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When we start working with our animals we 

cannot conceive of a time when illness or 

injury may happen, but that day can come 

and often when least expected. I have been 

fortunate that my employer had 

encouraged my learning more about 

animal assisted interventions and 

recognized the benefits to everyone. This   

has allowed me to work alongside my dogs 

since 2002.  First it was with Abby, then 

Samantha, and now Jack. Even with this 

much experience, it still came as a shock 

when Jack was diagnosed with cancer. Jack 

went to the vet for a routine dental with a 

possible extraction but when we left 

everything had changed. As Jack was 

waking up, the veterinary technician 

checked his temperature and discovered an 

anal gland tumor. Within a few days the 

biopsy results confirmed our worst fears -- 

Jack was diagnosed with cancer of the anal 

gland. Within a week we found ourselves at 

University of Illinois-Champaign Veterinary 

Teaching Hospital and started the 

uncertain road to healing.   

How we handle our own fears and grief is 

extremely important, even more so when 

our animals have entered the lives of 

others, such as our clients. When Abby was 

beginning to experience symptoms of 

Canine Cognitive Dysfunction she retired 

from work; however, I struggled to share 

the truth about her health with my clients 

(at this time I worked only with adults 

diagnosed with intellectual disabilities) and 

gave only vague answers when asked about 

Abby’s very obvious absence. Through my 

lack of openness about her illness it was a 

shock to my clients when she passed. This 

experience reminded me that hiding the 

seriousness of the situation was not helpful 

to anyone. Abby had been the first dog to 

work alongside me and also the last link to 

my deceased husband thus complicating 

the grief I experienced and to some degree 

making me unable to adequately prepare 

my clients for her passing. After many very 

honest conversations with colleagues and 

people in my support network, the reality 

of how this situation should have been 

handled was clear. Only in hindsight was I  
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When Very Bad Things 
Happen   continued from page 1 

able to recognize why I struggled to talk to 

my clients about her illness and the 

prognosis. It can be difficult to share the 

honest reasons why our therapy assistants 

must retire and when there are serious 

issues, yet it is important to be as 

forthcoming as possible in such situations. 

This may also signal the need for 

supervision or consultation with peers to 

help navigate all of the emotions. 

 

Pictured: Abby (left) and Samantha 
 

Samantha and Jack worked alongside me 

at the same time until Samantha was 

diagnosed with Lyme Disease, and then the 

amount of time she worked was reduced 

greatly to avoid significant stress. When I 

started cutting back Samantha’s time 

working, everyone was given a chance to be 

with her and was told that her schedule was 

going to be much different so she could 

rest. As most of the clients had seen staff 

retire at some point, this made sense. Many 

also understood the impact of Lyme 

Disease through knowing people 

diagnosed with it. 
 
 

In November of 2016 I noticed Samantha 

having difficulty standing upright and just 

not acting like herself, so we took her to our 

local veterinarian immediately. X-rays 

revealed that she had hemangiosarcoma, a 

deadly form of cancer common in dogs. 

Despite a late-night trip to the veterinary 

teaching hospital, there was nothing that 

could be done to reverse the course of this 

terrible cancer. She was given only the 

weekend to survive and although it was 

difficult, I contacted key staff at each place 

                       continued on page 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Animal Assisted Play Therapy™: 
Indications and Contraindications 
Excerpt from the acclaimed book: Animal Assisted Play Therapy (2017) by Risë 
VanFleet and Tracie Faa-Thompson. Reprinted with the generous permission of 
the publisher, Professional Resource Press. All rights reserved: Please do not 
quote, copy, or share outside this newsletter without the permission of the 
authors and the publisher.  

An important question relates to the types of problem areas to which AAPT can be 

applied (indications) and those situations in which it would not be used 

(contraindications). Because it is a process-oriented form of therapy that includes 

varying degrees of structure and a wide range of specific interventions, it can be used 

with most major mental health difficulties, and there are equally broad applications with 

allied health and education goals. Chapter 13 provides many examples of how AAPT can 

be used with problems of anxiety, attachment problems, trauma, medical illness, 

depression, relationship difficulties, attention problems, autism spectrum disorders, 

oppositional behaviors, grief and loss, perfectionism, and many more. It can be used 

with all ages and with individuals, families, and groups. 

Much of this book discusses the use of AAPT in mental health settings, such as clinics, 

independent practices, and community mental health centers. We also refer to its 

potential use in occupational therapy, physical therapy, speech therapy, and 

educational settings. The idea of creating relationships with animals in a playful way that 

simultaneously assists with goal attainment in these areas has considerable 

adaptability. In addition, AAPT has been used by professionals working in residential 

facilities, nursing homes, and developmental centers. It has also been applied 

successfully to a variety of corporate and business ventures for the purposes of 

leadership development, team building, and stress management. The flexibility of the 

approach allows practitioners to adapt AAPT to the specific circumstances, and the 

range of actual interventions is bounded only by one’s creativity, the needs of the client 

or organization, and the personalities and welfare of the animals involved. 

 

 

continued on page 3 
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When Very Bad Things 
Happen   continued from page 2 
 
 

she worked to provide them a chance to 

come to see her if they wished. We were 

very fortunate to have 6 more quality 

months with our sweet Samantha before 

she succumbed to the cancer. The grief 

experienced was still painful, but as 

everyone was given the chance to share 

stories, write notes to her, visit with her 

(when possible) during these bonus 

months, I was able to help my clients (and 

myself) to handle the loss in a much 

healthier manner. 

 
Author Cyndie with current therapy assistants 

Jack and Dori 

When Jack was diagnosed with cancer in 

November 2017, it was impossible to avoid 

memories of Samantha’s situation. Many 

clients became fearful that Jack would 

experience the same fate as she did, and 

they shared their worries when I saw them. 

By educating myself as well as others about 

the particular type of cancer Jack had, and 

knowing that it had been caught very early, 

I was better able to maintain and convey a 

positive outlook. Even so, there was that 

ever-present fear that needed to be 

acknowledged by all who loved him.  All 

clients and key staff were kept up to date 

on Jack’s health. I always answered 

questions about how dogs are treated for 

cancer in an honest and understandable 

manner. I encouraged clients to write 

letters or make cards for him if they chose. 

This allowed them an artistic way to 

express their feelings. 

continued on page 4 

 

 

AAPT Indications & 
Contraindications…   

           continued from page 2 
 

 
AAPT workshop participants who represent 
mental health, allied health, and education 
professions get acquainted with our workshop 
helpers. 

 
It is far easier to identify the situations in 

which AAPT would not be used. AAPT 

might be contraindicated if the client is 

allergic to the animals being involved. 

Sometimes this can be worked out via the 

client’s medical professional using over-

the-counter or prescribed medications, but 

if the client has a severe allergy to the 

animals being employed, AAPT is probably 

not a good choice. Another potential 

contraindication occurs if a client is very 

fearful of dogs or horses. Of course, 

therapists can help clients work through 

such fears, and this is discussed later in the 

book. Nevertheless, a client might have 

different priorities and pressing problems 

that preclude overcoming their fear of the 

animals at that particular time. In those 

cases, AAPT would not be used, at least as 

the initial intervention. 

 

 
 

Playfulness allows clients in any helping 
profession to feel safe, and it is healthy for the 
animals, too! 

 

AAPT might not be appropriate when 

clients are quite unstable. If their behavior 

is erratic and unpredictable, especially with 

unexpected rages or acting out behaviors, 

it is better to forego putting animals in a 

position where they could be frightened or 

harmed. AAPT might play a role later in the 

therapeutic process, but it is 

contraindicated when clients are 

experiencing severe distress that erupts in 

potentially damaging behaviors. 
 

In any given case, practitioners of AAPT can 

decide about the feasibility of using this 

method by reviewing the guiding principles 

and thinking about the client needs 

juxtaposed with animal needs. If the 

principles can reasonably be met with the 

planned form of AAPT, then it is likely to be 

an appropriate use of the method. If there 

is some question about whether the 

principles and considerations in this book 

can be met fully, it is probably time to 

consult with an AAPT supervisor or plan a 

different, non-AAPT intervention at that 

particular time. 

 

 
Murrie checks out the accuracy of an AAPT 

workshop participant’s notes. 

 

The excerpt above is published here from the 

VanFleet & Faa-Thompson AAPT book with 

permission: 
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When Very Bad Things 
Happen      continued from page 3 
 

I am happy to report that Jack’s cancer was 

treated and he is now the picture of health. 

I share his story to inspire and to educate 

other handlers on how to deal with the very 

bad things that can happen in life with our 

animals.    

 

The author with Jack 

This article was written by Cyndie Kieffer, 

LCSW, CPP-AAPT. She is a Licensed Clinical 

Social Worker in Illinois & Indiana who has 

combined her passion for helping people with 

her love of dogs. Cyndie is a Certified 

Professional Practitioner of Animal Assisted 

Play Therapy™ through the International 

Institute of Animal Assisted Play Therapy®. 

Along with seeing children in a private 

practice setting she also advocates for 

individuals diagnosed with intellectual 

disabilities through Southern Illinois Case 

Coordination Services. Cyndie also enjoys 

helping others share their animals’ unique 

talents through involvement with Pet 

Partners as an evaluator, instructor, and 

handler. She has authored several articles 

about animal assisted interventions.  In 

addition, she has spoken at many national 

and state-level conferences on the topic of 

animal assisted interventions.  

AAPT News 
 

2019 Kirrie Award 
 

 

 
 

The International Institute for Animal 
Assisted Play Therapy® is pleased to 
announce the winner of the 2019 Kirrie 
Award. Each year 1-2 people are given this 
honor because of their outstanding 
contributions and dedication to the field of 
Animal Assisted Play Therapy™. Sarah and 
her sidekick Frank have spread the word 
about AAPT as well as the welfare of 
animals and the use of humane methods of 
building relationships with them.  
 

Congratulations, Sarah, for all the work 
that you and Frank do to help others 
(clients/students) as well as to inform 
others (professionals involved in AAI; the 
public) about what a true partnership with 
an animal is all about! 
 

 
 

 
 
 

New AAPT Certifications 
Awarded! 

 
We are always delighted when people 
complete the process to become certified 
in the various levels of AAPT. Toward the 
end of last year and the early part of this 
year, we were pleased to inform the 
following people that they had earned 
certification at the level indicated. We will 
soon be updating our online directory 
found at www.iiaapt.org.  This certification 
represents a great deal of hard work, and 
they must demonstrate their competencies 
in the many areas needed to conduct AAPT 
effectively and ethically.  
 

CERTIFIED AAPT SUPERVISOR 
 

Val Miraglia, Alaska (Luke, Skye) 
 

 
 

CERTIFIED ANIMAL ASSISTED 
PLAY THERAPIST 
 

Lauren Aboussie, Idaho (Stevie) 

Tori Beauclaire, Idaho (Charlie) 

 

Congratulations to everyone!  

 

2019 Workshop Schedule 

 

The Texas, Pennsylvania, and Oregon Level 

1 AAPT workshops are sold out. We still 

have some seats left for Northumberland 

UK in the fall. We are looking to see if any 

otherLevel 1 workshops can be added this 

year in the U.S., and we expect to announce 

soon a return to  Australia for a Level 1 

training in November 2019. (On tap for 

2020 is New Zealand and possibly South 

Africa, along with the U.S., UK, and 

Canada.)  Our 2019 Level 2 workshops are 

being held in Pennsylvania, 

Northumberland UK, and Alaska! Stay 

tuned to our website, facebook page, or 

newsletter for more information!  

 

                                                     
Even though Frank is seen near the 
Guinness tap in the pub picture, he was 

really just ordering a sandwich! 

http://www.iiaapt.org/
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In case you missed it… 
 

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 the last two pages 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.   
 

 
                       

 

AAPT Media:   

 
 

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/UCHvRi
DRlYrz7GOtdhGw5h3g 

 
 

Follow Us on Facebook! 

    https://www.facebook.com/IIAAPT/ 

    
 

Join Our Facebook Group 

Open to anyone interested in Animal Assisted 
Interventions and the Human-Animal Bond. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/AnimalAssi
stedPlayTherapy/ 

 

 

 

                                   
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                   

 

If you missed this before, please continue to 
the final two pages to read the latest book 
review of Animal Assisted Play Therapy in the 
Human Animal Interaction Bulletin of Div. 17 
of the American Psychological Association .  

 

 

 

 

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 
         IIAAPT, Lowick  
         Northumberland UK 

 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. 



TAILS OF AAPT ANIMAL ASSISTED PLAY THERAPY™ NEWS | #2 (1)  7 

 

 

 


