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Reflections on Therapeutic Recreation
and Youth: Possibilities for
Broadening Horizons

Linda L. Caldwell

This paper introduces the Therapeutic Recreation Journal's special issue on youth. Observations
about the state of the art of youth focused therapeutic recreation research and practice are
provided and three main points are made. First, a comparison with a recent Journal of Park and
Recreation Administration special issue on youth is made. The roles of professional preparation
and professional organizations are discussed with regard to providing services to community
living youth who engage in unhealthy and behaviors. Issues of risk, resiliency, and prevention
are raised. Second, a discussion of the role of therapeutic recreation and adventure therapy is
presented. Finally, observations concerning youth focused therapeutic recreation research are
offered.
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This special issue on youth is the product that represents the state of the art in therapeu-
of the hard work and expertise of a number of tic recreation (TR) and youth. They have been
people. First, of course, are the authors. Con- wonderful to work with and I am sure readers
tributing authors to this special issue have will agree that the authors have helped to
done an excellent job and share knowledge advance therapeutic recreation's knowledge
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base. The other set of people who deserve a
great deal of credit are the reviewers for this
special issue: Drs. Karla Henderson, Linda
Heyne, Susan Hutchinson, Lynn Jamieson,
Dan Johnson, Richard Williams, and Ms. Lau-
rie Harmon. They worked cheerfully and com-
petently on a tight timeline. In some cases they
have made important contributions to the arti-
cles in this special issue. This contribution is
not to take any credit away from the authors,
but I believe that too often readers do not
recognize the enormous help and effort pro-
vided by reviewers. This situation is particu-
larly true for special issues, where each re-
viewer is challenged with several manuscripts
at a time to review and provide comments. So,
a heartfelt thanks to all who participated in this
special issue.

Special issues are important for a number
of reasons. One reason is that special issues
can stimulate research and provide a forum for
scholarly discourse around a topic the editorial
board thinks is important to the field. There-
fore, special issues reflect the state of the art
about the topic the issue revolves around. In
the case of this special issue, then, the thera-
peutic recreation community should gain in-
sight into what we know about therapeutic
recreation and youth.

Each article contained in this special issue
makes a unique contribution to the scholarly
discourse. Autry describes the effects of an
adventure therapy program on girls who reside
in an outdoor-based psychiatric rehabilitation
facility. Ellis, Braff, and Hutchinson present a
conceptual piece about the linkages and im-
portance of therapeutic recreation for youth in
community settings. Groff and Kleiber de-
scribe the effects of participation in an adapted
sports program on identity. A tool to measure
resiliency in youth, developed from data on
risk-based samples from a community setting
and a therapeutic wilderness camp, is de-
scribed by Hurtes and Allen. Finally, Phoenix
provides a conceptual piece on the importance
of understanding and using the process of
identity formation in therapeutic recreation
services.

Rather than consider the individual articles,
however, what I would like to reflect on are
some general observations and thoughts I had
while working on this issue in my role as guest
editor. There will be many issues inadequately
covered, and important issues not even
touched on in this discussion, but I hope that
these thoughts and omissions will stimulate
further discussion among those interested in
therapeutic recreation and promoting the
health and well-being of our youth.

TR and Youth—An Undefined
Role

The first observation is in reference to a
special issue I also had the pleasure of guest
editing for Journal of Park and Recreation
Administration (JPRA) in 2000. For that spe-
cial issue, the review board had almost twice
as many submissions as were submitted for the
current special issue. What does that suggest?
It may imply that that therapeutic recreation
(TR) researchers are not as interested in doing
research on youth issues as they are in other
topics. I think there is a different reason, how-
ever. If one examines the content of articles
contained in the JPRA special edition (which
spanned two volumes), as well as the authors'
backgrounds, there is clear evidence of re-
search that connects to therapeutic recreation
practitioners and researchers. In fact, the dis-
tinction in some of the content between the
two journals' special issues is a bit fuzzy. A
non trivial number of papers in the JPRA
special issue could have been written for this
special issue with minor modifications (e.g.,
Baldwin; King; Devine & Wilhite; Green,
Kleiber, & Tarrant; Lobo & Olson; and Patter-
son, Pegg, & Dobson-Patterson, 2000). Con-
versely, readers of this special issue might
observe that some of the articles here might
have been appropriate, with minor modifica-
tion, for the JPRA special edition (e.g., Ellis,
Braff, & Hutchinson; Hurtes & Allen; and
possibly Groff & Kleiber).

As the boundaries between therapeutic rec-
reation and community recreation grow more
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permeable, people who work in, and conduct
research about, therapeutic recreation are
faced with questions and challenges. The com-
mon topic of "risk and resilience" in both sets
of special issues (this one and the JPRA spe-
cial issue on youth) is a clarion call for dis-
cussion about a number of issues. What kinds
of therapeutic recreation services should be
provided in the community and to whom?
What paradigm(s) should frame the work?
Who is most prepared to, or should, provide
services to youth considered at-risk? For ex-
ample, who should be facilitating ropes
courses and outdoor adventure programs in the
community? What are appropriate practice
models? Who should be conducting research
on topics important to therapeutic recreation
and youth? What theories are appropriate to
understanding youth who need therapeutic rec-
reation services in a community context? What
are the concomitant research and methodolog-
ical issues?

Here are some real life examples from my
experience to illustrate some of the preceding
points.

• A colleague in Lancaster, PA with a
masters degree in therapeutic recreation
is the director of Alternative Community
Intervention/Kids Kamp for the Council
on Drug and Alcohol Abuse. She orga-
nizes and runs programs for parents,
youth, and parents and youth in schools,
after school programs, and camp set-
tings. Recreation is an important, but not
only, component of services.

• Another colleague who works for The
Lancaster Recreation Commission is col-
laborating with the School District of
Lancaster, the Urban League of Lan-
caster, and the Spanish American Civic
Association to offer a prevention pro-
gram (called IMPACT) aimed at pre-
venting teenage pregnancy through ab-
stinence.

• With colleagues, I have developed and
now am implementing and evaluating a
drug prevention program for middle

school youth in rural Pennsylvania—the
program is a leisure education program
and is given to all grade seven students.

These are just a few of many possible cases.
Are these examples of therapeutic recreation?
I do not believe they are perceived that way by
many people. But I do believe that these are
examples of an exciting and productive path
for therapeutic recreation practice and re-
search. Ellis et al. (this issue) do a compelling
job of explaining why therapeutic recreation
and community youth providers intersect skills
and interests, but the connection between ther-
apeutic recreation and community needs to go
deeper than that.

Consider the following observation by
Stumbo and Carter (1999), "Educational ac-
creditation, personnel credentialing, standards
of practice, and professional preparation are
linked in their ability to define the boundaries
of a profession" (p. 46). This philosophy, of
course, is what the therapeutic recreation pro-
fession has subscribed to, and it is a valid
perspective. The question I would like to raise,
however, is what happens when professional
boundaries become less clear. Does the pro-
fession batten down the hatches and hunker
down, keeping out the fringe who work on the
edges? Or is the profession flexible and re-
sponsive during times of evolution in response
to societal needs and changes? Rather harshly
put, if therapeutic recreation does not evolve
and embrace community-based recreation ser-
vices for youth with differing social needs,
then some other profession will.

There are two related questions to the pre-
ceding discussion: If there is a need for ther-
apeutic recreation to address youth and risky
behavior in community contexts, is this need
recognized and embraced by NTRS and
ATRA? Are therapeutic recreation students
being adequately prepared to embark on this
type of work?

Examining material from ATRA and
NTRS will provide insight into these ques-
tions, and perhaps suggest a call for action.
The following statements are definitions of
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therapeutic recreation by NTRS, and then
ATRA.

Practiced in clinical, residential, and
community settings, the profession of
therapeutic recreation uses treatment,
education and recreation services to
help people with illnesses, disabilities
and other conditions to develop and use
their leisure in ways that enhance their
health, independence and well-being.
(Sylvester, Voelkl, & Ellis, 2001, p. 17)

Therapeutic Recreation is the provision
of Treatment Services and the provision
of Recreation Services to persons with
illnesses or disabling conditions. The
primary purposes of Treatment Services
which are often referred to as Recre-
ational Therapy, are to restore, remedi-
ate or rehabilitate in order to improve
functioning and independence as well
as reduce or eliminate the effects of
illness or disability. The primary pur-
poses of Recreational Services are to
provide recreation resources and oppor-
tunities in order to improve health and
well-being. Therapeutic Recreation is
provided by professionals who are
trained and certified, registered and/or
licensed to provide Therapeutic Recre-
ation. (ATRA, 2001a)

Furthermore, in an article about therapeutic
recreation and ATRA on ATRA's website, the
following statement is made.

With a degree in therapeutic recreation
or recreational therapy, a qualified pro-
vider may work in a variety of organi-
zations and settings such as:

• free-standing rehabilitation hospitals

• rehabilitation units in general hospitals

• long-term care or skilled nursing facili-
ties

• comprehensive outpatient rehabilitation
facilities

• inpatient and outpatient mental health/
psychiatric facilities

• substance abuse rehabilitation facilities

• home health care agencies

• residential facilities for persons with dis-
abilities

• adult day medical care centers

• centers for independent living

• non-profit disability/recreational agencies.
(ATRA, 2001b)

From a similar discussion on NTRS's web-
site:

With a degree in therapeutic recreation,
you can work in a variety of agencies
and organizations. The possibilities in-
clude acute care hospitals, rehabilitation
centers, nursing homes, psychiatric hos-
pitals, community recreation centers,
pediatric hospitals, group homes, senior
centers, community mental health cen-
ters, public and private schools, correc-
tional facilities and private practice.
Services are provided for individuals
with a variety of disabilities, illnesses
and chronic conditions. Individuals of
all ages benefit from the services pro-
vided by therapeutic recreation special-
ists. (NTRS, 2001; italics added)

My point in drawing attention to these
statements is not to contrast ATRA and NTRS,
but rather to point out that neither organization
presents compelling information that relates to
the practice contexts and issues that seem to be
important to serving community-living youth
(or youth about to transition into a community
setting) from a therapeutic recreation perspec-
tive. ATRA does not mention community as a
possible place for employment. NTRS, while
mentioning community, does little to inspire
people to work with youth whose needs might
include programming related to nutrition and
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healthy lifestyles, sexuality guidance, violence
prevention, substance use prevention, and of
course healthy leisure behaviors.

Sylvester et al. (2001) criticize the scope of
practice defined by ATRA and NTRS defini-
tions and related professional material, and
proffer a more inclusive definition:

Therapeutic recreation is defined as a
service that uses the modalities of ac-
tivity therapy, education, and recreation
to promote the health and well-being of
persons who require specialized care
because of illness, disability, or social
condition. Furthermore, recognizing the
potential of leisure for contributing to
the quality of life of all people, thera-
peutic recreation facilitates leisure op-
portunities as an integral component of
comprehensive care. (p. 17)

Sylvester et al. go on to state that although
therapeutic recreation is a specialized service,
"In principle, however, it is really no different
than general recreation services" (p. 18).
(Readers intrigued by this concept are encour-
aged to consult Sylvester et al.'s book.) Their
point is empirically demonstrated by the over-
lap of content in the two special issues on
youth, as previously noted.

The root cause of the inadequacy of current
conceptualizations of therapeutic recreation to
meet the needs of youth is suggested by Syl-
vester et al. (2001). They advocate that ad-
dressing societal issues and problems should
be the guiding force behind what the profes-
sional and research community does. The fo-
cus of the current conceptualization of thera-
peutic recreation is on providing services for
individuals with disability, illness, and other
conditions (the latter from NTRS only). These
are highly important and valued foci, but these
terms do not entirely reflect the reality of
needs of many youth in the community that
could be met by therapeutic recreation ser-
vices: prevention of gang membership, vio-
lence, substance use, obesity, mental health,
pregnancy, and HIV/STDs.

A Prevention Focus
One productive approach to reconciling

how therapeutic recreation might contribute to
the health and well-being of youth in all con-
texts is to take a close look at using a preven-
tion paradigm. This paradigm promises to be
productive in terms of practice, societal con-
tribution, and research. Prevention science, al-
though only a decade or so old, is, to use a
colloquial term, "hot." It has rapidly matured,
and is popular because it makes sense. This
approach is multidisciplinary in nature, builds
off of strong theory, and is well grounded
methodologically. A prevention paradigm also
helps specify useful outcomes and mediators,
many of which are therapeutic recreation re-
lated. What is missing from most current com-
munity-based prevention efforts, from my
point of view, is consideration of the leisure
context.

Prevention is a conceptual and professional
frame that allows for communication among
numerous people who are interested in the
well-being and healthful behaviors of youth. It
successfully incorporates both a treatment and
leisure perspective of therapeutic recreation.
Many youth-focused health and human ser-
vices agencies, including some recreation de-
partments, are adopting a prevention focus.
For example, the "Prevention Through Recre-
ation School" co-sponsored by Texas A&M
University and the National Recreation and
Parks Association brings together recreation
professionals who adopt a prevention focus in
their programming. I spoke recently at the
"Leisure in the 21s t Century" conference at
Concordia University, Montreal. It was clear
from practitioners and students there that pre-
vention is an important part of both commu-
nity and therapeutic recreation services. Mont-
gomery County Maryland Department of
Recreation has an entire division focused on
prevention services to youth. A reality is that
many health and human services agencies
have discovered the importance of recreational
activities and the leisure context in trying to
reduce risk and promote resiliency and health
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among community-living (or transitioning into
community) youth. Typically, these providers
have no recreation or therapeutic recreation
background. Why is not therapeutic recreation
leading these kinds of endeavors?

Therapeutic recreation practice and re-
search are well poised to make significant
contributions to youth under the prevention
paradigm. Current endeavors would greatly
benefit from the involvement of therapeutic
recreation specialists and researchers who are
eminently qualified to adopt a prevention par-
adigm: promotion of healthy lifestyles and
prevention of unhealthy conditions. Of special
note is that prevention can be thought of as
primary, secondary, and tertiary interventions,
allowing for involvement of therapeutic recre-
ation from many perspectives (e.g., universal
prevention programs aimed at preventing
something from happening, such as substance
use, to remediation programs aimed at pre-
venting further complications from an illness,
disability, or social condition).

I raised similar issues in my remarks in the
JPRA special issue, and described more fully
the prevention paradigm (Caldwell, 2000).
Here, I have chosen to advocate for prevention
more than explain in detail what it is. Those
readers who are interested in learning more
can consult a number of excellent resources on
prevention (e.g., Simeonsson, 1994; Lober &
Farrington, 1998). Also note that a prevention
approach is not age related, but is useful across
the lifespan. Ideally, prevention begins at an
early age (when appropriate, e.g., for aggres-
sion) but is equally valid for adult interven-
tions as well (e.g., prevention of Type II dia-
betes).

Finally, I would briefly like to return to the
issue of professional preparation. As Stumbo
and Carter (1999) suggested, the boundaries of
a profession are defined by a number of things,
including professional preparation. How does
the current educational system prepare stu-
dents to work with youth who are on trajecto-
ries for unhealthy behaviors? Currently, there
are probably few college or university pro-
grams that prepare either therapeutic recre-

ation or "community" recreation students well
for this type of work. Therapeutic recreation
students could be well prepared to engage in
this type of work if the convergence of educa-
tional and personal credentialing, standards of
practice, and professional rhetoric would pro-
mote this type of work.

In summary, this special issue reflects the
state of the art on therapeutic recreation and
youth. Combined with observations gleaned
from JPRA's special issue on youth, it is
accurate to suggest that while there are some
distinctly specialized foci of therapeutic recre-
ation and youth, and community recreation
and youth, there is overlap of concerns. In
particular, these concerns relate to recognizing
and providing services for youth who are at
increased risk for a variety of unhealthy life
trajectories. I have suggested that an expanded
view of what therapeutic recreation is in prac-
tice and research would be a productive and
socially responsive path for our two profes-
sional organizations to consider. A paradigm
offered for consideration is the prevention par-
adigm.

Turning away from this discussion, which
is the major focus of my remarks, I would like
to address two other issues. First is an issue,
adventure therapy, that connects to the preced-
ing discussion.

Adventure Therapy
Adventure therapy (also variously known

as outdoor adventure programming, experien-
tial education, wilderness [therapy] program-
ming, adventure programming) is a topic of
interest of therapeutic recreation researchers
and practitioners. In this special issue, Autry
examines the effects of adventure program-
ming, and Hurtes and Allen use participants'
responses at a therapeutic wilderness camp to
develop a measure of resiliency. Since 1995,
seven articles published in TRJ have focused
on adventure therapy. Three of those were
about youth, one describing the effects of an
adventure programming in an integrated camp
setting (Sable, 1995), one determining the im-
pact of an Outward Bound School program on
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adolescent status offenders (Pommier & Witt,
1995), and one exploring facilitation tech-
niques in a mental health setting (Tate & Ellis,
1997). One of the adventure programming
articles was conceptual and could apply to any
context or age-group (Luckner & Nadler,
1995). Herbert (2000) reported on adventure
staff attitudes about persons with disabilities,
and his research applied to a variety of com-
munity and clinical contexts.

The Therapeutic Recreation Journal, how-
ever, is only one of many outlets for articles on
adventure therapy. The following journals are
examples of other journals that publish adven-
ture therapy research: Journal of Experiential
Education, Rehabilitation Counseling Bulle-
tin, Adolescence, American Journal of Occu-
pational Therapy, Journal of Clinical Psychol-
ogy, Journal of Substance Abuse Training, and
Professional School Counseling. In fact, since
1995, Journal of Experiential Education pub-
lished eleven articles on adventure therapy.
Furthermore, courses in adventure therapy are
typically taught through psychology, counsel-
ing, or "recreation" departments, although a
quick perusal of the SPRE Curriculum Catalog
(2000-2001) suggests that the majority of rec-
reation-type departments do not offer courses
in adventure programming.

Thus, an interesting dilemma is that no one
disciplinary or substantive group "owns" ad-
venture therapy programming or related re-
search. People who run programs and conduct
research on adventure therapy come from all
backgrounds (e.g., therapeutic recreation, gen-
eral recreation, counseling, psychology, expe-
riential education). This ubiquitousness of ad-
venture programming across disciplines also
raises issues of boundary and professional
preparation. Perhaps these issues are even
harder to resolve and implicate bigger chal-
lenges than the issue of therapeutic recreation
serving "youth at risk" in communities. Some
questions can be raised. Who is trained to do
adventure therapy, and how, when, and where
does that training occur? Is adventure therapy
promoted and embraced by therapeutic recre-
ation's professional organizations? What are

appropriate therapeutic recreation outcomes in
the context of adventure therapy?

Specification of outcomes and processes
necessarily vary by who is running the pro-
gram, who is participating, and program for-
mat. Six major outcomes of adventure therapy
programs have been identified: independence,
confidence, self-efficacy, self-understanding,
assertiveness, internal locus of control, and
decision making (Hattie, Marsh, Neill, &
Richards, 1997). Ringer and Gillis (1995) sug-
gested that there are four goals or types of
adventure experiences, moving along a contin-
uum of intensity: recreation, education/train-
ing, development, and psychotherapy. How do
these outcomes and goals intersect with exist-
ing therapeutic recreation definitions and mis-
sions?

If there is a perspective therapeutic recre-
ation can bring to goal and outcome formula-
tion of adventure therapy programs, what are
professional organizations and educational in-
stitutions doing to prepare therapeutic recre-
ation students to conduct and evaluate those
programs? Neither NTRS nor ATRA formally
promote or embrace adventure therapy (or its
various manifestations). Searching both web-
sites for "adventure therapy" revealed zero
hits. Yet, therapeutic recreation students, prac-
titioners, and researchers are enthused about
using and learning more about the effects of
adventure therapy. From a half-day ropes
course initiative provided to inner city youth to
a month-long wilderness program given to
youth who are adjudicated, therapeutic recre-
ation has an important role to play in conduct-
ing and researching the effects of adventure
therapy programs.

The popularity and potential value of ad-
venture therapy programs suggests that thera-
peutic recreation should embrace adventure
therapy as more than one of many possible
treatment modalities or interventions. The pas-
tiche of programmatic and research efforts
surrounding adventure therapy, however, does
little to advance the field. It would behoove the
therapeutic recreation profession to deliber-
ately and systematically determine the "how,
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with whom, under what circumstances, and
why" of adventure therapy. A formal state-
ment connected to NTRS and ATRA material
about the profession would be one way to
begin. Care has to be taken, however, to de-
termine how NTRS and ATRA connect with
other organizations and disciplines involved
with adventure therapy.

Theoretical and Methodological
Advances

A third broad comment about the papers in
this special issue relates to theory and method.
Two of the papers (Groff & Kleiber; Phoenix)
rely heavily on theories of human develop-
ment to frame their papers (i.e., identity devel-
opment) and one is both highly methodologi-
cal and theoretical (Hurtes & Allen). This
advance in theoretical and methodological so-
phistication is important to therapeutic recre-
ation research and better programming.

From 1995 until now, there have been six
articles written about youth and therapeutic
recreation in The Therapeutic Recreation
Journal (Caldwell, Finkelstein, & Demers,
2001; Hoge, Dattilo, & Williams, 1999; Pom-
mier & Witt, 1995; Sable, 1995; Tate & Ellis,
1997; Wilhite, Devine, & Goldenberg, 1999).
The series of five articles in this special issue
continue the scholarly discourse on therapeutic
recreation and youth. The evolution of this
discourse suggests that while social psycho-
logical theories have been and are useful in
research studies (see Hoge et al.; Sable; Tate &
Ellis), developmental perspectives are being
increasingly used to inform therapeutic recre-
ation research (Caldwell et al.; Groff &
Kleiber; Hurtes & Allen; Phoenix; Pommier &
Witt; Wilhite et al.).

Therapeutic recreation research on youth
can achieve greater social and practical rele-
vance when framed from a developmental per-
spective, especially when theories of risk, re-
siliency, and prevention are incorporated.
Understanding youth and risky behavior can-
not occur if behaviors are observed out of their
contextual situations (ecologically and devel-

opmentally). A prevention perspective man-
dates the theoretical convergence of health and
developmental, and by extension, leisure per-
spectives.

Increasingly, as seen in this special issue,
therapeutic recreation research is growing
more sophisticated because researchers are
grounding their work in theory and modeling
more complex behaviors that take into account
numerous contextual factors. But the research
can be criticized because it is fragmented and
there are few, if any, longitudinal studies.
Greater attention needs to be given to training
future (and current) researchers on establish-
ing coherent, long-term research programs.
These programs rely on funding. Therefore,
the ability to secure multi-year grants must be
developed, and the confidence to go after these
grants must be established. A prevention par-
adigm is one useful approach to framing re-
search grant. Research emanating from a pre-
vention perspective will be necessarily
developmental, health related, multi-disciplin-
ary, and longitudinal: a recipe for successful
grant applications (assuming the topic of in-
vestigation is socially relevant and promising).

Therapeutic recreation research has also
benefited by increased analytical sophistica-
tion. Hurtes and Allen's (this issue) applica-
tion of structural equation modeling is a good
example of how increased technology can con-
tribute to the scholarly discourse. But the field
is unsophisticated when it comes to using and
reporting research that incorporates up-to-date
analysis of change methods, treatment of miss-
ing data, and power analysis. Sophistication in
using non-positivistic paradigms is also
needed, including mixed-method studies. Au-
try (this issue) and Groff and Kleiber (this
issue) offer well-conceived and designed qual-
itative studies, but researchers must strive to
increase their methodological skills with re-
search that uses qualitative methods. Finally,
ethical and methodological issues surrounding
researching diverse and hard-to-reach popula-
tions have received little if no attention in
therapeutic recreation literature. For example,
missing data analysis and small sample re-
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search methods are critical to address with

these populations.

Concluding Remarks
Therapeutic recreation is being nudged into

the 21s t century by a number of social forces,
and theoretical and methodological advances
that could broaden and diversify the scope of
practice, professional preparation, and knowl-
edge generation (scholarship). The topics and
perspectives that research on youth has en-
compassed in this special issue (and the JPRA
special issue) suggest that there might be some
incompatibility between professional rhetoric
and real life concerns. If therapeutic recreation
services and research is going to meet the
needs of a diverse, community-living (or tran-
sitioning to community living) youth popula-
tion, then perhaps some of the ideas generated
in this paper will contribute to a discussion of
how this will take place.

There are numerous other perspectives and
ideas to debate regarding therapeutic recre-
ation's role in serving youth. I clearly have my
biases and have been the common denomina-
tor across both special issues that I have dis-
cussed in this article. To me, however, the
state of the art as reflected in the articles in this
special issue suggest that with some careful
consideration and hard work, therapeutic rec-
reation practice and research can more effec-
tively make significant contributions to the
lives of youth. To do so, professional bound-
aries must be widened, different perspectives
should be adopted, and educational institutions
must rise to the challenge of educating profes-
sionals and researchers to meet the social re-
alities of youth in need of adjustments in their
live course.
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