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I started my work in AAPT while employed 
by a family shelter for homeless women 
and their children in West Philadelphia. My 
boss was an animal lover and was actively 
looking for ways to engage the resident 
families in onsite services. I was granted 
permission to bring my dogs to the shelter, 
where families resided for up to one year, 
and to offer Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy™ (AAPT) when clinically 
appropriate. My approved play therapy 
dogs, Winston and Tally, quickly became a 
welcome presence in the small community 
of residents and staff members.   

Research has found the experience of child 
homelessness to be highly correlated with 
exposure to interpersonal trauma (Herbers, 
2014). Many of the children I worked with 
witnessed domestic violence, had 
incarcerated parents, or were themselves 
victims of abuse. Reflecting on the three 
years I spent working in this setting, I can 
think of several notable cases in which 

implementation of AAPT was critical to the 
healing process.(All identifying information 
has been changed to protect family 
privacy.) 
 
A young girl was able to relate her own 
family’s experiences with homelessness to 
Tally’s prior history of living in an animal 
shelter. 

Siblings who lost everything, including their 
family dog, in a housefire, saw Winston just 
minutes after arriving at the family shelter 
and began dancing and giggling with joy. 

A young boy looked directly at Winston, with 
whom he had worked for several sessions, 
and made an abuse disclosure. 

The clinical benefits of each vignette are 
apparent. Because each of these children 
developed a strong connection with my 
dogs, Winston’s and Tally’s presence 
facilitated emotional safety, a core 
component for therapy with traumatized 
individuals. The young girl who saw the 
parallels felt heard and understood. The 
children who survived a housefire were able 
to grieve the loss of their home and their 
beloved dog. The young boy who disclosed 
abuse was able to find support from 
Winston during the subsequent child 
protective services investigation. 

  continued next page   
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Therapist Competencies 
for Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy™  

It is tempting to think that taking one’s 
companion animal to work is a simple process. It 
is not. Whenever another sentient being enters 
our lives and therapy rooms, we have new 
relationships and interactions to take into 
account. The effective and ethical practice of all 
forms of professional Animal Assisted Therapy 
require a great deal from the therapist. In some 
ways, it’s similar to going from individual 
therapy work to family therapy, but in this case, 
one of the participants in the process speaks an 
entirely different language and has rather 
different needs and viewpoints from humans! 

In the book, Animal Assisted Play Therapy 
(VanFleet & Faa-Thompson, 2017), several 
therapist competencies are described in detail. 
These illustrate the complexity of the work. 

• Therapy skills (all those typically used 
by professionals in their field of 
practice) 

• Play therapy skills (how to use 
playfulness and humor to create a 
safe/accepting climate) 

• Knowledge and skills in animal 
behavior (including selection, 
socialization, training, learning theory 
and practice, ethology, and more) 

• Animal handling (how to work with 
animals to ensure their safety and 
comfort while touching, moving, 
putting on equipment, husbandry) 

• Split attention (how to divide one’s 
attention between client and animal at 
all times to ensure well-being of all) 

• Facilitation of all the client-animal 
interactions (plan and set them up, 
encourage, assist, empower, process, 
and otherwise help clients gain 
understanding, mastery, & their goals) 

• Ethics and welfare (a huge area about 
professional practice in AAPT, and 
how to ensure animal welfare at all 
times. Includes the ability to anticipate 
and plan for animal reactions and see 
the entire experience from the 
animals’ viewpoints, while ensuring 
their welfare at all times at home and 
work) 

• Relationship (the core of AAPT--the 
ability to develop/enhance mutually-
respectful relationships with the 
animals, and foster them among the 

animals-clients-therapist)         
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Shelter Connections (continued from page 1) 

Each vignette also raises the importance of boundary and limit-setting. I met with 
children enrolled in the therapy service for weekly, 45-minute play therapy sessions. 
Because children lived in the building where my playroom was located, I often had 
children knocking on my office door to visit the dogs. This was particularly true of 
children seeking support between sessions. It was a challenge to support children’s 
clinical progress while maintaining boundaries that would keep the dogs and the children 
physically and emotionally safe. I used several techniques to set and maintain 
boundaries. 

 
First, I provided psychoeducation during therapy sessions and in casual conversation 
with residents about canine body language and the dogs’ needs for water, rest and space. 
This knowledge helped children participate in the process of identifying when the dogs 
might need a break, and to understand why they were not able to have unlimited contact 
with the dogs. 
 

Second, for children who wanted additional contact with the dogs (particularly if they 
were not enrolled in therapy), I allowed families to schedule 15-minute “Office Hours” 
visits. I asked parents to sign consent/release forms for their child’s participation and 
taught children to pet and brush the dogs appropriately and to cue the dogs to 
demonstrate some of their tricks.  
 

Third, to help children find additional outlets for their interest in dogs, I collaborated with 
other shelter staff to plan dog-themed activities including tracing dog stencils or playing 
games that had dog characters. This allowed children to explore their interests further 
and did not require the presence of the dogs. 
 

The ability to safety plan is an integral part of healing from traumatic experiences. 
Clinically, these techniques modeled the importance of caring for and communicating 
about one’s own needs and recognizing that peers and family members might have 
different needs from their own. 
 

The involvement of Winston and Tally in AAPT sessions as well as during “Office Hours” 
was received extremely well by the children, parents, and staff of the family shelter. The 
fact that both Winston and Tally had experienced the dog version of shelter life added to 
the resonance that residents felt with the dogs playing an integral role in their own 
experiences. 
 

  

Katharine Wenocur, DSW, LCSW, RPT, CAAPT is in private 
practice in the greater Philadelphia area. Along with her two AAPT-
Approved play therapy dogs, Winston and Tally, Katharine works 
with families, children, and young adults healing from trauma and 
other life challenges. Katharine conducted her dissertation 
research on the implementation of AAPT with homeless children, 
and she teaches an elective on Animal Assisted Therapy at the 
University of Pennsylvania. 

 

 

REFERENCE: Herbers, Cutuli, Monn, Narayan, & Masten. (2014). 
Trauma, adversity, and parent-child relationships among young children 
experiencing homelessness. J. Abnormal Clin. Psych, 42, 1167-1174. 
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The Two-Way Street: 
Asking Our Animals to Come 
to Us  by Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC 
 

In AAPT, we often talk about how we aim to 
develop relationships with our animal 
partners that are mutually respectful and 
beneficial. We want the relationships to be 
built on a two-way street. Many will agree 
with this idea, but what does it really mean? 
In this newsletter, we will periodically explore 
this concept in very specific and practical 
terms. This is the first such article. 

 

Having the ball thrown again is a powerful 
motivator that brings Kirrie back time and again. 

One of the important behaviors we usually 
teach our dogs is called a “reliable recall.” 
This means that the dog comes to us 
immediately when we call them. A reliable 
recall has implications for safety as well as for 
our peace of mind. It also offers us the 
convenience of having our animals respond 
to us when we need them. It can be 
particularly important to teach dogs to come 
when called when they are in distracting 
conditions, such as when they are chasing a 
cat or rabbits. My favorite way of teaching 
this is shown on Pamela Dennison’s award-
winning DVD, Training the Whistle Recall 
(available from www.dogwise.com or from 
www.pamdennison.com/pmdt-store). 

This is an important behavior for outdoor cats 
or horses, too. The same basic methods in 
Pam’s DVD apply to teaching a recall to other 
species. We need to make it a rewarding 
experience for them. Far too often we get 
frustrated and call them in an irritated voice. 
We sometimes do the same with our fellow 
humans. If we hear a cranky-toned, “Hurry up 
and get in here this minute!” we might be far 
less inclined to rush to do that individual’s 
bidding than if he/she called us in a pleasant 
voice and seemed genuinely pleased to see 
us. To establish this recall behavior, we need 
to use a pleasant tone of voice (or sound), and 
then some substantial positive reinforcement 
when the animal responds. That 
reinforcement might consist of some super 

tasty food treats, a really great scratch on the 
back or chest, a favorite ball or toy, and a big 
smile along with a happy-sounding “thank 
you!” The specific reinforcers depend on 
what motivates the individual animal.  

 

Sarah Gordon teaches Newfoundland Frank that 
coming when called is a consistently wonderful 
experience 

If we have developed a really great mutual 
relationship with our animals, they might be 
happy to return to us simply because they 
enjoy being with us. The video at the link 
below shows how Tracie Faa-Thompson, 
cofounder of the International Institute for 
Animal Assisted Play Therapy, calls her 
horses in from a long distance. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pnzs7tR
8rGM&t=1s 
 

“Two-Way Street” Concept with Recalls 

By giving our animals something worth 
coming to us for, we are taking their 
viewpoints into account. That’s a key 
component of good relationships. Even so, I 
think there’s more to this idea. 

On occasion, I’ve thought about the parallels 
with human life. Sometimes I’m working hard 
on a project or involved in an engaging task at 
a critical point. If another family member 
needs me at this critical juncture, I feel “torn,” 
often taking just a few more moments to 
reach a better place to stop. There’s also a 
dog-related version of this! 

 

Kirrie has dropped the ball on my desk and 
patiently waits for me to finish my work so we can 
go play. 

There are two other aspects of the recall 
process that are important to the two-way 
street approach to relationships with our 
animals. The first involves our responses 
when our animals ask us for attention or 
action. While we cannot always drop 
everything at a moment’s notice if the dog 
wants to play ball, perhaps we need to think 
about our own responses overall when the 
animals ask us to come. 

Several years ago I began taking stock of the 
times that my dogs asked me to go out to 
eliminate, to play, or to see something 
through the window interesting enough for 
them to bark about it. Through this process, I 
became aware of just how frequently I said, 
“Just a minute!” to them. I was expecting 
them to drop everything and come to me 
when I called or whistled, but I was also 
frequently expecting them to wait several 
minutes when they were asking me to come. 
If I had been listening more closely to the 
dogs, I would have realized this sooner. 
Whenever I said, “Just a minute” they would 
walk away and lie down again. They had 
learned that “Just a minute!” meant they 
would have to wait at least 5 or more 
(sometimes as many as 30) minutes!  

 

When the dogs made a request, often to go out, 
and then lay down when I said “Just a minute.”, 
they were telling me something about myself I 
had not realized before. 

Since the time I realized I was engaged in this 
lopsided approach to the relationship in 
which I was the inattentive one, I have done 
better. I still say “Just a minute” but I make 
sure I get right up when I can. I pay attention 
to what they are asking of me, and I usually 
don’t make them wait more than the 
proverbial minute.  (continued next page) 

 

 

 

 

http://www.dogwise.com/
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The second factor involves an even more 
fundamental aspect of the “coming when 
called” interaction. An incident with one of 
my dogs a couple years ago made me think 
even more about what it means to be 
“mutual” when recalling our animals.  

As Kirrie got older (she is now over 14), her 
typically snappy recall began eroding despite 
my periodic recall training sessions. She 
began wandering a bit more on her own, 
something that is likely related to her aging. 
On occasion she was slow to respond or 
seemed as though she had not heard me 
despite her hearing being okay. I found 
myself getting frustrated with her failure to 
respond as quickly as she had her whole life.  

 

I became frustrated when Kirrie did not respond 
as quickly as she used to. 

Somewhere along the way, I had learned that 
when I have negative emotions directed 
toward my animals that the first place to look 
is inside myself. Rather than standing there 
feeling irritated and calling Kirrie multiple 
times in an exasperated tone, I decided that I 
needed to get back on that two-way street. I 
walked over to Kirrie to see what she was 
exploring. She was sniffing the ground, and I 
just stood beside her for a few moments, 
watching her nose and body fully engaged. 
She knew I was there, and I did not pressure 
her to stop. I just observed and wondered at 
what she was experiencing with her vastly 
superior nose.  

When I was ready to go, I touched her hip, 
gave her a little scratch by her tail, and then 
pleasantly said, “Okay, Kirrie, let’s go!” She 
immediately turned and trotted to the house 
by my side.  

What an important lesson! I was surprised 
that I, a relationship psychologist, hadn’t 
realized it before! We don’t have to wait for 
our animals to come to us all the time. 
Sometimes we can go to them! Isn’t that what 
happens in good human relationships? Why 
shouldn’t it happen in our animal 
relationships, too? 

 

Rather than always expecting animals to come to 
us, what if we go to them some of the time? 

Since this realization, I’ve tried to walk the 
two-way street a little more often when I’ve 
wanted my animals to come to me. I don’t 
make them wait as long for me, and if they 
don’t immediately come when called, I go to 
them to reconnect. While training is 
important, and I do periodically practice our 
recalls, I think that our connections are even 
more important. That connection can take 
many forms – showing interest in what they 
are exploring, standing quietly by while 
observing what they are doing, a gentle 
touch or scratch. 

In our Level 1 and Level 2 workshops for 
AAPT, I now include exercises on this type of 
connection, this small easy way to get on the 
two-way street. What I’ve seen are animals 
(dogs and horses and sometimes cats) who 
immediately come away with their people 
when those people first reach out to see the 
world from the animals’ points of view and to 
reconnect in a gentle, less intrusive way. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

AAPT-Related Videos 
and YouTube Channel 

 
We are pleased to have several new 
professionally-produced videos about Animal 
Assisted Play Therapy™ thanks to CanCan 
Productions (www.cancanpro.com). We have 
set up our own YouTube channel now under the 
IIAAPT name. Please check it out at 
International Institute for Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy™ or via the following link: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCHvRiDRl
Yrz7GOtdhGw5h3g 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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/ 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC is a 
Licensed Psychologist, Registered Play 
Therapist-Supervisor, and Certified Dog 
Behavior Consultant. She & Tracie Faa-
Thompson cofounded the IIAAPT. 
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