I've heard many pageant aficionados claim to have grown through competing in pageants. Often, when asked, the reply is "my self-esteem grows with each title I win!" Can we groan in unison here? How fragile is one's own value if it is dependent upon the decisions of a handful of "experts" and cannot stand upon it's own merit?

Granted, judges do have a particular acumen for the area(s) they adjudicate. However, even the most ardently prepared contestant may find the title going to a title-holder "the judges just fell in love with".

Judges do help in better preparing a contestant for further competition, and even life itself, with comments regarding a particular field of the pageant. Such comments can be anything from posture, poise, voice projection, or most flattering colors.

[[PAGEBREAK]]

The most important suggestions are those with which we can personally identify. If you are a conservative person and a judge suggests you try a plunging neckline for your next evening gown, it's not going to work. It's not you. If you notice the top five in the "pageant of your dreams" consistently have breast augmentation, does that mean you should have it also, so you can win. No! If it's not you! Experimentation is great, and we can learn more about ourselves and grow in the process. Maybe, even find a great new look or style we would never have dreamed would work. There is a difference, though, between becoming a good imitation of someone else, and becoming one's best self.

Being relatively new to pageants and like many neophytes, I would buy a similar gown as the previous winner, do a similar hair-style, etc. It never worked, because it wasn't me. I'm not about to tell you that I'm now perfect, or that I always bring home the crown.
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At this point in the game, I can say that in being true to myself, I'm just as happy not coming back with the crown. It's better, by far, to not win being me, than to win by being a good copy of someone else. Besides, it takes a lot of energy to be someone you're not for a full pageant year. Who has time?

By accepting that pageantry is a process of personal evolution, I utilize appearances as opportunities to discover who I am. What do I have a passion for? What do I stand for? What motivates me? How can I motivate others? Yes. I also ask myself "does that look good in the pictures?" Sometimes, I'm conspicuous when I'd rather just fade into the woodwork. Sometimes, answering these questions means stretching out of my comfort zone. Although neither of theses is a favored experience, they are necessary to the process.
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So, to answer the question, "how have I grown through pageantry", I've learning that, although not perfect, who I am is who I want to be. That woman is pretty special. Not because a group of experts decrees it. Not because I hold state board certifications, clinical licensers, or degrees galore. It's understanding the only expert that counts is me. All the best advice in the world is good, but means nothing if the issues aren't those of interest or merit to me. I've grown because I can come in dead-dog-last or at the absolute head-of-the-pack, and be just as happy either way. I can look myself square in the eye and know that any changes are because of personal betterment. They aren't an attempt to forge another's identity or "pageant formula". Pageantry has provided opportunities to create and express my identity and to appreciate my own special and unique qualities. How could anyone not grow in such an idyllic environment?
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