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This morning I saw a post on social media 

that I found quite distressing. It featured a 

young horsewoman complaining about her 

horse’s behavior when she was trying to 

ride her. The woman referred to the horse 

as “lazy,” ”psycho,” “opinionated,” and 

more. The woman described her own 

behavior as pushing, controlling, showing 

the horse who was boss, and similar 

references. This is not all that different 

from what I see all the time, not only about 

horses, but also about dogs, and to a lesser 

extent about other species. Usually such 

posts are in response to human frustration 

when the animals are not doing what their 

humans want.  

This phenomenon points to the need for 

education. Many of us have been taught in 

the past how we should handle animals 

using force and control. Sadly, these ideas 

are not supported by factual scientific 

information. Our understanding today, 

informed by ethological and animal 

behavior studies, points to the use of 

kinder, gentler, and more relationship-

oriented ways to work with our animals. 

Nearly everyone can look back and 

remember instances when they behaved 

regrettably with their animals, but when we 

learn and apply better methods, we can see 

vast improvements in how our animals 

respond to us. Our relationships become 

partnerships rather than frustrating 

exercises in control. 
 

The problem lies in our way of thinking 

about our animal companions, even if that 

thinking was instilled in us by well-meaning 

others. Using terms like “stubborn” or 

“pushy” or “dominant” or “ill-tempered” or 

“stupid” invariably suggests that the person 

is anthropomorphizing (ascribing human 

features to the animals), overgeneralizing, 

and misinterpreting the behavior. 
 

In nearly all cases, the animals have their 

own reasons for behaving as they do. In the 

post that triggered my writing of this 

article, the pictures showed an animal in 

pain. It could have been an ill-fitting saddle, 

the way the woman was sitting on the 

horse and using her own body, or an 

internal structural or medical problem with 

the horse.       (continued on page 2)  
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Missing Signals (continued from page 1) 
 

In most cases when animals say “no” with their behavior, it can be a sign of fear, anxiety, illness, or pain. It can reflect a negative 

association developed under similar conditions in the past. Every behavior is in response to the environment—external and 

internal—and “unwanted” behaviors are actually meaningful to the animals themselves and not the result of some ulterior 

unpleasant motive of the animal to deliberately thwart people’s goals. Animals give us honest feedback—their reactions are 

due to a reason, even if we don’t know what it is. In many cases, animals suppress their outward reactions because to show 

them can be deadly in their worlds, so if we see strong behavioral reactions, it behooves us to try to determine what is going 

on from our animals’ points of view. 
 

This newsletter’s cover photo (reproduced at the bottom of this page) illustrates this. When this photo was taken, Murrie was 

not responding to something I asked him to do. I could have gotten frustrated and mentally labeled him as “disobedient” and 

then become more adamant in demanding he do as I asked. Fortunately, I didn’t do either of these things because I’ve learned 

a better way of interacting. I consider him a sentient companion capable of his own thoughts and feelings and reactions that 

might be beyond my understanding in that situation. Seeing his whale-eye, which can be a sign of stress, I investigated further. 

When I touched him, I found that he was shaking, something that was imperceptible to my vision. I tried to see what he was 

looking at. He was looking at the window in the adjacent room. His whole body was tense, and I was clearly not on his radar at 

all. I still didn’t know what was going on, as I could see nothing to worry about. Very soon thereafter came a huge crack of 

thunder that startled even me. The environment did not immediately show me the context for these behaviors, but when the 

thunder boomed, I understood more of the context for his reactions. It is likely that he had been hearing the distant rumble of 

the approaching storm, or perhaps feeling the change in air pressure. It was coming from the direction faced by the windows 

in the next room. When I could put together all of his body language and then interpret it in context, it was clear that the dog 

was frightened by the impending storm. My request for a behavior had seemed irrelevant to him when he felt the need to keep 

an eye on the storm. The “unwanted” dog behavior was not about me—the storm posed a greater risk to him, and had I not 

realized this, I could well have made some handling errors that could have made his fear of storms worse.  
 

It is easy to toss blame onto our animals and to label them in unflattering terms when they don’t do what we want. It certainly 

is easier than looking at our own behavior and how we might be contributing to what is going on. It is also easier than listening 

to what our animals are telling us so we can adjust their environment or use that time to build our relationships. Because I have 

tried to listen to my animals consistently (once I had my eyes opened years ago to the fact that I didn’t know my animals as 

well as I had thought!), our relationships have improved. When that crack of thunder shook the house, all the dogs came to my 

husband and me, and that’s just what I want to see. They need not cope with scary things on their own—we are there to help.  

 

 

 

These examples show why in AAPT we consider it incredibly important to (a) learn the species’ 
body signals (language) fluently, (b) take “unwanted” behavior as a sign to investigate things 
like pain and fear further, and (c) avoid labels that blame the animal for our frustration.  

Living with animals all our lives is no guarantee that we are interpreting their behavior 
accurately. We first need to open our minds to the possibility that it might be our own 
behavior that is contributing to the unwanted response, or that we might be missing some 
important behavioral communications from the animal about that animal’s internal states or 
wellbeing. This applies to all species with whom we work. They have their reasons for 
behavior, and we need to become much better listeners to the animals themselves rather than 
the various beliefs or myths with which we have grown up. We need to look at their 
environment through their points of view rather than just through our own. 

Risë VanFleet, Ph.D., RPT-S, CDBC is a co-founder with Tracie Faa-Thompson of the field of 
Animal Assisted Play Therapy™ and President of the International Institute for Animal Assisted 
Play Therapy®. The IIAAPT offers online courses and in-person skill-building courses for 
professionals interested in involving animals in their professional work. www.iiaapt.org 
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AAPT News 
 

2019 Kirrie Award 
 

 

 
 

The International Institute for Animal 
Assisted Play Therapy® is pleased to 
announce the second 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™. We featured Sarah Gordon and 
her sidekick Frank as the other 2019 
recipient in our last newsletter.  
 
We are pleased to also give this important 
award to Diane Dioguardi, pictured above 
with Takoda and Shannon. Diane is a 
Licensed Professional Counselor in 
Connecticut and  Licensed Mental Health 
Counselor in New York. Diane is also a 
Licensed Veterinary Technician with a 
strong background in animal behavior. She 
is a Certified Animal Assisted Play 
Therapist with the IIAAPT. 
 
Diane has been a strong advocate for AAPT 
in her community and beyond. She has 
donated her time to assist with the Level 2 
AAPT workshops, and her affirming, 
informed, useful, and gentle feedback has 
helped participants develop their skills in a 
safe, fun climate.  
 
Congratulations, Diane, for all the work 
that you and your dogs 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. In the second 
quarter of 2019, 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 
 

Jacque George, LCSW, RPT-S, CAAPT-S 
 

 
 

Congratulations to Jacque who works with 

her 3 cats in AAPT!  

 

2019 Workshop Schedule 

 

The Texas, Pennsylvania, and Oregon Level 

1 AAPT workshops are sold out for 2019. 

We still have just a few seats left for 

NorthumberlandUK in September/October 

and for near Melbourne, Australia for 

November.  

 

The Level 2 workshops for Pennsylvania, 

the UK, and Alaska are all sold out as well. 

We are currently planning the 2020 

schedule and expect to have workshops 

available for registration in late July. On tap 

for 2020 is New Zealand and possibly South 

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

Canada. Stay tuned to our website, 

facebook page, or newsletter for more 

information!  

 

                                                    

AAPT Instructor Training 

Held in May 

During the past many years as we have 

developed the field of AAPT and gradually 

offered more and more training programs 

online and in person, we have taken it 

slowly because we’ve wanted to ensure 

that the quality for which we are known is 

fully in place. After carefully planning for 5 

years, we began our full certification 

program in 2015. This certification shows 

our belief in and support of those who 

receive it, as they have demonstrated their 

competencies in the many areas needed for 

the ethical and effective practice of AAPT 

(or any animal-assisted intervention).  

Next, we rolled out our AAPT Supervisor 

Certification in 2018, and our currently 

Certified AAPT Supervisors have been 

running supervision groups since that time, 

so we are expecting a number of new 

people to be certified as therapists later this 

year.  

2019 saw the roll-out of the AAPT 

Instructor training, held in May for a small 

number of invited participants. We will 

offer this training again in the future to 

those Supervisors who meet the criteria for 

it. Instructor training is by invitation only.  

This May, the following people successfully 

completed the AAPT Instructor training, 

which was conducted by Dr. Risë VanFleet 

and Tracie Faa-Thompson, co-founders of 

AAPT. Expect to see them co-leading our 

Level 1 training programs later this year! 

Congratulations to all on their hard work!! 

--Teri Holamon 

--Lucy Llewellyn 

--Tara Moser 

--Jodi Smith 

 

Visit our online directory of those who 

have been certified in AAPT at 

www.iiaapt.org, under “Certified AAPT 

Professionals.” 

 

         

http://www.iiaapt.org/
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. 
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