
 
 
History of Dogs for the Deaf: Robin Dickson Remembers 

 

Robin Dickson is founder Roy Kabat’s daughter and successor CEO of Dogs for the Deaf. 

Robin shared her DFD history from when she joined the organization in 1981, through her 

retirement a few years ago. 

 

 

When my daughter and I moved to Oregon in 1981, 

Dogs for the Deaf (DFD) was in its infancy (4th year).  

Kennels had been added to the ground floor of an old 

dairy barn, and the hay loft had been turned into a 

training apartment with a bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, 

and living room. Former Jungleland trainers Don and 

Madeline McClennon, plus a trainer apprentice, were 

training dogs they found at local shelters, and a double 

car garage had been converted into an office area.  

Finances were extremely limited.  We did not even 

have a copy machine.  When we needed to make any 

copies, we had to go to the local elementary school and 

use their copier.  We were blessed to have a few volunteers who helped with typing letters and 

bookkeeping.  To say the least, things were very primitive. 

 

I began training dogs, helping in the office, and doing demonstrations for groups who might be 

interested in helping DFD.  It was amazing that so 

many of the skills I had learned during my life were 

able to be utilized within one mission—animal 

training, communication, business management, and 

public speaking.  These early years were filled with 

struggles, times of being laid off due to lack of funds 

and also the excitement of seeing another dog finish 

training and of finding a new donor or a new group 

interested in supporting DFD.  I quickly adopted the 
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philosophy that I was not “fundraising”; I was “friend raising.”  When people heard about how 

these specially trained dogs made life-changing differences in the lives of the people who 

received them, they wanted to get involved—especially when these dogs had been rescued 

from shelters.  It was a true win/win situation. 

 

DFD participated in the first-ever Hearing Dog Symposium in 1983.  This was the precursor of 

Assistance Dogs International (ADI).  Prior to this, there was virtually no communication among 

various Assistance Dog organizations.  This increased communication over the years has greatly 

improved the quality of Assistance Dog organizations worldwide.  The quality of dog training 

and client care plus the overall professionalism of member organizations has improved 

exponentially because of ADI’s required standards. For me personally, it has been an honor to 

be involved in ADI, serving on the board and on various committees from the very beginning 

until just recently. 

 

In 1984, Ethel Whittaker became the first non-family member of the DFD Board of Directors.  

Ethel had been a bookkeeper for Guide Dogs for the Blind and, after retiring to Oregon, had 

started volunteering at DFD.  It was a positive business step to add Ethel to the board. 

 

In 1985 we received our first large bequest.  I was doing an out-of-town demonstration for a 

Good Sam Club event when my father called to tell me that DFD had received a $50,000 

bequest.  Wow!  That was huge and an epiphany for me at the same time.  I realized that, other 

than universities and hospitals, at that time very few other types of non-profit organizations 

promoted bequests as a way of supporting their organizations.  In discussing this with my 

father, he didn’t think it was a good idea.  Not to be dissuaded, I decided to begin developing a 

program to “plant the seed” of bequest giving in our donors’ minds.  This was done in a very 

low-key, sensitive way and eventually became the DFD Guardian Angel program.  I have no 

doubt that this is one of the major reasons DFD has been able to succeed as it has, and the 

numbers stand for themselves. 

 

My father died in 1986.  At this time, we needed to either purchase his ranch or move so I 

began searching for property that would be more suitable for our needs. We were blessed to 

find the property outside of Central Point, Oregon, and purchased it with the funds from the 

1985 bequest.  Entering a period of huge 

growth, we determined that we would not 

borrow any money in the process.  After 

building plans were developed, we started a 

capital campaign.  When we raised enough for 

the first building, we started construction, 

moved in and worked out of that one building.  

When we had enough money for the second 

building, we began construction on it, and so 

on. Thanks to our board commitment and our 

donors’ generosity, DFD never wasted any 

money paying interest on any loans.  During 
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this time, we were still training and placing the highest quality Hearing Dogs and providing 

lifetime support to every team we placed. 

 

In 2002, DFD was one of the first five Assistance Dog organizations in 

the world to earn ADI Accreditation, complying with all of the ADI 

standards for dog training, support of clients, business practices, safety 

standards, etc. 

 

In 2003, DFD received its first 4-Star Rating from Charity Navigator.  This 

is the highest possible rating and is based on wise use of funds. 

 

None of this progress would have been possible without dedicated staff, extraordinary 

volunteers, and faithful donors.  The growth of DFD from a primitive “mom and pop” business 

to the professional and financially sustainable organization it became could not have been 

accomplished without all of these wonderful, hard-working people.  There are two volunteers 

from my 32 years at DFD who stand out so much that I must recognize them.  James Wickre is 

an attorney who helped my father form the organization that became DFD.  From the very first 

paperwork until today, Jim is still helping DFD.  For many 

years, he did this for no compensation at all.  As we 

were asking him to do more and more, I finally talked 

him into accepting a $100/month retainer.  Over the 

years, I gradually increased that retainer, but the tiny 

amount he has been paid is a drop in the bucket for all 

he has done for DFD.  Dr. Brad Frank opened his 

veterinary practice in Oregon in 1985.  The next year I 

talked him into being our primary veterinarian for DFD.  

Brad agreed, but only at a greatly reduced rate, with lots 

of donated time thrown in. This greatly improved the 

veterinary care the dogs received.  DFD is greatly 

indebted to these two men, and I am blessed to have 

made two good friends, too. 

 

It was truly a privilege to have been able to lead DFD for so many years, helping countless 

shelter dogs become highly trained professionals, seeing our clients gain so much confidence 

and joy, and being blessed with making so many good friends 

along the way.  I was always committed to making sure that 

our mission was accomplished in a professional business-like 

manner and in the most cost effective way possible. 
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