


Jen is 40 years old and lives in 
Chorley and her greatest passion 
in life is dance. She also has 

Down’s syndrome but  has never let 
her disability stop her from living life 
to the full.

Talking about how her love of dance 
grew, Jen said “I was always dancing 
as a child. Dancing helps me to focus 
my energy. When I’m dancing, I’m in 
another world and everything else just 
disappears. It’s an amazing feeling. 

Dancing has so many benefits for 
your health and wellbeing, everyone 
should try it! Dance is brilliant 
because you can just put music on 
and start dancing anywhere! Then you 
have to believe in yourself, because 
everyone can achieve if you believe 
you can. ‘Dream, believe, achieve’ is 
my favourite motto!”

Jen’s story shows her absolute 
commitment to that motto. After she 
left school, Jen and her mum, Sue, 
spent 10 years searching for the right 
dance training opportunities that would 
allow her to follow her dream to be a 
leader and performer. After all those 
years of searching, they couldn’t find 
anything that was accessible for Jen 
because of her learning disability, so 
they took matters into their own hands 
and set up their own organisation - 
DanceSyndrome in 2009. 

Fast-forward to 2022 and Jen’s 
charity is rapidly growing, and 
she has recently been profiled 
alongside 100 female entrepreneurs 
from across the UK, as part of the -  
f:Entrepreneur  ‘#ialso100’ campaign 
to celebrate the achievements 
of women running businesses. 
Delivered by Small Business Britain 
– the leading champion of small 
businesses in the UK -  f:Entrepreneur 

was launched in 2017 to showcase 
trailblazing female founders from 
across the UK who lead businesses 
alongside other responsibilities, 
such as volunteering, mentoring and 
community support. From quantum 
computer engineers, and vegan fruit 
farmers, to sustainability advocates 
and inclusive dancers, this year’s 
campaign celebrates inspiring and 
resilient female entrepreneurs that 
have flourished despite the challenges 
of the past years.

Facing challenges is nothing 
new to Jen but she has never let 
learning disability get in her way; she 
always has a positive attitude and 
determination to succeed. She has 
always wanted to lead, choreograph, 
and perform and her goal is to “get 
the world dancing!” She absolutely 
does that through DanceSyndrome, 
a charity that is co-led by people 
with learning disabilities working 
alongside professional Dance Artists 
to offer fully inclusive and accessible 
dance workshops, leadership training 
and performances. Jen thrives in the 
spotlight and thoroughly enjoys the 
fun and the smiles and laughter that 
flow freely in her dance activities. 

Jen said “I am very proud of what 
DanceSyndrome has achieved. I 
started this charity to help other 
people like me who couldn’t access 
opportunities in dance because they 
had a learning disability. I always feel 
so proud when I see my friends living 
a life in dance because I know that my 
charity has helped them to follow their 
dreams. Without DanceSyndrome 
people might still be lonely and 
feeling lost, like I did before I started 
the charity.”

The inspiring impact Jen and her 
fellow Dance Leaders have in their 
dance sessions has been widely 
recognised, most notably with a 
Prime Minister’s Point of Light Award 
in 2018 and the Queens Award for 
Voluntary Service 2019, the voluntary 
organisation equivalent of an MBE. 
DanceSyndrome celebrated their first 
national dance industry award in 2021 
with the People’s Choice Award at the 
One Dance UK Awards and Jen has 
been featured on prime-time TV by 
the National Lottery and been invited 
to events at Buckingham Palace and 
The House of Lords, amongst many 
other achievements!

DanceSyndrome encourages people 
from all different walks of life to come 
together and enjoy the physical and 
emotional benefits of dancing. Their 
motto is that “everybody can dance“. 
Regardless of your age or ability, there 
is beauty in all movement - there is 
no right or wrong way to move. The 
sessions are all led by a person with 
a learning disability working in equal 
partnership with a professional Dance 
Artist. They are delivered in a way that 
all movements can be adapted to meet 
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the physical needs of every individual 
and support is given to help everyone 
to participate in a way that they 
enjoy. Some dancers have learning 
disabilities, some have physical 
disabilities, some don’t have any 
disabilities. There are young people 
from age 11 through to older people 
in their 70’s. The only requirement is 
that you want to enjoy some dancing.

The young people involved with 
the charity are thriving and enjoying 
a range of creative opportunities. 
This month, a team of three of the 
younger Dance Leaders are involved 
with the U.Dance festival which is a 
celebration of young people under the 
age of 25 in the dance sector. David 
Corr, Jessica Reid, and Ellie Bamber 
are representing DanceSyndrome 
this year at the Northwest regional 
final at The Lowry with a piece called 
III (Three) is the Magic Number. For 
David and Jess, this is their third year 
of being involved in the festival. In 
2019, they were chosen to represent 
the Northwest at the national festival 
in London, a significant achievement 
in such a well-respected competition. 
For Ellie, this is a new experience. 

Ellie is 21, from Blackpool, and has 
been involved with DanceSyndrome 
for just over two years. Talking about 
the U.Dance Festival, she said “I’m 
really excited about this project, it 
has been lovely dancing with Jess 
and David and as a group we have 
really connected. The piece explores 
three bodies in space and movement 
created by exploring the number 
three. The Dance Artists Sophie and 
David Darcy have been brilliant, they 
really understand us, and I think we 
have created a beautiful dance, that 
we can be really proud of.”

“Our first performance was at the 
Media Centre in Preston, and we found 
out just before Christmas that we had 
got through to the next stage – so it 
was like an early Christmas present.  
I was so excited and very proud 
of us all. They gave us some good 
feedback, so we have had some extra 
rehearsals and got it really polished 
ready for the net stage at The Lowry. 
I’m really looking forward to dancing 
there. Dancing on a stage makes me 
feel alive and sharing the experience 
with my friends makes it extra special. 
The whole process has really pushed 
me, not only in my dancing technique 
but also to speak out, to give ideas, 
listen to others, to take feedback and 
act on it to get better and better.

“I love being part of DanceSyndrome, 
we really are an amazing dance 
family. I have danced from the age of 
two and attended other places, but 
sometimes struggled to fit in with my 
learning difficulties. DanceSyndrome 
welcomed me with open arms, and I 
now feel I belong.

“My dream is to teach children with 
special needs dance. I feel this is now 
achievable, because of the support I 
receive at DanceSyndrome. I am now 
taking my level two Dance Leadership 
qualification with DanceSyndrome 
and feel really positive that my dream 
will come true. My learning difficulties 
won’t hold me back and I want to 
show others there are no limits to 
what you can achieve if you follow 
your dreams.”

At the other end of DanceSyndrome’s 
age demographic, Dorothy Shepherd 
is one of the older people who 
are thriving with DanceSyndrome. 
Dorothy has been involved with the 
charity since 2015. Talking about how 
DanceSyndrome has impacted her 
life, she says “When I was little my 
Mum used to take me to see the annual 
showcase performance of our local 
dance school and I so wanted to join 
the classes and dance.  Sadly, finances 
did not allow this. About six years ago 
a friend told me that DanceSyndrome 
was having an open day to learn 
about the ethos of the charity and to 
join up to their Dance Leader Training 
Course.  I could not believe that I, a 
67 year old woman would be given 
the chance of following my dream.  I 
was very concerned that my age was 
against me and whether I had the 
confidence and courage to try.  I rang 
the Managing Director to check things 
out and basically convince myself 
that it was a real possibility to join 
up.  The conversation was so warm, 
welcoming and encouraging that I 
went ahead and attended the open 
day and I have never looked back.”

“I now lead dance and volunteer 
with this wonderful charity. I have felt 
encouraged, empowered, supported, 
and included in my dance journey.  
My body confidence and mental 
confidence around dance have grown 
enormously and are helping me to 
fulfil my dance potential including 
further training, dance development 
and performance.”

“There are so many benefits of 
my DanceSyndrome experience 
including seeing true inclusivity in 
action, about which I am passionate. 
It’s wonderful to see co-leading with 
differently abled dance leaders. 
Our community Everybody Dance 
classes are a real highlight. Dancers 
patiently encouraging and supporting 
unconfident, shy and sometimes 
anxious people to find their comfort 
zone.  People who think they cannot 
dance or contribute start to realise 
that they are valued at whatever level 
they feel able to take part.  It may be 
a very simple movement or even an 
involuntary movement that is offered 
- this will be accepted with respect 
and celebrated and included.  It can 
take one session or fifteen or even 
sessions over a period of two years 
for some people to truly take part, 
but I know that eventually there will 
be an awakening  of the ‘I can do it 
realisation’. The pleasure, delight, 
and satisfaction of seeing dancers 
blossom into self-confidence and 
independence is massively rewarding.  
Dance is a joy in my life.”

The community dance workshops 
that Dorothy mentions, Everybody 

Dance, are DanceSyndrome’s most 
popular sessions and the best way to 
get started if you want to give inclusive 
dance a try. They take place across 
the Northwest, including Clitheroe, 
Chorley, Great Harwood, and Preston, 
with new sessions coming soon in 
Blackburn with Darwen and Hindley. 
There are also online versions which 
are offered via Zoom, which came 
about as a result of the pandemic. 

Dance Leader Jodie Turner said 
“Zoom dance sessions have been 
important to my life because it has 
enabled me to keep dancing. I have 
still been able to lead dance sessions 
which I enjoy, and I have even learnt 
new and different styles of dance. 
Zoom kept me in touch with my 
dancing friends and we had new 
friends join us. I have enjoyed just 
being able to dance. I have loved 
seeing and talking to my friends in my 
dancing family. I have never had so 
many friends in my kitchen!”

Online dancing enabled 
DanceSyndrome to reach beyond 
their physical location, breaking down 
more barriers than ever before! People 
from as far as South Africa, Europe 
and the USA were able to participate 
with truly inclusive dance for the first 
time ever, and they loved it! Now, this 
small charity with a big impact can 
reach even further, engaging isolated 
people, people without transport, 
people without enough support and 
people who are still struggling with 
Covid-19 anxiety, in the comfort and 
safety of their own homes. A real 
positive to come out of the pandemic.

It’s testament to the hard work and 
dedication of the DanceSyndrome 
team that they are committed to offering 
such a diverse range of opportunities. 
Jen’s determination to change the 
world through dance is reflected in 
every member of the team and her 
values are embedded in every activity, 
whether that’s a national festival or a 
workshop in a Lancashire community. 
Everyone is genuinely welcomed with 
open arms and supported to be the 
best that can be. 

When Jen says, “I am changing 
people’s lives through dance”, she 
is 100% correct! Research with 
participants in DanceSyndrome 
workshops showed that they report 
many improvements in their lives 
after a workshop, including feeling 
physically fitter, having improved 
mental health, feeling that they have 
a better social life, having a sense 
of belonging and being included, 
being more able to communicate and 
ultimately just feeling happier. It’s 
no wonder that Jen and her charity 
are receiving so much attention. 
What’s not to love about this amazing 
initiative? 

If you would like to support this 
unique local charity, there are lots 
of ways that you can get involved.

Check out their website: 

www.dancesyndrome.co.uk 

or email 

info@dancesyndrome.co.uk

for more information.

“I am very proud of what 
DanceSyndrome has achieved.  
I started this charity to help other 
people like me who couldn’t access 
opportunities in dance because 
they had a learning disability. I 
always feel so proud when I see 
my friends living a life in dance 
because I know that my charity has 
helped them to follow their dreams” 

- Jen Blackwell

Jodie Turner Dorothy Shepherd



Everybody 
Dance 

Sessions
£5 per person

Chorley:
Tues  1-2pm

Preston:
Weds  10-11am

Zoom:
Mon  7-8pm
Tues  2-3pm

Visit www.dancesyndrome.co.uk/events to book a place!

Clitheroe: 
Sat  10:30-11:30am

Great Harwood: 
Sat 11am-12pm

Can you support 
our work?

Donations help to create 
happiness, friendships & 
opportunities for people 

often excluded from 
mainstream dance.

To donate online visit:
www.dancesyndrome.co.uk/donate

To donate by text:
£5 - text DANCE to 70970
£10 - text DANCE to 70191

£20 - text DANCE20 to 70191

Donations 
gratefully 
received

Could your 
business 
sponsor a 
workshop?

Could you 
volunteer or 
fundraise to 
support our 

work?

www.dancesyndrome.co.uk      info@dancesyndrome.co.uk


