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Abstract

Despite recent advances, youth with disabilities still face barriers to developing self-sufficiency 
for successful work outcomes and inclusive opportunities for participation in recreation, fitness, 
and sports. Developing replicable models to promote skill development for a variety of inclusive 
life settings is crucial. A successful program paired college students with teenagers with severe 
disabilities in a recreation program in a community setting. Positive outcomes related to em-
ployment, self-esteem, and social skills were reported for the youth, as well as valuable learning 
opportunities for the college students and the fostering of a successful inclusive environment in 
the community.
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As the 21st century dawned, services and 
opportunities for youth with disabilities had 
strengthened considerably since the 1980s. 
For instance, in 1990, Congress amended the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA) to require that school districts pro-
vide transition planning for students with 
disabilities. The term inclusion, denoting 
“people with and without disabilities interact-
ing in all aspects of community life including 
education, work, and recreation” (Klitzing & 
Wachter, 2005, p. 63), is now widely used and 
understood by many public and societal in-
stitutions. The U.S. government promulgated 
Healthy People, a national health promotion 
agenda, which focused many of its objectives 
and initiatives on people with disabilities. Up-
dated for 2020, three of the agenda’s objectives 
are relevant to this concern. These include 
increasing the proportion of adolescents with 
disabilities who meet current federal physi-
cal activity guidelines for aerobic activity and 
for muscle-strengthening activity; increasing 
employment among people with disabilities; 
and increasing the proportion of people with 
disabilities who participate in social, spiritual, 
recreational, community, and civic activities 
to the degree that they wish (U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 2012). Despite 
these signs of progress, there are still stark dis-
parities between youth with disabilities and 
their non-disabled peers (Rimmer, 2007). 

One area suitable for innovative program 
models is the provision of physical recreation 
opportunities for youth with disabilities. Sig-
nificant barriers to accessing recreation op-
portunities continue to exist for youth with 
disabilities, including the lack of appropriate 
equipment, trained recreation staff, and in-
formation about accessible programs (Scholl, 
Dieser & Davison, 2005). For example, 
schools and community-based organiza-
tions often fail to plan for opportunities and 
direct instruction in recreation activities for 
youth with moderate and severe disabilities 
(Kleinert, Miracle, & Sheppard-Jones, 2007). 

Research suggests that youth with disabilities 
may have difficulty finding opportunities to 
participate in sports (Groff & Klieber, 2001). 
Furthermore, children with disabilities may 
choose not to participate because of emo-
tional factors such as the fear of not fitting in 
with peers (Rimmer, Riley, Wang, Rauworth, 
& Jurkowski, 2004). Lack of sports participa-
tion may deprive youth of the opportunity to 
increase their positive perceptions of their 
physical abilities and to overcome stereotypes 
regarding their capabilities (Groff & Klieber, 
2001).

These barriers to physical recreation for 
youth with disabilities may result in signifi-
cant health disparities. Anderson and Heyne 
(2010) have called the need for and benefits 
of physical activity an issue of “amplified” im-
portance, as it has an even more significant 
impact on people with disabilities than on 
people without disabilities. According to the 
National Center on Physical Activity and Dis-
ability (2009), youth with disabilities are more 
likely to be obese. Survey data show that obe-
sity rates for youth with disabilities are about 
30% higher than youth without disabilities 
consistent across race categories—and that 
secondary conditions such as asthma, de-
pression, and low self-esteem are also higher. 
Dogra, Meisner, and Ardern (2010) reported 
consistently low rates of physical activity 
among ethnic minorities and new immigrant 
groups. For youth with disabilities from un-
derrepresented racial and ethnic groups, bar-
riers to physical activity are compounded. 

In addition to the obvious physical ben-
efits, the mental health benefits of physical 
recreation are well documented and include 
reduced stress and anxiety (Street, James, & 
Cutt, 2007). Research suggests that individu-
als who are more active may be more likely to 
achieve self-sufficiency. As the National Cen-
ter on Physical Activity and Disability (2007) 
asserts, “When health dramatically improves, 
there is greater self-sufficiency.” According to 
Carter, et al., (2004), “Participation in fitness 
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experiences that promote health and oppor-
tunities for integration and independence are 
key elements included in definitions of qual-
ity of life by participants with developmental 
disabilities” (p. 83). Participation in sports can 
contribute to developing one’s sense of iden-
tity (Groff & Klieber, 2001), a developmen-
tal task essential for successful transition to 
adulthood.

There is a crucial need for programs 
that help transition-age youth with disabili-
ties to achieve greater self-sufficiency and 
improved school, work, and community liv-
ing outcomes. In New York State, where the 
program described in this paper took place, 
educational attainment and employment rates 
are much lower for individuals with disabili-
ties than those without disabilities. Approxi-
mately 60% of individuals with disabilities 
in New York have a high school diploma or 
less, compared to 38% of individuals without 
disabilities (Schrader, Erickson, Vilhuber, & 
Golden, 2009). The employment rate for in-
dividuals with disabilities in New York is just 
33%, compared to 72% for people without dis-
abilities (Schrader et al., 2009).  

The program model presented here 
demonstrates a deliberate attempt to address 
these disparities by creating a replicable pro-
gram model for colleges. The City University 
of New York (CUNY) administered the Youth 
Transition Demonstration Project (YTDP) at 
two of its Bronx campuses from 2003-2010. 
The YTDP site at a senior college included 
a therapeutic recreation component called 
FreshenUp. Therapeutic recreation provides 
the ideal framework for an intervention to 
address adolescents’ vocational, social, and 
leisure skill development by focusing “on the 
skills that the person needs to be as indepen-
dent as possible” (Foose & Ardovino, 2008, 
p. 141). FreshenUp demonstrates how thera-
peutic recreation can be a vital component in 
helping transition-age youth with disabilities 
move towards self-sufficiency and outcomes 
such as employment, postsecondary educa-

tion, or community living. In an area of high 
socioeconomic need, FreshenUp was a vehicle 
for community inclusion, healthy outcomes 
for transition-age youth with disabilities, and 
experiential learning for college students as 
they prepared for their professional futures.

CUNY Youth Transition 
Demonstration Project 

 
The CUNY YTDP was a research and 

demonstration project funded by the Social 
Security Administration (SSA) and Mathe-
matica Policy Research (MPR). The purpose of 
the program was to prepare Bronx youth with 
disabilities between the ages of 15 and 18 for 
increased independence and economic self-
sufficiency. The Bronx is home to 1.4 million 
residents, of whom 28% live below the pov-
erty line (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Partici-
pants were randomly selected by MPR from 
the SSA database, and treatment and control 
groups were randomly assigned for research 
purposes. Program staff did not have access 
to control group data, so only participants 
from the treatment group are described in this 
paper. All participants lived in the Bronx and 
received Supplemental Security Income (SSI), 
Disability Insurance (DI), or Childhood Dis-
ability Benefits (CDB). While youth were clas-
sified as having a wide range of disabilities, SSI 
and DI eligibility requires disabilities to be rel-
atively severe: Recipients must have a “medi-
cally determinable disability expected to last 
at least 12 months or result in death and be 
unable to engage in substantial gainful activ-
ity” (Mann & Wittenburg, 2012, p. 1).  

Between 2006 and 2010, each of three co-
horts of youth participated in the YTDP for 20 
months. Of the 235 youth who participated in 
the program at the college, 96% self-identified 
as Black (25%) or Hispanic (71%). Two-thirds 
were male and one-third were female. The 
most prevalent disability categories per SSA 
classification were speech and language de-
lays (37%), intellectual disability (20%), and 
learning disorders (14%). Half reported that 
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the heads of the participant households were 
not high school graduates. (See Table 1 for a 
detailed overview of the demographic charac-
teristics of participating youth.) 

Youth and their parents attended Sat-
urday workshops at the college. A series of 
campus-based interventions were offered to 
improve the educational and employment 
outcomes of participants in the YTDP pro-
gram (Croke & Thompson, 2011). During the 
morning session, youth had a choice to par-
ticipate in one of three activities: a therapeu-
tic recreation program known as FreshenUp, 
a creative arts program, or a photography 
and graphic design program. The majority 
of youth (58%) chose to participate in Fresh-
enUp. After the morning activities, youth 
participated in group self-determination ses-
sions and pre-employment skills training. All 
the youth completed vocational assessments 
with YTDP staff and completed a career inter-
est profile. Job development and job coaching 
was provided. After completing the series of 
Saturday workshops, youth were placed in a 
paid summer work experience through the 
New York City Summer Youth Employment 
Program. YTDP youth received twice daily 
staff support at which time any issues could be 
discussed, with job coaching as needed.

Parents attended small group sessions 
conducted in either English or Spanish that 
focused on learning about community re-
sources and developing advocacy skills. Youth 
and their parents received breakfast and pub-
lic transportation fare to reduce barriers to at-
tendance. 

FreshenUp

FreshenUp was based on the premise that 
“youth with disabilities who developed healthy 
fitness and recreation skills for ongoing par-
ticipation would more successfully transition 
from high school to success in the workplace” 
(Kunstler & Stavola Daly, 2010, p. 52). The 
intent of the program was to help youth with 
disabilities develop skills for participation 

in inclusive recreation environments, which 
could be utilized in other aspects of their lives, 
thereby contributing to the goals of YTDP. 
FreshenUp focused on overcoming barriers 
to participating in physical activities, includ-
ing lack of information, lack of access, lack 
of qualified staff, and lack of self-confidence, 
by promoting physical fitness and recreation; 
and encouraging social development through 
interaction with college students in a commu-
nity setting. CUNY YTDP staff worked with 
therapeutic recreation faculty at the college 
to develop FreshenUp, a semester-long course 
which included a wide range of sports and 
recreation activities (e.g., aerobics, martial 
arts, racquet ball, basketball, soccer, swim-
ming, weight training, tennis, volleyball). 

Program Design
A logic model, a program planning and 

evaluation tool, was used to design the pro-
gram (see Table 2). This model was chosen be-
cause it “puts the focus on the structure, pro-
cess, and outcomes of a program” (Kunstler 
& Stavola Daly, 2010, p. 262) and is useful for 
communicating with the various groups that 
may be involved with the program. A logic 
model links resources and project activities 
with planned program outcomes in a clear, 
visual format. The FreshenUp logic model 
specified the program resources needed: the 
college course, college students, the facility, 
equipment and supplies, staff, and financial 
resources. Program activities included de-
signing and offering the course, enrolling 
and training undergraduate and graduate 
students, conducting fitness testing for youth 
participants, and providing 10 weeks of recre-
ation, fitness, and sport activities.

A 3-credit course, entitled “Inclusive Fit-
ness and Recreation for Teenagers with Dis-
abilities,” was developed and offered through 
the college’s undergraduate and graduate 
programs in Recreation Education. Students 
enrolled in the course met with the course in-
structor for 4 weeks in the classroom in order 
to prepare both academically (through course 
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Table 1 

Participant Overview 

 
 
 

N % N % N % P Value
Total 235 100% 136 58% 99 42%

Race/ethnicity
Black, Non-Hispanic 58 25% 29 21% 29 29% 0.3455
Hispanic 166 71% 101 74% 65 66%
Other, Non-Hispanic 11 5% 6 4% 5 5%

Gender
Female 75 32% 37 37% 38 28% 0.1256
Male 160 68% 62 63% 98 72%

Disability
ADD/ADHD 25 11% 14 10% 11 11% 0.5223
Autistic Disorders 13 6% 8 6% 5 5%
Learning Disorders 32 14% 21 15% 11 11%
Mental Retardation 47 20% 31 23% 16 16%
Mood Disorders 11 5% 5 4% 6 6%
Speech and Language Delays 87 37% 44 32% 43 43%
Other 20 9% 13 10% 7 7%

Cohort
Vanguards (2006-08) 38 16% 38 28% 0 0% <.0001
Navigators (2007-09) 93 40% 46 34% 47 47%
Voyagers (2008-10) 104 44% 52 38% 52 53%

Age at enrollment 
15 16 7% 8 6% 8 8% 0.151
16 71 30% 37 27% 34 34%
17 113 48% 74 54% 39 39%
18 35 15% 17 13% 18 18%

Household income
Less than $10,000 90 38% 56 41% 34 34% 0.6792
$10,000 - $25,000 91 39% 53 39% 38 38%
$25,000 - $50,000 31 13% 15 11% 16 16%
$50,000 - $75,000 4 2% 2 1% 2 2%
Don't know 18 8% 9 7% 9 9%

Head of household graduate high 
school

Yes 110 51% 62 49% 48 53% 0.5856
No 106 49% 64 50% 42 47%
Don't know 1 0.5% 1 0.8% 0 0%

Language spoken at home
English 166 71% 93 68% 73 73% 0.669
Spanish 64 27% 40 29% 24 24%
Other 5 2% 3 2% 2 2%

SOURCE: CUNY Youth Transition Demonstration Project, ETO database

Creative 
Arts/PhotographyAll  Freshen Up 

Table 1

Participant Overview
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Table 2. FreshenUp Logic Model 
 
Inputs/Resources Activities Outputs Outcomes Goal 
A. College 
course 
 

A. Design 
and offer 
three-
credit 
course. 

A. New course 
developed. 
 

A. 20 college 
students per semester 
pass course. 
 

Teens with 
disabilities 
regularly 
participate in 
inclusive 
recreation and 
fitness 
opportunities 
in their 
chosen 
communities 
in a socially 
and age-
appropriate 
manner. 
Community 
awareness of 
the rights and 
capabilities of 
people with 
disabilities is 
raised through 
interaction 
with people 
with 
disabilities in 
positive 
activities. 
Progress is 
made toward 
creating 
inclusive 
communities. 

B. College 
students 
 

B. Train 
20 college 
students 
per 
semester. 
 

B. 20 students 
enrolled in 
courses. 
 

B. Students report 
increased awareness 
and knowledge of 
recreational and 
fitness needs of 
people with 
disabilities. 

C. Fitness 
facility’ 
sport facility, 
supplies, and 
equipment 
 

C. 
Perform 
fitness 
testing of 
20 teens 
per 
semester. 
 

C. 20 teens 
fitness tested, 
10 weeks of 
team sports, 
one-to-one 
fitness, 
socialization. 
 

C. College students 
give skilled support 
and assistance to 
teens with disabilities 
who know their 
fitness levels and 
increase fitness. 
 

D. Staff: project 
coordinator, 
course 
instructors  
 

D. Offer 
10 
sessions 
of 
recreation, 
fitness, 
and sport 
activities 
to 20 teens 
per 
semester. 

D. Teens 
learned to use 
fitness 
equipment and 
facility, learned 
new sport and 
recreation 
activities, 
practiced social 
skills in natural 
setting, and 
acquired 
information on 
community 
recreation 
resources. 
 

D. Teens demonstrate 
proper use of fitness 
and gym equipment, 
identify healthy 
behaviors. 
Teens and families 
report positive 
outcomes including 
participant 
satisfaction and 
increased self-esteem. 
Teens report regular 
participation in 
fitness activities; 
families report 
ongoing participation 
and improvements. 

Source: Kunstler, R., & Stavola Daly, F. (2010). Therapeutic recreation leadership and 
programming. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics. 
 

 

Table 2

FreshenUp Logic Model
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readings and lectures) and programmatically 
for the 10-week FreshenUp program. These 
undergraduate and graduate students were 
paired with CUNY YTDP participants to fa-
cilitate their involvement in recreation and 
physical activities. The mentoring approach 
was similar to one developed by Carter et al. 
(2004) in which personalized student support, 
in the form of undergraduate therapeutic rec-
reation students, was motivating to adults with 
developmental disabilities participating in a 
community-based fitness program. In succes-
sive semesters, several graduate students who 
had completed the course were hired to pro-
vide additional supervision and support to the 
students and participants. 

The projected outcomes for the college 
students were for them to pass the course, 
to increase their awareness of the needs of 
people with disabilities, and to improve their 
knowledge and skill in planning and leading 
recreational programming for youth with 
disabilities. Anticipated outcomes for youth 
participants were for them to acquire new 
knowledge and skills such as how to correctly 
use fitness equipment and to participate in the 
community in a socially appropriate manner; 
to increase self-esteem and satisfaction, and 
to commit to regularly participating in fitness 
activities in inclusive settings. Achievement 
of these outcomes was considered progress 
toward reaching the ultimate goals of the pro-
gram: to contribute to the creation of inclusive 
communities and enhance self-sufficiency 
outcomes for youth with disabilities. Feedback 
was also solicited from families regarding par-
ticipation and outcomes.

FreshenUp Youth Demographic
Program models and empirical data in 

transition literature often feature youth with 
mild to moderate disabilities in a middle class 
socioeconomic context (Connor, 2006). Fresh-
enUp’s overarching goals of inclusion and self-
sufficiency for youth with disabilities is partic-
ularly meaningful in its demographic context, 
depicted in Table 1. Many youth enrolled in 

FreshenUp had severe disabilities, some were 
non-verbal, and nearly a quarter (23%) was 
labeled by SSA as having an intellectual dis-
ability. In fact, compared to the other youth 
in the creative arts/photography and graphic 
design program (these two programs were 
combined for data analysis), FreshenUp youth 
trended lower for income (41% of youth in 
FreshenUp lived in households with an annual 
income of $10,000 or less), household educa-
tion levels, and English spoken at home. These 
structural challenges are noteworthy in light 
of the successes described for participation 
and outcomes in the subsequent section.

Implementation of the Therapeutic 
Recreation Process

 The therapeutic recreation process was 
applied in the FreshenUp program. Under the 
supervision of the course instructor, a Certi-
fied Therapeutic Recreation Specialist (CTRS), 
students conducted an individual therapeutic 
recreation assessment for each youth par-
ticipant. This assessment was designed for the 
FreshenUp program based on a review of rel-
evant assessment forms. It included medical 
consent and release forms, basic fitness mea-
sures such as height, weight, and body mass 
index (BMI), and a questionnaire designed for 
use with youth with severe disabilities which 
explored leisure interests and skills, past ex-
perience with sports and fitness activities, and 
what the individual would like to get out of 
the program (see Table 3 for questionnaire). 
Based on the assessment results, the students 
set individual goals with the youth. Typical 
goals were to learn a new fitness activity such 
as walking the track, using the treadmill, or a 
sport; to develop social skills; to improve self-
esteem; to improve fitness levels, as indicated 
by weight loss or amount of engagement in a 
fitness activity; and to make a commitment to 
engage in fitness and recreation after the pro-
gram was completed.

Utilizing the results of the assessment, 
the students planned appropriate and relevant 
individual and group programming. One or 
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two group activities such as basketball, soccer, 
aerobics, tennis, karate, volleyball and swim-
ming were offered each week. One or two 
students were responsible for planning and 
leading one group program per 10-week ses-
sion. Individual activities were chosen by the 
students in collaboration with the individual 
youth for whom they provided individual sup-
ports, based on the results of the therapeutic 
recreation assessment. Individual activities 
included using the track, the fitness center, 
the weight room, or the racquetball courts. 
The individual plan also specified needed 
supports and leadership techniques such as 
more individualized support, assistance in 
the locker room, limit-setting, positive verbal 
reinforcement, and use of verbal and physical 

prompts to learn and participate in activities. 
Guidance on appropriate social behavior was 
also provided. 

FreshenUp took place on Saturday morn-
ings in the college’s fitness and athletic com-
plex which is open to the public, providing 
youth participants with a community-based 
venue for their participation. Conducting 
the program in the community setting was 
intended to promote awareness and under-
standing of people with disabilities. From a 
developmental perspective, it is essential to 
include youth with disabilities in community 
facilities and recreation activities to provide 
an “informal setting to foster social connec-
tions and relationships between individuals 
with and without disabilities” (Scholl, Die-
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Table 3 

Youth Fitness Questionnaire 

1. What types of activities do you enjoy? 

2. Do you participate in any activities on a regular basis? 

3. What sports or gym activities are you interested in doing or learning more about? 

4. Is there any sport in particular that you want to improve in? 

5. What do you like to do for fun when you get out of school during the day? 

6. Do you know where to go to take part in sports or fitness activities besides in 

school? 

7. Are there any reasons why you may not participate in activities of interest? 

8. Which of the following activities would you be interested in participating in? 

___ Basketball ___ Softball/Baseball ___ Tennis ___ Volleyball ___ Karate 

___ Swimming ___ Raquetball ___ Free Weights ___ Soccer ___ Dance  

___ Track ___ Fitness (treadmill, elliptical, stationary bike) 

Table 3

Youth Fitness Questionnaire
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ser, & Davison, 2005, p. 300). Whereas many 
people with disabilities integrate into physical 
environments, social inclusion is preferable 
because it denotes acceptance by and posi-
tive interaction with peers without disabilities 
(Carter et al., 2004). Youth in the program 
practiced their social skills through ongoing 
interaction with the students and their peers 
over the 10 weeks of the program. Develop-
ing and using social skills help promote social 
inclusion.

On a weekly basis, students and course 
instructors met to review participants’ prog-
ress and implement any revisions indicated by 
formative evaluation. In this way, program-
ming was adjusted to be most beneficial to 
the group and the individuals. At the conclu-
sion of the semester, the participants and their 
parents were asked to do an evaluation and to 
provide feedback to students and instructors. 
Students and instructors completed course 
evaluations and instructors evaluated students 
based on their performance, their written as-
signments and the final exams. Assignments 
included a research paper, a recreation activity 
plan, an individual program plan, and three 
learning activities. Graduate students had an 
additional project. YTDP staff collected data 
on demographics and participation rates 
and conducted observations, interviews and 
data analysis. Data were used to determine if 
outcomes specified in the logic model were 
achieved. 

Program Outcomes

Demographic data were collected for all 
youth participants at the time of enrollment. 
Additional data about youth participants were 
gathered by program staff at the time of ser-
vice delivery. The YTDP utilized a case man-
agement model, whereby program staff inter-
acted frequently with participants through 
phone calls, in-person meetings, and struc-
tured group activities. Program staff recorded 
each of these interactions, as well as infor-
mation about participants gained through 

these interactions, in a web-based database 
called Efforts to Outcomes (ETO). Project 
staff tracked variables and efforts such as par-
ticipant attendance, phone conversations with 
parents, letters sent home, school enrollment, 
work status, and youth goals. Data from ETO 
were exported into SAS so that descriptive 
and inferential statistics could be generated 
for quantitative analysis. Hypothesis testing 
was conducted and P-values were generated 
through SAS to test for significant findings at 
a level smaller than 0.05.  

The college course was examined using 
student enrollment and grade data. Qualita-
tive data were also used to inform the pro-
gram evaluation. For example, course evalu-
ations completed by college participants, 
interviews and surveys of youth and their 
parents, and participant observations were 
utilized. To guide the evaluation effort of the 
FreshenUp component specifically, the logic 
model was used to determine progress toward 
meeting the pre-determined outcomes. These 
outcomes were set for the students, the youth 
and their families. The overall goal specified in 
the logic model also addressed communities. 

Outcomes for College Students 
Originally designed to enroll 20 students 

per semester and 20 youth, enrollments var-
ied from 12 to 23 students and from 18 to 32 
youth. It was always possible to maintain, if 
not a one-to-one ratio of student to youth, no 
more than one student to two youth. All the 
students passed the course; whereas the ma-
jority earned grades in the “A” and “B” range, 
there were several “C” grades. Students had 
written assignments as well as a final exam, 
and were evaluated on their performance by 
the instructor in an individual meeting. For 
the students, the goals of the course were to 
gain first-hand experience providing recre-
ation to individuals with disabilities, to in-
crease their awareness of the youth’s needs and 
capabilities, and to develop skills in program 
planning and leadership. While students were 
not tested on specific technical skills, they 
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were observed by and received feedback from 
the instructors both during the semester and 
at the end of the course. 

According to the instructors, almost all 
the students gained in their understanding 
of the capabilities of the youth. They all were 
successful at planning an appropriate program 
and began to develop or refine their skills. In-
structors indicated that students learned how 
to adapt weight equipment or adjust settings 
on a wheelchair so youth could participate in 
an activity. During the planning, the students 
also used activity analysis and task analysis to 
determine appropriateness of an activity, any 
rule modifications, and useful teaching strate-
gies.  After implementation of his planned ac-
tivity, one student reflected on its success:

I was happy to see that the activities 
went well past an hour in duration and 
the participants were still highly mo-
tivated and enthusiastic. Many of the 
participants would often ask me what 
activity we were going to do next before 
the activity in which they were engaged 
had ended.

Students’ mean rating of the course was 
very high (4.2 out of 5) on the course evalu-
ation forms provided by the college. In one 
class cohort of 19 students, 18 completed the 
evaluation and ranked “hands on learning,” 
“interaction with youth,” and “feeling that 
you improved participants’ lives” as the most 
important benefits of the class. Central to fos-
tering social inclusion is the quality of contact 
between persons with and without disabilities, 
so that the two groups perceive their common 
interests (Devine & O’Brien, 2007). At the 
conclusion of one semester’s course, a student 
spoke to the importance of social interaction 
and shared, “What made this course unique 
was the interaction between student and bud-
dy.”  Examples of comments offered by other 
students in the program are “it was great to 
work with the teenagers” and “a wonderful ex-

perience.” It is clear from these comments that 
students placed a very high value on the social 
interaction with the youth that the program 
offered, as well as the opportunity to facilitate 
youth participation in recreation. 

In subsequent semesters, students con-
tinued to comment on the value of the Fresh-
enUp experience to their learning, often re-
questing “more courses like this.”  Not only 
did students learn practical skills, they were 
able to connect to the experience of thera-
peutic recreation conceptually. For example 
one graduate student wrote about swimming, 
“the water is very tolerant of all limitations 
whether it is physical, mental or emotional.” 
The course was a successful curriculum model 
for the college which provided students with 
an invaluable learning experience and helped 
prepare them for future employment.  

Outcomes for Youth
The outcomes for the youth, as specified 

in the logic model, were identified as contrib-
utors to the overall goals of YTDP. According 
to the logic model, the outcomes for youth 
were to know their fitness levels and be able to 
identify healthy behaviors; to demonstrate im-
proved fitness and proper use of the gym and 
fitness equipment; and to report increases in 
participation in fitness, self-esteem and satis-
faction. Youth were observed and interviewed 
by YTDP staff as were their parents. 

At the first session, youth were tested 
on basic fitness measures of weight and body 
mass index. All students received this infor-
mation in writing and indicated they were 
able to understand what these measures 
meant. Although post-testing did not occur 
due to staffing constraints in the human per-
formance laboratory, it was reported by a fam-
ily member that one youth in particular lost a 
large amount of weight while participating in 
FreshenUp. Healthy snacks of bananas, apples, 
raisins and water were distributed and stu-
dents explained to the youth the differences 
between eating these and other kinds of less 
nutritious foods. Youth received this informa-
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tion and were observed to eat these snacks on 
a regular basis without complaint and even 
with enthusiasm. One youth even wrote on 
his evaluation how he learned to like eating 
apples. 

Youth were successful in playing the 
sports and physical activities that were of-
fered. They were able to learn and follow the 
rules; and to use fitness equipment, particu-
larly the treadmill and stationary bicycles, as 
well as weight machines. They were instructed 
in proper walking and jogging procedures on 
the track. Instruction and prompts on proper 
use were provided on an ongoing basis. As 
over three-quarters of the youth came from 
households with incomes less than $25,000 
per year, YTDP staff expressed the value of 
introducing youth to activities, such as tennis 
and swimming, they wouldn’t otherwise have 
the opportunity to try. Karate emerged as a 
favorite activity in surveys of participants. In 
one cohort of participants, “sports” was rated 
by youth as one of the best features of the larg-
er YTDP program, along with being with the 
college student to whom they were assigned 
for individual supports. Although not identi-
fied as a specific youth outcome in the logic 
model, the opportunities to model and prac-
tice social skills were a vital aspect of Freshen-
Up, as expressed by both students and youth, 
and contributed to one aspect of the overall 
goal, that of participating in the community 
in a “socially and age appropriate manner.”

Reports from parents were used as indi-
cators of the youths’ increases in self-esteem 
and if they had obtained satisfaction from 
participation in FreshenUp. One mother com-
mented, “This has been the greatest Saturday 
experience for my son. This has made him 
bloom in ways unimaginable. I am grateful 
he was here.” Another remarked, “I really like 
this program for my son. He really enjoys it 
so much. It keeps him busy and active. Thank 
you for helping my son.” Yet another parent 
said “the program gives the children a sense 
of self-worth.” Other parents also noted in-
creased self-confidence in their children. 

Though not statistically significant, par-
ticipants in FreshenUp and their parents had 
higher attendance rates than non-participants 
at the workshop sessions. Whether this was 
because the youth and/or their parents came 
to the workshops because of FreshenUp, or 
were more motivated to participate in general, 
could be an area for future investigation. As 
depicted in Table 4, the difference is worth 
noting: youth enrolled in FreshenUp partici-
pated in at least 12 Saturday workshops at a 
rate 12% higher than their peers in other ac-
tivities. Similarly their parents’ participation 
was 10% higher than the parents of youth 
not enrolled in FreshenUp. The attendance of 
FreshenUp youth at person-centered planning 
sessions, another intervention offered through 
YTDP, was comparable or slightly lower than 
their peers, which could suggest that Fresh-
enUp itself was more engaging or valued than 
other project components.

Concern always arises in programs such 
as these that the effects are not long-term once 
the program ends or the individual is no lon-
ger eligible to attend. Parents of a number of 
the youth described their children as typically 
spending their weekends in their apartments; 
FreshenUp represented an opportunity to so-
cialize in a safe environment. To encourage 
ongoing participation in recreation and fit-
ness, students discussed with the youth their 
future plans based on which activities they en-
joyed, would like to continue, or to try. Each 
family was given a resource guide developed 
by a student specifically for FreshenUp par-
ticipants that focused on recreation program 
resources in the local community that were 
accessible by transportation, cost and facility 
design. Long-term follow-up data on use of 
these resources was not collected but could be 
an important area for further study. 

Employment outcomes are one of the 
keys to successful transition and are of ma-
jor benefit to the youth. Supporting youth to 
find and engage in work experiences was also 
a goal of YTDP more broadly. In particular, 
project staff supported youth to find paid sum-
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mer jobs. Because the intervention took place 
over a period of approximately 20-months, 
youth had the opportunity to engage in paid 
work experiences during the course of two 
summers. Examining the rates of youth who 
began working in jobs while enrolled in the 
project, it was found that youth who partici-
pated in FreshenUp were significantly more 
likely than other participants to hold more 
than one paid job, 31% compared to 25% for 
the overall participant group. This statistically 
significant finding suggests that FreshenUp 
may have contributed to successful employ-
ment, though further research is warranted. 
It is important to note possible selection bias: 
FreshenUp was the activity that often reached 
capacity first, and youth that participated in 
FreshenUp may have been more motivated 
than other participants, more confident or 
more comfortable in a less familiar environ-
ment. 

Nevertheless, as shown in Table 4, Fresh-
enUp participants overall were more likely 
to be employed and to attend workshop ses-
sions compared to those in the creative arts 
and photography programs, also voluntary 
components of the Saturday program. In ad-
dition, these findings suggest that FreshenUp 
did contribute to logic model and self-suffi-

ciency outcomes. Employment of people with 
disabilities contributes to self-sufficiency, as 
higher employment rates mean less reliance 
on social security and disability benefits and 
better health outcomes (Mann & Wittenburg, 
2012).

Outcomes for the Community
FreshenUp took place on Saturday morn-

ings in a busy and well-used facility. Program 
participants engaged in activities with other 
patrons in the fitness center, track, pool, and 
locker rooms in a natural and unremarkable 
fashion. This met one of the goals of inclusion: 
that people participate in environments of 
choice without interference or objection and 
all are accepted as having the right to be there. 
No medical emergencies or adverse incidents 
were reported beyond typical teen-age issues 
(i.e. feeling left out, not wanting to participate, 
a conflict with another youth) which were ad-
dressed by the student and/or the instructor as 
needed. It could be inferred that the patrons 
of the facility were aware of the youths’ pres-
ence and observed their successful engage-
ment, thereby contributing to a more inclu-
sive community. An unexpected community 
benefit from FreshenUp was the involvement 
and response of the many family members. 
Family involvement can greatly facilitate suc-
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Table 4 
 
Participation Rates by Intervention 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All Freshen Up
Creative 

Arts/Photography P Value

Attended Winter PCP1 60% 60% 59% 0.792

Attended Summer PCP 31% 29% 32% 0.633

Attended Both PCP Sessions 27% 25% 30% 0.367

Held at least 1 paid job 59% 63% 54% 0.168

Held more than 1 paid job 25% 31% 17% 0.017

Youth attended at least 6 workshop sessions 65% 70% 59% 0.112

Youth attended at least 12 workshop sessions 45% 51% 39% 0.101

Parent attended at least 6 workshop sessions 55% 61% 49% 0.098

Parent attended at least 12 workshop sessions 39% 44% 34% 0.170

Attended Exit Meeting 66% 68% 64% 0.522
1 PCP - Person Centered Planning
SOURCE: CUNY Youth Transition Demonstration Project, ETO database

Table  4

Participation Rates by Intervention
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cessful inclusion, and is a predictor of student 
outcomes during and after transition (Muel-
ler, 2002).

Implications

As noted previously, barriers to partici-
pation in physical recreation and the benefits 
that accrue include lack of information about 
opportunities to participate, lack of access to 
programs, lack of qualified staff, and negative 
perceptions of one’s own capabilities and self-
confidence. FreshenUp, based on the descrip-
tions and evidence cited, trained future staff 
persons, provided information to participants 
on accessible programs, helped enhance the 
youths’ self-confidence, and increased their 
skills to participate in physical activities in the 
community.

FreshenUp was an innovative curriculum 
model for the college that provided its stu-
dents with a unique learning experience and 
helped prepare them for their future positions. 
The course was developed so that college stu-
dents, both undergraduate and graduate, re-
ceived instruction on inclusion philosophy 
and best practices, the needs and strengths 
of youth with disabilities, program design 
principles, leadership skills and risk manage-
ment procedures. They had the opportunity to 
apply the therapeutic recreation process and 
demonstrate its success as a planning tool in 
this type of program. As such, the therapeu-
tic recreation skills gained by college students 
enrolled in the course benefited not only these 
emerging recreation professionals, but also 
the facilities and communities in which they 
will work during their careers. The therapeu-
tic recreation profession is committed to pro-
viding professionals with the tools to develop 
inclusive programs (Howard, Russoniello, & 
Rodgers, 2004), and this course demonstrated 
one mechanism for doing so. This replicable 
program model can also be used by colleges 
as an approach to involve the local commu-
nity or for students’ experiential learning. A 
second CUNY campus, a community college 

in the Bronx, was able to implement a similar 
program, based on the structure and success 
of FreshenUp.

Since lack of qualified personnel to plan 
and lead inclusive programs (Scholl, Smith, & 
Davison, 2005), along with a lack of training 
for professionals (Howard, et al., 2004), have 
been cited as barriers to inclusion, the expe-
riential learning model described here could 
be replicated to train personnel on how to 
overcome barriers and promote inclusion. The 
course was taught by CTRSs who possess the 
skills, knowledge and experience to deliver in-
clusion programs effectively (Scholl, Dieser, & 
Davison, 2005). Carter et al. (2004) suggested  
that “group fitness interventions under the 
guidance and supervision of CTRSs offer op-
portunities to introduce progressive inclusion 
programming options while improving vital 
aspects of participant health” (p. 83). Other 
colleges may wish to design and offer similar 
programs.

The response of the youth participants 
and their families to FreshenUp may also indi-
cate that quality opportunities for recreation 
are still not as available as would be expected 
at this point in the 21st century. Families wel-
comed these experiences and were extremely 
positive about the beneficial outcomes their 
children attained. FreshenUp is one example 
of a program model to provide expanded 
programming. Involving families is also rec-
ommended; the appreciation they expressed 
of the value of the program could help with 
adherence and long-term participation. Dis-
seminating information throughout the com-
munity, about successful programs such as 
FreshenUp, to agencies providing recreation 
programs and to those serving people with 
disabilities, can advance inclusion.

The finding that youth who participated 
in FreshenUp were more likely to have a paid 
job may demonstrate that participating in 
active recreation, fitness, and sports in a so-
cially and physically inclusive environment 
is related to employment outcomes. Further 
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research on the impact of inclusive recreation 
participation on employment outcomes could 
contribute to the recognition of the value of 
therapeutic recreation in achieving diverse 
outcomes for individuals with disabilities. 
Future studies should also collect long-term 
data to determine if the outcomes that were 
achieved were sustained. 

Conclusion

Based on the premise that recreation 
participation in an inclusive environment 
could lead to improved self-sufficiency for 
youth with disabilities, CUNY YTDP included 
FreshenUp as an important component of the 
intervention model. As designed, FreshenUp 
“offered physical integration in a community 
setting, skill instruction in preferred activities, 
formal or structured social integration with 
trained buddies, and informal or unstructured 
social integration including casual interac-
tion with members of the public” (Kunstler 

& Stavola Daly, 2010, p. 52). These outcomes 
could be of substantial value to youth with 
disabilities as they transition into the work 
place. Integration of an inclusive recreation 
program within the framework of therapeutic 
recreation (Scholl, McAvoy, Rynders, & Smith, 
2003) resulted in positive outcomes for youth 
participants, college students, and other com-
munity members. Through their participa-
tion in FreshenUp, youth with disabilities had 
the opportunity to develop fitness and social 
skills that could contribute to success in vo-
cational settings. College students involved in 
the program were able to learn and apply best 
practices in therapeutic recreation, and com-
munity members were exposed to people with 
disabilities in an inclusive setting. Inspired 
by compelling data on health disparities for 
people with disabilities, FreshenUp offers a 
replicable therapeutic recreation model with 
benefits across stakeholder groups.
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