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Excellence in Animal Assisted Interventions 
 

The International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy® was developed to advance the 
development of Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (AAPT) through training, supervision, standards, 
and credentialing. The mission is to ensure the highest quality of professional practice of this 
approach.  
 

The IIAAPT supports the use of theoretically grounded and empirically supported methods.  The 
welfare of human clients as well as of animal assistants is of critical importance, and the 
certification program described herein is designed to ensure that all participants benefit from 
involvement in this approach. 
 

The certification program is rigorous and requires substantial work and dedication on the part of 
professional practitioners to achieve. The IIAAPT believes that stringent credentialing based on 
demonstrated competence is more meaningful as a statement of the professional's commitment 
and achievement in the highest quality practice of AAPT with clients while preserving the humane 
treatment and agency of the animals involved. 
 

If you have any questions about this certification, please contact us: 

International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy® 
www.iiaapt.org 

 

Headquarters               United Kingdom 
Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC            Tracie Faa-Thompson, MA, AASW, PGdipNDPT, CAEBI 
PO Box 613               Lowick, Northumberland, UK 
Boiling Springs, PA 17007 USA             aaptbaseuk@mail.com 
rise@risevanfleet.com   or 
rise@iiaapt.org 
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Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (AAPT) 

 

AAPT is a powerful and effective tool for mental health clinicians, educators, and allied health 
professionals to use to assist clients in achieving a wide range of individual, interpersonal, and 
family goals. The presence of an appropriately selected and trained animal can facilitate the 
relationship and working alliance between client and practitioner as they overcome problems 
and achieve therapeutic goals. 
 
AAPT is the integrated involvement of animals in the context of play therapy, in which 
appropriately-trained therapists and animals engage with child, adult, and family clients primarily 
in play interventions aimed at improving the client's psychosocial health, while simultaneously 
ensuring the animal's well-being and voluntary engagement in the process. Play and playfulness 
are essential ingredients of the interactions and the relationship. (VanFleet, 2004,2008,2015; 
VanFleet & Faa-Thompson, 2017). 
 

AAPT is beneficial for psychotherapy and family therapy clients across the lifespan. The 
combination of animal therapy partners with the therapeutic use of humor and playfulness 
creates a unique therapeutic environment that reduces stress and builds connections. This 
approach is applicable to a wide range of psychosocial challenges. The principles and methods 
used in AAPT can readily be applied to other forms of Animal-Assisted Interventions, such as in 
educational settings, medical settings, and for allied health professionals as well as other forms 
of counseling/psychotherapy. The lightness and use of play and humor can also be relevant to 
Animal-Assisted Activities and various visitation and reading programs. 

 

Photographs in this manual depict workshop participants, not clients,  
and are used with permission. 
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Primary requirements include: 
 

• Education, credentialing, and competence in play therapy and other forms of 

psychotherapy relevant to the client groups served 

• Adherence to ethical standards of mental health practice (or the profession in which 

one is licensed) 

• Work within one's scope of practice 

• Adherence to AAPT guiding principles and humane guidelines 

• Ability to select, conduct, and process therapeutic interventions in the service of client 

goals 

• Ability to use humor and playfulness appropriately to facilitate therapeutic processes 

• Knowledge of appropriate selection and socialization of animals 

• Ability to carry out appropriate and positive training and preparation of animals 

• Knowledge of two species' body language; competence in reading and responding to 

these communications fluently in real time 

• Ability to focus on the well-being of clients and the animal assistants at the same time 

• Ability to ensure animals’ agency, free choices, and voices in the practice of AAPT 

 

Purpose of Professional Certification 
 

AAPT requires a unique and complex set of skills 

to conduct properly. The purpose of this 

certification is to develop high standards for the 

professional practice of AAPT, and to provide 

information to the public and referral sources 

about professional practitioners who have 

achieved the knowledge, skills, experience, and 

competence to conduct AAPT in accordance with 

those high standards. AAPT Certification is 

available for mental health, allied health, and 

education professionals, as well as for animal 

behavior/ethology professionals. 
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Professional Level: 

• Certified Animal Assisted Play Therapist 

• Certified Professional Practitioner of Animal Assisted Play Therapy® 

• Certified AAPT Supervisor 

• Certified AAPT Instructor 
 

Paraprofessional Level: 

• Certified Associate in Animal Assisted Play Therapy® 
 

Support Level: 

• Certified Animal Ethology and Behavior Specialist-AAPT (species-specific) 
 

The types of certifications differ primarily in the academic and professional credentials held by 
the candidates. All of the professional and paraprofessional level certifications require the same 
core requirements, including the online and in-person training courses, supervision, and 
successful completion of all areas of demonstrated competence. The support level certifications 
require AAPT specialty training and demonstrated competence in their areas of expertise, such 
as animal behavior, ethology, and relationship-focused training. The Supervisor and Instructor 
professional level certifications and all support level certifications are covered in separate 
documents.  
 

 

Certification Levels Available 
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Certification Based on Demonstrated Competence 

 
This certification program, at all levels, is based on the demonstrated competence of the human 

professional/handler. While therapy animals must be shown to be appropriate to the job, the 

responsibility is placed firmly on the human professional to gain knowledge and real-time skill in 

all of the complexities of conducting AAPT. The International Institute for AAPT® believes that 

certification based upon the designated competencies of the professionals involved is likely to 

be more stringent and lead to the type of working interaction between the human and animal 

therapy team that provides a model of healthy relationship for clients. This certification is 

designed to place utmost importance on the well-being of both the client and the animal. It is 

also designed to reduce risk to all involved. 

 

 
 
 
There is strong emphasis placed on candidates learning to read and respond to the body 

language/communication of two different species (canine and equine, currently, although 

candidates working with other species will need to show understanding of that species as well). 

Learning about at least two species builds the skills more fully. This focus enhances the safety of 

sessions for all involved without unnecessarily restricting the activities that can be beneficial. This 

emphasis is considered of great importance to the model of collaboration and relationship that 

is provided for clients. 
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Animal Assisted Play Therapy® Philosophy and Guiding Principles 
 

For this document, the term "animals" will be used to refer to nonhuman animals. 
 

Whenever nonhuman animals are asked to perform tasks under human direction, their welfare 
needs to be considered.  Too many therapy animals are exposed to debilitating levels of 
emotional stress or exhaustion without any recognition by their owners (therapists/handlers), a 
state of affairs that disregards the animal's welfare and presents a very poor model of caring to 
clients.  Similarly, when therapists bring dogs into the playroom or take clients out to work with 
horses, they must think about additional factors that impact the client and the therapeutic 
process.  To ensure the physical and emotional well-being of clients and animals as well as the 
therapy itself, the following principles have been developed (VanFleet, 2014; VanFleet & Faa-
Thompson, 2010, 2017). More can be read about them in VanFleet and Faa-Thompson’s award-
winning book, Animal Assisted Play Therapy (2017). 
 
Respect.  To the greatest degree possible, AAPT ensures the equal and reciprocal respect of 
clients and animals.  The needs of humans and animals are considered equally important. 
 
Safety.  AAPT activities must be physically and emotionally safe for all involved.  The therapist 
places a limit upon, or stops immediately, any activity that is not safe.  The therapist maintains 
the safety of all participants in the session. 
 
Enjoyment.  AAPT sessions must be enjoyable and pleasant for the animal as well as the client.  
Clients or therapy animals always have the option of nonparticipation; i.e., they may opt out of 
any activities they wish.  Tired or bored dogs can lie down.  Children can choose to play without 
the dog.  Client and animal decisions are respected within the boundaries of safety.  The therapist 
facilitates the session to ensure its therapeutic value regardless of these choices.  
  
Acceptance.  In AAPT, the therapist accepts the clients and the animals for who they are.  The 
therapist accepts and works with clients' needs, feelings, and processes without pushing them in 
a different direction or at a faster pace (within accepted practice).  Similarly, the therapist does 
not expect the animal to become something he or she is not.  For example, AAPT dogs are not 
expected to become so docile or controlled that their individual personalities and interests  
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are suppressed or denied.  While therapists need to assess and train their animals for good 
behavior and ability to tolerate diverse clients and activities, they do not over-train them to 
relinquish their essential species and individual natures.  Similarly, animals' basic needs, such as 
food, water, or sleep, are not withheld for the sake of the therapy or training. A goodness-of-fit 
conceptual model is used to ensure a good match between animal preferences and personalities 
and the work being requested of them, and therapists consider this and act accordingly.  The 
same principle of acceptance also applies to other species involved in play therapy. 
 

Training.  Therapists train their therapy animals using positive reward-, play-, and relationship-
based methods.  Aversive equipment or procedures, such as the use of whips, spurs, and bits; 
choke, prong, and shock collars; or the use of pressure or physical corrections of the animal, have 
no place in the training, the therapy sessions, or the lives of these animals.  This principle serves 
the welfare of both animal and client. 
 

Relationship.  The AAPT process focuses on relationship, not control.  Just as the animals are 
taught to behave politely and respectfully with clients, clients learn to treat the animals with 
tolerance and respect.  The therapist helps clients, including children, learn to recognize and 
respond to the animal's feelings while developing a healthy relationship with the animal.  All 
interactions with the animal follow the same principles for the development of humane, 
empathic, healthy human relationships.  The essential playful nature of interactions during AAPT 
permits this to happen readily. 
 

Process.  AAPT is a process-oriented form of therapy.  While sessions might focus on specific tasks 
or goals, such as teaching something new to the dog or horse or other animal, the process of 
getting there is considered of much greater importance than achieving any single outcome.  The 
therapist knows how to facilitate and use the process to help clients overcome their difficulties 
or develop new skills.  Unexpected events during interactions are woven into the texture of the 
session so that client and animal needs are met. 
 

Foundations.  AAPT is grounded in well-established theories and practices in terms of child 
development, clinical intervention, play therapy, family therapy, and humane animal treatment.  
Adherence to these foundations and the other AAPT principles is designed to ensure a positive, 
relationship-oriented, best-practices approach to each client and each animal involved in the 
therapeutic process. 
 

This subsection © 2008, 2015, VanFleet & Faa-Thompson, Play Therapy Press. All rights reserved. 
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The AAPT Certification Board has been established to serve as an independent entity for 

reviewing applications and assessing the multi-disciplinary competencies required of 

professionals to be proficient in Animal Assisted Play Therapy®. It has been established to 

separate those who train and supervise professionals from those who perform the final 

evaluation of candidates for certification so as to ensure impartiality and to protect the public. 

The Board was established in 2020, and after a 2-3 year period of functioning semi-

autonomously, it will operate completely independently of any of the AAPT training programs 

offered by Certified AAPT Supervisors and Instructors. 

 

The 12 volunteer Board members currently represent 6 countries, and all are wholly familiar with 

AAPT. A full description of the Board can be found in the Blog section under the Resources tab at 

iiaapt.org. The direct link to the article is at iiaapt.org/aapt-certification-board-information-on-

the-process.  

 

When candidates submit their information packets and documents, they are reviewed by 3 Board 

members who were not involved in training or supervising the candidate. Input from supervisors 

and instructors is included in the packet and taken into consideration, but the review of the 

various videos and written documents is done independently by the Board members. 

  

All Board members have gone through a training process to ensure consistency in how they 

handle their reviews of the applicants. They follow a detailed manual and a review checklist to 

ensure that candidates understand and practice AAPT with fidelity to model and principles. 

Candidates are either accepted for certification, or if there are weaknesses in their application, 

they might be accepted provisionally, or “rejected with recommendations.” They may reapply 

after addressing the noted concerns. 

 

For details about the specific requirements of the various types of certifications, please see the 

individual manual for each of them available at www.iiaapt.org. 
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For More Information 
 

Information about training programs, online courses, and this certification process can be 
found on the following website: 
 

www.iiaapt.org 
 

Questions? Dr. Risë VanFleet may be contacted at rise@risevanfleet.com, or at 
PO Box 613, Boiling Springs, PA 17007 USA 

 
 

 


