Molly moves on after giving up crown 

MISS TEEN CANADA: W. Ross Macdonald student relinquishes title before 2010 term begins 

Brantford Expositor
Posted By RICHARD BEALES

March 3, 2010

Updated 33 mins ago

	
	


W. Ross Macdonald School student Molly Burke was a ground-breaker last year, when she became the first visually impaired girl ever to win the Miss Teen Canada International pageant. 

Now, the petite 16-year-old from Oakville is making even more news by parting ways with the organization. She relinquished her crown before her 2010 term even began, with her family's blessing. The Burkes said they just weren't comfortable with the terms of the agreement that was presented to Molly. 

And there is still more news. 

"Next Friday, I will be running with the Paralympic torch, which is very exciting," said Molly. 

She isn't sure of the details yet -nobody is at this stage - but she knows that she'll be in Toronto between noon and 2 p.m. to get her uniform and the details about who she'll be running with. It may even be Bill Morgan, a teacher at W. Ross and a former Paralympian in judo, who is also confirmed as a torchbearer. 

As for the Miss Teen Canada gig, "the contract wasn't what I was expecting to see," the Grade 10 student said in an interview at her family's home. 

"It was a little open-ended," said her father, Peter, who routinely handled contracts through his former job with Torstar Media's business ventures and in his current role with non-profit Accessible Media Inc. 

Representatives of Miss Teen Canada International could not be reached for comment. 

"My job as Molly's parent is to look after her interests," Peter Burke said. "The scholarship... the writing of it didn't make sense. I told them, 'This isn't set up properly'. " 

So, he asked if he could take the contract to his lawyer. 

"They said, 'No, we don't want you to do that.' At the end of the day, if they're not willing to sit down and address that ...,"

He said that, even though he was told "we don't negotiate," the Miss Teen Canada organization was willing to make allowances in the contract for Gypsy, Molly's guide dog. But still, Peter said, there were no guarantees that the places his daughter would be sent would take care of her needs. 

"Molly could be sent to Winnipeg," he said, "and the person there could go, 'I didn't know the dog was that big.' " 

Other conditions seemed just arbitrary, Molly added. 

"It says I can't wear jeans for the next two years," not just at official functions, but anywhere. 

But the Burkes, especially Molly, are putting it all behind them now. 

"Anything I can get from it, I can get without it," she said. "If it's not in my best interest, then it's not of interest to me." 

That's not to say there was nothing positive about the experience. 

"The entire Miss Teen adventure, from the beginning to the end, taught me a lot and helped me grow a lot. I look at the positive parts of it." 

That included lasting friendships, including one with a fellow contestant who filmed Molly's story as part of a York University assignment. The resulting video can be seen at http://vimeo.com/8234373. 

Molly has an extremely active life, even without Miss Teen Canada. 

"I have a job at the (Oakville) YMCA. I was a camp counsellor in the summer and now I work on Tuesday evenings and Saturday mornings in the rock-climbing room." 

She helps fasten kids into their harnesses and send them up the wall and bring them back down. 

In November, she won the Oakville Y's peace award. And she has also r association with the Foundation Fighting Blindness. 

"I've been working with the Foundation Fighting Blindness since I was 4 or 5, as long as I can remember. I'm kind of their youth ambassador. So with any fundraiser, I'm there and behind it. And recently, I'm trying to get as involved as I can with Cycle for Sight." 

That's a major FFB fundraiser, set for June 19. 

"They cycle all the way from Toronto to Collingwood," Molly said. "There's quite a few blind riders. Last year there were 75 and they're bringing that up to 150. 

"And I'm getting the YMCA involved with that. I'm hoping to get a YMCA team together and I want to cycle myself." 

Public speaking is also a big part of her life. 

"The most recent thing is I went to a school, Post Corners in north Oakville, and talked to Grade 7s and 8 and Grade 3s." 

It was part of a campaign called Irespect, an international movement, which promotes positive tolerance and active citizenship amount young people. 

The focus of her speech? 

"Respect everybody for their differences, whether that's a disability or ethnicity or religion - or anything. Even just the way people dress." 

She got a very positive response. 

"A teacher who runs the programs said 'That was great. I'm going to let other schools know.' " 

Next up is a speech at a high school in Burlington. And she's also being asked to take part in an April 22 Canadian Centre for Diversity youth forum in Toronto, called "A world without Stigma." This year's theme is "That's so Hate," a play on the slur, "That's so Gay." 

The centre's website says it all in its first paragraph: "At the Canadian Centre for Diversity, we have a vision: A Canadian society without prejudice and discrimination. A society that celebrates diversity, difference, and inclusion." 

And that's a message close to Molly's heart. 

"You don't make fun of a person for being different. You respect them." 

Molly has matured greatly in the past two years, since her days as a young teen "pretty much hating life" and wondering what the world held for a person with chronically deteriorating vision. She credits W. Ross Macdonald School for helping her evolve into a positive, confident young woman ready to take the positives out of any adversity and help others who may need a boost of their own. 

"Being around people who understood what it's like... that helped me accept it," she said. "I think I grew a lot in the past two years. When I look back at the Grade 8 me, it's a totally different person." 

And the school has also helped her grow in practical ways. 

"They've really helped me with my skills," the Grade 10 student said. 

One of those is Braille reading, writing and math. "That's been a big one. I hadn't done Braille in a long time and they helped me develop really good Braille skills." 

Now, with her confidence at a high level, Molly is preparing to leave the school for classes at White Oaks Secondary School in Oakville. 

"It's going to be easier to take the step from W. Ross to high school to college than to go right (to college) from W. Ross in a class of five." 

She's already considering a program at Humber College on working with non-profit organizations, and she also wants to continue with motivational and public speaking. 

"I've always kind of known it was something I wanted to do on the side," she said. Now, the goal is more central. Perhaps, she said, she can eventually secure a position with the Foundation Fighting Blindness. 

"I think my dream job would be to work for them."

