
Book Review

Recreation and Youth Development. Witt, P. A. & Caldwell, L. L. (Eds.). (2005). State
College, PA: Venture Publishing, Inc., Hardcover, $47.95.

Up until now, recreation educators have had access to activity, intervention, and "best
practices" books, but have been without a general youth development text. Now, two of the most
well-known and respected advocates for youth in our field, Peter Witt and Linda Caldwell, have
compiled a thorough and thoughtful resource for educators teaching courses in youth program-
ming. While not targeted to therapeutic recreation educators specifically, there are certainly some
useful applications in this arena. This edited publication contains multiple perspectives in four
major areas: fundamentals of the youth development movement; theoretical models and inten-
tionality; settings and opportunities; and specific population considerations. Plenty of tables,
figures, and data (although no pictures) support the text and make the information more
compelling.

One key factor that, in my opinion, would contribute to seamless provision of services for
youth across all types of recreation services is the presence of a common philosophy, including
consistent terminology. Central to the practice and philosophy of therapeutic recreation is
person-first language and the resulting perspective, which, by definition, steers us away from
labels like "at-risk youth." Abandoning this term, and its companion philosophical approach, has
been a long process for our field as a whole—a process that has been facilitated, in part, by grant
language of funding agencies and a need to, perhaps, triage general service provision to those
youth who "need it most."

Toward achieving this common philosophy, the first section of the book includes five chapters
that, collectively, trace the history of youth recreation and play and of relevant service providers.
More importantly, this section sets the stage for the shift toward youth development—a
strengths-based approach vs. a deficit model. Many of this section's themes, especially those in
Chapter One: Ten Principles of Youth Development, will ring familiar to therapeutic recreation
professionals. Central ideas include youth empowerment, intentional programming, an ecolog-
ical approach (involving family and community), and a continuum of opportunities for youth.
Demographic information about today's youth and their use of time provides a quick insight into
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youth culture. This first section even acknowledges an international perspective in addition to the
American context and includes an annotated directory of some of the major credible youth
services-related web sites.

The second section begins to address the purposeful structuring of programs, although, quite
appropriately (based on the book's target audience), toward more general, as opposed to
therapeutic, outcomes. I was a bit surprised (and quite pleased) to see learning theories like
constructivism addressed in the second section, which is comprised of five chapters. If we believe
that recreation, in general, can be developmental in addition to diversionary, then youth must be
capable of learning through recreation—and this section sheds light onto how that development
might be occurring and how we might increase the potential for it to happen. Again, the use of
theory to guide programming efforts will likely sound familiar to many therapeutic recreation
students. While many students may find this material challenging, the authors provide many
in-text examples of application. I believe that this section contains some of the most important
information in the book: It is here that the essence of the youth development approach and the
role of theory in programming become clear.

The four chapters in the third section are truly diverse—ranging from parenting styles to
after-school programming. This section does not address therapeutic settings explicitly, but that
is not its mission, which I believe is to describe environments and supports encountered by youth
as a general population. Developmental opportunities are not limited to formal, structured
programs, but can be found anywhere and anytime relationships occur. This section encourages
a mindfulness of those opportunities—again, returning to the need for an ecological perspective.

The fourth section contains chapters about refreshingly diverse groups ranging from youth
who are immigrants to boys (oddly enough, often-overlooked) to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgendered youth to girls—in addition to youth with and without disabilities. This section also
covers general, yet critical, concepts like culture and inclusion. Recognizing that the editors and
authors are targeting their information to non-clinical recreation professionals, these chapters on
diverse populations foster critical consideration without becoming therapeutic in nature—which
can be a fine line. The person-first and respectful language generally found in these sections
demonstrates a real appreciation of all individuals.

A few considerations for using this t ex t . . . Remember that it is targeted to would-be youth
development professionals, in general, and not to future therapeutic recreation professionals
specifically. While the information contained within could certainly be beneficial to TR folks, it
is not specifically designed for their use. Secondly, I believe that students will be best prepared
to benefit from the text if they are already familiar with some of the foundations of adolescent
development, like the work of Piaget, Kohlberg, and Erikson, for the sake of context. Next, there
is so much information in this book that application will be critical to grasping the "So what?"
of it all—which makes incorporating hands-on opportunities for experimentation with the
material critical. Finally, students may be daunted by the book's lack of pictures because it can
be a bit visually crowded with text. However, the readability and concise nature of the chapters
(most are about 20 pages long) should ease this concern, as should the presence of lists and tables
that summarize key points.

Overall, I perceive the major theme of the book to be the idea that programming with youth
will be much more successful if it is done on purpose. Recreation certainly offers natural and
serendipitous benefits for participants, but when we consciously try to structure programs and
services for youth development, we have opportunities to increase these benefits profoundly
(bearing in mind that these benefits are generally developmental rather than therapeutic in
nature). The editors have structured a convincing argument for this perspective and have included
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a tremendous bibliography of supporting literature. In my opinion, this intentionality—a concept
germane to therapeutic recreation—is the most important lesson we can instill in all of our students.

Reviewed by: Dr. Karen Paisley an Assistant Professor in the Department of Parks, Recreation, and Tourism
at the University of Utah. Her interests focus on youth development and intentional programming, especially
in outdoor settings.
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