The California Council of the Blind (CCB) and the Guide Dog Users of California (GDUC) provided written comment to the State Board of Guide Dogs for the Blind (Board) on Monday, October 25, 2010 at 7:20 p.m.  While some of the comments were supportive of Notice File Number Z-2010-0831-08, the comments below were provided to the Board.

SUMMARY OF ADVERSE COMMENTS/RESPONSES
· Section 2266 (Apprentice Standards; Minimum Instruction) 
Comment: All dogs should be tested by an instructor who is blindfolded, or by a person who is blind or visually impaired that works for the school.  (Guide Dog Users of California).

Response: Section 2266 (Apprentice Standards; Minimum Instruction) – The Board rejects the comment for this section.  First, the proposed change to 2282.1 adds a requirement that guide dogs shall be tested by a qualified handler under blindfold.  The school may use a blind individual or a licensed instructor for this task.  Regardless, the Board feels that adding this requirement to 2282.1 addresses the concern from GDUC.  Second, 2266 is not the appropriate section to address said concern.  Section 2260 (Completion of Requirements for License as Instructor) references experience as provided in section 2282 – with reference to blindfold test.  
· Section 2282 (Preliminary Training of Dogs) 

Comment: The elimination of the 90 day minimum training period will result in the delivery of less mature dogs to handlers.  (California Council of the Blind)
Response: Section 2282 (Preliminary Training of Dogs) – The Board rejects the comment for this section.  Currently, guide dogs are required to receive 90 days of training six months prior to being paired with a client (guide dog user).  The proposed language would require guide dogs to meet a longer list of competencies (as proposed in section 2282.1), be tested under blindfold, and complete all testing for competencies 60 days prior to being paired with a client.  Having a competency based standard allows for individualized training based upon each dog’s needs and the licensed instructor’s assessment of said dog for maintaining a high standard of training.
Comment: There is a concern that immature guide dogs will, in spite of the mastery of skills, be more prone to making errors in judgment while working with their handlers, and that it will take longer for these immature dogs to develop the rapport with their handlers that found in mature guide dog teams.  [Note: Both the California Council of the Blind and the Guide Dog Users of California made the same comment]
Response: Currently, there is no requirement for the age of the guide dog prior to being paired with a client.  The current best practice is for guide dogs to spend 12 to 18 months with a puppy raiser, receive a minimum of 90 days of training from a school.  This best practice model leads to guide dogs being paired between ages two and three.  The proposed change to 2282 will not affect the current best practice.  Additionally, schools spend a minimum of 10 weeks providing formal training to guide dogs, so the 90 days will be closely met by best practice.
COMMENTS AS E-MAILED ON MONDAY, OCTOBER 25, 2010
To: California State Guide Dog Board

From: Frank Welte

Subject: Proposed changes to state guide dog regulations

Date: October 25, 2010

I am writing in behalf of the members of the California Council of the Blind and of Guide Dog Users of California regarding several proposed changes to California state guide dog regulations.


Section 2260 (Completion of Requirements for License as Instructor) Because the training of dog/handler teams is the principal task of the guide dog instructor, it is desirable that an apprentice instructor should obtain three full years of experience working with guide dog teams prior than certification, rather than filling qualifying hours with other tasks, such as working in a kennel.  We support this amendment.


Section 2266 (Apprentice Standards; Minimum Instruction) Because, guide dog instructors must know the specific techniques for training guide dogs, and also possess strong skills in the field of orientation and mobility, it is desirable that apprentice instructors should have a background in both subjects.  Because relatively few people are experienced in the field of orientation and mobility in comparison to the number of those who are skilled in dog training, dog schools should be encouraged to make extra efforts to recruit candidates with orientation and mobility experience into their apprenticeship programs.  Requiring a prior year of dog training experience has the opposite effect, so we support the replacement of this requirement in the proposed regulation with a list of required dog training competencies to be mastered during the apprenticeship.


Section 2282 (Preliminary Training of Dogs) While we believe it is important for dogs to demonstrate mastery of a specific set of skills no more than 60 days prior to their being matched with handlers, we suspect that the elimination of the 90 day minimum training period will result in the delivery of less mature dogs to handlers.

We are concerned that immature guide dogs will, in spite of the mastery of skills, be more prone to making errors in judgment while working with their handlers, and that it will take longer for these immature dogs to develop the rapport with their handlers that found in mature guide dog teams.


Section 2282.1 (Required Training of Dogs) We believe that the inclusion of additional required competencies for guide dogs and the clarification of the language to describe existing competencies is appropriate, so we support the proposed change to this section.
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***
2260. Completion of Requirements for License as Instructor.
Guide Dog User’s of California has no issue with this section recommended by staff and the task force.  Furthermore, we are pleased that those planning to become instructors are also learning orientation and mobility instruction through a licensed program.  As individuals who are blind and visually impaired we feel this additional training will be helpful to instructors and long term clients who are in class getting a guide dog.  Instructors will not only have the required ability to train dogs but they will be able to help problem solve issues that come up with clients in regards to orientation and mobility during class training.
 
Thank you for taking the time to read our comments.
 
Sincerely,
 
Mary Beth Randall
President, Guide Dog User’s of California

2266. Apprentice Standards; Minimum Instruction.

Statement and comments from Guide Dog User’s of California.
 
Over all the changes recommended by staff and voted on at the task force meeting of 10/18/10 are good.  We feel that this regulation change is for the betterment of guide dog schools and all instructors/ apprentices.
 
One of the things that guide dog handlers do appreciate is knowing that all dogs who pass all testing have been tested not only on all tasks taught but knowing that all dogs have also been tested by an instructor who is blind folded or by a person who is blind or visually impaired that works for the school.  Knowing that someone who is blind has tested the dogs makes handlers feel that they are getting a fully trained and well trained guide dog.
With this in mind Guide Dog User’s of California strongly urges that the recommended amendment be voted on and added to the written regulations.
 
(3) Training of dogs preparatory to becoming guides for blind people; which includes being tested by either an instructor who is blindfolded or by an instructor/employee who works for a licensed school, who is blind or visually impaired.
 
We feel that adding this section will make the new regulations eve better and stronger for all guide dog schools and handlers who are looking at applying to a guide dog school for instruction.
 
The fact that more instructors are learning orientation and mobility instruction as a part of becoming an instructor is very beneficial to those of us who are blind and visually impaired.  We are pleased that this is a strong part of what is expected of those who are working to become an instructor.
Thank you for taking the time to read and consider our point of view regarding this portion of 2266 Apprentice Standards; Minimum Instruction. 
 
Sincerely;
 
Mary Beth Randall
President, Guide Dog User’s of California

2282.1 Required Training

Comments from Guide Dog User’s of California.
 
We think it is good that this language is being looked at and cleaned up.  Many guide dog handlers are concerned though with the time of training that the dogs are getting.  It concerns us that dogs are maybe not as old as they would be if they went through a longer period of training.  Dogs typically are more mature after the age of 2 or even 3 years of age.  So the thought that many more dogs might be issued before the age of 2 does concern guide dog handlers.  As the population grows older there are going to be more people less able to handle a dog who is not as mature.
 
As guide dog handlers we also understand the issues of dogs being in the kennels for too long of a period though.  So we see why training time is being shortened based on that understanding.  We mainly are concerned about the maturity factor of the dogs.  We appreciate how much work goes into ensuring that all dogs are being well cared for, trained and matched with handlers at guide dog schools.
 
Thank you for all the work that goes into keeping on top of these issues.  We appreciate it very much.
 
Thank you for taking the time to read our comments.
 
Sincerely,
 
Mary Beth Randall
President, Guide Dog User’s of California

***
