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Abstract

The purpose of writing this rejoinder is two-fold. First, to refute Van Puymbroeck, 
Austin, and McCormick’s (2010) argument that research exposing hidden curriculum 
is absent in therapeutic recreation. Second, to underscore the difference between 
weak sense and strong sense critical thinking and argue that Van Puymbroeck, Austin, 
and McCormick’s article advocating for hidden curriculum is located in a weak sense 
critical thinking framework and that strong sense critical thinking is needed in order 
to better locate hidden curriculum. This paper ends by suggesting that therapeutic 
recreation professionals and academics need to incorporate a strong sense critical 
thinking framework when examining hidden curriculum both at the university and 
professional setting.
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In the third quarter of the 2010 
Therapeutic Recreation Journal, Van 
Puymbroeck, Austin, and McCormick 
(2010) asserted that the field of therapeutic 
recreation has neglected research focused 
on exposing hidden curriculum. They 
underscored that hidden curriculum 
can occur in both formal (intended, 
formally stated and endorsed) and 
informal (interpersonal and ad hoc in 
nature) manners and end their article by 
suggesting that while there has been a 
substantial amount of literature written 
on hidden curriculum in general, “…
its existence has not been acknowledged 
by those responsible for professional 
preparation in therapeutic recreation …
[and] without an awareness of the hidden 
curriculum, unacknowledged influences 
will continue to operate on therapeutic 
recreation curricula” (p. 220). Furthermore, 
Van Puymbroeck, Austin, and McCormick 
explained that in all cultures, including 
academic culture, many of the most 
sacrosanct practices remain unexamined 
unless they are challenged by divergent 
beliefs from outside the predominant 
culture. 

The purpose of writing this rejoinder is 
two fold. First, to refute Van Puymbroeck, 
Austin, and McCormick’s (2010) argument 
that research exposing hidden curriculum 
is absent in therapeutic recreation. Second, 
building on the intellectual labor of 
Browne and Keeley (2010), to underscore 
the difference between weak sense and 
strong sense critical thinking  and argue 
that Van Puymbroeck, Austin, and 
McCormick’s (2010) article advocating for 
hidden curriculum is located in a weak 
sense critical thinking framework and that 
strong sense critical thinking is needed in 
order to better locate hidden curriculum. 

Exposing the Hidden Cross-cultural 
Curriculum in Therapeutic Recreation  

As stated in the introduction of this 
rejoinder, I disagree with Van Puymbroeck, 
Austin, and McCormick’s (2010) 
proposition that the existence of hidden 
curriculum has not been acknowledged 
by those responsible for professional 
preparation in therapeutic recreation 
and that many of the most sacrosanct 
therapeutic recreation practices remain 
unexamined and need to be challenged 
by divergent beliefs from outside the 
predominant culture. For over 10 years, and 
mainly from a cross-cultural (divergent) 
perspective, I have published multiple 
articles/studies that have located hidden 
curriculum and have challenged sacrosanct 
therapeutic recreation practices. In order to 
build therapeutic recreation from a cross-
ethnic perspective, I will draw on my own 
academic labor (working either by myself 
or in collaboration with others) to provide 
a chronicle of writings and research that 
have attempted to unmask hidden cross 
ethnic assumption to underscore that 
most of therapeutic recreation is based on 
invisible and hidden White individualistic 
values that can unintentionally harm 
people from non-individualistic cultures, 
which includes hidden curriculum. A 
sampling of articles/research that critique/
challenge various sacrosanct practices 
in therapeutic recreation including the 
following:

• Highlighting how educational 
disciplinary techniques utilized by 
the National Council for Therapeutic 
Recreation Certification (NCTRC) 
unknowingly normalizes people 
toward the dominant discourse 
of White Euro-North American 
individualistic notions, which can 
have damaging cultural consequences 
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as NCTRC continues to advocate for 
global certification (Dieser, 2005).

• Suggesting that current therapeutic 
recreation practice models (e.g. leisure 
ability model, health protection/health 
promotion model, self determination 
and enjoyment enhancement model) 
have individualistic culturally biased 
assumptions, such as the hidden 
assumption individuals are the basic 
building blocks of society and that 
independence is desirable (Dieser, 
2002a; Dieser & Peregoy, 1999).

•  Underscoring that leisure education 
interventions have a history of being 
designed from an individualistic 
frame of reference (Dieser, 2004) and 
have committed the fundamental 
attribution error, which is the 
tendency to overestimate dispositional 
or internal attributions of a person (a 
strong component of individualism) 
when explaining or modifying 
behavior, and to underestimate the 
influence of the actual situation or 
other external factors, which leads to 
inflated belief in personal control with 
the failure to recognize sociological 
variables (Dieser, Fox, & Walker, 
2002).

• Outlining the normative and hidden 
individualistic and white American-
centered approach of Wolfenberger’s 
(1972, 1983, 1985) normalization 
principle when facilitating inclusive 
recreation, as opposed to Nirje 
(1972) and Perrin and Nirje’s (1985) 
normalization principle orientation 
to inclusive recreation that gives voice 
to cross-cultural differences (Dieser & 
Scholl, 2010).

• Highlighting an ecological and 
sociological model to inclusive 
recreation, which accounts for system 
directed change, as opposed to the 

pervasive individualistic and personal 
centered-person approaches to 
inclusive recreation (Scholl, Dieser, & 
Schilling, 2005)

• Underscoring the difficulties and 
troubling consequences of when 
therapeutic recreation practice 
(in both clinical and community 
settings) is based on invisible White 
individualistic values which is then 
applied to clients who have values 
based on collectivistic values (Dieser, 
2002a, 2002b; Dieser, Hutchinson, 
Fox & Scholl, 2005; Peregoy & Dieser, 
1997). 

• Outlining how the NCTRC curriculum 
standards/competencies and delivery 
framework is based on the United 
States melting pot ideology and 
hidden assimilationist education 
assumptions, such as the belief 
that good teachers and curriculum 
is culture/color blind, belief in 
standardized curriculum (one size fits 
all that is color/culture blind) and the 
view that individual rights are primary 
(Dieser, 2005/2006). 

In flipping Van Puymbroeck, Austin, 
and McCormick’s (2010) proposition 
upside down, and from a cross-ethnic 
perspective, there has been ample research 
that has purposely uncovered hidden and 
unintentional individualistic values that 
critiqued and challenged various sacrosanct 
practices in therapeutic recreation practice 
including hidden curriculum. That is, 
there is ample hidden curriculum research; 
Van Puymbroeck, Austin, and McCormick 
are simply being self-selective and are 
choosing not to listen to it.
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The Need for Strong Sense Critical Thinking 
When Identifying 

Hidden Curriculum
 

In regard to locating hidden 
curriculum, a helpful prerequisite is the 
use of critical thinking skills (Dieser, 
Magnuson, Scholl, 2005). Critical 
thinking is defined as reflective thinking 
that assesses itself or serves as a guide to 
evaluate information rooted in elements 
of thought (e.g., clarity, breadth and 
depth of thinking) and intellectual 
standards (e.g., locating hidden value and 
descriptive assumptions or fallacious in 
reasoning, marshaling evidence (Browne 
& Keeley, 2010; Dieser, Magnuson, & 
Scholl, 2005; Hitchcock, 1983; Paul, 
1995). Beyond using critical thinking 
skills to help locate hidden curriculum, 
critical thinking has been advocated by 
academics in therapeutic recreation related 
to professional practice (Dieser, Magnuson, 
Scholl, 2005;  Fox & van Dyck, 1997) and 
was listed as a needed skill in the Pew 
Health Professions Commission (1995). 
Browne and Keeley (2010) suggest that 
critical thinking falls along a continuum of 
weak sense and strong sense approaches. 
Weak sense critical thinking is the use of 
critical thinking skills to defend current 
beliefs; whereas, strong sense critical 
thinking is focused on evaluating all claims 
and beliefs, especially one’s own (Browne 
& Keeley, 2010) in order to be in the best 
possible situation to make the best possible 
decision. For example, Dieser, Magnuson, 
and Scholl (2005) demonstrate how critical 
thinking can be used in professional 
settings in deciding which therapeutic 
recreation practice model might be best 
to utilize when working with clients/
people from diverse ethnic backgrounds. 
According to Paul (1995), weak sense 
critical thinkers are 

1) Those who do not hold 
themselves or those with whom 
they ego-identify to the same 
intellectual standards to which 
they hold “opponents.” 2) Those 
who have not learned how to 
reason empathically with points 
of view or frames of reference with 
which they disagree … 5) Those 
who use the intellectual skills of 
critical thinking selectively and 
self-deceptively to foster and 
serve their vested interests (at the 
expense of truth); able to identify 
flaws in the reasoning of others 
and refute them; able to shore up 
their own beliefs with reason (p. 
570). 

Simply stated, I was spurred to write 
this rejoinder because Van Puymbroeck, 
Austin, and McCormick’s (2010) argument 
embodies weak sense critical thinking. By 
locating the hidden curriculum in particular 
settings (e.g., HPERD departments) while 
ignoring other settings, including their 
own preference (e.g., health care), they 
selectively serve their own vested interests. 
In particular, Van Puymbroeck, Austin, 
and McCormick state “Those conveyors of 
hidden curriculum [associated with HPERD 
departments which focus therapeutic 
recreation  around the delivery of positive 
recreation experiences] espouse views 
that stand in contrast to the position that 
therapeutic recreation exists as a profession 
that employs recreation as a purposeful 
intervention to bring about specific health 
enhancing outcomes” (p. 219). Yet there 
are examples of healthcare settings in 
which therapeutic recreation has been 
beneficial in providing positive recreation 
experiences. Voelkl’s (2008) personal 
narrative of the important role of causal 
leisure (e.g., ordinary moments of activity 
engagement, such as reading, talking with 
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friends, playing cards, making pumpkin 
cards) that was delivered by therapeutic 
recreation in her struggle with bile duct 
cancer and her 12-day in-patient stay on 
a surgical unit clearly outlines a leisure 
orientation that created enjoyment and 
rest from the stress of hospital procedures 
(therapy is a byproduct of leisure, the 
opposite of the therapy approach of 
therapeutic recreation in which recreation 
is prescribed as therapy to ameliorate 
disease). The vital role of therapeutic 
recreation in providing positive leisure 
experiences in other healthcare settings 
have been noted by other academics, 
such as Hutchinson LeBlanc and Booth 
(2006) in a hospital rehabilitation unit 
and historically was part of the hidden 
agenda behind the medicalization of spas 
and thermal baths (known as rest cures) 
through Europe and the United States from 
the early 1800’s through to the mid 1900s 
(Dieser, 2008; Mackaman, 1998). Over 70 
years ago, psychiatric professionals from 
the famous Menninger clinic clearly saw 
the therapeutic value in providing positive 
casual and daily leisure experiences 
in helping clients with psychological 
disorders:

[The patient] is able to begin 
his renewal of contracts in life 
by going out for dinner and 
make shopping trips to town. 
At the same time these activities 
are being carried on, other 
recreational activities attempt 
to make reality more pleasant 
… to give freedom to phantasy 
expressions; to afford an 
opportunity to create (Menninger 
& McColl, 1937, p. 15-17). 

At the same time, there is clear 
evaluative evidence that therapeutic 
recreation can be a purposeful intervention 

to bring about specific health-enhancing 
outcomes (e.g., Kelley & Loy, 2008).  
Further, as pointed out by Van Puymbroeck, 
Austin, and McCormick (2010), when used 
as a purposeful intervention, therapeutic 
recreation can align to the International 
Classification of Functioning, Disability, 
and Health (Porter & Van Puymbroeck, 
2007). However, in their call for locating 
hidden curriculum, I find Van Puymbroeck, 
Austin, and McCormick’s (2010) argument 
to epitomize weak sense critical thinking 
for three main reasons. First, it is selective 
in order to foster and serve their vested 
interests (only locating the hidden 
curriculum of those professionals/academic 
associated with a HPERD department/
leisure orientation rather than within their 
own healthcare and therapy approach to 
therapeutic recreation). Second, they are 
able to identify flaws in the reasoning of 
others and refute them (only locating the 
hidden curriculum of those professionals/
academic associated with a HPERD 
department/leisure orientation) but are 
silent regarding identifying flaws within 
their own health care ideology, thus 
ignoring their own hidden curriculum. Yet 
another example is how they underscore 
the academic criticism regarding the 
value assumption of the leisure ability 
model and its utility to parks and 
recreation curriculum, yet criticism of 
Austin’s (1991, 2009) health promotion/
health protection model and its utility to 
health care settings (e.g., Mobily, 1999; 
Ross, 1998; Ross & Ashton-Shaeffer 2009; 
Sylvester, Voelkl, & Ellis, 2001), including 
troubling cross-cultural value assumptions 
(e.g., Dieser, Magnuson, & Scholl, 2005; 
Dieser & Peregoy, 1999), is silent. Third, 
Van Puymbroeck, Austin, and McCormick 
(2010) are able to shore up their own beliefs 
in the therapy approach to therapeutic 
recreation, and as such, they do not hold 
themselves (or those with whom they ego-
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identify) to the same intellectual standards 
of locating hidden curriculum within their 
own ideological framework. 

Conclusion
 
The purpose of writing this rejoinder 

was to refute Van Puymbroeck, Austin, 
and McCormick’s (2010) argument that 
research exposing hidden curriculum is 
absent in therapeutic recreation and to 
argue that Van Puymbroeck, Austin, and 
McCormick’s (2010) article advocating for 
hidden curriculum is located in a weak 
sense critical thinking framework. Just in 
the area of cross-ethnic research there are 
ample writings and research that expose 
covert value assumptions of therapeutic 
recreation, including hidden curriculum.

Using strong sense critical thinking 
skills to locate hidden curriculum and other 
covert value assumptions is vital to the 
development of a profession. According to 
Paul (1995), strong sense critical thinkers 
are people who are predominantly 
characterized by 

… 1) an ability to question 
deeply one’s own framework 
of thought, 2) an ability to 
reconstruct sympathetically 
and imaginatively the strongest 
versions of points of view and 
frameworks of thought opposed 
to one’s own. … Strong sense 

critical thinkers are not routinely 
blinded by their own points 
of view. … They realize the 
necessity of putting their own 
assumptions and ideas to the 
test of the strongest objections 
… [in order to ] explicate, 
understand, and critique their 
own deepest prejudices, biases, 
and misconceptions, thereby 
discovering and contesting their 
own egocentric and sociocentric 
tendencies … [moving thinking 
toward] a genuinely rational 
fashion (p. 568-569). 

Strong sense critical thinking can force 
people to look at the creatures that crawl 
out of the shadow of long-held beliefs in 
order to recognize their own stubbornness, 
rigidity, and prejudice in order to be in a 
better position to problem-solve (Teays, 
2010). Browne and Keeley (2010) posit 
that strong sense critical thinking is the 
use of reasoning skills (e.g., locating value 
and descriptive assumptions, identifying 
fallacies in reasoning, marshaling evidence, 
searching for rival causes) to evaluate all 
claims, especially one’s own in order to 
be in the best possible situation to make 
the best possible decision. However, if 
locating hidden curriculum in therapeutic 
recreation is to hold any promise strong 
sense critical thinking is a necessity. 
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