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What makes an outstanding horse for 
involvement in Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy™? I could list a number of 
characteristics here, but I’m not going to. 
My co-founder of the International Institute 
for Animal Assisted Play Therapy, Tracie 
Faa-Thompson, has written about them 
throughout our book, Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy (2017, Professional Resource 
Press). Finding a solid horse with a good 
temperament is important, but it’s only 
part of the picture. There is much more to 
be said about what we do with our horses 
that help them become happy, valuable 
members of a therapy team. At this point, 
you might expect me to turn this article 
over to Tracie to finish writing, but I’m not 
going to do that either. (We will have future 
articles from her, though!) 

The reason for this is that Tracie is too 
modest. She simply does what she does 
and doesn’t make a fuss about it. I, and 
others who have gone through our AAPT 
training/certification program, have 
benefited from watching her in action, 
though, and the thoughts in this article 

apply to dogs, cats, rabbits, and other 
species as much as they apply to horses.  

The picture above shows Tracie with the 
late Sailor, an extraordinary horse who 
loved people and being part of AAPT. His 
closeness with Tracie, big head over her 
shoulder, is no accident. He voluntarily 
approached her and stayed close to her on 
countless occasions that I observed. 
Furthermore, he would happily interact 
with other people--clients or workshop 
participants or visitors to the farm—in the 
same manner. But this isn’t a story of one 
extraordinary horse. All of the horses that 
Tracie has in her care are the same way, 
including those sometimes brought to her 
for several months of “rehab work” due to 
some behavioral or emotional difficulties.   

So this brings us to the central question of 
this article. Besides selecting and training a 
good horse, what does it take? How does 
one accomplish the mutually beneficial and 
enjoyable relationship we want for the very 
best partnership with AAPT horses? 

It is very helpful to understand what science 
and those who have spent years observing 
and living near horses have learned. The 
ethology of the horse is particularly well 
revealed in books by Marlitt Wendt. It is 
also critical to learn the body language of  
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A Horse Is a Horse…  (continued) 

horses. Rachaël Draaisma has a book full of 
info/photos based on research she has done on 
horses in livery. Tracie Faa-Thompson will have 
an online course on equine communication 
released on www.iiaapt.org later this year. 

Beyond these key elements, it’s all about 
relationship. There is no substitute for spending 
time with one’s horses, and much of that time 
should not involve our making requests or 
demands of them. Instead, it can include just 
“hanging out,” sitting in a chair reading in their 
presence, observing them as they interact with 
each other in their natural environment, letting 
them decide where to go on rides, playing with 
them, and setting up enriching activities, such 
as playing bobbing for apples! We have a lot 
more information in our book on this, but the 
key is to get to know one’s horses on THEIR 
terms some of the time. Seeing the world 
through their eyes is an invaluable exercise in 
empathy, and it provides some of the best 
education there is.   

 

When horses have a rich life with their humans 
in which they are free to be themselves, to 
explore, to enjoy, and to play, they develop such 
a positive association with people that they 
want to join them. In the photo above, Sailor 
approaches workshop participants and checks 
out the costumes they will be donning, pulling 
some out and shaking them around. This is what 
we like to see in horses involved in AAPT! 

Even highly experienced equestrians and 
behaviorists have found a whole new dimension 
to their relationships by simply spending time 
and getting to know their horses as remarkable 
individuals with their own interests and 
preferences. Time spent on the ground building 
a two-way relationship is to be treasured. There 
are many myths about how horses should be 
treated. If we simply get to know them and 
listen to what they are communicating to us, we 
are likely to make far better choices, and 
develop a true partnership at the same time! 

Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC is a co-founder of 
the International Institute for AAPT.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preparing for Dog Days by Val Miraglia, LPA, RPT-S, CAAPT 

 

Many of my clients were not surprised when I started talking about bringing a therapy dog 
to work.  After all, my desk had photos of many of my dogs, there was a picture of a Golden 
Retriever with a butterfly on the nose, and there was some art showing another dog 
playing ball with a cat!  In fact, I routinely have asked clients if they live with companion 
animals, and we have discussed them often in a variety of ways during their sessions.   
 

To prepare them to meet Luke – my giant English Black Lab -- I of course spoke with 
parents first and had consents signed, but then came the real work with my clients.  We 
had to practice how to approach a dog, how to interact with a dog, and how play therapy 
with a dog might be.  Because I live in Alaska where having dogs is so common, most of 
my clients told me they already knew how to be around dogs, that their dogs loved their 
hugs, and their dogs let them “do anything” to them.  So my work was cut out for me!  We 
practiced with a stuffed animal: being a statue or tree, pretending to let dogs sniff them, 
patting dogs on their chests or behind their ears (no head patting!), giving treats with an 
open hand, and discussing Luke.  Luke weighs about 80 lbs. and when he jumps up, he is 
taller than most kids!  English Labs descended from the Newfoundland breed, which is 
where Luke’s large head, jowly face, and drooling come from.  Kids with sensory issues 
were not sure about the drooling but I reassured them they could throw treats on the floor, 
and if Luke had a drink, I would wipe his face (even though he wouldn’t be happy about 
that!).  They thought that was really funny. 

        

 

I wanted my clients to be able to resonate with and project onto Luke before we even 
started working with him so I wrote a story about Luke to help with this.  Luke’s life story 
includes some rough patches and I knew that since most of my clients have a trauma 
history, they could relate easily to it.  I made it vague enough that kids could fill in their 
own blanks, and I readily added how Luke is not a perfect dog with perfect manners (all 
true!!).  (You can see Luke’s story, Meet Luke, on pages 4 and 5 of this newsletter). 

I usually have had kids read the story with parents and me so we could discuss it all 
together.  Everyone loved his story and true to my plan, kids started talking about things 
that happened to them and how they could relate to Luke.  By the time Luke actually came 
to sessions, they were ready and VERY excited to meet him.  Likewise, Luke was VERY 
excited to meet them too!  All in all, a happy start, making difficult therapy much easier.   

                      
 

Val Miraglia, LPA, RPT-S, CAAPT, Certified Filial Therapist/Instructor, and Certified AutPlay 
Therapist, has been in practice in Anchorage, Alaska for over 25 years. She helped start the 
Alaska Play Therapy Association and was active on its board for many years. Luke is approved 
by the IIAAPT as her therapy dog. Although she recently closed her office in partial 
retirement, she remains active with the International Institute for AAPT and continues to 
provide consultation, supervision, and contract work part-time. 

 
                                                                                                                                                                   

Luke smiles for the camera, poses with younger brother Skye, and with author Val Miraglia. 

http://www.iiaapt.org/
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Magic Moments in 
Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy™ 
 

by Lucy Llewellyn, AASW,PGdipNDPT,CAAPT 
 

 

Lykke 

I work in the UK conducting Animal Assisted 
Play Therapy™ with my dog partner, Lykke 
(pronounced “Luka” and meaning happiness 
and good fortune from a Scandinavian 
tradition). Lykke is a small Lurcher, so not 
your usual type of therapy dog. We work in a 
play therapy room with lots of human and 
dog toys, and she has a special area where 
she can go if she doesn’t want to be involved. 
She is off lead, so she has choices whether to 
engage or not. What I love about AAPT is that 
the play has to be mutually enjoyable for the 
client and the dog. As the therapist, it’s my 
role to work with any client disappointment 
that might occur if Lykke says no. This can be 
really valuable as it helps the child experience 
the give-and-take of relationships in a way 
that is understood and supportive. The child 
can choose whether to continue with an 
activity without the dog’s involvement or 
change their actions, relate with the animal 
and see what the dog might enjoy. Children 
develop understanding of the needs of others 
in this way. It is often the unplanned 
behaviors of the animals that can create 
some excellent therapeutic opportunities. 

 

In this article, I want to share an example of a 
“magic moment” in which Lykke’s 
unexpected reaction transformed the 
therapy. Lykke and I were working with a 
primary school child whose early life had 
been neglectful, unsettled, and scary. In her 
new family, “Susan” worked hard to be 
perfect and showed little emotion apart from 
violent outbursts when she couldn’t hold her 
feelings back any longer. She behaved 
almost robotically and did not seem to be 
making attachments to her parents who were 
trying so hard to help her and welcome her. 

After a few sessions of showing me how good 
she was at everything, Susan decided to play 
in the sand pit on the floor. She started with 
two horses, big and little, going out for the 
day. Trit trot over here, eat some grass, trit 
trot over there, smell the flowers. Suddenly 
out of nowhere came this big storm—the 
wind blew; the horses ran; they got 
separated. Every time they came close to 
reuniting a river would spring up or a sand 
dune would bury one of them. It went on and 
on. 

Her breathing was shallow, her skin pale, and 
the theme felt like a reenactment of trauma. 
Lykke and I were watching this, and I spoke 
mostly to Lykke reflecting how scary, how 
awful that the little horse couldn’t find the big 
horse and was all alone in the big storm, 
gradually being buried in the sand. I was 
wondering silently how this would proceed 
when Lykke decided to step into the sandtray 
and dug up the little horse! Lykke put the 
little horse on the carpet next to me. I 
whispered to Susan that Lykke couldn’t bear 
to see the little horse struggle anymore and 
wanted her to be safe. As I moved to put the 
little horse back where it had been, Susan 
said, “No! Lykke found me!” Susan then 
dropped down on all fours and started 
crawling like a baby.  

As the weeks continued, Susan was able to 
replay being a baby with a caring mother to 
look after her. Initially, she said that Lykke 
was the mother, and then eventually, she 
said I was the mother. In the “real” world, 
Susan became less perfect and more 
emotionally connected with the family who 
had adopted and loved her.  

For me, Lykke’s behavior created a “magic 
moment” that opened a door for Susan’s 
progress in therapy and in life. These 
moments don’t happen often, but within 
AAPT where animals are allowed to be 
themselves, the magic is always there. 
 
 

                                                                   

 

Lucy with Lykke & Freya 

Lucy Llewellyn, N.N.E.B., AASW, 
PGdipNDPT, CAAPT, grew up in rural Wales 
surrounded by animals. Starting off as a 
Nursery Nurse at 18, she went on to become 
a Qualified Social Worker in 2001, followed 
by a Post Graduate Diploma in Non Directive 
Play Therapy in 2004. Lucy became a 
Certified Animal Assisted Play Therapist in 
2015 and was awarded the Kirrie Award for 
her contributions to the field of AAPT. She 
currently lives and works in West Yorkshire, 
UK.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

Lykke shows some therapists the AAPT 
ropes at a UK workshop 

More Information 
 

--books, online courses, & 
skill-building workshops-- 
 

  Website: www.iiaapt.org 
 

 Store: www.risevanfleet.com/shop 
 

 Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC 
         rise@risevanfleet.com 
         IIAAPT, PO Box 613, Boiling 
         Springs PA 17007  USA 

 Tracie Faa-Thompson, MA, AASW, 
            PGdipNDPT 
            tracie.j.faa@gmail.com 

 Facebook page:  
    https://www.facebook.com/IIAAPT/ 
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http://www.iiaapt.org/
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Luke’s story, mentioned in the Preparing for 
Dog Days article, is reproduced here with 
the kind permission of Val Miraglia.         
© 2018, Val Miraglia. All rights reserved! 
The red pawprints separate the pages of 
the book. 

Meet Luke 

 

 
 

 

     Hi everybody! My name is Luke. I am an 
English Lab who was adopted by my mom, 
Val. I have been through some hard times 
and lived in a few different homes before I 
came to Alaska. But I am happy to be in a 
nice home now, and I learned a lot from 
those experiences. 

     And I am still learning! Mom says I am 
awesome. I love to go for walks and runs, 
chase a ball, spend time outside, goof 
around with other dogs, chew bones, and 
play with kids. I also love to learn new 
things and be around people. I have lots of 
energy but still like to take naps. But 
especially, I LOVE TO PLAY!! 

 

 

 

     I also am a bit impulsive which I think 
means I sometimes act without thinking 
and for example might try to eat stuff that 
is not good for me, like toys or trash. And I 
LOVE socks and mittens but they give me a 
bad tummy ache. If you see me picking up 
any of those, please let my mom know! I 
hate tummy aches. I know I am here to help 
you but I hope you can help me, too. We can 
be a team! 

 

 

 

And even though sometimes I make bad 
choices, Mom says she always loves me. It 
took me a long time to believe that but I 
know it rock solid now. And so I am trying 
to stay out of trouble but it is hard, isn’t it? 

 

 

 

 

     Mom said there are some things I should 
tell you. Like I love to play, but I don’t like 
hugs. I like to be petted gently, especially 
on my chest, but sometimes I feel itchy and 
petting me makes my itchiness worse. So I 
guess there is something called the 3-
second rule. If you pet me for 3 seconds, 
and then I nudge you, you know I want 
more. But if I don’t, or if I walk away, it is 
one of my itchy times and best to leave me 
be. I bet there are times when you don’t like 
to be touched, too! And Mom will help me 
respect that if I start bugging you… 
 
     When I meet new people, I like to sniff 
them first. Mom says if you can pretend to 
be a statue or tree and let me sniff you, we 
will be able to make friends faster.  

     If you give me a treat, you might want to 
throw it on the floor. You can use your hand 
if you hold it flat, but you should know that 
English Labs can be a bit slobbery so your 
hand might get a bit wet. I know some kids 
don’t mind that, but I have noticed others 
don’t like it. And sometimes I drool, 
especially when I have a drink of water. It’s 
just the way English Labs are made. Mom 
will wipe my face when needed (even 
though I really don’t like her to!). 

 

 

Continued on the next page  
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Meet Luke   (continued) 

 

     I have my bed under Mom’s table and 
Mom says if I am napping that I must be 
very tired. You could make believe there is 
a “Do not disturb” sign on the door. 

     But most of all I hope we can have fun 
together and be friends. I am looking 
forward to meeting you. See ya soon! 

     Love, Luke 

 

   THE END    

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for reading Tails of AAPT! Please feel 
free to share this & check out our past issues! 

  

Past issues can be found at 
www.iiaapt.org  

under the Resources tab. 

 

http://www.iiaapt.org/

