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2020 was a year of reckoning 
for America.

It was the year that so many 
of us decided to stand up against 
racism and to demand justice.

It was also the year that made 
the Imagination team ask 
ourselves a simple yet bold 
question:

How might we support the call 
for racial justice - but do so in a 
way that gives the power to the 
black youth of Detroit to tell their 
own story, in their own words?



Click play to view DYC’s rendition of ‘Glory’

https://youtu.be/vUQN0MEiCrU
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These are the words that inspired us to take action.

They are the words of actor David Oyelowo, who played Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in the major motion 
picture Selma. He said these words in an impassioned plea that he issued on social media after watching 
the funeral of George Floyd. 

Like David, we at Imagination were also stunned by the wrongful death of George Floyd. But we also 
knew that even before George Floyd there was Breonna Taylor. And Ahmaud Arbery. We knew there was 
a long list of black names who had all died unjustly at the hands of police brutality and systemic racism.

At first we felt completely powerless. What could we possibly do to help? How could we make a 
difference? But then David’s words reminded us that everyone has a part to play - that it’s up to all of us 
to make a change.
 

“Black people didn’t create this situation we find ourselves in, therefore, 
it can’t be on us to change it. It’s going to be down to all of us.”
David Oyelowo, Actor - played Dr. Martin Luther King Jr in Selma

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wy8MhRnhKMM
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At Imagination we’ve always held the core belief that 
'nothing is impossible', and we have always supported 
diversity and equality, so we knew we had to stand 
behind this call. But the question was how?
 
Then it struck us.

The film Selma featured a stirring and powerful song 
called ‘Glory.’ What if our agency Imagination helped to 
create an equally compelling but new version of that 
song - a version that raised up the voices of black youths 
across America in the fight to end racism? 

Our goal was to highlight the plights faced by the black 
community and speak directly to the hearts and minds of 
all Americans with a call for positive change.

The Detroit Youth Choir (DYC) was the perfect partner for 
this vision.
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 “It would be remiss of us to stay silent in the midst of a fight that 
hits so close to home for many of us. The DYC is an organization 
that serves predominantly young African American students, we 
strive to instill confidence in all our members to use their voices 
both on and off the stage and work as a team through an 
ensemble approach to create positive social change. Through this 
song, we raise their voices up in solidarity with all those 
demanding the end of racism.”
 Anthony T. White, Artistic Director of the DYC

Imagination  were lucky enough to know DYC thanks to a 
previous collaboration on a piece of client work. For those who 
aren’t aware of them, DYC are the 2019 runners up in America's 
Got Talent - so they’re kind of a big deal, and are supremely 
talented.

In talking with the DYC leadership we learned the kids in the 
choir were frightened by what they’d been seeing on TV. In 
addition to the trauma of seeing black people being brutalized 
in front of their very eyes, they were also experiencing the 
devastating impact that COVID-19 was having on their friends 
and family. Many of the parents of DYC kids had lost work, some 
had contracted COVID-19, and one DYC member had already 
tragically lost his father. 

COVID-19 had also caused the kids to feel disconnected from 
their support network, their friends at school, their churches, 
and even from DYC itself, which had given them so much by way 
of new skills, purpose and confidence.
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Though we had no budget, we did have a solid idea, 
and an inspirational group of kids with a strong sense 
of purpose who we could all stand behind. So we called 
upon the Detroit creative industry to help us out, and 
when we explained what we were trying to do, the 
goodness of our colleagues’ hearts shone through. 
Within days we had pulled together a pro bono team 
alongside our major music partner, Yessian. 

We collaborated with a former member of the DYC, 
rapper IndigoYaj (real name Jayla Smalls) to write the 
lyrics for our reimagined song. And we made a 
commitment to her upfront that we would not edit or 
censor her lyrics in any way - she had our full support to 
say what needed to be said.

David Oyelowo
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Filming took place across Detroit in late June 2020, with a 
multicultural team, all female producers and situated around 
various Detroit landmarks, including the Persian School, Michigan 
Central Station, Monument to Joe Louis (the fist), Power to the 
People Mural, St. Matthew's & St. Joseph's Episcopal Church, 
Detroit Barber Co. in Corktown & the Spirit of Detroit monument.

The choir recorded a key portion of the song in a large church in 
Detroit so they could appropriately social distance while singing, 
and at the same time benefit from the acoustics and ventilation of 
the expansive church. The initial filming was followed by smaller 
recording sessions at Yessian Music Studios for the rappers and 
soloists.

A huge amount of energy was put into being COVID safe. Not only 
did we ensure the kids were socially distancing, we even had them 
lip syncing during the video when not wearing their masks to avoid 
transmission. Every possible precaution was taken.



Click play to watch the Making of ‘Glory’

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_HDniLftCyk
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We had no paid media budget, we had no official PR team, 
but we were quietly confident that when people saw the 
finished piece that it would go viral on its own right 
through strategic placements and key influencers.

As part of that strategy, we first aimed to get the 
endorsement of David Oyelowo, as it was his own moving 
words to begin with which had initiated this reimagining of 
'Glory'.  With David's blessing, we knew that the black 
artistic community who’d been involved in the making of 
Selma would also likely come onboard - from Oprah, to 
John Legend, to Common, to Ava DuVernay. From that 
point we planned to use their feedback to pitch the story to 
media outlets and light a fire across social media.

We had a feeling that the Detroit media would jump on the 
story, since the DYC are rightfully already hometown 
heroes on their own, so we strategically placed a story with 
the Detroit Free Press who would in turn be able to take 
the story national with their connection to USA Today.
 

 “Beautiful. Powerful. 
Thank you.”
 John Legend

When the song was ready for release, David 
Oyelowo shared the video with John Legend, 
who then tweeted it out with a simple caption: 
"Beautiful. Powerful. Thank you."

Within hours TV networks featured the song, some 
getting 85k views on their social pages and 
thousands of comments. As we’d hoped, nearly all 
major Detroit TV news networks picked up the 
story. Articles were written by Screen Magazine and 
Upworthy, and we were fortunate enough to get 
additional celebrity coverage/commentary from 
the likes of Terry Crews, Chuck D from Public 
Enemy, and even MC Hammer. Jermaine Dupris 
was so moved by the performance that he invited 
the DYC to perform on a new single that he was 
making as part of his own call to end racism.
 
After only a few weeks our version of ‘Glory’ had 
reached a million views across platforms and tens 
of thousands of shares.
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In early September to help maintain our momentum we 
put a modest $500 in paid promotion behind the video to 
increase its reach on social media. Ironically, YouTube, 
Facebook and Twitter all initially blocked the video on 
grounds that it talked about COVID or spoke to social 
issues. Eventually, after our repeated appeals, YouTube and 
Twitter relented, recognizing their algorithms were wrong 
and lifting their bans (though disappointingly we are still 
blocked on Facebook). On YouTube our viewership rate for 
over 30 seconds is at 45% (a remarkable feat for YouTube), 
and at the time of writing this we’ve accrued over 837,000 
views on DYC’s YouTube and Twitter channels.
 
In late September we were approached by the Biden-Harris 
campaign to perform the song at a rally that then Senator 
Harris was holding for National Voter Registration Day. The 
DYC performance was aired across national TV, with 
Senator Harris referencing the DYC kids twice in her speech. 
Senator Harris’ team then later created a video using DYC's 
'Glory' throughout, which within 24 hours garnered a 
million+ views across her social platforms.

That same week, America’s Got Talent 
featured 'Glory' during its final episode, 
which aired to an audience of over 5 
million, and the following week 
Common, who had penned the original 
song for Selma with John Legend, made 
his own post on social media thanking 
the kids for telling their truth with their 
new version of 'Glory'.

President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris both 
invited the Detroit Youth Choir to perform ‘Glory’ at their Get 
Out the Vote Events in Detroit, Michigan. VP Harris used 
‘Glory’ in the campaign recap video getting almost 270,000 
views on Twitter alone, over 1m across all social platforms.

https://twitter.com/kamalaharris/status/1309883459511484416?s=21
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3M+
views

6,000+ 
shares

Jermaine Dupri 
included DYC on his single ‘Change’

Covered by USA Today 
plus multiple other outlets

President Biden 
& Vice President Harris 
& former President Obama
Invited DYC to perform ‘Glory’ at their 
‘Get out the Vote’ events and was shared 
on their social media.

 “This rendition of ‘Glory’ by DYC moves me to my core. As it did 
in our film Selma, this version captures our historical and daily cry 
for justice and equality as Black people in America.”
 David Oyelowo, Actor - played Dr. Martin Luther King Jr in Selma

Needless to say, we are extremely proud of this effort. In the most 
challenging of times, the Detroit creative industry came together to 
stand up, be counted and help our community’s black youths tell their 
story to the world. It’s a story that deserves - and needs - to be heard.
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