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[bookmark: _Toc159148298]Reflective essay
[bookmark: _Int_yaIf4AMh]In this essay I will be reflecting on the creation of my documentary as well as the process from beginning to end including any changes or challenges that happened along the way. The aim of my documentary is to explore self-expression and identity within neurodivergent dancers and to explore how that affects their experience within the performing arts industry whether positive or negative. “As I've gotten older and realised that society's expectations are only as firm as we allow them to be, I've discovered that allowing myself to unmask and be my authentic autistic self--stims and all--has unleashed more ability than I ever had when I was locking myself away.” (Hayden, 2022) this is a quote from Different, Not Less: A Neurodivergent’s Guide to Embracing Your True Self and Finding Your Happily Ever After. I have included this quote as it encapsulates a lot of the areas I intended to research, I wanted to dive into how societal expectations can influence neurodivergent individuals to change and adapt their identity as well as how that can influence and affect other aspects of self-expression specifically within dance and performance elements along the lines of confidence, eyeline, facial expressions, mental health and energy. Throughout this essay I will be using reflective practices and critically analysing my work and the process form both a creative and dancers' perspective.

Challenges 
[bookmark: _Int_0jn8Pkiy]I elected to write a dissertation at the beginning of this semester as I did not believe I had the tools or abilities necessary to produce a high quality documentary. I knew my phone's video quality was low and unclear, and I did not think I was adequately skilled at editing. A few weeks into the process I switched to a practical submission and decided on a documentary as it was always my preferred option. I am aware that I still have a lot of room for improvement, despite this I have made progress in the areas where I was lacking. I now feel as though I have the editing skills necessary, and it is a skill that I find enjoyable and would be enthusiastic to do again.

One of the main challenges I faced at the beginning of this module was that my neurodivergence can cause me to have a very narrow way of thinking which caused a lot of setbacks as well as unnecessary pressure and stress. During the beginning I had an order of how I thought I had to complete this project which was research first then the creation of choreography and surveys, alongside this I thought that research was only about my specific question and not about interview styles or editing which meant when researching I couldn't find anything to do with my specific question which would cause a lot of stress to the point where I could not think about the project and would push it to the side to avoid breakdowns, which meant I did not get any work done for the first two months of this module, Additionally I had in my head that if I were to do a documentary I had to do interviews and I had to speak in them which was something I really did not feel comfortable doing, which is one of the reasons I choose a dissertation in the beginning. It was not until I spoke to Lee McCallion and Onyx that I realised there was more than the one way to approach this project. When speaking to Lee, he assured me that I had more options for interviews such as, I could get another student to conduct the interview, or I could write the questions down. After speaking with lee I asked Onyx to talk me through the order she was planning on completing her project in and she shared with me that she was going to complete her interviews first then research based of the topics that surfaced during, these two conversations helped me open new doors as well as pathways of how I could approach the project, so therefore I decided that as the research was what was causing me the most stress, I would focus on the choreography and interviews first to allow me to make some progress.

Another major hurdle I had to overcome was that at the start of this module I was quite burnout which extinguished any motivation or passion I had for my potential questions. (Smith and Reid, 2025) says that “signs of burnout are, loss of motivation, decreased satisfaction, negative outlook, withdrawing form responsibilities, procrastinating and decreased sense of accomplishment”. This made it a lot harder to make decisions on what question I wanted and how to present it as I had a lack of inspiration. a further aspect of this that proceeded to get in the way was that I had to choose a question that relates to dance and equally means something to me which involves vulnerability which is something I really struggle with, the thing that helped me push past this the most was focusing on the choreography, interview questions and participants as it took the focus and pressure off of myself and turned the focus to those involved. It took me awhile to overcome the burnout as I am atrocious at taking time off, thus it lasts for longer than necessary, nevertheless after Christmas I came back feeling a lot more motivated and with a clearer idea of what I wanted and how to tackle the project as I had gone back home, visited family, rested and taken time off.

Towards the end of the process I started to wish I had not agreed to be a part of as many peoples independent projects as I did, due to the fact that the last week before practical submission I was getting very overwhelmed as I had my own documentary to edit and Lydia and cas both had their regular rehearsals scheduled and wanted to add a few extra that week as the performance was approaching, Alongside this I had Casey wanting me to do an interview and Katie needed me to perform some technical exercises for her project, and due to the fact that I struggle with saying no to people I agreed to complete those tasks as well as  partake in extra rehearsals which left me with less time to work on my own project. This added extra strain as a lot of these rehearsals or interviews were quite last minute and meant I needed to move around my schedule in which I had planned to complete my work in and created to help me feel less overwhelmed with my work load causing me stress and guilt if I could not make the whole rehearsal due to previous commitments for editing or interviews.

A further challenge I faced was within the editing of my documentary. I was confident when I changed to a documentary that I would have the necessary editing equipment as when I previously had issues on my laptop they were to do with video being too high quality rather than the software itself. I had intended to edit on cap cut as it is the software I am most familiar with, however after filming Cas’s interview I tried to download cap cut only to realise I was only able to download the mobile version as I have a Chromebook which does not support windows software and to install the desktop version that was necessary. Therefore, I tried to download a few other editing software's that were available although they similarly had their own issues such as videos not being supported or crashing. Due to this I had to edit my documentary on the university computers using iMovie which in turn cut my editing time in half as I had to work around the unis opening hours and when there was no classes occupying the space as there is only one room on the campus which includes the macs, an additional issue within the university opening hours was that a few Saturdays a couple of us had booked studios to rehearse and I had planned to edit however we were unable to get in or it took over two hours for us to be let in which in turn set me behind schedule and this therefor added a lot of extra pressure and stress about meeting the deadline. According to (Penn, 2025) “when we experience unexpected setbacks, dopamine can drop. And with that, our sense of motivation” in addition they say that “Psychologically, this is compounded by negative prediction errors, when reality turns out worse than expected. These errors reduce dopamine signalling, reinforcing a “don’t try again” message that can make it harder to re-engage”.


The process
The participants I asked to be a part of my Documentary were Maddie Perkins one of the universities musical theatre students as well as Caspian Alleyne, Casey Bowen, Elinor Morgan and Myself from the commercial dance course and one of our past Lecturers Justin Sparks. I asked all the above participants bar Myself and Justin to partake in an interview, freestyle, and choreography. As mentioned in my research journal I originally wanted to ask Liam Wallace to partake in an interview to be included over my freestyle videos but in the end, he was not available, thus I ended up with Justin Sparks. I did not want to include an interview of my own as it was not something I felt comfortable doing and I knew it would cause me a lot of extra stress and leave me feeling overwhelmed as my neurodivergence causes me to struggle with any form of public speaking. According to (Raufova, 2025) “public speaking may present an array of challenges for neurodivergent individuals because they can have difficulties reading the audience, displaying nonverbal communication that is appropriate for the setting, and planning and preparing for their oral presentation due to a need for executive functioning support.” I am incredibly pleased that it ended up being Justin speaking over my freestyle as a lot of what he said and how he answered the questions resonated with me.

When editing I had to adjust the order of a few interview clips from what was previously planned. I originally planned for each participant's clip of them discussing if their freestyle or choreography was easier to be over their freestyle videos. Cas’s interview had the most changes as I filmed his main interview on my phone which was not excellent quality, I therefore filmed the final interview question regarding chorography vs freestyle on Katies phone as it was better quality. Because of this I had to change Cas’s interview order from freestyle discussion being during the dancing to having one of his main interview clips then the freestyle then another main interview clip as I wanted to include visually the clearer quality clip. 

When listening back to the interviews I noticed that a few participants naturally said quite positive things regarding their neurodivergence and how it helps them, after hearing this I knew that I wanted to include these clips at the end of each participants interview although I did not have one for every individual involved. Therefor, if I were to do this process again, I would include a few extra questions that would fabricate a more positive response therefor keeping the layout consistent throughout.

[bookmark: _Int_V019quZr] I took inspiration from the dance scene in Zorba the Greek for the ending of my documentary as According to (Inscker, 2025) this film advocates for a life of emotional honesty, and spontaneity. It also deals with the darker aspects of human nature, particularly in the portrayal of collective cruelty and societal repression.” “The dance scene specifically is where Basil sheds his inhibitions, it is both triumphant and liberating, symbolizing the film’s core message, that life must be faced with open arms and heart, no matter how uncertain or painful it may be.” as mentioned in my research journal I wanted to end my documentary in a way that encapsulated this experience and, in my interpretation, this is how the end of the song why am I like this feels to me. To portray this feeling I wanted to have cut away shots of each participant doing a slow arm movement with the last person taking almost a sigh of relief before having short clips of everyone performing the choreography back to back until the end of the song, I wanted this to show unity between the participants as each section up until this point has been very separated and one individual and their section at a time.

How Peer reviews influenced work
During our last lecture before Christmas break, I had a discussion with Lydia regarding the ideas I had if I were to do a documentary, this discussion is what pushed me to change to a practical submission as what I had planned as a possible documentary layout I thought was not interesting enough and would be to repetitive although after this discussion Lydia assured me that it would not be repetitive to the point of boredom. I originally planned for each participant to perform a 30s section of freestyle and the same 30s section of choreography however Lydia suggested creating one long piece of choreography and to have each participant dance a different section, this was when I could really see my documentary come together as this spurred me to change the order of choreography so it blended better and solidified the music.

After the completion of my documentary, I asked Cas to watch it through and give me any feedback, the feedback I was given was that if someone younger who was neurodivergent and danced saw my documentary it could help them feel less alone and not feel the need to repress themselves and their needs as much and could be beneficial to see people similar to them talk about their experiences. This was a realisation for me as the possibility of my documentary helping people was never something I had considered until this feedback, as previously mentioned I had no inspiration or motivation so I originally chose my question due to the fact that I needed something to base my project around, however upon reflection I know that it could help people, as if I had seen something alike to my documentary where neurodivergent individuals were performing and sharing their experiences it would have helped me a lot growing up and assisted me in feeling less out of place and alone in the world and I would not of felt the need to hide my diagnosis for as long as I did which in turn would of allowed me to access the support I needed. This feedback and realization helped motivate me to attempt more research and finish the academic elements of this module.

Reflective practices
The main reflective practice I utilised throughout this process was Schön. I originally tried to implement Gibbs reflective model which according to (Dixon, 2024) “the process is description of an experience, thought and feelings about the experience, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan” this reflective model did not work for me as it required a lot of time that I did not feel as though I had and it is required after the experience and when attempting to utilize Gibbs I would become forgetful and not complete the cycle, instead of Gibbs I then tried to utilize Schön as his theory of reflection in action worked a lot better for me. According to (Wiss-Carline, 2025) Schön is “the concept of reflection-in-action to describe how individuals think on their feet and make immediate adjustments during an experience” this practice worked a lot better for me as it was quick paced and happened naturally during activities. 

An example of when I implemented Schön was when I began filming for my documentary, I originally had planned to film on my phone as it is a new phone so I had hoped that the video quality would be decent however after filming Cas’s interview I realized that it was quite blurry and dull. I then utilised Schön’s reflection in action to reflect on my options and so I utilised katies phone to film the rest of Cas’s sections as she owns an iPhone which has better quality video. I then proceeded to make use of Cas’s phone to film my sections. I again utilised Schön when filming Casey's sections as after she completed the interview we realized that her phone had run out of storage and did not save any of her interview video, I then found Cas as he was still on campus and borrowed his phone as I knew that the storage on his iPhone was full, he had good quality video and did not mind me using the phone.

conclusion
I feel as though throughout this process I have gained and improved on my professionalism, creative, problem solving and time management skills, although I know I still need to work on confidence in myself and my abilities and interviewing skills as there is still vast room for improvement. If I were to complete this project again, I would like to push myself to speak during interviews or potentially do one of my own. In conclusion there was a lot of skills and confidence I lacked going into this module that I now feel as though I have improved on, I now feel a lot more confident and I know that if I were to approach this process again for a different project  I would be able to handle it a lot better and work more efficiently. The reflective practices I utilised throughout this process really helped me to handle any unexpected challenges that arose and allowed the process to run as smoothly as possible.
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