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There are a variety of things to think about 
when adding a dog to your play therapy 
practice. I believe the environment is one of 
the most important aspects for the well-
being and comfort of the dog. It’s vital that 
the dog feels safe and has areas and 
opportunities to separate when desired. 
When it comes to working with kids and 
dogs together, a large space for movement 
and play is important. Of course, the larger 
the dog the more space is needed. I worked 
with my first therapy dog Koko for many 
years before opening my current office. 
During those years, we worked in two 
smaller offices where he constantly 
bumped into toys and knocked toys off the 
shelves with his tail. Even though he had a 
bed in the corner, it was not enough room 
for him to retreat. It was my hope to have a 
separate space outside the office where he 
could relax, and I wanted to find an office 
on the first floor to avoid having to go up 
and down stairs. With these experiences, I 
began planning for an ideal AAPT setup. 

I wanted a small kitchen with sufficient 
space that could be used in multiple ways. 
Because I had the opportunity to develop 

my current office, I selected a long 
rectangular shape for the playroom with 
two separate doors, one to a smaller office 
and one to the waiting room. I placed most 
of the toys against the walls to leave more 
space in the middle of the room. When 
dogs are involved, this additional space 
allows for active play, such as agility, fetch, 
and hide-and-seek.  

 

Photo shows the length & layout of the playroom. 
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My Playroom Has 
Gone to the Dogs! 
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Gone to the Dogs…  (continued) 

Carpeting reduced slipping and possible 
injury to the dogs or clients. The small office 
attached to the playroom offered a separate 
space for downtime for the dogs. The door is 
left open so the dog can come and go as 
wanted. Having the option to separate the 
dog and client is helpful if the client is 
fearful or there are safety concerns. 

 

The dogs have access to a quiet retreat they can 
choose to enjoy at any time. 

Having a door between the waiting area 
and the playroom allows me to manage the 
greetings between client and dog, which 
can be an important part of the therapy. 

 

 Outside the office, it’s important to have a 
safe and comfortable place for the dog to 
eliminate. My landlord and I agreed upon a 
set spot, included in the lease, for trips 
outside in between clients. This 
arrangement has prevented other tenants 
from worrying or complaining as everyone 
knows what to expect. Of course, it’s 
essential to keep the area clean!  

 continued next page    
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Gone to the Dogs…  (continued) 

Animals and Space by Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC 
 

In our lead article for this issue, Lisa Mink McGowan discusses her careful consideration of 
the layout of her office space with her dogs’ needs in mind. This segment looks further at 
animals’ needs for space. 

Just as people have “personal space” requirements, animals do, too. We often approach 
animals with our awareness of human requirements, but unless we’ve been fortunate to 
learn along the way, we tend to violate animals’ spatial requirements quite often. People 
are well-intentioned when they hug their dogs or rub horses’ faces, but the fact is that 
animals do not like certain intrusions into their space just as we do not care for them! 
 
Space matters. One of the reasons it is important to learn about ethology of the species 
with whom we live and work is that we begin to see the world more from their point of 
view rather than mostly from our own. Many “incidents” with dogs, such as facial bites in 
children, or dog-dog aggression, can be traced to a violation of the animal’s spatial or 
safety requirements. Dogs simply do not like to be hugged around the neck or pinned in 
place. Horses move away, if given the chance, from situations in which people encroach 
on their space and bodies. If they cannot move away, they can be stressed by interactions 
that are too close or restrictive. 

For therapists who work with dogs, I highly recommend Dr. Patricia McConnell’s classic 
book, The Other End of the Leash. It’s a game changer about our awareness of our dogs’ 
needs for less direct interactions, why they dislike hugs and face-to-face interactions, and 
so on. While our pet dogs might not balk at being squished and squeezed and hugged, 
they are simply being tolerant, and the bottom line is that ALL dogs have their limits. They 
might have put up with our hugs and squeezes in the past, but then lash out when hugged 
at a time they are in pain or ill. (The McConnell book is about dogs, but once you read it, it 
increases your awareness of other species and their need for space as well.). 

Space is important because it helps our clients (and our own families) show respect for 
others. First, however, we must learn for ourselves. Then we must remain aware at all 
times when we are interacting with our animals. This means we need to attend to what we 
and our other family members, and especially children, are doing with the animal and 
whether or not the animal feels intruded upon. 

In all my AAPT work, but at home as well, I want to ensure that my animals have an “exit” 
or “escape route.” I don’t hold them in place or surround them. They can move away from 
uncomfortable or stressful situations. There are so many pictures online of dogs, cats, and 
horses who are surrounded by a classroom of children or adults in a training course, as well 
as countless photos of people giving dogs tight hugs around the neck or patting horses on 
their faces. It is clear that the photos are shared with pride for the connections being made, 
but invariably the animals are showing stress signals that have gone unrecognized. Just as 
I would not knowingly require a client to stay in a stressful situation, I do not ask my 
animals to do that either. 

 

Picture from unknown source on internet. Cropped to eliminate faces.  
It is common to see humans intruding on animals’ space,  

apparently unaware of the stress signals of the animal (as shown here). 

 continued next page    
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Gone to the Dogs…  (continued) 

 

Beyond this, I made sure there were other 
areas where I could take the dogs for a walk 
and get in some good sniffing! My main goal 
was to create an environment where the dogs 
would feel at home when they are working. 
Having the opportunity to design my own 
space was very helpful, and it has worked out 
extremely well. 

 

 
Lisa Mink McGowan, LMFT, RPT-S, CAAPT  
is the owner of Therapooch Family 
Counseling Center in Camarillo, 
California.  She started working with kids 25 
years ago as a preschool teacher and 
brought animals into her classroom.  Lisa has 
almost 20 years of experience conducting 
animal assisted therapy in a variety of 
therapeutic settings.  In 2012, her playroom 
earned runner-up honors as the nation's 
(USA) Top Playroom by the Association of 
Play Therapy (APT).  Lisa works with her two 
chocolate labs, Mocha (8 years old) and Kona 
(2 years old).  They are both AAPT-Approved. 
 

                                                                   

 

 

 

Animals and Space (continued) 
 

In our book, Animal Assisted Play Therapy 
(2017, Professional Resource Press), Tracie 
Faa-Thompson and I talk about getting 
animals’ consent using the 3-second rule. 
We interact with the animals for 3 seconds 
and then stop. The animals often will 
communicate back to us whether they like 
what we are doing, are indifferent, or 
dislike it. By providing an exit, we permit 
animals to leave the situation easily. If they 
choose to move away, it is important that 
we respect their need for space! 

We all want our animals to be happy. Our 
animals do want to be close to us 
sometimes, and some want this more than 
others. They also have their own desires to 
have some freedom to move away, to avoid 
being crushed in our well-meaning and 
loving arms, and to have some choice in the 
matter. Building our own awareness is key! 

Then There’s the Flip Side …       
Of course, as you read this, you might be 
thinking, “But what about the animals? 
Don’t they intrude on OUR space?” The 
answer is yes. Some animals have learned 
to maintain space with others of their own 
species and with humans quite well, and 
others have not. Sometimes horses walk 
too closely to us with the potential of 
trodding on our feet. Dogs sometimes love 
physical contact and decide we need a 
“canine blanket,” as shown below.  

 

Jamie Goodrich, LPC, LAC shares this photo of her 3-
year-old Luna, who doesn’t seem to realize how her 

size impacts her use of space! 

When animals encroach on others’ space, it 
is often a matter of their socialization 
history, personality, training experiences, 
or youth. Jamie shared her picture because 
of the humor involved, but some  

    continued next column 

of us might become frustrated when 
animals move too far into our space. It’s 
important to know that they are not doing 
this because they want to dominate us 
(they don’t), but merely because they want 
to be close or simply haven’t learned 
another way. Just as we have to learn to 
avoid crowding animals, we need to help 
them learn how to position themselves so 
that our space is protected, too. Of course, 
when we are conducting therapy, we want 
our animals to give our clients the space 
they need, too. 

This is largely a training issue. We can teach 
animals to give us space. For example, if we 
don’t mind having dogs on our furniture, 
that is fine, but if we need to use a chair, it’s 
important that our animals get down when 
we ask them to do so. Horses who walk too 
close to humans when on lead can learn to 
walk a little farther away through the use of 
targeting. We show the horse a target (such 
as a cone or hand) to follow and provide the 
horse with positive reinforcement (a treat 
or nice scratch) for doing so. Force is never 
needed to teach these things! 

 

As you read these thoughts about our 
animals’ and our own use of space, do some 
observations of your own and your animals’ 
behavior with regard to space. Observation 
can be an excellent source of learning! 

 

Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC is 
cofounder, with Tracie Faa-Thompson, and 
President of the International Institute for 

Animal Assisted Play Therapy™. 
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Announcements 

On May 8-11, 2018, Tracie Faa-Thompson, 
Tara Moser, and I were pleased to have such 
a great group of participants for our Level 1 
AAPT training program in Pennsylvania. 
Jacque George joined us for a day and offered 
a presentation on her AAPT work with cats. It 
was an enthusiastic group with many 
questions and ideas. Here are just a few 
pictures from that training: 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Our July AAPT Level 1 workshop for 
Vancouver Island, British Columbia, 
Canada sold out quite some time ago, and 
we are very much looking forward to that.  

Our August Level 1 workshop in 
Northumberland, UK filled quickly, and we 
arranged for the Village Hall so we can add a 
few more. The October Level 1 in 
Pennsylvania has filled almost entirely with 
people on our waiting list, and the Level 2 in 
October in Pennsylvania is also full. We are 
grateful and excited to have such interest! 

We hope to have our 2019 schedule available 
by the next issue of Tails of AAPT. In the 
meantime, you might find some of our online 
courses to be helpful! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Online courses are available on topics 

related to AAPT as well as play therapy. 
Please find the course catalog at  
http://risevanfleet.com/shop/product-
category/onlinecourses/ 

Be sure to read our comprehensive 
treatment of AAPT in our book, Animal 
Assisted Play Therapy (2017).We are 
pleased that it has received such wonderful 
reviews from many leaders in the AAT field! 
http://risevanfleet.com/shop/product/anim
al-assisted-play-therapy-new/ 

 

                                   

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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