
The American Therapeutic Recreation Association (ATRA) 
Mid-Year Conference, March 8-10, in Manchester, New 

Hampshire, brings together approximately 250-300 certified 
therapeutic recreation specialists (CTRSs) in the perfect set-
ting for learning and networking. Attendees will have access 
to top-notch educational sessions from respected leaders in 
the field, as well as opportunities to connect and share best 
practices with peers at the many events planned at the Radisson 
Hotel Manchester Downtown, the host hotel for the conference. 

“The conference theme is Together Toward Tomorrow, which 
speaks to the need for our organization to unify and move for-
ward while embracing strategies that ensure consumers have 
access to highly qualified providers of recreational therapy 
(RT) service to enhance their functioning and quality of life,” 
explained ATRA President Debbie Robinson, MS, CTRS/L, 
FACHE, who is currently director of Rehabilitation at New 
Hampshire Hospital, a state-run facility. “For the first time we 
are offering free preconference sessions to attendees; these 
special sessions feature knowledge about core principles, such 
as standards of practice and accreditation for practitioners, 
faculty and students.” 

The Opening General Session on Sunday March 8, from 
5:30-7:00 p.m., features Craig A. Miller, author of “This is How 
it Feels: A Memoir of Attempting Suicide and Finding Life.” 

“The ATRA Mid-Year Conference typically draws CTRSs 
from throughout the U.S. and the hosting region,” noted Robin-
son. “We are excited this year to feature some well-recognized 
speakers and highlight local expertise while offering fun and 
unique social opportunities for travelers new to New Hampshire. 
In addition to experiencing amazing educational content, at-
tendees can participate in a tour of a local maple syrup barn, 
attend a hockey game at the arena across the street from the 
conference hotel and network during meals and socials.”

EDUCATIONAL SESSIONS
The conference offers a variety of educational sessions 

to choose from, addressing the full spectrum of topics and 
issues facing CTRSs today. For example, on Tuesday, March 
10, from 10-11:30 a.m., Dr. Ellen Broach is presenting a ses-
sion called Aquatic Therapy Justification.

“This presentation involves justification of aquatic ther-
apy through assessment and studies documenting physical, 
psychological and psychosocial improvements from aquatic 
interventions and immersion in general,” explained Broach, 
who is the associate professor for the Therapeutic Recreation 
Department of Health, PE, and Leisure Studies at the University 
of South Alabama. “The intent of this presentation is to increase 
the practitioners’ understanding of the processes for program 
implementation. I will briefly review movement mechanics, 

aquatic physics and the researched effects of immersion on 
clients. This will be followed by another brief overview of 
indications for aquatic intervention and an overview of meth-
ods used in aquatic therapy and rehabilitation. The bulk of 
the session will focus on justification through exercises that 
involve articulating clients’ needs, benefits of the water, ap-
propriate interventions and researched outcomes. Methods 
of assessing intervention outcomes will also be discussed.”

Broach pointed out that the value of aquatic therapy is 
gaining recognition as more practitioners learn from research 
on the effects of immersion, in general, and of aquatic therapy 
practices specifically. 

“For recreational therapists, aquatic therapy is an interven-
tion that can be used to promote functional improvement while 
facilitating independence and engagement in lifetime activities 
such as swimming and water exercise,” she explained. “As 
far as foundations for legitimacy, the properties of the water 
have been found to have profound effects that can enhance 
rehabilitation efforts for individuals with musculoskeletal and 
neurological problems, cardiopulmonary diseases, psycho-
logical impairments and numerous other conditions across 
the lifespan.”

She continued, “Aquatic therapy interventions are designed 
to improve or maintain function that can include balance, 
motor coordination, oral facial control, postural stabilization, 
respiration/vital capacity, muscle strength/endurance, range 
of motion, gait, weight bearing, proprioception, circulation, 
edema, relaxation, self-esteem, mood, skill and life activity 
level. Aquatic therapy is also indicated for clients with goals 
that include reduction in pain, muscle fatigue, spasticity, de-
pression and anxiety. Some specific examples of clients who 
might be appropriate for aquatic therapy are individuals who 
have difficulty with land exercise, have chronic pain, have low 
endurance, are obese, or are athletes.”

Some other sessions of interest for those who work with 
veterans or wounded warriors include:

MONDAY MARCH 9
1:00 p.m. - 2:30 p.m.

Adaptive Equipment: Therapeutic Intervention, Consid-
erations and Precautions - David Lee, MS, CTRS/L and 
Crystal Skahan, MS, CTRS/L
Discover the options of today’s adaptive equipment. There 

are many styles available that can accommodate users of all 
abilities. Learn the differences and become educated on which 
equipment will work best for your interventions with your 
clients/patients. Equipment designs for several activities will 
be shown and discussed including cycling, water/snow skiing, 
skating, beach and off-road access. Be educated as to what 
will work for your programming and participants’ needs, and 
how to properly assess clients to meet goals. Know the risk 
factors that go along with recreation participation, and have 
the answers when people with physical disabilities ask for 
service and resources.

3:00 p.m.- 4:30 p.m. 

Recreational Therapy’s Role Among Individuals with 
PTSD and Comorbidities - Marilyn Radatz, MS, CTRS
This session will provide an overview of PTSD signs and 

symptoms, including comorbidities related to individuals who 
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experience PTSD. PTSD is known primarily among our 
military population; however, there are other popula-
tions that have experienced a traumatic event and share 
similar symptoms. Assessment and program development 
are pivotal components within your recreation therapy 
treatment when working with individuals who experi-
ence PTSD.

TUESDAY, MARCH 10

What Recreation Therapists Who Work with 
Veterans Need To Know About the Psychological 
Impact of Taking a Life in Combat  - Stephanie 
Richter, Ph.D.
The session will educate recreation therapists who 

work with veterans about common psychological and 
behavioral reactions to the experience of taking a life in 
combat. The five stages of emotional response described 
by Lt. Col. Dave Grossman in his book “On Killing” 
will be discussed. Research findings on the psycho-
logical and functional consequences of killing in war 
also will be reviewed, including post-traumatic stress 
symptoms, family problems, employment difficulties, 
violent behaviors, legal difficulties, and problems with 
alcohol and drugs. The implications for designing ef-
fective recreation therapy interventions to address these 
reactions will be considered.

“The Department of Veterans Affairs is the largest 
employer of recreational therapists in the world, which 
speaks to the importance of therapy as a treatment for 
our veterans,” noted Robinson.  

Full- and half-day sessions of interest on Sunday, 
March 8, include: “Understanding and Treating the Complex 
Puzzle of Non-Suicidal Self-Injury (half day),” presented by 
Barent Walsh, Ph.D., author of “Treating Self Injury: A Practical 
Guide,” and “Dementia Practice Guidelines for RT: Treatment 
of Behavioral and Psychological Symptoms of Dementia (full 
day), presented by Angela Sardina, MS, CTRS. 

MARKETING AND ACCREDITATION 
ATRA enjoys a close relationship with the National Coun-

cil for Therapeutic Recreation Certification (NCTRC), the 
credentialing body for the field. “We partner with them on 
the provision of quality continuing education offerings at our 
conferences, and hold quarterly calls with them to discuss the 
state of the field and joint initiatives, such as our Joint Task 
Force for Recreational Therapy Licensure,” noted Robinson. 

At the Mid-Year Conference, Robinson will co-present 
a keynote address called “Marketing the RT Profession: An 
International Perspective,” with the help of NCTRC Chair 
Sharon Nichols, CTRS/L, and Canadian Therapeutic Recreation 
Association Executive Director Tanea Goncalves Forward, M.A.

“Our session focuses on this: Recreational Therapy as a 
profession needs to have a unified and cohesive narrative to 
demonstrate its importance to key stakeholders,” explained 
Robinson. “We will discuss national membership efforts and 
how their collaboration with credentialing body efforts can 
expand the reach of RT to those who fund, regulate and ac-
credit our work in order to provide consumers greater access 
to our services.”

ATRA also sponsors the Committee on Accreditation of 
Recreational Therapy Education (CARTE), and works closely 

with the CARTE Board to promote accreditation of ATRA 
academic programs for maximum consistency across cur-
riculums, and provision of high quality education to ensure 
students graduate to become qualified practitioners.

In addition, ATRA and the Canadian Therapeutic Recreation 
Association recently entered into an agreement to support 
international collaboration between the two associations. “Ini-
tially, this involves a financial commitment to waive registra-
tion fees for officers to attend each other’s conferences, but, 
in addition, meetings will be held between CTRA and ATRA 
in Manchester in March regarding possible joint marketing 
initiatives,” noted Robinson. 

In March, the ATRA Board will also be reviewing a re-
port from the membership consultant who began working 
with the association in September. “This report will provide 
a comprehensive look at our practices and candid input from 
members,” she said. “We will use this information, coupled 
with our strategic plan from 2013, to revise and create goals 
for 2015 and beyond.”  

She continued, “It is important that we take this year to 
enhance the foundation of our organization by modifying by-
laws to reflect current and future needs; revising policies and 
procedures to reflect best practices; enhancing our relationship 
with our neighbors, the Canadian Therapeutic Recreation As-
sociation; and enhancing our membership services to entice 
new members to join and participate.”

In addition to the Mid-Year Conference in March, the ATRA 
Annual Conference will be held in Albuquerque, N.M., at the 
Hyatt Regency Tamaya Resort Spa from Sept. 26-30, 2015.

—GRF

The ATRA Mid-Year Conference pro-
vides top-notch educational sessions, 
including a session called Aquatic 
Therapy Justification, which looks 
at the latest research and studies 
on the efficacy of aquatic therapy. 
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