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Abstract
Many issues and trends affect the creation, delivery, and evaluation of therapeutic 
recreation programs in U.S. postsecondary institutions. This article aims to examine 
selected, relevant data that underpin the specific trends of financing and costs, massi-
fication and privatization, and access and equity. These trends can assist educators and 
the therapeutic recreation profession with forecasting enrollment, recruitment, and 
retention of students pursuing therapeutic recreation at all academic levels. Moreover, 
these trends may allow therapeutic recreation educators to identify innovative teach-
ing practices that may assist in reaching a more diverse therapeutic recreation student. 
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Higher education in the United 
States is changing due to population 
shifts and the world economy, among 
other reasons. Among the many chal-
lenges is that of making higher education 
more accessible, more affordable, and 
more effective (Stumbo & Keller, 2006; 
Stumbo & Keogh Hoss, 2009; van Dusen, 
2000) simultaneously with rapidly shift-
ing policies, politics, and demands. Due 
to a steady erosion of state and federal 
monies to U.S. higher education since 
1965, a large share of these lost dollars has 
been replaced by increased tuition and 
fees costs. At the same time, there also has 
been a growing disparity between high 
and low-income families, meaning many 
students are paying a greater percent-
age of their own education, which now 
costs more due to technology and higher 
administrative costs. Whether these in-
creased costs represent greater quality is 
often called into question, as is the best 
method for measuring institutional qual-
ity. “In truth, if issues of quality were not 
so complex and contentious, issues of 
access and cost would be much less diffi-
cult to resolve satisfactorily” (van Dusen, 
2000, p. 60).

The intent of this brief review is to 
explore the current, national higher ed-
ucation data and the selected trends of 
financing and costs, massification and 
privatization, and access and equity. It 
is argued these trends place substantial 
influence on how therapeutic educa-
tors and clinical educators instruct stu-
dents. The implications to therapeutic 
recreation are great. Importantly, the 
opportunity for therapeutic recreation 
to embrace the trends and diversify may 
promote advancement of the profession. 

Selected U.S. Higher Education 
Demographics

Aud et al. (2013) reported that in 
2011–2012, the most recent year for 
which data is available, the U.S. had 4,280 
degree-granting institutions, including 
2,560 institutions offering bachelor de-
grees or higher and 1,730 offering associ-
ate degrees. While the number of private 
nonprofit as well as public institutions 
dropped 3% and 2% respectively, where-
as numbers of private for-profit institu-
tions increased by 95% between 2000 and 
2011. The U.S. Department of Education 
noted that the increase in overall number 
of institutions has traditionally been low-
er than the rise in enrollments (Snyder, 
1993), perhaps showing that it is easier to 
enroll at a university than start one. 

Nearly 25 million individuals attend-
ed postsecondary education in the U.S. in 
2007–2008. While most of the individu-
als engaged in undergraduate education 
were 15 to 23 years old (about 60%), a 
large percentage of those attending grad-
uate and professional schools were 30 
years of age and older (nearly 50%) (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2012).

Surprisingly, the largest percentage 
increase in the number of bachelor’s de-
grees awarded from 2000 to 2011 was in 
the field of parks, recreation, leisure, and 
fitness studies (from 17,900 to 35,900 de-
grees), an increase of more than 100%. 
Going back to 1980, the numbers are even 
more dramatic: from 5,753 undergradu-
ate degrees to 35,900 in 2011, a 600% in-
crease in 30 years (Aud et al., 2013; U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2012). These fields also 
experienced a 178% increase in master’s 
degrees, from 3,400 to 6,600 from 2000 to 
2011. A similar trend for doctoral degrees 
was not reported (Aud et al., 2013).

These data provide the foundation 
from which the three issues of financing 
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and costs, massification and privatiza-
tion, and access and equity will be dis-
cussed. These data are from the United 
States, although broader application may 
be appropriate to other developed na-
tions due to globalization. Like other so-
cietal issues and trends, higher education 
also experiences “the widening, deepen-
ing, and speeding up of worldwide inter-
connectedness” (Sursok & Smidt, 2010, p. 
14); that is, higher education also experi-
ences globalization.

Financing and Costs
Altbach, Reisberg, and Rumbley 

(2009) noted that financing and costs of 
higher education are nearing a crisis situ-
ation. 

Government tax revenues are not 
keeping pace with rapidly rising 
costs of higher education. The ex-
pansion of student numbers has 
presented a major challenge. . . . In 
financial terms, this has become 
an unsustainable model, placing 
pressure on systems to funda-
mentally restructure the ‘social 
contract’ between higher educa-
tion and society at large. Parents 
and/or students are increasingly 
responsible for tuition and other 
fees. (p. xii)
 
Altbach et al. (2009) noted that 

higher education has become a “major 
engine of economic development” (p. xii) 
and this can be easily seen in the finan-
cial data of postsecondary education. In 
2010, postsecondary education consti-
tuted 3.2% of the gross domestic product 
(GDP) of the U.S., compared to 2.6% in 
2000 (Aud et al., 2013). In the U.S., a 43% 
increase in postsecondary expenditures 
occurred between 2000 to 2011 (dollars 
held constant) from $338 billion to $483 
billion. The U.S. government provided 

nearly one-third or $181 million of these 
dollars, with $146 billion of this amount 
being spent on several student financial 
aid programs (Aud et al., 2013).

At public institutions in 2010–2011, 
student tuition and fees made up about 
19% of the budget as did state appropria-
tions (19%). From the previous 10 years, 
the percentage of the academic budget 
from tuition and fees rose, while overall 
government funding decreased (Aud et 
al., 2009). At private for-profit schools, 
tuition and fees comprised nearly 75% of 
the average academic budget (Aud et al., 
2013).

These gaps between governmental 
funding and postsecondary costs are of-
ten offset with increased tuition and fees. 
At baccalaureate institutions, the average 
total cost (2011–2012 school year) for 
first-time, full-time students living on 
campus and paying in-state tuition was 
$21,000 at public institutions, $41,420 at 
private, nonprofit schools, and $30,840 
at private for-profit schools (Aud et al., 
2013). 

In addition, U.S. government grants 
and loans are at all-time highs.  In 2000–
2001, there were over four million stu-
dents who received federal grants and 
in 2010–2011, this number rose to over 
10.5 million. U.S. government loans were 
distributed to over 7.5 million students 
in 2000–2001, rising nearly three-fold to 
over 19 million in 2010–2011 (Aud et al., 
2013). Flower (1998) noted that a college 
education is still a largely “subsidized” 
enterprise, as each student pays far less 
than the cost of his or her education.

Higher education is in a phase of 
both expansion and diversification. Ac-
cording to Johnstone, Arora, and Exper-
ton (1998) five forces are responsible: (a) 
the expansion of primary and secondary 
education is creating a strong demand for 
tertiary education; (b) the rate of growth 
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in the proportion of college-aged indi-
viduals who choose higher education is 
increasing as the labor market places 
greater demands on the workforce (with 
higher education becoming an entry-lev-
el necessity) and as urbanization contin-
ues; (c) higher education is diversifying to 
meet the growing demands of the mod-
ern and complex world; (d) governments 
are creating standards, and in some cases, 
incentives to universities to ensure equal 
access for students; and (e) students are 
increasing the amount of time they spend 
in higher education.

At the same time, Johnstone et al. 
(1998) and Altbach et al. (2009) noted 
that higher education is in fiscal crisis due 
to (a) higher demand than can be met by 
current higher education capacity; (b) 
tendency of higher education unit costs 
to rise faster than unit costs in overall 
economy (due to technology and rapid 
changes in fields in the greatest need or 
demand); (c) increasing scarcity of pub-
lic revenue due to growing and compet-
ing costs such as for public infrastruc-
ture, public education, healthcare, and 
policing costs; and (d) political attitudes 
becoming disenchanted with the ‘pub-
lic sector’ and the subsequent move to a 
market (or private) economy. These re-
sulted in a cost move from ‘the public’ to 
‘the user,’ producing a “more reasonable 
alignment of those who pay with those 
who benefit” (Johnstone et al., 1998, p. 5). 

Three major financial reforms have 
emerged in the last 10 to 20 years: (a) 
supplementation of public or govern-
mental revenues with nongovernmental 
revenues (e.g., higher tuition, student 
grants and loans, entrepreneurial activity 
by faculty, greater push for endowments 
and philanthropy); (b) reform of public 
sector financing (e.g., lump sum budgets 
that the institutional management allo-
cates); and (c) restructuring (Johnstone 
et al., 1998). Altbach et al. (2009) noted 

that the first of those has caused univer-
sities to increase class sizes and teaching 
loads, substitute lower cost part-time fac-
ulty for higher cost full-time academic 
staff, and put increasing pressure on fac-
ulty to generate income, primarily in the 
form of external grants.

Schuh (2003) cited Kennedy, Moran, 
and Upcraft (2001) in identifying three 
vital questions to ask in assessing the ef-
fectiveness of expenditures on college 
campuses:

1.  How does the service or program 
contribute to the institution’s mis-
sion?

2.  In what direction is the institution 
headed?

3.  What are the institution’s budget 
policies?

Many institutional management 
teams, especially in austere budget times, 
ask these or similar questions to deter-
mine the centrality of each unit, program, 
department, or college to the mission of 
the university. “Centrality, meaning that 
the unit contributes to the heart of the 
institution’s mission, is crucial. The more 
peripheral a unit becomes, the greater its 
chances of being perceived as unimport-
ant and a potential target for budget re-
duction or elimination” (Schuh, 2003, p. 
87).

Massification and Privatization
Massification is the process of mak-

ing the enrollment into higher educa-
tion more prevalent and available to the 
“masses.” Altbach et al. (2009) claimed 
that the U.S. was the first country to 
achieve mass higher education, with 
some 40% of the typical college-bound 
age cohort attending postsecondary edu-
cation as far back as 1960, while in some 
developing nations the rate is as low as 
5% for the same age cohort. 
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In 2000, some 45% of 18- to 19-year-
olds and 24% of 20- to 24-year-olds were 
enrolled in postsecondary education in 
the U.S. This increased to 50% of 18- to 
19-year-olds and 40% of 20- to 24-year-
olds in 2011. Additionally, in 2011, some 
15% of 25- to 29-year-olds and 8% of 30- 
to 34-year-olds were enrolled in higher 
education. Overall, between 2000 and 
2010, fall enrollments in degree-granting 
institutions skyrocketed by 37%, from 15 
million students to 21 million students. 
About 18 million of those were under-
graduates, with about 3 million gradu-
ate or postbaccalaureate students (Aud 
et al., 2013). An increasingly significant 
number of students are enrolling in un-
dergraduate, graduate, and professional 
education. 

Privatization is the rise of private 
for-profit postsecondary institutions that 
tend to offer asynchronous online cours-
es and degrees so that distance and time 
become less important than at “brick 
and mortar” institutions. “The growth of 
private higher education worldwide has 
been on of the most remarkable develop-
ments of the past several decades. Today 
some 30% of global higher education en-
rollment is private” (Altbach et al., 2009, 
p. xiv). The number of private for-profit 
institutions in the U.S. increased by 95% 
between 2000 and 2011, while nonprofit 
and public institutions fell by 2% and 
3%, respectively (Aud et al., 2009). 

This rise in private, for-profit schools 
is likely be due to the aforementioned 
surge in online course and degree offer-
ings, the overcrowding of public institu-
tions, and the audiences to which they 
cater. In this way the private sector is 
“demand absorbing,” offering access to 
individuals who are not served well by 
traditional public schools (Altbach et al., 
2009, p. xiv). Although just less than 90% 
of students at public and private non-
profit institutions in the U.S. are under 

the age of 25, the percentage of same-age 
students in private for-profit institutions 
is only 29% (Aud et al., 2013).

Access and Equity 
In fall 2011, white students made 

up about 50% of the full- and part-time 
enrollments at U.S. four-year private for-
profit institutions, about 65% at public, 
and about 69% at private nonprofit insti-
tutions. In the same semester, Black stu-
dents made up 28% of the enrollments 
at  four-year private for profit, 14% at 
private nonprofit, and 12% at public in-
stitutions (Aud et al., 2013).

The American Council on Educa-
tion noted that minorities accounted for 
virtually all of the enrollment growth 
nationally over the past 20 years, as their 
numbers increased to more than 4.3 
million, a 122% increase since the early 
1980s. In addition, minority students 
outpaced white students in the growth 
rate of academic degrees completed (“A 
Welcome Increase,” 2003).

Traditional postsecondary education 
has become less affordable and accessible, 
especially to low-income students, since 
both public and private institutions have 
increased tuition levels at rates higher 
than the consumer price index (Altbach 
et al., 2009; Berg, 2005; Losco, 2005; Soci-
ety for College and University Planning, 
2008). Berg also noted that if the pres-
ent trend of rising costs, high demand 
for higher education, and lessened state 
and federal funding continues, a dispro-
portionately high percentage of poor and 
non-white students will be denied a col-
lege education. “Providing higher educa-
tion to all sectors of a nation’s population 
means confronting social inequalities 
deeply rooted in history, culture, and 
economic structure that influence an in-
dividual’s ability to compete” (Altbach 
et al., p. vii).  The National Association 
of Student Financial Aid Administrators 
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reported that blacks are more likely to 
receive financial aid than whites, while 
the individual amount of aid is lower for 
black students than white students (“A 
Welcome Increase,” 2003). 

Perhaps in response to those statis-
tics, they also reported that black students 
are more likely to attend less expensive 
community colleges than four-year insti-
tutions (“A Welcome Increase,” 2003). In 
a rousing article about racial equity and 
higher education, Renner (2003) noted 
that although historically black colleges 
and universities constitute only 3% of all 
U.S. institutions, they educate 14% of the 
nation’s black students. Of the 30 institu-
tions with the highest absolute numbers 
of black students, 23 are two-year institu-
tions and only three are research universi-
ties (Temple, Wayne State, and University 
of Maryland). Twenty-seven of these in-
stitutions are near or in large urban areas. 

Renner (2003) reported that Hispan-
ic students experience similar statistics. 
Of the 30 colleges and universities that 
have the largest absolute numbers of His-
panic students, 17 offer two-year degrees, 
and only one (University of New Mexico) 
is a research university. Nineteen are in 
or near large urban cities. In contrast, of 
the 30 institutions enrolling the largest 
absolute numbers of white students, only 
one is a two-year school, 26 are research 
universities, and only six are located in 
or near a large urban area. Renner also 
noted that these latter 30 institutions en-
rolled only 5% blacks and 5% Hispanics, 
even though the states in which they were 
located had large minority populations. 

Ruppert (2003) and Palfreyman 
(2004) expressed concern over these dis-
parities because a lack of education means 
a lack of income over a lifetime. Ruppert 
noted that “persons with a baccalaureate 
degree earns 40% more, the equivalent 
of $900,000, over a lifetime compared to 

individuals with a high school diploma” 
(p. 3).

Implications for 
Therapeutic Recreation

This article has encompassed signifi-
cant data concerning the selected trends 
of financing and costs, massification 
and privatization, and access and equity. 
These trends and issues have several im-
plications for therapeutic recreation. 

1. The number of higher educa-
tion institutions is increasing, as is, to 
a lesser degree, university enrollments. 
These trends are unlikely to abate any 
time in the near future. Virtual, private 
for-profit institutions especially are being 
established at astounding rates. Institu-
tions also are increasing the diversity of 
their delivery styles (e.g., online and dis-
tance education). These different delivery 
options may be beneficial to therapeutic 
recreation at a time when the number of 
“brick and mortar” schools in the U.S. 
housing therapeutic recreation degrees 
dwindles (Stumbo, Carter, Wilder, & 
Greenwood, 2013). However, the future 
implications of expanding these options 
in therapeutic recreation must be consid-
ered prior to implementation. 

There is question about whether 
online education can be equally effec-
tive in training therapeutic recreation 
professionals as compared to on-site, 
in-the-classroom, hands-on learning. 
The issue, also voiced in other health re-
lated fields, is whether “online lessons are 
educationally equivalent to traditional 
lab and classroom instruction” (Adams, 
DeFleur, & Heald, 2013, p. 294). Many 
believe that learning is part of a social 
process, thus interaction with other stu-
dents is essential in knowledge develop-
ment (Jaffe, 1997). For example, Adams 
(2013) found no significant differences in 
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physical therapy students learning about 
modalities between traditional course 
delivery versus online delivery, or reten-
tion in learning, although there were sig-
nificant differences in course satisfaction. 
Unfortunately, this research is sparse and 
has yet to examine the impact of delivery 
style on the carry-over to actual patient 
care.

This lack of research poses a dilem-
ma for the profession. While on one hand, 
online learning formats have the poten-
tial to reach larger and more geographi-
cally dispersed audiences, the long-term 
effects—either positive or negative—on 
direct patient care have not been studied.  
We need to answer the question: Does 
traditional versus online course delivery 
impact learning, and in turn, do these de-
livery methods impact the quality of pa-
tient care either positively or negatively?

2. A closely related implication to 
the one above is the age group differenc-
es between more traditional public and 
private nonprofit schools with private 
for-profit institutions. The primary age 
group for the former is the typical 15- to 
23-year-old, while the audience for the 
latter is the 30-and-older age group. Adult 
learners are a more heterogeneous group 
because of the varying age and experience 
levels. There are different assumptions 
about the way adults learn compared to 
children. Adult learning is based on six 
assumptions: 1) adults are self-directed 
learners, 2) adults bring a higher level of 
experience into the classroom, 3) adults 
like to know why they need to learn and 
how they will learn it, 4) adults are learn-
ing because they are trying to fulfill a per-
sonal need, 5) adults are learning to apply 
the information to the here and now, and 
6) adults are learning more because of 
internal motivation than external moti-
vation (Clardy, 2005). If the private for-
profit institution becomes a possibility 

for therapeutic recreation, recruitment, 
advisement, teaching, and evaluation 
strategies need to be tailored to the adult 
learner. This may require a change in the 
way most therapeutic recreation faculty 
operate today, specifically in designing 
and delivering instructional materials for 
adult learners. These learning differences 
would clearly impact the way in which 
instructional materials are designed and 
course content is delivered.

3. Due to tight budgets and expand-
ing demands, therapeutic recreation 
faculty need to keep in mind the cen-
trality of their program to the overall 
university mission. The questions posed 
in this article are just three of those that 
higher education administrators consider 
when maintaining, growing, closing, or 
merging programs. Ample university 
service as well as transdisciplinary edu-
cational and research programs are just 
a few of the possibilities to consider in 
becoming indispensible to the university. 

With a foundation in leisure, well-
being, and quality of life, therapeutic 
recreation is primed for transdiciplinar-
ity education and research programs. A 
transdiciplinarity approach in educa-
tion increases coordination of training, 
communication, research, and practice 
across disciplines (Bellamy et al., 2013). 
This approach does more than create 
collaborative efforts, it allows “for mul-
tiple, co-existing viewpoints and utilizes 
discontinuities between views as a source 
for further inquiry and emergent un-
derstanding” (Vanasupa, McCormick, 
Stefanco, Herter, & McDonald, 2011, p. 
173). With a push for transdiscipinarity 
and collaboration across higher educa-
tion institutions there appears to be no 
research within therapeutic recreation re-
garding this. Why is that? If practitioners 
are expected to push past discipline spe-
cific boundaries, why not educators and 
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researchers? The educator is considered 
a role model by his or her students. In 
addition, “educators in the field of thera-
peutic recreation influence their students 
through formal and informal means, and 
overt and covert behaviors” (Van Puym-
broeck, Austin, & McCormick, 2010, p. 
213). If educators are not role modeling 
transdiciplinarity with their colleagues, 
does this deter students and professionals 
from practicing transdiciplinary inter-
ventions in the workplace?

4. Higher education institutions 
will need to do everything within their 
powers to contain costs, as costs con-
tinue to spiral upward at astronomical 
rates. Although therapeutic recreation 
faculty can do little to stem the tide of 
rising higher education costs, they are 
well advised to understand the currently 
shifting funding sources for postsecond-
ary education. Being able to show lower 
cost-per-credit hour than most other 
education programs may be a bonus as 
funding gets tighter. In addition, thera-
peutic recreation educators must remain 
accountable, cost- efficient, and central to 
the mission of their organization.

Students also are highly affected 
by the increasing costs of postsecond-
ary education. More and more costs are 
being handed down to the “user,”  for 
example, posting syllabi, other course 
materials, and e-books online for stu-
dents to download individually (i.e., to 
bear the expense of paper and printing). 
Thus, departments have cost savings for 
reduced paper, ink, and copier usage as 
well as reduced staff time. However, this 
places more monetary burden on the stu-
dent, especially if faculty request students 
to print out course materials and this is 
multiplied by the number of courses the 

students is enrolled in. Does faculty con-
sider the additional cost placed on stu-
dents? 

5. Access to and equity of services 
is uneven at best in higher education. 
Additional efforts may be needed to re-
cruit students of color or nontraditional 
students to therapeutic recreation degree 
programs. To date, it seems that little sig-
nificant effort has been put toward this 
goal and much work is needed here if we 
are to succeed. If successful, therapeutic 
recreation faculty likely need to expand 
their cultural competence concerning 
varied racial and ethnic groups as well 
as growing numbers of individuals who 
are foreign-born and prefer to speak a 
language other than English. Ensuring 
quality education to various constituents 
using a multitude of educational delivery 
methods will add another layer of com-
plexity to therapeutic recreation curri-
cula.

It is contended that therapeutic rec-
reation educators who are concerned 
about the future of higher education will 
do well to understand and actively navi-
gate these issues and trends. This article 
is but one step in becoming more aware 
of the issues and how they may apply to 
therapeutic recreation education.

Summary
The intent of this article was to 

bring selected issues and trends to light 
that therapeutic recreation educators 
and practitioners may not be aware of. 
Specifically, data concerning the higher 
education trends and issues of financing 
and costs, massification and privatiza-
tion, and access and equity have been dis-
cussed. In addition, several implications 
of these issues and trends for therapeutic 
recreation education are examined. 
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