0 2 4  
Great Lakes 6 5 0  1 0 7  
Northeast 4 3 1  0 1 4  
Pacific 1 3 0  0 0 2  
Southeast 5 2 2  1 1 5  
West 2 3 0  0 1 0  
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Frequencies regarding accreditation type versus degree type were also analyzed 
regarding the 26 accredited TR/RT programs. Of the programs that have TR/
RT COAPRT accreditation (n = 18), 12 (67%) have a general degree with TR/RT 
concentration and six (33%) have a TR/RT degree. Of the TR/RT programs that 
have CARTE accreditation (n = 8), two (25%) have a general degree with TR/RT 
concentration and six (75%) have a TR/RT degree. 

Questions about the future accreditation of programs were also introduced. 
Twenty-one of the 40 programs (52.5%) where the TR/RT program was accredited 
neither by COAPRT nor CARTE, answered they planned to apply for accreditation 
for their TR/RT concentration or degree in the next five years: eight to CARTE and 
13 to COAPRT. The remaining nineteen of the 40 (47.5%) would not apply to either. 
In addition, participants were asked if they planned to change accreditors in the next 
five years. Of the 55 respondents for this question, 49 reported they would make no 
changes and six reported they would change from COAPRT to CARTE (where four 
currently had their TR/RT program accredited by COAPRT and two had only their 
general recreation degree accredited by COAPRT.)

Lastly, general recreation degree accreditation, TR/RT program accreditation and 
NCTRC regions were cross analyzed. This had been reported in the past; however, the 
current table includes CARTE accreditation (see Table 3). In 2009, with only COAPRT 
accreditation, the Great Lakes and the Southeast housed the greatest number of TR/
RT-accredited programs at seven and six, respectively, followed by the Pacific at four, 
the West at four, and the Northeast at three. From the respondents of the 2019 survey, 
again the Great Lakes and Southeast housed the greatest number of TR/RT-accredited 
programs at six each. The Great Lakes programs were all accredited by COAPRT and 
the Southeast had three accredited by each COAPRT and CARTE. The next highest 
region was the Northeast at a total of five accredited programs, three by COAPRT 
and two by CARTE. The West followed up with four, three by COAPRT and one by 
CARTE. The Pacific included a total of three TR/RT responding programs all accred-
ited by COAPRT and Canada included a total of two TR/RT programs both accredited 
by CARTE.        

Titles of Curricula and Administrative Locations
Results regarding program and department titles in 2019 are noteworthy. At the 

program level, 30 (46%) of the responding TR/RT programs (n = 66) use the term 
therapeutic recreation, and 21 (32%) use the term recreation or recreational therapy 
in their title. Currently, 7% of the department titles (n = 45) contain either therapeu-
tic recreation or recreation/recreational therapy. This is a decrease from 16% in 2009; 
however, it is fairly consistent with 9% in 1999, 3% in 1989, and 9% in 1979. The shift 
of leisure or recreation (where it is not used with the terms therapeutic or therapy) in 
department titles resulted in a slight decrease and perhaps a movement away from the 
use of those terms. In the current study, 73% included  the terms leisure or recreation, 
in comparison to 81% in 2009, 85% in 1999, 82% in 1989, and 75% in 1979.

In the current study, education or physical education was the administrative 
location (e.g., College or School) for 29% of the TR/RT programs (n = 51), which was 
a decrease from 42% in 2009. With the exception of 1999, when 28% were in education 
or physical education, 29% today represents a decrease each decade since 1969 (42% in 
1989, 64% in 1979, and 82% in 1969). The trend appears to be moving toward health. 
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Public health, health sciences, health professions, health and human performance, and 
health and human services make up 45% (n = 51). This is an increase from 37% in 2009. 
Of those reporting “health” as their administrative location, 26% were located in health 
sciences or health professions, an increase from 18% just 10 years ago. Another 8% were 
located in health and human performance. Lastly, 26% of the current programs were 
located in “other” areas (e.g., business, graduate school, career/professional programs, 
general studies, arts and sciences, or public programs) as compared to 16% in 2009.

Courses on Disabilities
One question that has been consistently asked on the survey for the past 40 

years is if the curricula require at least one course for all general recreation/leisure 
undergraduate or graduate majors that focuses primarily on people with disabilities. 
In 2019, 49 (74%) programs (n = 66) responded yes. This has decreased over the past 
decade and parallels the response rate from 1979 at 75% and 1999 at 71%. The reports 
show every other decade being close in percentages in that 1989 was at 88% and 2009 
was at 83% in the requirement of a disability focused course for all majors. Another 
question that is consistently asked on the survey is if topics related to disabilities are 
included in other general recreation/leisure courses. Of the responding programs in 
2019 (n = 65), 86% recorded yes. This proportion parallels the past studies where 89% 
in 2009, 91% in 1999, 91% in 1989, and 94% in 1979 included such topics in other 
courses; although, there is a slight decline each decade.

Number of Courses and Details
In 1999, questions focusing on the number of TR/RT courses offered and required 

in the curricula were introduced into the questionnaire. The numbers included 
undergraduate and graduate courses together and from 1999 to 2009 an average increase 
of almost two courses were reported as offered (from 5.3 to 7.2) and required (from 
4.3 to 6.3), respectively. The data reported in this paragraph are from the 2009 survey 
where 8% of the courses were offered online and 3% were new courses starting in fall 
2009. The mode of offered and required TR/RT courses was five. The range included 
one to 15 TR/RT courses being offered and required across the curricula. Furthermore, 
40 (48%) of the curricula offered one to five, 26 (31%) offered six to ten, and 17 (21%) 
offered 11 to 15 TR/RT courses. Fifty-two (63%) of the curricula required one to five, 
17 (21%) required six to ten, and 13 (16%) required 11 to 15 TR/RT courses. The 
majority of those offering and requiring 11 to 15 courses were identified as programs 
that offered TR/RT degrees. In 2019, the questions regarding offered, required, on 
campus, online and new courses were divided among undergraduate, master’s and 
doctorate programs. 

Undergraduate
In 2019, questions were asked about the TR/RT programs’ undergraduate level 

TR/RT courses (where each could vary in credits) for different categories (e.g., offered, 
required, on-campus, and online). Among the undergraduate programs (bachelor’s and 
associate) (n = 66), eight programs offered 15 or more TR/RT courses, 58 programs of-
fered an average of 8.4 TR/RT courses, the mode was seven, and the range was five to 
more than 15 courses offered. The latter can be further divided to where four (6%) of 
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the programs offered five courses (as compared to 48% in 2009 who offered one to five 
courses), 45 (68%) programs offered six to 10 courses, nine (14%) programs offered 
11 to 14 courses, and eight (12%) programs offered more than 15 courses. Of the total 
number of programs (n = 63) that reported on their required TR/RT courses, the aver-
age was 7.9, and the mode was seven: seven programs (11%) required five courses, 44 
programs (70%) six to 10 courses, seven programs (11%) required 11 to 14 courses, and 
five programs (8%) required more than 15 courses. Additional descriptive results that 
were reported by the TR/RT programs (n= 58) for courses offered on-campus included 
an average of 7.7 courses, a mode of six, and a range of 0 to more than 15 (i.e., 0 means 
there were only online courses and no on-campus courses offered by the program). 
Thirty-one (50%) of the reporting undergraduate programs also offered their TR/RT 
courses online. Of those courses, the mean was 3.2 and the mode was one per program. 
The range among the programs was one to 11 courses offered online. One program of-
fered all their courses online. Twenty-one (37%) programs (n = 57) reported they were 
adding new courses (face to face or online) in fall 2019 and the average number of new 
courses was 1.5, the mode was one, and the range was one to four new courses. 

Master’s
In 2019, questions were asked about the TR/RT programs’ master’s level TR/

RT courses (where each could vary in credits) for different categories (e.g., offered, 
required, on-campus, and online). The master’s degree programs (n = 20) reported 
offering an average of seven TR/RT master’s level courses and a mode of 6.5. The 
minimum number of courses offered was two. One of the programs offered more than 
15 courses and reported they were considering changing their TR/RT concentration 
to a TR/RT degree. The master’s programs (n = 19) also reported an average of 6.3, 
a mode of six, and a range of two to 13 required TR/RT courses. They (n = 17) also 
reported they offered an average of 5.5, a mode of six, and a range of two to 12 on 
campus courses. Eleven programs reported offering an average of 6.2, a mode of six, 
and a range of one to 13 online master’s level courses. Eight reported they were adding 
new courses at an average of 1.6, a mode of one, and a range of one to four.   

Doctorate
For 2019, two of the four reported doctorate programs provided information on 

their doctorate level TR/RT courses (where each could vary in credits) for different 
categories (e.g., offered, required, on-campus, and online). One program offered and 
required 12 courses total, offered 10 of these on campus, offered all 12 online (which 
are part of a fully online PhD with a concentration in TR/RT), and was offering no new 
courses in fall 2019. The second program offered and required 11 total courses, all 11 of 
these courses were offered on campus and two online, and one new course was offered 
in fall 2019. 

Additional Degrees in Future
For the past 30 years, the survey has asked programs if they anticipated offering 

an additional degree level in TR/RT in the next two years. Of the reporting programs 
(n = 66) in 2019, 12% (n = 8) affirmed they were going to offer an additional degree 
level as compared to 17% in 2009, 11% in 1999 and 20% in 1989. Furthermore, in 2019, 
six planned to offer new master’s level degrees (one fully online), three planned new 
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bachelor’s level degrees (one fully online) and one planned a new combined bachelor’s/
master’s (accelerated or 4+1) degree. No programs reported in 2019 developing a new 
doctorate degree in the area of TR/RT in the next two years. In 2009, eight programs 
were anticipating an additional master’s degree as compared to five in 1999, and 17 in 
1999. In 1989, two programs reported adding a doctorate degree; however, in 1999 and 
2009, no programs reported developing a new doctorate degree in the area of TR/RT in 
the next two years; although, from the 2019 study results, a new fully online doctorate 
was started in 2015. It is also worth noting that in 2019, 10 programs (n = 66) anticipat-
ed changing the title of their degree (bachelor’s and/or master’s), in the next five years, 
to include either recreation or recreational therapy (7) or therapeutic recreation (3).

Online Opportunities
Questions focusing on online/distance education were first addressed 20 years ago 

and are included in a separate section on the survey than the above questions on TR/RT 
courses. In 2019, 30 (45%) of the reporting programs (n = 66),  selected yes when they 
were asked “Do they currently offer online opportunities for degree-seeking students 
in TR/RT?” In comparison, 27% in 2009 and 15% in 1999 reported they offered online/
distance education in their TR/RT programs. 

Of those 30 programs who reported they offered online opportunities in 2019, 28 
provided additional information regarding the level of online opportunity: 17 (61%) 
offered online opportunities at the undergraduate level including one certificate, five 
(18%) at the undergraduate and master’s levels (including two combined bachelor’s/
master’s degrees), five (18%) at the master’s level, and one (4%) at the doctorate level. 
In 2009, 16 (76%) offered online/distance learning opportunities at the undergraduate 
level, three (14%) at the undergraduate and master’s levels, one (5%) at the master’s 
level and one (5%) for continuing education. Of the 20 reporting programs in 1999, 
30% offered distance learning opportunities at the bachelor’s level, 20% at both the 
bachelor’s and master’s levels, 15% at the master’s level, and 35% for continuing 
education. 

Some programs offered fully online degrees (which could mean that a program 
could offer both online degree(s) with their traditional on campus degree(s) or 
as indicated above in the previous section on undergraduate courses, one program 
offered only online TR/RT courses). No curricula in 1999 offered their degree program 
fully on-line; however, an increase can be reported each decade later. In 2009, five 
programs offered a degree fully online; three at the undergraduate level, one at both 
the undergraduate and master’s level, and one at the master’s level. In 2019, nine 
programs offered fully online degrees at one or two levels per program: four bachelor’s, 
two combined bachelor’s/master’s (accelerated or 4+1), six master’s, and one doctorate. 
Therefore, the majority of online degrees are graduate programs. Of the 36 programs 
that reported they did not offer online opportunities for degree seeking students in 
TR/RT in 2019, 35 responded to the question if they would offer online in the next five 
years: six reported yes, 14 reported no, and 15 reported maybe. 

Faculty 
 Programs were asked to report on faculty (which covered those starting their 

positions in the fall 2018 term) and 252 full-time and part-time faculty taught in 
the 57 programs that provided such faculty information. This represents an increase 
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compared to the 216 full-time and part-time faculty who taught TR/RT starting fall 
2008, which was based on 79 reporting programs for the 2009 survey. The number 
of total faculty in past decades was 274, 231, and 349  from the 1999, 1989, and 1979 
surveys, respectively. Of the current study’s 252 faculty, full-time faculty made up 57% 
(143) (see Figure 4 for percentages over the past 40 years), which calculates to 2.5 full-
time faculty per TR/RT program. They also reported 1.9 part-time faculty per TR/
RT program. The highest number of faculty reported per program was nine full-time 
faculty (in two programs) and another program reported 16 part-time faculty. In 2009, 
of the 216 faculty, 70% (152) were full-time, with an average of 1.9 per TR/RT program. 
In 1999, 73% of the faculty were full-time, with an average of 1.6 per program. In 1989, 
75% of the faculty were full-time, with an average of 1.9 per program. In 1979, 72% of 
faculty were full-time, with an average of 1.7 per program (see Figure 4 for percentages 
over the past 40 years). And in 1969, 37 full-time faculty were reported within Stein’s 
(1970) study. 

During the 2018-2019 calendar year (where one year equals 12 months starting fall 
through summer), a total of 759 TR/RT courses were taught by 140 full-time faculty, 
averaging 5.4 courses per faculty member as reported in the 2019 survey. In 2009, 602 
TR/RT courses were taught by 149 full-time faculty, with an average of four courses per 
calendar year. And in 1999, a total of 773 TR/RT courses were taught by187 full-time 
faculty at four courses per faculty per calendar year . The current study shows a 1.4 
increase in the average number of courses taught per calendar year by full time faculty 
as compared to the past two decades. 

Of the 141 full-time TR/RT faculty reported in the 2019 survey, 66% (93) held 
doctorate degrees and 34% (48) held master’s degrees. In 2009, 79% held doctorate 
degrees, which is the highest percentage to date when compared to 73% in 1999, 71% 
in 1989 and 42% in 1979 (see Figure 4 for percentages over the past 40 years).

Currently, 42% (98) of the 235 faculty (full-time and part-time) reported TR/RT 
as their major field of study of their highest degree, followed by 24% (56) in recreation/
leisure. Six percent (15) of all faculty reported their major field of study as recreation/
leisure with a concentration in TR/RT. However, if this percentage is combined with 
the aforementioned 42%, then there were 48% of the faculty that reported TR/RT as 
their major field of study of their highest degree. Education and health each had 7% (17 
and 16, respectively) and other (e.g., rehabilitation, human development, gerontology, 
etc.) had 14% (33). In 2009, 82% of the reported 207 faculty (full-time and part-time) 
included TR/RT as their major field of study of their highest degree, followed by rec-
reation/leisure at 8%. In comparison, 53% of all faculty in 1999, 46% in 1989, and 32% 
in 1979 held TR/RT as their major field of study. Therefore, a considerable decrease has 
occurred from 82% to 48% over the past decade in the category of TR/RT as the major 
field of study and today the percentage is closer to what it was 30 years ago. 

Rank of full-time faculty was evenly distributed in the current study (see Figure 
5). Instructors/lecturers comprised 26% (37) of the 143 full-time reporting faculty, as-
sistant professors made up 25% (36), associate professors 23% (33), and full professors 
22% (30). The rank of clinical faculty has emerged in the past decade and 4% (7) of 
the full-time faculty are clinical instructors, clinical assistants, or clinical associates. In 
2009, the rank of 150 full-time faculty was divided into 13% (20) instructor/lecturers, 
23% (34) assistant professors, 34% (51) associate professors and 30% (45) full profes-
sors. As noted in Figure 5, the percent of instructor/lecturers doubled since 2009 and 
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1999 and, if the 4% clinical faculty are added to instructor/lecturer category, it ap-
proaches the levels of 1969 and 1979. Associate and full professors have decreased since 
2009 by 11% and 8%, respectively, moving toward the 1999 levels. The assistant profes-
sor rank remained about the same as 2009; however, it is 10% lower than 20 years ago 
(1999). For additional comparisons of percentages of full-time faculty divided among 
the three categories of instructor/lecturer, assistant professor and associate/full profes-
sor over the past 40 years, see Figure 4.

Of the full-time faculty (n=142) in the current study, 40% (57) were tenured, 
24% (34) were in tenure tracks, 21% (30) were in non-tenure tracks, 11% (16) were in 
non-tenure tracks but promotion granting positions (e.g., clinical faculty), and 4% (5) 

Figure 4
Percent of Full-Time Faculty, Degree, Rank, and Tenure Over the Past 40 Years  
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Figure 5
Percent Rank of Full-Time Faculty Over the Past 50 Years 
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Figure 5. Percent rank of full-time faculty over the past fifty years. 
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reported that it was not applicable. In 2009, 64% (97) of full-time faculty were tenured, 
and in 1999 56% were tenured (see Figure 4 for percentages over the past 40 years).       

In 2019, 64% (91) of the full-time faculty (n=143) were Certified Therapeutic 
Recreation Specialists (CTRS), 22% (31) were CTRS and licensed as recreational 
therapists or therapeutic recreation specialists, 8% (12) were CTRS and held an 
additional certification, and 6% (9) were not certified. Thus, the total of full-time 
faculty who were CTRS was 94% (134). In 2009, 82% of the full-time faculty (n=139) 
were CTRS, as compared to 79% in 1999 and 66% in 1989. In 2009, 13% of the full-time 
faculty were CTRS with an additional certification, 6% held an “other” certification all 
together, and 11% were not certified, compared to 17% in 1999. 

Of the full-time faculty (n=140) in the current study, 72% (101) were female as 
compared to 63% of the 141 faculty in 2009, and 65% in 1999. Female full-time faculty 
became the majority in 1989 at 56%, after being the minority at 44% in 1979. Questions 
on race were first asked in the 1999 survey. Of the full-time faculty (n=140) in the 
current study, 88% were White/Caucasian, 7% were Asian, 4% were Black/African 
American, and 1% were Hispanic or Latino. In 2009, of the 144 full-time faculty, 91% 
were Caucasian, 5% African American, 2% Asian American, 1% Hispanic, and 1% 
other. In 1999, 93% were Caucasian, 5% African American, 1.5% Asian American, and 
0.5% Hispanic. 

The geographic location of full-time faculty was first categorized into NCTRC 
regions in 1999 and the top three areas included 29% of full-time faculty in the 
Southeast, 27% in the Great Lakes, and 22% in the Northeast. In 2009, the same three 
regions continued to represent the highest percentage of full-time faculty at 28% in the 
Great Lakes, 25% in the Southeast, and 23% in the Northeast. In comparison to the 
current study, the Southeast holds 32%, the Great Lakes 22%, the Northeast 19%, the 
Pacific 11%, Canada 10%, and the West region 6% (see Table 1). 

This last section provides information regarding TR/RT faculty positions; new po-
sitions, those that were difficult to fill, and those that were lost. In the current study, 10 
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TR/RT programs of the total reporting programs (n=58) answered “yes” to the ques-
tion: “Did you hire additional full-time faculty in your TR/RT program for the fall 
2019?” Eleven new full-time faculty were hired among the 10 programs (33% assistant 
professors, 45% instructors, and 22% clinical faculty). In 2009, five of the total report-
ing programs (n=78) were planning to add one new full-time faculty member. In 1999, 
there were 17 new lines planned, and 23 in 1989. A follow-up question was, “In the last 
10 years (including fall 2019), have you had difficulty filling full-time positions in your 
TR/RT program?” Of those reporting (n=58), 16 answered “yes,” and nine of those 
programs reported they had 15 “failed searches.” In 2009, 21 TR/RT programs affirmed 
they had difficulty filling full-time TR/RT positions. A third question addressing the 
subject of positions was, “Have any full-time faculty positions in your TR/RT program 
been lost in the last ten years (including fall 2019)?” Of the 58 programs reporting, 17 
answered “Yes”, and 12 of those reported losing a total of 14.5 positions. In 2009, 18 
TR/RT programs reported the loss of 22 full-time TR/RT faculty during that 10-year 
period. Therefore, in the last 20 years, TR/RT programs have lost a total of 36.5 TR/RT 
full-time faculty positions.

Students 
The results pertaining to students are divided into two sections; students enrolled 

at the beginning of fall 2018 and students expected to graduate during the 2018-2019 
academic year. A total of 4,911 students were enrolled, as reported by 58 of the TR/RT 
programs, and a total of 1,409 students were expected to graduate, as reported by 53 
of the programs. 

Enrolled Students
The number of enrolled students has varied over the past 50 years. A total of 4,911 

students were enrolled in 2019, as compared to 3,096 in 2009, 5,649 in 1999, 4,267 in 
1989, 7,992 in 1979, and 531 in 1969. The average number of students enrolled per 
program has also fluctuated with 85 students in 2019, 41 in 2009, 52 in 1999, 41 in 
1989, 58 in 1979, and 15 in 1969. In the past decade this average has more than doubled. 

The degree levels among the enrolled students have also been studied for the past 
50 years. In 2019, 102 TR/RT students were studying at the associate level, 4,565 at the 
bachelor’s, 224 at the master’s, and 20 at the doctorate. The results at the associate level 
are only available for 2009 at 93, 1999 at 346, and 1989 at 198. The number of students 
enrolled at the bachelor’s level was 2,830 in 2009, 4,981 in 1999, 3,482 in 1989, 6,194 in 
1979, and 381 in 1969. The number of enrolled master’s students was reported at 164 
in 2009, 300 in 1999, as compared to 519 in 1989, 947 in 1979, and 135 in 1969. Nine 
enrolled doctorate students were identified in 2009, 21 in 1999, 65 in 1989, 94 in 1979, 
and 15 in 1969.

The percentage of female students enrolled in TR/RT programs has been 
reported for the past 30 years. In 1989 and 1999, all four degree levels were separated. 
However, in 2009 and the current study, the results were reported as undergraduate 
(bachelor’s and associate together), master’s, and doctorate. While most of the degree 
levels, except at the master’s, decreased in percentage of females from 1989 to 1999, 
the past two decades have revealed a steady increase in the percentage of females at 
both undergraduate and graduate levels. Overall, female enrolled students have been 
the majority in all degree levels during the past three decades. In 2019, 82% of the 
undergraduate TR/RT students were female and in 2009, 77% of the undergraduate 
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students were female. In 1999 and 1989, correspondingly, 76% and 84% of the associate 
degree students and 74% and 77% of the bachelor’s students were female. Respectively, 
in 2019, 2009, 1999, and 1989, 88%, 83%, 76%, and 74% of enrolled master’s students 
were female while 95%, 78%, 62%, and 68% of enrolled doctorate students were female.

In 1999, the survey began collecting demographic information on disability, race, 
and geographic location of students. In 2019, 4% of a reported 4,911 enrolled TR/RT 
students from 58 programs were identified as having a disability in comparison to 7% in 
2009, and 3% in 1999. Enrolled TR/RT students in all degree levels combined who were 
Caucasian decreased from 80% in 1999, to 73% in 2009 and to 64% in 2019. African 
American students increased from 12% in 1999, to 17.8% in 2009, but decreased to 
13% in 2019. The percent of Asian American students remained the same in 1999, 
2009, and 2019 at 2%. Hispanic students increased from 5% in 1999, to 7% in 2009, and 
17% in 2019. In 2019, 4% of the reported enrolled students were identified as “other”. 

The results of enrolled students per NCTRC region continued to place the highest 
percentage in the Southeast at 40%, the Great Lakes at 19%, and the Northeast at 13% in 
2019, as compared to the Southeast at 24%, the Great Lakes at 21%, and the Northeast 
at 18% in 2009, and in 1999, 27% in the Southeast, 28% in the Great Lakes, and 24% 
in the Northeast. A decrease in percentage of enrolled students occurred in the West 
region where the percent dropped from 15% in 2009 to 8% in 2019, which is what it 
was in 1999. The Pacific region had 12% in 2019, 13% in 2009, and 6% in 1999. The 
percentage of enrolled students in the Canada region remained stable with 7% in 1999, 
9% in 2009, and 8% in 2019 (see Table 1).

Students Expected to Graduate
In 1969, a total of 200 TR/RT students were expected to graduate in the fall, com-

pared to 2,380 students in 1979, 1,371 students in 1989, 2,007 students in 1999, 976 in 
2009, and in 2019, 1409 TR/RT students were expected to graduate. As the number of 
TR/RT students enrolled increased from 2009, so did the number of students expected 
to graduate during the 2018-2019 academic year. The average number of graduating 
students per program also increased with 27 in 2019 compared to 13 in 2009, 15 in 
1999, 13 in 1989, 17 in 1979, and six in 1969.

With the exception of the associate degree level, the number of students expected 
to graduate increased at the other degree levels in the past decade. Out of the reporting 
programs in 2019, 26 associate-level students, 1,272 bachelor’s, 109 master’s, and two 
doctorate students were identified. In comparison, 37 associate degree-level students, 
880 bachelor’s, 58 master’s, and one doctorate student were expected to graduate in 
2009. In 1999, 116 associate degree-level students, 1785 bachelor’s, 105 master’s, and 
one doctorate student were expected to graduate. An increase in graduate students 
and a decrease in undergraduate students was observed between 1989 and 1999, when 
in 1989, 74 associate, 1,074 bachelor’s, 210 master’s and 13 doctorate students were 
reported. In 1979, the highest numbers of students graduated per degree level with 268 
associate, 1795 bachelor’s, 296 master’s, and 18 doctorates. In 1969, the first year the 
study was conducted, 111 bachelor’s, 86 master’s, and three doctorate students were 
expected to graduate. Over the past four decades, the percentage of females expected 
to graduate has always been the majority in all degree levels. In 2019, 86% of the un-
dergraduate TR/RT students were female, 91% master’s, and 100% doctorate. In 2009, 
82% of the undergraduate students were female, 81% master’s, and 100% doctorate. In 



357

TR Education Survey 50 Years

1999, 85% and 1989, 86% of the graduating associate degree students, 1999, 71% and 
1989, 79% of the bachelor’s, 1999, 81% and 1989, 74% of the master’s, and 1999, 100% 
and 1989, 69% of the doctorate students were female.

Discussion 
The following section discusses the identified trends and issues based on the re-

sults. The Discussion section follows the format of the Results section and is divided by 
curricula, faculty, and students.

Curricula
Noteworthy trends and issues among curricula include the NCTRC regions 

and number and types of programs at various degree levels. Other trends and issues 
discussed below include accreditation, administrative locations, course offerings, 
future degree offerings, and online education.

Representation among reporting programs by NCTRC regions has been fairly 
stable over the last decade where the top regions remained in the Southeast and 
Great Lakes with the next highest representation being in the Northeast (see Table 1). 
Despite this stability in program concentration by region, most regions followed the 
overall trend and saw a decline in actual program numbers since 2009. Except for the 
reporting programs in Canada (which increased by one) and the Northeast (which 
remained the same at 13), all other regions saw a decline in reported program numbers 
from 2009 to 2019 (Great Lakes 22 to 19; Pacific 9-6; Southeast 23-17; and West 9-6). 
One should note, while the highest number of non-reporting TR/RT programs for the 
2019 survey did occur in the Southeast and the Great Lakes, this paper can only report 
on programs that completed the current (and past) surveys and even if factored in, 
would not change that the three highest represented NCTRC regions were from the 
Southeast, Great Lakes, and Northeast as reported in this study. Therefore, percentages 
provide the best representation in comparisons of NCTRC regions regarding curricula 
as well as faculty and students (see Table 1). 

In relation to the trend of a steady decline in the overall number of TR/RT 
programs, the same has occurred at every degree level (except for a peak in bachelor’s 
degree programs in 1999) where a substantial drop in program numbers at all levels 
has occurred over the last 40 years. As evidenced by the numbers in Figure 1, associate 
degree programs declined 89%, bachelor’s degrees dropped 42%, master’s degrees fell 
64%, and doctorate degree programs plunged 71% when comparing 1979 to 2019. 

While the number of overall degree programs has trended downward since 1979, 
as discussed above (see Figure 1), an increase in the overall percent of bachelor’s 
degrees among TR/RT programs has increased over the past 40 years (see Figure 2). 
More specifically, regarding the results focusing on the types of programs offered (TR/
RT courses, concentrations or degrees) at the undergraduate level, the TR/RT degree 
versus a concentration is of note where respectively, there was a 14% increase and a 
13% decrease over the past decade and a 25% increase and 13% decrease over the past 
40 years (see Table 2). This change may represent a trend toward stand-alone majors 
(and away from concentrations) at the undergraduate level. This change may also be 
supported by a concurrent rise in student enrollments and “a link between coursework 
and factors such as credentialing standards, performance expectations, expanding 
knowledge base, and/or changing practices” (Wilder et al., 2017, p. 137).
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Overall, there has been a decline in TR/RT graduate programs as evidenced by 
the decrease in percentage of representation over the past 40 years (see Figure 2). 
Furthermore, in comparison to the bachelor’s degrees, an opposite trend occurred over 
the past decade with master’s degrees favoring TR/RT concentrations at an increase of 
14% and seeing a major drop in TR/RT degrees at a decrease of 26% (see Table 2). This 
trend could possibly be a result of vulnerability due to low graduate numbers in stand-
alone degrees versus less vulnerability if TR/RT concentrations  exist within general 
degree programs with other concentrations in order for greater numbers to count 
towards graduate student enrollment for that degree. In addition, the trend over the 
past 20 years of not having TR/RT degrees at the doctorate level has been established. 
Among the four reported doctorate programs, there was an even split between 
general degrees with TR/RT courses and general degrees with a TR/RT concentration. 
Although the number of programs has declined, the split is similar to the distribution 
of programs 20 years ago in 1999 (when data on types of graduate programs were first 
collected) versus 2009 when there were only general doctorate degrees with TR/RT 
courses. 

Findings based on a new question in the 2019 study revealed four programs with 
combined bachelor’s/master’s (accelerated or 4+1) degree programs in TR/RT. McK-
enney and Van Puymbroeck (2017) advocated for the accelerated degree model as a 
possible solution for a) programs to transition to the master’s as an entry-level degree 
for the profession and b) programs with “unprecedented growth in student enrollment 
numbers at the undergraduate level” (p. 120). As combined bachelor’s/master’s pro-
grams have expanded in higher education and gained popularity among college ap-
plicants (Holmes, 2015), and given the recommendation of the ATRA Higher Educa-
tion Task Force (2018b) to incorporate new and increasing levels of competencies into 
both baccalaureate and master’s level curricula, such TR/RT degree programs should 
be tracked for growth over the next decade.

Survey results also revealed changes in the status of accreditation among 
bachelor’s degree programs. The overall number of reported accredited TR/RT 
programs decreased from 37 in 2009 to 26 in 2019, a decrease of 30%. Since the 2009 
survey, CARTE was developed. While there was an overall decline in accreditation, 
eight programs reported CARTE accreditation. These juxtaposed developments have 
occurred concurrently with other trends, such as the increase in stand-alone degree-
types at the bachelor level—which tend to be associated with CARTE versus COAPRT 
accreditation—an increase in the number of courses required by NCTRC (NCTRC, 
2019), and an increase in the number of courses offered. Additionally, as the number 
of TR/RT courses increased, the number of overall programs, and the number of 
accredited programs decreased.

The 2019 study also reported the first internationally accredited programs from 
Canada. While this was not the first time international programs were included in the 
TR Education Survey studies, this was the first time accredited programs outside the 
U.S. were reported. Trends related to data from TR/RT academic programs from the 
international communities of Canada, Puerto Rico, and New Zealand were presented 
in 2001 (Anderson et al., 2001). However, the past decade has seen a keen rise in the 
interest of the global practice of TR/RT, in curricula, and in credentialing (certification 
and/or accreditation) from additional countries such as South Africa, Australia, South 
Korea, Japan, Hungary, Finland, Spain, Mexico, and Brazil. For example, the American 
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Therapeutic Recreation Association (ATRA) has formed an International Committee 
within the last decade that also sponsors International Institute sessions at the ATRA 
Annual Conference (ATRA, 2020). The National Council for Therapeutic Recreation 
Certification (NCTRC), now includes on its website “Today NCTRC is the internation-
ally recognized credentialing organization for the profession of therapeutic recreation” 
(NCTRC, 2020). In 2015, the World Leisure Journal published a special issue on Global 
Therapeutic Recreation: Should the American Therapeutic Recreation profession and 
the American National Council for Therapeutic Recreation Certification (NCTRC) 
be replicated in other nations? (Dieser, 2015). In 2017, Yang and Kim provided in-
ternational perspectives and reported on the development of TR/RT in several of the 
counties mentioned above. Lastly, during the writing of this manuscript, the primary 
author was invited by the World Leisure Organization Secretariat and met with rep-
resentatives from South Africa, Hungary, Australia, Spain, and Mexico to discuss the 
possibilities of international credentialing processes and opportunities (International 
Therapeutic Recreation-World Leisure Organization Meeting, personal communica-
tion, July 22, 2020). The interest in many aspects of the TR/RT profession (practice-
based and academic) exists beyond North America and has now been embraced by the 
global community.      

The trend in administrative location (e.g., college or school) of the TR/RT pro-
grams continues to shift away from education/physical education and toward  health. 
The 1999 survey reported 36% of the programs being located under health, the 2009 
reported a similar percent at 37%, and in the current study there was an 8% increase 
from the past decade to 45%. The education/physical education model has seen a vast 
decrease of 53% in the past 50 years. In 1969, 82% of the programs were administra-
tively located in education/physical education compared to 29% in the current study. 
Another interesting result, as reported in the current study, was the 10% increase over 
the past decade from 16% to 26% of programs administratively located in “other” 
types of areas (colleges or schools). These included business, graduate school, career 
programs, professional studies, engineering, applied sciences, arts and sciences, and 
agriculture and life sciences. Therefore, in 2019, the highest proportion of TR/RT pro-
grams were in some type of health-related college or school and the education/physi-
cal education and “other” types of administrative locations were almost equal. Lastly, 
within the health category an increase of 8% (from 18% to 26%) of the programs in the 
past decade were specifically located in health sciences or health professions versus a 
location such as health and human performance or human services. Therefore, within 
this trend, one fourth of the TR/RT programs are and could increasingly be housed 
with other allied professions such as OT and PT. Combined with the apparent increase 
in TR/RT classes offered and required, these trends together may indicate a movement 
of TR/RT toward health professions and influence competencies, advanced training, 
and/or graduate professional preparation of TR/RT students (e.g., accelerated or 4+1), 
master’s degrees) to be more competitive alongside other allied therapies (Carter et al., 
2017; McKenney & Van Puymbroeck, 2017; Richeson, 2014).        

Another noteworthy trend pertaining to courses is the increase in the average 
number of courses offered per TR/RT program over the past 20 years. This finding may 
be partially in response to the increased number of courses required by NCTRC for 
students to be eligible for certification and may reflect updated accreditation standards 
by both COAPRT and CARTE. 
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While the number of programs planning to add new degree levels declined from 
2009, planned additions to the current status of degrees were indicated. This finding 
suggests that although numbers of programs per degree level are at an all-time low, 
some universities are working to expand degree opportunities.

With regard to online education, in 2019, there were more programs offering on-
line courses, more fully online degrees, and additional programs planning to offer on-
line degrees. Most online degree programs were graduate degrees and one fully online 
doctorate degree with a TR/RT concentration was developed within the last decade. 
This trend is not surprising given the rise in online education throughout higher edu-
cation and the need for more innovative and accessible solutions for more doctorate 
programs in TR/RT to address the ongoing shortage of TR/RT faculty over the past 20 
years (Anderson et al., 2000; Autry et al., 2010; McKenney & Van Puymbroeck, 2017). 
Furthermore, considering the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic accelerated and forced a 
worldwide shift to virtual education, this trend in TR/RT is likely to continue. 

Finally, to summarize major issues in the discussion on curricula, it is noteworthy 
that while the average number of courses per institution increased, the number of 
programs steadily decreased over time. Additionally, there was an increase in stand-
alone majors (TR/RT degrees versus concentrations) and a shift in administrative 
locations to health-related academic units. While larger programs, with higher student 
enrollments, may be able to support a greater number of courses, smaller programs, with 
fewer students and faculty, may struggle to staff courses if pressured by the profession 
to increase course offerings. The TR/RT profession should be concerned that this move 
toward increased course offerings may not be sustainable, and this shift may have in-
fact contributed to the decline in the number of programs. As more programs continue 
to close, a domino effect could occur in which the available workforce declines, the 
pool of candidates for TR/RT practitioner jobs becomes less competitive, and jobs shift 
to other professions, go unfilled, and/or are lost. 

Faculty
Analysis revealed several trends and issues among faculty. Notable trends and 

issues were identified in the number of part-time versus full time faculty, teaching load, 
degree status, rank and tenure of full-time faculty, and retention of faculty positions.

A salient finding is the reduction of full-time faculty and the increase in part-time 
faculty. The period of 2010-2019 saw the largest reduction of full-time faculty from 
70% to 57% respectively (see Figure 4). Additionally, the number of courses taught by 
full-time faculty has increased over the last decade by an average of 1.4 courses. Thus, as 
full-time faculty numbers have dwindled, teaching loads have increased. Additionally, 
the current 43% of part-time TR/RT faculty, up from a previous high of 30% in 2009, 
is trending toward half of the total teaching faculty. According to Robertson (2020), 
hiring patterns, at research universities, have moved toward increasing the number of 
contingent (non-tenure track) appointments relative to permanent full-time faculty 
because of the cost savings and control this practice affords university administration. 
However, because of accrediting agencies’ policy and oversight, the increase in part-
time has been tempered nationally.

Analysis of faculty degree status revealed an interesting trend. In the first four 
decades of the study there was a steady increase in the percentage of faculty to hold a 
doctorate degree. However, 2010-2019 is the first decade where a decrease in the per-
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centage of doctorates was noted (see Figure 4). This trend is likely a result of several 
factors including the closure and remaining paucity of TR/RT doctoral preparation 
programs compared to previous decades and the number of overall program closures 
resulting in fewer full-time faculty job opportunities nationally. 

With the reduction in the proportion of full-time faculty and doctorates, and in-
creases in part-time faculty, it was not surprising to observe a decrease in the num-
ber of senior faculty (i.e., associate and full professors) concurrent with an increase in 
the percent of instructors/lecturers and clinical faculty. A similar downward trend in 
the number of tenured and tenure-track faculty and an increase in non-tenure track 
positions was also noted. Moreover, the process of filling open positions should be 
examined further to determine if hiring instructors/lecturers and clinical faculty is in-
tentional or a result of failed searches due to a lack of qualified applicants who hold a 
doctorate degree in TR/RT or a related discipline. 

Accreditation-related concerns also emerged from faculty trends. COAPRT 
requires 60% of courses must be taught by full-time faculty and CARTE requires 
staffing must be consistent with practices across the program’s institution. Either way, 
programs may be challenged to meet accreditation standards given the decreases in 
full-time faculty. If programs struggle to meet accreditation standards, fail to meet 
standards, or withdraw accreditation, program quality and accountability—the 
purpose of higher education accreditation—may be threatened.

These trends and issues, together with the loss of 36.5 positions in over the last 
two decades should be an area of concern for the profession. As the TR/RT profession 
has evolved over the last 50 years on a trajectory of increasing professionalization, the 
reduction of doctorates and the loss of full-time faculty positions over the last two 
decades threaten knowledge generation and increasing professionalization of the field.

Students
Noteworthy trends and issues among students involve a substantial increase in the 

numbers of students most specifically at the bachelor’s level, increase in diversity, and 
the continuous dearth in doctorate student numbers. The first trend to discuss focuses 
on past comparisons to the 2019 survey regarding total student numbers (all degree 
levels combined) and some figures were reported to double from 10 years ago. The cur-
rent study revealed the largest average number of enrolled students per program that 
has ever been reported in the past 50 years. In fact, the average more than doubled to 85 
in 2019 from 41 in 2009. The same can be stated for the graduating numbers over the 
past 50 years. The 2019 survey results revealed the highest number ever of graduating 
students (all degree levels combined) at 27 per program. As compared to 2009 at 13, 
this number more than doubled. The percentage of students also increased substantial-
ly in the Southeast NCTRC region (while the percent of reporting programs decreased, 
and faculty increased) (see Table 1). This notable trend and issue also occurred at the 
bachelor’s level and five of the eight largest undergraduate programs (with a range of 
120-678 students) were located in the Southeast region. While the percent of bachelor’s 
programs overall remained the same at 95% in 2009 and 2019 (see Figure 2), the total 
numbers increased by 40% for enrolled students and 31% for graduating students from 
2009 to 2019. The mean doubled for both as well from 2009 to 2019 from 13 to 27 for 
enrolled and 12 to 24 for graduating students.

Another trend that was discovered from the longitudinal data is an increase in 
racial diversity among enrolled students. The past 20 years have shown an increase 
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from 20% to 36% of minority students (Black/African American, Hispanic or Latino, 
Asian, and other). In comparison to the diversity in full-time faculty, this trend does 
not follow the student body. The increase in faculty diversity was slighter from 7% to 
12% from 1999 to 2019. 

A third and most concerning trend remains to be centered on the number of doc-
torate students in TR/RT programs (enrolled and graduating) and follows the same 
trend in declining doctorate programs reported over the past 40 years. The decline has 
occurred in enrolled doctorate students from 94 in 1979 to 20 in 2019 and in graduat-
ing students from 18 in 1979 to 2 in 2019 as reported among 16 programs in 1979 to 4 
in 2019. An increase did occur in the past decade from 10 to 20 enrolled students and 
one to two graduating students; however, the overall numbers today are still of concern 
in relation to the need for doctorate trained students in TR/RT to fill TR/RT faculty 
positions. While 11 new faculty were hired among 10 reporting programs in fall 2019, 
the concern remains as to the pool of new doctorates in TR/RT to be recruited for open 
positions. For the 2018-2019 academic year, two doctorate students were reported as 
graduating (both female and Caucasian). A record of TR/RT open position announce-
ments for a fall 2020 start was kept by the primary researcher during the 2019-2020 
academic year. By February 2020, eight positions were posted, as gathered from online 
sources and/or emails sent over the TR/RT and leisure sciences listservs. This same 
type of scenario of a high number of positions to a low number of graduating TR/RT 
doctorates was reported from the 1999 and 2009 surveys at 17:1 and 5:1, respectively 
(Anderson et al., 2000; Autry et al., 2010). Moreover, of these eight openings, the type 
of positions included six tenure track (one assistant, three assistant/associate, and two 
open rank) and two non-tenure tracks (one instructor and one open rank). In 2019, 
nine programs reported 15 failed searches. A major reason, as reported by the pro-
grams, was due to the low numbers of qualified applicants. Some programs were able 
to hire due to a “musical chairs” type of trend where established and qualified faculty 
are recruited, apply, and move between universities. But this is not a long-term solu-
tion to keeping positions filled in the future as more faculty are promoted and senior 
faculty reach retirement with less junior faculty to fill their places. In addition, over the 
past 40 years, the percent of part-time faculty has increased among reporting programs 
from 28% in 1979, to 25% in 1989, to 27% in 1999, to 30% in 2009 and to 43% in 2019. 

In conclusion, the issue over the past 20 years of having more positions than 
doctorate students graduating continues to be paramount in the need for doctorate- 
trained students to fill and keep TR/RT faculty positions in the future, especially in 
tenure track lines (Anderson et al., 2000; Autry et al., 2010). In reflection, the decrease 
in tenure track and increase in non-tenure track lines, as reported in the current study, 
could be a response to this 20-year trend and issue in the dearth of doctorate students 
graduating. In fact, two-thirds (67%) of the above-mentioned new hires reported in 
the current study were for non-tenure track positions (clinical, instructor, lecturer). 
According to Robertson (2020), decreasing the permanent full-time faculty relative to 
contingent (non-tenure track) faculty, threatens four areas critical to the mission of the 
university: (a) breadth and quantity of scholarship, (b) research doctoral education, (c) 
faculty governance, and (d) reputations and rankings. 

The programs, in the current study, also reported a substantial increase of part-
time faculty almost doubling over the past forty years. As discussed by McKenney 
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and Van Puymbroeck (2017), the dependence on part-time faculty is increasing as the 
TR/RT student population is increasing among some programs. They also reported 
this reliance is also fueled by the low numbers of graduating doctorate students. To 
add to their report, the current study not only discovered an increase in percent of 
part-time faculty reported among the programs, but also found among the full-time 
faculty that 32% were in non-tenure track positions. Finally, but not least, in addition 
to the need to recruit and graduate more TR/RT doctorate students, there is a need to 
increase a diverse pool of doctorate students to in turn be recruited to faculty positions. 
Increasing faculty diversity will be important so as to better match the trend in an 
increased pool of enrolled minority students among TR/RT programs.  

Conclusion
In summary, this study drew attention to some positive trends in TR/RT educa-

tion. It highlighted some very concerning trends and issues as well. The authors wish to 
underscore points that were addressed in past studies and those that have come to light 
from comparisons within the past decade. These include the low number of doctorate 
students to fill open positions, the move toward higher proportions of part-time and 
non-tenure track positions, the decrease in programs with an increase in undergradu-
ate students, and the increase in courses as it relates to the sustainability of stand-alone 
majors, and the survival of some programs. As the profession navigates a pathway for-
ward for therapeutic recreation education, these issues must be addressed and resolved 
to secure a viable future.
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