
The starlet has been 
on our screens for 

over 15 years
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Madeline Stuart, from 
Brisbane, Australia, has 
never let Down’s syndrome 
stop her from making her 
mark in the fashion world. 
The 19 year old lives with her 
mum, Rosanne, 44, who says: 

Watching my daughter stride 
down the catwalk, I wiped away 

a tear. When Madeline was born 
with Down’s syndrome, doctors 
painted a bleak future. Yet here 
she was carving out a modelling 
career – and showing that her star 
can shine as brightly as anyone’s.  

When she was born in November 
1996, my doctors were far from 
positive. “Her life won’t amount to 
much,” they said. “She’ll never read 
or write and she’ll only mature  
to the level of a seven year old.” 
Devastated, I cried for three days.

Meanwhile, tests showed Maddy 
had holes in her heart and would 
need surgery. “You can have her 
adopted,” the doctors offered. 
“She’s my blood and bone,”  
I insisted. “I’m keeping her.”

Although her father wasn’t 
involved in her life, Maddy and  
I were a team. I spent eight 
hours every day giving her 

therapy, encouraging her to 
grasp for toys to strengthen 
her muscles and help her 
coordination. She survived 
major heart surgery at eight 
weeks and was in and out of 
hospital, but she hit her milestones 
and started walking at 15 months. 

Personality-wise, she was a 
happy, cheeky girl. With weekly 
speech therapy, she learned to  
talk, although strangers often 
struggle to understand her. But 
considering she’s not particularly 
high functioning, Maddy is a total 
overachiever. She attended special 
and mainstream schools and was 
a popular student. She also played 
sports and joined a dance troupe. 

After a fashion show last year, 
Maddy said, “Mum, me, model!”  
I arranged for her to do a shoot 
with a photographer. She loved 
the process and looked stunning.  
I posted the photos on Facebook 
in May 2015 and they went viral. 
“You’re beautiful,” read the 
comments. “What an inspiration!”

Maddy became a symbol of 
hope, showing that those with 
disabilities can achieve whatever 

they set their minds to. After 
that, people from all over 

the world started offering 
her opportunities. She 
was even invited to appear 
at New York Fashion Week 
by US label and modelling 

agency FTL Moda. 
Before I knew  
it, I was sat in 
the front row, 
beaming as she 
became the 
second woman 

with Down’s to walk in New York 
Fashion Week. When the audience 
cheered, I was moved to tears. “It 
was fun,” Maddy said. “I feel good.” 

She’s since walked at another 
New York Fashion Week and is  
the first model with a disability  
to be the face of a cosmetics 
company. She’s now known as  
the first professional adult model 
with Down’s in the world and is 
supporting herself financially. 

We’ll continue doing this as  
long as Maddy wants to, but this  
is about more than modelling.  
My daughter and I want to stop 
discrimination against people with 
disabilities and show that people 
with Down’s are beautiful too.

These days, her Facebook page 
has nearly 600,000 likes. She lives 
with me and she’s happy with her 
boyfriend, Robbie Streeting, 20. 
They met two years ago through 
the Special Olympics and he has 
special needs too. Maddy tells me 
she loves me about 100 times a 
day and when she throws her arms 
around me, I just feel so grateful 
that she’s in my life. I wouldn’t 
change her for the world. 

Find out more about  
Maddy at Facebook.com/
madelinesmodelling. To  
help support a new dance 
ensemble she’s working with, 
visit Gofundme.com/k22cw8ny 

‘I’ve always 
loved the 
spotlight’

‘Maddy shone at New 
York Fashion Week’

Jen Blackwell, from Chorley, 
Lancashire, founded arts 
charity DanceSyndrome. It is 
inspired and led by dancers 
with learning disabilities. The  
34 year old’s mum, Sue, 60, says: 

Jen was five hours old when 
doctors told us she had Down’s. 

My husband Malcolm, now 61, and I 
were launched into a steep learning 
curve. From the very beginning, we 
encouraged Jen to walk, jump, skip 
and run. She played with her brother, 
Anthony, 32, joined the Brownies 
and loved swimming and gymnastics. 
However, dancing was her favourite 
and she took classes in various styles 
including Latin, ballroom and jazz. 

When she finished school  
at 18, she wanted to work in 
community dance, but couldn’t  
find any appropriate training. 
Eventually, in 2009, we decided  
to create DanceSyndrome.

It’s been a lot of work finding 
funding and venues, but gradually  

we got things off the  
ground and started trialling 
workshops for people with 
and without disabilities. The  
team choreographs dances 
together and members co-lead 
classes. They enjoy performing 
and have help from professionally 
trained dance artists too.

We’ve wanted to empower  
Jen to be in control of her life, 
so she has her own place 
and chosen carers who 
work with her every 
day. We’ve seen how 
DanceSyndrome has 
given people respect, 
confidence, value and 
self-belief. I’m proud of 
what she’s achieved.

JEN SAYS: “Being involved with 
DanceSyndrome is my dream  
job. There have been so many 
highlights, including dancing  
on TV with Miranda Hart as 
part of Comic Relief in 2013.

Dancing is my life 
and I’m passionate 
about supporting 

people like me  
and giving them 

opportunities in the 
dance world. Our philosophy 

is that even if you have a learning 
disability, anything is possible.”

To make a donation to help 
fund Jen’s work, see 
Dancesyndrome.co.uk

Sarah Gordy, from Lewes, East 
Sussex, has appeared in Doctors, 
Call The Midwife and Upstairs 
Downstairs as well as several 
plays. The 33 year old says:

While acting in the school nativity 
play, I was so happy in the spotlight 

that along with playing my role, I also 
helped the other kids on stage. I guess 
it’s no wonder I became a professional 
actress. Playing another character is 
magical and I love showing that having 
Down’s doesn’t have to hold you back. 

I grew up in a close family with my 
mum Jane, dad Jere and younger 
sister Catherine. Mum talked and 
sang to me to help my development. 

My drama training really began 
when we told stories and played 
games around our kitchen table. I 
enjoyed drama at school and took 
classes for fun. However, in 1999,  
the producers of Peak Practice 
found out about me from a theatre 
company and offered me a role. I 
was thrown in at the deep end, but  
to have my first professional job on  
a show that huge was really exciting. 

Thankfully, I’ve been working ever 
since, in film, theatre and TV shows 
and now Mum is my full-time drama 

coach. If I’m offered a role, we talk 
through what it will involve and she’ll 
only let me take it if I commit 100 per  
cent. We chat about my characters’ 
traits and motivations and give them 
backstories. It’s frustrating when 
casting directors say they “aren’t 
looking for someone like me”, but  
I concentrate on the people who  
see me first as an actress, not  
just as someone who has Down’s.

I’m single, but have had boyfriends. 
I live at home and Mum comes on  
the road with me if I’m touring with  
a play. When I’m not working, I go  
to the gym and volunteer at a British  
Heart Foundation shop. I’m also a 
Mencap ambassador and a patron  
of Circus Starr, which hosts circus 
shows for kids with special needs.  
A couple of children have told me  
I inspired them to become actors. 

Now, I’m busy developing  
a TV drama with my friend. I  
can’t wait to see where it leads. 

See Sarahgordy.com and  
www.circus-starr.org.uk

n �Down’s syndrome is a 
genetic condition caused  
by the presence of an  
extra chromosome (block  
of DNA) in a body’s cells. 

n �It usually occurs because  
of a chance happening at 
the time of conception.

n �Everyone with Down’s 
syndrome will have some 
degree of learning disability 
and can be more prone to 
certain medical conditions. 

n �It occurs in all races, social 
classes and in all countries 
throughout the world. 

n �Typically, one in every  
1,000 babies born will  
have Down’s syndrome. 

n �For more info on Down’s 
syndrome and Down’s 
Syndrome Awareness  
Week (March 20-26), see 
Downs-syndrome.org.uk

WHAT IS 
DOWN’S 
SYNDROME?

Madeline looks 
beautiful as she  

poses for the camera

‘Down’s doesn’t 
hold us back’
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To mark Down’s Syndrome Awareness Week, new! brings  
you the stories of three inspirational women…

The
actress

The
model

The
dancer

Sarah and actor  
Colin Young on the 
Call The Midwife set

Jen loves nothing 
more than throwing 

some shapes

The model 
and her 

boyfriend, 
Robbie

Mum Rosanne  
with her daughter

Sue is very proud 
of her daughter

‘JEN’s proving THAT 
anything’s possible’

As a baby, Maddy was 

in and out of hospital


