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Introduction- 

“Be fearless in pursuit of what sets your soul on fire” (Jennifer Lee). And with this independent project I set out to do exactly that.  In this essay I will be reflecting upon the process of the creation of my short documentary submitted for my Independent Project entitled “My Black identity”. My black identity aimed to answer the academic question “is systemic racism prevalent in the south Wales dance industry?”, a question filled with nuance and built upon a foundation of generational experiences, laws and legislations intertwined within our society and how that affects a black dancers experiences in the industry, particularly in south Wales. Throughout this essay I aim to critically analyse my experience in creating this documentary from its initial conception to the finished product, aiming to acknowledge and grow from areas of strife and celebrate moments of achievement throughout. This topic is a huge passion project for me and has a heavy weighted personal standing and so creating something that did both my own experiences and those of others justice was a top priority and a driving force for how I conducted the project. In order to do so it was important for me to understand my role as the creative of this project and to utilise any and all skills that could be applied, sometimes even learning new skills along the way. 

Where It began 
This project was built upon the back of a visual arts project of my own creation in 2021 entitled “UNMUTE”. Unmute was conceived as a direct response to the Black Lives Matter movement, that which while bringing small legislative and social changes also had the pain of black people at its core and often highlighted the tribulations of our skin colour more so than our joys. In order to combat this, I set out to create a visual that highlighted the joy of young black people, with a particular emphasis on those growing up in rural areas like myself.I put out a call on social media and cast a large group of young black people in the valleys and embarked on a 3-day shoot with them, capturing them existing in nature, bonding and experiencing glee.  In the lead up to doing so I styled every participant organised call times and wardrobe and hair/makeup consultations for everyone involved, gaining the skills of that of a producer. I also familiarised myself with professional equipment and editing software in order to create a high quality visual, incorporating both photography and videography and enhancing my skills in both of those areas. All of which were skills that became transferable to my independent project. 

Because of this experience creating Unmute i knew that creating a documentary for this submission was the best choice for me in terms of utilising skills i had already acquiredthroughout my career. My experience with creating visuals and working with young black people in a producer/directorial roll would be a great advantage to me throughout this process. 

Nevertheless there were also skills involved in creating a documentary that i knew i had a lack of experience in and this process would challenge me to develop further. For example, iwas yet to have any experience being an interviewer, my experience in this area being limited to being the interviewee, while inexperienced i had a confidence that my charisma and ability to connect with other would aid me in learning this skill.  I knew that in order to conduct a successful interview being prepared was crucial and that it would be crucial to build a rapport with those being interviewed (Trull, 1964.) While similar in visual nature to Unmute, My Black Identity required a much deeper level of research, academic knowledge  and understanding and so i knew that in order to effectively create a documentary surrounding the topic of racism i would have to extend and develop  my academic knowledge in this field.

Creating the question 
In creating this documentary, it had to have a strong foundation of a quality, researchable and focused research question (McCombe, 2022.). This question had to allow room for both personal testimony as well as factual research but most importantly the question mustn't be leading or show bias, initially this was a struggle as my own personal experiences on the matter was influencing how the question was phrased, for example on the first drafts of the academic question was “How is systemic racism prevalent in the south Wales dance industry?” and while specific, implied that the existence of systemic issues was factual, when the purpose of my research was to uncover whether those i interviewed believed it was or wasn't.  And so, the question inevitably changed from “how” to “is”, posing the question of systemic issues rather than implying. 

The Interviews and the Participants 
As mentioned above, tackling the interviews was the part of this project I had the least experience with, and so being prepared for this element was an imperative part of my practise. In the lead up to beginning the interview process I created a list of 10 questions, as referenced in my research journal, that incorporated questions touching on every element of this project; experiences with race in general, experiences with race specifically in south Wales, their experiences with dance in regards to their race and what they believe needed to change about the industry going forwards.  These questions were then used as a guide during my interviews so that i could ensure there was a certain level of continuity throughout the documentary. However, I was also aware that given the wide demographic of ages and experiences of my interviewees the understanding of these questions and the nuance behind them would differ from participant to participant and so when interviewing younger people, slight adjustments had to be made to the wording of questions in order to help them better understand. Furthermore, as mentioned in my research journal  wanted to conduct these interviews in an informal matter as this method can result in more naturalistic data being obtained and creates more ease in conversation (Swain, J. and King, B. 2022). This meant that many follow-up questions were asked throughout all the interviews, allowing discussions of some topics to become more conversational rather than in the style of a formal interview. This method of interviewing worked well, i believe each participant felt at ease and comfortablesharing deeply personal information, which was something i strived for from the beginning of this project, getting a deeply personal testimony from participants was a vital part of the authenticity of this documentary for it to have an emotional impact, and so the way in which the interviews panned out because of a culmination of the base questions and the conversation style was hugely successful for the aims i set myself. 

In the lead up to this project i faced a few barriers when it came to obtaining participants, in its initial stages i had interest off of quite a few individuals who seemed keen to take part and be interviewed, however as the project developed and it came time to actually conducting interviews many people withdrew from the study. This was due to a lack of time on the behalf of most participants which while understandable put me in a difficult position when it came to crunching numbers. I initially reached out to participant who i knew within the dance industry and through my experience as a teacher and then taking it to the next stages i put a public call out on social media, which garnered a few responses however again, few of these followed through with the whole process. This particular area of creating the documentary became quite stressful as i had originally wanted a wider range of participants from different areas within south Wales, of different ages, trained in different styles and that most importantly didn't have a personal relationship with myself, particularly with younger participants as this meant that their dance teacher, being myself, was black which would potentially  garner a much different response than those with a white teacher, this outcome would have led to much more qualitive data to explore throughout the documentary and would have resulted in further comparisons being made.  However, in order to overcome this i was able to apply Schons Reflective practises and apply reflection in action to pivot in the direction i took the documentary narrative (Schon, 1983). I was able to capitalise on my personal relationship with most of the participants and make the comparison that all those who said that they had been trained by a black dance teacher had been trained by myself and all the other participants not taught by me hadn't.  

Answering the Question

At a certain point within my research it became clear that there was no definitive answer to the academic question i had presented, while i already knew this as the topic holds a major historical weighting with lots of nuance and requires a deep level of understanding and further research to unpick, it also presented the barrier as to how i would find a conclusion in the documentary, how would i wrap up the subject matter and bring a conclusion to my research without leaving it completely open ended?

It was then that i decided to capitalise on the fact that as a working professional in the creative industry i have many connections to other creatives and that using them would not only enhance the quality of my project but also allow me to deepen those connections and industry standing. I had the privilege of working alongside Tia-Zukura Camilleri who was able to create a beautiful spoken word piece that worked as a closer to my documentary. I worked closely with Tia throughout the process, liaising with her to keep her informed on the topics discussed throughout the interview process, together we discussed not only the topics explored within the documentary but also shared our own experiences as young black creatives in south Wales and what that looked and felt like for us. I deemed it important that the ending of the actual documentary be emotionally charged as having a strong ending affects peoples future engagement with the topic and creating a lasting emotional impact in the viewer is highly important (eight engines, 2024). With this in mind she was able to write a piece the effectively encapsulated the tone of the documentary and worked well to spark emotion in the audience, working with a black artist was very important to me given my ethics but also the topic of the project. Through this collaboration i was able to demonstrate professionalism, demonstrating that i am proactive, resourceful and strongly integrated in my field, while simultaneously aiding in developing my communication and problem-solving skills. 
To integrate this piece into the documentary i decided to integrate videos of my participants dancing as a form of B roll footage in montage form as when researching successful documentaries i found that these techniques allow a documentary to take on a level of professionalism (Sparks Film School, 2023).

How the Participants Informed the Final Product 
As mentioned, i entered the interview stages of this project with a question guide and as referenced in my research journal as i had created a structure that would inform the storyboard of my documentary. Nevertheless, upon actually completing the interview stage and heading into the editing stages it became extremely apparent when reviewing the footage that there were many overlaps and cross references of topics that came up organically throughout the documentary. For example, a topic that became a featured part of the documentary that was not originally storyboarded was the discussion around a black persons relationship to hair, but upon talking to each participant when asked about their race and their relationship to their heritage, hair became a very organic conversation point. Rather than sticking to my original plan i applied the 5R reflective framework and responded and reconstructed my original plan (Bain et al, 2016). This particular discussion then became a heavily featured topic throughout the documentary and even inspired the song that then worked as the underscore to the documentary entitled “Don'tTouch my Hair” by Solange Knowles. 
I believed it important throughout this project to really lean into topics that came up organically in order to stay true to the super authentic nature of the project that my passion led metowards. 

Creating the Documentary
Once the interviews had been conducted it became time to put together all the footage, to really home in on the structure of the documentary and edit it in a way that was engaging to an audience, held a clear narrative and was informative on the topic presented. During this process an obstacle that i encountered was being able to stay within the time constraints that this project required for submission. The subject matter that i chose to explore is heavily complex in nature, being deeply personal to those affected by it and being a prevalent issue within our society at current, it is also a subject matter that is deeply personal to myself and is something i have been directly affected by both in my life and during my dance training. A combination of these elements meant that there was a lot for me to explore and unpack within this documentary, something that is a hard task to do in detail in 8-10 minutes. I wanted this documentary to be both informative and emotionally impactful and doing so in the time constraint was no small task, particularly when each interview lasted roughly 30-60 minutes with each subject matter discussed being highly important to the culmination of the question. In order to overcome this i had to sacrifice a lot of subject matters, having to prioritise what i deemed the most important to present to my audience. This also meant that during the editing process i had to be very specific about the length of clips included which i do believe aided the documentary towards being concise and fluid. A compromise that i made was that for the purpose of the screening i extended my documentary past the allocated submission time so that i could explore certain topics in more depth, i did this as i felt it was important for me to show the audience a much more in depth viewpoint to really push the emotional impact of the documentary. 

Conclusion 
Throughout this process i had to utilise a plethora of my skills as well as work to improve my skillset in certain areas in order to complete my independent project to my highest ability. When entering this process i had a very clear idea of the subject matter and its implications in society, having been an activist on systemic racism for many years and so tackling this project from the perspective of dance was a pivot from my usual research on the subject matter. Approaching it this way has been extremely informative but has also taught me that the research regarding race in the field of dance is lacking than in comparison to other sports, something that at times made the research period difficult, leading me to really focus on the personal testimony of my research. Applying the reflective practises mentioned above really aided me in this process, allowing me to apply in action reflection, re-evaluation and the reconstruction of ideas to further develop this project as a whole and ensure the final product of the documentary was that of a professional standard. When reflecting on this process i can acknowledge that at times there were tribulations that caused emotional distress however i can also acknowledge that i handled such issues to the best of my abilities and handled these matters in a way that displayed a high level of competence, respectability and analytic skills. Going forward as a professional in the industry and graduate in the industry i feel prepared to embark on this journey further, as outlined in my research journal and will be touched upon more in my viva voce. This topic and its exploration will be a prevailing area of my career looking to the future and the type of multihyphenatecreative i want to become. 
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