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David Austin’s latest book is a unique collection of 69 “lessons” written directly to 
recreation therapy students and practitioners.  Each lesson addresses a different topic 
with a brief one- to three-page mixture of useful information and thoughtful insight from 
the author.  As a whole, the collection reflects a well-rounded discussion of some of most 
critical concepts for any practicing recreation therapist to understand and utilize.  Lessons 
Learned,  which is largely grounded in Austin’s professional experiences and discoveries 
over the past four decades,  provides both clarity and wisdom in a reader friendly fashion. 

The provided lessons are organized into several sections, with six lessons under the 
section title “Understanding Recreational Therapy,” eight lessons under “Approaches to 
Recreational Therapy,” and four under “Conceptual Foundations of Recreational Thera-
py.”  This initial focus on defining and conceptualizing recreational therapy as a whole is 
followed by sections on “Working with Groups” (five lessons),  “The Recreational Thera-
pist” (15 lessons), and “Techniques for Recreational Therapists” (16 lessons).  The book is 
wrapped up with two final sections entitled  “Social Psychology and Recreational Therapy 
(seven lessons) and “What to Do and Not Do as an RT” (six lessons).

While each lesson is only briefly addressed, there are some definite themes or messag-
es that persist throughout the book.  For example, Austin emphasizes the importance of a 
productive client-therapist relationship and the utilization of a strength-based approach 
to practice. The majority of the “Approaches to Recreational Therapy” section focuses on 
these two issues (particularly lessons 7-13).  In addition, Lesson 16 is dedicated entirely 
to Carl Rogers and his client-centered principles. Lesson 17 addresses positive psychol-
ogy and the principle of focusing on client strengths (both lessons 16 and 17 are in the 



Long 161

“Conceptual Foundations” section). These two elements are not specifically identified by 
Austin as being any more important than other topics in the book; however, it is appar-
ent throughout the 69 lessons that Austin sees both as inherent parts of realizing the full 
potential of recreation therapy.  Austin’s reference to Carl Rogers as the “grandfather of 
recreation therapy” exemplifies the importance he places on the client-therapist relation-
ship within the active context of practice. He also points out that recreation and leisure 
experiences are ideal for building upon strengths and abilities as a means of “overcoming 
distress and to grow toward a high level of health and well being” (p. 23).   

 Another persistent theme is the importance of professional development.  Austin 
encourages the reader to explore each lesson further, often providing a source for more 
detailed information.  In the academic environment, the lessons can be used across the 
curriculum to introduce and reflect upon more detailed discussions. Current practitioners 
(including educators) can benefit from reviewing this text as it is a quick reminder of 
many important elements of recreational therapy.  The book is certainly useful as a tool 
for facilitating clinical supervision, professional issues discussions, and a review of the 
presented lessons definitely suggests possible topics for future continuing education op-
portunities. Finally, there are personal applications of the lessons as well.  For example, 
lessons regarding values, self-awareness, burnout, and active listening skills, and aggres-
sion can have both personal and professional relevance to readers.

 One of the most powerful lessons communicated through the book, as the title 
implies, is Austin’s willingness to disclose and acknowledge his own challenges as he de-
veloped as a young professional.  Examples provided in the book are frequently oriented 
around points in Austin’s career where he had the courage to acknowledge his own blind-
spots and reconsider his perspective on an issue.  Often these “lessons learned” occurred 
through dialog with his peers and the ability to recognize value in alternative perspec-
tives.  Individuals who follow Dr. Austin’s example by reflecting upon and discussing with 
others how the provided lessons relate to their professional philosophy, skills, and daily 
practice will most certainly benefit from this process of self-analysis. Whether used by an 
aspiring student or a 20-year veteran, the provided lessons can be a starting point for “tak-
ing inventory” and identifying areas for professional growth.  

In closing, it should be noted that this book also represents a bit of a written history 
of our profession.  As one of the most influential and long-standing figures in the history 
of recreational therapy, Dr. Austin’s accounts provide insight into not only his profes-
sional experiences and philosophies, but also into the heart of our profession. This book 
does remind us of the need to document the historical works and professional lives of 
those who came before us.  In this case, having access to Dr. Austin’s perspectives on the 
profession was both reassuring and energizing.  


