
Sphere of Work

Activities therapists provide creative therapeutic services and 
treatments aimed at helping their patients improve their emotional 
and mental well-being, gain independence, improve self-expression, 
build new skills, and develop 
self-confidence. They develop and 
implement medically approved 
therapies and programs to meet 
the needs, abilities, and interests 
of patients with mental and 
physical illnesses or disabilities. 
The range of therapies used 
by activities therapists during 
rehabilitation or treatment is 
wide and includes art therapy, 
music therapy, dance therapy, 
recreational therapy, horticultural 
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or nature therapy, sports therapy, religious therapy, social therapy, 
and manual arts therapy. 

Work Environment

Activities therapists work in medical settings that include psychiatric 
facilities, hospitals, and substance abuse facilities, as well as 
community and institutional settings, such as schools, prisons, and 
retirement facilities. In medical environments, activities therapists 
generally partner with medical and social service professionals, such 
as doctors and social workers, to increase a patient’s confidence, skill 
set, and mood or outlook. In community and institutional settings, 
activities therapists partner with educational and therapeutic 
professionals, such as teachers, special education coordinators, and 
recreational therapists, to meet students’ or patients’ therapeutic 
needs.

Occupation Interest

Individuals attracted to the field 
of activities therapy tend to be 
physically strong and energetic 
people who people who have the 
ability to teach and lead a variety 
of activities. They exhibit traits 
such as imagination, problem 
solving, desire to help, patience, 
sense of humor, and caring. 
Activities therapists must be 
able to work as part of a team 
of therapy professionals to meet 
patient needs.

A Day in the Life—Duties and Responsibilities

The daily occupational duties and responsibilities of activities 
therapists will be determined by the individual’s area of job 
specialization and work environment. Areas of activities therapy job 
specialization include art therapy, music therapy, dance therapy, 
recreational therapy, sports therapy, religious therapy, social therapy, 
horticultural or nature therapy, and manual arts therapy. Activities 
therapists encourage their patients to make more frequent use of 

* See Appendix A 

Working Conditions: Work Indoors
Physical Strength: Light to Medium 

Work
Education Needs: Bachelor’s Degree, 

Master’s Degree
Licensure/Certification: 

Recommended
Physical Abilities Not Required: No 

Heavy Labor
Opportunities For Experience: 

Internship, Volunteer Work, Part-Time 
Work

Holland Interest Score*: SEI

Profile



3Activities Therapist

available resources, build on existing but overlooked skills, and try 
new activities.

In general, activities therapists should be prepared to greet patients 
as they arrive for therapeutic activities. Activities therapists interact 
with patients throughout the day in a friendly and supportive 
manner and conduct patient assessments so that they can record the 
needs, interests, and abilities of patients. As they monitor patients’ 
symptoms, reactions, and progress through the assessments, activities 
therapists constantly revise patient treatment plans and implement 
treatment through activities, therapy sessions, and workshops. 
Examples of group activities include arts and crafts, nature-oriented 
activities such as gardening, and performing arts activities, as well as 
personal hygiene and self-care instruction and individual and small 
group community integration exercises such as bus riding practice and 
restaurant ordering. 

In addition to patient interaction, activities therapists are often 
required to meet with patient treatment teams, physicians, or patient 
families and describe patient progress in therapeutic activities. 
This occupation includes supervising and scheduling tasks such as 
supervising therapeutic staff and volunteers, preparing therapeutic 
materials and equipment, and overseeing the safety, upkeep, and 
maintenance of therapeutic equipment and facilities. Activities 
therapists schedule therapeutic program events such as nature 
studies, recreational sports leagues, dances, adapted team sports, and 
classes.

•	Conferring with a patient’s physician and rehabilitation team

•	Planning the rehabilitation program and instructing the patient in the 

performance of specific activities 

•	Revising activity programs based on an evaluation of patient’s 

progress

•	Preparing reports describing patient’s reactions and symptoms

Duties and Responsibilities
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Horticultural Therapists

Horticultural Therapists plan, coordinate and conduct therapeutic 
gardening programs to facilitate the rehabilitation of physically and 
mentally handicapped patients. They conduct gardening sessions and 
revise the programs to conform and grow with the progress of the 
patients.

Art Therapists

Art Therapists plan and direct activities that help mentally ill and 
physically disabled patients use art for nonverbal expression and 
communication.

Music Therapists

Music Therapists plan, organize and direct instrumental and vocal 
music activities and experiences to help patients with communication, 
social, daily living or problem solving skills.

Dance Therapists

Dance Therapists plan, organize and lead dance and body movement 
activities to improve patients’ mental outlook and physical well-being.

Manual-Arts Therapists

Manual-Arts Therapists plan and organize woodworking, 
photography, metalworking, agriculture, electricity and graphic arts 
activities in collaboration with a rehabilitation team and prepare 
reports that show development of patient work tolerance, emotional 
and social development and ability to meet physical and mental 
demands of employment.

OCCUPATION SPECIALTIES
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Physical Environment

Activities therapists work in rehabilitation facilities, hospitals, 
nursing homes, therapy clinics, and schools. Therapeutic office 
settings used by activities therapists may be shared with other 
therapeutic professionals, including recreational, physical, 
occupational, or speech and language therapists.

Human Environment

Activities therapists interact with a 
wide variety of people and should be 
comfortable providing therapeutic 
services to those with physical, 
mental, and emotional illnesses 
and special needs. Activities 
therapists usually work as part of 
a patient treatment team, which 
includes patient families, social 
workers, teachers, doctors, and 
additional therapists. As a member 
of a treatment team, activities 
therapists participate in frequent 
team meetings and are responsible 
for communicating patient progress 
to fellow team members.

Technological Environment

Activities therapists use a 
wide range of technology and 
equipment in their work, including 

telecommunication tools, word processing software, and computer 
applications such as spreadsheets. Equipment used by activities 
therapists during therapy sessions may include musical instruments, 
sports equipment, art supplies, and adaptive technology such as 
wheelchairs and pool lifts.

Communication Skills
•	 Persuading others
•	 Speaking effectively 
•	 Writing concisely 

Interpersonal/Social Skills
•	 Being patient
•	 Being sensitive to others
•	 Cooperating with others
•	 Providing support to others
•	 Working as a member of a team 

Organization & Management Skills
•	 Coordinating tasks
•	 Making decisions 
•	 Managing people/groups 
•	 Performing duties that change 

frequently

Research & Planning Skills
•	 Creating ideas
•	 Developing evaluation strategies
•	 Using logical reasoning

Relevant Skills and Abilities

WORK ENVIRONMENT
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EDUCATION, TRAINING, AND ADVANCEMENT

High School/Secondary

High school students interested in pursuing the profession of activities 
therapist should develop good study habits. High school courses in 
the arts, physical education, psychology, anatomy, and sociology will 
prepare students for collegiate studies. Students interested in the 
activities therapy field will benefit from seeking internships or part-
time work in therapeutic programs or with people with mental and 
physical special needs.

Suggested High School Subjects
•	 Arts
•	 Child Growth & Development
•	 College Preparatory
•	 Crafts
•	 English
•	 Health Science Technology
•	 Instrumental & Vocal Music
•	 Metals Technology
•	 Ornamental Horticulture
•	 Photography
•	 Physical Education
•	 Physiology
•	 Pottery
•	 Psychology
•	 Social Studies
•	 Sociology
•	 Theatre & Drama
•	 Woodshop
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College/Postsecondary

Postsecondary students 
interested in pursuing training in activities therapy should complete 
coursework in their preferred specialization (i.e. art therapy, music 
therapy, dance therapy, recreational therapy, horticultural or nature 
therapy, or manual arts therapy), as well as courses on counseling, 
physical education and therapy, special education, abnormal 
psychology, ethics, anatomy, physiology, and assistive technology. 
Postsecondary students interested in attending graduate school will 
benefit from seeking internships or work in therapeutic programs or 
with people with mental or physical special needs. Membership in the 
American Therapeutic Recreation Association (ATRA) may provide 
networking opportunities and connections. Prior to graduating, college 
students interested in joining the activities therapy profession should 
apply to graduate school in their preferred therapeutic specialization 
or secure related work such as therapy assistant or special education 
assistant.

Related College Majors
•	 Art Therapy
•	 Dance Therapy
•	 Music Therapy
•	 Occupational Therapy

Adult Job Seekers

Adult job seekers in the activities therapy field have generally 
completed bachelor’s- or master’s-level training in art therapy, 
music therapy, dance therapy, recreational therapy, or occupational 

Famous First
Susan E. Tracy, considered the first occupational therapist, served as the director 
of the Training School for Nurses at the Adams Nervine Asylum in Boston, pictured 
here. In 1906 Tracy set up the first 
training course in activities therapy 
to prepare students for teaching 
patient activities. She advised that 
variety in activity choices was key 
in order to match individual patient 
interests and therapeutic goals.
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therapy from an accredited university, as well as earned necessary 
professional certification. Activities therapists seeking employment 
will benefit from the networking opportunities, career workshops, 
and job lists offered by professional therapy associations such as the 
ATRA.

Professional Certification and Licensure

Some states regulate activities therapists by requiring specified 
education and experience for certification to practice. Those who meet 
the requirements can qualify for certification by the professional 
association representing their area of specialization. Requirements 
usually entail either a bachelor’s or a master’s degree in the area of 
specialization, a written examination and an internship of at least 480 
hours. Attendance and participation in professional conferences and 
workshops is common in order to enhance efficiency and knowledge in 
the field.
 
Additional Requirements

Individuals who find satisfaction, success, and job 
security as activities therapists will be knowledgeable 
about the profession’s requirements, responsibilities, 
and opportunities. Successful activities therapists 
engage in ongoing professional development 

and find satisfaction from working as collaborative members of 
interdisciplinary teams devoted to improving the health and well-
being of patients. Because individuals in this profession work with 
emotionally or physically vulnerable people and have access to 
personal patient information, they must strive to maintain high 
ethical and professional standards. Membership in professional 
therapy associations is encouraged among all types of activities 
therapists as a means of building status within the professional 
community and networking.

Fun Fact
Participating in art projects or music practice often helps physically or 
developmentally disabled people develop fine motor skills – as well as enhance 
self-expression.
Source: wisegeek.net
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Salaries of activities therapists vary according to the type and size 
of employer, educational background, work experience, professional 
registration and region of the country. Median annual earnings of 
activities therapists were $41,775 in 2013. The lowest ten percent 
earned less than $26,118, and the highest ten percent earned more 
than $66,430. 

Activities therapists may receive paid vacations, holidays and sick 
days; life and health insurance; and retirement benefits. These are 
usually paid by the employer. 

EARNINGS AND ADVANCEMENT

Metropolitan Areas with the Highest 
Employment Level in this Occupation

Metropolitan area Employment (1) Employment per 
thousand jobs 

Hourly 
mean wage 

New York-White Plains-
Wayne, NY-NJ 980 0.19 $25.67

Philadelphia, PA 580 0.32 $21.61
Chicago-Joliet-
Naperville, IL 560 0.15 $21.94

Boston-Cambridge-
Quincy, MA 510 0.29 $18.60

Nassau-Suffolk, NY 380 0.31 $23.94
Los Angeles-Long 
Beach-Glendale, CA 340 0.09 $30.24

Atlanta-Sandy Springs-
Marietta, GA 320 0.14 $19.87

Washington-Arlington-
Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-
WV 

300 0.13 $23.55

Warren-Troy-Farmington 
Hills, MI 260 0.23 $24.54

St. Louis, MO-IL 230 0.18 $20.05
(1)Does not include self-employ ed. Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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Employment Trend, 
Projected 2010–20

Note: “All Occupations” includes all occupations in the U.S. Economy. Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, Employment Projections Program

Health Diagnosing and Treating Practitioners: 20%

Activities Therapists: 13%

Total, All Occupations: 11%

There were about 20,000 recreational therapists, of which activities 
therapists are a part, employed nationally in 2012. About two-thirds 
worked in nursing care facilities and hospitals. The remainder worked 
in residential facilities, community mental health centers, adult day 
care programs, correctional facilities, community programs for people 
with disabilities, and substance abuse centers.

Employment of activities therapists is expected to grow about as fast 
as the average for all occupations through the year 2022, which means 
employment is projected to increase 10 percent to 15 percent. In 
nursing care facilities, employment will grow slightly faster than the 
occupation as a whole as the number of older adults continues to grow. 
Employment is expected to slow, however, in hospitals as services 
shift to outpatient settings and employers try to contain costs. 

EMPLOYMENT AND OUTLOOK

Related Occupations
•	 Art Therapist
•	 Music Therapist
•	 Occupational Therapist
•	 Physical Therapist
•	 Recreational Therapist
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1.	 What was your individual career path in terms of education/training, 
entry-level job, or other significant opportunity? 

I earned a bachelor’s degree in health and physical education from Kent State 
University with a minor in therapeutic recreation and, as a lifelong athlete, thought I 
would be a PE teacher.

I applied for graduate school and the University of Toledo offered me an 
assistantship. I worked in the PMD (Perceptual Motor Development) clinic, 
researching and assessing perceptual motor development in children and creating 
developmental protocols – for eye/foot, eye/hand coordination and balance. I was 
working under the number three person in the country for this research, and she 
took a sabbatical and did not return. So, I ended up finishing my degree in recreation 
and leisure. 

I passed the national certification exam to practice recreation therapy and I was 
employed at a large health care system. I became the therapeutic activities 
coordinator for a hospital, then manager of operations, then an administrative 
director. In the meantime, I got my PhD—which the hospital paid for—in Health 
Communication and Organization from Bowling Green State University. After that, 
I came to the University of Toledo. I became an assistant professor, and associate 
professor, and finally, a full professor. 

What we find is that if a nursing home or hospital does not want to pay a certified 
recreational therapist, they will call that person an activities therapist and they are 
usually paid less than a certified recreation therapist. Recreational therapists do 
patient assessments, treatment plans, implement programs and evaluate patient 
progress. Activities therapists and activities therapy aides do have a professional 
organization and training and there is a national certification council for activity 
professionals. 

Conversation With . . . 
RUTHIE KUCHAREWSKI, PhD

Director, Recreation Therapy Program;
Chair, School of Exercise & Rehabilitation Sciences 

University of Toledo, Ohio
39 years in field
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As a junior faculty member the focus of my research was an assessment tool called 
the clock test. It’s used in nursing homes, with people with possible dementias 
and memory problems. Teaching is still a big part of my job; I enjoy teaching and 
developing and mentoring prospective professionals.

2.	 What are the most important skills and/or qualities for someone in your 
profession?

Good assessment skills and organizational skills, because you are developing a 
treatment plan based on need. You need to be an advocate. You need good follow-
through, good listening skills, the ability to create good rapport. You need to be 
trustworthy because if your patients or clients don’t trust you, they’re not going to 
do what you want them to do. Think about somebody who has become a recent 
amputee. His whole life is changing, he’s scared or insecure, and is looking to trust 
someone who is non-threatening and compassionate. I always look at being a 
therapist as being a good leader with empathy and compassion who helps a person 
improve the quality of his life. 

3.	 What do you wish you had known going into this profession?

I tell my students this is a discovery profession. Often, if students don’t get into a 
competitive major like nursing or pharmacy, they go shopping for a new major. Since 
they’ve had the sciences and anatomy, we often try to steer them into something 
related, and this is one of those most popular majors. It’s a springboard to doctoral 
programs like occupational or physical therapy or a master’s in speech-language 
pathology. 

4.	 Are there many job opportunities in your profession? In what specific 
areas?

A fair amount; three came across my desk in the past three days. Opportunities 
are in hospitals, including VA hospitals, long-term care, camps, schools, prisons, 
group homes, and therapeutic riding centers. There’s also opportunity in municipal 
recreation departments.

5.	 How do you see your profession changing in the next five years, what 
role will technology play in those changes, and what skills will be 
required?

The kids I’m educating now are tech dependent. The upcoming Generation Z, born 
in 2000 and later, were introduced to technology at age 3 or 4. A lot of software is 
being used in simulation games that are part of therapy, for veterans, for example. 
Software is being used to teach children meditation and mindfulness. They’re 
learning to calm themselves down while they’re playing a game and they don’t even 
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know it. You can chart on a person with an iPad while you’re talking to them. It’s 
more tolerable and quicker for patients who don’t feel well.

6.	 What do you enjoy most about your job? What do you enjoy least about 
your job?

I love teaching and when I was a therapist I loved practicing. As an educator I love 
imparting my practical knowledge on the students and my enthusiasm for a great 
profession. I love helping someone improve the quality of his or her life through 
recreation therapy.

If I were an entry-level therapist, I would say the biggest challenge is the short length 
of stay for acute care. When I was practicing, it averaged 19 days on the psychiatric 
unit. Now it’s three days, maybe longer if the patient is suicidal. Activities therapists 
or recreation therapists today don’t have time to build rapport, see the etiology of the 
disease, or see the healing that takes place. 

7.	 Can you suggest a valuable “try this” for students considering a career 
in your profession? 

Shadow a therapist in various settings with various populations, so that you can 
see all aspects of what they do. I would encourage students to practice in a clinical 
setting and a non-clinical setting so they can experience the different types of 
therapy that take place. We aim to restore, remediate and rehabilitate functional 
abilities so that a person can improve the quality of their life through leisure pursuits.
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SELECTED SCHOOLS

Many colleges and universities have bachelor’s degree programs in 
recreational therapy or related subjects. The student may also gain an initial 
grounding at a technical or community college. Consult with your school 
guidance counselor or research post-secondary programs in your area. The 
online Therapeutic Recreation Directory (see below) contains a listing of 
accredited schools and programs.

MORE INFORMATION

American Art Therapy 
Association
225 North Fairfax Street
Alexandria, VA 22314-1574
888.290.0878
www.arttherapy.org

American Dance Therapy 
Association
10632 Little Patuxent Parkway
Suite 108
Columbia, MD 21044-3263
410.997.4040
www.adta.org

American Music Therapy 
Association
8455 Colesville Road, Suite 1000
Silver Spring, MD 20910
301.589.3300
www.musictherapy.org

National Center on Physical 
Activity and Disability 
1640 W. Roosevelt Road 
Chicago, IL 60608-6904
800.900.8086
www.ncpad.org

National Council for Therapeutic 
Recreation Certification
7 Elmwood Drive
New City, NY 10956
845.639.1439
www.nctrc.org 

Therapeutic Recreation Directory
www.recreationtherapy.com

 

Simone Isadora Flynn/Editor
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Dietitians and nutritionists are responsible for assessing patients’ 
nutritional needs and planning healthy food regimens that help 
prevent and treat medical conditions. They manage institutional 
food programs, oversee meal 
preparation, recommend dietary 
modifications, and provide 
education to individuals and 
groups of all ages. Increased 
interest in public nutrition means 
that there is a growing demand 
for dietitians and nutritionists 
who analyze food products and 
report information on nutritional 
content and vitamin supplements, 
among other issues of concern, to 
the public. The primary difference 

OVERVIEW


