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• Background as an animal behaviorist 

and adjunt professor  

• Doctorate in Teaching Psychology​

• Pet Partners/AAAIP Subject Matter 

Expert and team evaluator 

• Background in animal training and 

mental health counseling 

•  Doctorate in research psychology 

• National Director of AAI 

Advancement, Pet Partners​

• Executive Director, The Association of 

Animal-Assisted Intervention 

Professionals (AAAIP) ​

WHO WE ARE 



AGENDA Relationship Building

Training Methods

Approaching and Avoidant 
Behaviors

Applied Examples 

Additional Resources



TELL US 
ABOUT YOU

What best describes your work with 

therapy animals?

A) Currently partnered with a 

pet

B) Hoping to partner with a pet in the 

future

C) Partner with third party volunteer 

teams

D) Animal-lover just looking to learn 

more



WHAT MAKES A GOOD 
THERAPY ANIMAL?

• Affiliative = approaches new people 

• Reliable and predictable 

• Quickly recovers from stress
 
• Shares a language with their handler

• Free from pain/discomfort 

• Enjoys the role! 



RELATIONSHIP-
BUILDING

• 1st priority = building trust 

• Focus on activities that the animal 
enjoys 

• Short visits in public settings 

• Avoid flooding at all cost

• Practice directing interactions



PARTICIPATNG IN TRAINING
• Secondary to relationship-building

 
• Fear-free, force-free training methods 

only 

• Caution against “send away” training 
camps 

• Interview your trainer 
⚬ What do you know about therapy 

animals?
⚬ What would you suggest I do if my 

animal showed avoidance at a new 
facility?



• Punishment is associated with an increased 
incidence of problematic behavior (Hiby, Rooney, 
Bradshaw, 2004). 

• Aversive methods correlated with canine stress 
(de Castro et al., 2020) 

• E-collar training is not more effective (China et al., 
2020)

• Time spent training predicts success (Stevens, 
2020) 

RESEARCH ON TRAINING 
METHODS



A COMMITMENT TO POSITIVE 
TRAINING METHODS IS 

CRITICAL FOR ANIMALS 
INVOLVED IN AAI



CUES COMMANDS

a shared 
language

asking for a 
known behavior 

a one-sided 
expectation

demanding a 
known behavior  



FOCUS1

SIT/DOWN/STAY2

LEAVE-IT4

TOUCH3

LOOSE LEASH WALKING 5

COMMON 
CUES FOR 
THERAPY 
ANIMALS



Thoughts on using 
treats in AAI 

training/sessions?



APPLIED EXAMPLE 

Setting: Counselor partnered with their 
therapy dog in a private practice setting 

Situation: Dog is taking space from client 
even though the client is very interested in 
petting the dog. 

Decision Point:  Ask the dog to approach 
and interact or allow for the dog to take 
the space? 



APPLIED EXAMPLE 

Setting: OT working with a young client 
on a series of tasks. 

Situation: Client attempting to teach the 
dog a new trick. The client is struggling to 
get the dog to follow through. 

Decision Point:  Assist the client in 
luring/rewarding the behavior?  



Approaching 
behaviors:

 the desire for 
proximity  

 

Avoidant behaviors: 
the desire for separation 

or seclusion  

All dogs 
demonstrate 
both kinds 
of behaviors Consider 

setting, 
treats used, 
and state of 
the dog 



APTITUDE TOLERANCE

a natural 
affinity to do 

something

the capacity to 
endure 

continued 
subjection to 

something



PETTING CONSENT TESTS



MANAGING EXPECTATIONS















AAAIP RESOURCES 
• Monthly events including educational 

sessions and mentoring circles 

• Self-paced online coursework

• AAIS Certification 

• Liability Insurance 

• Resources and Professional 
Community   

• Subject Matter Expert Opportunities 



TRAINING AND 
COMMUNICATION 

ONLINE COURSE

• Receive 50% off the course self-paced 
learning 

• Work through applied examples
 
• Earn certificate of completion

CODE = apahaiweb3 valid through 8/20/24



June 24 at 7 pm ET/4 

pm PT

Special Guest Colleen

Pelar 

Avoiding burnout on
both ends of the leash



QUESTIONS?
DISCUSSION

tchastain@aaaiponline.org

@drtcgtherapyanimals on IG

aaaiponline.org

THANK YOU! 

petpartners.org

Let’s Stay in Touch!

Connect with me on 
LinkedIn

ginacaldwellphd@gmail.com
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