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1. The program must be used in its entirety, without any sections, content, or graphics being 

added or removed.

2. Full credit is given to the author and publisher verbally and in writing whenever this is 
shared or used with others. The following statement is made: òThis powerpoint /document is 
made available through the generosity of the International Institute for Animal Assisted Play 
TherapyÈ and the author, Dr. Ris± VanFleet.ó

3. Under no circumstances may this document be used in exchange for monetary fees or to 
collect or generate money in any way.
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ÁRisë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC is a child/family psychologist, a
registered play therapist -supervisor, and a certified dog behavior
consultant with 45 years of experience in a variety of roles . She sees
clients for psychotherapy, works with dogs with behavioral issues, and
conducts and teaches Animal Assisted PlayTherapyÊ.

ÁDr. VanFleet is well -known internationally for her professional
workshops and writing about a number of play therapy topics, Filial
Therapy, dog behavior/training, traumatized animals, and Animal
Assisted Play Therapy® (a field she co-founded and developed with
Tracie Faa-Thompson of the UK).

ÁShe has been given 14 state, national, and international awards for her
teaching and writing . For example, she received the Pennsylvania
Psychological AssociationõsDistinguished Contributions to the Science
and Professionof Psychology Award, as well as several Maxwell Awards
and Special Awards for her writing from the Dog Writers Association
of America .

ÁShe is the author of dozens of books, articles, chapters, and video -
based online courses. Her most recent book, coauthored with Tracie
Faa-Thompson, is the acclaimed and Maxwell Award -winning Animal
Assisted PlayTherapy, published by Professional Resource Press.
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ÁFar too often, we see photos and videos of therapy animals on the internet that
suggest considerable stress in the animals. Many of these stressed images are
followed by comments about how cute the animal is, apparently with little realization
of what the animal is communicating through his or her body language .

ÁWe know that people love their animals and mean well as they share them in various
therapy programs . Some are involved in volunteer programs while others work with
their animals in a professional therapy or educational context .

ÁRecently on facebook , I commented on the importance of learning animal body
language so that we can ensure that our animals are enjoying the work we ask them
to do and so we can advocate for our animals at the earliest moment that we
recognize that they are showing signs of stress.

ÁIn response to this, someone asked me where they could see photos of what therapy
animals look like when they are enjoying their work . I posted some that I had, and it
was so popular that I decided to formalize it into this document, in case it might be
helpful to others . --Risë
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ÁWhen we work with any species in Animal Assisted Interventions (AAI), we
need to learn to read their body language fluently . This helps us take action
to alleviate the sources of stress as early as possible .

ÁThis helps with risk management and assures our attention to animal welfare .

ÁIt also can be useful when working with clients to help them develop their
empathy for animals.

ÁThis document is not intended to be a study of body language ðthere are
many good resources for that, some of which are listed at the end on the
Resources pages.

ÁAt IIAAPT, we have online courses about body language, and those will be
listed in the Resources section as well .

ÁThe focus of this document is simply to provide some images that show what
animals look like when they are enjoying their roles in therapy .
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ÁIn the photo on the previous page, Josie Patches was waiting for a client to
teach her a new trick ðhow to unroll the òmagiccarpet .óShe is sitting
patiently, tail slowly wagging, body forward, ears forward but relaxed, eyes
soft while watching what is going on. She is basically relaxed, but alert,
completely engrossed in what is going on. She is allowed to set her own
distance, not crowded, no leash or other device holding her in place .

ÁIn most volunteer, visitation -type programs, leashes are required, such as for
visits to hospitals . This makes sense for those programs, and the key is to
keep the leashes loose at all times, and for people not to be tugging them or
pulling them around .

ÁIn our AAPT work, we need to work with more freedom for the animals, so we
typically do not have the dogs on leash or horses on a rope very much at all .
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BEFORE: STRESSED AFTER: CONFIDENT
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ÁBelieve it or not, this is the same dog under two different environmental conditions .

ÁThe first picture is after the dog was removed from a very bad situation and was
brought into a rescue. She is showing lots of stress signals and appeasement behaviors
to communicate, òImean no harm, please donõthurt me.ó

ÁThese stress signals include the ears back, tail tucked and wagging tightly (so you
almost canõtsee it in this still shot), squinty eyes, mouth showing all the teeth while
commissures (where upper & lower lips meet) are drawn way back, entire body
leaning backward, stiff body, body orienting away from the person standing with the
camera.

ÁThe second picture is after several weeks of living in a safe environment where no
aversive methods were used to correct or scold . This dog bounced back quickly (not
all do), and developed more confidence, as depicted in the second photo : tail at mid -
range and relaxed, ears perked forward, eyes open and soft while watching something
of interest, mouth relaxed and dripping after drinking water, stance is squarely over
the feet.

© 2019, Risë VanFleet, Ph.D. with IIAAPT. All rights reserved.
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ÁThese show animals who are not enjoying what is happening, as seen in their stress signals and
body language . Can you see the signs? If not, some of the resources in the back of this document
are likely to be helpful as you continue your journey learning about the ways that animals
communicate their feelings and reactions . (Images had been shared publicly, but I have removed
identifying information to protect privacy .)
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Edited to remove any identifying information.

Do you see the signs of stress in the body language of these dogs?

What do you notice about the environment that might relate to their reactions?
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ÁThese photos are taken from the internet (publicly posted), where people reacted
with laughter or with comments about how wonderful the situation was. This is
likely because they were looking at them from a human point of view and not the
animalsõpoints of view.They are included here for educational purposes only.

ÁThe pictures were altered to protect the privacy of the people in them or the
program being portrayed, and we must note that we do not know the full context
under which the photos were taken. All we can say is that at the moment the photos
were taken, the animals were displaying stress signals that most of the people who
commented on the pictures seemed unaware of.

ÁThe pictures show human behaviors that often are stressful to animals, such as
hugging or lying on dogs, writing on animals, surrounding and crowding animals,
using tight ropes or leashes, extensive and uncomfortable equipment to allow the
therapy to occur, and dressing up animals who donõtwant to be dressed up.

ÁBefore turning our attention to what therapy animals look like when they are
enjoying themselves, I will share a few photos of my own that illustrate stress
reactions . I will provide the context for these photos.
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ÁThese photos were taken by the author of horses presented by others as therapy horses or equine
therapy prospects . At this point in time, these horses are showing that they were not at all interested in
or appropriate for therapy work .

ÁThe horse on the left showed no interest in the people who entered the field . He moved away and kept
himself at this distance . He had poor associations with people and was pretty switched off when they
were around . He chose to avoid them. The horse on the right is highly stressed (notice pinned ears,
tense facial and neck muscles). A single person approached him but did not touch him while he was
eating . (The hand was kept at least 12-18 inches away, and present for just a few seconds). He had
previously been trained with pressure -and-release methods and was very wary of people, especially
in the presence of food.

© 2019, Risë VanFleet, Ph.D. with IIAAPT. All rights reserved.
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ÁKirrie and Murrie are stable, happy
dogs with whom I have a great two-
way relationship . Iõmputting typical
photos of them here so you can see
what they usually look like . In the 4
slides that follow, I did some minor
things to add stress to our interaction,
and you will be able to see how they
react .

ÁThis was done for educational
purposes only and should not be
repeated by others . I know these
dogs extremely well, and I knew that
a very short interaction like this
would not have lasting effects
because we just donõtdo these
things . Plus, they were paid
handsomely for their efforts with
scratches, treats, and play.
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ÁThis picture showsMurrieõsreaction to òlooming,ómeaning I
was bent at the waist while facing him directly, leaning over
him. I didnõttouch him, nor speak to him, nor did I lean very
far. Notice how his ears are lowered and pulled back, the
round eyes and dilated pupils, the closed mouth. Most dogs
do not like looming because it is far too direct for the ways
that dogs usually communicate . Unfortunately, we humans do
it all the time.

ÁMurrie has been trained using all positive reinforcement
methods and loves being with people, but this simple act
that is not dog -friendly brings this reaction . If a stable, well
socialized dog reacts this way, how might dogs who are more
stressed react? Because most dogs dislike looming, itõsbest
if we and our clients avoid it entirely and instead approach
less directly .

ÁMurrie was paid handsomely for participating in this 5-
secondòphotosession.ó
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ÁAgain, we see Murrieõsears lowered and pulled
back . Also, he is doing a look -away (averting his
gaze), with the pupils still dilated . He is engaging
in a nose lick . These are all stress signals .

ÁThe situation : I used a slightly displeased tone to
say,òWhatdid you do?óThis is something I never
do with him, but he recognized the tone of
displeasure, even though I do not scold him at any
other times. The photo was taken in just 5 seconds
and then he was rewarded with lots of touch,
treats, happy sounds, and a romp outdoors .

ÁThis is what happens with all those òguiltydogó
photos and videos . The dogs are reacting to the
tone of voice, and probably do not have any idea
about what is frustrating the humans!
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ÁI donõttypically dress Kirrie up because I know she doesnõt
like it. For an educational òpublicservice announcementóI
very briefly put this crown on her, snapped a picture, and
then gave her treats and some play outdoors .

ÁShe has pulled her ears down and back (you canõtreally see
that in the picture), closed her mouth, and tightened some of
the muscles in her face. Katie, who has not seen the dogs in
our family dressed up is sniffing, most likely out of curiosity .
Immediately after this photo was taken, Kirrie shook this off
and ran around freely (she had it on for 5 seconds).

ÁIn Animal Assisted Play Therapy® we do not dress up any
animals unless 3 conditions are met: (a) the animal has to
LIKE it, (b) it cannot depersonalize the animal in any way, and
(c) the activity must strengthen, not detract from, the
relationship between human and animal . This rules out most
dress-up in our work .
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ÁHereõsjust one more of Murrie, taken a couple years ago,
to illustrate the impact of hugs. He was paid handsomely
for this, too.

ÁHumans love to hug dogs. Dogs are usually not so crazy
about the round -the-neck type hugs.

ÁFor more information, read the classic book, The Other
End of the Leash, by Patricia McConnell .

ÁSadly, hugs around the neck are the cause of many facial
bites to children, soitõsbetter to avoid them.

ÁMany dogs tolerate them, but they do not enjoy them.Itõs
not a mutually enjoyable interaction!

ÁIn the photo, Iõmholding Murrie very loosely around the
neck, just to get this photo for educational purposes .

ÁMurrie, who LOVES to be touched and petted, shows he
is not keen on the hug: ears lowered, mouth closed, look
away, and whale eye (the white showing at the side) . (He
has turned to look at a blank wall, not a person .)

ÁWhat do you think he did when I let go? He jumped
down and away from me.
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ÁNow that we have covered some really basic elements of animal stress signals that might occur
in therapy work of any kind, we urge you to do two things if you havenõtalready :

VGo through a couple of the resources listed at the end of this document to learn more about body
language, or find a similar and reputable resource for the species with which you live and work .

VBegin observing your animals all the time for these signals .Youõllprobably notice more than you have
in the past!

ÁIn the slides that follow are photos of animals involved in work that they enjoy. Most of the
photos were taken during workshops offered by the International Institute for Animal Assisted
Play Therapy® where we demonstrate and teach how to recognize and react to stress signs in
animals. The photos represent what might happen in therapy sessions as well . For all, we have
written permission to share them to help educate others .

ÁAs with the stressed animal photos, we canõtreally interpret accurately without a full knowledge
of the context, but for each of the following photos, some of the context is provided .

ÁSo,on to the photos of what we would like therapy animals to look like!
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ÁIn general, we want them to have 
the same appearance at home and 
at work.

ÁHow we treat them at home shows 
up at work.

ÁHere are 4 dogs, asked to sit and 
stay, all showing relaxation and 
likely a bit of anticipation, as I 
often give them some treats after 
taking photos. 

ÁNotice the soft eyes, open mouths 
on 3 of them, relaxed body 
postures, smooth foreheads, ears 
pricked forward.



ÁHere we see Geronimo in the UK,
showing some features that helped
him become a lovely therapy horse
despite his initial òcheekiness.ó

ÁHe is standing squarely over his feet,
relaxed tail, ears forward (even though
you canõtsee them here), soft eye, and
tossing the bucket around .

ÁContext : he and the other horses had
finished eating, the buckets had been
gathered, and he began picking them
up and tossing them around .

ÁPlayfulness is usually a sign that
animals are relaxed . They do not play
unless they are feeling safe.

ÁGeronimoõsplayfulness served him
well during the years he worked in
Equine Assisted Play Therapy® with
Tracie Faa-Thompson.

© 2019, Risë VanFleet, Ph.D. with IIAAPT. All rights reserved.
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ÁPreparing animals to work with us
means we create reciprocal, mutually -
enjoyable relationships at home first .

ÁWe also socialize them to other
people, the work environment, and
types of activities we might ask them
to participate in.

ÁLeft: Kirrie shows Murrie the ropes in
the playroom before Murrie begins
his AAPT work .

ÁRight: Murrie and Kirrie show Josie
Patches the ropes .

ÁNote the relaxed faces, postures, ears
forward, soft eyes.

ÁThe dogs are not on leashes, as we
train and socialize them properly so
that they are under control, but have
the freedom to move away as they
wishñanother way to ensure their
enjoyment of the work at all times!

© 2019, Risë VanFleet, Ph.D. with IIAAPT.        

All rights reserved.
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As noted before, some programs 

require leashes, but those should 

always be kept loose, and the animalsõ 

desire to move away needs to be 

honored always.



ÁWe want therapy animals to truly enjoy
the work and want to participate in it .
This requires us to learn body language
fluently to make sure we are seeing their
true feelings .

ÁPictured : Kirrie, a very sociable dog with
wonderful play therapy skills, saw this
group of professionals in an AAPT
training program meeting as a small
group to plan an activity . She saw a small
opening on the ottoman and squeezed in
between the two people sitting on it!
While she has been trained to get down
if asked, they were pleased that she so
freely chose to join their group . © 2019, Risë VanFleet, Ph.D. with IIAAPT. All rights reserved.
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ÁThis occurred in the middle of a
workshop where we were doing
equine activities . This horse decided
to lie down and roll around, and
clearly was relaxed since he was
putting himself in a position
vulnerable for horses. We did not
interfere, and mostly just stopped to
watch what he was doing, to consider
how he was feeling, and to think about
how that relates to human life, too.

ÁWe love seeing animals choose to do
things that feel good to them!
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ÁCorky and her sister, Jagen, both lived to age 17. They did
not work very much as play therapy dogs with me, but they
did work a little .

ÁBeing Beagles, they both bayed/howled when they were
excited . At home, we did òfamilybayingówhere we joined
in when they began howling . Soon, we could howl, and they
joined in with us. This was followed by something they
enjoyed, such as going outdoors for a sniff or a romp .

ÁEventually, I involved them in some sessions with shy or
serious children, and the kids howled with me to see if the
dogs would respond, and they always did . This always
broke the ice and let the kids know that being playful and
able to laugh were good things . The children concentrated
on the dogs and forgot to be self-conscious, and it had a
freeing impact .
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ÁPlay usually 
suggests that an 
animal feels safe 
and comfortable in 
the environment. 

ÁHaving animals 
exhibit playfulness 
is very valuable in 
Animal Assisted 
Play Therapy®, and 
itõs a great way to 
build our own 
relationships with 
animals as well as 
for our clients.
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ÁWe want to see animals having 
fun, as these two are. Note their 
forward positioning as they run 
after the ball, mouths open, 
eyes focused on the ball, 
sideways postures vis -à-vis 
each other, ears forward, alert 
play, but no stress signals.

ÁThis is remarkable because the 
Australian Shepherd, Katie, 
used to be a highly fearful dog 
who froze at the sight of one leaf 
falling. They were not involved 
in therapy at the time this photo 
was taken, but this depicts the 
types of play that are healthy 
for dogs, where they can 
engage in it freely. Their body 
language is all about play, 
which is also a great way to 
relieve stress.
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ÁWhen animals feel free to explore
their environment, including the
people with whom they are
working, it usually helps them feel
safer and more comfortable .

ÁItõshealthy for animals to be able
to explore, so providing some
opportunities for this is great for
mental and physical stimulation .

ÁThe photo shows the late great
Sailor (Tracie Faa-Thompsonõsin
the UK) during an AAPT workshop
exploring the box of props to be
used in an activity . We like therapy
animals to feel free to do this!
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ÁWe were preparing for a workshop
activity, one we also do with families .
This pony, completely at liberty (no
equipment or ropes) came over to the
person and the tubs with toy items in
them. The pony was curious and the
person just stopped and let the pony
sniff .

ÁThe pony is relatively relaxed,
stretching his head and neck forward,
standing pretty squarely over his feet,
tail relaxed, ears monitoring what is
going on in the environment . The pony
stopped a couple feet away, so there
might be some tentativeness there,
although there might have been some
items in the way.

ÁThere is no one asking the pony to
move closer . The entire space behind
and on the ponyõsleft side is open so
he can easily move away.

© 2019, Risë VanFleet, Ph.D. with IIAAPT. All rights reserved.
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ÁMany things contribute to an animalõs
sociability, including basic personality, how
well he/she has been socialized during the
key developmental periods, and the quality of
the relationships that they have developed
with their humans.

ÁShowing curiosity with people is a sign that
the animal is feeling comfortable enough to
approach . In therapy, it is far more authentic
when the animal approaches without being
moved with equipment or cued to do so. It is
valuable for clients to learn how to let the
animals approach them.

ÁThese photos show animals who have
approached the people and have sought
contact with them, rather than the other way
around .Itõsa powerful message in therapy .
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ÁThis goat just had some fun playing with
several people in a big grassy area. We all
then went inside my colleagueõsplace, and
the goat climbed some stairs and came to
this window to see what we were doing .
They call this their òdrivethru .óShe was
eager to continue interactions .

ÁYou can see that the ears are forward, the
body is leaning forward and on the
windowsill, and the eyes are soft as she
patiently waits and watches what we were
doing inside .

ÁThis goat works with Amanda Wolfe in
Alaska, where we held a Level 2 AAPT
workshop in 2019.
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