January Quarterly Call
New Year, New President & CEO Christopher Perry, and Other Exciting News from Guiding Eyes 
January 25, 2026

I. Alex Reese, Graduate Council member, introduced the call and gave Zoom reminders.

II. Mariana Canalizo, President of Graduate Council, welcomed Chris Perry to speak.

III. Chris Perry, new Guiding Eyes for the Blind President and CEO, opened with his background. Chris began his professional career as an attorney but moved quickly into the nonprofit sector, starting with Covenant House in New York as General Counsel and Director of Advocacy and Legal Services. He then served as Executive Director with a few different nonprofits including Ronald McDonald House Charities for the entire New York Tri-State area. Most recently, he served as president and CEO of Spectrum for Living for the past seven-and-a-half years, a New Jersey organization assisting people with disabilities. In 2017, while working at Ronald McDonald House Charities, Chris visited Guiding Eyes and participated in a blindfold walk with a guide dog. That experience, along with his mother’s 20-year experience of being blind, drew his direction to this position.

IV. Summary of Chris’s answers to submitted questions:

Guiding Eyes strengths and areas for growth, short- and long-term goals. Biggest strength is its people and their resilience, passion, and commitment. Chris’s goal is to establish a culture of respect and appreciation for all employees. There is a new Employee Recognition Program starting February 1, the Kauth Awards, in honor of Guiding Eyes founder, Donald Kauth, to honor employees who go above and beyond in service to Guiding Eyes. Anyone can nominate someone via the Google Form on the Guiding Eyes website. If graduates have difficulty completing the form, they can email the Client Experience Team. An additional priority is to serve more graduates from one year to the next. 
Recruiting puppy raisers, communicating with graduates, and follow-up support to new teams. Guiding Eyes is in a good place with the number of raisers for the number of dogs they produce right now and are constantly recruiting. For graduate communication, Guiding Eyes is committed to continuing follow-ups after graduating, zone visits, quarterly calls, Graduate Council meetings and endeavors, the graduate newsletter, and additional outreach as needed.
Length of classes, trainers in evenings and overnight, ACTION program, and continuing education seminar. They are piloting different lengths of classes, two weeks and two-and-a-half weeks and gathering feedback. While many graduates have benefited from the 2-week class format, others expressed a need for more repetition. No official class length has been decided yet. The goal is to get as many students into class and graduating as possible, so they are studying things closely. The current two-week model followed by a home visit is similar to the Action Program. For liability reasons, trainers are unable to stay overnight, but Guiding Eyes is exploring having an instructor present for some evening hours, especially through the first dinner after students have been matched with their dogs. Lastly, Chris says that continuing education on campus is not viable since facilities are all being used by students in training.
Guide dog characteristics to match Chris’s personality. Chris says he would need a running guide, assertive and confident, city-sound for his travel, and affectionate.
Special moments for him so far. Talking with Tara Daniel who manages the whelping kennel while holding a four-week-old pup, doing a blindfold route in White Plains with Gerald Brenninkmeyer and Miranda Beckmann, spending the day with kennel technicians, and taking home a dog to host over the holidays.
Thoughts on Glidance and AI technology. Helpful and interesting technology, at the same time those things cannot replace the broad benefits of a guide dog. Good options for some for sure.
Updates on Yorktown Heights kennel project. Structure is built, interiors are being worked on, great progress, looking to have a fourth quarter 2026 opening.
What separates Guiding Eyes from other schools. The community focus, support through the lifetime of the partnership, providing the dogs at no cost, and personal connection to graduates.
Graduation changes and public access. Ceremonies average 30 minutes in length, but we have up to an hour. Puppy raisers and the public can attend, and sometimes local dignitaries have come as well.
Openness to departed staff returning. Staff depart for a number of reasons. Some have moved to work out in the field for Guiding Eyes. Chris’s direct quote: “We're a team of professionals, we're passionate and we're dedicated, and we welcome anyone, either new or returning, to support our mission.”
Shortening wait times for training. The key is producing more trained dogs, and the new kennel will help that, so impacts over the next one to two years should be discernable on that front.
How graduates can support him. Stay interactive, know that the school wants to maintain that connection, and be constructively involved in the continuing mission of the school.
Program updates. No anticipated changes to current program offerings, including running guides, home training, or specialized training.  

V. Kathy Nimmer, corresponding secretary of Graduate Council, thanked Chris and introduced Dan Weesner, who is a Placement Specialist.

VI. Summary of Dan’s key points:

Figuring out training and placement scenarios that work best for graduates.
Typical training model has students arrive on Monday morning. New aspect is that they receive the pre-selected dog right away that morning to start the bonding. The day also contains orientation, introduction to equipment, and time in the room with the dog who is returned to the kennel that night before full training launches the next day.
Tuesday includes the meet-and-greet where lots of Guiding Eyes staff are present to welcome students and hear about who receives which dog. The student and dog train a lot on campus that day. Guiding Eyes is working on staff being present through dinner that day for that beginning meal experience, as well as evening hours through the last water/park.
Wednesday through Friday is typically White Plains with routes, body mechanics, praise, rewards, and rhythm, starting with a support leash.
Saturday is usually in a small town with more freedom for the team, and Sunday is a day of rest and play.
Evenings have scattered activities such as trivia, yoga, dog massage, musical performances, etc.
The second week holds advancements such as elevators, escalators, stairs, shorelining, indoor work, home customization day which focuses on individual needs of the team, buses, stores, etc.
Dorm rooms on campus are almost finished being fully renovated, and other campus improvements are under discussion.

VII. Questions from chat for Dan yielded these answers: 

Training in Manhattan is still a viable option for city dwellers depending on resources and individual situations.
Solo routes are under consideration and have been incorporated in the longer class pilots.
No current night walk but a fully blindfolded walk is offered and there remains talk about night walks.
Juno is still done for singular challenges like turns.
Nurses are wonderful and very caring to students overnight.
The Client Experience Team, trainers, and Placement Specialists are available to help quite readily.
Tactile coffee machine is back in place by popular demand.
They have at least one pre-selected dog for each person before training starts.
Many equipment choices to tailor to the needs of a team.
Always listening to students so nothing is off the table for future adjustments to the training model.
Pace and pull are huge indicators with the first walk and Guiding Eyes wants students to be transparent about their feelings about a match.
Placement Specialists try to use every minute of the day for training experiences for the teams.
Chris Perry jumped in to reiterate that Guiding Eyes will continue to keep the Running Guides program going.

VIII. Ashley Townsend, vice president of Graduate Council, made an impassioned plea for people to apply for the Graduate Council, sharing how she grew over her three years and how new ideas come into play through Graduate Council such as the retirement and bereavement calls. She emphasized how the Council helps bridges the gap between the school and graduates and creates a healthy relationship for working through triumphs and challenges. Graduates from any location and with any level of experience can apply. The deadline to apply is February 6. Write to Melissa for the application if you don’t have it: mcarney@guidingeyes.org, or to gradcouncil@guidingeyes.org for other questions.

IX. Kathy Nimmer announced the first ever miniature writing contest in February for graduates to create short true stories about an experience they had with their guide, 50 words or less, guidelines upcoming, prizes and potential publication for winners.

X. Melissa Carney, Community Outreach and Graduate Support Manager, along with other Council members, thanked everyone for attending.
