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Widmer and Ellis (1998) offer an interest-
ing perspective on the practice of therapeutic
recreation through their Aristotelian Good
Life (AGL) model. With this model they seek
to ' 'integrate an ethical component into thera-
peutic recreation service delivery" (p. 291).
Although at first, this model appears to di-
rectly address issues that have been at the heart
of philosophical dilemmas in therapeutic rec-
reation (Peterson, 1989) through the use of a
philosophical foundation in Aristotelian eth-
ics, in the end the model leaves us still en-
gaged in philosophical debate. However, I do
not necessarily view this situation as de-
tracting from the model. It simply points to
the need for continued discourse in therapeutic
recreation on our fundamental reasons for ex-

istence. The purpose of this critique is to ex-
amine the model with an eye towards its integ-
rity and utility for advancing therapeutic recre-
ation research, professional development, and
public policy.

First, let me preface my comments with
some context on the nature and purpose of
criticism. The role of critic is not simply that
of one attempting to "find holes'-' in an argu-
ment or idea. Although that is one aspect of
criticism, meaningful criticism must go be-
yond the current denotation of "criticizing."
Wheeler and Chinn (1989) in comparing
scholarly criticism to the art critic noted that:

The art critic brings to the art insights
and interpretations that help others to
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appreciate more fully what the artist
has done, and what the art means for
the culture as a whole. The critic does
not proclaim the "correct" view of
the art, but does provide a well-in-
formed, knowledgeable interpretation
of the art that helps others understand
the art better, even if they don't agree
with the views of the critic, (p. 37).

Similarly, the role of the scholarly critic is
to identify both limitations and insights af-
forded by a work of scholarship.

Overview of the AGL Model
Halberg and Howe-Murphy (1985) stated

that there are three core issues in the devel-
opment of a philosophical foundation for
therapeutic recreation. First, they noted that
one must consider the nature of human be-
ings. Second, one must examine fundamen-
tal differences people may hold in terms of
orientations to leisure. Last, one examines
certain assumptions that are made about the
approach to intervention. Although they de-
veloped these three issues as a basis for phil-
osophical development, they appear to pro-
vide a good structure for reviewing the AGL
practice model.

Nature of Human Beings. Halberg and
Howe-Murphy stated that in developing a
philosophy, "perhaps the most important
factor is the ideology we as members of a
profession hold towards people with disabili-
ties" (p. 12). It seems that a more global
issue is the ideology implied in a model
about the nature of humans in general, not
just those with disabilities. Although
Widmer and Ellis do not expressly identify
the nature of people in the AGL model, it
may be inferred from the model's ultimate
goal and the philosophical foundation. Ac-
cording to Widmer and Ellis the purpose of
therapeutic recreation is to "facilitate client
freedom and responsibility in order [sic] fa-
cilitate attainment of human happiness (the

"good life")" (p. 291). Although not explic-
itly stated in the model, it appears that the
greatest threat to freedom and responsibility
is ignorance. This view is consistent with the
ethical view of the nature of humans in the
Greek society (Goodale & Godbey, 1988)
and appears consistent with a model based
on Aristotelian ethics. Furthermore, libera-
tion from ignorance, through knowledge, is
the method through which one can attain the
virtuous life. Thus, it would seem that an
underlying assumption about the nature of
people, based on Aristotelian ethics, is that
people experience constraint because they
are ignorant of the path to virtue.

Orientation to Leisure. Halberg and
Howe-Murphy (1985) cited such orienta-
tions to leisure as "state of mind perspec-
tives" in their examination of therapeutic
recreation philosophies. However, a more
encompassing orientation to leisure may be
considered by examining a model's philo-
sophical orientation. The AGL model ex-
pressly considers leisure as an ideal. Clearly
within this model leisure is seen to be the
pinnacle of human activity resulting in sum-
mum bonum or the source of eudaemonia
and the good life. In addition, leisure appears
to be more of a pursuit than a state. This
is implied in the model as the good life is
characterized as "approaching summum bo-
num." Yet lower order goods are character-
ized as goods which can be acquired. Finally,
leisure is not known as activity but what is
derived from the activity. Waterman (1993)
characterized the state of eudaemonia as that
of personal expressivity, finding that per-
sonal expressiveness was correlated to activ-
ities perceived as affording opportunities for
"development of one's best potentials" (p.
689). Thus, in the AGL model, leisure is
known through those actions which develop
our best potentials and produce feelings of
fulfillment and deep happiness.

Approach to Intervention. Halberg and
Howe-Murphy (1985) stated that a critical
question in terms of intervention is "how
does change occur, from within or outside
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the person?" (p. 13). In the AGL model, it
would seem that the most meaningful change
occurs from within the client. Granted, the
TRS may work to change the environment
so as to reduce afflictions and oppression,
yet this only facilitates the access of primary
goods. In the language of certain orientations
to leisure (e.g., Godbey, 1985), this repre-
sents "freedom from;" however, it does not
guarantee "freedom to." Instead meaningful
change in the AGL model occurs through
people (a) applying the three core principles,
(b) knowing the good life when they see
it, and (c) using perseverance and effort to
achieve the good life. Another critical impli-
cation of this model to intervention is that
concepts of right and wrong can be known
and applied to actions. Again, the target of
intervention in the AGL model is to reduce
ignorance (in its broadest sense) and we do
this through making people aware of the con-
sequences of their actions and inactions on
their ultimate happiness and well-being.

Apparent Strengths &
Weaknesses

In reviewing this model I find that the
model possesses a number of strengths. Al-
though the authors identify that grounding
models in philosophical theory helps in de-
fining value-laden terms such as leisure life-
style and well-being, there is still the issue
that this model is based on other value-laden
terms such as "happiness," and "right de-
sires.' ' I find that a strength of this model is
that with its foundation in moral philosophy
it begins with an assumption that the end
state is not an objective certainty. That is,
the good life can only be known through
negotiating a variety of ethical dilemmas. In
contrast, other models have offered end
states (e.g., appropriate leisure lifestyle,
health) which have been seen as objective
realities. Too often our field has proceeded to
use practice models based on the assumption
that there is consensus on the end state; al-
though we still debate the appropriateness of
the various end states.

Another strength of the AGL model is
that it implicitly brings a dose of social con-
science to our understandings of leisure. One
of the unintended outcomes of the "state of
mind'' approach to leisure is that it has given
rise to individualistic notions of leisure. The
thinking goes that if people perceive it as
leisure then it must be leisure. Instead, the
AGL model offers the perspective that activ-
ities can be seen as "right" versus "wrong
desires." Concepts of right and wrong can
only be known through social action and dis-
course. Without recognition of the social
component of action, anything can be lei-
sure.

Although this model's strengths lie in its
foundation in moral philosophy, this also
represents its greatest area of weakness.
Widmer and Ellis noted that one of their
model's weaknesses is that Aristotle's ideas
were connected to a political/economic state
based on a system of slavery and castes.
However, they set up this weakness as a
straw-man, easily discounting the connec-
tion based on Adler's (1991) contemporary
interpretation. Yet, one cannot ignore the
singular, elitist society that gave rise to Aris-
totle's ideas. The city-state of Athens was
by-and-large a single cultural group. Thus,
there was greater possibility for consensus
as to what constituted right and wrong. Fur-
thermore, from Aristotle's point of view lei-
sure was neither attainable, nor desirable for
everyone in society. How do we take this
elitist position and apply it in a pluralistic
democratic society? Which cultural (or sub-
cultural) values do we use in determining
what is ' 'enough," real from apparent goods,
and right from wrong desires? This is partic-
ularly an issue as we see increasing calls
for the recognition of cultural differences in
therapeutic recreation practice (e.g., Pere-
goy, & Dieser, 1997; Sheldon & Dattilo,
1997).

Another weakness of the model noted by
its authors was its limitation in application
to all populations. For example, they noted
that those with cognitive impairments ' 'may
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not be able to independently achieve eudae-
monia" (p. 300). However, this implies that
people with cognitive impairments may be
able to achieve eudaemonia with assistance.
This statement further implies that eudae-
monia can be achieved without an awareness
of the achievement. Based on the model, it
is unclear if one must be cognizant of the
good life in order to achieve it.

Finally, there are two issues raised by the
AGL model which require further clarifica-
tion. The first issue may be more a matter
of presentation as opposed to the foundation
of the model itself. One of the keys of this
model is that of freedom and responsibility.
However, the conceptual development of
freedom and responsibility is lacking in the
model as presented. Although freedom may
arguably be seen as a partial good, the issue
of responsibility is not clearly addressed.
This seems critical to the AGL model. That
is, who ultimately is responsible for distin-
guishing between right and wrong desires,
real versus apparent goods, and when
enough is enough? If we look at this issue
developmentally, often we must look to oth-
ers (parents, role models, etc.) in our early
stages of life and growth to identify for us
what is best. Yet, as we develop and mature
we must increasingly assume responsibility
for our actions or inactions. Freedom without
responsibility results in meaninglessness.
This aspect of the model must be drawn out
and developed more completely.

The second issue raised by this model has
to do with the matter of recreation versus
leisure. In the AGL model the ultimate goal
is a life of leisure. However, when leisure is
considered as an ideal, a life of leisure is not
an easy life. It requires discipline and effort.
The question arises as to whether a life of
leisure is appropriate for everyone. What do
we do when we have clients who can recog-
nize the good life, but see it as too difficult
to achieve? For example Biegel, Tracy and
Song (1995) identified that one barrier to
improving community integration of people
with severe and persistent mental illness was

their lack of desire to work on network goals.
For clients such as these do we offer pallia-
tive measures such as recreation, so that
while they may not be able to access the
good life they can at least experience a pleas-
ant life? This issue points to the difficulties
of applying an elitist ideology which argues
that leisure is not for everyone, in contrast
to the values of an egalitarian society that
professes that all individuals should have
equal access to recreation (e.g., Americans
with Disabilities Act, 1991). Thus, this
model would be more complete if it were to
address the issue of recreation versus leisure.

Implications of the Model
This model has definite implications to a

variety of aspects of therapeutic recreation.
Due largely to its foundation in the moral
philosophy of Aristotle, the application of
this model would require a shift in areas of
professional development and public policy.
Additionally, this model has implications for
scholarly inquiry.

Professional Preparation. As noted by
the authors, one of the implications of this
model is that it would require the inclusion
of Aristotelian ethics in the professional
preparation of therapeutic recreation special-
ists. In addition, it would seem that the appli-
cation of this model in practice would be
enhanced if practitioners had a more thor-
ough grounding in the social and cultural
implications of leisure and recreation. It ap-
pears that a stronger ' 'leisure behavior'' ori-
entation to professional preparation is re-
quired by this model.

Practice and Public Policy. Implications
of the model to practice and public policy
would appear to present great difficulty. This
is due to the foundation of this model resting
principally on leisure, de Grazia (1962)
noted that the term leisure in modern society
has largely come to denote ' 'ease and abun-
dance." One would be hard-pressed to argue
that this perspective has changed much in
the almost 40 years since de Grazia first
noted the phenomenon. Furthermore, one of
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the most stinging criticisms that can be lev-
eled at therapeutic recreation specialists is
that their services are "just diversional,"
thus implying that we provide services that
are a respite for clients from the ' 'real'' busi-
ness of the institution. If we are to adopt
Widmer's and Ellis's model, therapeutic rec-
reation specialists (TRS) will have to be ad-
vocates for leisure as a valued outcome and
educate those around them as to its value.
This will not be an easy task as most TRSs
are currently employed in health-related set-
tings (O'Morrow, 1994) in which few co-
workers will be familiar with anything other
than the "ease and abundance" view of lei-
sure. In addition, in health care settings
where we hear such phrases as "If it wasn't
written it didn't happen" and "In God we
trust; all others send data," the need to be
able to document outcomes becomes para-
mount. Documenting the "good life" will
present challenges. Finally, this model repre-
sents a life-long pursuit of excellence. With
the average adult length of stay in hospitals
in the past decade declining from 5.6 to 4.8
days for those 18-65 years of age and from
8.8 to 6.7 days for those over 65 years
(Sensenig, Heffler, & Donham, 1997), the
application of long-term developmental
models may pose difficulties.

Research and Scholarly Inquiry. A final
area of implication of this model pertains
to the area of scholarly inquiry. The term
scholarly inquiry is used here to broaden the
view of the creation of knowledge from just
that of scientific research to include other
forms of advancing knowledge (e.g., Mo-
bily, 1989). One of the obvious implications
of this model for research is that if ethical
behavior is the essence of what therapeutic
recreation is to facilitate, we must be able to
empirically document ethical behavior. The
authors of the model have begun this task
with the creation of the Adolescent Ethi-
cal Behavior in Leisure Scale (ABELS)
(Widmer, Ellis, & Trunnell, 1996). How-
ever, the issue of cultural relativism still re-
mains a problem. For example, in the intel-

lectual and creativity domains of the AB-
ELS, sample items are clearly weighted
towards the liberal arts. From Waterman's
(1993) perspective personal expressivity
(which he equates with eudaemonia) might
be afforded through a variety of activities,
not just those seen as "high culture." For
example, I can think of two people whom
I've known who were very creative and
found great meaning and self-expression
through mechanics (manual arts). They
would have scored quite low on the intellec-
tual and creativity domains because of what
appears to be a cultural bias. However, due
to the fact that the authors only offered a
sample of items from the scale (12 of 62),
this criticism may be unfair. It does however
point to the need for scholarly discourse on
what is a "right desire."

Summary
As one who approaches therapeutic recre-

ation from a leisure behavior perspective, I
liked this model. It integrated classical ideals
of leisure into the practice of therapeutic rec-
reation. However, as noted above, the inter-
pretation of this model to those not familiar
with the study of leisure will pose chal-
lenges. Another reason I found this model
interesting was that I see certain parallels to
other aspects of leisure theory. For example,
both Postman (1985) and Linder (1970) ad-
dress issues related to time and meaningful
activity, particularly activity which would
contribute to the good life. The TRS aware
of constraining forces would be able to assist
clients in freeing themselves of oppression.
Another parallel that might be further devel-
oped is through an exploration of the impli-
cations of existential philosophies of leisure
(e.g., Pieper, 1952) to the AGL model. The
centrality of issues of freedom and responsi-
bility in existential philosophy might extend
the concepts as they exist in this model. The
authors noted that the purpose of this model
was to integrate an ethical component into
TR services. To that end, I feel the model is
successful.
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