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real women inspirations

follow the leader

MICHELE TOCCQ TRAINS DOGS TO HELP THE MOST ISOLATED
PEOPLE IN THE WORLD-THOSE WHO ARE BOTH DEAF AND BLIND

n a hrisk Mi-:hig:.rl muming, a guldm

reLriever 'p::ds divwn a tit:.- ﬁdn’ralk..

nnp;|||:|p: s-‘rra.i.ght tomward a bu&}' e~

secoinn. Ar the curb, as cars whie back

and forch juasy inches from her nose, the
dog sits, wairing for a signal, It comes from behind: the
sound of a hand slapping a jeans-clad chegh. The dog's
ears prick up and her head swivels so warch as the hamd
swings up, then sharply to the right. 18 a gesture the dog
knows well; one shes practiced hundreds of tmes.
Obediently, she rises and steers intn a right turn, away
frorn the rraftic and hack o the safery of the sidewalk.
Thie sitt leather harness that identifies her as a goide dog
in reaining creaks with every step.

“Good girl,'" rrainer Michele Tocon croons, holding
ight to the harness. The dog’s mtelligent brown eyes
scan up, down and side 1o side, alert for hazards that
could trip or snag the woman following on her heels.
Today, her hamess is a training tool. In a few short
osonaths, it will be the lifeline thar allows someone who
has lived a Tife of dark, silent isalation o step out o
the world on their own,

Less than a dozen dogs are trained in the Unated
Srates cach year to become goides for people who are
both blind and deaf, and Leader Dogs for the Blind
school in Rechester, Michigan, which began the program
in 1991, srill produces most of these dogs.

Michele, a 40-year-old who communicates with her
hands as easily as with her vaice, has been doing this
three davs a week for three vears, "I'm one of the lucky

few wha gers to do what she loves For a living,” she says,
“I'wake up happy every day.”

When shes not workmg with dops like Kolbe, a
21-menth-old golden retmever, Michele works as an
inverpreter for the deaf, something she trained for
at Madonna University in nearby Livonia, Michigan,
Evernngs, she says, are spent on her buosimess,
TerpTheatre, which provides sign language interpreters
too thiearers in the Derrair metropolitan area.

Teaining guide dogs isn™r the career Michele imagined
for herself when she was younger. In fact, she began hei
career in relevision, working at the local WBC affiliave,
She did rhar for five vears but becames disillosioned
because she was covering so many tragedies. "It was
hard for me o take,” she says. A frend at the news
station who was interssred a0 sign language talked
Michele inme raking a sign language class. When she
learmed that she could make a career as a translator, she
thoughe, working with deaf people would be interesting
and rewarding, “Goa for ir,” said Mino, her hushband of
18 years. And she's been happy ever since.

Fusdung the right doge for the program is extremely
diffecult, save Michele, Dhogs must learn to respond o
commands from human pareners who may or may oot
be able to speak alowd. Training a guide dog takes
emonths of time, thousands of dollars, and a small amy
of staff and wolunteers, Only the calmest, cleverest
antimals make it inro a guide dog program, and just
the best of the best make it chrough traimng with
Michele and her ream. Leader DNogs graduates some
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real focus

When the Ford Focus begs
“Drive me!”

Lifetime answers,

“With pleasure.’

‘j.ﬂﬁw years an s road, this wondercar

ﬁ;h“ :'H;-,ﬂ“ mna’;ll of Furl:urrr.;m;t
Litetime caught up with the nawly redesigrsd
Forus for m-‘m:fi'g-i&a"w of talks, turn
and quality tene befind the wheel of the
gynamic ride.

Lifetime: Do fired it fnustrating ko
eonsterily have ba beg Tof tima on the raad?

Foous: Hect, nol When your reader puts
diown the magazine end takes me cut an the
mad, the's hm'ng fun, I'm .1_Ii-ni.: reminGsr 16
talnr snma tima for hersat. IF driving were just
abput getting from point A 1o point B, whal
wpuld be the point?

Lifetime: Have you alignated yoursalt
from ather cars in Er r'ass being named
Car and Driver's fives yuers munning ™

Focus: Trthhdly, | foe! badly %o them, h
hiss 1 e Sough to not knosy what it's [ke ta
have European-insplred sspension, an
available &-disc is-dash CO/MPY player,
inceased horsa #nd lowssr amissions.**
| had some wi 55 dacigners at Ford

J.ifetlme: Tha's sama sarious aquipmant
o, what do you want 1o be, 3 serous car o
a tun car?

Focus: rir a car that delivers serinus &n
You know what I'm tafirg about. I'm liks
the friend you'd ask to write a letier af
recommendation But whe also mskes you
Iu.r:ﬂ'h until your stomach huns

Lifetime: Wiell, Lidetime 1s sanous abaut
having fun.

Focus: 50, drive mal

THE MEW 2005 FOCUS.
IT BEGS TO BE DRIVEN.

Log an 1o www.fordvehicles.com
1o find & dealer rear you.
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real women inspirations

300 dops & vear—but only & wo &
guides for the deaf-blind.
Uil Leader Dhogs lawisched ies

prograim, there weee guide dogs for
the blind and ascistance r]-:a-g,s Far

the dunf, but the idea of uffzring a
leader dug to someane with both
visual and hearing impairments was
considered extremely risky. Few
conditions can wsolate o human
|.1-|.'i1|,$ miesre cun|p|=t-|:|.g.' than deaf-
Blindness, Inugnl.e I:r:f'illg T Cross
the sereet if you couldn'’t see or
lisgen for the traffic. [r.naglm.- trying
b ask for |'|-:||-| if you couldn't
scribble a notg——or even be sure
there was anather person nearby

Blichele and her team watch and
walk Bo akam off the best of the best
For the more d.t'ma.nding deaf-blind
program. “We r]ler:y-pick the hest
dogs." says Michelz. *We're look-
ing for love-my-master kinds of
diogs. Dogs that are calm, easy
control and I1-'IF-I'II'|.'. We want them
o lowe their jubs.”

Michele's Favoriie d.a].' of the
vear s when a new class of students
meet their |l|:|g;|. The mstructors try
i match students and dI:IEH whio
are compatible m everything from
their walking sp::d: toy their rem-
peraments. “When the dogs walk
with the students for the firer time,

"WE'RE LOOKING FOR LOVE-MY-MASTER DOGS.
DOGS THAT ARE CALM,EASY TO CONTROL AND
HAPPY. WE WANT THEM TO LOVE THEIR JOBS"

read 16, “The :’h:l:lrlltl I work with
are the bhravest people I've ever
met,” says Michele, “Seeing what
they go throwgh every day, seeing
whar r|'u-'|.I MANAFE 0 OVEFCOme,
makes you ashamed to complain
about anything in your own life,”

When the program first started,
even some of the students were
shtptitnL Cinide dng,:- can sheer
SCHTIECHIE  AWAY frovm dnnﬂ:cn, by
they can't make decisions aboar
rhings like when it's sale 1o cross
the streer. In traditional guide dog
pairs, the human listens for the
sound of oncoming rraffic. For
Michele's studenrs, it rakes help,
often from rotal strangers. Somse
CArry communicanon cards, others
use tape recorders seton a conrinw-
ous loop: “1 am blind and deaf.
Please rap my hand when ir is safe w
croves the soreer.”

Puppics spend a vear with foster
tamilies, learning basic commands
and becoming socialized wo every
imaginabls siruarion. Familics bring
their puppics to restawrants, offices,
SPCITINE cvens, even oul o boars,
When the vear is wp, they ferum
the dogs o the school, where

when the stodents see whar the
dog's doing for them, those are the
best days,” she says,

Bait it's mot alwavs love ar first
sight. Ohne man, a big rongh guy
used 1o making his own way in
the world, Michele says, couldn™
believe his dog could live up o
the school promises. While the
other studenrs were perting their
new dogs, he ignored his parter's
friendly advances, Srill skeprical,
he took the dog home, One day,
in their first month wgether, be
harnessed the dog for a walk, Ara
busy inrersecrion, be ordered rhe
dog into the strect—and invo the
path of a speeding delivery rruck.
He couldn't hear the engine revving
or soe the ruck bearing down on
him. Bur the dog could. It stopped
him, curling around his legs, puring
irself berween the man and danger.
The eruck blew by, close enough
tor the man o feel the draft and
amell the exhauste,

“Thar kig tough man picked
that dog up and hopged 1" says
Michele. *Tewrs woere just streaming
down hiks face. He said to me, “This
diosg saved my Life."™



