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Dear Therapist,
We know you work very hard for us coming up with effective interventions, docu-

menting our progress, doing a variety of assessments, motivating us to make changes 
for the better in our lives and a host of other job tasks and involvements. There usu-
ally is not enough time in the day as you often work late hours with limited resources 
and multiple responsibilities.  Yet, we are going to ask you to add another task to your 
schedule, and it is a critical task that will take time and energy.  This task is to utilize the 
ATRA Standards of Practice (revised 2013).  How to squeeze it in you ask?  We know 
each of you will make that happen individually as it fits for you and your agency.  The 
rewards are tremendous.  Therapeutic recreation/recreation therapy (TR/RT) Services 
will be brought to an elevated and consistent level, accountability for services will be 
outstanding and you will provide even higher levels of service than you are now.  Thank 
you for your continued dedication to us and to impacting our lives in such profound 
ways. 

Sincerely,
Your Clients

Why Do We Have Standards of Practice?
Most professions have guidelines that delineate the Scope and Content of their 

practice, from financial investment professionals to those in the nursing profession to 
teachers, massage therapists and many more.  These guidelines answer the questions of:   
Who is it that we serve?  What exactly is it that we do?  Where do we do these practices?  
When do we do these practices?  Why do we do these practices?  And, How do we do 
these practices?  The guidelines illustrate a profession’s parameters and depth of prac-
tice and support the highest ethical approaches.  Who puts these guidelines together?   
For most professions, it is done through their professional organization.
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For us in the field of Therapeutic Recreation/Recreational Therapy, our profes-
sional organization, the American Therapeutic Recreation Association, through an ap-
pointed committee, has, like countless other organizations, completed this endeavor.  
They have presented our profession with a revised set of Standards for the Practice of 
Recreational Therapy and Self-Assessment Guide. It took a lot of time and effort and 
represents further enhancements of previously existing standards (2000). These docu-
ments may continue to be adjusted in the future, but for now can be utilized as a tre-
mendous help for each and every therapist and professional in our field.  And their 
use will greatly enhance our services to our clients and our professional accountability.

What Is In this Publication?
The publication is available from ATRA for the cost of $40.00, with discounted 

rates at the organization’s conferences, and/or if you are a member of the organization.  
It has two main parts.  The first part is the listing of the 12 Standards of Practice.  The 
second part is the Self-Assessment Guide that incorporates 6 items to guide a thorough 
review and analysis of our practice.  In addition the standards contain: definition of 
recreational therapy, directions for compliance assessment, bibliography, glossary, the 
ATRA Code of Ethics, and ATRA Patient’s/Client’s Bill of Rights.  The majority of the 
Guide is to be used like a workbook.

Several items in the introductory sections of the Standards are useful to highlight.   
The document includes emphasis on safe, effective practice and evidence-based sup-
port for interventions.  It is completely outcome focused and emphasizes consistency 
of practice throughout the field.  The contents of the publication are influenced by the 
requirements of regulatory agencies:  the Council on Accreditation of Rehabilitation 
Facilities (CARF), the Centers for Medicaid and Medicare Services (CMS), and the 
Joint Commission on Health Care Organizations (JC).  The guidelines provide direc-
tion for the Recreational Therapist and for the Recreational Therapy Assistant (RTA). 

 The editors note in an introductory paragraph that the criteria are intended to 
assure systematic, safe, effective, and quality treatment and care resulting in outcomes  
and are “not intended to provide standards for the provision of recreation or patient 
activities aimed at general well-being” (p. 9). 

 Now, it can be argued that a statement like the above leaves out entire arms of 
our profession; yet we need to see these standards for what they are: A well-developed, 
thorough way to capture, describe and make accountable many of the services that 
come under our umbrella as a profession. Think about it: isn’t the role of these accredit-
ing bodies to insure consistency and best practices? Why not consider these standards 
as a beginning point for upgrading services and insuring consistency across all set-
tings in Therapeutic Recreation practice. These standards are a very tight and beneficial 
layout of a great majority of our professional duties and detail many levels of service 
provision and using them can only have a positive effect for practice and for our field.  
No matter where you practice or with what population and in what agency, there is 
something you will find in these standards that can be useful. (For example, on page 
10 the document reservedly suggests a caseload of 1 TR to 6-15 clients, depending on 
the agency, client concerns and many other factors. That can be a useful benchmark for 
many therapists to have handy when talking to an administrator, or when just planning 
services.)
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These Standards rely on the therapist at the agency developing a Written Plan of 
Operation and a Policy and Procedure Manual that can be customized to fit an agency’s 
unique situation. The standards ARE NOT dictating a complete range of services/be-
haviors that any therapist should do-they give that control over to the therapist and 
what is provided is a framework for tightening our profession.

Each practitioner is designing their own Written Plan of Operation (WPO) that 
may include definitions, policies, and theoretical foundations such as the Leisure Abil-
ity model (a classic), or other pertinent materials. To illustrate (p.15) reads: “the lan-
guage of Standard 1 does not restrict or limit recreational therapy practice in any way, 
in any setting, but does require that the process for receiving and responding to re-
quests for recreational therapy, including referrals and physician orders, are defined 
in [the agency’s} policy and procedures specific to the setting and regulatory require-
ments of the setting.”  

How Might a Therapist Start Using the Standards?
Here is a suggested approach to make use of this document. Because it is very 

complicated, it may be confusing at first and these steps can get one gradually into the 
use of the document.  Really using and doing the development that it calls for will take 
some time for any one agency.  So a gradual walk into the parts of the Standards publi-
cation may be wise. First scan/review the entire document to become familiar with it, 
and this will take a while—not to be done in one sitting. Then the therapist should start 
adhering to the Standards by developing a Written Plan of Operation. If you have one, 
start with what you have already or if you are developing one for the first time go to 
the Section on the Management Audit (p. 57) to review typical topics in a WPO: Mis-
sion/Vision Statement, Policy and procedures of the unit, etc.  The information listed 
here can get a person started in developing their own Policy and Procedure Manual 
and Written Plan of Operation.  If you already have a WPO, this section can help you 
review and refine it. The brief description under Standard 8 (p. 35) can also be useful.  
The result of having a Policy and Procedure manual and a Written Plan of Operation 
is that your services will definitely be improved and you will feel more confident in 
your job.  Then go back carefully over each Standard and follow what it tells you.  In 
many instances you will want to add new information or refine old information that 
you have in your WPO.  After you get through all of the Standards, then go through 
each Self-Assessment section, one at a time.  At the end of this thorough review of your 
services, there is no doubt that your Recreation Therapy Service will be (maybe vastly) 
improved!  

What Is in Each Standard (Section One)?
There are 12 Standards (pp. 15–46): Assessment; Treatment Planning; Plan Im-

plementation; Re-assessment and Evaluation; Discharge and Transition Planning; 
Prevention, Safety Planning and Risk Management; Ethical Conduct; Written Plan of 
Operation; Staff Qualifications and Competency Assessment; Quality Improvement; 
Resource Management; and,  Program Evaluation and Research.  Each standard is de-
fined by three criteria; the Structure, the Process and the Outcome.  Structure always 
relates to the items that are put into each unique agency’s Written Plan of Operation.  
Process always relates to the roles of the Recreational Therapist and the Recreational 
Therapy Assistant.  And the Outcome always relates to the Client/Patient.  Also under 
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each criterion are possible data sources for the items listed.  At first it may feel like you 
are going back and forth through the document, but as material is collected the pro-
cess requested makes more sense.  Items under each of the sections can also be rated, 
so that compliance with any one standard can be noted and then improved over time.  
The process of adhering to the standards is an ongoing and dynamic one.  For some 
standards there are also interpretive guidelines that can be referred to as needed.

How Is the Self-Assessment Section (2) Used?
The second area of the Guide (pp. 51–116) helps the therapist go through a review 

of different practice areas to see more closely where there might be need for improve-
ment. There is a Scoring Summary Worksheet (p. 51) that can help one score the current 
levels of compliance to each standard at your agency.  The second opportunity for self-
assessment is a Management Audit (p. 57) which looks at the unit’s management poli-
cies and procedures. It closely relates to the Standards 8–12, although all the standards 
are scored in relation to management concerns. The third item is an Assessment of a 
Unit’s Processes related to documentation (p. 69). This is followed by a Guide to Assess 
Outcomes and how they are done in relation to each of the standards (p. 81).  This sec-
tion includes an adaptable patient/client satisfaction survey (p. 89).  Fifth, there is an 
Assessment of Staff Competencies (p. 93), for therapists at both the beginning level and 
at the advanced level. Lastly, the Clinical Performance Appraisal Instrument is provided, 
which can also be used with intern students. This instrument covers key responsibili-
ties/performance expectations that fall under each standard. Both in the Standards 
section of the Guide and the Self-assessment section, relevant rating scales are easily 
found at the bottom of most pages in small print to use in self-assessing compliance 
with each listed criterion.

Summary

To utilize this document well is a very involved and complicated process, but im-
measurable in the benefits that result for the therapist, the unit and the client. It will 
take the RT/agency time to do all the reviewing/developing, implementing and then 
continually refining the aspects being addressed. Possibly the ATRA Conference can 
continue to present sessions that take the conference participants through the basics 
of utilizing this document. Also, as mentioned, the document is directly concerned 
with compliance with the regulatory accrediting agencies of CARF, JC, and CMS. This 
compliance is absolutely necessary and the publication is an amazing tool to help the 
therapist to be well organized for any type of accrediting review.  For some settings 
more leisure and recreation aspects may be of importance and although that material 
can be incorporated into a Written Plan of Operation at the therapist’s choice, some 
therapists will lament the lack of attention to that area of RT service. And some set-
tings will be complying with other accrediting bodies, but this document cannot meet 
all needs and it clearly and comfortably states this. On another topic, there is much 
need for the RTA staff level. Hopefully educational institutions such as community col-
leges will start training for this level as the projected need for this type of professional 
assistant is great.  In addition, college instructors of TR/RT students need to provide 
training about these standards in order to make them aware of their importance before 
the students even begin to work in the profession.
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Overall this document provides innumerable benefits for the practitioner who im-
merses themselves into this process. The activities can only raise the level of service 
provided to our consumers of Recreational Therapy. At the end of the long process of 
reaching the many milestones of adherence to the Standards, congratulate yourself, 
busy practitioner, as a consummate professional.  You are helping to move our profes-
sion forward.




