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Alternatives to Cookie-Cutter  
Conceptions of Dogs in Therapy
Using the Goodness-of-Fit Model to Determine Suitability
Once upon a time there was a dog involved in therapy. He was 
calm and quiet and loved to be petted by people. Once upon 
another time there was a different dog involved in therapy. She was 
energetic, curious, loved to run, and initiated play with people. 
The descriptions of these two dogs raise some important questions: 
How do we determine if an animal is suitable for involvement in 
therapy? And what exactly do we mean by “therapy dogs” anyway?

We can all probably agree that dogs who work with mental health, 
allied health, and educational professionals need to have the proper 
temperament and behavior so that risks are minimized, and the dog 
is comfortable with the tasks he or she is asked to perform. Even 
so, the term “therapy dog” is used widely but is not often defined. 
It can refer to dogs involved in volunteer visitation programs and 
activities as well as professional work where clients work toward 
specific goals. This article looks at how dogs are often assessed 
to be involved in visitation and therapy programs, and then 
focuses on dogs involved with mental health, allied health, and 
education professionals in their work. A goodness-of-fit approach 
to assessment is introduced as it has been developed in the practice 
of Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (AAPT).

It seems many think of therapy dogs as those who meet the 
requirements of the various therapy dog programs and tests: quiet, 
docile, loves people, enjoys being petted.  Many describe the need 
for therapy dogs to be tolerant of human intrusions. There seem to 
be common assumptions that dogs should fit a certain mold if they 
are to be involved in visitation and therapy programs.

The terms “therapy dog” or “therapy horse” have been criticized 
as well. Quite often, one sees posts on websites and social media 
talking about how the animals magically knew how to help their 
person, as if they were the one making therapeutic decisions. 
This can be misleading, as the therapists involved are the trained 
professionals. The animals assist and can add positive interactions 
to the process, but have not had training in therapeutic decision-
making! The human therapists do not abdicate their responsibilities 
to make the right decisions at the right time based on the clients’ 
needs and goals. An over-reliance on the animals to do so might 
lead to missed therapeutic opportunities and additional stress for 
the animals. 

This article is designed to look at the methods used to assess the 
suitability of therapy animals and the implications of that for 
animal and human welfare. The focus will be on dogs, but the 
method introduced here can be applied with a variety of species 
who are sometimes involved in therapeutic work.

COMMON ASSESSMENT PROCESSES
Many of the assessment processes used to date have been developed 
through animal-assisted programs focusing on volunteer social 
support and visitation, such as in hospitals, elder care homes, 
hospices, airports, post-disaster areas, and even dental offices. The 
assessments seem to suit their purposes in these contexts. The dog 
assessments are often paired with other risk reduction requirements, 
such as dogs always being on leash and held by the handler.

Most of the longstanding therapy animal programs usually use 
standard assessments to determine if a dog is suitable and ready 
to go on visits. The assessments typically include behaviors and 
situations that one might encounter during visits in the most 
common settings, and animals are expected to perform to a 
specified standard. For example, the “tests” might include reactions 
to grooming, behavior when touched or restrained (e.g., squeezed 
around the neck and held in place), remaining in a Sit-Stay 
position, reactions to moving medical equipment such as walkers 
or wheelchairs, loud noises, multiple people moving around the 
animal, awkward human movements or rough handling. Dogs are 
assessed in terms of their compliance with handler “commands.” 
There are expectations of the handlers as well in terms of how the 
animals have been trained, how well the handler understands and 
responds to dogs’ basic body language, and how the handler works 
with the animals in a respectful manner. Although the various 
programs differ, testing typically involves 10 to 25 items that the 
handlers ask the animals to perform. 

These assessment approaches might work well with the programs 
and environments for which they were developed, and they have 
been applied at times to professional work. Even so, they are not 
always aligned with the rather different expectations of what best 
serves clients and animals involved in professional mental health, 
allied health, or more involved educational settings.

ASSESSMENT AND STRESS
One of the difficulties with assessing animal suitability for any 
form of therapy work is to develop a test for the environment in 
which the animal will be expected to work. Another is how to test 
different features of the animal without creating significant stress 
for the animal during the test. There are questions about the validity 
of tests as well – do they really measure what they are designed to 
measure? If a dog startles when a noisy walker is suddenly pushed 
by at close range, does that mean that dog should not be involved in 
any animal-assisted services (AAS)? If a dog barks just once during 
a test period, does that mean the dog fails because vocalizations are 
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not acceptable in a hospital or nursing facility? If a dog wriggles 
when restrained by being held in a neck hold, does that mean the 
dog is unable to interact in a friendly manner with people? And 
should we expect a dog to tolerate rough handling because some 
clients might be prone to grabbing and pulling the dog’s fur?

When I have attended training programs, watched demonstration 
videos, or observed these types of assessments, it seems that animals 
often show signs of stress. Some tests actually test up to the point 
that the dogs start to show significant stress signals as the endpoint 
of their scoring. This led me to ask if there might be another way 
to assess dogs involved in therapeutic activities. 

PROFESSIONAL THERAPY WORK INVOLVING ANIMALS  
IS OFTEN DIFFERENT FROM VOLUNTEER SOCIAL  
SUPPORT PROGRAMS
Professional work with animals occurs when paid professionals 
decide to involve dogs or other animal species in their work. There 
are specific goals to be met, and the therapists work with the animals 
to help clients meet those goals. A physical therapist might ask for 
more activity from a dog, such as asking a dog to walk off-leash 
alongside a client through a simple obstacle course with two turns 
following a knee replacement. A speech therapist might want the 
dog to learn cues with certain phonemes that could help clients 
utter those sounds more clearly. An occupational therapist might 
ask a client overcoming a hand injury to grasp a spongy ball to toss 
to a dog, or to clip a lead rope to a horse’s halter. A mental health 
therapist might want an animal to be able to engage in a wide range 
of specific activities depending on the client’s goals. For example, the 
client might benefit from playing a game with a cat in which the cat 
paws at a spinner for the board game, or from playing hide-and-seek 
with a dog who must move around the room searching for where 
the client has hidden. In play therapy, a child might want a dog to 
play different imaginary roles that the therapist facilitates, such as 
“police dog,” “search-and-rescue dog,” a canine cashier at a store, or 
a guest at a dinner party. These roles require creativity on the part of 
the therapist who helps the dog play the various roles without stress 
or intrusions. 

Some evaluations of dogs for therapy work require the dogs to 
tolerate intrusive behaviors. It seems that because certain clients, 
such as young children or anyone with coordination problems, 
might grab or mishandle dogs, the expectation is that dogs should 
tolerate these behaviors and they should be tested for that. My 
article, Expectations of Therapy Dogs: Should We Train Dogs to “Put 
Up” with Certain Human Behaviors? (VanFleet, 2024) raises some 
questions about this. While it’s important for animals to enjoy 
being with people and show no evidence of strong reactivity, it is 
not necessary to have a “bombproof animal,” especially since no 
such thing exists! In my experience, dog handlers can teach their 
clients or the people they visit to use more appropriate ways of 
interacting with dogs or other animals. Instead of hugging dogs 
around their necks, children can learn to stroke or scratch the 
dogs’ shoulder or under their chins. Older people can learn to let 
the dogs approach them and sniff them before stretching out a 
shaky hand to pet the dogs’ shoulder. All people can learn to avoid 
touching horses on the face or reaching over dogs’ heads, where the 
animals cannot see. Such teaching can be done proactively and in 
a light manner. 

With children in Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (AAPT), we first 
show them “where dogs like to be touched the best” (chin, chest, 
shoulder), and then we practice this with a life-sized stuffed toy dog 
before introducing real dogs. If the children forget in subsequent 
sessions, it usually takes a simple reminder to touch dogs in their 
favorite places. This is then followed with some consent work where 
the children touch the dogs for three seconds or three strokes and 
then stops to see the dogs’ reactions. When children see how the 
dogs communicate liking or disinterest, they become motivated to 
do what the dogs like. For an excellent resource on canine consent, 
see Jones (2024).

There are a number of differences between professional involvement 
of animals and the volunteer form of Animal Assisted Services that 
involve friendly visits and social support. First, the interactions 
in professional therapy can be more varied. Because the animals 
are often fully involved in actual therapeutic interventions, they 
benefit from knowing more specific trained or cued behaviors 
that facilitate clients’ movement toward their goals. These vary 
according to the type of therapy being conducted, too. Second, the 
relationships involved in therapy are often lengthier and potentially 
more emotional or intense. The same clients might be seen for 
a long time, and depending on the problem area, clients might 
experience and express more emotional reactions. The animals 
need to be prepared and able to handle this level of intensity. Third, 
because of the greater involvement of clients in therapy sessions, 
there is more potential risk to animals. In more physically active 
or emotionally expressive forms of therapy, greater movement by 
clients in the presence of, or directly with, the animals can pose 
an increased risk of the animals being in the way or struck by 
moving props. For example, children in mental health treatment 
using play therapy, can move a great deal, such as running around, 
brandishing toys in their enthusiasm or imaginary play, or using 
props that make noise or appear unusual (e.g., strange-looking 
masks). Similarly, the animals can also be exposed to a wider and 
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more intense expression of feelings, and they might not be able to 
distinguish between “real” feelings and those expressed in pretend 
play at times.

Much more is typically asked of the animals on these many 
dimensions, and as a result, the usual forms of assessment might 
be lacking for professional AAT in three primary areas: (1) the 
animals need to be extremely well socialized to experience these 
additional demands without stress, (2) the testing of 15-25 pre-
established behaviors does not necessarily mean that the animals 
will be able to handle the varied and intense requirements of 
this type of work, and (3) a wider range of personality types of 
the animals might be useful, and tests used to make traditional 
suitability determinations might rule out animals who would be 
valuable in professional work. The regular assessment methods are 
useful to get a general idea of the animal’s suitability, but more 
information is needed, not only for the safety of clients, but also 
for the well-being of the animals.

A DIFFERENT CONCEPTUALIZATION IS BORN
This article presents an alternative method for assessing the 
appropriateness of dogs and other species for professional therapy 
work. It is not intended to be critical of the methods currently 
used in other programs. It is designed for different purposes and 
to meet the additional needs of approving animals in the context 
of professional mental health, allied health, and educational work.

The idea was born in 2004 after I began involving my dog Kirrie 
in my play therapy work. Although Kirrie passed the Canine Good 
Citizen test, she was clearly not a “traditional” therapy dog. She was 
full of energy, curious about what was going on with people, eager 
to learn new things, and she initiated activities and games. She 
was smart and created mischief if she wasn’t sufficiently mentally 
stimulated. She worked beautifully with children and families in 
play therapy but seemed most eager when she was right in the 
midst of the action. As I considered some of the therapy dog tests 
at the time, I was worried that I might have to train some of the 
enthusiasm and initiative out of her, and I knew those traits would 
be valuable in my work. I also didn’t want to try to “remake” her 
into someone she wasn’t. I had tried to work with her on-leash, 
as is understandably a requirement of dogs going into hospitals 
or nursing homes, but it did not work well in play therapy. If we 
played hide-and-seek or ran through a tunnel or did what I called 
“fake agility” (going around and under furniture and toys in the 
playroom), I could not continue to hold the leash at all times. Off-
leash, she listened well, engaged voluntarily and appropriately with 
clients, and negotiated her way around the playroom toys easily if 
she was not encumbered by a leash. After careful consideration, I 
knew I needed to allow her to be herself at all costs. If she then fits 
well with my professional work, that was all to the good.

I knew from my experience taking her off leash that there was huge 
therapeutic value in allowing her natural and voluntary behavior. 
Because she was free to come and go, when she approached clients 
with her entire back-end wagging, they knew she was genuinely 
pleased to see them. If she walked away when they became 
boisterous, they also knew, with my facilitation, that her reaction 

was authentic. It became a great way to strengthen clients’ empathy 
as I challenged them to adjust their behavior to create a more 
comfortable environment for Kirrie. Knowing the importance of 
safety as well as of measurable therapeutic outcomes, I pondered 
the question, “How can I ensure everyone’s safety while permitting 
Kirrie to be herself?”

THE GOODNESS-OF-FIT MODEL
The Goodness-of-Fit Model is drawn from child development 
research, and the concept of “fit” between animal and environment 
is also at the core of the field of ethology. Goodness-of-fit research 
suggests that the greater the compatibility between a child and their 
environment, the better the overall adjustment of the child. When 
extrapolated to nonhuman animals, goodness-of-fit looks at the 
compatibility of the animal’s personality, motivations, and interests 

with the environment 
in which the animal 
exists. If a horse, a herd 
animal and by nature a 
trickle-feeder, is kept 
alone and stabled rather 
than being out on grass 
with other horses for 
long periods, one might 
expect some physical, 
and often digestive, 
and behavioral issues to 
arise. It simply is not a 
good fit for that species 
or individual. If a well-
socialized dog regularly 
approaches people and 
enjoys being touched 
is involved in a nursing 
home environment for 
visits, one can expect 
the dog to adjust well 

to that situation. On the other hand, if an energetic dog seeks 
and enjoys lots of activity is asked to remain quietly in a prone 
position for long periods in a courthouse dog program, one might 
expect to see some behavioral difficulties emerge as indications of 
poor adjustment. The goodness-of-fit approach promises to be a 
useful tool for ensuring that individual dogs are matched up with 
compatible tasks and types of therapy in which they are involved. 
It has become the primary way dogs are assessed for their work in 
Animal Assisted Play Therapy®.

While many AAS programs evaluate dogs against expected 
behaviors that would qualify them for the work, the goodness-of-
fit model used in AAPT approaches the task of assessing animals 
from a different direction. Instead of examining 20 or 30 behaviors 
believed to be essential for many types of visitation environments, 
the goodness-of-fit model starts with an evaluation of the dog’s 
personality, preferences, skills, and typical choices on numerous 
dimensions. This provides a profile of the types of work that that 
specific animal might be best suited for and most interested in 

The Goodness-of-Fit 
Model is drawn from 
child development 
research, and the 
concept of “fit” 
between animal and 
environment is also 
at the core of the 
field of ethology.



20     Better Training Through Education   The APDT Chronicle of the Dog | Spring 2025     21

not acceptable in a hospital or nursing facility? If a dog wriggles 
when restrained by being held in a neck hold, does that mean the 
dog is unable to interact in a friendly manner with people? And 
should we expect a dog to tolerate rough handling because some 
clients might be prone to grabbing and pulling the dog’s fur?

When I have attended training programs, watched demonstration 
videos, or observed these types of assessments, it seems that animals 
often show signs of stress. Some tests actually test up to the point 
that the dogs start to show significant stress signals as the endpoint 
of their scoring. This led me to ask if there might be another way 
to assess dogs involved in therapeutic activities. 

PROFESSIONAL THERAPY WORK INVOLVING ANIMALS  
IS OFTEN DIFFERENT FROM VOLUNTEER SOCIAL  
SUPPORT PROGRAMS
Professional work with animals occurs when paid professionals 
decide to involve dogs or other animal species in their work. There 
are specific goals to be met, and the therapists work with the animals 
to help clients meet those goals. A physical therapist might ask for 
more activity from a dog, such as asking a dog to walk off-leash 
alongside a client through a simple obstacle course with two turns 
following a knee replacement. A speech therapist might want the 
dog to learn cues with certain phonemes that could help clients 
utter those sounds more clearly. An occupational therapist might 
ask a client overcoming a hand injury to grasp a spongy ball to toss 
to a dog, or to clip a lead rope to a horse’s halter. A mental health 
therapist might want an animal to be able to engage in a wide range 
of specific activities depending on the client’s goals. For example, the 
client might benefit from playing a game with a cat in which the cat 
paws at a spinner for the board game, or from playing hide-and-seek 
with a dog who must move around the room searching for where 
the client has hidden. In play therapy, a child might want a dog to 
play different imaginary roles that the therapist facilitates, such as 
“police dog,” “search-and-rescue dog,” a canine cashier at a store, or 
a guest at a dinner party. These roles require creativity on the part of 
the therapist who helps the dog play the various roles without stress 
or intrusions. 

Some evaluations of dogs for therapy work require the dogs to 
tolerate intrusive behaviors. It seems that because certain clients, 
such as young children or anyone with coordination problems, 
might grab or mishandle dogs, the expectation is that dogs should 
tolerate these behaviors and they should be tested for that. My 
article, Expectations of Therapy Dogs: Should We Train Dogs to “Put 
Up” with Certain Human Behaviors? (VanFleet, 2024) raises some 
questions about this. While it’s important for animals to enjoy 
being with people and show no evidence of strong reactivity, it is 
not necessary to have a “bombproof animal,” especially since no 
such thing exists! In my experience, dog handlers can teach their 
clients or the people they visit to use more appropriate ways of 
interacting with dogs or other animals. Instead of hugging dogs 
around their necks, children can learn to stroke or scratch the 
dogs’ shoulder or under their chins. Older people can learn to let 
the dogs approach them and sniff them before stretching out a 
shaky hand to pet the dogs’ shoulder. All people can learn to avoid 
touching horses on the face or reaching over dogs’ heads, where the 
animals cannot see. Such teaching can be done proactively and in 
a light manner. 

With children in Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (AAPT), we first 
show them “where dogs like to be touched the best” (chin, chest, 
shoulder), and then we practice this with a life-sized stuffed toy dog 
before introducing real dogs. If the children forget in subsequent 
sessions, it usually takes a simple reminder to touch dogs in their 
favorite places. This is then followed with some consent work where 
the children touch the dogs for three seconds or three strokes and 
then stops to see the dogs’ reactions. When children see how the 
dogs communicate liking or disinterest, they become motivated to 
do what the dogs like. For an excellent resource on canine consent, 
see Jones (2024).

There are a number of differences between professional involvement 
of animals and the volunteer form of Animal Assisted Services that 
involve friendly visits and social support. First, the interactions 
in professional therapy can be more varied. Because the animals 
are often fully involved in actual therapeutic interventions, they 
benefit from knowing more specific trained or cued behaviors 
that facilitate clients’ movement toward their goals. These vary 
according to the type of therapy being conducted, too. Second, the 
relationships involved in therapy are often lengthier and potentially 
more emotional or intense. The same clients might be seen for 
a long time, and depending on the problem area, clients might 
experience and express more emotional reactions. The animals 
need to be prepared and able to handle this level of intensity. Third, 
because of the greater involvement of clients in therapy sessions, 
there is more potential risk to animals. In more physically active 
or emotionally expressive forms of therapy, greater movement by 
clients in the presence of, or directly with, the animals can pose 
an increased risk of the animals being in the way or struck by 
moving props. For example, children in mental health treatment 
using play therapy, can move a great deal, such as running around, 
brandishing toys in their enthusiasm or imaginary play, or using 
props that make noise or appear unusual (e.g., strange-looking 
masks). Similarly, the animals can also be exposed to a wider and 

more intense expression of feelings, and they might not be able to 
distinguish between “real” feelings and those expressed in pretend 
play at times.

Much more is typically asked of the animals on these many 
dimensions, and as a result, the usual forms of assessment might 
be lacking for professional AAT in three primary areas: (1) the 
animals need to be extremely well socialized to experience these 
additional demands without stress, (2) the testing of 15-25 pre-
established behaviors does not necessarily mean that the animals 
will be able to handle the varied and intense requirements of 
this type of work, and (3) a wider range of personality types of 
the animals might be useful, and tests used to make traditional 
suitability determinations might rule out animals who would be 
valuable in professional work. The regular assessment methods are 
useful to get a general idea of the animal’s suitability, but more 
information is needed, not only for the safety of clients, but also 
for the well-being of the animals.

A DIFFERENT CONCEPTUALIZATION IS BORN
This article presents an alternative method for assessing the 
appropriateness of dogs and other species for professional therapy 
work. It is not intended to be critical of the methods currently 
used in other programs. It is designed for different purposes and 
to meet the additional needs of approving animals in the context 
of professional mental health, allied health, and educational work.

The idea was born in 2004 after I began involving my dog Kirrie 
in my play therapy work. Although Kirrie passed the Canine Good 
Citizen test, she was clearly not a “traditional” therapy dog. She was 
full of energy, curious about what was going on with people, eager 
to learn new things, and she initiated activities and games. She 
was smart and created mischief if she wasn’t sufficiently mentally 
stimulated. She worked beautifully with children and families in 
play therapy but seemed most eager when she was right in the 
midst of the action. As I considered some of the therapy dog tests 
at the time, I was worried that I might have to train some of the 
enthusiasm and initiative out of her, and I knew those traits would 
be valuable in my work. I also didn’t want to try to “remake” her 
into someone she wasn’t. I had tried to work with her on-leash, 
as is understandably a requirement of dogs going into hospitals 
or nursing homes, but it did not work well in play therapy. If we 
played hide-and-seek or ran through a tunnel or did what I called 
“fake agility” (going around and under furniture and toys in the 
playroom), I could not continue to hold the leash at all times. Off-
leash, she listened well, engaged voluntarily and appropriately with 
clients, and negotiated her way around the playroom toys easily if 
she was not encumbered by a leash. After careful consideration, I 
knew I needed to allow her to be herself at all costs. If she then fits 
well with my professional work, that was all to the good.

I knew from my experience taking her off leash that there was huge 
therapeutic value in allowing her natural and voluntary behavior. 
Because she was free to come and go, when she approached clients 
with her entire back-end wagging, they knew she was genuinely 
pleased to see them. If she walked away when they became 
boisterous, they also knew, with my facilitation, that her reaction 

was authentic. It became a great way to strengthen clients’ empathy 
as I challenged them to adjust their behavior to create a more 
comfortable environment for Kirrie. Knowing the importance of 
safety as well as of measurable therapeutic outcomes, I pondered 
the question, “How can I ensure everyone’s safety while permitting 
Kirrie to be herself?”

THE GOODNESS-OF-FIT MODEL
The Goodness-of-Fit Model is drawn from child development 
research, and the concept of “fit” between animal and environment 
is also at the core of the field of ethology. Goodness-of-fit research 
suggests that the greater the compatibility between a child and their 
environment, the better the overall adjustment of the child. When 
extrapolated to nonhuman animals, goodness-of-fit looks at the 
compatibility of the animal’s personality, motivations, and interests 

with the environment 
in which the animal 
exists. If a horse, a herd 
animal and by nature a 
trickle-feeder, is kept 
alone and stabled rather 
than being out on grass 
with other horses for 
long periods, one might 
expect some physical, 
and often digestive, 
and behavioral issues to 
arise. It simply is not a 
good fit for that species 
or individual. If a well-
socialized dog regularly 
approaches people and 
enjoys being touched 
is involved in a nursing 
home environment for 
visits, one can expect 
the dog to adjust well 

to that situation. On the other hand, if an energetic dog seeks 
and enjoys lots of activity is asked to remain quietly in a prone 
position for long periods in a courthouse dog program, one might 
expect to see some behavioral difficulties emerge as indications of 
poor adjustment. The goodness-of-fit approach promises to be a 
useful tool for ensuring that individual dogs are matched up with 
compatible tasks and types of therapy in which they are involved. 
It has become the primary way dogs are assessed for their work in 
Animal Assisted Play Therapy®.

While many AAS programs evaluate dogs against expected 
behaviors that would qualify them for the work, the goodness-of-
fit model used in AAPT approaches the task of assessing animals 
from a different direction. Instead of examining 20 or 30 behaviors 
believed to be essential for many types of visitation environments, 
the goodness-of-fit model starts with an evaluation of the dog’s 
personality, preferences, skills, and typical choices on numerous 
dimensions. This provides a profile of the types of work that that 
specific animal might be best suited for and most interested in 

The Goodness-of-Fit 
Model is drawn from 
child development 
research, and the 
concept of “fit” 
between animal and 
environment is also 
at the core of the 
field of ethology.
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performing. Interventions are then built around each unique 
animal rather than expecting the animal to fit a more uniform type 
of “job description.” There are so many different ways to conduct 
play therapy that it is usually easy to make room for animals with 
different personalities and interests in AAPT. The same is true for 
how dogs might be included in the allied health professions and even 
in schools. In essence, there are many different “job descriptions” 
in any given field that depend on the clients’ or students’ needs, the 
forms of therapy or teaching used, and the possible roles that dogs 
or other animals might play. Dogs with different personalities, 
motivations, skills, and interests might perform different roles 
within this array of options. Chapter 8, Animal Preparation for 
AAPT, in the Maxwell Award-winning book, Animal Assisted 
Play Therapy (VanFleet and Faa-Thompson, 2017), delves into 
this topic in more detail. 

The AAPT certification process is handled by an independent AAPT 
International Certification Board, and it is based on demonstrated 
competencies. The therapists or educators are certified, and the 
animals are approved. There are many competencies that are 
expected of the humans so they can observe, understand, and 
advocate for their animals at all times. Skills like split attention and 
proactive attention are taught, and an understanding of the body 
language of each species involved with a person must reach a level 
of fluency. Figure 1 below shows the competencies required of the 
professionals. There is an extensive process to evaluate the human 

competencies that can be found at https://aaptcertboard.org. The 
remainder of this article focuses only on the animal assessment 
process and how it is applied with dogs and other species.

HOW THE GOODNESS-OF-FIT MODEL IS APPLIED
The animal approval process using the goodness-of-fit concept is 
comprised of four stages listed below:

1.	 An assessment of the individual dog’s personality, motiva-
tions, abilities, interests, and sensitivities. 

2.	 An assessment of the dog’s basic trained behaviors and how 
regulated and responsive the dog is within the therapist-ani-
mal partnership. 

3.	 Identification of the types of roles, if any, are best suited to 
the dog’s personality and preferences.

4.	 The handler creates a Therapy Involvement Plan™ (TIP) 
that describes the dog’s features revealed in the above items, 
and details how the dog will comfortably and voluntarily 
be included in the work. The TIP must show how the dog’s 
interests are incorporated and how the therapist or educator 
will set up the work environment so that it is enjoyable and 
non-stressful for the animal. Videos are also submitted to 
show this is the case.

Therapist-Animal Relationship Competencies
• 	Ethology, Behavior, Development
•	 Senses of Species & Individual
•	 Reciprocal Relationship Building
•	 Fluency in Animal Body Language
•	 Animal Responsive Handling & Decision-Making™
•	 Animal Friendly Training 
•	 Proactive and Split Attention 
• 	Natural Environment & Awareness 

Animal-Related Competencies
• 	Selection of Animals
•	 Animal Appropriateness Scale™  

(personality & preferences)
•	 Animal's Trained Behaviors
•	 Therapy Involvement Plan™ for Each Animal

Therapy/Education Competencies
• 	Professional Therapist or Educator Competence
•	 Play Therapy Competence
•	 Planning, Conducting, Facilitating, & Processing  

AAPT Sessions 

Ethics & Welfare Competencies
• 	Adherence to All Professional Ethical Standards
•	 Effectiveness of Intervention (evidence of 

 goal attainment)
•	 Fidelity to AAPT Values & Principles  

(re. clients AND animals)
•	 Adherence to Highest Welfare & Well-Being 

Standards
•	 Voluntary Participation of All 

AAPT Demonstrated Competencies
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A CLOSER LOOK AT ASSESSING THE PERSONALITY, 
MOTIVATIONS, ABILITIES, INTERESTS, AND SENSITIVITIES
Therapists and educators who train in AAPT hone their observation 
skills and learn to separate them from interpretations, which are 
less precise and require context to gain full understanding of the 
dog. The observation skills are emphasized in all the online and 
in-person training courses as well as in supervision. The handler is 
included in the assessment of the dog (and any other species and 
individual animal being included). 

1. ASSESS THE ANIMAL’S PERSONALITY, MOTIVATIONS, 
ABILITIES, AND INTERESTS
The study of animal personality is an emerging and broadening 
field. Most currently used temperament tests of dogs (different 
from therapy dog tests) have been developed to assess dogs in 
shelters for their soundness and suitability as family pet dogs. 
There are varying degrees of rigor in determining their validity and 
reliability, but most have achieved popularity through the use by 
dog trainers and shelter workers who believe they are useful. One 
form of assessment that focuses more on personality and motivating 
factors is the Clothier Animal Response Assessment Tool™, or CARAT, 
developed by Suzanne Clothier (https://suzanneclothier.com). It 
provides a look at many features of the unique animal under a 
variety of conditions and offers a view of that animal’s most likely 
ways of responding. This tool has had some preliminary reliability 
work done on it, and there is a certification program available. It 
is one of the tools that is suitable for getting a clear picture of who 
the animal is. It is our hope there will be increasing numbers of 
animal professionals who become certified in its use.

When we first considered applying the goodness-of-fit model to 
animals involved in AAPT in late 2004, we realized we needed 
an assessment tool that looked more at the uniqueness of the 
animal than the tests of various behaviors that were prevalent in 
the therapy world at the time. The Animal Appropriateness Scale™ 
(AAS) was developed by Risë VanFleet with the input of many 
animal professionals and therapists. This development process 
entailed a thorough review of the then-current literature on the 
characteristics of good therapy animals, most of which was about 
dogs. Eventually, data from several years of AAPT practice and 
discussions were added to fine-tune the measure. Preliminary 
testing for inter-rater reliability was conducted in 2014-2015 
that led to revisions. The AAS has been used for several years and 
is now undergoing final revisions in preparation to have studies 
of its validity and reliability completed. A training program in its 
use will be available later this year from the author.

The AAS requires multiple observations of the animal being assessed, 
and the handler (usually the therapist) completes it as well as an 
independent rater trained in its use. The two compare and discuss 
their respective scoring. If there is agreement that the animal appears 
suitable for AAPT work, the next phases of the assessment are 
completed. The AAS uses a 5-point scale on multiple dimensions in 
four domains.

The four broad domains of the AAS are (a) physical/sensory 
functioning (e.g., energy level, arousal, tolerance of handling), (b) 

social functioning (e.g., sociability, playfulness, engagement), (c) 
adaptability (e.g., curiosity, initiative, focus), and (d) psychological 
functioning (e.g., confidence, frustration tolerance, stability). 
Together, these domains include 30 dimensions of characteristics 
to be rated through careful observation. The resulting profile is 
considered to be a picture of how the animal is functioning at this 
point in time and likely to function in the future. While most 
features are believed to be enduring, some are likely to change with 
age, illness, or significant events in the animal’s life.

2. OBSERVE THE ANIMAL’S TRAINED BEHAVIORS/
RESPONSIVENESS TO THERAPIST
The next part of the assessment of animal suitability in AAPT is 
similar to the more common ways of assessing animals. The items 
are different based on the species and the type of work being done, 
but there are basic behaviors established to ensure that the animal 
is under stimulus control of the therapist/handler. These might 
include a dog’s ability to Stay or Wait for 15 seconds, a horse’s 
ability to turn and follow the therapist walking away when cued, 
or a cat’s ability to respond to careful petting without using claws 
or teeth. The lists established are designed for useful behaviors 
within therapy sessions and to ensure safety. Because in AAPT 
we prefer to avoid overtraining animals, these expected trained/
learned behaviors are not extensive. Because therapists learn to 
read and recognize stress signals as soon as they arise and then 
to take appropriate steps to reduce that stress, there is no need 
for animals to demonstrate that they can handle intrusive human 
behavior or rough handling. It is the therapists’ responsibility, and 
part of their training, to learn to manage the situations to respond 
quickly to prevent this. Boundaries can be set with clients at the 
earliest signals of animal stress, and therapists are encouraged to 
have an emergency cue for their animals to immediately leave the 
situation. For example, a Behind Me! emergency cue teaches a dog 
to immediately leave whatever is happening and go behind the 
therapist/handler.

3. IDENTIFY THE TYPES OF ACTIVITIES THAT SEEM TO 
MATCH THE DOG’S PERSONALITY AND PREFERENCES 
An examination of the AAS results from the handler and the 
evaluator leads to an informal listing of the types of activities or 
roles that seem best matched with the dog’s personality features and 
preferences. Attention is also paid to the dog’s natural behaviors 
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performing. Interventions are then built around each unique 
animal rather than expecting the animal to fit a more uniform type 
of “job description.” There are so many different ways to conduct 
play therapy that it is usually easy to make room for animals with 
different personalities and interests in AAPT. The same is true for 
how dogs might be included in the allied health professions and even 
in schools. In essence, there are many different “job descriptions” 
in any given field that depend on the clients’ or students’ needs, the 
forms of therapy or teaching used, and the possible roles that dogs 
or other animals might play. Dogs with different personalities, 
motivations, skills, and interests might perform different roles 
within this array of options. Chapter 8, Animal Preparation for 
AAPT, in the Maxwell Award-winning book, Animal Assisted 
Play Therapy (VanFleet and Faa-Thompson, 2017), delves into 
this topic in more detail. 

The AAPT certification process is handled by an independent AAPT 
International Certification Board, and it is based on demonstrated 
competencies. The therapists or educators are certified, and the 
animals are approved. There are many competencies that are 
expected of the humans so they can observe, understand, and 
advocate for their animals at all times. Skills like split attention and 
proactive attention are taught, and an understanding of the body 
language of each species involved with a person must reach a level 
of fluency. Figure 1 below shows the competencies required of the 
professionals. There is an extensive process to evaluate the human 

competencies that can be found at https://aaptcertboard.org. The 
remainder of this article focuses only on the animal assessment 
process and how it is applied with dogs and other species.

HOW THE GOODNESS-OF-FIT MODEL IS APPLIED
The animal approval process using the goodness-of-fit concept is 
comprised of four stages listed below:

1.	 An assessment of the individual dog’s personality, motiva-
tions, abilities, interests, and sensitivities. 

2.	 An assessment of the dog’s basic trained behaviors and how 
regulated and responsive the dog is within the therapist-ani-
mal partnership. 

3.	 Identification of the types of roles, if any, are best suited to 
the dog’s personality and preferences.

4.	 The handler creates a Therapy Involvement Plan™ (TIP) 
that describes the dog’s features revealed in the above items, 
and details how the dog will comfortably and voluntarily 
be included in the work. The TIP must show how the dog’s 
interests are incorporated and how the therapist or educator 
will set up the work environment so that it is enjoyable and 
non-stressful for the animal. Videos are also submitted to 
show this is the case.

A CLOSER LOOK AT ASSESSING THE PERSONALITY, 
MOTIVATIONS, ABILITIES, INTERESTS, AND SENSITIVITIES
Therapists and educators who train in AAPT hone their observation 
skills and learn to separate them from interpretations, which are 
less precise and require context to gain full understanding of the 
dog. The observation skills are emphasized in all the online and 
in-person training courses as well as in supervision. The handler is 
included in the assessment of the dog (and any other species and 
individual animal being included). 

1. ASSESS THE ANIMAL’S PERSONALITY, MOTIVATIONS, 
ABILITIES, AND INTERESTS
The study of animal personality is an emerging and broadening 
field. Most currently used temperament tests of dogs (different 
from therapy dog tests) have been developed to assess dogs in 
shelters for their soundness and suitability as family pet dogs. 
There are varying degrees of rigor in determining their validity and 
reliability, but most have achieved popularity through the use by 
dog trainers and shelter workers who believe they are useful. One 
form of assessment that focuses more on personality and motivating 
factors is the Clothier Animal Response Assessment Tool™, or CARAT, 
developed by Suzanne Clothier (https://suzanneclothier.com). It 
provides a look at many features of the unique animal under a 
variety of conditions and offers a view of that animal’s most likely 
ways of responding. This tool has had some preliminary reliability 
work done on it, and there is a certification program available. It 
is one of the tools that is suitable for getting a clear picture of who 
the animal is. It is our hope there will be increasing numbers of 
animal professionals who become certified in its use.

When we first considered applying the goodness-of-fit model to 
animals involved in AAPT in late 2004, we realized we needed 
an assessment tool that looked more at the uniqueness of the 
animal than the tests of various behaviors that were prevalent in 
the therapy world at the time. The Animal Appropriateness Scale™ 
(AAS) was developed by Risë VanFleet with the input of many 
animal professionals and therapists. This development process 
entailed a thorough review of the then-current literature on the 
characteristics of good therapy animals, most of which was about 
dogs. Eventually, data from several years of AAPT practice and 
discussions were added to fine-tune the measure. Preliminary 
testing for inter-rater reliability was conducted in 2014-2015 
that led to revisions. The AAS has been used for several years and 
is now undergoing final revisions in preparation to have studies 
of its validity and reliability completed. A training program in its 
use will be available later this year from the author.

The AAS requires multiple observations of the animal being assessed, 
and the handler (usually the therapist) completes it as well as an 
independent rater trained in its use. The two compare and discuss 
their respective scoring. If there is agreement that the animal appears 
suitable for AAPT work, the next phases of the assessment are 
completed. The AAS uses a 5-point scale on multiple dimensions in 
four domains.

The four broad domains of the AAS are (a) physical/sensory 
functioning (e.g., energy level, arousal, tolerance of handling), (b) 

social functioning (e.g., sociability, playfulness, engagement), (c) 
adaptability (e.g., curiosity, initiative, focus), and (d) psychological 
functioning (e.g., confidence, frustration tolerance, stability). 
Together, these domains include 30 dimensions of characteristics 
to be rated through careful observation. The resulting profile is 
considered to be a picture of how the animal is functioning at this 
point in time and likely to function in the future. While most 
features are believed to be enduring, some are likely to change with 
age, illness, or significant events in the animal’s life.

2. OBSERVE THE ANIMAL’S TRAINED BEHAVIORS/
RESPONSIVENESS TO THERAPIST
The next part of the assessment of animal suitability in AAPT is 
similar to the more common ways of assessing animals. The items 
are different based on the species and the type of work being done, 
but there are basic behaviors established to ensure that the animal 
is under stimulus control of the therapist/handler. These might 
include a dog’s ability to Stay or Wait for 15 seconds, a horse’s 
ability to turn and follow the therapist walking away when cued, 
or a cat’s ability to respond to careful petting without using claws 
or teeth. The lists established are designed for useful behaviors 
within therapy sessions and to ensure safety. Because in AAPT 
we prefer to avoid overtraining animals, these expected trained/
learned behaviors are not extensive. Because therapists learn to 
read and recognize stress signals as soon as they arise and then 
to take appropriate steps to reduce that stress, there is no need 
for animals to demonstrate that they can handle intrusive human 
behavior or rough handling. It is the therapists’ responsibility, and 
part of their training, to learn to manage the situations to respond 
quickly to prevent this. Boundaries can be set with clients at the 
earliest signals of animal stress, and therapists are encouraged to 
have an emergency cue for their animals to immediately leave the 
situation. For example, a Behind Me! emergency cue teaches a dog 
to immediately leave whatever is happening and go behind the 
therapist/handler.

3. IDENTIFY THE TYPES OF ACTIVITIES THAT SEEM TO 
MATCH THE DOG’S PERSONALITY AND PREFERENCES 
An examination of the AAS results from the handler and the 
evaluator leads to an informal listing of the types of activities or 
roles that seem best matched with the dog’s personality features and 
preferences. Attention is also paid to the dog’s natural behaviors 

Therapist-Animal Relationship Competencies
• 	Ethology, Behavior, Development
•	 Senses of Species & Individual
•	 Reciprocal Relationship Building
•	 Fluency in Animal Body Language
•	 Animal Responsive Handling & Decision-Making™
•	 Animal Friendly Training 
•	 Proactive and Split Attention 
• 	Natural Environment & Awareness 

Animal-Related Competencies
• 	Selection of Animals
•	 Animal Appropriateness Scale™  

(personality & preferences)
•	 Animal's Trained Behaviors
•	 Therapy Involvement Plan™ for Each Animal

Therapy/Education Competencies
• 	Professional Therapist or Educator Competence
•	 Play Therapy Competence
•	 Planning, Conducting, Facilitating, & Processing  

AAPT Sessions 

Ethics & Welfare Competencies
• 	Adherence to All Professional Ethical Standards
•	 Effectiveness of Intervention (evidence of 

 goal attainment)
•	 Fidelity to AAPT Values & Principles  

(re. clients AND animals)
•	 Adherence to Highest Welfare & Well-Being 

Standards
•	 Voluntary Participation of All 

AAPT Demonstrated Competencies
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all times, and (c) adds tremendous flexibility to the therapeutic 
relationships (therapist-animal, animal-client, client-therapist) and 
therapeutic process itself. Each intervention selected considers the 
client’s goals, the unique features of the animal, and the therapist’s 
skills and preferred methods of working with a particular problem 
area. Goodness-of-fit is maximized with the hopes of enhancing 
the therapeutic or educational process while ensuring that the dogs 
and other animals truly enjoy the work they are invited to do.

Risë VanFleet, Ph.D., RPT-S, CDBC, 
CAEBI, the president of the Family 
Enhancement & Play Therapy Center, 
Inc., in Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania, 
is a licensed psychologist, registered play 
therapist-supervisor, certified dog behavior 
consultant, and certified animal ethology 
and behavior instructor with 48 years 
of professional experience with children, 

families, animals, and 20 years of volunteer work with rescue 
organizations. She is the founder and president of the International 
Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy®️ (AAPT), an organization 
dedicated to the well-being of animals involved in multidisciplinary 
professional AAI work. She trains people and their dogs internationally 
for AAPT work and also specializes in helping highly fearful, 
unsocialized, and traumatized dogs, often using dog-friendly, play-
based interventions. Dr. VanFleet has received numerous awards and 
recognition for her teaching and writing and received the Pennsylvania 
Psychological Association’s Distinguished Contributions to the Science 
and Profession of Psychology. She may be reached through her website 
at risevanfleet.com.
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in different environments. Further 
observations can help clarify the dog’s 
level of interest, and even some simple 
testing of related activities can confirm 
the goodness-of-fit between dog and 
the features of the work environment.

4. CREATE A THERAPY 
INVOLVEMENT PLAN FOR EACH
ANIMAL INVOLVED IN THE WORK
The Therapy Involvement Plan (TIP)
is designed to determine what roles
are best suited to the animal, given
the information garnered through
the AAS and the relationship with
the therapist and clients. There is a
separate assessment of the therapist-
animal relationship that is used in the
AAPT certification process as well.
The TIP is a document submitted
by AAPT therapists as they complete
their training and supervision and
begin work with their animals more
independently. It helps assess if the
therapist has a clear-eyed view of their
animal and is following the goodness-
of-fit concept. In this document, the
therapist discusses the personality,

interests, and abilities of the animal, the animal’s more sensitive 
areas, and how the therapist plans to involve the animal in their 
work. The TIP highlights how the animal’s characteristics are 
matched to the roles the animal is asked to play, and how the 
therapist will work to ensure that the more sensitive areas are 
protected. For example, considering a dog who is slow to warm 
up to people at first but then loves to work with them, a therapist 
will describe in the TIP how the dog will be slowly and safely 
introduced to new clients and the conditions under which the dog 
will be more fully involved after showing specific signs of comfort 
with the client.

CONCLUSION
AAPT does not expect to have perfect animals. Just as there are 
no perfect humans, there are no “perfect” animals for the work 
they are being asked to perform. In fact, it can often be the small 
imperfections, such as when the dog refuses to jump through 
a hoop, or the horse simply stops in the middle of the obstacle 
course, that yield the most powerful therapeutic experiences, as 
long as the therapist is skilled enough to facilitate them to that 
end. We have adopted this goodness-of-fit method of assessing 
animals because it (a) allows the animals to simply be themselves 
with voluntary and natural behaviors that are more authentic, (b) 
ensures that therapists see their animals clearly and have the skills 
to ensure their well-being and actual enjoyment of the process at 

Just as there are no perfect humans, 
there are no “perfect” animals for the 
work they are being asked to perform. 
In fact, it can often be the small 
imperfections, such as when the dog 
refuses to jump through a hoop, or the 
horse simply stops in the middle of the 
obstacle course, that yield the most 
powerful therapeutic experiences, as 
long as the therapist is skilled enough 
to facilitate them to that end. 
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Teach Your Puppy/Dog to 
Love Their Crate
By Dr. Ian Dunbar PhD, BVetMed, MRCVS
Courtesy of DunbarAcademy.com

Teaching puppies and dogs to enjoy temporary 
confinement to a dog crate accelerates all aspects 
of teaching basic household manners, including 
housetraining, chew toy training, reducing activity 
and barking, preventing mistakes around the house, 
and preventing adolescent-onset separation anxiety.

Many puppies adapt surprisingly quickly to temporary 
confinement, especially if they are always given a 
food-stuffed chew toy as occupational therapy to 
while away the time. The adjustment period is quicker 
for adult dogs, many of whom have spent day and 
night in a shelter cage. It is much quicker to teach a 
new schedule in a new house from the outset. Even 
so, teach your puppy or dog to thoroughly enjoy little 
quiet moments in their crate by playing crate games 
with their daily ration of kibble:

1. Sit on the floor and lay a trail of kibble into the
pup's crate with a Kong containing six pieces
of kibble at the end of the trail. Shut the door
as soon as the pup enters the crate but open
the door if the pup wants to exit. But the Kong
remains tethered inside.

2. Toss several pieces of kibble (one at a time)
inside the crate, so the puppy eagerly runs
inside the crate. Praise the pup lots.

3. Let the pup watch you partially stuff a Kong with
some kibble-mush, a few pieces of dry kibble and
a couple of tasty treats. Let the puppy sniff each
morsel as it goes into the Kong. Put the Kong in
the crate and shut the door... with the puppy on
the outside. Give the pup some time to evaluate
the dilemma and then open the door for the pup
to enter, shut the door and praise the puppy as it
worries at the Kong.

The idea is to gradually increase in-crate time to 
50 minutes with an hourly 10-minute break to pee, 
play Find, Fetch and Tug, and learn some basic 
cued-behaviors and then back in the crate with 
another stuffed chew toy.

TIP: Mental exercise is more physically tiring than 
physical exercise. Teach Find your toys, Go to... 
(different people and places), Come, Follow, Sit, 
Down, Stand, Rollover etc.
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in different environments. Further 
observations can help clarify the dog’s 
level of interest, and even some simple 
testing of related activities can confirm 
the goodness-of-fit between dog and 
the features of the work environment.

4. CREATE A THERAPY 
INVOLVEMENT PLAN FOR EACH
ANIMAL INVOLVED IN THE WORK
The Therapy Involvement Plan (TIP)
is designed to determine what roles
are best suited to the animal, given
the information garnered through
the AAS and the relationship with
the therapist and clients. There is a
separate assessment of the therapist-
animal relationship that is used in the
AAPT certification process as well.
The TIP is a document submitted
by AAPT therapists as they complete
their training and supervision and
begin work with their animals more
independently. It helps assess if the
therapist has a clear-eyed view of their
animal and is following the goodness-
of-fit concept. In this document, the
therapist discusses the personality,

interests, and abilities of the animal, the animal’s more sensitive 
areas, and how the therapist plans to involve the animal in their 
work. The TIP highlights how the animal’s characteristics are 
matched to the roles the animal is asked to play, and how the 
therapist will work to ensure that the more sensitive areas are 
protected. For example, considering a dog who is slow to warm 
up to people at first but then loves to work with them, a therapist 
will describe in the TIP how the dog will be slowly and safely 
introduced to new clients and the conditions under which the dog 
will be more fully involved after showing specific signs of comfort 
with the client.

CONCLUSION
AAPT does not expect to have perfect animals. Just as there are 
no perfect humans, there are no “perfect” animals for the work 
they are being asked to perform. In fact, it can often be the small 
imperfections, such as when the dog refuses to jump through 
a hoop, or the horse simply stops in the middle of the obstacle 
course, that yield the most powerful therapeutic experiences, as 
long as the therapist is skilled enough to facilitate them to that 
end. We have adopted this goodness-of-fit method of assessing 
animals because it (a) allows the animals to simply be themselves 
with voluntary and natural behaviors that are more authentic, (b) 
ensures that therapists see their animals clearly and have the skills 
to ensure their well-being and actual enjoyment of the process at 
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all times, and (c) adds tremendous flexibility to the therapeutic 
relationships (therapist-animal, animal-client, client-therapist) and 
therapeutic process itself. Each intervention selected considers the 
client’s goals, the unique features of the animal, and the therapist’s 
skills and preferred methods of working with a particular problem 
area. Goodness-of-fit is maximized with the hopes of enhancing 
the therapeutic or educational process while ensuring that the dogs 
and other animals truly enjoy the work they are invited to do.

Risë VanFleet, Ph.D., RPT-S, CDBC, 
CAEBI, the president of the Family 
Enhancement & Play Therapy Center, 
Inc., in Boiling Springs, Pennsylvania, 
is a licensed psychologist, registered play 
therapist-supervisor, certified dog behavior 
consultant, and certified animal ethology 
and behavior instructor with 48 years 
of professional experience with children, 

families, animals, and 20 years of volunteer work with rescue 
organizations. She is the founder and president of the International 
Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy®️ (AAPT), an organization 
dedicated to the well-being of animals involved in multidisciplinary 
professional AAI work. She trains people and their dogs internationally 
for AAPT work and also specializes in helping highly fearful, 
unsocialized, and traumatized dogs, often using dog-friendly, play-
based interventions. Dr. VanFleet has received numerous awards and 
recognition for her teaching and writing and received the Pennsylvania 
Psychological Association’s Distinguished Contributions to the Science 
and Profession of Psychology. She may be reached through her website 
at risevanfleet.com.
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Teach Your Puppy/Dog to 
Love Their Crate
By Dr. Ian Dunbar PhD, BVetMed, MRCVS
Courtesy of DunbarAcademy.com

Teaching puppies and dogs to enjoy temporary 
confinement to a dog crate accelerates all aspects 
of teaching basic household manners, including 
housetraining, chew toy training, reducing activity 
and barking, preventing mistakes around the house, 
and preventing adolescent-onset separation anxiety.

Many puppies adapt surprisingly quickly to temporary 
confinement, especially if they are always given a 
food-stuffed chew toy as occupational therapy to 
while away the time. The adjustment period is quicker 
for adult dogs, many of whom have spent day and 
night in a shelter cage. It is much quicker to teach a 
new schedule in a new house from the outset. Even 
so, teach your puppy or dog to thoroughly enjoy little 
quiet moments in their crate by playing crate games 
with their daily ration of kibble:

1. Sit on the floor and lay a trail of kibble into the
pup's crate with a Kong containing six pieces
of kibble at the end of the trail. Shut the door
as soon as the pup enters the crate but open
the door if the pup wants to exit. But the Kong
remains tethered inside.

2. Toss several pieces of kibble (one at a time)
inside the crate, so the puppy eagerly runs
inside the crate. Praise the pup lots.

3. Let the pup watch you partially stuff a Kong with
some kibble-mush, a few pieces of dry kibble and
a couple of tasty treats. Let the puppy sniff each
morsel as it goes into the Kong. Put the Kong in
the crate and shut the door... with the puppy on
the outside. Give the pup some time to evaluate
the dilemma and then open the door for the pup
to enter, shut the door and praise the puppy as it
worries at the Kong.

The idea is to gradually increase in-crate time to 
50 minutes with an hourly 10-minute break to pee, 
play Find, Fetch and Tug, and learn some basic 
cued-behaviors and then back in the crate with 
another stuffed chew toy.

TIP: Mental exercise is more physically tiring than 
physical exercise. Teach Find your toys, Go to... 
(different people and places), Come, Follow, Sit, 
Down, Stand, Rollover etc.




