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Copyright

• All content and graphics included in this document are protected by international copyright

law. Other than showing this document in its entirety, none of the content or graphics may be

used in any manner whatsoever without the written permission of the copyright holder, the

International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy®. All rights are reserved. Please see

further stipulations for use on the next slide.

• © 2022, Risë VanFleet, Ph.D., in conjunction with the International Institute 

for Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (IIAAPT).

• IIAAPT – PO Box 613, Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania, USA. 
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© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD

2



Stipulations for Use

• This document is made available through the generosity of the International Institute for Animal 
Assisted Play Therapy®. All international copyright laws apply. Violations of copyright will be pursued 
legally and vigorously.

• It is best viewed on a laptop or desktop computer.

• This document is intended for personal use. There are four stipulations that apply to any sharing or 
use of this material:

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

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: “This powerpoint/document is made available through the generosity of the 
International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy® and the author, Dr. Risë VanFleet.”

3. Under no circumstances may this document be used in exchange for monetary fees or to collect or generate money 
in any way.

4. If you wish to make hard (paper) copies of this document for distribution beyond personal use, you must contact 
the author for written permission to do so. In most cases there will not be problems with this, but written 
permission is required. Contact: rise@risevanfleet.com.
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About the Author

• Risë VanFleet, PhD, RPT-S, CDBC, CAEBI is a child/family psychologist, a registered play therapist-

supervisor, and a certified animal ethology and behavior instructor with 49 years of experience in

a variety of therapeutic, teaching, and administrative roles. She sees clients for psychotherapy,

works with dogs with behavioral issues, and conducts and teaches Animal Assisted Play Therapy®.

• Dr. 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).

• She has been given 16 state, national, and international awards for her teaching, writing, and

photography. For example, she received the Pennsylvania Psychological Association’s Distinguished

Contributions to the Science and Profession of Psychology Award, as well as several Maxwell

Awards and Special Awards for her writing from the Dog Writers Association of America.

• She is the author of dozens of books, articles, chapters, and video-based online courses on play

therapy, family therapy, and animal assisted therapy. Her most recent book, coauthored with

Tracie Faa-Thompson, is the acclaimed and Maxwell Award-winning Animal Assisted Play Therapy,

published by Professional Resource Press. They are currently authoring another book together on

building relationships with animals that focus on empathy, empowerment, and enjoyment for the

animals as much as for humans.
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Why This Document?

• In email inquiries and on several social 

media groups run by the IIAAPT, people 

frequently ask how to decide on a 

program to learn more about involving 

animals in their professional therapy 

and educational work. 

• These professionals are from fields

such as mental health, allied health,

and education at all levels. 

• This document provides some

guidance, but is not exhaustive. The

field is changing rapidly.

• This document focuses specifically on 

professionals. There are many 

programs available for those who wish 

to be involved in volunteer visitation 

programs, and the needs are somewhat 

different for that type of Animal 

Assisted Intervention.

• The focus here is on the competencies 

that we think best serve the 

professional practitioner, and how to 

make a good decision about investing 

time and money to learn more.
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Transparency & Potential Conflict of Interest

• The development of this 
PowerPoint is completely the 
work of Dr. Risë VanFleet & the 
IIAAPT. 

• There has been no commercial
support for its creation and
dissemination.

• A potential conflict of interest 
statement is on the next slide.
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Potential Conflict of Interest

• The IIAAPT runs training workshops for professionals, and the author of this document (Risë) has written 
extensively in the field of Animal Assisted Play Therapy®, animal training and behavior, and other related 
topics. This includes the book she coauthored with Tracie Faa-Thompson, Animal Assisted Play Therapy.

• As one would expect, any document I write reflects my own thoughts, values, principles, and beliefs. It is also 
a potential conflict of interest that I am guiding people toward training programs when I run one of my own.

• I firmly believe that it’s important that people find what THEY value and need, even if it’s not the same as
what I think. I have had many conversations through the years with professionals interested in AAT where I 
have guided them to other programs. I do not think it serves my colleagues OR the animals well if we believe 
there is a one-size-fits-all way of learning.

• I realize you have to take my word for my approach, but there are many who can corroborate it. Even with the 
animals in our AAPT program, we use a “goodness of fit” approach so that there is alignment of the personality, 
preferences, and interests of the animals with the type of work they do. 

• The good news is that there are many excellent training programs available. Unfortunately, there are also 
quite a few I would never recommend for various reasons. I want people to end up in the good programs! This 
document focuses on the types of things people need to learn, and some ways of distinguishing the good from 
the bad. I will not be “naming names” however!
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Topics Coming Up

• Your purposes and interests

• Finding/assessing aspects of possible programs

• Considering competencies

• Credentials

• Things to look for
• Match with interests, geography, species, what you get for your money, etc.
• Match with competencies
• Animal-related factors, welfare, animal preparation, animal agency, choices, amount of work
• Therapy-related factors – relevance to profession, theory, ethics, values (for clients and animals), 

practice options, role of research, creativity in application
• Hands-on training – animal handling, equipment, training methods, natural behavior
• Progression/development of skills over time
• Supervision or apprenticeship opportunities
• Quality and experience of instructors and supervisors
• Website review

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Section 1: Your Purposes, Goals, and Interests
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YOUR Purposes and Interests

• The best program for you is the one that matches well with your interests and purposes, as well as your 
values, type of work you do, and the species and personalities of animals you enjoy

• The first step involves taking stock of all of these things – to think about what you really want. Here are some
questions that might help:

1. When you envision involving an animal with your clients or students, what comes to mind? Try to visualize what 
that looks like in your dreams or thoughts.

2. What therapy or learning goals do you think an animal might help with?

3. How much experience do you have living with animals?

4. What do you value about the work you do; what theoretical orientations appeal to you? Why?

5. What do you value about animals? If you are drawn to a certain species or breed, what is the attraction? If you
prefer obtaining an animal from a breeder or a rescue, what does that tell you about your interests?

6. What advantages or limitations do you have for including an animal? What about space in your home and work? 
Time to care for them? Places for exercise and play? Other animals in your home? 

7. At home and work, what type of energy level do you tend to have? Do you like quiet, calm situations, or lively, 
active situations, or some of both?

8. Do you like animals with big personalities and energy, or quieter ones who like to cuddle? Or some of both?
© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Flexible Plans

• It’s important to have a good idea of what you 
envision and want, but you don’t want to get too 
locked into a very specific plan.

• As you delve into the field, you might discover 
ideas you never thought of, and the animals you 
have in your life might have different opinions 
from yours in terms of what they like and want 
to do!

• Being flexible is a critical requirement for work 
in this field anyway, so to prevent 
disappointment, keep part of your mind open to 
new ideas!
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Section 2: Possible Programs
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Finding Programs to Consider

• In some ways, this is the hardest part – there are so many programs available. Finding them
depends in part on your own interests, of course. Later we will cover things to watch for to 
determine the quality of the programs. 

• There are programs in AAT that focus on one species (dogs or horses, for example), and there are 
programs that focus on multiple species. Focusing on multiple species does not usually mean you
learn less, provided they teach a set of principles and practices that will apply to all the animals 
with whom one works. (In our AAPT program, for example, about 80% of what we cover applies to 
all species, and 20% emphasizes species-specific information and skills and how to enlarge on that 
when needed.)

• Talk with people – not just about whether they liked the program they went through, but
especially WHY they liked it. What was particularly useful or interesting about it? What were the
limitations? How well prepared did they feel to do the work when they finished?

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Finding Programs

• As you identify programs that sound good to you, email or ask to talk with someone 
who is a designated representative of the program. There are several things to bear in 
mind.

• How well do they respond to your requests for information? Is there a personal touch
or do they simply refer you to their website? How well do they answer your questions?

• Ask them about their philosophy and values. How well do they match with your own?

• Do they talk mostly about the benefits of their program for humans, or do they 
volunteer information about how their approach ensures that the animals’ needs are 
taken care of as well? 

• From all information that you gather, what role do you think the animal plays in what 
they teach? Later we will discuss how to make some decisions about whether their 
words match up with their actions.

• After talking with the representative, ask if they could recommend a couple people 
who have been through the program with whom you could talk.

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD

14



Types of Programs

• There are programs that are designed primarily for those who are involved in volunteer/visitation and 

social support activities that can offer an introduction, and there are programs for those involving 

animals in their professional work. This PowerPoint is about the latter. In the Competencies section, 

we will describe why professionals need the latter, although there is nothing wrong with taking both. 

• Some programs offer continuing education/continuing professional development credits, and some do

not. If CE/CPD is important to you, you’ll want to ask about that.

• Some programs offer credentials – a certificate or certification – we will discuss the differences about 

this later, too.

• Consider the requirements of the program – are they in-depth or introductory in nature? If 

introductory, does the program have ways to move forward if one desires? Does the program give lofty 

titles without asking you to do much work or to get supervision? These will be hints about quality. 

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Faculty

• Examine program materials and ask questions if you can about 

faculty or instructor credentials? How much training have the 

instructors had in AAT? From where?

• How much experience have the faculty had? Were they ever 

supervised themselves before becoming instructors of the 

material? 

• It’s important that they have had more than a “lifetime with

animals” (although that is good, too). Many people are self-

proclaimed experts based on their “innate” abilities, but that is 

generally not a sign that they are up to date with the latest 

knowledge about animals and their behavior. In some cases, 

they do not have a good understanding of animals!

• Ideally, faculty will hold some sort of credential, not only with 

their therapy or educational work, but with animal ethology 

and/or behavior and learning principles.
© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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demonstrates the values and principles of the program.



Practicalities

• Finances matter, of course. Look at what you get for the
price. Less expensive courses are not necessarily better, but
the same can be said for very expensive courses. Think about 
what you can afford over time, and ask what the total cost of 
the program is and what you get for that investment of time 
and money.

• Geography also can matter. While it might be worth it to 
travel to the program that is ideal for you, that is still a 
consideration for some. 

• Can part of the program be done online? Nowadays, we are 
all more comfortable with online learning, and some of the 
didactic material can be covered that way. At the same time, 
courses that are completely online do not offer much hands-
on experience. We will discuss the importance of this later.

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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AAPT co-creator Dr. Risë VanFleet speaks at a university 

program while demonstrating a mutually attentive 

relationship and keeping a loose leash. After this she

removed the leash to show how animal agency and  

choices allow for voluntary engagement which can be 

beneficial for both animal and client.



Section 3: Considering Competencies You Will Need
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Competencies of Professionals in AAT Are Different

The inclusion of animals in professional work differs in significant ways from how animals are 
included in volunteer, visitation, and social support programs. This is not better or less than – simply 
different.

• Ways in which professional AAT is different:

• There are longer, ongoing relationships in therapy

• Levels of emotional and interpersonal intensity can be considerably greater in therapy

• Therapeutic and educational work uses a wide variety of specific objectives, so the manner in which the 
animal is involved can be quite different, and sometimes needs to be more versatile and inventive

• There are intricacies in therapeutic work in terms of professional intervention, requiring more significant 
and sometimes critical decision making while the animal is present

• Professional AAT requires more substantial integration of the animal-assisted role with the professional’s 
work

• It requires considerably more of the professional to give appropriate attention to the client and the 
animal while still performing therapeutic or educational responsibilities

• Professional AAT requires much more animal savvy for risk management, animal welfare, handling the 
unexpected, and making the fullest possible use of the method © 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Competencies

• Typically described in terms of KSAs:

• Knowledge

• Skills

• Attitudes

• Based on research by Dr. Leslie Stewart, the American Counseling 

Association has an article and competency guide at 

https://www.counseling.org/docs/default-

source/competencies/animal-assisted-therapy-competencies-june-

2016.pdf

• American Psychological Association’s Human-Animal Interaction 

Committee on Competencies (of which I am a member) also has a 

competency article for AAT accepted for publication in the Journal of 

Veterinary Sciences

• Professional Associations care about competencies as part of ensuring 

professional adherence to scope of practice ethics
© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD

20

https://www.counseling.org/docs/default-source/competencies/animal-assisted-therapy-competencies-june-2016.pdf


Competencies

• In general, there’s a lot more to learn than most people realize

• Developing the competencies required is very interesting, however,

and they help ensure the safety of clients, animals, and the process

• There are different “rules” for some aspects of therapy animals for

visitation/social support programs (where leashes are usually

required, and certain testing items relate to hospital equipment,

etc.), and professional work, in which greater knowledge and skill

can permit animals to be off-leash or at liberty and to make more of 

their own choices about participation

• Some programs focus testing primarily on the animals, but others 

place more focus on the humans’ developing the competencies to 

avoid placing animals in stressful situations and to read body 

language well enough that they can see most potential problems 

coming much earlier and can prevent them

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Example: Skill Competencies for Animal Assisted Play Therapy®
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Section 4: Credentials
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Credentials in AAT for Professionals

• Currently there are no governmental credentials (such as a license) for the 
involvement of animals in therapy or education

• Since public access is reserved for assistance dogs, it does not extend to
therapy animals, including those involved in professional work

• Organizations and businesses can establish their own rules about whether or 
not to permit therapy animals on their premises

• While there are animal and team designations in the volunteer/social support
sector, these are not governmental either

• Credentials typically are given by training organizations and used by 
professionals to show they have had specialized training in this area

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Is an Online Program Okay?

• Online courses can be a useful 

way to get started and to 

develop some of the knowledge 

components of the 

competencies, but most are 

unable to provide sufficient 

supervised hands-on skill-

building work directly with 

animals

• Online courses typically do not 

offer the breadth and depth of 

interventions and integration 

that are needed for full 

development of many of the

competencies for professional 

AAT

• The complexities of 

developing relationships with 

therapy animals, learning the 

intricacies of animal body 

language and behavior, and 

then meshing that with quality 

therapeutic or educational 

practice while safeguarding 

the well-being of both animal 

and client need in-person, 

hands-on learning experiences 

coupled with constructive 

feedback

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Is It a Certification or a Certificate?

• The blog post linked below explains the difference 

between Certification programs and Certificate programs 

as defined by the National Commission for Certifying

Agencies (NCCA)

• https://iiaapt.org/aapt-certification-board-information-

on-the-process/

• There is a difference as noted in the blog, but many 

programs use the terms incorrectly and interchangeably

• It is good to ask to see the documents for a program’s 

credentialing process so you can decide if it is superficial 

or substantial and whether it is based on simply taking 

courses or demonstrating competencies

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Credentials, continued

• As noted in the blog (see previous slide), there are 
differences between certifications and certificates and 
what they convey, but one is not better than the other

• The key is to know the difference based on the
definitions, and to determine which is what you wish to
work toward, if any!

• Generally speaking, if the credential is awarded by the 
same program or people who trained you, it’s likely a 
certificate program. If a separate body from the training 
organization awards the credential, it is more likely to be 
a certification, as the potential conflict of interest is 
eliminated.

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Section 5: Things to Look For 
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Summary So Far: The Match with Your Needs

Summing up what we’ve already covered, you are looking for 
programs that… 

• best match your needs, values, and interests

• give you the most for your financial and time investments

• provide you with the recommended competencies

• are specifically developed for professionals involving animals 
in their work

• offer lots of hands-on experiences with individualized 
feedback

• offer professional supervision/apprenticeship and integration 
of new animal-related skills with your professional work

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Summary So Far #2: The Match with What You Want

Continuing to sum up what we’ve already covered, you are 
also looking for programs that… 

• actively advocate for the welfare and well-being of the 
animals (more on this coming up!)

• have well-trained, experienced, credentialed, & attentive 
faculty/instructors

• listen to you and demonstrate listening to clients AND 
animals

• offer the types of CE/CPD and credentials that you are 
interested in

• are transparent about their values, principles, and methods 
(of therapy and with animals)

• accurately describe the credentials they offer

• build your skills and confidence to use the approach they 
teach

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Websites & Social Media Pages: What to Look For

• Once you’ve narrowed down the programs 
you are considering, closely look at their 
websites and social media pages (or visit in 
person if you can!)

• The slides that follow cover things you
want to look for and consider in making
your final decision

• These include evidence or hints of how 
they treat the animals, the level of 
experience with the field you are in, and 
their demonstrated ability to develop a 
variety of the competencies you hope to 
acquire
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What to Look for: The Animals

• Many programs emphasize the benefits and positive reactions of 
their human clients. Do you see an equal emphasis on the benefits 
and reactions of the animals?

• Is animal welfare mentioned at all?

• Do photos or videos show animals who look happy, relaxed, 
comfortable around people? Or do they show animals who are 
disengaged, looking or moving away, being intruded upon by the 
people with them?

• Consider the photos on the next slide.

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Consider the Pictures Below
(some pictures on following slides are from the internet, identifying information removed)

• Do the animals appear happy? Or do they seem resigned?

• Do the animals have lots of space to move, or are they hemmed in and crowded?

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Objectified or Treated as Sentient Beings?

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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This dog has been objectified & written 

upon; and is showing stress signals.

Kirrie is showing

relaxed body language

and is off-leash, free to

move around as she

pleases.



What Are Depicted Activities Like?
Doing Things TO or WITH the Animals?

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Do They Show Unsafe Interactions &/or Stress 
Signals in the Animals?

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Both of these photos show unsafe behaviors AND 

stress signals in the dogs.



Do the Animals Show Initiative & Interest?

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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 Sailor & Kirrie →

show interest and 

curiosity when working



Other Things to Look For

• Do the animals seem well-suited to the work they are doing?

• Do they look eager and interested in what they are doing? Or are they 
expected to put up with things?

• Are the humans shown as happy while the animals appear to be 
disengaged? 

• Do they always have an exit route if they choose to leave?

• Are they in a natural, comfortable environment for their species?

• Do they appear to have real choices?

• Are they showing stressed or shut-down body language?

• Does the program mention limits to the amount of work time they ask of
the animals?

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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For More Information on This Aspect…

We offer another free 
educational PowerPoint
entitled What Therapy
Animals Should Look Like

This is available as a Free 
Download in the Resources 
section of iiaapt.org

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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Equipment on the Animals

• Another area to observe on websites, social media pages, or in-person is the type and amount of 

equipment on the animal

• There should be no evidence of aversive equipment at all – no shock collars, choke or prong collars 

for dogs, no knotted rope halters, spurs, weighted ropes, whips for horses, and so on. Despite the 

rationales often given for the use of such equipment, there is really no need for any controlling 

equipment when (a) animals are well-suited and properly prepared for their roles in professional 

therapy and educational work, and (b) the therapists know the species and are skilled in watching 

body language and the environment, and know the individual animals well. Furthermore, the use of 

such equipment can increase risk and does not provide a positive message to clients!

• Photos should not show animals who are held on tight leashes or ropes, or who clearly would not 

stay where they are without the use of human control.

• Therapy should be a voluntary activity for the animal, and it cannot be if they are always held in 

place for the benefit of the humans involved. 
© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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No Equipment or Loose Equipment Allows 
Voluntary Participation by the Animals

© 2022, Risë VanFleet, PhD
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No equipment is being used on the animals in the first two pictures but the animals are engaged with the people and/or activity

of their own volition. A loose leash is being used in the 3rd picture, & the person’s attention is on what the dog is sniffing.



Other Animal Welfare Considerations

• Depictions of animals should show animals who seem eager to be 
where they are

• People should not be surrounding the animal so he/she cannot 
move away

• People should permit the animals to move away as they wish. It’s 
not the moving away that’s a problem; it’s being held in place 
when one wants to move away

• There are a number of blog posts at iiaapt.org that discuss various
animal welfare and well-being concerns related to therapy work
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Looking at Therapeutic/Intervention Factors

• As you peruse websites of the programs you are 
considering, you also want to look for evidence 
that the program is aligned with your 
theoretical orientation, or is open to your way 
of teaching or providing therapy

• The program’s approach should be grounded in
theory and show flexibility and creativity in 
applying the approach used

• If you can’t find answers to your questions, call
or write and ask!
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Lucy & Lykke engaging in shared 

problem-solving & play



Check Out the Program for…

• Experiential and hands-on skills-building activities to facilitate the
professional development of those being trained in the following:
• Animal handling skills

• Correct and minimal use of equipment that is animal-friendly

• Use of consent and maximizing animal agency and choice

• Use of positive training methods without corrections or punishment

• Primary focus on natural behavior and how to speak the animal’s language (body
language, use of space, play, body mechanics, health, consent, physical and mental 
stimulation, species-specific environmental enrichment, etc.)

• Use of activities of interest and relevance to the animal

• Progressive opportunities to continue to deepen and expand on the 
development of skills, understanding, and confidence over time
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A Lot to Think About!

• By this point you might be feeling overwhelmed by all the things to consider when 
selecting a training program to learn more about engaging animals in your 
professional work

• The key is to take your time. There are many decisions to be made so that you and
your animal companions can enjoy a long, healthy, and enjoyable partnership 
together

• AAT goes far beyond taking one’s lovely family companion animal to work with you.
There are competencies to be developed and preparations to be made for both
yourself and the animal

• This PowerPoint guide is designed to outline some of the things to consider so you 
find what is best for you AND your animal!
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Resources

• Please find other information at www.iiaapt.org, especially in the Resources 
section, blog, and other materials available.

• If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me at info@iiaapt.org.
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• In-person & online learning options

• Certification manuals on website

• List of VanFleet books, articles, chapters, 

blogs, manuals available upon request
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