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At the age of fourteen, the world is so big and it seems as if anything is possible. This is true for the most part, except for the fact that not everyone obtains the drive or knowledge to succeed. Life is not guaranteed from one day to the next and there are curve balls along the way, but the choice to overcome challenges and accomplish goals is the same for every person. Sometimes learning from experiences, whether they ended in success or failure, is the only way to pursue the next step the world has to offer. I consider some of my greatest assets to be past experiences because they taught me how to achieve anything I desire, and without them I would be less of the person that I am today. Successful entrepreneur and businessman John V. Barton II shares his ideas about how past experiences helped mold him into the man he is today in an interview by saying “I think about Robert Fulgham's bestseller "All I Really need to Know I learned In Kindergarten" and I believe that there is a similar idea that there are tremendous life-long lessons about how to treat people and the value of hard work to be learned from early work experiences” (Willoughby 37). At fourteen years of age I unknowingly learned a simple model of how to earn success. Making the color guard squad my freshmen year of high school taught me how overcoming nervousness, practicing daily, and having belief in oneself prove to go a long way.


I’m a firm believer in the saying “to know where you are going you have to know where you’ve been”. However, where I’ve been is not somewhere I’d necessarily want to go back to. In today’s society, more than ever, it is easy for teenagers to get caught up in labels that end up limiting who they are and all the potential they hold. In fact, there are many challenges adolescents face; one example of such challenges is bullying which seems to be an increasing trend among preteens and teens alike. In The Journal for the Education of the Gifted authors Bain and Peters share a startling statistic from a conducted study.  “In a recent study, 22.7% of high school students reported that they had been victimized in the past month. In the same study, more than 30% of students reported that they bullied another student during the last month” (Bain and Peters 1). Personally, I have never been bullied in a physical sense. However, I understand the limiting factors on one’s true self when everyone seems to want to place you in a box for their own sense of worth. It is then so easy to get caught in the image in which others see you, and this is one of the first challenges everyone faces. The decision to break free of labels is an often difficult and complicated one.
“Shy” was a word used to describe me throughout my school years. Although I was not even in high school yet, others had already ruled me out as the shy girl; this was my label. I suppose at the time it fit me because I was a petite, soft-spoken girl who rarely looked people in the eyes when I talked to them, if I said anything to them at all. So when my history teacher passed around a flyer in class promoting the high school color guard try-outs, I’m sure I was the last person who people thought would be interested. However, I was very interested. I was so interested and excited that I told my friends that very same day my plans to try out for the squad. Naturally they were happy for me but I know they had their extreme doubts, especially considering my shyness. It wasn’t just my friends who doubted me; I doubted myself and my nervousness began to intensify. The transition from middle school to high school can be an overwhelming experience in itself and I was about to increase those fears by stepping out of my comfort zone. The thought of trying out for my future high school’s color guard with girls two and three years older than me definitely brought the best of my nerves out. All anxiety aside, I showed up on that first day of try-outs and in a way it was my first step in overcoming those doubts and nerves. It would be ideal to mention that my nerves stopped there but they didn’t, and in fact they increased. Each day during the week of try-outs I found myself very intimidated by the girls who seemed more mature; automatically I figured they were more appealing than a timid eighth grader such as me. So I did the only thing I could do- I remained poised in the sight of my nervousness. Never letting my fear show throughout that week of tryouts had me at least looking like I knew what I was doing and I exuded a confidence.

What really put me ahead of my older and more experienced competitors were the hours I committed each day to practicing the material taught. What I could not make up for in age and experience, I knew I’d have to compensate with the highest level of precision that I could deliver. That week I became a human sponge, absorbing everything I could and looking for ways to improve. I practiced my angles, marching, and dance routine each day and made sure to be my toughest judge yet. During practices I was hard on myself, and it kept me humble and kept my technique sharp. Since I had no flag to take home, I found myself using our cleaning mop to practice with. I’m sure I looked pretty silly twirling a mop around in our front yard but I wasn’t concerned. I was focused on my goal to be on the squad and there was nothing that could stop me. Now looking back, the hours I spent twirling that mop really taught me more about practice and hard work than it did about color guard.

Without hard work and dedication the path to success is a narrow one; special talents can only take a person so far. I suppose my drive to succeed was powered by the circumstances that attempted to hold me back, and this drive led me to turn into a dedicated individual. Successful cameraman Brett Akagi explains in an interview, “I am fortunate to be included with all the other regional photojournalists because I, like them, worked my tail off. There were a lot of long (and unpaid) hours shooting, writing and editing that finally paid off”(Akagi 1). My experience mirrors this same view, for all the extra hours I spent practicing that week before try outs were unpaid. All things considered, I can’t deny that the long hours paid off in the long run. 

When the end of that week came I truly believed that I deserved a spot on the team. It was my turn to put all I had learned to use, and I could feel I was standing a little taller. I had figured I might as well give the audition everything I had to give since I had made it that far. This meant there was no room for my self-doubts I had once so easily carried with me. No longer did I feel like the incapable and timid fourteen year-old I was just a week prior to that day. Not only did I feel like a new and improved person, but I knew for a fact that I was a new person. For the first time in my life I had done something that no one, including myself, believed I could do; ironically I had become my own biggest supporter. It was that belief that I had in myself that carried me throughout the audition. 

The minutes I waited for my number to be called felt like hours. We were being cycled in by groups of four to be watched by the judges. Out of the seventy-three girls auditioning, I was number sixty-four. I sat on the bleachers feeling nervous and excited at the same time. There was no room in my mind to doubt myself; I was too busy counting through each step and dance move in my head, eight count by eight count. I saw girls drop flags, forget steps, and lose face. I also saw girls with precision in every move and confidence to spare. It was torture. The tension was high and there was a sense of competition that seemed to be riding on each girl’s reputation and pride. I can’t remember what the judges’ names were, who was in my group, or exactly how long it took for my number to be called, but I can clearly recollect the fear that was felt that day- the fear of the unknown, and moreover, the fear of rejection. The moment I heard number sixty four called, I realized I wanted the judges to know me by name and not by number, and I was ready to stand out. The judges could see my great technique and smile, but they could not see what I felt inside. I felt the power and belief in myself to achieve anything I desired. Sure I had made mistakes and was an obvious novice but I had an inner confidence that I think the judges could see too. At that point I realized that whether I had made the squad or not I had come a long way. There is no feeling more powerful or liberating than the belief that you’re capable of achieving anything you can dream.
 A few days later when I got called out of class to be told I had made the team I was ecstatic. I was thankful for the process it took to earn my spot on the team and I knew I deserved it. The next four years of high school were undoubtedly some of the best of my life and the memories color guard holds can never be replaced. I ended up becoming dance captain my junior and senior year and remained an instructor a few years after high school; needless to say I grew out of my timid self as well as the “shy girl” label. Still to this day I can’t deny the week that so much changed in such a short period of time- the week where simple lessons learned changed my life.  Instead of accepting the labels given to me by others, I decided to be someone better who can achieve all they want. Now these lessons of poise, hard work, and self-belief are a part of me and I expect to learn more lessons just like them. Also, I can be proud of myself for not living up to the labels that others pressed upon me. One of my favorite quotes is by Leonardo da Vinci who says “When once you have tasted flight, you will forever walk the earth with your eyes turned skyward, for there you have been, and there you will always long to return.” My first taste of success was that very week I made the choice to achieve success regardless of what challenges and limiting factors may present themselves. I can gladly admit that since then there has been no looking back!
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