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Gemma Campion, 20, is one of many Australians

affected by scoliosis. The severe curvein her spine

caused her excruciating back pain that required
surgery, and since her recovery Gemma has
dedicated herself to making sure other girls

like her know they aren’t alone.

BY VANESSA SAFAJOU

At16, Gemmawenttothe
doctorwithasimpleflu, but
when herdoctorasked herto lift
the back of hershirt, shewas
immediately diagnosed with
scoliosis, whichisanabnormal
curvature of the spine. When
ascoliosis developsthe spine
bends sideways and rotates
alongitsverticalaxis. These
changes have cosmeticand
physiological effects with long-
term consequences, which
may resultin significant health
problemswith severe curves,
according to Scoliosis Australia.
The curvein Gemma’s spine
was 64 degreesand caused her
alotof pain, oftenleaving herin
tearsfromthe pain of carrying
herbackpack.

Afewmonths afterherdiagno-
sis, Gemma underwent surgery
to correctthe curveinherspine,
anditwas during herrecoveryin
hospital where Gemmafinally
metsomeonewho knew
exactly whatshewas going
through —the girl sharing her
hospital roomwasthereforthe
same procedure. “Before lhad
surgerylwasn'tabletotalkto
anyonewho has scoliosisand
Ifeltsoalone says Gemma. ‘|
hadagood support network
butldidntreally have anyone
that truly understood what
Iwas goingthrough. We got
alongreallywelland supported
each otherin hospital,and after
leaving hospital we continued
tokeepincontactand support
eachother”shesays.

Inherresearch, Gemmacame
across the scoliosis group,
Curvy Girls. Curvy Girlsisanet-
work of peer-led support
groups, andtheirmissionisto
reduce the emotionalimpact of
scoliosis by empowering girls
through mutual supportand
acceptance. “Ithoughtthatit
was cool butdidn'treally know
how | could be part ofit” she
says. ‘| spoke to my parentsand
closefriendsandthey encour-
aged meto contact Curvy Girls
inNew Yorkand seeif| could
startagroupin Sydney” And
that's exactly what she did.
Curvy Girls Sydney haditsfirst
meetingin Marchthis yearwith
justone girl, butthat number
has since grownto eight girls,
includingonewhojoinsvia
Skype from Singapore,and
Gemma couldn'tbe more
thrilled to be helping these girls
throughtheirscoliosisjourneys.

“Iknow howitfeelsto bealone

and nothaveanyonetotalkto
about scoliosis,and | also know
whatit’s like to feel supported
while having scoliosis,” she says.

“The support | receivedthrough

my friend was so helpfuland
lwantedto give othergirlsthe
opportunity to be supported
justlikelwas”

Gemmasays herexperience
with scoliosisand Curvy Girls
has helped herlearnsomuch
about herselfand has given her
more confidence. “I'velearned
that not everyone willunder-
standwhatyou're going
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through, and that’s okay. You needto
findandtalktothose peoplewhodo
understand;” she says. Earlierthis year,
Gemmaattended the International
Curvy Girls Conferencein New York
with 90 other girls at all different
stagesintheirscoliosisjourneys,

and sheisworking hard to raise funds
toreturnin 2018 with her Sydney
group members.

Curvy Girls hasintroduced Gemma
and hundreds of girlsjust like herto
aglobal network of supportand
understanding, and she hopesto help
this network growand continue to
help make living with scoliosis a little
biteasierforyounggirls.
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