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Looking beyond the glitz of 
the pageant world.

Blinding lights so hot they might induce 
heatstroke shine on an empty stage. 
Americana music blares loudly over-
head, making it almost seem like you’re 
at happy hour. Girls in sparkling sequins 
slowly begin to !ll the stage, their curls 
merrily bouncing as they strut on and 
off in a choreographed line. Their el!n 
faces are caked in makeup, and they all 
wear the same expression: teeth pulled 
into smiles so large and arti!cial they 
resemble dolls. The only thing that sets 
these beauty queens apart from the real 
Barbie is their age.
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 Competing in pageants has led to  
several other opportunities for the girls. In  
addition to traveling across the country, they’ve  
pursued careers in modeling and acting—career 
paths usually associated with the glitz lifestyle.  
Cortlyn has already been in three commercials. 
Despite their burgeoning success, their father 
is reluctant to let them get too involved in 
show business. “An agent out in California says 
we should come out there,” Kasik says. “But  
Cortlyn is just a freshman. We’d rather have her 
grow up to be a normal girl. It scares me to go 
out there. It’s an avenue that we might pursue 
someday, but we’ll see.” !is is why the Kasik 
family keeps it natural. 
 “In the natural pageant system, there’s no 
swimsuit section, and the talent section is  
optional. !ey’re only scored on formal wear, 
the judges’ interviews and the introduction 
where they stand in front of an audience and 
say a little about themselves,” Kasik says. !e 
competition is comprised of "ve age groups, 
and true to the modest form of a natural  
pageant, the "rst three groups are barred from 
wearing makeup. Kasik is quick to dismiss the 
idea that the girls are overexposed or forced 
into performing and even quicker to note the 
di#erence between the people you see on TV 
and those you meet in real life—glitz or natural. 
“You meet a lot of nice people. !e girls meet 
kids that are probably going to be leaders some-
day. One in 400 are the loopy, pageant moms 
you see on TV,” Kasik says. “Everyone is really 
nice. It’s very rare to see pageant moms out 
for blood.”
 Pageants such as National American Miss 
and their beauty queens Averee and Cortlyn $y 
under the radar for fostering healthy qualities 
in young kids. And critics are quick to dismiss 
any bene"ts. Reality TV doesn’t expose much of 
what’s real about child beauty pageants—even 
in the world of glitz. “It’s nothing like ‘Toddlers 
and Tiaras,’” Kasik says "rmly. “It’s the girls—
not how much makeup they have on.”

Child beauty pageants have been a heated topic 
in the U.S. since their inception in the 1960s. 
Today, there are a reported 25,000 child pag-
eants in the U.S., and the industry brings in 
over a billion dollars each year. And it’s grow-
ing faster than the tots who participate. We’ve 
all seen shows like TLC’s reality TV show  
“Toddlers and Tiaras,” where mini-beauty 
queens are stereotyped as over-sexualized little 
girls running amok with stage mothers follow-
ing suit. What the general public isn’t privy 
to is that there are two types of child beauty 
pageants: glitz and natural. !e glitz side, dra-
matized on reality television, is where girls 
get spray tans, sport wigs and wear $ippers—
retainer-like sets of fake teeth used to create 
the perfect grin when real ones are under the 
pillow. Conversely, natural pageants are much 
more laid back, outlawing swimsuits and even 
makeup for some age groups.

LITTLE PRINCESSES
 Child beauty pageants were thrust 
into prominence following the murder of  
JonBenét Ramsey in 1996—a murder that 
to this day hasn’t been solved and has cast  
suspicious light on pageant life for young girls. 
Ramsey, a 6-year-old contestant known for her 
success in pageants, became internationally 
recognized as a victim of not only murder but 
also overexposure. Many news outlets blamed 
Ramsey’s untimely death on her parents’ a%u-
ence and her competitive status in pageants. 
 !e argument between pageant-support-
ers and opponents remains the same today.  
Entering children into beauty pageants exposes 
them to all sorts of supposed risks. !e most  

common is the notion that they’ll grow up with 
an unhealthy perception of what it means to be 
beautiful. !ose who support beauty pageants 
argue that pageants foster healthy competi-
tion, improve self-worth and allow children to  
express themselves creatively. 
 Despite the negative publicity, child beauty 
pageants have only gained steam since their 
 entry into the public eye. According to a “Good 
Morning America” report, 3 million children 
participate each year, and child pageants are 
the fastest-growing segment of the beauty  
pageant market. 

MISS CONGENIALITY
 Jill Worley, a pageant organizer and mom 
from Broseley, Mo., emphasizes the di#er-
ence between glitz and natural pageants, and 
the bene"ts and shortcomings of both. “Glitz 
pageants are more of the big style with hair-
pieces, fake eyelashes, spray tanning—that 
kind of stu#,” Worley says. “!e natural world 
is a natural little girl. She doesn’t have a perfect 
head of hair. !ere’s quite a bit of di#erence.” 
 In addition to di#erences in style, glitz  
pageants tend to be more costly for parents. All 
that extra oomph isn’t cheap. However, glitz 
pageants reward competitors with larger cash 
prizes. “It’s very costly as a parent,” Worley says. 
“I look at it on the director side—more chil-
dren can be involved in a natural pageant. It 
gives more little girls chances to do something. 
I think that we need to have the all-American 
little girl next door. I just don’t think you have 
to have all that.”
 !ough Worley has never been very involved 
in putting together a glitz pageant, she’s still  

familiar with the atmosphere. But she’s quick to 
bat away the accusation that glitz pageants are 
more destructive for a child in comparison to a 
natural pageant. “My daughter used to compete 
on the glitz side,” Worley says. “!ere’s nothing 
wrong with the glitz world at all. It’s amazing 
what the girls can do and how beautiful they 
look. All pageants are good for kids.” 

GIRLS JUST WANNA HAVE FUN
 !e Kasik sisters from Mechanicsville, 
Iowa, are far from the pu#ed-up princesses on  
“Toddlers and Tiaras.” In fact, they’re more like 
Olive Hoover from “Little Miss Sunshine.” 
Averee and Cortlyn, ages 7 and 14, compete 
in natural pageants simply because they like to. 
“I like doing it because I get con"dence from 
it, and I get to meet so many people,” Cort-
lyn says. “You can learn skills from the inter-
views that you can use later in life.” Cortlyn got  
involved in the pageant circuit when she was 
her younger sister’s age—7 years old. 
 Her father, Scott Kasik, says she was born 
for it. “When she was 6 or 7, she did dance 
in the local town. !ey didn’t have any other 
place where she could perform, so we thought 
this would be a good venue for her to get to do 
some more dancing,” Kasik says. 
 !e girls compete in one of the largest  
national competitions, National Ameri-
can Miss. Over the years, Cortlyn has been 
crowned Miss Iowa three times, most recently 
this year, and since Averee has started, she has 
been crowned Miss Iowa in her age division 
once. In addition to winning their respective 
state titles, the girls have racked up other prizes 
including several runners-up nods, a spread in 
“Pageantry” magazine and the national title of 
Top Model for Cortlyn in 2007. 
 “Traveling is my favorite part,” Cortlyn says. 
“Iowa isn’t big and grand, so it’s cool to go 
to places like Las Vegas to see all the lights.” 
Averee wholeheartedly agrees with her big  
sister. “It’s just really fun to meet so many 
friends,” says Averee with a grin. “I think it’s 
because you travel and meet di#erent girls, and 
you get to wear pretty dresses.” 

COACH’S Q&A
Michele Strom, pageant coach and 
owner of Winning Crown Boutique in 
Omaha, Neb., shares what it takes to be 
a showstopper. 

Q: How much time do competitors put 
into preparing for a pageant?

A: Every competitor is different in how 
they want to prepare. But I recom-
mend weekly training sessions for 6-8 
weeks prior to any competition for seri-
ous competitors.

Q: What is the most important compo-
nent of competition?

A: The interview is most important. That 
is where competitors can verbalize 
who they are and share their goals. Too 
many girls spend thousands of dollars 
on the dress and wardrobe and forget 
about learning how to interview for the 
competition. This is your one chance to 
win over the judges with your thoughts 
and passion.

Q: How do you know when a contes-
tant is fully prepared?

A: A contestant is fully prepared when 
they can verbalize who they are in the 
interview without asking me, “Should I 
say this?” It’s all about knowing what 
your best qualities are and letting  
everyone know.

Q: How do you know when a contes-
tant has “it”?

A: The “it” factor to me is when you can 
meet a girl for the !rst time and you’re 
immediately interested in what she has 
to say. She’s very natural and doesn’t 
have to try to be someone she’s not. 
You can’t take your eyes off her. 

sidebar by Rachel Landes

“It’s nothing like Toddlers 
and Tiaras. It’s the girls—
not how much makeup 
they have on.”  -Scott Kasik

“Glitz pageants 
are more of the 
big style with 
hairpieces, 
fake eyelashes, 
spray tanning —
that kind 
of stuff, the 
natural world is 
a natural little 
girl.”  -Jill Worley
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