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Theresa:  All right, everybody. Thanks again for joining us. Today we are going to talk a little bit about our Alumni Association and forming chapters. For those of you who don't know, Guide Dogs is the only guide dog program in the world with an alumni association, and one of the things that we started to do that we thought would be really important was to have chapters. 

The first thing that I should have told you all to do is how to mute your line. I always forget. So I'm going to take this commercial break now to ask each of you to mute your line. To do that, you just press the * key and then 2, so *2 that will mute your line. If you press *2 again, that will unmute your line. It would be great if everybody could do that. We are getting some feedback on the line right now.

Anyway, so back to what I was talking about, alumni chapters of the Alumni Association. Alumni chapters really are a great way for folks to stay in touch with one another to help the school, Guide Dogs for the Blind, to help us remain relevant to know what's going on out there, ways that we can get involved and help you guys out, and that kind of thing as well. 

Today we're super lucky to have some of our most successful chapter presidents who will be on our panel. But first I just wanted to go over just a real brief way that somebody might want to go ahead and start an alumni chapter. We've tried to make it as easy and organic as possible. So let's say you happen to live in Omaha, Nebraska and you were interested in starting an alumni chapter. The first thing that you would do would be to just give me a call or shoot me an email, and I would send you the information about starting an alumni chapter. 

It's super easy to do. We have an application that you fill out. All you need is three members to have a chapter, and you need to meet at least quarterly during the year and send us some notes from your meeting if possible. We're pretty open about all that stuff too. We really want it to be what you want it to be.

So some chapters are really super organized and do a lot of outings or have speakers, guest speakers, and that kind of thing. Some people are a little more loose. They go out and have coffee or just enjoy each other's company. So it can really be whatever you want it to be. Some chapters meet in person. Some meet over conference call lines, and some chapters are regionally based, and other chapters are topic based. Right now, the topic based chapters that we have are Paws Around the World, which is a travel topic, and they meet via conference call and talk about travel related issues. They always have some really cool people coming in to talk about their amazing vacations with their guide dogs and really give us inspiration for going new places. 

We have a Tech Dogs chapter which is a great group. They meet over the conference call. They also have a really handy listserv or email list where people are having issues with technology. They also have some really cool guest speakers, and we're going to hear from their president in a little bit. We also have a writers group for people how are interesting in writing, in creative writing. 

The other not regional, more topic based would be our Handlers All Ways chapter which is a chapter for people who have disabilities in addition to blindness. They get together via a listserv. They have an emailing list, and that helps support one another. We also have our Mommies of Guides chapter that's also for daddies and grandpas and grandmas and whoever has kids in their lives. That's also a chapter of people from all over the U.S. and Canada. So they meet via conference call as well and have a webpage. 

So really, distance doesn't matter because we have technology, although we do have some local chapters like our Paws of Fame chapter in Los Angeles, who we'll hear from that president soon, who get to meet -- because there's such a big concentration of GDB grads in their area, they get to meet in person all the time. So that's pretty cool too. It can really be whatever you want it to be, and we have structured it that way because we want it to be a creative process and it's basically just to meet your needs. 

If you expressed interest in a chapter, what I would do is sent out an email to the other grads. If it's a regional chapter, it would be grads in the area. If it was a topic based chapter, it would be to all graduates. Actually, you probably just saw one pretty recently because we are forming a chapter for puppy raisers and guide dog handlers to connect with each other. So I would send out an email like that, get people on the phone, see who's interested. And then from there, there's a little application you fill out, talk about who your officers of your chapter are going to be, how you're going to meet, how often you're going to meet. Then that application goes to the Alumni Association Board for approval, and then you become an official chapter.

What we've been doing to try to help chapters out so that grads are aware of what's going on is to have a calendar that our fabulous Deanna Lewis, who's also on our call today, puts together once a month so that everybody knows what's going on in the different chapters.  

 So that's most of it. There are other things chapters can do. We have four chapters right now that do their own fundraising. So they actually -- chapters, just like puppy clubs, don't have their own 501(c)(3) number, but they can fundraise under Guide Dogs, so the money goes to Guide Dogs, but it is set aside in an account for that chapter to use for activities or -- the Orange County, California chapter actually has a cool thing where if somebody from Orange County graduates, then they sponsor or pay for a $100 gift card from the GDB Gift Store to go to that graduate to welcome them to Orange County as a new guide dog handler. Some chapters have sponsored harnesses. The money can also be spent to do activities that the chapter is doing together. So chapters can have funding as well, and that's something that just requires a little more paperwork, a little more organization, but it is something that we can do.

Another advantage of being a chapter leader is that when we do reunions, we try to get all the -- as many of the leaders together just to help them, maybe do some seminars with them on leadership and maybe the issues that they're having in their chapters. So we help to fund their participation in the reunion. So we generally try to help them a lot with some money so they're able to come to the reunion. 

Those are some of the cool things about alumni chapters that I feel like I've talked too long, so I want to turn it over to some of our fabulous alumni chapter leaders. I will introduce them. Our first alumni chapter leader is Melissa Hudson. She's also a GDB Board Member, and she runs the LA Paws of Fame chapter. Our second speaker will be Deborah Kendrick.  She is also a GDB Board Member, and she runs our Tech Dogs chapter. And our third speaker is Deanna Lewis, and she is on our Alumni Association Board and our chapter coordinator, and she runs the Midwest Chapter.

So Melissa, why don't we start with you? Can you tell us a little bit about why you decided to start a chapter and what you guys are up to?

Melissa:  Great. Thank you so much and I really appreciate and honored and humbled to be asked to speak to you guys today. First, a shoutout to anybody who may be listening to this call in the future that our hearts and prayers are out for anyone who's being affected, any family and friends, by the wildfires out there in Northern and Southern California.

With that being said, Paws Around the World, here I am, Paws of Fame Los Angeles -- why did I -- what motivated me -- there's a lot of paws everywhere -- to start the chapter. Well honestly, it was like why not. Once I found out we had formalized -- that Guide Dogs for the Blind had formalized an alumni association, you take time. What does that mean? How do you form a chapter? And I know even before I became president, I believe LA had an alumni chapter way back when, right at the beginning. It met and like many chapters, it went really hot for a couple years, and then just kind of fizzled and it kind of sat there. I sat there myself thinking, waiting almost for somebody else. Who's going to pick up? Who's going to pick it up? Who's going to pick it up, and who's going to pick it up? 

Nobody was picking it up, and I really felt like as more and more -- and we're saying Guide Dogs for the Blind we have grads all over the -- 2100 graduates all over the U.S. and Canada. And it's like, well, just because we don't have a campus nearby, how can we represent Guide Dogs for the Blind a little more formally? So I obviously motivated myself to finally say, "You know what, I'm going to take it upon myself and resurrect." I think sometimes some of the challenges that we have with starting an alumni chapter is ourselves. I think we are our own roadblock or bottleneck. I think we think -- we're waiting for somebody else to do it for us. I'll participate if you do it. I'll go if you go. 

Then finally it was like, you know what, there's never going to be the perfect time. Life is always going to be busy. Sometimes you go, "I'm too busy right now. I'll do it next week, next month." There's never going to be a perfect time. So I finally just kicked myself and said, "If you really want to get more involved, if you really are that passionate about Guide Dogs for the Blind and sharing the story and wanting to interact with other grads locally, then why not you?" So why not me?

And I reached out, as Theresa said, reached out to Theresa and received the information. I think that's the easiest part is actually just -- the hardest part is getting over yourself and wanting someone else to do it for you and thing going okay, I'll do it, then reaching out and doing an information call, which we had a few people call in and there's at least two people. 

I really think one of the ways to maintain a really great alumni chapter is have at least two to four core people that can be there to help you out. Because even if it's -- in LA, we're fortunate. We have 80 probably plus alumni and puppy raisers, but sometimes if it just takes two to four other people to have your back, to help you out, and then you know you've got those core people. And even if it's just a core half a dozen, three people, that show up, it's making a difference. It's easier to go into a place or a restaurant, a place more than one. You can start conversations and everything like that. 

So I just wanted to bring Guide Dogs for the Blind more into my area because in the LA area or at least down here in Southern California, we have two guide schools. We have Guide Dogs of America, and we have Guide Dogs of the Desert. They're a little further south. Still, depending on what part of LA you can be in, you can say, "Oh."  People will tell you, "Oh, that's Guide Dogs of American," and it's a constant, "No. No. We're Guide Dogs for the Blind." So I finally was like, okay, we need to formalize this a little more, have a little more than just myself out there going to different places and starting to spread the word.  

Theresa:  Great. Thanks, Melissa. I just wanted to let everyone know that if I lived in LA, I would love to join Melissa's chapter. Actually, Melissa, talk a little bit -- I think you said something at a chapter presidents meeting that I thought was really profound. You said, "If you do what you like to do, other people will want to do it too." Do you want to explain that just really quickly before we move on to the next panelist?

Melissa:  Right. I think one of the things is it's an honor and a privilege to be president, but I think enjoy it while the time that you are president. And do what you like to do because if you like to do those things, you have the energy. You're going to send the emails out. You're going to talk to people. You're going to talk it up and make people excited to do that. 

I think what people need to realize as Theresa has mentioned, each chapter is completely different. And so some people are super into advocacy, and I admire that. I know there's a chapter, I think, in San Diego that's doing the advocating with their city council about -- what is it -- those birds or scooters, electronic scooters that people are leaving all over the place. 

That's often -- our chapter -- I love advocacy, but much more I'm like, hey let's go to the theatre. Let's go to a play. Let's go to a museum. Let's be part of the community in a different way. I think if you're really amped up about it, other people will jump on that too, feel your energy. So do the things that you like to do, and then when it's time for somebody else -- because -- and we know out there, there's always going to be people who say, "Well, I don't like that." And that's okay. Not everybody has to like everything that you do every time. But there might be a few people who like that and they're going to do it. And then the next time, somebody else likes something else. Then when they're president or other leaders, then they can change it up and that's what -- chapters evolve with time and with the membership. So it doesn't have to be in stone with what they like to do. Do what you like to do. Do what you're passionate about and other people will feel that energy. 

Theresa:  Great. Thank you, Melissa. I love that idea. I think it's very true. All right. Our next panelist is Deborah Kendrick, and she has one of our most popular -- she's the president, rather, of one of our most popular topic based chapters or interest based chapters, and that's our Tech Dogs chapter. Deborah, could you tell us a little bit about what motivated you to want to start that chapter?

Deborah:  Absolutely. Yeah. I think at the time I was on the Alumni Association Board, and a handful of us who really loved technology were talking about -- well, it was Paul Walker and Judy and Casey Matthews and Martin Kersels [sp]. We were talking about how it would be really cool to bring together guide dog handlers who love technology. So that's pretty much how Tech Dogs was born. And I feel kind of guilty sometimes when people say, "How do you keep it going?" I'm just having a blast. We're all just having a really good time, and I just feel really lucky to be president of this group because we really -- I mean, I feel like all these folks are my friends, and we just have this great time once a month. 

But, in the beginning, the motivation was sharing, sharing. Because a lot of us who use dogs, we use technology in our navigating, getting around with our dogs, and getting even food for out dogs, we use technology. So it's all such a big part of the whole blindness, low vision thing is technology. But nobody knows everything, and nobody can know everything. There's so much and it's exploding so rapidly, and so I think what motivated me in the beginning was wanting to share what I'm able to learn and what I know and wanting to learn from others. 

I didn't actually want a leadership role in the beginning. I just wanted to be the person who lined up speakers when we wanted them because that's part of what I do. I have access to a lot of people in the technology industry, and so it was pretty natural for me to locate and contact speakers. But after a few months, the person who was our president at the beginning had some really serious family losses and problems and just wasn't able to continue, so we held elections to solve the problem rather than disband. And I'm so glad because in the beginning you're kind of shaky, kind of on shaky ground. 

So as loose as they may be, we do have these officers that have remained the same all along. So I'm the president, and Paul Walker is our vice president, and Melanie Brensen is our secretary, and Casey Matthews -- it's not really an elected position, but boy, oh boy, we couldn't no function without him. In the beginning, he set up our website and our email list. 

Our email list at this point, by the way, we have 69 members. And it's a wonderful list because it is not high traffic. I don't know about you, but I'm frequently finding myself having to get off lists because there's too much nonsense chatter. Our list isn't like that at all. If somebody learns something new -- a week or two ago, George Kerscher, who's one of our members from the beginning, George discovered a cool feature about the AfterShokz Bluetooth headset that you could be simultaneously paired with two devices and how to do that. So he wrote that and told us all how to do that. Another member, Mary Cozy [sp], was in the business of shopping for a new computer, so she came to us, pleading, "Give me some advice. I don't know what I'm doing." And she built a little list of questions, and it was wonderful because everybody weighed in.

So how our meetings go, we meet for two hours on the third Sunday of every month except for occasionally, and this month is an occasionally when we're going to meet on the fourth Sunday. Sometimes we have speakers, and sometimes we don't. Some of the speakers and/or topics that we've had, we had Mike May, when he was with Sendero, came and talked about the Sendero GPS and BlindSquare. When the LowVis [sp] guy was coming the first time to a Guide Dogs for the Blind reunion, we had him come and talk about LowVis. Judy Dixon from NLS came and talked one time about all those many, various, unusual, wonderful ways that you can read with your iPhone and/or accompanying Braille displays. 

We've had lots of our members have made presentations. George Kerscher made a presentation about archiving with Outlook. Paul Walker made a presentation about Fire Stick and Fire Cube. Terry Sellerman [sp] made a presentation about the Amazon Echos when they were new, and boy, we had a lot of fun with that. Mary Auten [sp] who's a new member recently did a presentation on something I forgot the name of, but it's some kind of little cool Braille device that you can send a file from your iPhone to your Braille embosser and spit it out wirelessly. We've had presentations about Aira and let's see, well, lots of -- any Braille display, electronic magnifiers, speech devices, apps for iPhones and Android, although our group seems to be primarily iPhones. 

So what happens when we don't have a speaker? I'd say we have a speaker maybe a third of the time. And when we don't, we never run out of things to say. It's great. If somebody's just been -- recently Marcia Yale from Canada had just been and participated in a tech conference in Toronto, so she just told us all about the conference and cool stuff that she was there. People come and report back when they've been to CSUN or ACB or NFB or any of that kind of stuff. Again, it's just sharing, sharing, sharing, and it's very much, as Melissa said, I figure if I'm having fun and these are things I want to talk about, probably everybody else is too. And that's very much the way that is goes. 

Let's see. I had this paper with notes, you guys, and right when the conference call thing started, I dropped my piece of paper. It was a slippery little note pad paper, and I couldn't find it [laughs]. Oh, I know what else I wanted to tell you is that upcoming, a new member, Deb Cook Lewis, who's a guide dog user and very techie person, she's going to present -- you guys are first to know this because I haven't even sent the notice out yet -- but she's going to present on having your own recording studio. She has a radio station with her husband, so she's going to tell us what kinds of equipment you need and what's accessible and what's not to set up some home recording stuff with your PC. 

And speaking of PCs, we don't just talk about Windows stuff. In fact we talk about MacBooks and all the Apple products too. We are from everywhere, so we're from throughout the United States and Canada, and we have had a face-to-face meeting at every reunion since we started. So 2011 it was kind of loosey goosey. It wasn't an official Tech Dogs gathering, but in 2013, we all went to that restaurant over at the mall by the San Rafael campus and had really great time. In 2015, Theresa got a room for us at the hotel in the restaurant, a back room, and we all had a meal together. Last year, in San Francisco, we gathered -- it was too complicated to get a room from the hotel, too expensive, so we just gathered in my room and had pizza and wine and stuff. 

It is always -- well, taking about numbers, I think the smallest we've ever had on the phone is five. The most we've ever had is maybe 30, 35. There've been a couple times when we've really -- I think when we had Trevor Thomas, the hiker, who's a Guide Dog grad who uses a lot of technology to do his amazing hikes, he spoke. He was a real draw. But then our face-to-face one -- I don’t remember, but I'd say we usually have 10 or 12. It seems like there were 15 people in my room. I remember thinking if there was one more person in here we were going to get arrested [laughs]. 

Yeah. I'm not exactly sure. I think what keeps it working is that everybody shares. I set the meetings up. I send out the notices. I kind of moderate the discussion somewhat so that people don't talk over one another. And if there's a speaker, I introduce them, and I moderate the questions. But everybody participates. Everybody participates. Everybody has something to say. And if I notice that there's a new person and they're quiet, after a little while, I make sure to ask them -- and we always begin by introducing ourselves and our dogs and where we're from and all that sort of thing, so you get a real sense of who's in the group. And as I said, I don't think of this as something leadership that I do. I think of it as just this really amazing, fun time that I have one a month with a bunch of my friends who have guide dogs. So there you go.

Theresa:  Cool. Thanks. Thank you so much, Deborah. That was awesome. Your chapter's a lot of fun, so it's always fun to see what you guys are talking about, and they've been a really great resource for me. So sometimes I might get an email from a grad who's having trouble with some sort of technology, and I am not the right person to ask about that kind of stuff. So I can send the note to the Tech Dogs or someone who's on the Tech Dogs list, and they can help them out. We've also used our Tech Dogs chapter through Guide Dogs sometimes when we wanted them to look at certain things that we're doing on our website or forms or whatever that we want to look at for accessibility and give us feedback on. So they've been a great resource in many ways as well. So thank you, Deborah.

Our third speaker is Deanna Lewis, and she runs our Midwest chapter. So Deanna, do you want to talk to us a little bit about what motivated you to get your chapter going?

Deanna:  Sure. Thank you. Hi everybody. I'm Deanna Lewis and I live in Cincinnati, Ohio. It was around 2010. I wanted to connect with -- I'd had my dog for about a year. And I wanted to connect with other GDB graduates in the area. So I learned about forming an alumni chapter. So it was started it, and I've been the president since, probably because no one else wants to take it on. But I've really enjoyed it, and it's been an awesome opportunity. 

We started out with just Ohio, but then we later added nearby states like Kentucky, Indiana, and Michigan. We also have an email list, and we have graduates -- we have a person from Illinois and then some further states out too, generally in the Midwest region. So since we're so spread out, we pretty much meet by conference call. In the beginning we were meeting every month, and then it ebbed and flowed, so there's be a couple months where there weren't very many people in our calls. So then we switched to quarterly meetings. Our email list has just flourished in the last year, so we've actually talked about maybe even going from quarterly back to having meetings every other month. So that's something in the near future, hopefully. 

We had a meeting the other night where Paul Walker talked about his experience in the orientation and mobility program through the San Francisco LightHouse. So that was really neat. Again, on that call, there were only about 4 or 5 people, so it's a small call, but it's a decent number for us. 

Some of the other speakers we've had in the past, we have our field rep come on at least once a year to talk. Then we have had veterinarians, and we've also done a few book discussions. I think our most exciting conference call -- since I'm from the Midwest, we have no puppy raisers around here for Guide Dogs for the Blind, so we invite a couple puppy raisers each year to be on the call so we can find out about puppy raising and get to know them better. 

We also try and do at least one in person gathering a year. It could be something as simple as meeting for lunch. And then we've also -- when the ACB national conventions are in the area, one was in Columbus and then the year before it was in Louisville, Kentucky. So when we have those we did have in person gatherings. Those are a lot of fun. We let the dogs play. 

In June, we had an alumni luncheon in Cleveland area. We rented a dog agility gym out for the day and let the dogs play. So that was a lot of fun, and we got to do some of the agility equipment with our dogs. That one wasn't a hugely attended event. A lot of people had other plans, but we ended up having more volunteers than we did guide dog users, but it was nice because we got one-on-one attention. Last May we did a 5K walk together with a few graduates. 

Like I said, not everybody is able to attend our events, but we try and do fun things and keep them centrally located if we do meet in person. So we understand people have busy lives, and it may or may not be a good time for them to get together. But we keep coming up with activities and just connecting with one another. Our email list is pretty popular and keeps us in contact, and if someone has a question, they just shoot it to the list.

Theresa:  Cool. What have you done -- because I know that you've sometimes like you said, you've struggled a little bit with keeping people interested. I think you expanded your geography a little bit which I think helped a little. Any other tips that you might have, Deanna?

Deanna:  Yeah. Another thing we've done is we've -- and I forgot to mention this -- but we've sent email surveys out to the graduates in our area on a yearly basis just to get ideas of what people would like to see us do and maybe some suggestions for guest speakers and different topics for us to cover on our conference calls. 

Theresa:  Cool. Very good. All right. Well, I'm just going to go ahead and open it up now to anyone who might have questions either for me or for our esteemed panelists.

Melissa:  Theresa, can I just say a couple things before you hand it over to everybody?

Theresa:  I would love that, Melissa. Go for it.

Melissa:  Okay. Yeah. Sorry. Some of the challenges, just to let you know, I know Paws of Fame -- what I appreciate a lot, the eCalendar has been a huge help. So I really appreciate the Alumni Association Board for coming up with that eCalendar. We've gotten some new people because of that, because of the eCalendar. 

And I think sometimes, what I just want to share with everyone, even though Paws of Fame we meet monthly. We do monthly outings. We live in a big city, so we are fortunate to have museums and theatres, and we've made connections. We've gone out of our way to try to reach out to different, like I said, theatres that have audio described musicals or plays and try to get in at least one of those and an opera because why not, and museums. I think if we don't try to challenge ourselves to go to places where it's mostly sort of "for the sighted," they're never going to think about us. 

We've done things totally outside the box like go to a photography museum. They were super excited because they had never thought about oh, we want to make this accessible for everyone, but we never thought about people who are blind. Okay, great. And they took it upon themselves to Google search and how can we be more descriptive and use the clock system or graphic, and that was great. Could we have seen everything? No, but at least they welcomed us. They were so happy. We've done that now twice with different exhibits. 

I just want to say it's not always going to be -- not everything you do is a hit. I think when you start an alumni chapter it's hot at the beginning because everybody's amped up and everybody's like, "Yes, I want to participate." And I just want you to know it is normal for it to hit a low. It is normal to even -- Paws of Fame, we can have sometimes -- and I'll say, there's 80 plus grads. We don't get 80 plus grads. We may get six. And that's fine. And some people may have six in their whole area, and they get three. You guys are at a higher percentage than we are. So that's fine. It's the quality of stuff, of the time that you have, and just know that you start off and everybody wants to get involved, and life happens and not everybody can make it to things. Not everybody likes it. And that's okay. Lesson learned.

Just don't take it personally if you're in a leadership role. I don't take it personally. You didn't like that one thing? Okay. Great. I don't take it personally. I enjoyed it. I had a good time. That wasn't your thing? Okay. We only had two people. Only one person came to that one. Okay. So they didn't like it. Well, maybe next year we won't do something like that, and we'll change it. 

Tap people to do things. I think that's the hardest part is to delegate, as well, to get yourself motivated to start it, to keep it going, know that there's a lull. It's totally normal. Every chapter goes through that. Don't take it personally. It happens with every single chapter. And then if somebody doesn't like something, I then assign -- I try to assign different people who, the core group, and go, "Hey, in three months I want you to think of something for us to do as a group. Thanks." And three months later, "In June it's going to be your month to plan," so spread it out as well, so it's not just on you thinking of things to do or not. 

Like we said, they're all flexible. Some meet in person. Some meet over the phone. Some do advocacy. Some do outings. Some people just go out to eat all the time and check out new restaurants. Awesome, right? Some people have speakers. It's whatever you want it to be. And I think that's all -- don't compare chapters to each other. I think that's the worst thing we can do. Well, they do that. Why don't we do that? Everyone's different and if somebody wants to do something, then they can plan the next one. If nobody showed up to that one, that's okay. Let people -- it's okay. Don't take it personally.

Theresa:  Very good. Thanks, Melissa. [crosstalk 00:39:57] Oh, Jeanette, yes.

Jeanette:  Okay. Donna Parma [sp] wanted me to mention to all that they're looking for new officers. So Paws Around the World is looking for new officers. Right now they meet monthly, but she says we don't have to meet. It could be whatever other people want. And each month we get more people. The totally on our Paws Around the World is probably over 120 just on our email list, and we get more people every month. 

Right now, me, as secretary, all of the other positions, the president and both vice presidents are going to be open in January. Donna and Penny Zibula and I think the other officer's, Melissa, they are resigning so we're looking for a new president and new vice presidents. Also raisers and handlers, we probably have -- we just started this. We probably have 31 on our Facebook page and probably just as many on our email group that Andrea's getting started. We are going strong, and this is pretty exciting to me just how much response we've gotten so far. 

That's just from -- a lot of it is just from the alumni, not even the puppy raisers, yet. We're not inviting the puppy raisers until January. Right now we're just writing a campaign of thank you letters to all the puppy raisers. We have a list of the CFRs, so all the officers have their CFRs to send their thank you letters that we get to, and then the CFRs will send their thank you letter to all of their lead puppy raising clubs. Because we don’t want to miss anybody. One thing that we don't want to do is tell the puppy raisers how to train their dogs. Right now, we just want to thank them and show them how much we appreciate them. 

Theresa:  Great. Thanks, Jeanette. Now I really would like to open it up if people have some questions.

Nadir:  Hi. I have a question.

Theresa:  Yes.

Unidentified:  Who are you?

Nadir:  Regarding the by-laws -- I'm sorry. This is Nadir Mesah [sp]. I apologize.

Unidentified:  No worries.

Nadir:  Sorry?  

Theresa:  Oh, nothing. Keep going. I think somebody's phone was just not on mute. Go for it. Yeah. Keep talking about the by-laws.

Nadir:  Yeah. So for the by-laws, do you have a template or do each of the clubs create their own?

Theresa:  We actually have a template. It's very simple. I started when I put them together, I looked at what the puppy clubs use, and then we have a template. Some clubs, or chapters rather, have done different things. There are some chapters that have different officers, like a social media officer or things like that or maybe only have two officers because they don't have a fundraising account, then they don't have to have a treasurer. So it's all very, pretty open, but we do have just a basic by-laws. That's something that if you write to me and you're interested in starting a chapter, I will send you this document called Starting an Alumni Chapter Handbook, and in there is the sample or template by-laws.

Nadir:  Okay. That's great. The other thing question is regarding the money raising and the fundraising part of it. I'm sure that there is by-laws regarding the fundraising part. With all the changes that are occurring in the tax laws, how are each of the Alumni Associations going to help GDB in the future? I think they should be a real good source for getting more funds to you, especially with the new tax law changes with nonprofits getting -- more charitable organizations -- the person's giving out money, they do not get any kind of tax breaks from it. I'm just really worried about organizations like Guide Dogs for the Blind not getting enough money, so I think we should try to use these organizations, these clubs to put the word out first and also to get more money for you guys. Because I’m sure it's going to affect you in the long run.

Theresa:  Yeah. No --

Melissa:  - Nadir, where do you live out of curiosity?

Nadir:  I live in Des Moines, Iowa. 

Melissa:  Okay, in Iowa. Okay. great.

Nadir:  Yeah. One of the things that I've noticed, and this is not a criticism for any reason whatsoever, but one pitfall that these organizations have had in the past, and I've actually attended a few of them in my area. And what happens is that folks become so used to each other, they are friends and they do a lot of things together, and sometimes you can attend and sometimes you cannot attend. And I think one of the things that we as organizations and alumni clubs should look at is that really inviting new members to participate, like one of your panelists has mentioned, that it is extremely important for these new members to get engaged. 

One of the reasons why I felt like I did not want to participate was because I really did not feel like I was engaged, engaging or they were really interested in what I had to say. It just makes a difference when these alumni groups are formed and that they become so used to each other, especially if they've been there for a long time. And that's one of the reasons why I did not attend some of the club meetings.

Theresa:  Yeah. That's a really good point. [crosstalk 00:46:32] One of the things that've we've been trying to do with that new calendar is to let alumni know about all the activities so that new people will join. But anytime a chapter wants to just really do a targeted emailing to the people in their area, if they are a regionally based chapter, or an interest announcement, I am always happy to try to get in there and reinvigorate because I've seen the same things as well where it gets a little stale. You need new blood in there. 

Also, there's no reason where if let's say -- there's no limit on how many chapters we can have. If a chapter doesn't really seem to ring your bell or whatever, we could start something that might do that or might attract people that are similar minded and that kind of thing too. [crosstalk 00:47:42] Yeah.

Deborah:  Can I weigh in on this too? This is Deborah, and I just think this is -- the importance of welcoming new people, it can't be stressed enough. You think, and so we just heard, you go somewhere, and you feel like everybody knows everybody, and they're not necessarily widening the circle to include you. I think that above everything else, the reason we have these chapters is connection, is community, to connect guide dog handlers to one another so that we know one another, and we become a sort of family. 

One very, very simple thing that I do at every meeting is first of all, I make sure everybody on the call is introduced. And sometimes, if there's a whole bunch of people, it takes time. But depending on how many people are there, if there's a lot of people I say just say your name, your dog, your state period, kind of short, keep people going. But whenever there are new people, I come back to that new person and say, "Okay. You're new. Tell us more about you and how you came to be here with us."

For example, just in the last couple months, maybe two, three months, we've had two new people. We've had more than two new people, but two new people who are coming to mind. And one as soon as she talked about a new product, I asked her to make a presentation about her new product. Then the other one is, the other new person is I asked her to make a presentation which will be our December meeting. That's something too is when there is someone new, do more than make room for them. Introduce them. Put the spotlight on them and ask them to do something because everybody wants to serve. We all want ---

Nadir:  Right. Correct. I didn't mean it in a bad way. I just wanted to bring that out because one of the reasons why you guys said sometimes folks do not attend is one of the reason is because of that too. It's because they just feel like that they are outliers because they have not been as engaged for a long period of time. And then they just basically drop out because of that reason. I'm just encouraging everyone not to do that. And you just mentioned that you engage everyone. That's very good.

Theresa:  That's really good feedback for sure. Maybe there's ways that we can all be thinking about that when we're doing these things, is how to we -- because the whole idea is to be inclusive.

Nadir:  Right. Right.

Melissa:  Right. This is Melissa. I just want to add on your fundraising point. If a chapter wants to fundraise, I also think a good way of doing it is I call our chapter Alumni and Friends of Guide Dogs for the Blind. I just don't call it alumni, so then I try to invite or ask if people know anyone who -- we have someone that we met who's a donor, and so it's like great. So we invite them to come to different events to get to meet us and engage more, right, so always asking people to bring their family and friends. Like you said, widen the net, so we don't have to just be puppy raisers and -- which is great -- we have puppy raisers as well and things like that, but like you said widen the net to get more people to want to fundraise. 

I know some chapters do a lot of social media as well, so they can -- Facebook, I think, does -- and everyone does that Giving Thursday and things like that. If any alumni chapter has a Facebook page with the account, and you could put donate button and constantly just send emails, "Hey, it's the end of the year. If you'd like to you can give directly to Guide Dogs for the Blind, or you could give to the chapter which goes into the Guide Dogs for the Blind account." But you can also send out a little note. It doesn't mean everyone is going to or not, but just put it out there to say if you'd like to. 

I know some chapters -- even the email list -- Paws Around the World, for the Puppy Center, they made an account just for the Puppy Center and within the timeframe -- if everybody on the list if you have 50 some people, everybody donates $10 or $5 -- that chapter raised $1,000 to put on the donor wall. So just let people know every little dollar counts. You think a dollar doesn't make a difference? If everybody donates a dollar, that's a lot of money.

Nadir: Yes, it is. Thank you. I appreciate the feedback. That's great.

Theresa:  Well, guys, we're just about out of time. I think we could take maybe one more question, and then just to let you know that you can always reach out to me a tstern, T-S-T-E-R-N, @guidedogs.com or any of our Alumni Association Board of Directors, which they're listed on our website and at the end of every Alumni News if you're interested in more information about starting a chapter. But do we have one more question?

All right then. Well, I hope you all have a lovely evening --

Yvonne:  - This is Yvonne. I have a question. I was trying to unmute. Sorry.

Theresa:  Oh. Go for it, Yvonne. Thank you.

Yvonne:  Okay. I am wondering about the alumni chapters that meet remotely. Does Guide Dogs provide a conference room for that and a reg number?

Theresa:  Yeah. Yeah. 

Yvonne:  Yeah? Okay.

Theresa:  Yeah, they do. I think some people use ours. Some people use other ones that are free, but I can always give you one of ours to use.

Yvonne:  Perfect. Thank you.

Theresa:  That's a great question. I should have mentioned that. Yeah. All right. Well, I hope you all have a lovely evening and a happy Thanksgiving and stay safe out there. If you're anywhere near all these crazy fires, take good of yourselves. 

Thanks for joining and thanks to Melissa and Deanna and Deborah. And I also want to thank the rest of the Alumni Association Board who put this whole thing together, especially Amit Ahuja, who spearheaded this particular Speaker Series. 

If any of you have ideas about topics that you would like to hear or learn more about, just let me know. Shoot me an email because we're always looking for new ideas for Speaker Series. Anyway, you all have a good rest of your week and thanks for calling in. 


[End of Recording]

