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REGISTRATION NOW OPEN!! 

4th AAPT ONLINE CONFERENCE - BACK BY POPULAR DEMAND! 

April 17-18, 2024 
 

 

Details inside! 
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The Fourth Annual 

INTERNATIONAL ANIMAL ASSISTED PLAY THERAPY®  

ONLINE CONFERENCE 2024 

Sponsored by the International Institute for AAPT®  

 

April 17-18, 2024 
Register: https://risevanfleet.com/shop 

On April 17-18, 2024 (Wednesday-Thursday), we will hold our 4th annual Animal Assisted Play Therapy® 

conference! It will be held online, with 6 presentations each day for a total of 12 distance learning CE credits. 

The full schedule and descriptions are in this flyer. 
 

Presentations will be prerecorded, although the presenters will be available live for the question-and-answer 

periods immediately following their presentations. If you register for the conference, you will have access to 

the presentation recordings afterwards as well.  

This year’s program features our wonderful and highly experienced Certified AAPT Instructors and Instructors-

in-Training. They have selected a wide range of interesting topics that cover the lifespan of animals’ therapy 

work, including the preparation for therapy work, the involvement of different species, AAPT principles in 

action, case examples, combinations of AAPT with other intervention methods, retirement, competencies 

needed by therapists, and more! This year, presenters join us from the UK, throughout the USA, and Taiwan.  

AAPT emphasizes relationships and animal well-being throughout the therapy process. The workshops are 

designed to show AAPT in practical terms. Most will feature a 40-minute presentation and videos, along with a 

short live discussion period after each.  

An outline of the schedule with workshop titles and presenters is followed by more detailed information about 

each in this flyer. If you need continuing education credits, please be sure to read our CE statement. CE is 

available only for those who register for it (an additional fee), complete an assessment, submit a satisfaction 

survey, and attend the full conference. Learning objectives are listed at the end.  

After the completion of the conference, access to recordings of the presentations will be made available to 

those who have registered for the conference prior to April 15. They will not include the discussion portions. 

https://risevanfleet.com/shop/g
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Schedule 
 

Times are listed in U.S. Eastern Standard Time (same as New York City). Google “time zone conversion” to see the times 

in your location. In general, subtract 3 hours for Pacific Time USA; add 5 hours for the UK times, and add 6 hours for 

much of Europe. We are sorry that this is not good timing for the far eastern countries, Australia, and New Zealand. The 

conference recordings will be available afterwards to all who sign up in advance. The conference features an 

international faculty (shown in parentheses with bios later in the flyer). 

 
 

--- 17 April 2024 --- 

 

10:00 – 10:15 am       Welcome, Announcements, Orientation  

10:15 – 11:05            Curious Calico or Talkative Tabby? Assessing Your Animal’s  

                                                        Appropriateness for AAPT Work       (Jacque George) 

11:05 – 11:55            Preparing Your Canine for Nondirective Animal Assisted Play Therapy® 

                 (Dr. Mary Rottier & Dr. Jennifer Main) 

11:55 – 12:45            No Office? No Problem! Taking Animal Assisted Play Therapy® on the Road 

                               (Cyndie Kieffer) 

12:45 – 1:15 pm                                                   --- Break (30 minutes) --- 

1:15 – 2:05                The Combined Use of EMDR and Animal Assisted Play Therapy® 

 Compatibility & Applications            (Jeri Yingling) 

 

2:05 – 2:55               What Is My Horse Saying and Why Does It Matter?            (Ann Elliot)  

2:55 – 3:45               ABCs and 123s: Applying Animal Assisted Play Therapy® Principles in Schools 

                                   (Jennifer Ganz) 
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--- 18 April 2024 --- 

 

10:00 – 10:15 am       Announcements, Explanation of Continuing Education Process 

10:15 – 11:05             AAPT Group Application in School Settings: A Journey of a Healing Dog and  

                                              Elementary School Students in Taiwan    (Pei-Jyun, Chen & Shih-Yin, Wu) 

11:05 – 11:55             Just Let It Play Out: A Look at Animal Assisted Play Therapy® in Action 

                             (Emily Boatwright) 

11:55 – 12:45            Worth More Than a Guinea: The Value of Guinea Pigs in AAPT                                        

                              (Dr. Mary Rottier) 

12:45 – 1:15 pm                                                --- Break (30 minutes) --- 

1:15 – 2:05               Collaboration in AAPT: Working as a Team Across Therapy and Alternative Education 

                  (Sheli Brown & Carly McCarthy) 

 

2:05 – 2:55               Retirement and/or Death of the Therapy Animal: Helping Clients and Therapists 

Through the Grieving Process               (Teri Holamon) 

 

2:55 – 3:45               Competencies Needed for Animal Assisted Play Therapy® & Other Animal-Assisted Services 

                                            What They Are, Why They Are Needed, How to Learn and Demonstrate Them 

(examples for dogs, horses, and other species) 

                                                  (Dr. Risë VanFleet & Tracie Faa-Thompson, Co-creators of AAPT) 
 

3:45 – 3:50            Closing 
 

                     The presentations and presenters are described in greater detail on the  

                                    pages that follow, along with other important info. 
 

Who Should Attend 
This conference is designed for play therapists, psychologists, social workers, counselors, psychiatrists, family 

therapists, school counselors, and other experienced mental health, medical, allied health, and education 

professionals. The conference is relevant to a wide range of clinical, developmental, and educational problems 

for clients or students throughout the lifespan. Canine, equine, and other animal professionals interested in 

the topic are also welcome to attend. This conference does not require prior knowledge of Animal Assisted 

Play Therapy® and is suitable for those at all levels of Animal Assisted Interventions and Services, from 

beginner through advanced. 
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Special Needs 

We are committed to making workshops accessible to everyone. Please contact us as early in the process as 

possible if you have special needs. This conference will be conducted entirely online via the Zoom platform. 

 

Past Conference Evaluations 

In our first three years offering this online conference, we had approximately 200 - 250 people registered and 

attending each one. Attendees represented 40 countries each year. The average rating of the conference 

quality overall was 4.8 out of a possible 5.0 (where 4.0 is very good and 5.0 is excellent). Many commented on 

the range of topics, the quality of the speakers, and the depth of the material shared as being some of the 

best they had seen anywhere. We are very grateful for everyone’s attendance, this feedback, and some of the 

suggestions they shared that we hope to incorporate this year! 

 

Continuing Education Information 

The Family Enhancement & Play Therapy Center is approved by the American Psychological Association to 

sponsor continuing education for psychologists.  The FEAPT Center maintains responsibility for this program 

and its contents.  The Family Enhancement & Play Therapy Center is an NBCC-Approved Continuing Education 

Provider (5732) and may offer NBCC-approved clock hours for events that meet NBCC requirements.  The 

FEAPT Center solely is responsible for all aspects of the program. It is also an Association for Play Therapy 

(APT) Approved Provider 95-014.  This program has been approved by a number of state social work boards 

(please contact us for this info as some states have unique restrictions).  12 total continuing education 

credits/clock hours will be awarded to participants who attend the entire conference and complete the 

necessary assessments (there is a separate fee for this, available at the time you register).  CE recipients must 

attend the entire conference as partial credit cannot be given.  No exceptions can be made to this policy.  

Please contact us at info@iiaapt.org with any questions. Social work approvals cover most states plus the 

following:    

 
 

Fees and Cancellation Policy 

This conference is sold as a complete package with continuing education fees paid separately based on 

whether or not you need them. (Please be sure to sign up for the CE fees at the time you register, however, as 

they will not be available afterward.). The fees are listed below: 

 

 

 

 

12 HOURS OF 

GREAT 

INFORMATION 
 

mailto:info@iiaapt.org
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Fees/Cancellation 

Early Bird Fee:  $65 USD  (paid registration through March 31, 2024) 

Regular Fee:   $80 USD (registration paid April 1-16, 2024) 

CE Fee:   $25 USD (optional. Includes all Continuing Education processing, access  

              to CE assessments. CE document provided within 3 weeks after assessment 

              is submitted) 

Cancellation:  Because this is an online conference including prerecorded elements, 

   registration fees cannot be refunded. Please contact Dr. Risë VanFleet 

   at info@iiaapt.org if you miss one of the presentations.  

                                        In the very unlikely event that this conference is cancelled entirely by the  

   sponsors, a full refund will be given. 

TO REGISTER: https://risevanfleet.com/shop/  

 

          

Dr. Risë VanFleet and Tracie Faa-Thompson, co-creators of the field of Animal Assisted Play Therapy® and 

authors of the Maxwell Award-winning book, Animal Assisted Play Therapy 

              

mailto:info@iiaapt.org
https://risevanfleet.com/shop/product-category/training/
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Conference Description 

This conference is designed to familiarize attendees with many facets of Animal Assisted Play Therapy®, a 

multimodal, transdisciplinary intervention with wide applicability to assist clients and students in reaching 

their clinical, medical, or educational goals. It is a theoretically integrative approach that focuses on healthy, 

reciprocal, mutually-beneficial relationships at its core. It also highlights the importance of animal welfare and 

well-being, and one of its requirements is that the animals must actually enjoy, not merely tolerate the 

interactions. AAPT can be used with clients of all ages, families, and groups. A variety of different species can 

be involved. There is a growing body of research that shows the value of AAPT as well. Join us for our 4th 

annual stimulating and informative virtual conference!  

 

 

 

Workshop Descriptions & Presenter Bios  

(in order of presentation) 
 

DAY 1 
 

Curious Calico or Talkative Tabby? Assessing Your Animal’s Appropriateness for AAPT Work 

Careful consideration needs to be given when evaluating whether a particular animal would be appropriate for 

Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (AAPT) work.  This includes weighing the individual personality of the animal 

across several dimensions, as animals need to enjoy working with you and clients.  These dimensions include 

the animal’s adaptability, psychological functioning, social functioning and physical/sensory functioning 

(VanFleet, 2012). The Animal Appropriateness Scale (VanFleet, 2012, 2023) has almost 30 characteristics within 

these four dimensions for an owner to consider when evaluating their animal for work in AAPT.  Animals are 

not expected to rank highly positive on every characteristic, as that is probably an unrealistic expectation for 

them.  Using a measure of animals’ personalities and preferences provides important information for the 

therapist as the animal works with them in the therapy setting.   continued next page → 
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(Jacque George bio, continued) 

This workshop will focus on this way of assessing animals with a focus on cats.  One or two characteristics from 

each of the four dimensions will be explored. Because each characteristic is based on a continuum, there is not 

a binary “scoring” system.  This presentation will consider one of the presenter’s cats and apply the continuum 

to see where the cat falls within it for some features. The relevance of each characteristic to therapy will then 

be illustrated through video that highlights this aspect of the cat in an AAPT session. 

Learning objectives:  

Participants in this workshop will be able to (1) describe 4 categories relevant to the animal’s appropriateness 

for AAPT work; and (2) explain how an animal’s characteristics might be incorporated into play therapy sessions. 

 

 

 

Presenter: Jacque George, LCSW, RPT-S, CAAPT-S-I, Dip.ABST, has been interested in Animal Assisted Play 

Therapy® (AAPT) since 2012 when she was including horses in her work. When she began her private practice, 

however, cats became her focus. Combining felines with child-centered play therapy was a source of joy for 

Jacque as she “doggedly” pursued the field of AAPT. This pursuit led to the honor of being given the Kirrie 

Award for dedication to the development of the field of AAPT. It also led to a time of intense study as Jacque 

earned her Diploma in Animal Behavior & Technology. Jacque was honored to be the fourth person in the world 

to become a Certified Animal Assisted Play Therapist® and today she serves as a Certified AAPT Supervisor and 

Instructor in the field. Jacque lives with her family and four cats, three of whom enhance her work with clients. 
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Preparing Your Canine for Nondirective Animal Assisted Play Therapy®  

This program will help you prepare your future Animal Assisted Play Therapy® companion canine for work in 

nondirective play therapy. We will discuss the need for comprehensive socialization, exposure to playroom 

elements, tracking behavior training, and factors to consider when setting up your playroom. It is also 

essential to acknowledge potential limitations of the approach to ensure the well-being of both the canine, 

the client, and the therapeutic process. A thoughtful and thorough preparation process lays the foundation for 

a successful and impactful role of dogs in AAPT, supporting clients in their therapeutic journey. To provide 

participants a glimpse into the world of nondirective Animal Assisted Play Therapy® this presentation will 

include pictures and video demonstrations.  

Learning objectives:   

Participants will be able to (1) identify effective strategies for socializing canines to people and playroom 

materials, (2) explain how to properly set up their nondirective playroom with a canine partner in mind, (3) 

identify the limitations to nondirective AAPT, and (4) describe how to teach puppies tracking behavior to apply 

in AAPT sessions. 

           

Presenters: Mary Rottier, EdD, LPC, RPT-S, CAAPT-S-I, CPDT,KA, is the owner of Pawsitive Counseling Center™, 
a private practice with offices in Michigan and Georgia. She is a Licensed Professional Counselor, Registered 
Play Therapist Supervisor, Certified Animal Assisted Play Therapist®, Supervisor, and Instructor, Internationally 
Credentialed Sandtray Therapist and Certified Child Trauma Specialist with over 20 years of clinical experience 
with animal assisted therapy in a variety of settings. She has presented on the topic of Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy® both nationally and internationally and has several publications in the field.  
 

Jennifer Main, PhD, LPC, BCTMH, CAAPT-I, is a Licensed Professional Counselor Supervisor, Registered Play 
Therapist Supervisor, Board Certified Telemental Health Therapist, and Certified Animal Assisted Play 
Therapist® and Instructor. She has been involved in the AAPT field for over 16 years. She has presented on a 
variety of AAPT topics at the local, state, and national levels and has several publications. Dr. Main currently 
has a private practice in Oxford, Mississippi where she and her registered and approved therapy dog and 
Certified AAPT partner, Rook, serve the children of her community. 
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No Office? No Problem! Taking Animal Assisted Play Therapy® on the Road 

When a practitioner is dreaming about providing Animal Assisted Play Therapy® they often think of a 

traditional setting; one where clients come to the office and services are provided with the trained therapy 

animal. This does not mean that those of us who travel to see clients at various locations or work virtually at 

times cannot have our animals working alongside us; we just have to do a bit of planning as well as creative 

thinking to make certain our animal’s needs are being met in this more challenging environment.  From 

identifying steps to make certain the therapy animal’s needs are being met to exploring portable supplies for 

interventions, attendees who do not have a typical office setting will gain insight and encouragement to 

develop their own system. While offering AAPT® in this manner requires a great deal of forethought, planning, 

and even some packing skills, the people receiving the service are appreciative and will reap the rewards.  

During this presentation Cyndie will share tips and tricks learned over the 20 plus years she has worked 

alongside her dogs as a bit of a nomadic social worker.  These insights can help other mobile providers serve 

their clients (and care for their animals) in an ethical manner.  

Learning objectives: 

Participants will be able to (1) identify at 4 steps to make certain that animal welfare and safety needs are being 
met, and (2) identify 3 interventions that can be carried out when traveling to meet clients with your animal 
assistant. 

 

Presenter: Cyndie Kieffer, LCSW, CAS, CCTP, CPP-AAPT-I, is a Licensed Clinical Social Worker in Illinois 
who combines her passion for helping people with her love of dogs. Cyndie is a Certified Professional 
Practitioner and Instructor of Animal Assisted Play Therapy® through the IIAAPT. Along with seeing children in 
a private practice setting she also advocates for individuals diagnosed with intellectual disabilities through 
Southern Illinois Case Coordination Services. Cyndie enjoys helping others share their animals’ unique talents 
through involvement with Pet Partners as an evaluator, instructor and also a handler. She has authored several 
articles about animal assisted interventions. Additionally, she has spoken at many national, as well as state-
level, conferences on the topic of animal assisted interventions. When she is not running around with her dogs 
she enjoys discovering new wineries with her husband, traveling and reading. Cyndie is currently assisted by 
her three Approved AAPT Dogs. 
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The Combined Use of EMDR and Animal Assisted Play Therapy® 

Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (AAPT) is ideal for developing resources and strengthening resilience in Phase II 

of EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing), an eight-phase treatment for trauma and other 

difficulties. This presentation will examine both modalities (EMDR and AAPT) to find their commonalities. The 

presenter will then identify the types of AAPT interventions that can be applied to support Resource 

Development.   

Learning objectives:  

Participants will be able to (1) identify the reasons why Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (AAPT) and EMDR work 
well together, and (2) learn 2 interventions that incorporate EMDR into an AAPT session. 

 
 

Presenter: Jeri Yingling, LPC, RPT-S, ACS, and CAAPT-I, is a Licensed Professional Counselor, Registered Play 
Therapist-Supervisor, Approved Clinical Supervisor, and Certified Animal Assisted Play Therapist®-Instructor 
with several group practices throughout Colorado. She works primarily with children ages 2-12 through play-
focused EMDR, Animal Assisted Play Therapy®, and sand tray therapy. She lives in Green Mountain Falls, which 
is on the north face of Pike’s Peak. She enjoys all things outdoors—e.g., skiing, hiking, biking, kayaking. She is 
also an avid crafter. 
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What Is My Horse Saying and Why Does It Matter? 

It is critical for practitioners of Animal Assisted Play Therapy® and other forms of Animal Assisted Interventions 
to understand their animal partners’ communications and behavior. This applies to species-specific behaviors 
as well as those of an individual partner. This helps therapists prevent misunderstandings of animal behavior 
while allowing them to make the best possible decisions about their animals in any given moment. This 
understanding also greatly reduces the risks involved when including animals in one’s professional work. This 
presentation will focus on communication and what horses as a species and our individual horses might be 
trying to communicate to us or each other. Many examples will be provided and discussed. The focus of this 
presentation will be on the equine's body language (especially the ears, mouth and eyes). 

Learning objectives: 

Participants will be able to (1) identify 3 ways horses communicate through their body and behavior, (2) describe 
what to look for when approaching a horse, and (3) name 3 behaviors that horses do to help calm themselves. 

 

Presenter: Ann Elliot, LCSW, CPT, CAAPT, CAEBS, was born and raised on a dairy farm in southern Missouri. 

She received her degrees in psychology and theatre and has been in private practice for 30 years. She is a 

Licensed Clinical Social Worker, a Certified Cognitive Behavior therapist, and a Nationally rostered CPT 

provider. She also is a CPP-AAPT (Certified Professional Practitioner in Animal Assisted Play Therapy®) 

and CAEBS-AAPT (Certified Animal Ethology and Behavior Specialist in Animal Assisted Play Therapy®). Ann 

currently lives on a small farm with her horses, dogs, chickens, and cat. She has just built a new barn to 

educate others and conduct Equine Assisted Play Therapy™.  
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ABCs and 123s: Applying Animal Assisted Play Therapy® Principles in Schools 
 

Across many parts of the world, animal-assisted interventions are a growing trend in the field of Education. 
Research has shown that when students receive services that incorporate animals like dogs and horses, a wide 
range of benefits can be observed including increased engagement and greater empathy. While it may be 
common knowledge that schools can be loud places with crowded hallways and unexpected changes, many 
school-based practitioners fail to adequately prepare for (i.e., both human and animal preparation) and/or 
gain supervision. You may be wondering, “What do ‘Best Practices’ even look like given the complexity of the 
educational setting?” Or, maybe you have questions about how Animal Assisted Play Therapy® (AAPT) fits into 
the greater equation. In this information-packed session, Animal Assisted Interventions (AAI) in schools will be 
explored through the the lens of the Animal Assisted Play Therapy® principles. In addition to discussing 
setting-specific considerations, the presenter will delve into additional topics including pairing AAPT with 
humane education and navigating potential challenges. Whether you plan to walk or ride the yellow bus, 
everyone is invited to jump on board as we take this scholarly quest together! 
 

Learning objectives: 

Participants will be able to (1) describe 2 ways to apply each AAPT principle in the school setting, and (2) identify 
ways that include pairing AAPT with humane education and setting-specific considerations. 

 

Presenter: Jennifer Lisa Ganz, MA, CAS, NCSP, CAIS, CPP-AAPT(I), is a nationally certified school psychologist 
in the Washington D.C. metropolitan area. In 2016, she entered the field of Animal Assisted Interventions by 
becoming a facilitator for Project Mickey, a school-based humane education program. In 2022, she earned the 
Canine Assisted Intervention Specialist (CAIS) certificate from the University of Denver’s Institute for Human-
Animal Connection and then achieved the Certified Professional Practitioner of Animal Assisted Play Therapy 
(CPP-AAPT) from the International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy®. She has completed nearly all of 
the requirements to be a Certified AAPT Instructor in coming months. Additionally, she is trained in animal reiki 
and completed the Level 1 internship in canine behavior with Pat Miller. Jennifer’s retired racing greyhound, 
Charm, was her first animal partner. Now, she partners with rescue cat Finn and is training two rescue dogs–
Owen and Layla. She is hopeful that Layla’s resilience as a dog with three legs will inspire students. A former 
educator with a passion for social emotional learning, Jennifer is ecstatic about her latest journey to become a 
certified AAPT instructor!  
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DAY 2 

 

AAPT Group Application in School Settings: A Journey of a Healing Dog and Elementary 
School Students in Taiwan 

This presentation introduces a model that the presenters have implemented in Taiwan starting in 2016 in 

Hualien (eastern Taiwan). So far, the approach has been completed with more than ten different groups, each 

group with 6 to 8 students aged 9-12. Also participating were the leaders, a licensed psychologist and licensed 

social worker, and one healing (therapy) dog. Most of the school participants had poor academic performance 

and/or poor interpersonal interaction skills. Many struggled with expressing their emotions and generally did 

not have much self-efficacy.  

The small groups met for 7 sessions of 90 minutes each. Students experienced the transition from 

unfamiliarity to familiarity, practiced social skills, group communication, cooperation, and learned to 

empathize with others in the company of the healing dog. In the eighth session of the group members became 

“lecturers” and led the dog to the podium to introduce themselves and the dog, and then shared the dog’s life 

story. They also discussed the dog’s body language, showed others how to teach a trick to the dog, and helped 

their peers, teachers, and families in attendance to interact with the dog in dog-friendly manner. These 

demonstrations helped those attending to see the child in a different light. Outcomes showed a sense of 

accomplishment, satisfaction, and happiness for the children. This presentation will include more details of 

this group process, the children’s reactions, and considerations in running a program like this.  

Learning objectives: 

Participants will be able to (1) describe the process to acquire access so they dogs can get onto the campus to 

be involved in the AAPT group, and (2) explain the importance of providing opportunities for disadvantaged 

students to perform in Taiwan.  

 

Presenter information on next page   
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Presenters: Pei-Jyun, Chen (l) and Shih-Yin, Wu (r)  are licensed psychologists from Taiwan who own a 
counseling center currently with 6 dogs and 1 cat. Since 2015, they have incorporated dogs into their 
professional work. This was rare in Taiwan at the time, but with more experience they became increasingly 
aware of the benefits that animals can bring to people’s mental health. They work with children with 
developmental delays and special needs (mostly neurodivergence), and with depressed and anxious teenagers 
and adults. Their team is committed to continuing development and promotion of Animal Assisted 
Interventions in Taiwan. After reading the Animal Assisted Play Therapy book in 2017, Pei-Jyun and Shih-Yin 
completed the Level 1 and Level 2 AAPT workshops in their journey to earn the Professional Practitioner of 
Animal Assisted Play Therapy® certifications, and they were invited and completed the AAPT Instructor training 
and they plan to continue their work in this field.  
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Just Let It Play Out: A Look at Animal Assisted Play Therapy® in Action 
 
This workshop gives participants an opportunity to engage in the analysis of a case study that shows how 
easily Animal Assisted Play Therapy® can be utilized to effect change in clients’ lives. The case is not unlike 
what novice or experienced play therapists would likely see in their own caseloads. What makes this case 
notable is the way we are able to observe how animal interaction in the AAPT session can be the segue 
necessary for a client to thrive.  
 

Learning Objectives: 
Participants will be able to (1) identify at least 2 ways in which AAPT activities have value by analyzing a case study, 
and (2) demonstrate an understanding of how to integrate AAPT within a session and give an example. 
 

 

 
 

 
Presenter: Emily Boatwright, LPC-MHSP, ACS, RPT-S, CAAPT-I, C-DBT, CBCC-KA, CAEBS, has been in private 
practice in west Tennessee for over 14 years serving children as young as 18 months old, adults well past 
retirement age, and people of all life stages in between.  Growing up on a farm has given her the opportunity 
to have daily animal interactions with a vast array of species. Throughout her lifetime she has cared for dogs, 
cats, horses, donkeys, mules, cows, pigs, chickens, ducks, goats, snakes, parrots, hamsters, sugar gliders, rats, 
rabbits, fish, deer…and more! 
 
 Emily is a Licensed Professional Counselor with a Mental Health Service Provider designation (LPC-MHSP); an 
Approved Clinical Supervisor (ACS); a Registered Play Therapist-Supervisor (RPT-S); a Certified Animal Assisted 
Play Therapist® and Instructor (CAAPT-I); a Certified Dialectical Behavior Therapist (C-DBT).  She is also a 
Certified Canine Behavior Consultant (CBCC-KA) and a Certified Animal Ethology and Behavior Specialist 
(CAEBS). Emily is a member of the Association for Play Therapy and serves on the board of the Animal Assisted 
Play Therapy® International Certification Board. 
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Worth More Than a Guinea: The Value of Guinea Pigs in Animal Assisted Play Therapy® 

This presentation is designed to equip professionals in the field of Animal Assisted Play Therapy® with 

knowledge to effectively incorporate guinea pigs into therapeutic interventions. Guinea pigs, often known for 

their gentle nature and social behaviors, can prove to be valuable companions in play therapy, promoting 

emotional well-being in clients. This program will cover key aspects needed for the work, such as guinea pig 

body language, appropriate office habitats, ideas for incorporating them into play therapy sessions, and 

explanations of their natural play behaviors. Ethical guidelines and animal welfare to ensure the well-being of 

both the guinea pigs and the clients will also be discussed. 

Learning objectives: 

Participants will be able to (1) identify key features of guinea pig body language to help assess their emotional 
states and responses during AAPT sessions, (2) identify key indicators of stress, comfort, and engagement in 
guinea pigs, allowing therapists to create a safe and supportive environment, and (3) adapt play therapy 
techniques to suit the needs of clients while considering the well-being and comfort of the guinea pigs. 
 

 

Presenter: Mary Rottier, EdD, LPC, RPT-S, CAAPT-S-I, CPDT,KA, is the owner of Pawsitive Counseling Center™, 

a private practice with offices in Michigan and Georgia. She is a Licensed Professional Counselor, Registered 

Play Therapist Supervisor, Certified Animal Assisted Play Therapist®, Supervisor, and Instructor, Internationally 

Credentialed Sandtray Therapist and Certified Child Trauma Specialist with over 20 years of clinical experience 

with animal assisted therapy in a variety of settings. She has presented on the topic of Animal Assisted Play 

Therapy® both nationally and internationally and has several publications in the field.  
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 Collaboration in AAPT: Working as a Team Across Therapy and Alternative Education 

There are many children unable to access mainstream education, and in the UK as a whole there currently over 

100,000 ‘missing’ children in education.  Most of these children and young people (C&YP) are struggling with 

barriers such as (a) lack of suitable school placement, (b) mental health crises due to unmet needs, and (c) lack 

of support and understanding for neurodivergent children’s needs. 

 

The presenters for this session will demonstrate how combined Animal Assisted Play Therapy® and Alternative 

Education for C&YP work together to help promote self-esteem, confidence, and good mental health. These 

are essential characteristics for C&YP to successfully access education. The presenters work alongside their 

dogs to offer a unique package in their locality to families who are struggling with poor mental health and 

education engagement. Having a dog in the sessions has significantly helped that engagement.  Some of the 

sessions involve the dog in the child’s active learning, whilst in other sessions just having a dog present 

(directive or non-directive work) helps the child’s confidence and engagement, regardless of focus on therapy 

or education.  

Animals are key to this work and all their individual personalities and needs are honoured. Some of the 

presenters’ dogs are playful and engaging and work with them at the office, others enjoy outdoor trips – 

helping young people access new environments, while others are comfortable and happy going into schools 

and being part of creative groups – always participating on the animals’ own terms. This presentation will 

provide evidence and case studies of how effective AAPT is in a combined setting.  

Learning objectives: 

Participants will be able to (1) describe the role of AAPT as part of a multidisciplinary (therapeutic and specialist 
education) team, and (2) describe how this program matches their dogs to roles and activities they enjoy and 
are best suited to, using AAPT guiding principles. 

      

Presenter bios on the next page! 
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Presenters: Sheli Brown, Counsellor, Play Therapist, MBACP (Accred), CPP-AAPT-I, has been a counsellor and 

play therapist for 17 years. A decade ago, she embarked on her AAPT training journey with her spaniel, Tuco. 

Sheli is the director of her therapy company, Creative Action Team CIC, based in Cheshire UK, which she 

founded 10 years ago to help children and families facing mental health challenges. Her AAPT journey has 

continued to grow, and she is a Certified Practitioner or AAPT and a Certified AAPT instructor. Sheli currently 

has 3 dogs—Daisy, 14 years old retired terrier, Tuco sprocker spaniel, 9 years old, and Ralf, 14 month old 

English Springer Spaniel whom Sheli is preparing for AAPT work.  
  

Carly McCarthy, BA (hons), PG(cert), QTS. Carly has worked with Sheli at Creative Action Team for nearly 10 

years. Carly is a qualified teacher and former veterinary nurse who is currently studying a master’s in Special 

Educational Needs and Disability, with focus areas on trauma-informed practice and neurodivergence. Carly 

states that “I thoroughly enjoyed my AAPT trainings in the UK and have been lucky to return several times as a 

helper with one of my lovely dogs, Eddy. Carly further states, “The playful and relational based approach of 

AAPT appeals to me and I incorporate the key principles in my daily work where I teach children and young 

people through our alternative provision as well as facilitating animal assisted interventions in our creative 

group work.”   

 

 

Retirement and/or Death of the Therapy Animal: Helping Clients and Therapists Through the 
Grieving Process 

Whether losing our beloved therapy partners from the playroom through retirement or death, the grief 

process can be arduous and painful for both clients and therapists.  Knowing when to retire an animal, and 

caring for them in the last years of their lives will be discussed.  When the animal dies, whether suddenly or 

through prolonged illness or age, the therapist must not only help clients process the animal’s absence, but 

work through their own grief of one the most important relationships they will ever have. 

 

Learning objectives: 

Participants will be able to (1) determine when it is time for a therapy animal to retire from working, and (2) 
process grief with clients, and facilitate self-care for therapists. 

 

Presenter photo and bio on the next page! 
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Presenter: Teri Holamon, M.A., LPC-S, RPT-S, CAAPT-S/I, CAEBS, CHST is employed full time with Texas Online 

Preparatory School as the only crisis counselor for the state of Texas. She has worked in both school systems 

and her limited private practice for more than 20 years. Teri is a Certified Instructor, Supervisor, and Behavior 

Specialist with the International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy®. She is the director of North Texas 

Therapy Animals, an affiliate of Intermountain Therapy Animals, and is also an instructor/evaluator with ITA, as 

well as an instructor for Reading Education Assistance Dogs.  Gibbs, Khaleesi, and Zoë have been registered 

therapy dogs with ITA and Reading Education Assistance Dogs as well as Approved Play Therapy Dogs with 

IIAAPT.  Teri and her Goldendoodle, Gibbs, were the first team in the United States certified through the 

International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy®, and Gibbs recently crossed The Rainbow Bridge. 

 

Competencies Needed for Animal Assisted Play Therapy® & Other Animal-Assisted Services: 

What They Are, Why They Are Needed, How to Learn and Demonstrate Them 

Professionals who work with animals as part of their therapy or educational work sometimes overlook the 

need, not only for training of their animals, but also for themselves. Ethical guidelines in most professions 

require that individuals practice within the scope of their training, and if they learn an approach that is new to 

them, they usually require training, supervision, and an external body to certify or register them. This is critical 

to protect the interests of clients and to avoid risks of injury or poor outcomes. In AAPT, this is complicated by 

the need to ensure the well-being of the animals who are involved, and this applies to any species that is 

involved in the work. This presentation will focus on dogs and horses, but the ideas apply to many other 

species.     continued next page → 
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continued… 

Because AAPT represents a theoretical integration of multiple disciplines, including but not limited to mental 

health/psychology, social work, psychoeducation, play therapy, the human-animal bond, ethology, animal 

science and behavior, motivation, biology, affective neuroscience, relationship/attachment, and lifespan 

development (for animals and clients), it requires a complex set of competencies to practice effectively and 

ethically. AAPT emphasizes the need for therapists and educators to master numerous competencies and to 

demonstrate them in their multi-faceted certification journey. While this can seem overwhelming to some, it 

is a fascinating journey. Many professionals who have had animals their whole lives have commented that 

from the earliest courses, they learned new information and skills that helped them deepen their relationships 

with their animals while also learning to conduct AAPT with clients or students. The chart below the presenter 

bios outlines some of the competencies needed. 

In this presentation, Dr. Risë VanFleet (co-creator of Animal Assisted Play Therapy®) will discuss some of the 

key competencies that one develops in AAPT and provides examples with dogs. Following this, Tracie Faa-

Thompson (the other co-creator of AAPT) will discuss important competencies involved when working with 

horses in Equine Assisted Play Therapy™ and other equine-assisted work. They will bring this material alive so 

that those involving animals in their work can think about their own strengths and areas to develop. 

Learning objectives: 

Participants will be able to (1) describe the primary competency areas and at least 1 item from each, and (2) 
identify why a focus on demonstrated competencies is critical, and (3) why true certification programs do not 
have the same organization offering training and certification and what the alternatives are. 
 

     

Presenter: Risë VanFleet, PhD, LP, RPT-S, CDBC, CAEBI is a licensed psychologist, registered play therapist-
supervisor, certified Filial Therapy clinician/supervisor/instructor, certified dog behavior consultant, and 
certified animal ethology and behavior instructor. She is a cofounder of the field of Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy®. She is the founder and president of the International Institute for Animal Assisted Play Therapy® and 
of the Family Enhancement & Play Therapy Center, Inc. Dr. VanFleet has had 49 years of experience in a variety 
of clinical and educational settings, is the author of 12 books and dozens of manuals, chapters, and articles, 
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and the recipient of 18 national and international awards for training and writing on AAPT as well as on Filial 
Therapy. She also has 20 years of volunteer work in animal rescues and works with families in their homes to 
help address dog behavior problems, with specialties including highly fearful, unsocialized, and feral dogs as 
well as deaf dogs. She has trained and supervised clinical and educational professionals throughout the world 
in her areas of interest as well, and oversees the AAPT training program which is international in scope.  She 
has cared for a number of dogs who have lived past 17 years of age, and some even older cats, and has 
considerable experience with animals with different forms of cancer, mobility issues, cognitive decline, and 
blindness and/or deafness. She includes play in most of her work with both humans and animals, and is 
committed to animal welfare and well-being and to maximizing animal voice and choice in all areas where she 
involves them. She introduced to the Animal Assisted Services community the use of the goodness-of-fit 
concept for matching animals in AAPT with the animals’ own strengths, interests, and preferences and 
established the competencies needed for AAPT in the early 2000s. 

Tracie J. Faa-Thompson, MA, AASW, PGdipNDPT, CAEBI is a cofounder of the field of Animal Assisted Play 
Therapy®. She is a specialist social worker in adoption and works with traumatized children and their adoptive 
and foster families in the UK. She is a British Association of Play Therapists Qualified Play Therapist who uses a 
mix of individual play therapy, Filial Therapy, and group filial methods. Tracie is also a practice teacher of social 
work students and a trainer in Life Story Work and attachment theory. She has conducted training programs 
for professionals on attachment and resilience, life story work, sibling contact in adoption, introductions of 
adoptive families and children, Filial Therapy, and AAPT. Hailing from a Scottish-Romany Traveller family, 
Tracie has grown up with dogs and horses as integral to her native culture. Tracie is a member of the Classical 
Riding Club and founder of Turn About Pegasus, an equine-assisted programme for at-risk youth and also for 
families with a variety of difficulties. She is EAGALA approved for both mental health and equine specialist 
roles. She is the founder and for over 20 years, the Chairperson of her local Riding for the Disabled Centre until 
its recent amalgamation with another purpose-built centre. She is the cofounder, also, of Nurtured in Nature™, 
a nature-based therapy program that serves her entire region. She is the author and coauthor of dozens of 
chapters, articles, and training manuals. Tracie has a lifetime of experience living and working with dogs and 
horses and over 30 years of working with vulnerable children and families. 

Both presenters are authors of the internationally acclaimed book, Animal Assisted Play Therapy, which in 
2018 won the prestigious Maxwell Award for being the “best book in the human-animal bond category.” 
Together they have developed the field of AAPT and continue to train therapists, educators, and other 
practitioners, as well as supervisors and instructors in Animal Assisted Play Therapy®. 
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Summary of Competencies Needed for Animal Assisted Play Therapy® 
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None of the speakers for this conference has any conflict of interest. 

 

To REGISTER for the 2024 4th annual AAPT conference, follow this link: 

https://risevanfleet.com/shop/  

and click on this icon:  

 
 

Prior years’ conference recordings (2021, 2022, 2023) are available as online 

courses and can be purchased at https://risevanfleet.com/shop 

 

For more information about Animal Assisted Play Therapy®, visit us at 

www.iiaapt.org 

 

https://risevanfleet.com/shop/
http://www.iiaapt.org/

