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Postsecondary Education Programs 

A New Employment Opportunity for 
Certified Therapeutic Recreation Specialists

 

Practice Perspective

Abstract

Our nation currently has a total of 264 postsecondary 
education programs that are specifically designed to serve 
college students with intellectual and/or developmental 
disabilities (IDD) on college and university campuses. 
The total number of these programs has experienced 
an increase of approximately 67.5% in the past six 
years, and this new population of college students will 
continue to grow. The college students who are a part of 
these programs have specific needs that can be, and at 
one university have been, fulfilled by the services and 
supports that Certified Therapeutic Recreation Specialists 
(CTRSs) have to offer. With the assumption that both 
of the involved parties (i.e., CTRS and postsecondary 
education programs) are not aware of the opportunities 
and/or needs that exist within the other, it is our hope 
that an increased awareness of the important roles that 
therapeutic recreation can play in the overall success of 
this growing population of college students will lead to 
the development of a new workplace environment for 
CTRSs: postsecondary education programs. 
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Introduction
Postsecondary education (PSE) opportunities have been on the rise for individuals 

with intellectual disabilities (Miller, DiSandro, Harrington, & Johnson, 2016). At 
the present time there are 264 college programs for students with intellectual and/
or developmental disabilities (IDD) across the United States (Think College, 2017); 
whereas seven years ago there were only 160 college programs in the United States 
for students with IDD (Westling, Kelley, Cain, & Prohn, 2013), and 11 years ago 
there were only 110 programs for students with IDD across 28 states in the United 
States (Hart, 2006).  It’s evident that these numbers portray the prevalence, need, and 
growth of opportunities for individuals with IDD to experience inclusion within the 
postsecondary education setting. 

The purpose of this article is to raise awareness of PSE programs and the needs of 
students with IDD who are enrolled in these programs among Certified Therapeutic 
Recreation Specialists (CTRSs), as defined by respective state licensure and the 
international credential. With this increased awareness, CTRSs can better understand 
the important roles that therapeutic recreation can play in the success of this growing 
population of college students. When increasing the awareness of PSE programs 
among CTRSs, the awareness reaches beyond the individual TRS as they are then able 
to ensure that their transition-age clientele and families are informed of these options. 

Despite the increasing numbers of PSE options for individuals with IDD, the 
research on this topic is limited.  There are a handful of researchers who have completed 
studies to examine the characteristics, activities, and outcomes of students with IDD 
who are in a PSE program (Gaumer, Morningstar, & Clark, 2004; Grigal, Neubert, 
& Moon, 2001; Hart & Grigal, 2008; Hart, Mele-McCarthy, Pasternack, Zimbrich, & 
Parker, 2004; Neubert, Moon, & Grigal, 2004; Papay & Bambara, 2011; Zafft, Hart, 
& Zimbrich, 2004). The limited research tends to be programmatic in nature. In an 
article describing a survey of PSE programs for students with IDD in the United 
States, the authors point out that “the existing research on PSE for students with IDD 
provides descriptions of the characteristics, activities, and outcomes of students in 
the PSE programs” and “programs are described in terms of the level to which they 
provide access to integrated academic- and campus-wide experiences for students with 
IDD” (Grigal, Hart, & Weir, 2012). The existing literature is missing important areas 
of exploration that can contribute to the creation and obtainment of meaningful PSE 
opportunities and experiences for individuals with IDD. Some of the specific areas 
that are in need of further exploration relate to the processes, services, and supports 
that are needed in order for students with IDD to reach their goals and demonstrate 
constructive outcomes in the areas of employment, personal growth, and quality of life 
(Grigal et al., 2012).

What is Inclusive PSE?
The growing number of PSE programs across the United States are attempting to 

create, expand, and/or enhance high-quality, inclusive higher education experiences 
to support positive outcomes for individuals with IDD (Grigal, Hart, Papay, Domin, 
& Smith, 2017). Since PSE programs are often developed separately from one another 
across campuses, the structures of these programs and the practices that are used 
to support students with IDD tend to vary quite significantly (Weir, Grigal, Hart, & 
Boyle, 2013). PSE programs provide varying levels and combinations of person-
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centered planning, access to academic advising, residential support, employment 
services, specialized support for families of students, and/or student support from peer 
mentors in the areas of academics, socialization, employment, independent living, and 
transportation. Not only are these PSE programs creating opportunities for students 
with IDD to access enrollment, receive support, and obtain credentials, but the 
majority of these programs are more broadly committed to the continued expansion 
of access to higher education for individuals with IDD (Grigal et al., 2017). Thanks 
to the Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA) of 2008, practices and standards 
have been developed, implemented, and evaluated in an effort to foster commonality 
amongst practices and measures of services within the various PSE programs in the 
United States (Weir et al., 2013). According to Weir et al. (2013), the HEOA of 2008 
created a new type of PSE program for students with IDD, which is now known as 
Comprehensive Transition Program (CTP). There are four essential elements of quality 
practice within these PSE programs that are used as standards of practice within recent 
and current evaluations: academic access, career development, campus membership, 
and self-determination (Weir et al., 2013).

As individuals with IDD are integrated into the college environment, the levels 
of inclusion that are occurring on various campuses can be best described as falling 
along a continuum that ranges from segregated to fully inclusive.  Specific terms have 
been used within the literature to describe PSE programs in regards to their level of 
inclusion. These terms include “substantially separate programs,” “mixed programs,” 
and “inclusive individualized services” (Hart et al., 2004; Neubert, Moon, & Grigal, 
2002; Stodden & Whelley, 2004).  The field of higher education, as a whole, is becoming 
more inclusive and responsive to the needs of individuals with IDD who are currently 
attending or planning to attend college (Weir et al., 2013).

Lack of CTRSs in Inclusive PSE Settings 
Although there has been dramatic growth in PSE opportunities for individuals 

with IDD across the nation, CTRSs are not seeking the postsecondary education work 
environment for employment opportunities. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, the most prevalent work environments for CTRSs include state, local, and 
private hospitals (35%), nursing care facilities (20%), government (19%), ambulatory 
health care services (8%), and continuing care retirement communities or assisted 
living facilities for the elderly (6%). Other work environments that were not quantified 
with percentages include substance abuse centers, outpatient rehabilitation centers, 
special education departments, and parks and recreation departments (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2016-17). Institutions of higher education across the country that 
offer opportunities for students with IDD seem to be uncharted territory for the CTRS.  
With PSE programs not listed as either a prevalent or nonprevalent work environment 
for CTRSs, an important assumption arises: postsecondary education programs may 
not be aware of therapeutic recreation, and CTRSs may not be aware of postsecondary 
education programs as potential work environments. 

Demonstrating a Need for CTRSs in PSE Settings
Much like their peers without disabilities, college students with IDD have the 

potential to experience several benefits from their PSE experiences. The literature reveals 
myriad benefits for students with IDD including, but not limited to, empowerment in 
developing academic competencies and knowledge, improvement of prospects in the 
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job market, enhanced social and independent living skills, broadening views of the 
world (Grigal & Hart, 2010; McEathron & Beuhring, 2011), obtaining higher wages, 
and reaching an enhanced level of  job satisfaction (Flannery, Yovanoff, Benz, & Kato, 
2008; Marcotte, Bailey, Borkoski, & Kienzl, 2005; Yamamoto, Stodden, & Folk, 2014). 
For example, in a recent study, post-graduation outcomes were explored for the Beyond 
Academics program and included employment, independent or semi-independent 
living, financial skills and engagement, meaningful involvement in community 
groups, and/or volunteer or service-oriented activities, pursuit of learning permits for 
driving, and voting (Miller et al., 2016). The results of this study revealed that 84.6% of 
graduates with IDD had been employed at some time since graduation, compared to 
approximately 76% of matriculating graduates without IDD. In regard to independent 
living, nearly 54% of the graduates with IDD were living independently or semi-
independently, compared to approximately 36% of matriculating graduates without 
IDD. The majority of graduates with IDD had a checking account (i.e., 77%), were 
writing their own checks (i.e., 77%), and had a credit or debit card in their own name 
(i.e., 61.5%), as compared to matriculating graduates without IDD who had a checking 
account (i.e., 32%), were writing their own checks (i.e., 32%), and had a credit or debit 
card in their own name (i.e., 19%). In the 12 months leading up to data collection, 
almost all of the graduates with IDD had participated in a community group (i.e., 
92%) and had completed volunteer or community service (i.e., 92.3%), as compared to 
matriculating graduates without IDD who had participated in a community group (i.e., 
37%) and who had completed volunteer or community service (i.e., 20%).  All of the 
graduates with IDD (i.e., 100%) were registered to vote at the time of data collection, 
as compared to matriculating graduates without IDD (i.e., 63%) (Miller et al., 2016). 
The results of this study reveal the multiple benefits that college students with IDD can 
experience as a result of an inclusive PSE experience. 

One Inclusive PSE Program’s Use of CTRSs
There is one inclusive PSE program that has employed CTRSs since 2012: 

Beyond Academics, which offers the Integrative Community Studies (ICS) certificate 
program to college students with intellectual and/or developmental disabilities 
(IDD) at the University of North Carolina Greensboro (UNCG). The ICS program, 
founded in 2007, is a four-year certificate program of study offered by the Office of 
the Provost at UNCG, and coordinated by the Office of Comprehensive Transition 
and Postsecondary Education. Monarch is the non-profit agency that collaborates with 
Beyond Academics at UNCG to provide support to students outside of the classroom, 
(http://beyondacademics.uncg.edu/academics/).  Beyond Academics currently has 65 
students enrolled, and 57 graduates.

Using an inclusive-individualized model, the ICS program of study encourages 
students to meet student learning objectives through individualized plans of study that 
incorporate coursework and other educational activities.  The three areas of focus that 
guide plans of study include self-determination, career development, and life planning.  
Student plans include a variety of interdisciplinary courses related to career goals and 
student interests; certificate-based instruction in the areas of financial literacy, self-
advocacy and self-determination, and adjustment to college life; career development 
and internship activities; and service learning opportunities.  With oversight from 
ICS staff, students receive both academic and advising supports as determined 
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by each student’s college support plan. Students work closely with their advisors to 
deeply explore principles of strategic life planning, culminating in a post-graduation 
portfolio (Senior Capstone Project) that serves as a summary of the skills, knowledge, 
and abilities that have been acquired through successful completion of the program of 
study.

Beyond Academics students are fully included in campus life, accessing courses 
supportive of career and life goals, academic resources, on and off campus student 
housing, and co-curricular activities such as campus clubs, campus ministries, campus 
activities boards, new student orientations and tours, intramural and club sports, 
sororities/fraternities, student recreation center, intercollegiate sporting events, and 
more. Beyond Academics students have become a part of the fabric of the campus 
community.

Beyond Academics students live among the general UNCG student body in either 
on campus residential housing or in privately owned apartment complexes adjacent 
to the university campus. They are randomly assigned roommates from the general 
population, unless they have found specific college students with whom they wish to 
share housing.  A combination of paid and non-paid supports, including those supports 
and resources that are available to any student on campus, assist Beyond Academics 
students in having a comprehensive university experience that prepares them for life 
after graduation, and encourages the development of natural supports.  

The CTRSs who are employed to work with students are employees of Monarch, 
the collaborating nonprofit agency that provides supports to students outside of the 
classroom. The roles of the CTRSs for the provision of student supports outside of 
the classroom include the coordination and management of supports, provision of 
individualized therapeutic recreation interventions, provision of group therapeutic 
recreation interventions, and the development, ongoing oversight, and maintenance 
of person-centered support plans and person-centered goals. First-year students and 
sophomores typically receive more frequent paid supports, while juniors and seniors 
may decrease their level of paid supports because they are more connected to natural 
supports such as friends, service learning students, and, as needed, personal advising 
on how to handle various situations.

While there are a number of demonstrated outcomes and benefits from an inclusive 
PSE setting for individuals with IDD, there are also support needs for these students 
to reach their fullest potential. The CTRSs employed within Beyond Academics 
and Monarch at UNCG support students in a variety of areas. For example, as ICS 
students are striving to develop academic competencies and knowledge, CTRSs utilize 
therapeutic recreation to assist in developing time-management, memory, attention, 
and anxiety or stress-management skills. For example, a student who experiences 
increased anxiety and stress prior to and during tests could work with a CTRS to work 
through sensory and relaxation exploration activities, complete stress and anxiety 
assessments, and ultimately create a schedule of preferred activities to utilize for 
relaxation and stress/anxiety management prior to and/or during tests.  

With one college student with IDD at UNCG, the CTRS initiated the APIED 
process by establishing a planning meeting with the student. At this planning meeting, 
the student and CTRS spoke about the student’s difficulty with stress and anxiety in 
college. The student and CTRS worked together to complete the Depression Anxiety and 
Stress Scale (DASS) (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995). At this point in the APIED process, 
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assessment and documentation were initiated simultaneously and documentation was 
sustained and maintained by the CTRS throughout the entire APIED process. During 
the initial meeting, the student was engaged to actively learn how to complete and 
score her own DASS, with support from the CTRS. The student and CTRS worked 
as a team to discuss the student’s leisure and recreation preferences, develop goals 
and outcomes, and develop a program plan for the intervention phase of the APIED 
process. The active involvement of the student in the assessment and planning phases of 
the APIED process, seemed to increase the intrinsic motivation of the student to follow 
through with the therapeutic recreation plan that was co-developed by the student and 
the CTRS. The student met with the CTRS for 1-2 hours, once a week, for 15 weeks, 
on a pre-established day and time that worked best with the student’s schedule. The 
15-week intervention included sensory exploration, and the identification of sensory 
materials, activities, behaviors, and routines that could be utilized in the various stress 
and anxiety provoking situations in the student’s day-to-day life. The student then 
created a weekly relaxation calendar and scheduled the identified sensory materials, 
activities, behaviors, and routines to assist in managing and coping with her own stress 
and anxiety. Each week the student would complete one scheduled relaxation activity, 
behavior, or routine with the CTRS, and would complete all other scheduled relaxation 
activities, behaviors, and routines independently and during her own free time. At the 
start of every third meeting, the student would complete and score her own DASS, with 
guidance from the CTRS. Meaningfully involving the student in the completion and 
scoring of her own assessments during the assessment and evaluation phases of the 
APIED process, allowed the student to not only increase her own intrinsic motivation 
in the therapeutic recreation for which she was partaking, but it also enabled the 
student to develop skills to sustain her ability to complete the DASS as a self-assessment 
even after the 15-week therapeutic recreation program ended. Immediately following 
each meeting with the student during the 15-weeks, the CTRS spent time completing 
a progress note that described what occurred in the meeting that day, described the 
results of any completed assessments, and described the student’s description of her 
experiences with using her relaxation calendar. At week 5 and week 10, the CTRS 
created a SOAP note, which was reviewed and discussed with the student. At week 15, 
the CTRS created a summary document, which included a visual representation of the 
change in DASS scores over time, a written description of what was completed during 
the 15-weeks, and written instructions for the student to maintain the use of DASS self-
assessments and her relaxation calendar. When reviewing this summary document, 
the CTRS and student worked together to fill out the recommendations portion of the 
the summary document. 

Much like this case study, there are a variety of situations that present an 
opportunity for CTRSs to facilitate the development of individual-level outcomes that 
are vital to the success of any college student in a college environment. As ICS students 
are working to accomplish independent living, CTRSs utilize therapeutic recreation 
to assist in developing self-determination, advocacy, supportive decision-making, and 
personal responsibility skills. For example, a student who is experiencing difficulty with 
being personally responsible for completing his/her standard hygiene routines could 
work with a CTRS to identify leisure motivations. If the student identifies horticulture 
as a leisure motivation, the CTRS could work with the student to complete horticulture 
activities in the student’s apartment that require the student to complete a daily list of 
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responsibilities to maintain his/her new plants. Together, the student and the CTRS 
could have discussions as a means of being sure these personal responsibility skills 
transfer over from the maintenance of his/her plants to the maintenance of his/her 
personal hygiene. If a student is experiencing difficulties with accessing the community 
and productively using their free time, the CTRS could work with the student to 
complete leisure education activities. 

Moving beyond individual-level needs, goals, and outcomes, there are also needs 
at the interpersonal, organizational, and community level within the PSE setting 
that create further potential for therapeutic recreation and CTRSs. Although the 
research is limited, the inclusion of individuals with IDD in postsecondary education 
opportunities also produces benefits for the matriculating students, including reduced 
anxiety and increased comfort levels in regard to disability, creation of positive 
attitudes toward disability, affirmation of pre-existing positive views of disability, 
increased supportive feelings toward their peers with disabilities, and feelings of pride 
in witnessing a feeling of connection (Carroll, Petroff, & Blumberg, 2009). With these 
demonstrated outcomes and benefits of the inclusive PSE setting, there are a variety of 
potential support needs for students with IDD to reach their fullest potential in regards 
to inclusion. The CTRS employed within Beyond Academics and Monarch at UNCG 
support students with IDD alongside their peers without IDD in a variety of ways. For 
example, as ICS students are striving to initiate and maintain new friendships, CTRSs 
utilize therapeutic recreation to assist in developing communication, conversational, 
leisure education, planning, and reciprocity skills. 

On college campuses across the country, there are a variety of attractive 
organizational and community-level opportunities for student participation. When 
students step onto a college campus, they are continuously exposed to opportunities 
for involvement in athletic, leisure, recreation, social, spiritual, and campus life events 
and groups. As students with IDD are exposed to, become interested in, and get 
involved in these types of events and groups, subsequent opportunities arise for CTRSs 
to support students with IDD in reaching their fullest potential. For example, a CTRS 
employed within Beyond Academics and Monarch at UNCG developed a supportive 
and collaborative relationship with a student with IDD and the Outdoor Adventures 
department at UNCG. Outdoor Adventures is a program housed on UNCG’s campus 
within the Recreation and Wellness Center, and it serves the campus community with 
its three divisions: Adventure Trips, Rental & Trip Center (outdoor equipment rental), 
and The Edge (indoor climbing wall). Outdoor Adventures strives to blend recreation 
and education to offer a quality outdoor experience for every participant. The CTRS 
working within Beyond Academics and Monarch discovered potential for collaboration 
within Outdoor Adventures when a student with IDD signed up to attend an adventure 
trip. The CTRS collaborated with staff of Outdoor Adventures to set up and provide 
the student with the pre-trip and during-trip support that the student desired. For 
example, the CTRS sat down with the student prior to the Outdoor Adventure pre-trip 
meetings to identify questions that the student would like to ask during the meeting and 
utilized modeling activities to support the student with feeling confident and prepared 
to ask his/her questions during the Outdoor Adventure pre-trip meetings. The CTRS 
also used modeling activities that specifically related to socialization and friendship 
initiation. This enabled the student to feel confident and prepared to interact with other 
students (i.e., potential natural supports) at the Outdoor Adventures pre-trip meetings. 
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With these preparatory supports, the student was able to socialize and get to know 
a few students at the pre-trip meetings who then became friends of the student and 
served as natural supports during the adventure trip. This experience demonstrated 
potential for ongoing collaboration between CTRSs and Outdoor Adventures to 
provide appropriate accommodations or supports and to ensure meaningful inclusion 
for students with IDD. 

Within Beyond Academics and Monarch, CTRSs have demonstrated their robust 
potential and ability to produce multi-level and influential opportunities, outcomes, 
and benefits for students with and without disabilities. As the number of inclusive PSE 
opportunities continue to grow, more and more students with IDD are becoming new 
threads in the fabric of campus life across the nation. This integration and inclusion 
is accompanied by a variety of support needs that demonstrate the need for CTRSs 
within the PSE setting. With this demonstrated potential and need, it is vital for CTRSs 
to advocate for a role within the inclusive PSE setting. 

Conclusion
With the continued growth of PSE programs that are designed to serve and 

support college students with IDD, the prevalence, need, and increase of opportunities 
for individuals with IDD to experience inclusion within the postsecondary education 
setting is clear. The authors are unaware of other PSE programs, other than Beyond 
Academics and Monarch at UNCG, that are making use of qualified CTRSs. There 
may be a need to survey the existing PSE programs to ascertain this information and 
demonstrate the lack of awareness and existing needs. The field of therapeutic recreation 
encompasses a unique skill set that enables CTRSs to utilize a systematic process of 
recreation, leisure, and other activity-based interventions to address the assessed needs 
of individuals as a means of reaching holistic health and overall well-being. It is our 
hope that CTRSs can better understand the important roles that therapeutic recreation 
can play in the success of this growing population of college students. Actor Milton 
Berle is quoted with saying, “If opportunity doesn’t knock, build a door.” There is a 
need for a door to be built that leads into postsecondary education programs. If parties 
on opposing sides of the door (i.e., CTRSs and postsecondary education programs) 
are aware of the myriad benefits that therapeutic recreation has to offer, CTRSs can 
be greeted with open arms, opportunities, and a demand for their services when they 
come knocking on this door. 
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