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By Carson Blackwelder

Lauren Potter - a young woman taking on the entertainment industry - portrays a cheer-
leader with special needs both on and off camera. The effects of her role as an activist for 
the special needs community are felt worldwide, and her bravery and strength of charac-
ter shine through. In a time when people are worried and self-conscious about how they 
look in front of others, Lauren urges you to stand up for what you think is right.

LAUREN
POTTER 

ACTRESS. ACTIVIST. CHEERLEADER.

 South Africa. New Zealand. Australia. 
England. France. What do these places 
have in common? They have all been 
touched by a young woman with 
Down syndrome who is using her rise 
to fame to speak out against the mis-
treatment of people with special needs. 
Lauren Potter — a girl who dreamed 
of being an actress in her favorite mov-
ies — is making her mark on Holly-
wood and speaking out against the one 
thing she cannot stand: bullying. 

HigH sCHool and Beginning 
as an aCtress

The world knows her as Becky Jack-
son, the witty cheerleader on the hit 
Fox comedy Glee. But to those closest 
to her, Lauren will always be the little 
girl who dreamed of the “spotlight.”

“She would say, ‘Here, I have an act 
for you Mommy. Watch,’” says Robin 
Sinkhorn, Lauren’s mother. “She would 
dance to music that was on, and she 
was always wanting to act out every 
little scene for us when she was in her 
playpen.”

The desire to be in the spotlight was 
not something that Lauren lost as she 
got older. 

Lauren attended Riverside Poly 
High School in sunny Riverside, 
California. It was there that she first 
began to put her acting chops to the 
test as a member of the school’s drama 
club, participating in as many plays as 
possible.

“Now that I think about it,” Robin 
recalls, “Lauren wasn’t in any of the 
plays. They weren’t very inclusive then, 

but they are making strides toward be-
ing more open now.”

When she was 14, Lauren and her 
mother discovered Heart & Halo Tal-
ent, a special talent agency out of the 
Down Syndrome Association of Los 
Angeles organization. 

Robin says that she knew her daugh-
ter wanted to pursue acting, but she 
also knew cruel industry.

“Lauren said, ‘I want to do that, I 
want to do that,’ and as a parent you 
kind of try to let them down easy,” 
Robin explains. “I told her, ‘Lauren, 
that’s fine, but there are only a few 
people that get in and make it.’”

But less than two years after sending 
in her headshots, Lauren got her first 
big break: an audition for the movie 
Mr. Blue Sky. 
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auditions and Breaking 
into tHe industry

Directed by Sarah Gurfield, Mr. Blue 
Sky is a coming-of-age story of three 
friends who struggle with life, love and 
the stigma society places on people 
with Down syndrome.  

Lauren still gushes about landing 
her role as Andra Little in the film. “I 
did want to be an actress for years, and 
I did Mr. Blue Sky when I was 16,” 
Lauren says. 

On the set of Mr. Blue Sky, Lauren 
realized she enjoyed the show business 
atmosphere. “Lauren loved it,” Robin 
says, “but she really enjoyed that the 
cast was like a family. They still keep in 
touch to this day.” 

Still excited from the success of her 
first film, Mr. Blue Sky, Lauren decided 
to try out for a chance to be on the 

Riverside Poly high school cheerlead-
ing team.

Robin says she had a few reserva-
tions about Lauren trying out. “The 
assistant coach had told me that if 
Lauren went to all of the tryouts and 
was pretty good, that they would find 
a spot on the team for her — it was an 
inclusive thing they were going to try,” 
Robin says. 

“So instead of giving Lauren the 
reality that she may not make the team, 
I just let her go right on and try out … 
I mean, I had already been told that she 
was going to make it.”

So Robin was surprised when she 
received an email from the school saying 
Lauren hadn’t made the cut. “The coach 
had decided that it would be too much 
for a competitive team for Lauren to be 
on it,” Robin says, adding that she felt 
bad because she hadn’t prepared Lauren 
for the sting of rejection.    

“I felt really bad, and I really wanted 
to compete,” Lauren recalls. 

Little did she know her fortune was 
about to change. 

“My agent told my mom about 
Becky Jackson on Glee and that she was 
a cheerleader,” Lauren says. 

“I showed everybody. I proved it to 
them!” 

“When I was a little 
girl, there were bullies, 

and they would beat 
me down and make me 

eat sand … and they 
called me the ‘R-word.’” 
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glee: tHe opportunity of a 
lifetime 

The cheerleading odeal had taught 
Robin to be realistic about the possi-
bility of Lauren being denied. 

“When Glee came up, I told her that 
there were 13 other girls trying out and 
that she probably wouldn’t get the role, 
but that you can try out and do any-
thing you set your mind to,” Robin says. 
“The rest is history on that one.”

Lauren beat the 13 other girls for the 
coveted role on Glee. And as she walked 
onto the set for the first time, Lauren 
could not believe it — she had arrived. 

“It was like a family there, and it was 
totally awesome,” she says. “My favorite 
part is working with the actors and the 
crew.”

Robin says the thing she enjoys most 
about the show is that it blurs the line 
of inclusion. 

“We would love to see more people 
with disabilities in roles on TV and in 
movies,” she says. “We want it to be 
focused on the talent of the individual 
rather than some disease or handicap 
that will help them play the role better.” 

Lauren and her mother are thrilled 
with the opportunities Glee has 
opened up for them. They say they 
can’t help but do everything they can 

to give back to children with special 
needs and try to help them realize their 
big dreams.  

Lauren has since transformed her 
role as a star into an opportunity to be 
an ambassador for others in the special 
needs community.

Confronting Bullying
Of all of the issues the special needs 

community is faced with, Lauren is 
most intrigued and involved with   the 
isue of bullying.

Lauren says she has not only wit-
nessed her fair share of people being 
bullied, but she has also been on the re-
ceiving end of some of the worst, most 
direct forms of torment and humilia-
tion that can be targeted at people with 
special needs. 

“When I was a little girl, there were 
bullies, and they would beat me down 
and make me eat sand … and they 
called me the ‘R-word,’” Lauren says.

“Sometimes, mean kids would talk 
about me behind my back, and this one 
time, some boys were walking behind 
me making weird noises and laughing 
at me.” 

Never one to take insults in stride, 
Lauren confronted her tormentors.  

“I turned around and asked them 
why they would do something like 
that,” she says. 

“I told them to grow up.”
This was the one thing the bullies 

didn’t expect. Robin says she is still 
shocked every time Lauren stands up 
to a bully.

“Lauren surprises me in everything 
that she does,” Robin says. “Lauren is 
definitely a spunky girl and isn’t afraid 
to stand up for herself.”

Robin also says that growing up with 
three brothers has made Lauren tough. 
And Robin always knew there was the 
chance Lauren would be bullied, so she 
had instilled in Lauren the confidence 
to stand up not only for herself, but also 
for others who are bullied.

“Last year, I was with my mom in 
Target, and I realized some girls were 
talking about me. The girls were saying 
‘retard’ in a sneeze,” Lauren says.

Age:  21

Birthday:  May 10, 1990
Glee character:  Becky Jackson
Favorite TV show: Glee (of course), 
Pretty Little Liars and Shake it 
Up
Favorite Glee character: Quinn Fabray
Favorite movie: Alvin and the 
Chipmunks
Favorite book: The Secret Garden

Favorite song to dance to:  “Crush” by 
Selena Gomez
Favorite travel destination: New York City
Celebrity crush: Taylor Lautner
Role model: Jane Lynch
Dream role: Singing on Glee
Biggest dream: Having an amazing 
man to love and spend my life with!

Wabi
Facts

Favorite color: Red
Favorite memory: Spending time with 
my brothers and my mom
Favorite food: Junk food
Favorite animal: My cat, Oliver

Lauren Potter and the 
cast of Glee, pose at the 
68th Annual Golden Globe 
Awards on Jan. 16, 2011 
in Beverly Hills, California 
where the show won three 
awards. 
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“I said, ‘Hey, Mom, why do those 
girls say I’m a retard?’ Then I said to 
them, ‘Really? Are you kidding me?’”

Once again, Lauren had caught the 
bullies off guard. 

Robin says bullies are always shocked 
when Lauren stands up for herself, but 
she acknowledges that not everyone 
has the ability or the confidence to do 
the same. 

“Glee gives Lauren the chance to 
speak out and gives her a platform that 
makes what she is working toward 
that much more relevant,” Robin says. 
“She has been speaking out for issues 
that haven’t really been spoken about 
before. And obviously, because of her 
fame, people are listening. It has given 
Lauren a voice.”

Lauren’s voice has involved trotting 
her “R-word” Campaign around differ-
ent areas of the country.

She never knows who she will meet, 
but often she finds exactly the kind of 
people she wants to reach out to.

Robin recounts their recent trip to 
Alaska in which a girl in the audience 
— one without any recognizable dis-
ability — spoke up after Lauren’s speech. 

The girl told Lauren how inspira-
tional she was to her, and that she was 
grateful to have her as a role model. 
Robin says the audience was moved to 
tears by the girl’s story of feeling like 
a social outcast and her struggles with 
thoughts of suicide. 

“I said that she can do it and that I’m 
here to help her,” Lauren says.

CyBerBullying: Bullying in 
tHe 21st Century

Sometimes, the worst bullying occurs 
under the cover of anonymity. Since 
taking her role on Glee, Lauren says she 
has been a victim of cyberbulling mul-
tiple times. 

“It really hurts me,” Lauren says.
And it happens more often than she 

would like. People have posted profane 
things to Lauren’s Facebook wall, creat-
ing a mess for her mother to clean up. 
Robin recalls one post that was espe-
cially cruel. 

“It was really awful things, like a 

poster that would say, ‘You just ran in 
the Special Olympics, and you won. But 
you are still a retard,’” Robin says.

Another awful bullying instance oc-
curred when someone online posed as 
another one of the Glee cast members 
and tried to coax Lauren into coming 
to London. 

“It was really a real lie,” Lauren says. “I 
was crying, and I was like, ‘Mom! Mom! 
Help me, please.’”

When the constant harassment be-
comes too much to handle, Lauren’s 
fans run to her rescue.

“Soon there were hundreds of mes-
sages from fans,” Robin says. “There 

were hundreds of notifications of peo-
ple saying that they had Lauren’s back. It 
was truly moving.”

Lauren was so gratified that she 
posted a message on Facebook thank-
ing everyone for the support. Within 
two hours, there were more than 100 
messages from fans all over the world 
reassuring her that she was right.

“People were standing up for her and 
supporting her, so it ended up being a 
good thing,” Robin says.

Bullying can still hurt, but mostly, 
bullying fuels Lauren’s passion to stand 
up, speak out and teach others that their 
actions have hurtful consequences.

Robin stresses how she and Lauren 
are not trying to be the “word police,” 
but instead are trying to provide people 
with a lexicon of words that are less 
hurtful to people with special needs. 

“It is then up to the person to either 

Above: Lauren with Miss Maryland, Miss Teen USA and Miss District of Columbia at the 
Audi Best Buddies Challenge in Washington, D.C.
Top right: Lauren and Capt. Chesley ‘Sully’ Sullenberer, who saved the lives of all 155 
people on U.S. Airways Flight 1549 by landing in the Hudson River, on January 15, 2009.  
Bottom right: Lauren jogs at the Audi Best Buddies Challenge: Hearst Castle, a 100-mile 
cycling fundraiser, on Saturday, September 10, 2011.

take that to heart or to continue abusing 
words that they now know, for a fact, 
can hurt peoples’ feelings.”

“If Lauren can reach somebody that 
needs help and give them the inspira-
tion and resources that they need, I 
think that is the purpose of all of this,” 
Robin says. 

WHat tHe future Holds
Lauren says she will continue to sup-

port organizations that she feels rep-
resent her passions and the things she 
stands for.

At the 2011 VH1 Do Something! 
Awards, hosted by Jane Lynch, Lau-
ren presented the night’s biggest award 
to Sarah Cronk, a student at Whitman 
College in Walla Walla, Washington.

Cronk  has established an organiza-
tion called “The Sparkle Effect,” which 
aims to provide special needs children  Ph
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“Glee gives Lauren the 
chance to speak out 
and gives her a plat-

form that makes what 
she is working toward 
that much more rel-
evant. She has been 

speaking out for issues 
that haven’t really been 
spoken about before.”

with disabilities from Downs syndrome 
to autism an opportunity to be on an  
inclusive cheerleading team.

“They go into cheerleading squads, 
like the one at [Riverside] Poly, and 
they have kids with special needs get to 
be a part of the squad,” Robin says.

“They get to train with the cheerlead-
ers, wear the uniform and go out on the 
field. It is an inclusionary process that lets 
kids who want to be cheerleaders simply 
be cheerleaders, rather than just the typi-
cal girls that get to go to competitions.”

Not only did Lauren present the 
award to “The Sparkle Effect,” but she 
also paid a surprise visit to one of the 
squads on ABC’s Everyday Health.

Everyday Health, which airs Saturdays 
on ABC, showcases Americans who face 
and overcome health issues, as well as 
others who are just paying it forward.

“These kids are Lauren’s biggest fans, 

STOP
BULLYING

eduCate
Challenge the stereotypes and   
misconceptions about disabilities 
and special needs. 

ask questions
Frame questions that allow insight 
into school or online activity. 

speak up
Nofity teachers, parents, politi-
cians or community leaders. 

Build Community
Reach out to families that are
affected by special needs and 
invite them to participate in 
community events.

disaBle Bullying
Share the possibilities and success-
es of people with special needs. 

abilitypath.org’s action steps 
to disable bullying of children 
with special needs:

Go to www.abilitypath.org 
to see Lauren Potter’s 
disable bullying video. 

25 percent of the general 
student population report being 

bullied each year.

60 percent of students with 
disabilities report being bullied 

each year.

43 percent of kids report having 
been bullied while online.

and they didn’t know she was coming,” 
Robin says.

The representation of special needs 
children in Hollywood is something 
Lauren is passionate about. She is a part 
of a committee that focuses on the rep-
resentation of people with disabilities in 
film and television.

Lauren does not want to be known as 
“that girl with Down syndrome.”

“I don’t want to be cast just because 
of my disability,” Lauren says. “I would 
love to play a romantic girlfriend in a 
movie or show.”

But Lauren’s dreams go far beyond 
that of the big or small screens.

“In my future, I would like to do 
cooking, because I love to cook things,” 
Lauren says. “And I would like to do 
Broadway.”

“Oh, Broadway?” Robin asks. “That’s 
news to me.”

AUDI BEST BUDDIES CHALLENGE




