Xceed Financial Associate Volunteers as Guide Dog “Puppy Raiser”
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

BRINGING UP “BREA”
Xceed Associate Brings Puppy to Office as Volunteer for Guide Dogs of America
El Segundo, Calif. (June 21, 2010) ─ It’s hard for most Xceed associates at the Douglas Financial Center in El Segundo, Calif., to walk past Pamela McKenzie’s desk without lingering. Grown men are known to start cooing. Women are reduced to baby talk. Blame it on Brea, a 15‑month‑old black lab who is often found behind McKenzie’s desk, on a leash, or behind a makeshift gate. McKenzie is a financial consultant for Xceed, and she also happens to be a volunteer “puppy raiser” for Guide Dogs of America (GDA), a nonprofit organization based in Sylmar, Calif.

Brea is a “puppy-in-training,” a period that lasts from 8 weeks to about 16–18 months, during which she learns basic obedience and socialization skills from her raisers (i.e., her foster family). McKenzie shares puppy duties with her husband David who takes Brea to his construction job part of the week. The idea is to expose Brea to as many different situations as possible (heavy traffic areas, animals, children, etc.) because a well-socialized puppy will have fewer adjustments to make when it enters formal guide-dog training.
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires privately owned businesses to allow people with disabilities to bring their service animals—defined by ADA as “any guide dog, signal dog, or other animal individually trained to provide assistance to an individual with a disability”—on the premises in whatever areas customers are generally allowed.
Because puppies-in-training are not yet guide dogs, each state has a different allowance. Some states have a blanket law that stipulates any puppy-in-training must be allowed access inside a business that accommodates the public. Other states, like California, do not have such a law. In these states, even though the puppies wear ID jackets and the puppy raisers carry proper credentials. “We can technically be asked to leave an establishment with our puppy-in-training,” says Judy Reilly, a volunteer and speaker program coordinator for GDA. “But generally, when we explain what we’re doing in terms of socialization and training of these puppies, we don’t have a lot of problems.”
McKenzie was hired by Xceed this past April. During her interview process, she was open about her ongoing commitment to the GDA Puppy Raising Program—for which she and her husband have been volunteering since 2006. Xceed Financial is a progressive organization, dog‑friendly (like much of Southern California), and supportive of McKenzie’s volunteer cause. “When I asked if bringing a puppy‑in‑training to work would be an issue, they said ‘No,’ ” says McKenzie. “Xceed was very supportive in making sure I could still do this.”

Once a puppy moves on to the formal “in-for-training” phase, the animal spends four to six months with its trainer learning how to actually be a guide dog. The dog practices in all types of environments, including construction areas, beaches, rural sidewalk-less areas, subways, trains, campuses, and busy downtown areas. When a dog is ready, it will be carefully matched with a blind person who has been accepted into a training class.
As long as something unforeseen doesn’t change with her health or temperament, Brea will be moving on to her formal “in-for-training” phase in August. This also means McKenzie will be parting with her foster pup very soon, after spending every day with her for more than a year‑and‑a‑half—plenty of time for a strong, loving bond to form. But McKenzie and her husband are prepared for that. Before they ever started volunteering as puppy raisers, they attended and still attend graduation ceremonies that GDA holds to honor the guide-dog recipients, sponsors, and puppy raisers of the current class. It allowed them to hear a recurring story from the graduates: A blind person is put through an obstacle course using only a cane as an aid, taking an average of ten minutes to get through it. Then that same person is given a guide dog (no cane) and goes through the course again. With the dog, most people complete the course in only two to three minutes.

Through such stories and demonstrations, the couple witnessed how these dogs can bring a profound reassurance and a new freedom to a blind person’s mobility. “Once we saw what a difference these dogs were making in the lives of blind people,” says McKenzie, “it relieved our concerns about being able to give up a puppy when the time comes.”
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Pamela McKenzie, a Financial Consultant with Xceed Financial Investment Services, volunteers as a “puppy raiser” for Guide Dogs of America. McKenzie is shown here with Brea, her current puppy-in-training who accompanies her to the credit union for work every day.

About Xceed Financial Credit Union

Headquartered in El Segundo, Calif., Xceed Financial Credit Union is a federally chartered workplace credit union that focuses on meeting the needs of businesses and their employees throughout the United States. The credit union started in 1964 as Scientific Data Systems Credit Union and later became Xerox Federal Credit Union in 1970. A new name and brand identity were launched in 2008 to reflect its expanded field of membership and new business model. Xceed delivers personal banking and financial literacy directly to “select employer groups” (SEGs) and is proud to help more than 74,000 members realize their dreams. Xceed Financial has more than $764 million in assets and 15 Financial Centers in six states.
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