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We don’t often see one of our animals 
bored and opening the fridge for a snack, or 
feeling sad and baking a tray of brownies. 
We may see that in ourselves or our clients, 
but not our animal companions. Looking at 
our role in Animal Assisted Play Therapy™, 
the focus is often on our clinical work. 
Depending on our discipline, we are trained 
to look at the system, the individual, and/or 
the family dynamics. As advocates for our 
clients to work on emotional and physical 
health, we want to remember to do the 
same for ourselves as well as for the 
animals we involve as our coworkers and 
companions both inside and outside of the 
therapy rooms.  
 

Since going to a fast food restaurant for 
every meal is not something we would want 
for our daily eating habits, it is important to 
promote healthier eating in our pets. 
Often, we don’t realize that lower quality 
and predominantly “big box” dog foods are 
the nutritional equivalent of a fast food diet 
for our pets.  

 
Animals have been part of our lives since  
we were children and have played a huge 
part in Tara’s clinical practice for a long 
time. It was only when one of our dogs fell 
ill that we really began to see the 
importance in choosing pet food.  When 
buying pet food, many of us look at the 
price and convenience as priority. We were 
no different for many years. When you have 
a 165-pound dog you instinctively buy the 
biggest bag of food at the best price 
without thinking about the ingredients and 
how they can affect the pet. Our Great 
Dane, Bode, was then diagnosed with 
severe allergies and an auto immune 
disorder, and we needed to take a closer 
look at how and what we fed our animals. 
Once people learn more about nutrition 
and look at the choices they have made for 
their pets, they may spend a lot of time 
kicking themselves for those prior dietary 
choices. We certainly did! It’s important to 
keep in mind that your intentions were 
good, but the public information and 
education on pet food is cloudy. 
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Food, Mood, and AAPT 
(continued) 

The pet food industry is huge; there is a lot 
of misinformation, and like many other 
industries, the deep-pocketed marketing 
machines usually reign supreme. 
Unfortunately, many of those companies’ 
products are highly unhealthy for your pet. 
 
As Tara’s clinical work has grown, so has  
her level of knowledge in animal 
communication, behavior, and interaction. 
That is what piqued Geoff’s interest in the 
world of animal nutrition. Our combined 
knowledge and skill sets have led to lots of 
learning and growth for ourselves, our 
businesses, and our community. We made 
mistakes and as happens with human 
nutritional recommendations, there are 
always changes to stay up on!  
 

The authors’ store mentioned in the article. 
 
The goal in feeding our pets should be to 
provide our animals with the most 
biologically appropriate diet we can within 
our financial means. If your animal has 
dietary needs or exhibits various allergic 
symptoms or frequent bouts of digestive 
distress, then it is imperative to provide 
your pet with the best opportunity for a 
long healthy life. Recognizing that these 
goals are related to food can be a challenge, 
however. Deciding what constitutes a 
healthy diet for your pet can make your 
head spin because there are so many 
options as far as brands and even types of 
foods. There is no blanket answer for what 
you should feed your pet. Every animal has 
different needs, just like we do, but there 
are a few fundamental things you can look 
for.  
 
Dogs and cats are carnivores, period. It is 
not important to try and push a vegetarian 
diet on your pets. It will not work to meet 
their needs, and in many instances can  

 
(continued on page 3) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We have all been inundated with enough “fake news” these days that we probably don’t 
even like the term. I debated about putting it in the title, but the phenomenon that I want 
to discuss has some similarities. In our daily lives, as we listen to local, national, and 
international news, we have to do some research and make decisions about which 
reporters and news outlets to rely on for information. It’s not an easy task! 
 

The same is true when one is trying to learn about animals. Times have certainly changed, 
and it seems that things are moving in more positive directions in terms of the way we 
treat animals. At the same time, old myths die hard, new myths arise, and the most 
earnest learners must sort through vast amounts of information to determine what 
sources to trust. I think most people who have animals love their animals, and they want 
to do right by them. At the same time, there is no shortage of “experts” and “gurus” telling 
us how we should do it. It can be enticing to follow what they say, especially if they say it 
charismatically as many do. They speak with confidence and definitiveness and they seem 
to be experts, but are they really? We need to exercise some caution because not all of 
these individuals are as expert as they might have us believe. They, themselves, might 
believe fervently in what they are telling us, but that doesn’t mean that it is actually 
accurate or the best way. Furthermore, just because someone has written a book, has a 
show on television, or has many “followers” does not mean that their message is as good 
as it sounds. 
 

 
Notice that the horse is completely free to move away, but chooses to walk with Tracie Faa-
Thompson. The horse is also checking in with her. The behaviors shown here represent 
communications from the horse and reflect the excellent relationship that they have! 
 
 

There is a great deal of misleading information out there about animals and their roles in 
our lives, including therapy. This is certainly true about dogs and horses, the animals 
involved most frequently in therapy programs. This is “fake news” in the sense that it is 
not built on a solid foundation. It sounds very good, but it provides incorrect information. 
It does not reflect the latest knowledge about animals known from ethology and behavior 
research. I just watched an "award-winning" DVD about horses and therapy, and it was 
disturbing. What was said on the video made it all sound very good. What I saw on the 
video is another matter entirely. They talked about giving horses choices while using 
predatory stances and equipment to remove choice from the animal. They talked about 
voluntary behaviors by the horse while closing off all options for anything else. Fancy 
words by humans can cloud what is really going on with the animals. It is quite easy to be 
lulled into acceptance by the well-presented words and “explanations” about why Method 
A or Method B works. If we are not skeptical at all, we can become enthusiastic about 
Methods A and B and never look further into methods C and D. We begin to close off 
information that might be much better for ourselves and our animals. When we have 
limited time and are bombarded with information from all directions, how can we decide 
what and whom to trust? Which reporters should we believe? 

(continued on page 3) 
 
 
 

Fake News in the Animal World: 
Which Reporters Should We Believe? 

by Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC 
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Food, Mood, and AAPT 
(continued from page 2) 

 

severely harm your animal. Looking for 
meat as a first ingredient in diets, with no 
by-product ingredients, is a great place to 
start. Most allergies originate from the non-
meat ingredients in the food. Grains, like 
corn, wheat, and soy, should never be in 
dogs’ or cats’ diets. Other grains like rice, 
barley, and oatmeal can also be harmful if 
your pet is very sensitive. We always 
recommend consulting a small 
independent pet food store in your area.  
These stores have owners and staff who 
usually are highly educated in pet nutrition 
and will be able to fit your pet and their 
needs with the most appropriate food. The 
products in these stores tend to be high-tier 
rated with a concentration on quality and 
consistency, so you can shop with more 
confidence that your pet is no longer eating 
“fast food.” 
 

The key here is to take your pets’ nutrition 
seriously. The right diet and 
supplementation can go a long way to 
vitality, and in the long run, avoid costly and 
frequent visits to the vet.  
 

 
Tara with Bode 

 

Part of our realization that Bode’s food 
wasn’t meeting his needs came from the 
behavioral changes we saw in him. He was 
more withdrawn, sluggish, and no longer 
excited to eat. This came with an anorexia 
label to boot! Yes, dogs can become 
anorexic when they are informing us their 
needs are not being met. The veterinarians 
couldn’t figure it out at first. Once the 
allergens were detected, a simple diet 
change and he was back! When we learned 
that commonly-recommended food was 
filled with by-products, we turned to the 
local store (which we now own), and there 
is where we were educated. The costs of 
the healthier foods were overwhelming at 
first, but with higher quality, Bode didn’t 
need as much.          (continued on page 4) 

Fake News…   

(continued from page 2) 
 

 
Being off-leash, Kirrie decides for herself to 
go into this pop-up post-office during Animal 
Assisted Play Therapy™. When animals are 
given true choices and a voice in our work, 
they show us through their decisions and 
body language how they are feeling. 
 
The good news is that there is one source of 
objective information about animals, and it 
has been with us all along -- the animals 
themselves! In these days when we are 
eager to involve animals in our lives and our 
work, I think one of the most important 
skills we need to develop is to recognize, 
read, and interpret animal body language 
as accurately as possible. That means 
putting aside our romantic notions about 
the "magic" of our relationships (even 
though they feel magical) and really 
listening to what the animal is 
communicating to us. I can guarantee you 
that you'll see and learn some things that 
are surprising. But I can also guarantee you 
that you will have a better relationship in 
the long run... a truly benevolent, mutually 
respectful relationship that is built on trust 
and real choice and excellent 2-way 
communication. 
 

 
How do we decide what to believe about 
building a relationship with this horse? It 
matters to the horse and it matters to us, but 
it’s not always easy to spot the “fake news.” 
 

I mentioned the DVD that was unsettling 
for me to watch. The narrators had many 
good things to say. The photography was 
beautiful. Compelling stories were told. I 
remained unconvinced for two reasons: (1) 
what the horses were showing in their body 
language, and (2) the manner in which the 
humans were interacting with them. While 
I listened to the commentary, I also listened 
to what the horses were communicating. 
When one speaker said the horses were 
“connecting,” the horses were showing 
that they were switching off. When another 
speaker said the horses were volunteering 
to be with the people, I saw stress signals in 
the horses as the humans blocked off any 
possible egress. The human movements 
were well-practiced and part of a popular 
methodology in terms of training and 
working with horses. The practitioners 
were skilled. And the methodology is better 
than how horses were treated before. Even 
so, if we could ask the horses, I’m not sure 
they would be all that excited about it. The 
predominant body language that I saw was 
obedient and dutiful, but it lacked joy and 
interest and initiative. 
 

 
When the AAPT activities end and the horses 
think they should follow us inside, we know 
that they are genuinely interested in what 
we are doing. They are at liberty and their 
choices reflect completely voluntary 
behavior. This is not achieved through many 
of the methods taught by some of today’s 
popular figures. It arises from a commitment 
to listen to the horse and take his/her 
opinions into account, and to use horse-
friendly interactions at all times. 

 
(continued on page 4)         
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Food, Mood, and AAPT 

(continued from page 3) 
 

Within a short few days, Bode’s energy 
began to return and his happy, jovial spirit 
was back. Think about how you feel if you 
indulge in a food that isn’t ideal for you. It 
tastes great and you love it, but what 
happens when the effect wears off? Your 
pets will give you the puppy dog eyes or the 
sneaky behaviors because they want what 
is not always best for them. When they eat 
better, they feel better.  

 

Our pets are our family, and we would 
never take our family members’ health for 
granted because we are directly 
responsible for their well-being. Take the 
time to educate yourself and your pets will 
thank you.  
 

 
The authors of this article with Bode.  

This article was written in collaboration by 
Tara Moser, LCSW, RPT-S, CAAPT-S and 
Geoff Moser, MS. Tara is a Certified Animal 
Assisted Play Therapist and Supervisor in 
private practice in Southwest Florida. Tara 
and her husband also own a holistic pet food 
store with Geoff specializing in canine and 
feline health and wellness.  

 

 

 

 

Note: The IIAAPT does not take a position on 
the use of raw or prepared food. As long as 
dogs are healthy and have a veterinary 
health certificate, feeding choices are up to 
their families. 

Fake News 
(continued from page 3) 

 
For me, this is not how I want the animals in 
my life to respond. I want enthusiasm and 
interest and offered behaviors. I want a 
give-and-take in our relationship, even if I 
have to change my plans sometimes. I don’t 
mind if my animals are a little “naughty” as 
they explore their own interests. I want to 
treat the animal with the same respect I 
treat my human friends. This means that 
while I read and listen and watch what 
others are doing with animals, I maintain 
my own capacity for critical thought and a 
healthy dose of skepticism. I can do that 
because I’ve decided on which reporters to 
believe. These trusted reporters do not 
profess to being experts, but they are. 
These reporters do not put on a show—they 
are genuine. These reporters are the 
animals themselves! 
 

 
This “reporter,” the author’s Murrie, is honest 
and straightforward in his communications, 
if only people listen. That is true of all the 
animals in our lives. 
 
When we want to develop a relationship 
with someone whose language we don’t 
understand, the first steps usually involve 
learning more of each other’s languages so 
we can communicate. The same is true of 
our animals. First, we must learn the body 
language about the species itself. Next, we 
must learn the communications of our own 
specific animals. This is done by listening 
and engaging our capacity for empathy. 
We watch and learn. We see what things 
have a positive impact and which do not. 
We adjust. 
 

There are many ways to teach our animals, 
and I prefer those that are positive in 
nature. When animals have behaviors that 
are dangerous or unwanted, we teach them 
what we want them to do instead. We try to 
be clear in our communications with them 
while listening to what they are telling us in 
their own language. Again, we adjust. 
  
Animals are adjusting to us all the time, so 
perhaps there is much to be gained by this 
dance created by our mutual adjustments. 
This is a vast topic, but an important one to 
explore. It all begins with an 
acknowledgment that our animals are 
saying things to us all the time and our 
taking steps to listen to it as much as we 
can! 
 

So when we see the next expert telling us 
how we should behave with our animals, 
let’s stop and get our animals’ opinions 
about that. They will not steer us wrong. It’s 
important for us to keep learning, of 
course, and what the ethologists and 
behaviorists and neuroscientists are 
learning about animals is valuable indeed. 
Let’s just make sure we consult with the 
real experts--the animals themselves! 
 

 
 
Author Risë VanFleet’s  dog, Corky (1997-
2014) lets her feelings be known. When we 
consistently provide real choices with 
multiple options to our animals, they will let 
us know their preferences and desires. We 
just have to ask and then listen to what they 
have to say. They are not capable of deceit so 
we can believe what they tell us if we have 
learned their language. There is no “fake 
news” among nonhuman animals, so they 
are the reporters we can trust the most! 
 
 

Two other sources of nutrition 
information: www.dogfoodadvisor.com 
and the publication, Whole Dog Journal, 
which does annual ratings of the quality 
of wet and dry dog foods. 

http://www.dogfoodadvisor.com/
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2019 Schedule Open 
for Registration 
The 2019 schedule for in-person workshops 
(Level 1 and Level 2 AAPT intensives) has 
been posted and is available at any time for 
registrations. Full payment is due at the time 
you register.  These workshops sell out far in 
advance, so if you’ve been hoping to attend 
one, this will be a good time to sign up! Just 
go to www.iiaapt.org, and click on the 
Training tab at the top. 

 

 

Book Review: 

Animal Assisted Play 

Therapy™  
 
VanFleet & Faa-Thompson, 2017 
 
Publisher: Professional Resource 
Press 
The latest independent review of this book 
has appeared in the Human-Animal 
Interaction Bulletin of the American 
Psychological Association.  A copy of the 
review is included on pages 6 and 7 of this 
Newsletter, with permission from HAIB. We 
are pleased that it has been so well received! 
 

                                                      

Directory of Therapists 
and Supervisors 

Certified in AAPT 

We now have a directory of professionals 
who have already been fully certified in 
AAPT, along with their approved animals. 
This includes their bios, pictures, and ways to 
contact them. This appears in its own section 
of our website, www.iiaapt.org.   
 

 

 

Media:   

Sarah Gordon & 
Frank Appear on 
London Television! 
We were so pleased that Sarah Gordon, 
Certified Professional Practitioner of AAPT, 
and her wonderful Newfie, Frank, were asked 
to discuss their work with children on the 
spectrum for a special program on London 
television (Sky) in early October. Frank made 
the rounds greeting everyone prior to the 
program, and then showed his fabulous 
ability to chill during the actual interview. 
Sarah did a wonderful job discussing the 
importance of training and mentioning AAPT 
on the program. 

 
 

                       
 

AAPT-Related Videos 
and YouTube Channel 
 

We are pleased to have several 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: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCHvRiDRl
Yrz7GOtdhGw5h3g 

 

 

 

 

Monique van Loggerenberg of South Africa 
presented her dissertation research on Equine 
Assisted Play Therapy™ at the recent Level 2 
AAPT Workshop in Pennsylvania.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                   

Please continue to pages 6 and 7 to read the 
latest book review of Animal Assisted Play 

Therapy.  

 

 

 

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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The HAIB is an open access, online, peer-reviewed publication of the American Psychological Association. 
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