
Book Review

Activities: Reality and Symbol. Gail S. Fidler, OTR, FAOTA and Beth P. Velde, Ph.D.,
OTR/L. Thorofare, NJ: SLACK Incorporated, 1999. (www.slackbooks.com)

The premise of this textbook is that the meaning of activity is both real and symbolic and
includes cultural influences and personal interpretation of experience. The authors contend,
"Developing and understanding an in depth appreciation for the meanings of activities, their
associated objects, and action processes is an essential prerequisite for using activities to promote
health and enhance wellness and quality of life" (preface). This text provides a refreshed view
of how activity may become curative by teaching the reader to consider activities in their own
right as representations of sociocultural and personal meaning beyond their ability to elicit
physical, social, emotional, cognitive, or leisure response. It is critical to understand that meaning
is not absolute especially when applying activity as therapeutic medium where the client's real
and symbolic perception of activity must be considered.

The authors point out that activity analysis in therapeutic recreation, as well as occupational
therapy and nursing, has mainly addressed instrumental characteristics of activity (e.g., cognitive
aspects such as abstract to concrete or administrative aspects such as necessary equipment)
overlooking sociocultural and personal meanings and metaphors as symbolic representation of
activity. This is the signature explanation of Chapter 1, Introductory Overview, and Chapter 2,
Symbolization: Making Meaning for Self and Society. People give meaning to activities and
objects based on their thoughts and feelings (inner life) and the human need to give meaning to
experience. For example, a word processor or a basketball may symbolize mastery or failure,
connection or disconnection, if a client were asked its meaning. Symbolization helps express
qualities of the self as coping provided in the example where John Callahan's impudent disability
cartoons reveal his "inner demons" including alcoholism and quadriplegia resulting from driving
while intoxicated. The authors surmise that cartooning as activity helps Callahan reintegrate his
identity by making sense of his situation and misfortunes. Therapists need to know both real and
symbolic meanings of an activity and helpers must be careful not to oversimplify or stereotype
the symbolism of activity. Matching people to activity is influenced by how activities themselves
are "carriers" of values, beliefs, and customs that define acceptable behavior. This match or
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"chemistry" between activity and person is what sustains engagement as intrinsic motivation. It
is the symbolization process that helps people "compose a life", not simply adjusting but
developing themselves. Healthy adaptation is a transformative process where people create and
give meaning to life circumstances through activity that carries metaphoric representation.

In Chapter 3, Exploring Potential: The Activity Laboratory, the learner is invited into a
"doing" mode prior to discussion and analysis and to use personal experience as the baseline for
speculating meaning prior to integrating others' interpretations. Four experimental activities, a
cut-out and crayon activity, a finger painting, a collage, and a circle ball tag game become a
mini-laboratory to understand the realistic and symbolic nature of activity. Learners complete
these activities and then use a preformatted discussion guide to explore differences among
activities such as, "What symbols or intended meanings were you aware of?" This combination
of activities were pre-selected to illustrate that activities are more than they seem and are open
to discovery of meaning as learners become more comfortable with symbolic inferences and
exercise critical, analytical, and reflective analysis. This chapter provides an ideal introduction
to activity analysis for therapeutic recreation students and can teach them to rely on their own
experience as a valued source of knowing.

Chapter 4, The Language of Objects, invites readers to examine their personal attachments to
everyday objects to begin to understand the dynamics of engagement—that is, how people and
things connect. Objects are considered for their express role in human development with
selective examples including: exploring a sense of self as human (a pet vs. an inert teddy bear),
awareness of feelings (reading a funny story), managing emotions as the development of
sensitivity (playing music), perceiving feelings in others (observing television dramas), handling
conflict, fears, and doubts (trying something adventurous), rehearsal of skill development
(mastering in-line skates), actualizing one's own interests and needs (advocating a cause), and
belonging through relating and communicating (creating and giving objects to others). Objects
also symbolize power, status, and social integration that is gendered and culturally constructed.
Learners are invited to explore all of these transactions through a guided reflection on their own
possessions and treasured objects.

In Chapter 5, Deciphering the Message: The Activity Analysis, the authors distinguish
approaches among therapeutic recreation, physical education, and occupational therapy. They
infer that therapeutic recreation uses the context of program planning where activity selection
meets program objectives; physical education utilizes task analysis focusing on the necessary
sequence for performance and how parts relate to whole; and occupational therapy has multiple
contexts based on an activity's potential for therapeutic and restorative use. They conclude that
occupational therapy has evolved to incorporate a more holistic approach where the person's
response to the activity's "character" is also incorporated. An expanded narrative classification
scheme is provided where a learner can apply a structured activity analysis outline to any
activity. This includes form and structure (e.g., rules and procedures), properties (e.g., objects,
people, settings), action processes (functional requirements to carry out the activity), outcome
(end product), and actual and symbolic meaning. A summary encompasses descriptive consid-
erations of social/cultural meaning and value, gender orientation, age relevance and association,
inclusion—differentiation, predictability-chanciness, creativity—structure, contemplative—ac-
tion focused, solo or team performance. This version of activity analysis could sensitize
therapeutic recreation specialists to a broader scrutiny of activity to include existential as well as
functional outcomes because real and symbolic meaning is examined.

In Chapter 6, Codes of Meaning: Play, Games, and Sports, the authors summarize charac-
teristics of play, play environments, spontaneous play, games, contests, intellectual contests,
physical games and sport, and spectator sports. Two exercises evoke personal exploration of
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meaning: (a) a Play/Activity History where the learner analyzes play as a source of enjoyment/
non-enjoyment across the lifespan and (b) Personal Repertoire: Secondary Occupation where
learners compose a guided narrative about personal hobbies as current activity interests in the
context of motivation and involvement factors.

In Chapter 7, Codes of Meaning: Nature's Challenge, readers examine outdoor activity in the
context of mastery and challenge, or the desire to be attuned to nature. High adventure, hunting,
fly fishing, surfing, gardening, and camping are representative activities chosen to illustrate the
unique symbolism of nature. This chapter accents lifestyles and values as it navigates between
considering outdoor activity as leisure or occupation—a cross-discipline perspective.

In Chapter 8, The Language of Crafts, the symbolism of craft and its relation to messages
about life become apparent in the context of craft construction, craftsmanship, and tools for
crafts. The symbolic meaning of crafts is illustrated with discussion of specific crafts: Pysanky
(Ukrainian egg painting), Navajo sand painting, wood crafts, quilting, weaving, basket making
and pottery where craftmakers use tools functionally and to leave a legacy.

In Chapter 9, Messages of Self-Care, attention is focused on activity to sustain health and
prevent and manage disease. How self-care activity realistically and symbolically shapes
self-identity across the lifespan is presented in the contexts of grooming and dress, management
of one's living space, food and eating patterns, money management, and health management. A
guided exercise titled Personal Repertoire: The Care and Maintenance of Self invites learners to
create a reflective narrative to assess how all of these elements impact one's own quality of life
and life satisfaction.

In Chapter 10, Voices of the Arts, characteristics of arts engagement are considered—
discovery, intensification, expression, recording events, communication, interpretation, reforma-
tion (i.e., altering how one feels), enhancement, order, and integration. Dance, music, and drama
including film and theatre accentuate the use of metaphor, the focus on bodily sense, and virtual
experience. Again, learners are invited to compose personal and cultural reflections on music,
visual arts, dance, and drama and compare their analyses to other's diverse perceptions.

In Chapter 11, Codes of Meaning: Jobs and Careers, readers explore the significance of
• occupation in terms of competence. This includes performance skills such as linguistic, spatial,
logical, kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal and intrapersonal competence. Readers are invited to
explore the occupational history of another person through a guided interview to detect what
characteristics of activity motivated the individual's choice of occupation. This chapter has
relevance to leisure and health lifestyle development in therapeutic recreation as a manifestation
of integrating one's identity and biography in recovery or living well with disability or dying.

In Chapter 12, Messages of the Environment, readers discover how the dynamics of an
environment support or inhibit performance, relationships, and behaviors. For example, the
concept of social time, natural time, biological time, and clock time all affect the meaning of
activity as do space, furnishings, food, decision making, affiliation, and individualization.
Readers are invited to apply these categorical explanations to a written assessment and evaluation
of their home environment and then to compare and contrast differences. A second evaluation
can be done on a school or institutional setting to ascertain the possibilities for making activity
environments more responsive to human needs.

This hardcover text costs $35.00, and is an ideal and worthwhile investment as a supple-
mental textbook for a program design course. Liberal use of philosophical quotes, modem-day
examples and meanings of activities (i.e., from Super Bowl to Super Mario), and chapters that
are not overly long should sustain the interest of collegiate learners. Each chapter contains a
reference list and an additional reading list with a noted focus on the writings of Csikszentmi-
halyi. Book, chapter, and page layout is made coherent with bulleting, easy to read text, italics
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for emphasis, and shaded borders to contain experimental exercises. Chapter titles in this
textbook foreshadow sequential content that may evoke a profound appreciation and understand-
ing of the meaning of activities through reading and guided discussion and responding to
structured exercises with personal reflection. Likewise, any practitioner or educator could benefit
from this expansive elucidation of activity as meaning-making and could benefit from applying
the thought-provoking writing exercises to revitalize their practice or pedagogy.
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