The Art of Embarrassment

I was always the little girl who would hide behind my mother when someone I did not know asked me a question, the hem of my mother’s dress bunched up in little hands. Now older, this shyness results in an icy cold lump in my throat and cheeks that burn a crimson red. Eyes crawl over every inch of my skin, scrutinizing my secrets. This paralysis was my usual response to embarrassment. Speaking in public, meeting new people, even tripping in the hallways at school— triggered fear of making a mistake. And I felt that if I blundered, I would ruin my chances of showing people what I knew I could accomplish. I had better ideas than I always communicated and feared my attempts would not display my capabilities. But my first dance competition and convention forced me to discover that my embarrassment and fear of risks was an unnecessary angst.


A dedicated dancer for almost ten years now, I attended my first dance competition this past February. Throughout the day before the competition section, guest choreographers taught their styles to hundreds of young dancers who attended, including my group of six. The classes were challenging, with teachers shouting out counts and reviewing the moves just once or twice before continuing. 

When the hip-hop class started, I was relieved to dance a style with which I had more confidence. Quickly picking up the moves, in my element, and completely at ease, I added my own panache. Then the teacher formed groups of twenty dancers to perform the routine in front of the others. Feeling confident, I positioned myself front and center. I heard the click of the play button on the stereo followed by the powerful thump thump of Ciara’s newest track. Adjusting clothes and hair, my group slid into position. The teacher’s fingers snapped to the beat. When the song’s vocals began, we moved with the choreography.

One, two, three, four, five, six…before the end of the first eight count, I suddenly could not remember the steps. Although I knew the moves had evaporated mentally, I prayed they might still linger in my muscle memory. I tried to keep moving to see if my body would naturally flow into the dance. My muscles remained immobile. Heat spread through me like wild fire, turning my face the color of ripe beets. I froze. Sounding like the fast forward button on a VCR, the tempo pulsed faster. Shying away from the hundreds of watching eyes, I eased towards the empty side of the room, trying to hide the embarrassment visible throughout my entire body. 

 Abruptly, I bumped into the girl behind me. I stopped and looked around. The others were still dancing enthusiastically, hitting the right moves. The looks on the other dancers’ faces were not judging me but encouraging me. I breathed deeply and let the smile and wave of moves return to my body. Now I knew what my dance teacher meant when she had said, “you are not a real dancer until you fall.” 

Back from the convention, I applied this concept to the rest of my life. Growing up easily embarrassed only held me back. Dance, like many other aspects of life, is both a dynamic and gradual growing experience. Learning to dance well requires trying, failing, learning, improving, and failing again in an always-repeating cycle. My peers, teachers, and friends support me through these experiences. Previously timid and self-conscious, I avoided challenges. But I now know that not taking risks means not learning and growing. I gain helpful criticism and feedback from trying, flubbing, and getting back up to try again. I have the strength and confidence to start over. Even though I will still develop the occasional red face or nervous laugh, gone is the little girl hiding behind her mother’s dress, and in her place is a confident, college-ready young woman. 

