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This special issue of Mental Health in Therapeutic Recreation (TR) is timely, as we 
are in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. The world is closed and people are being 
asked to social distance and stay at home unless it is absolutely necessary to go out for es-
sentials. Many of us are concerned with what this means for schooling—will children get 
back to school this year?; how will we deal with graduating high school students and their 
university and college applications?; how can we deliver interactive university and college 
courses using remote tools? There are many questions about academic performance but 
what about people’s mental well-being? 

We know that social isolation is a significant risk factor for a variety of illnesses, yet 
individuals who live by themselves are expected to remain totally alone. Children are not 
at school and parents are, at worst, laid off or, at best, working remotely from home. I 
(Anne-Marie) have three school-aged children living with me. Trying to navigate the re-
sponsibilities I have to my students and academic unit at Memorial University and to my 
children has been challenging; ironically, working remotely is actually leaving less family 
time than might be available during a typical work week. Many people are finding them-
selves in circumstances none of us has ever experienced, and we have to ask the question: 
How are people coping during a scary time in the world? With emergency measures in 
place, resulting in fines or jail time if people are found to be “congregating” with others, 
many people do not have the ability to continue valued activities that can contribute to 
coping. For example, most children were not given the opportunity to say goodbye to 
their classmates, their team members, or their teachers and instructors. My children had 
competitions cancelled and activities put on hold for the remainder of the school year. 
However, they are lucky to be able to continue having guitar lessons using Zoom, and 
they appreciate this 30-minute lesson even more now. Many others are not this fortunate.

Grocery store employees and health care providers are the unsung heroes in our 
communities right now, but TR professionals and researchers also have important roles 
to play during this time. How can we deliver messages about the necessity of continuing 
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to engage in meaningful leisure experiences as a coping strategy during this challeng-
ing time? What role might researchers have in better understanding how to encourage 
social connection while we are expected to practice social distancing? We are social be-
ings and we need human interaction as part of our own health and wellness, and now, 
more than ever, people need recreation opportunities that allow them to cope and stay 
well during this stressful time. 

Given we have substantial evidence of the potential for leisure or recreation to be a 
resource for coping with challenging life circumstances (e.g., Caldwell, 2005; Hutchin-
son et al., 2003) or living a life of meaning when living with a persistent mental ill-
ness (e.g., Barton, Griffin, & Pretty, 2012; Fenton et al., 2017; Iwasaki, Coyle, & Shank, 
2010), now more than ever there is a need to translate this research into practical pro-
grams and services that can reach the greatest number of individuals in our communi-
ties. This special issue on mental health in TR is designed to do just that. In TR we are 
fortunate to have access to evidence of recreation/leisure as both a treatment modality 
and valued life pursuit and to have inspiring TR practitioners and community partners 
who are devoted to putting this research into practice. To enhance our creditability as a 
profession, it is essential to draw on this evidence and align our practices with national 
or international priorities and practice recommendations.   

In the United States, as part of a national prevention strategy related to mental 
health, the Surgeon General (2011) released a number of recommendations for action 
including, as one example, “facilitate[ing] social connectedness and community en-
gagement across the lifespan” (National Prevention Council, 2011, p. 79). In Canada, 
the Mental Health Commission of Canada (2012) has led initiatives to improve access 
to quality information and services related to mental health and mental illness among 
diverse populations (e.g., children and youth, first nations, seniors). In addition to pro-
viding evidence-based practice guidelines (e.g., for provision of peer support) they also 
lead an innovative training and mentorship program (SPARK) to support researchers 
and practitioners in knowledge translation (KT) activities. 

I (Susan) had the opportunity to attend a SPARK KT training program when I 
was first delving more deeply into thinking about how to bring research about mental 
health benefits (and barriers) to a broader practitioner audience. Given (in Nova Scotia 
anyway) that few people would ever have access to a community-based TR practitio-
ner/service it seemed important to build the capacities of community recreation ser-
vice providers. In partnership with Recreation Nova Scotia, we received a “Community 
Mental Health” grant from the Nova Scotia government based on the argument that: 
(1) recreation could be a resource for improving the mental health of all Nova Scotians, 
and (2) recreation practitioners needed access to training and resources so they could 
remove barriers to community participation and create more welcoming environments 
and programs. The result of this work is a “Recreation for Mental Health” training 
workshop, practice guidelines, and other resources (https://www.recreationns.ns.ca/
recreation-for-mental-health.html). 

One developed “product” we are particularly proud of is a game based on research, 
including research with adults living with mental illness in Nova Scotia. While the Rec-
reation for Mental Health game was originally designed to train community recreation 
practitioners about the barriers people living with mental health problems experience 
when trying to access community recreation (and about strategies and supports to 
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overcome these barriers), TR practitioners in Nova Scotia also advocated for the use of 
the game as a leisure education tool to support the recovery of their clients or patients. 
This focus on recovery-oriented care is consistent with the first article in this special 
issue by Drs. Lauren Cripps and Colleen Hood titled: “Recovery and Mental Health: 
Exploring the Basic Characteristics of Living Well with Mental Illness.” This article 
makes an important contribution to the TR literature (guiding both practice-based 
research and evidence-based practice) as it defines and describes “recovery-oriented 
care” in detail, outlines six key characteristics of recovery, and links these characteris-
tics to both the experience of leisure and to TR practice (through the lens of the Leisure 
and Well-Being Model).

Further contributing to the advancement of practice for those working to support 
mental health recovery is the second article in the special issue by Dr. Natalie Montoya 
and colleagues Brent Hawkins, Jasmine Townsend, and Stephen Lewis, titled, “Use of 
Evidence-Based Practices in Recreational Therapy for Schizophrenia Spectrum Dis-
order Recovery: A Descriptive Study of Current Practices.” Montoya and colleagues 
conducted an online survey to look at the extent to which TR practitioners working in 
mental health in the United States were aware of and using national practice guidelines 
to provide effective care to individuals with schizophrenia spectrum disorder (SSD). 
To those unfamiliar with these practice guidelines, the article provides important in-
formation both about the Mental Health Recovery Model (MHRM) and Schizophrenia 
Patient Outcome Research Team (PORT) practice recommendations.  

The third article in this special issue also focuses on the powerful role leisure and 
recreation can play in helping people cope with, adjust to, and experience personal 
growth following the experience of traumatic events, and subsequent persistent mental 
health challenges. The article by Dr. Patti Craig and colleagues Dustin Alger, Jessie 
Bennett, and Tamar Martin is titled, “The Transformative Nature of Fly-fishing for Vet-
erans and Military Personnel with Posttraumatic Stress Disorder.” In this article they 
draw on the lived experiences of veterans and other military personnel to explore the 
benefits they describe as a result of participating in fly-fishing, considered an alterna-
tive (complementary and integrative health [CIH]) treatment approach for posttrau-
matic stress disorder (PTSD) symptom management. In addition to adding evidence 
to the leisure-based stress-coping literature, from our perspective this article highlights 
the importance of community-based and (largely volunteer driven/supported) organi-
zations to ensure a spectrum of recreation-related supports and services are available 
to persons recovering from PTSD and other mental health disorders.

Thinking back about the “Recreation for Mental Health” project described earlier, 
we realized that changes within communities would only be possible through develop-
ment of partnerships and collaborations. Like the previous article, the next two articles 
in this special issue provide evidence of benefits available to people living with mental 
health challenges when interacting with or participating in community-based recre-
ation programs. Dr. Shintaro Kono and colleagues Ethan Blumhorst and Jasmine Cave 
have provided important insights on the benefits of an adaptive scuba diving program 
in their article titled “An Exploratory Study of Adaptive Scuba Diving’s Effects on Psy-
chological Well-Being among Military Veterans.” Like the previous article, Kono and 
colleagues highlight the prevalence of mental health problems experienced by military 
veterans and the important role recreation can serve as an alternative therapy. In part-
nership with a community-based adaptive scuba diving organization, these researchers 
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examined the impact of an adaptive scuba diving session on the veterans’ perceived 
mindfulness and contentment.   

I (Anne-Marie) have always been interested in the area of mental health and rec-
reation. This started in my undergraduate program and has continued to the present. 
I am particularly interested in student mental health and how we might be able to use 
TR to better support students as they transition to university and continue through 
their academic programs. The final research article in this special issue also looks at the 
impact of a community-university partnership; this time the impact of TR students’ 
participation in a community-based service learning inclusive recreation opportunity 
that targets children and youth aged 3-14, some of whom have physical and emotional 
challenges. The article by Dr. Lyn Litchke and colleagues Toni Watt, Christine Norton, 
and Casey Finley is titled, “Impact of Inclusive Service-Learning Partnership on Men-
tal Health Among Therapeutic Recreation College Students.” In this article, Litchke 
and colleagues highlighted the prevalence of mental health problems experienced by 
many college and university students. They were interested in exploring whether (and 
how) service learning initiatives (which they speculated might be less stigmatizing and 
accessible to college students) could serve as effective mental health supports for stu-
dents. Their findings further reinforce the “reach” novel service-based interventions 
may have in impacting the mental health of a range of people who may not tradition-
ally access mental health or TR services. 

Last, but certainly not least, in this special issue is a thought-provoking personal 
reflection/book review by Dr. Rod Dieser. This is a “must read” for all TR researchers 
and practitioners. As Dr. Rod Dieser highlights in this reflective review of Dr. Martin 
Seligman’s book, The Circuit of Hope (2018), positive psychology has become a cor-
nerstone of TR practice. Dr. Dieser provides a compelling review of Dr. Seligman’s 
personal challenges and academic life journey, juxtaposed with Dr. Dieser’s own. In 
addition to providing a detailed description of the origins and development of theories 
of learned helpless and optimism Dr. Dieser asks TR researchers and practitioners alike 
to continually reflect on and learn about the intellectual origins of the theories and 
concepts we embrace and to recognize that “professional growth comes from ‘flexible’ 
optimism, reflective criticism, and engaging in tough conversations…” (p. 213). 

Our hope is that the articles in this special issue will compel TR researchers and 
practitioners alike to reflect on their taken-for-granted assumptions about TR practice 
and will begin to have some of the conversations—not only with other TR practitio-
ners and researchers (who “think” and practice like you) but with allied practitioners, 
both in our clinics and communities, and with people living with mental health chal-
lenges—in order to advance research and practice related to mental health in TR.   
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