JILL GAUS - Michigan

Meet Jill Gaus - a woman of many talents and accomplishments! Back in 1997, she arrived at Michigan’s very first Deaf-blind Weekend (DBW) in Brooklyn, MI, not knowing what to expect. At the urging of her husband, Jim, and Rose Smith, then hard of hearing specialist with the MI Division on Deaf and Hard of Hearing, Jill reluctantly went. This experience changed her life forever. If Jim hadn’t packed her suitcase or if it weren’t for a phone call from DBW to “call home,” Jill would not be doing what she is now. On the very last day of this DBW, Dr. Jeffrey Bohrman, who was a trainer/presenter, stood up and signed, “Michigan needs a group and who will do this?” Coming out of her fear, and with courage, Jill stood up and ever since that significant day, she has learned, researched, and asked questions, and arrived where she is today.
From that day to this day, Jill is:

1) Director of MI DBW at DeSales Conference Center in Brooklyn, MI and formerly Summer Programs Coordinator for all D/HH, DB programs at the Holley Ear Institute’s Family Village. Being an exemplary model, Ohio established their DBW after MI and Illinois will have theirs in 2007.

2) Co-founder, Past President and currently Treasurer of SHI-M=DB (Self-Help for Independence in Michigan: Equalizing the DeafBlind Community). She is mentoring the newly elected president and vice-president. Jill has tirelessly raised funds for SHI-M=DB. 

3) Board member of American Association of Deaf-Blind and chair/member of membership, finance and SSP committees. Representing AADB, Jill co-presented leadership training to members of the IN Association of Deaf-blind. 
4) Consultant for DB Central, MI Services for Children and Youths who are Deaf-Blind. Jill and two co-workers planned and facilitated the first ever camp, Deaf-Blind Transition Camp (DBTC) for Deaf-blind teenagers, held at MI State University. The third DBTC is being planned.

5) Past Member of the MI Self-Help for the Hard of Hearing (now Hearing Loss Association of America) Advisory Council, as well as different positions within SHHH. Also a member of the MI Division on Deaf and Hard of Hearing Advisory Council.

6) Works as a licensed practical nurse (LPN) for different groups – MI Youth Leadership Forum, Deaf Youth Leadership Week, MI DBW, and DBTC. 

7) Instructor at Lansing Community College and MI State University, teaching sign language and ITP students, nursing students and EMT staff about working with Deaf-blind individuals, Deaf-blind interpreting and the role of SSP.

8) As a certified/trained Hearing Technology Resource Specialist, provides information and training to businesses and organizations, D/HH and visually impaired groups. 

In addition to all of the above, Jill is providing consultation and training to the University of Alaska towards establishing camping experiences for D/HH/DB teenagers and adults to experience the Alaskan culture. Jill is a familiar face to Lions Club, where she and Heidi, her leader dog, give presentations for fund-raising. 
Always on the go, Jill has SSPs working with her. Along with Heidi, Jill’s leader dog, SSPs provide Jill access to environment and give visual/auditory information as well. Oftentimes, the agency/organization she works for pays for SSP services or Jill pays them herself, if they are used for personal reasons. Other times, reciprocal agreements work best – “you do this for me, I do this for you.” 

All these years, Jill felt people telling her what she could do or couldn’t do was not empowering. Through learning experiences, trials and tribulations, she has grown to trust herself by proving that she can do it. Jill feels in order to become independent and believe in yourself, it requires not allowing others to control your life. It can be most frustrating when Jill hears a Deaf-blind person saying, “I can’t.” “How do you know unless you have tried? So what we have a few limitations? Doesn’t everyone?” When people ask Jill what it feels like not to be normal, she asks them what normal is and they stutter!

All of Jill’s accomplishments do not go unnoticed. With her support system, including her husband, Jim, and her leader dog, Heidi, SSPs, different agencies and Deaf-blind individuals she has met from all over, she believes in herself and others. Jill feels having one life to live and living it fully, believing in your gifts and contributions can go a long way.

An amazing woman, isn’t she? She is a true inspiration and testimony that with sheer willpower and determination, nothing is impossible. She is a friend, role model, mentor, supporter and listens with her heart, with whoever she comes into contact with. She would love hearing from you and sharing her enthusiasm and love of life. Jill is available for consultation and training - you may reach her at: jgaus2@gmail.com. 
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