
 

Thresholds                                                                                                                           Page | 11  

 

 
Me & Janny 

 

Kelly Vaughn 

 

  

 

 

  

As a young 22-year-old college student, meeting Jan Woodhouse (who would soon be known as 

“Janny”) proved to be one of the most important and motivating people that I ever met in my 

life. See, right after high school I went straight to the local community college with all of my 

friends; only to quit a few semesters later. School wasn’t for me. I was ready for the real world.  

I was ready to be an adult. After several years of that, it was pretty clear that the world of work 

was not all it was cracked up to be. With no formal education and very little motivation, working 

left me bored, unhappy, and questioning myself on what life was all about. On a whim, I told my 

parents I was ready to try college again and promised I would give it a better shot. Reluctantly, 

my parents agreed to pay for one more semester, but I was sworn to attend every class and be an 

active participant in my education.   

 Classes started late in August 1998. I remember filtering in to the east end of the building 

along with all of the other new students who were looking for their classrooms and eager to meet 

their instructors. Although I was no stranger to this college, I was a new student with new atti-

tudes and motivations. I walked through the east lobby of the college and saw people mingling, 

students talking and singing and enjoying themselves. It seemed like a fun atmosphere there. At 

the end of class, I had an hour break and decided to check out the east lobby of the college to see 

if I knew anyone down there. This is the first time I saw Janny Woodhouse. She was the coordi-

nator of Student Activities for the College and she was mingling with people as they walked 

through the lobby. She had on a long, flowing, green sweatshirt, which was much too large for 

her petite body, with cotton pants and sandals. She had an infectious smile with a laugh to match. 

I wondered who she was, but didn’t have the confidence to stick around to find out.   

 In those first few weeks of classes, I soon became connected with some new friends who 

were music and theater majors. They seemed so fun and playful; something I was too. We would 

hang around in the back of the college and sing and laugh as though we were the only people in 

the building. Janny’s office was in this end of the building and often, our laughing and singing 

would lure her outside. She always loved seeing what the students were doing and how they 

were interacting. Mostly, she loved interacting with them. Her office, Student Activities, was the 

hub where people congregated and hung out. She welcomed any and all students there, but there 

was a special group of us that called Student Activities our “home.” We were the musicians and 

actors, so someone was always playing music and singing or performing their next speech for a 

class. Janny loved this. She loved to be a participant herself. A naturally gifted singer and artist 

herself, she loved to encourage others in this way. There was a bond that Janny had with her stu-

dents. It was clear that her goal was to work towards the betterment of the students, for their suc-

cess. Janny was the kind of educator that worked well beyond the walls of a classroom; she 

worked to show students how to learn from the experiences of their life. 
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 That first year of college was a great experience, but the second year was life changing. Dur-

ing the second year of college, I finally felt like I was a part of the college community. I had 

friends, I was a part of the culture, and I was connected to my education in a way that I had never 

been before. Part of the reason was how Janny included all of the students in the culture in a way 

that made it fun and exciting. For the first time, I was excited to come to school. This excitement 

wasn’t just within me, everyone felt this way. People came to school early and left late. We 

would go to class and then rush to hang out in the Student Activities office. There was a lot of 

good conversation, laughter, and learning that was happening outside of the classroom….and 

Janny was in the middle of it. She loved to be with students/people who were excited about 

learning, but she was excited about being able to help cultivate the learning that excited others.  

She was a natural teacher. She would tell us stories about her life as a young college student in a 

way. She talked of her early days as a young married woman to her days as a college student 

working in the Indiana Dunes.  She spoke about her life in Arizona while she was working on a 

Master’s Degree and all the great experiences she had. Janny had a way to speak to people that 

made them want to listen.  For us (for me) she would speak from the heart and tell us her life sto-

ries and we (I) would soak up the information like a sponge.   

 In the spring of 1998, there was a buzz that floated through the Student Activities office. It 

seemed that there would be a personnel change at the college and it would affect Janny. Our be-

loved Janny was about to lose her job. About 10-15 students gathered to discuss how we could 

show the administrative team how much of an impact Janny had on the student body and how 

important it was that they keep her. This was on Friday. On Monday evening the College Board 

was going to meet to discuss the faculty changes. Early Monday morning a group of us, called 

“Students for Change”, met to discuss our options. We worked all day to create a speech that we 

could present to the Board. We identified some very strategic goals about what the student body 

needed and what they wanted. We also discussed how important Janny was to our college com-

munity and losing her spirit, guidance, and educational influence would be a detriment to the en-

tire college. It was a long, emotionally filled day that led us to the Board meeting that evening at 

7pm. We marched into that meeting with a detailed and to the point speech that we had wrote 

and rehearsed all day. It was a stance on our education that we wanted to take, but it was a stance 

for Janny that we were hoping would help to save her job. The Board was very hospitable and 

nice, but our attempts to save Janny’s job and the unique sense of place she helped to create 

would be useless. She would finish at the end of the semester and move on to NIU to work on 

her PhD.  A lot of people were heartbroken.  I was heartbroken. After the meeting, we met in the 

Student Activities office where Janny spoke to us. She cried. We cried. She thanked us for our 

efforts and made it clear that no matter what would happen with her job, she was proud of our 

efforts in trying save it. She spoke about leadership and the importance of gathering together to 

work towards a common goal. She wanted us to know that no matter where she went, she would 

always know that we had worked together with a common goal in mind and tried to stand up for 

what we believed in.  That, to her, was worth more than any job. 

 The rest of the semester was filled with cherished times and intentional memory making 

events. Janny planned a weekend leadership retreat to a local camp to get one last chance to in-

corporate her love for teaching with her love for the outdoors. There were eight students, Janny, 

her yoga instructor, and a weekend of activities, initiatives, and fun. This weekend, proved to be 

one of the most influential, educational, and powerful weekends that any of us had ever had. For 

most of us, it was the first time that our education was intertwined with the outdoors. Janny 

worked hard to make sure that our experience was full of activities and time to reflect upon them.  
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Most of us felt that this was the best part of the weekend and the best part of our college experi-

ence to date. 

 The semester ended and we said our goodbyes to Janny. There was sadness in the air. The 

college experience that we had was far more than anyone had expected. I was lucky enough to 

have the chance to continue a relationship with Janny. I spent another year at the community col-

lege and then transferred to NIU the following fall. Janny and I became roommates. This allowed 

Janny and I to develop a friendship that would be one of the most important relationships of my 

life. We had so much fun. We would order Thai food and watch Golden Girls on TV. We would 

share stories of our day and share life experiences. Janny was a lot of things, but one of her most 

endearing qualities was that she was a great listener.  

 Janny didn’t mention the cancer very often. It was not a source of conversation, but rather a 

reminder of her hard work and success. Janny used her experience with cancer as a teaching tool.  

It was just another trick in her “bag of tricks.” She had a way of using humor to discuss topics 

that were difficult in nature. She talked about having cancer and about beating cancer.  She drew 

strength from the experience and felt that her time on this planet was about bringing awareness to 

others.  She was an inspiration to those who were lucky to know her. “Good or bad; right or 

wrong” was often her attitude on most things. Her insight and wisdom was what lead her through 

her life.  Her ability to feel very deeply for others and for herself allowed her to be very aware of 

where she was and what her responsibilities were while she was there. I moved to Southern Illi-

nois in 2002 and as sad as I was to leave Janny, she encouraged me to embark on this new ad-

venture as a life experience that I could learn from. Her zest for learning was infectious, especial-

ly as I embarked on a new chapter in my life. We spoke often after I moved away.    

 As I finished college and began my career in education, I often called Janny to get advice or 

to share the funny stories of my students. She was always glad to know what I was doing and 

how my life was developing. She was full of encouragement and love and always full of ques-

tions. Her influence on my life has been more than anyone else. Her dedication to lifelong learn-

ing has inspired me in most areas of my life. When Janny died, it took about a year for me to 

think about her without tears. There were so many events, stories, successes, and failures that I 

couldn’t share with my Janny. My heart was sore from the loss. Broken. As the time passed, 

memories became less painful and the happiness and love began to filter back in.   

 In my work as an instructor at a post-secondary program for students who have learning dis-

abilities, Janny would be so proud of the work I do with my students. Janny is my inspiration to 

teach and to continue to work hard in hopes that I can inspire, motivate, or encourage my stu-

dents, like Janny did with so many others and me. I share many of the stories that I experienced 

with Janny. Most often those stories are when we were walking through a trail in the woods, on 

campus at Northern Illinois University, by the stream of a summer camp or in the living room at 

Janny’s. I share those memories in honor of Janny and to pass along a little piece of her legacy.  

That was what Janny would want. She would want all of those who she influenced to share just a 

little bit of what she taught to others.  

 I know she is as proud of me as I am of her.   

  

 

 
 


