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C. ANNIE PETERS
A LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT & CEO

A fi nal Interactions greeting from me as we 
say goodbye to our print magazine—but 
continue to tell the Pet Partners story 
through new channels, such as our widely 
read email newsletter, blog, social media, 
and direct email communications to our 
wonderful volunteers! As the costs of 
printing and postage continue to climb, we 
would not be good stewards of the trusted 
contributions we receive to continue the 
magazine as you’ve enjoyed it over the 
last few decades. And technologies exist 
for us to provide you with the information 
and narratives we’ve shared through this 
magazine in a variety of other formats and 
media. So we are saying goodbye to the 
print publication, but not to our storytelling.

It’s only fi tting that this fi nal issue puts the 
emphasis where it belongs: on our rigor for 
client safety and animal welfare through 
our gold standard team evaluation and our 
wonderful volunteers who make the Therapy 
Animal Program possible. The message as 
I write my fi nal Letter from the President for 
Interactions is not farewell, but thank you.

There’s a reason so many therapy animal 
organization evaluations look like the Pet 
Partners evaluation. When our Therapy 
Animal Program started over 30 years 
ago, the evaluation was recognized for the 
powerful and predictive tool it is. As a result, 
it was (and remains) imitated throughout 

signature events such as the World’s Largest 
Pet Walk and Pet of the Year. Make sure 
you’re following us on social media (you can 
fi nd links to all our channels on our website), 
and if you’re not receiving Pet Partners 
Happenings, our twice-monthly email 
newsletter, go to petpartners.org, scroll 
to the bottom, and shoot us your email 
address! You’ll continue to read wonderful 
stories and meet pets (and people) like 
Happy Happy Hazel and her human Sara 
doing extraordinary things and see Pet 
Partners teams participating in cool events, 
like Pet Night on Capitol Hill.

Last but not least, we’ll continue to profi le 
therapy animals that are recipients of our 
Cancer Care Fund, like the big, loveable 
Newfi e (I probably could have omitted big 
and loveable because as soon as you read 
“Newfi e” you would have thought those 
words anyway, am I right?) named Rafter, 
who is doing well after his melanoma 
treatment. Keep up the good work, Rafter! 

So that’s all from us. Gidget and I will see 
you around. Thanks for taking the time to 
read our ramblings, but most of all, thanks 
for making it possible for these wonderful 
pets to do what they do best. That’s not 
going to stop.

—Annie

the world. There are many critical 
aspects to navigating a successful 
evaluation and keen insight is gained 
into the prospective handler, the 
animal, and how they function as a 
team. 

For this to work properly, hundreds 
of volunteer evaluators schedule 
evaluations in their communities 
around the U.S. and in multiple other 
countries. In this issue, you’ll hear 
from some of these tireless volunteers 
like Ann, Russ, Laura, Sandy, and 
Linda; but there are many of you 
reading now who also lend your time 
and talents to making the Therapy 
Animal Program prosper. Can I say it 
again? Thank you. When I started to 
write this, I thought of that old real 
estate wisdom: “location, location, 
location,” but instead it came out 
as: “evaluator, evaluator, evaluator.” And 
while these dedicated folks understand 
and execute the evaluation activities, Dr. 
Chastain Griffi n dropped an article in this 
issue helping the rest of us understand the 
rationale behind it all. It’s an interesting 
read!

We’ll continue to sing the praises of our 
wonderful partners like we do in this issue 
with Wellness Pet Company and Blue Shield 
of California, and share images from our 

Our social 
media channels

Sign up for our 
newsletter

https://petpartners.org/
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The Pet Partners Therapy Animal Program 
is the heart of our mission. Our work 
in educating volunteer handlers and 
evaluating and registering therapy animal 
teams is what makes it possible for these 
dedicated and compassionate volunteers 
to bring therapy animals to facilities in their 
communities.

The evaluation portion of this process is 
especially important, because it confirms 
that the handler and animal working 
together are suited to this work and can 
do it safely. A Pet Partners registration 
is a demonstration to facilities that a 
team meets the high standards of our 
program. The team evaluation is a practical 
demonstration of their skill and aptitude for 
visiting, and Pet Partners currently requires 
all team evaluations to be conducted in 
person. In order to evaluate teams, we 
need people in the community who are 
specifically trained and licensed to conduct 
the evaluation and to gauge the skills and 
aptitude of each team.

This role falls to our team evaluators (TEs). 
Pet Partners TEs are volunteers who have 
chosen to take on this vital responsibility 
for their communities and local teams. 

Pet Partners provides the training to 
these volunteers to ensure they know and 
understand the requirements and the 
process for the team evaluation. Volunteers 
who pass the team evaluator training 
receive a license as a Pet Partners team 
evaluator and are able to schedule and 
conduct team evaluations on behalf of Pet 
Partners.

We literally could not carry out our 
mission without the dedication of these 
crucial volunteer leaders, which has 
been demonstrated very starkly by the 
restrictions imposed by COVID-19. During 
the time when activities were most heavily 
restricted due to COVID-19 risks, TEs were 
largely not able to conduct team evaluations 
due to restrictions on indoor space use and 
concerns about in-person contact. This 
meant that both new teams hoping to join 
Pet Partners and existing teams wanting to 
renew their registrations weren’t able to get 
evaluated. This had a negative impact on 
teams being available to their communities.

And because the pandemic made clear how 
much people need the comfort and healing 
benefits provided by therapy animal visits, 
our challenge now is to bring more therapy 

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
TEAM EVALUATORS

These vital Pet Partners volunteer leaders provide the foundation 
for our Therapy Animal Program

by Elisabeth Van Every

animal teams to communities. And that 
means the dedicated support of our TEs and 
addressing some of the challenges that they 
face.

Choosing the Team 
Evaluator Role
Pet Partners team evaluators are 
volunteers, just like our handlers, and they 
choose to take on this vitally important 
role. It’s not a minor commitment: There 
is extensive training, a practicum, and a 
requirement to schedule a minimum of 
six evaluation events during the two-year 
license period, in addition to the actual 
team evaluations. Volunteers who choose to 
take on this role are going the extra distance 
to help support therapy animal visits in their 
communities.

Because Pet Partners TEs typically start 
their work in this field as therapy animal 
handlers, many of them mention love for 
animals and their desire to bring therapy 
animal visits to more people as major 
reasons they choose this role.

Ann Rosenwasser, a team evaluator since 
2008, says, “I was inspired to become an 
evaluator during my visiting experiences. I 
could see the difference team visits made 
in the clients my Pet Partner and I visited. 
I wanted to help other interested teams 
become successful in their goal to become a 
registered therapy animal team.”

Russ Weinberg, who became a Pet Partners 
evaluator in 2021 after being involved with 
another therapy animal organization, says, 
“I see a need to expand the availability of 
evaluation sessions in my area. I am the 
coordinator for a local hospital therapy 
program, and we are always in need of new 
teams.” He also notes that, “I enjoy meeting 
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new people and their dogs. I have volunteered in some 
way or another for most of my life and enjoy meeting 
people who have the same volunteer spirit.”

Laura Ackerman, who fi rst became an evaluator in 2018, 
was inspired to take on this role by her efforts supporting 
other teams as an evaluation volunteer. “I wanted to 
do even more to help get more new teams out there 
volunteering, as the demand for teams to volunteer in 
Colorado is always more than we can meet. I decided 
that becoming an evaluator was the next step. I also 
enjoy learning more about animals (and people) and 
what makes a good therapy animal and a good handler. 
By being an evaluator, I get to meet a lot of different 
animals and people and observe their behavior in 
evaluations. I’ve learned so much from it.”

Team Evaluator Goals
All evaluators share the larger goal of helping teams 
register with Pet Partners. But their individual goals are 
also important in their volunteering and their work as 
evaluators.

Sandy Langley, an evaluator since 2018, shared her 
goal, which sums up what many TEs express about this 
work: “To provide qualifi ed therapy animal teams with 
the support, knowledge, and tools they need to become 
actively involved in the community; and to encourage 
and support those who do not pass their evaluation to 
return later.”

For Laura Ackerman, the goal is “To be kind and helpful 
to every team I evaluate. I know how nervous people 
are when they walk into the room for their evaluation. 
Sometimes just telling them to walk around for a few 
minutes and take a deep breath helps. It’s also my goal 
to evaluate each team using the same standards.”

And for many the goal is also not just to support teams, 
but also to provide mentorship and advice for new team 
evaluators. Linda Forsyth says her goal is “To be a role 
model and support for our newer evaluators because 
in my many years of evaluating, I’ve seen just about 
everything!”

The purpose of a Pet Partners registration is to provide assurance to 
facilities and for insurance coverage that a team has the skills and 
aptitude to make visits safely. A crucial aspect of providing that assurance 
is a practical demonstration of the team’s skills and aptitude. This is what 
the team evaluation is for: Putting the team through a series of exercises 
that simulate situations they’re likely to encounter during a typical 
therapy animal visit. The team is expected to engage with these exercises 
as if they were on an actual visit.

The Pet Partners team evaluation consists of two parts, a skills test and 
an aptitude test, with roughly 20 exercises total. The team evaluator 
guides the team through the exercises, and evaluates and scores their 
performance based on a set of standard criteria for each exercise. (This 
includes specifi c criteria for each type of animal we register—for example, 
the criteria for cats or llamas are tailored to those species and aren’t 
exactly the same as the criteria for dogs.) Teams who pass the evaluation 
have met the criteria required by our Therapy Animal Program and can 
register as a Pet Partners team.

It’s common for handlers to say, “My pet passed the Pet Partners 
evaluation!” but in fact it’s the team, working together, that has passed. 
The evaluation is not just for the pet—the handler plays an equally 
important role, and both handler and animal are evaluated and scored 
during these exercises. The team evaluation is not merely to gauge 
how the animal does, but also to gauge how the handler performs in 
managing, supporting, and advocating for their animal partner, and how 
the team works together for visiting. A safe and effective therapy animal 
team will demonstrate how they work together as well as the skills they 
have individually.

Pet Partners requires evaluations for all teams, not only for joining our 
Therapy Animal Program, but also for registration renewal. This choice 
is because of our emphasis on high standards and safety. New teams 
need to demonstrate their skills and abilities, of course, but evaluating for 
renewal is because teams can change over time. As animals age, how they 
perform in the requirements for visiting can change, and their interest 
in visiting or their capacity for dealing with some visiting circumstances 
may change. A skilled handler will recognize these changes and modify 
how they work with their partner. This helps guide teams in choosing visit 
locations and circumstances that they’re suited for, and helps minimize 
risk and support safety for everyone. Regular re-evaluation helps ensure 
that every Pet Partners team is qualifi ed for our program and meets our 
high standards.

This focus on standards and safety is one of the things that team 
evaluators cite in their reasons for taking on this role. Evaluator Russ 
Weinberg chose to move to Pet Partners from another therapy animal 
organization. He says,

“Even though I am a volunteer, I approach AAI as a professional. 
I think our clients deserve the absolute best that we have to offer. 
I have the same expectation of any group that I work with.

I have found the Pet Partners staff to be very responsive, 
answering questions and trying to meet my needs. The resources 
available to me as an evaluator and as part of an AAI team are 
very robust. This was lacking in the group that I had worked with 
in the past.”

Why Team Evaluations
Are Necessary
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The Challenges of 
Being a Team Evaluator
Of course, being a team evaluator comes 
with challenges. Many evaluators have 
noted the difficulties of finding appropriate 
space to hold team evaluations. Not only 
does the space used for evaluations need 
to meet some specific requirements, but 
it also ideally will be free or very low-cost. 
And COVID-19 restrictions have made 
this particularly difficult in many areas, 
which has contributed to the challenges of 
evaluating teams over the past couple of 
years. This is an area where members of the 
public and facilities wishing to work with 
therapy animal teams can help; providing 
suitable space for evaluations is a high-
impact way to support the Therapy Animal 
Program, and help make more therapy 
animal teams available.

Some evaluators have experienced 
challenges in finding volunteers to take part 
in evaluations. The team evaluation requires 
several volunteers to roleplay during the 
evaluation exercises, as well as to assist 
with setup of the space and managing 
logistics for the teams arriving for their 
evaluations as well as for the evaluator. This 
role is a great opportunity for prospective 
handlers not yet ready to become a team, 
or current handlers curious about the work 
of evaluators; several evaluators noted that 
acting as an evaluation volunteer helped 
them learn a lot about the evaluation 
process and the requirements for becoming 
a team, and ultimately encouraged them to 
become team evaluators themselves.

Evaluation volunteering is also a meaningful 
way for people who want to support Pet 
Partners therapy animal teams and visits 

Evaluating the Evaluators: A 
Conversation with National 

Program Educator Shelley Smith
Team evaluators need to be trained in program requirements and evaluation 
protocols in order to execute this role successfully. This means that there needs 
to be someone to educate them and evaluate how well they have learned what 
they need to know. This role falls to our national program educators (NPEs), 
who are volunteers with exceptional skills in teaching and engaging other 
volunteers, and deep knowledge of Pet Partners policies and procedures. 
These special leaders are chosen by Pet Partners staff based on their skills and 
experience.

Shelley Smith, a current NPE, first registered as a Pet Partners handler in 2004 
and became a team evaluator in 2014. She was invited to take on the NPE role 
in 2021. Shelley talked with us about her experiences in this high-level role and 
the path that led her to it.

What inspired you to become 
a Pet Partners team evaluator?
I was living in Portland, Oregon at the 
time and had been an active Pet Partners 
handler for many years. I really think 
that the support and encouragement 
I received from a Pet Partners leader, 
Lisa Zeiner, was crucial to my decision 
to become a team evaluator. I took the 
course and was so happy to become an 
evaluator in the Portland area. I felt so 
supported. That is so key in taking next 
steps.

What do you enjoy most about 
this volunteer role?
I love to see teams pass their evaluations 
and then start to make a difference in the 
lives of those in need. I love evaluating the 
variety of animals. I’ve had llamas, horses, 
mini horses, birds, guinea pigs, cats, and 
of course dogs. I also had a great group of 
regular evaluation volunteers, who were 
always there for me and helped make the 
environment for the evaluations amazing 
for those coming in to be evaluated.

What are the biggest 
challenges for you in the team 
evaluator role?
For me, I think the biggest challenge 
is always the grey areas when I am 
evaluating a team. To know that this 
is one moment in time when I see the 
team and, as I was taught, that I should 
feel confidence in that team. When a 

team has a miss, and I know the team 
will be a good team, but might not pass 
that evaluation, I always work hard at 
the delivery of that information. And 
also keeping the evaluation exercise 
information very clear in my delivery, so 
that there is no confusion from me or 
from the environment. I don’t know if 
this falls under a “challenge,” but I do 
challenge myself in these ways, and when 
I encounter a team who might not pass, 
ensure the handler understands why, and 
emphasize that I hope they will try again.

What are your goals as a team 
evaluator?
My goals are similar to my challenges, 
I would say: To provide a pleasant, 
organized, on-time environment and 
delivery of exercises to the team being 
evaluated. The volunteers practice a run 
before the evaluations begin, we discuss 
the variety of species for the day and the 
differences, and my goal is that all that 
the handler needs to think about is their 
relationship with their animal and the 
handler feels as supported as possible. 
So all the team needs to focus on is doing 
each exercise well, with no unnecessary 
distractions—that what we are testing is 
all they need to do, no other challenges.

Is there a team evaluation that 
was particularly memorable 
for you? Why?
So many. I love the variety of animals I’ve 
worked with. Many memorable moments. 
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Here’s one example: A day of evaluations. 

Some passed with Predictable ratings, 
some needed to work on an exercise and 
weren’t quite ready to pass, and then in 
comes a guinea pig team, and they were 
superstars. 

They got the only Complex rating for the 
day. 

The guinea pig was super handsome and 
so very well behaved. 

And I know the volunteers had great 
interactions with the guinea pig too.

What inspired you to become 
a national program educator?
Actually, the same person who inspired 
me and supported me to become 
an evaluator was also integral in my 
consideration as a national program 
educator, along with a few other people. I 
had the experience as a handler over the 
years and as an evaluator. I knew I would 
learn new skills in delivery of information 
and online meeting processing, and I liked 
that challenge. It seemed to be a good fit.

I also felt that sharing my experience 
of putting on evaluations and the 
importance of the role of the evaluator 
would be something I could offer. My 
hope is that more evaluators have a 
solid understanding of the skills to give 
an evaluation, but also understand the 
importance of the setting and consistency. 
And I was hoping that I could bring those 
pieces to them as an NPE.

What do you enjoy most 
about teaching prospective 
evaluators?
I think when you first practice delivering 

an evaluation, we all fumble through it 
a bit. There are really a lot of pieces to 
understand to give a good evaluation. 
Trying to cover everything; imagining a 
room, imagining a team; learning the 
differences between what is passable 
and what is not; learning stress signs of 
animals—so many things to learn to be 
a good evaluator. I enjoy painting that 
entire picture. I like to see and enjoy their 
progression during the coursework and 
especially the practical application of 
evaluation delivery.

What do you think is most 
important for prospective 
team evaluators to have in 
terms of skill, knowledge, or 
personality?
Being able to correctly not pass a team 
that shouldn’t be passed. Sometimes 
those conversations are hard. The skill to 
be kind and gentle, but not compromise 
the parts of the evaluation.

You have to have good organizational 
skills, before, during, and after team 
evaluations. I think you have to be able to 
see yourself and ways to improve yourself, 
because as an evaluator, more falls on 
you and your delivery than you probably 
realize. Empathy and appreciation are 
important characteristics. Your volunteers 
depend on your guidance and will rise up 
to the level you ask of them, if you are a 
good example.

And having the ability to read people and 
animals. Each team who walks through 
the door for an evaluation has different 
needs when it comes to how they hear 
and process words and actions, and an 
evaluator needs to be able to adapt their 
style a bit so the team can do their best.

but don’t have a suitable animal. Helping 
evaluators in this way helps create more 
therapy animal teams.

A common challenge noted by evaluators 
is handling situations where a team 
doesn’t pass the evaluation. While this isn’t 
common, some teams don’t demonstrate 
their skills and aptitude well enough to 
receive a passing score, which results in 
a Not Ready rating. Teams invest a lot of 
time and effort in preparing for therapy 
animal work, and receiving a Not Ready 
rating for the evaluation can be extremely 
disappointing. Working with a team in this 
situation is challenging and can at times be 
difficult.

Laura Ackerman says, “I always want to 
be fair to the team that is evaluating, and I 
want to make sure they are successful. It is 
hard sometimes to come to the realization 
that a team is not yet ready to be a working 
team. We’ve had people get angry at us, 
people cry, and people just leave the room 
when we tell them they have scored Not 
Ready.”

“I find the biggest challenge in being an 
evaluator is to occasionally tell a team 
that they are not ready to do AAI yet,” says 
Russ Weinberg. “I always try to say to the 
team what is positive and offer advice on 
how to succeed the next time.” (Teams that 
receive a Not Ready rating are welcome to 
re-evaluate at a future time, and many do 
pass the evaluation on a second try, often 
because of the feedback they receive from 
evaluators on what they should focus on to 
improve their skills.)

There may even be occasions (though rare) 
where an evaluator must rate a team Not 
Appropriate, which means the handler or 
animal has demonstrated behavior that 
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makes them a bad fit for our Therapy Animal 
Program. These situations are particularly 
challenging as the handler can react with 
strong negative emotion or behavior. 
“Unfortunately, the most memorable 
evaluation for me was one where the 
handler was rated Not Appropriate 
because of inappropriate behavior,” says 
Linda Forsyth. “But I don’t want to dwell 
on that.” Pet Partners provides support 
and debriefing for evaluators who find 
themselves dealing with this situation, and 
we also emphasize that a Not Appropriate 
rating supports the safety of our Therapy 
Animal Program. 

The Joys of Being a 
Team Evaluator
While the evaluator role can sometimes 
provide challenges, for the majority of them 
it also provides some real joys, with great 
experiences in individual evaluations and 
the process of helping teams become part 
of Pet Partners.

“What keeps me going is the happiness I 
see on the faces of handlers when they are 
successful in their eval,” says Linda Forsyth. 
“Any evaluator will tell you that tears are a 
regular thing. Fortunately, it is more often a 
result of success.”

Ann Rosenwasser, who was a volunteer 
instructor educating prospective handlers 
before she became a team evaluator, says, 
“I enjoy helping teams fulfill their goals 
of becoming a Pet Partners team. It is 
especially rewarding to me when it’s a team 
that has attended a Handler Workshop I 
taught. It is fun to watch them develop, 
successfully evaluate, and then start visiting 
in their communities. It is also fun to see 
how they have developed as a team when 
they return for their renewal evaluation.”

Sandy Langley says that she loves meeting 
both new and renewing Pet Partners teams. 
In addition, she says she enjoys “Providing 
and supporting passing teams with as much 
information as possible about the needs 
in our community and assisting them in 
accomplishing this!”

And many evaluators have evaluation 
experiences that stand out to them and 
inform both their work as evaluators and 
their pleasure in taking on this role.

Russ Weinberg shared one of his 
memorable evaluations:

“I freely admit that I am mostly a dog 
person and have had little exposure to other 

Several of the team evaluators interviewed for this article are with Denver Pet Partners 
(DPP), a Community Partner that is known for the efficiency and effectiveness of their 
evaluation process, from signup to scoring. This is due to a structure of teamwork that 
provides support for both evaluators and therapy animal teams, and ensures that 
the experience goes smoothly for everyone. Some of these DPP evaluators shared 
information about how this structure supports them.

“I find being in a Community Partner very helpful. Denver Pet Partners currently 
has seven evaluators. It is well organized to provide evaluations four or five 
weekends a year. We have willing volunteers to help with setup and assist during 
evaluations. Individuals within DPP have secured facilities where we can have our 
evaluations.”
—Ann Rosenwasser

“We have volunteers (who are not evaluators or instructors) we’ve designated as 
Program Coordinators (PCs). They post our events on the Pet Partners calendar 
and handle all of the signups for our evaluation and handler workshop events. We 
also have a Director (board member) who guides and assists participants through 
the process. The PCs also use the SignUp software to request assistants and for 
participants to choose their eval time. We usually offer two days of evaluations 
four to five times per year. We open slots for 10 evaluations per day in two 
adjoining rooms. We can accommodate up to 40 evals per weekend. (We rarely 
need that many slots, however.)
We position our evaluation volunteers (the “crowd” for particular exercises) and 
neutral dog team in the hall outside the evaluation rooms, and they come in our 
rooms when we call them for particular exercises. This allows us to run two rooms 
of evaluations simultaneously. Our seven evaluators rotate working the eval 
sessions.
Because we are not dealing with the process required for participants to get 
signed up, the instructors/evaluators (like me) have the time to focus on studying 
and preparing. The help of our PCs and Director (which I was for a few years) has 
allowed me to continue as an evaluator and instructor for Pet Partners and to 
grow our programs in the Denver area.”
—Linda Forsyth

“I could not do my job without the support of the other DPP evaluators and our 
Program Coordinators, who register people for workshops and evaluations, 
answer questions, deal with paperwork and logistics, and other administrative 
tasks. We also have a board member, Sandy Langley, who is the Director of 
Training and Evaluations (in addition to being our Director of Membership). Sandy 
does an amazing job of keeping things well organized and running smoothly. 
As an evaluator, I show up for evaluations, help set up the room, perform the 
evaluation (or scribe for another evaluator), and help break down the room at the 
end of the day.

Before COVID-19, we were evaluating as many as 40 teams in a weekend (with four 
evaluators working all day Friday and Saturday in two different rooms). We could 
not do this without the help of our Director and our Program Coordinators, and 
without all of the evaluators working as a team.

When I was a new evaluator, it was wonderful to have more experienced 
evaluators to work with. Even now, after being an evaluator for almost five years, I 
appreciate having another evaluator in the room with me to collaborate with. One 
of us does the hands-on evaluation and one of us acts as scribe, and we consult 
with each other constantly to talk about what one of us may have seen that the 
other did not. I could not do a full day of evaluations without another evaluator’s 
assistance, including have them scribe for me.”
—Laura Ackerman

The Value of Teamwork for 
Team Evaluators
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species besides cats. Then came Trixie. 
Trixie is a miniature horse that I helped to 
evaluate last year. She was so sweet! Even 
though I was not her primary evaluator, she 
often looked my way and seemed to smile. 
I think she was trying to win me over from 
dogs to horses!

“After the evaluation was over, we spent 
some quality time visiting and became fast 
friends. Trixie reminded me that the human 
animal bond can be very strong regardless 
of the species. I know Trixie and her handler 
will rock as AAI superstars!

I love all dogs and cats, and find it very 
interesting to learn how other species can 
comfort people just as a dog or cat can!”

Looking to the Future
As recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic 
gets underway, Pet Partners is dedicated 
to registering more therapy animal teams, 
which means increasing the availability of 
team evaluations. And that means training 
more team evaluators and supporting them 
in addressing the challenges involved in 
being an evaluator.

We are looking at our evaluator training and 
evaluation procedures overall. This is part 
of determining what we can do to improve 
the evaluation experience for both team 
evaluators and teams, and encourage more 
volunteers to become team evaluators. If 
the process or the work is too difficult, it’s 
harder for people to do it. We want to make 
it easier for people to be evaluators, while 
still maintaining the quality and safety that 
are the hallmarks of our Therapy Animal 
Program.

This volunteer work should be full of joy and 
reward for those who choose to take it on. 
We want to make that possible for many 
more people, and enable them to bring that 
joy and reward to their communities.

“As I become more experienced as an 
evaluator, I look forward to meeting other 
new species and making more fast friends.”

Sandy Langley appreciates the range of 
species accepted by Pet Partners and how 
evaluating them educates her:

“I had the pleasure of assisting with a 
mini-horse evaluation, as well as evaluating 
rabbits and a guinea pig. I find these the 
most memorable because I am taking the 
time to meet with experts and learning 
about the characteristics of each species! 

Are you a handler with 
18 months of volunteer 
experience? If so, you are 
eligible to apply and may 
already have the basic 
aptitude to successfully 
evaluate other teams.

Can you give a few days a 
year to make it possible for 
more volunteers to share 
their wonderful companion 
animals with their 
communities?

Pet Partners team 
evaluators play a 
critical role in growing 
and sustaining therapy 
animal visits in their 
communities.

We have designed 
accessible, innovative, 
and supportive 
coursework that will 
prepare you to take on 
this role.

CAN YOU DO MORE? BECOME AN EVALUATOR

If you’re ready to be a volunteer leader, 
get in touch at petpartners.org/contact-us.

https://petpartners.org/about-us/contact-us/
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Therapy Animal Assessments: 
State of the Research and 
Future Directions for the Field 

How do a handler and their pet earn a 
title as a therapy animal team? Given the 
importance of the job, one might imagine 
this to be a standardized process required 
of all who engage in animal-assisted 
interventions (AAI). However, there is great 
variability in the field in terms of the steps 
that a person takes before working with a 
therapy animal. 

Volunteer handlers most often obtain 
their title by completing a therapy 
animal evaluation with a recognized 
organization such as Pet Partners. In 
professional settings, therapy animals 
might be independently evaluated based on 
protocols determined by the provider who 
is overseeing the AAI services. Regardless 
of the type of evaluation one participates 
in, these assessments are critical in 
determining a team’s aptitude for engaging 
in AAI. 

To be most effective, evaluations should 
include behavioral examination as well as 
role-playing that mimics the environment 
that a therapy animal will be working in 
(Mongillo et al., 2015). This helps to identify 
animals who are a good fit for the role, 
meaning that they enjoy interacting with 
new people in novel settings. Therapy 
animals should be affiliative, adaptable, 
and responsive to their handlers, and 
assessments allow an evaluator to see how 
an animal expresses these characteristics 
in a setting like one they’d encounter in AAI 
(Winkle et al., 2020). 

However, it’s not just the animal who is 
assessed in a therapy animal evaluation. 
A therapy animal handler should have 
an established relationship with their 
animal partner, and they must be able 
to demonstrate their ability to read the 
animal’s body language and advocate on 
their behalf throughout the team evaluation. 

AAI
Advancement

At its core, the therapy animal evaluation 
is an essential means of protecting animal 
welfare in AAI by formalizing the process of 
therapy animal team selection and allowing 
for an objective third party expert to 
determine a team’s readiness for their role. 

While therapy animal evaluations might 
differ according to the organization who 
conducts them and/or the context the 
handler will be working within, there are 
commonly accepted standards of practice 
specific to assessment that should be 
followed by all who engage in AAI. For 
example, experts in the field agree that 
therapy animal evaluations should be 
reoccurring to account for variables such 
as changes in an animal’s abilities and 
preferences as they age (Therapy Animal 
Standards of Practice; Serpell et al., 2020; 
Winkle et al., 2020.) Evaluations should also 
include both a knowledge assessment of the 
handler and a practical assessment of the 
team conducted by a qualified evaluator at a 
location appropriate for evaluation (Therapy 
Animal Standards of Practice). 

Though the standards of practice for 
therapy animal assessment provide a solid 
foundation for the field, there is much work 

by Taylor Chastain Griffin, PhD
National Director, AAI Advancement

to be done in further standardizing the 
ways in which we evaluate therapy animals. 
Literature reviews considering working 
animals as a whole have suggested a lack 
of information relating to the reliability and 
validity of measures that we use to assess 
animal behavior in these contexts (Brady 
et al., 2018). Therapy animal evaluations 
in particular have yet to be empirically 
validated to ensure that they accurately 
and consistently predict a therapy animal’s 
appropriateness for their role (Winkle et al., 
2020).

Finally, there is a significant limitation for 
those who integrate therapy animals into 
their vocational practice, as there is not yet 
a commonly accepted evaluation specific to 
AAI in professionalized settings. Therapy 
animals who work with professionals often 
operate differently than animals who are 
part of volunteer animal-assisted activities. 
For example, many of the dogs who partner 
with professionals are off leash, and there 
is a need for them to be evaluated in a 
capacity that more closely matches the 
context in which they will be working. 
(Winkle et al., 2020).

Pet Partners has long been committed to a 
rigorous therapy animal team evaluation, 
with our assessment procedures serving 
as the template on which most other 
organizations have based their assessment. 
Realizing the importance of empirically 
considering the evaluation to move the 
field forward, we are planning a process 
to conduct a thorough data-driven 
investigation into the skills required of 
a therapy animal team. The goal of this 
project is to create a public document of 
empirically validated therapy animal team 
skills that our organization and the field 
as whole can utilize in further developing 
therapy animal assessments into the future. 

References:
• Brady, K., Cracknell, N., Zulch, H., & Mills, D. S. (2018). A systematic review of the reliability and validity of behavioural tests used to assess behavioural characteristics 

important in working dogs. Frontiers in veterinary science, 5, 103.
• Serpell, James A., et al. “Current standards and practices within the therapy dog industry: Results of a representative survey of United States therapy dog organizations.” 

Frontiers in veterinary science (2020): 35.
• Standards of Practice for Animal-Assisted Interventions. https://therapyanimalstandards.org/downloads. Published 9/1/2021.
• Mongillo, P.; Pitteri, E.; Adamelli, S.; Bonichini, S.; Farina, L.; Marinelli, L. Validation of a selection protocol of dogs involved in animal-assisted intervention. J. Vet. Behav. 

2015, 10, 103–110.
• Winkle, M., Johnson, A., & Mills, D. (2020). Dog welfare, well-being and behavior: considerations for selection, evaluation and suitability for animal-assisted therapy. 

Animals, 10(11), 2188.
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Pet Partners has long championed the 
importance of professionalism and rigor 
among therapy animal volunteers. We 
understand that while therapy animal visits 
might feel like just a fun activity with your 
pet, they have the power to impact your 
community and the health and well-being 
of others. With thoughtful preparation, this 
influence can be extremely positive; but 
when done without the guidance of best 
practices, it can be just the opposite.

As part of our advocacy efforts, our 
teams and supporters help educate 
lawmakers about the importance of the 
Standards of Practice in Animal-Assisted 
Interventions, guidelines of performance 
and professionalism that the Pet Partners 
Therapy Animal Program chooses to 
meet or exceed in order to promote safety 
and effectiveness of therapy animal 
visits. You can see these standards at 
therapyanimalstandards.org.

As new legislation is introduced that is 
relevant to therapy animals, we want states 
to recognize that being a therapy animal 

The first in-person Pet Night on Capitol 
Hill since 2019 took place on September 
21. Several Pet Partners therapy animal 
teams attended (including the first 
therapy cat team to take part in Pet 
Night), along with three Pet Partners 
staff members, and Pet Partners Board 
of Directors chair Dana Brooks. Everyone 

Advocating for Therapy 
Animal Standards

Pet Partners at Pet Night on Capitol Hill

Advocacy

team is more than just having a wonderful 
pet. New York was the first state to begin 
articulating standards through their 
guidance, which closely mirrors many key 
points in the standards of practice. Likewise, 
Maryland and Texas have both recently 
passed bills that specifically mention 
the standards of practice as part of the 
definition of a qualified therapy dog.

We’ll continue working with state 
representatives to have therapy animal 
standards recognized in order to ensure 
safe and effective interactions that promote 
animal welfare across the country.

You can help educate your own 
representatives about the Standards of 
Practice by visiting action.petpartners.org/
page/43126/action/1. 

was excited to be at the event in person 
again, and to demonstrate the benefits of 
safe interactions with registered therapy 
animal teams.

Pet Night is co-hosted by the Human 
Animal Bond Research Institute, the Pet 
Food Institute, and the Pet Advocacy 
Network. This event brings together 

Members of Congress and leaders in the 
pet care community to share programs, 
policies, and key data about how the 
human-animal bond positively impacts 
our mental, physical, and social health. 
Pet Night is now part of Pet Week on 
Capitol Hill, a week-long series of virtual 
programming and in-person visits.

https://therapyanimalstandards.org/
https://action.petpartners.org/page/43126/action/1
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Partners Wellness Pet Company

Blue Shield of California

®

Pet Partners is excited to announce our new 
partnership with Wellness Pet Company, 
who will be supporting multiple initiatives 
through their sponsorship. Both Wellness 
and Pet Partners are members of the 
Human-Animal Bond Research Institute and 
have a joint passion for the human-animal 
bond. Once we started learning more about 
Wellness, we knew this was going to be a 
wonderful partnership. 

Since then, they have become the 
presenting sponsor for the World’s Largest 
Pet Walk and had hundreds of employees 
from across the country come together to 
form a large corporate walk team. Traci 
Pryor, Pet Partners’ Chief Development 

Blue Shield of California has been a 
generous sponsor and supporter of 
the World’s Largest Pet Walk since the 
pandemic began in 2020. Each year, they 
have more employees register for the walk 
and show their team spirit through virtual 
yappy hours, social media, in-person walks, 
and internal competition. Thanks to their 
employees’ passion for the human-animal 
bond, Blue Shield has increased their 
sponsorship from $2,500 to $10,000! This 
year, they are recognized as a Titanium 
Sponsor for the World’s Largest Pet Walk 
and their logo was featured on the back of 
the commemorative event shirts. 

Offi cer, hosted a Lunch and Learn at 
Wellness headquarters on September 26 
with two therapy animal teams to share 
more about becoming a registered Pet 
Partners therapy animal team. Wellness 
Pet Company will also be leveraging the 
other half of their sponsorship for a match 
campaign in honor of National Therapy 
Animal Day on April 30.

Wellness Pet Company is the maker of 
premium natural food and treats for 
dogs and cats that foster a shared life 
of well-being between pets and pet 
parents. They also have the Wellness 
Foundation, which celebrates the mutually 
benefi cial relationship between pets and 
people and the positive impacts these 
relationships have on health, happiness, 
and well-being. To learn more about their 
partnerships, programs, and actions, go 
to wellnessfoundation.org. To learn more 
about Wellness Natural Pet Food, visit 
wellnesspetfood.com.

Kristen Cerf, the President & CEO of the Blue 
Shield Promise, said they are so excited to 
see the response they received from their 
957 registered walkers. The World’s Largest 
Pet Walk was their highest attendance for 
an event they were supporting!

Pet Partners President & CEO C. Annie 
Peters joined the Blue Shield staff on 
September 20 for a yappy hour to celebrate 
some walk successes and share how 

employees can become registered therapy 
animal teams with their own pets. We can’t 
wait to see what Blue Shield has in store for 
2023!

Blue Shield of California, an independent 
member of the Blue Shield Association, is a 
nonprofi t health plan dedicated to providing 
Californians with access to high-quality 
health care at an affordable price. The goal 
of their Corporate Citizenship Committee is 
to create a better California by giving back 
and offering support to all our communities. 
To make this a reality, they’ve implemented 
programs that tackle pressing issues, from 
youth mental health to health equity, and 
beyond.

https://wellnessfoundation.org/
https://www.wellnesspetfood.com/
https://www.blueshieldca.com/bsca/bsc/wcm/connect/member/member_content_en/content%20root/about_blue_shield/about-blue-shield
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Events

• Thousand Oaks Elementary School: 
Working with kids from military families 
whose parents are deployed. Hazel was 
given the Superintendent’s Award for 
2019 and 2022 (no awards were given 
during COVID-19 restrictions).

Hazel’s slogan: 
“Making a difference in the world, one paw at 
a time.”

Hazel’s Pet of the Year 
fundraising slogan:
“Little paws for a Big Cause”

Hazel’s latest project is the “Healing hearts 
with Hazel” art project. Children and 
Hazel create beautiful, original acrylic art 
paintings to raise funds for schools, charity 
organizations, and more.

Happy Happy Hazel:  
Pet Partners Pet of the Year

We’re pleased to present this profile of 
Hazel (provided by Sara), the first-ever Pet 
Partners Pet of the Year!

• Hazel and Sara are a registered therapy 
animal team and Hazel has been a 
therapy dog since 2018.

• Hazel has made over 350 visits and has 
over 1,000 volunteer hours.

• Credentialed with Pet Partners Animal-
Assisted Crisis Response (AACR) 
Program.

• Multiple AKC Therapy Dog titles.

• Favorite Toy: blue squeaky dinosaur, and 
anything her siblings are playing with.

• Favorite Activity: making people smile 
(especially children) at therapy animal 
visits. Sharing her love and adventures 
on social media @happyhappyhazel.

• Favorite Treat: Pumpkin and yogurt pup-
sicles and goat cheese.

• Happy Happy Hazel and her human 
parents have raised over $175,000 for 
dog-related nonprofits since 2019. 

Hazel’s focus as a therapy animal is on 
children, with emphasis on grief. 

• Children’s Bereavement Center of South 
Texas (since 2018): Hazel started off 
working with children ages 6-18 but now 
specializes in children ages 3-6 (Little 
Hearts group). It’s the perfect group 
because of her small size.

• Christa Santa Rosa Children’s Hospital: 
Hazel provides support during pre-op for 
pediatric spinal procedures, followed by 
visits with patients and staff throughout 
the hospital. 

AACR teams) the day after the shooting 
and worked at the Civic Center alongside 
counselors and other crisis professionals, 
visiting with families, teachers, and others 
who were affected by this horrible tragedy. 
She spent the month of June visiting the 
Uvalde students, teachers, and staff for 
summer school, and headed back to Uvalde 
on September 6 for the start of the new 
school year. (She’s lucky to have such a good 
chauffeur—me!!)

Early in 2022, Pet Partners launched a new event: Pet Partners Pet of the Year, a special 
fundraising competition. Pets of all kinds (not just therapy animals) can be candidates for 
this exciting competition, where the winner is the candidate who raises the most funds in 
support of the Pet Partners Therapy Animal Program during the six-week competition. For 
this inaugural event, which ran February 1-March 15, 2022, pet candidates (with help from the 
humans who love them) raised funds in support of the Pet Partners Therapy Animal Program. 

More than 60 pet candidates of nine different species participated in the competition, with 
more than 200 human supporters pitching in to help the candidates fundraise. The pet 
candidate whose team raised the most funds by the end of the competition would be crowned 
Pet Partners Pet of the Year.

The winner of the 2022 Pet of the Year competition was Happy Happy Hazel, a French bulldog 
from San Antonio, Texas. Hazel and her human partner Sara raised more than $30,000 
during the competition.

When anyone sees Hazel for the first time, 
she is met with giggles and smiles. I think 
it’s because there aren’t many Frenchie 
therapy dogs. She makes funny noises and 
sounds like she is purring when she is happy. 
Often times, we are sitting in a very quiet 
room and Hazel makes these bulldog noises 
and everyone begins to laugh and smile. 

Our congratulations go to Hazel for being 
the very first Pet Partners Pet of the Year, 
and to Sara for all the efforts that went 
into Hazel’s candidacy! And thank you to 
everyone who donated to Hazel and Sara, 
providing crucial support to the Pet Partners 
Therapy Animal Program.

Hazel has received nationwide recognition 
for her work in the wake of the Robb 
Elementary School tragedy in Uvalde, Texas. 
She was in Uvalde (along with several other 

https://p2p.onecause.com/pppetoftheyear/home
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5th Annual World’s Largest
Pet WalkEvents

The 5th annual Pet Partners World’s 
Largest Pet Walk presented by Wellness 
Pet Company took place on Saturday, 
September 24, and what an event it was! 
We’re thrilled by the success of this year’s 
event and all the people and pets who 
showed their support for Pet Partners, 
therapy animals, and the benefi ts of the 
human-animal bond. 

$106,000+

1,664

was raised to support 
the Pet Partners Therapy 

Animal Program!

walkers registered for this 
year’s event, and there were 

even more pets!

®

Walk events took place in 
41 U.S. states and 8 other 

countries.

Pets of every species that 
Pet Partners registers were 
part of the walk, as well as 

some other types of animals.

year’s event, recognized our top teams, 
fundraisers, and sponsors, and announced 
the date for our 2023 event. You can view 
the recording of the 2022 Sneaker Awards 
on the Pet Partners YouTube channel.

We appreciate every walker, supporter, and 
donor who made this year’s event a success. 
Thank you for being part of this year’s 
World’s Largest Pet Walk! Special thanks to 
our sponsors: Presenting sponsor Wellness 
Pet Company; Titanium sponsor Blue Shield 
of California; and Bronze sponsor Dog Is 
Good for Good.

We held a special Facebook Live event in 
October to announce the 2022 World’s 
Largest Pet Walk Sneaker Awards. We 
shared photos and stories from this 

https://www.youtube.com/@PetPartnersOrg/videos
https://youtu.be/bg0K6mNyo1s
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Giving

Pet Partners was awarded a generous grant 
in 2016 that launched the Cancer Care 
Fund (CCF). This fund gives Pet Partners 
the opportunity to assist our handlers in the 
repayment of veterinary bills when a therapy 
animal is diagnosed with cancer. 

The grant money received in 2016 has since 
been used up, but thanks to generous 
donors, the CCF has continued to thrive. 
During the first eight months of 2022, Pet 
Partners distributed funds to 19 therapy 
animal teams undergoing the stress of 
a cancer diagnosis, totaling just under 
$19,000 worth of assistance. These 19 
teams are made up of current volunteers, 
retired teams, and unfortunately, a few 
therapy animals who have since crossed 
the Rainbow Bridge. Pet Partners is glad 
that with the support of donors, we can 
continue to honor the hard work of these 
teams by reducing the financial stress that is 
associated with veterinary bills. 

Registered therapy dog Rafter was 
diagnosed with cancer in 2021. The Cancer 

regrowth of the mass in his mouth and 
his bloodwork looked excellent! He has 
resumed his regular AAI visits at the Ronald 
McDonald House and has also taken part 
in a stress relief event at the Rhode Island 
School of Design and Boots on the Ground 
for Heroes on Memorial Day. We are grateful 
that his treatment has given us more time to 
enjoy this special Newf! Thank you again for 
your financial support that helped make this 
possible!”

Christine and Rafter recently renewed 
their therapy animal team registration for 
another two years.

Because of generous support, Christine, 
Rafter, and other therapy animal teams 
can continue the beautiful work they do 
improving lives in their communities.

You can help support the Cancer Care Fund 
with a donation. Learn more on our website: 
petpartners.org/cancer.

Take The Lead: 
The Pet 

Partners Blog

petpartners.org/blog

Our blog, Take the Lead, 
provides in-depth coverage 
of Pet Partners programs, 

AAI research, mission-
focused events, stories 

about the human-animal 
bond, and more.

Pet Partners 
Cancer Care Fund

A Long-Lasting Legacy

Care Fund provided financial support 
for Rafter’s treatment. Rafter’s handler 
Christine recently sent an update:

“Rafter continues to do very well! He had 
bloodwork and a melanoma vaccine booster 
in January. There is still no evidence of 

Giving to a nonprofit through an estate 
gift is impactful. It’s also an action of 
trust and belief in an organization. Betty 
White’s confidence in Pet Partners for many 
decades led her to include a bequest to the 
organization. By choosing Pet Partners as a 
beneficiary of her estate, Betty left a legacy 
to ensure that our Therapy Animal Program 
will continue well into the future. 

If you have a strong desire to leave a legacy 
to your favorite nonprofit and support 
animal causes like Betty, but aren’t certain 
how to begin the process, Pet Partners 
has an opportunity to assist with this. We 
have partnered with FreeWill, an online 
will writing service which gives you the 
opportunity to thoughtfully begin and 
complete this important task, at no cost to 
you. FreeWill allows you to complete your 
will in the privacy of your own home, taking 
the time you need to consider how you 
would like your assets to be distributed.

Pet Partners is grateful to people like Betty 
White who had the foresight to support our 
mission through a future estate gift.

Visit freewill.com/petpartners to begin 
creating your will.

https://petpartners.org/cancer
https://www.freewill.com/petpartners
https://petpartners.org/blog
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Pet of the Year Is Back!

The national title of Pet Partners Pet of the 
Year will be awarded on March 16, 2023, to 
the pet whose fundraising team raises the 
most funds during the competition.

Funds raised by pet candidates (along with 
their favorite humans) will support the Pet 
Partners Therapy Animal Program and help 
bring the benefits of pets to more people 
through therapy animal visits.

Are you excited to take part in this unique 
fundraising event and follow in the paw-steps 
of 2022 winner Happy Happy Hazel as the 
next Pet of the Year? Visit p2p.onecause.com/
pppetoftheyear to learn more, nominate a 
pet, and get involved!

Pet Partners Pet of the Year is 
an exciting six-week fundraising 
competition that runs  
February 1–March 15 with a goal of 
raising more than $92,000. 

Does your dog stand out from the rest of the pack? Is your feline friend known for their amazing cat-itude? Perhaps 
your horse is ready to gallop into a new role! Whatever species they might be, you have the opportunity to highlight and 

celebrate your cherished pet by nominating them today for the 2023 Pet Partners Pet of the Year. 

https://p2p.onecause.com/pppetoftheyear



