The Puppy Pathway
Graduate Council Quarterly Call
October 26, 2025, 7:00 P.M. – 8:30 P.M.

Overview:
Approximately 100 graduates and puppy raisers attended this call.
Opening remarks were shared by Kathy Nimmer, Corresponding Secretary of the grad council; Ashlee Townsend Tevera, Vice President of the grad council; and Melissa Carney, Community Outreach and Graduate Support Manager. Macy James and Izzy Bailey, members of the grad council, finished the call with a Q/A session and a gratitude statement, respectively.

Highlights from Leslie Stephens, Puppy Program Regional Manager West:
Raisers come from many different states, walks of life, and levels of experience.
Puppies are in the raising program typically from eight weeks old to about 16 – 18 months.
Puppy raising options include puppy starters who begin the raising time, puppy finishers who wrap up the puppy raising time, co-raisers who share the puppy raising in a mutually agreed upon manner, or puppy raisers who raise all the way through.
Three biggest puppy raising goals are house manners, obedience, and socialization.
House manners are essentially being a pleasant puppy who doesn’t get into the trash or chew things, etc. They consider this the biggest gift to graduates.
Obedience includes “sit,” “down,” “stand,” “come,” “heal” which means to come to the person’s left side, “over” which means they flop on their side, “back” which has the dog back up, “get dressed” which is to put their head through a harness or puppy jacket, and the newest which is “chin rest” which has the puppy put their muzzle in the person’s hand. They also want the puppy to be a polite walker.
Socialization includes a desired five exposures a week: seeing different things/people, hearing different noises, encountering a variety of walking surfaces and animals and such.
Ideally, a puppy gets an hour of exercise a day, either all at once or broken up into segments, and off-leash play in an enclosed space is encouraged.
Puppy raising is relationship-based; they want the puppy raiser to be the most important thing in that puppy’s life. 
Raisers also educate the public, including when the puppies get their jacket that says “Future Guide Dog” around four months old.
Initial classes for puppies and raisers include fundamentals like body handling, impulse control, etc. Older puppies attend class twice a month, and individual help from RPIs (Regional Puppy Instructors) is always available.
Puppies are assessed at four months, ten months, and 13 months. This includes seeing how they handle various places and situations, all to support the raiser.
Puppies are matched with their raisers by a number of factors including living conditions such as dorm or busy city, experience level, inhibited or activated nature (reserved or excitable), raiser preference, etc. 

Highlights from Laura Cox, Cleveland East Region Puppy Raiser:
She considers herself a new raiser every time she starts with a new puppy because each has a different personality and unique challenges.
It is important to build confidence, make the connection to the puppy, and integrate the puppy into every aspect of her life.
Her two big words are patience and anticipation.
In the early days, raisers are looking for a desired behavior so they have the opportunity to reward it, like when the dog locks in on them when its name is called. There are food rewards to reenforce the behavior, along with verbal praise and touch. 
They teach “go kennel” by throwing food into the kennel and then praising them for getting it, to show that the kennel is a happy place. Eventually when they go in without food, there is huge celebration, all to make that place a positive experience and a good option when they need it.
This kind of patience is also used to reward them for being quiet in the kennel, which is a desired behavior that takes time to reenforce.
Similarly, raisers watch for the puppy to pick up something like a rock that they shouldn’t have, then they use the term “out” while putting food in front of their nose so they’ll drop the rock and take the food.
They work on “flash touching,” which is body handling and rewarding the puppy for tolerating touch, eventually lengthening that stroking and replacing the food with praise, all to get the puppy ready for anyone or anything touching them in the future.
Raisers are always told the “why” behind what they are asked to do with the puppies.
Handling the puppy in public is often about managing the people too, so they work on how a puppy approaches someone always with the goal of focus returning to the raiser.
The #1 thing she values from GEB with raising is their support without condemnation.
The best moment is seeing the light bulb go on in the dog’s mind, that a true connection was made, and that is life-changing for Laura.

Highlights from Aimee Muller, Capital Region Puppy Raiser:
Comparing old ways of training dogs with negative corrections versus the positive rewards, it is incredible to see how the positive really works.
The stages are never boring because the puppies change as they get older and deal with hormones and other adjustments.
She compared raising shepherds where you are aware of their seeing/hearing that goes far ahead versus labs and their seeing/smelling which puts their focus closer.
She has taken her puppies to work at a hospital, so they have been exposed to even helicopters landing on the roof.
The progression of skills is like the layers of an onion, always bringing the attention back to the raiser with things like “touch” and other positive interactions.
Distance, distraction, and duration are things to consider when the dog is not dialed in. Think through how to change how close they are to something, distract them from the undesired focus, or shorten the duration of the current experience.
With the older puppies who are approaching IFT, you want to really prepare them for that next step of training, so you must constantly evaluate why something has changed and what new factor might have caused that change.
Memorable raising experiences include airports, trains, and boats with the respective sounds and chaos of those experiences.
Good crate manners translate to the older puppy going under a desk and resting quietly.
She shared some memories of dogs who, at the ten-month mark when hormones are changing, revert to earlier stages or become responsive to things that never mattered before, and it is all about figuring out the reason and working through it with them.
She didn’t expect her first dog to pass because “he was crazy,” but he passed with a high score and was a great guide. That intrigued her and got her hooked on continuing to raise.
The things she values most from GEB with raising are community, concern, and relationships.

Highlights from Kerry Lemerise, Puppy Program Regional Manager East:
In-For-Training is what IFT stands for.
GEB loves data, and they collect lots of it from the puppy’s birth onward, so the IFT is not ten minutes of make-or-break.
Everything begins with the genetics department who has a process of tagging certain dogs of high interest to them, those they want to see together or close to it, like siblings whose genetics might provide information that is not influenced by the raising process.
They try to give at least a few months’ notice before the dog comes in for IFT, and they try to have each testing group be diverse in gender, color, and breed.
GEB is flexible to adjust the IFT date when a raiser might be traveling or have other conflicts.
They tend to know what to expect from a dog at IFT, but if things are quite different from their expectations, they can give the dog a few more days or a week to settle into the kennel and then look at it again.
They are primarily looking for a dog who is enjoying the process. They can react to the various stimuli, but how they seem curious and engaged is central.
They want the dogs to choose the work and be happy, so IFT offers that chance for that to show.
Some things involved in the IFT itself include surface differences, a tall doll, some statues, a stuffed toy, a smelly sandwich in a container, a trash can, initial time for independent exploring, a trainer entering with treats and leashing them up, exposures to the objects in the room on and off leash, walking through a tight space, passing by food distractions, seeing another dog, responding to someone entering the room abruptly, and a vet exam.
They are trying to get a sense of several different factors all in a short ten minutes.
IFT is an international test so that evaluation matches up across schools, which is helpful when schools collaborate.
About the puppy raising and IFT process overall, she said that GEB is keen on helping dogs and humans get to where they want to go, and GEB will be flexible and helping them get there.

Highlights from Gerald Brenninkmeyer, Director of Training:
GEB is all about connections between the various individuals and groups involved in the process, and he said that is what the school does best and is why things keep getting better as they adjust and improve.
The number of dogs fluctuates as circumstances unfold that might or might not have been anticipated, but it all works out in the end.
He is proud of how other schools want to learn from GEB and also how the international connections bring the programs together.
They want a happy dog, just as others have said, and they are willing to work with a dog to slow things down and even occasionally to speed things up.
Trainers often have a mix of easier and harder dogs, and yet, the dogs are where they are because of the raisers working hard, then the graduates work hard too.
Many factors influence the wait time for clients to get new dogs, including the number of puppy raisers but not exclusively that. They can estimate a wait time based on historical factors such as how many dogs have been within a certain speed/pace, and that estimate can give the person insight about what they want to do.
The goal is to have 450 puppies in the raising program, and GEB is a bit down from that number right now, but it is trending up particularly in certain regions. 
