
EPISODE 6: IT’S NOT OVER

Production Note: Viewers Like Us was produced as an audio series. If possible, 
we encourage you to listen to Episode 6 on our website, or wherever you listen 
to podcasts. The following transcript is for reference only and may contain typos. 
Please confirm accuracy before quoting.

Grace: Previously on Viewers Like Us:

Darnell Hunt: So we’ve seen a lot of progress on the other networks. But almost 
none on PBS.

Congressman Joaquin Castro: Many folks, including the Latino community, are 
really subsidizing their own exclusion. And that has to stop.

Dacia Mitchell: You cannot move through fear without naming it. And if you are 
unwilling to answer it, public media will not last. Real talk. 

Grace:  As we wrap up this season of Viewers Like Us, I’ve got to admit, this 
isn’t where I thought we would be. I mean, I started this journey even before the 
podcast when I wrote an essay calling out the lack of diversity at PBS. 

This may sound naïve, but I was hoping this podcast would push that dialogue to a 
public forum. And maybe even compel PBS leadership to be more transparent.  

Instead, I uncovered the tracks of people who’d gone down this path before me:

Bernardo Ruiz:  I’ve had to participate in these conversations for at least two 
decades asking for data and transparency. 

Haydee Rodriguez: What I see is a déjà vu. Getting data was just i mpossible then 
and I see the same thing now.

PBS News Hour: They also say this is not the first time Burns has excluded Latino 
contributions in the topics he’s covered. 

Maggie Rivas-Rodriguez: He was saying, not only are we not part of the universal 
American story, we don’t even have a unique Latino story. 

Callie Crossley: PBS is still too white, too male. 

Loni Ding: So we have to ask where is the public in today’s public broadcasting? 

BEAT
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We’ve spoken with filmmakers, journalists, DEI officers, a member of Congress, 
station managers and so many others who sincerely care about the future of public 
media.

I’ve learned a lot… mostly that there’s so much fear and anxiety around the 
questions we’re asking. 

INTRO

Grace: Welcome to Viewers Like Us, where we investigate the gap between PBS 
and its founding mission, and ask: what would it take to restore the public to public 
television? I’m your host, Grace Lee.

ACT 1

As we write this episode, Public Media leaders have declined most of my and 
Akintunde Ahmad’s requests for on-the-record interviews. 

Grace: Tunde, can you share the latest from CPB, the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting?

Tunde: Sure. Well, I had 10 questions that I sent to CPB President Pat Harrison. To 
make it easy for her, I made them into ‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions. Like whether she’ll 
commit to having the diversity data they collect available in a public database.

Grace: And what did CPB say?

Tunde: A spokesman emailed saying, ‘To sum up your request for yes or no 
answers, our answer is yes, we are committed to diversity, equity, and inclusion, 
and we are working every day to advance this commitment.’

We didn’t ask if they were committed. We asked for proof of commitment. And so 
for anyone interested, we’re posting all of our correspondence to PBS and CPB 
leaders on our website “Viewers like us dot com.” You can dig into those questions 
there. 

BEAT

Grace: In keeping with our commitment to transparency, here’s an update about a 
story from Episode 4.
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Myrton Running Wolf told us about his painful experience at GBH, Boston’s public 
television station.  

Myrton: “She was like, ‘Okay, Myrt, can you do me a favor? Can you walk 
throughout the neighborhood and fill up all the parking meters?

Because I don’t want anybody in our creative meeting to actually get a ticket. And I 
was like, ‘Oh, she’s not playing.This is not a joke.’ She’s not asking me to be part of 
creative collaboration, she wants me to go fill up their parking meters. 

Grace: Myrton took part in a Native American mentorship program connected to 
the PBS series American Experience.

GBH President John Abbott was one of the only leaders within PBS that agreed 
to speak on this podcast. I asked what he thought about our episode featuring 
Myrton and he emailed the following statement.

Grace reading: “Hearing his painful account again is a reminder of why we are 
committed to diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging. We regret the experience 
he had and apologized directly to him for it. We have learned a lot since then, and 
continue to learn, and we would not approach a project like this in the same way 
today.”

[Tape of interview begins to play underneath]

Grace: I phoned Myrton to share Abbott’s comments. 
 
Myrton: Yeah, I think that it’s one of those responses where, what else could they 
say?  

Grace: I just wanted to clarify, they said they apologized directly to you for your 
experience. Is that, is that true?

Myrton Running Wolf: I can’t remember the exact conversation. I don’t know if 
he said he was sorry. I think that there was a lot of, kind of like, that was really 
unfortunate. That was uh…There may have been an apology in there but I think that 
more than anything else, you know for me… If It’s been 15 years, what are the steps 
they have done to correct it, and what are the things they’ve done to never let this 
happen again?

Grace: In response to Myrton’s story, we heard from several of you who’ve worked 
in public media. 
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Here are a few of those messages:

Voice 1: “This was an amazing and an incredibly important episode. Myrton’s story 
is alarmingly relatable. 

Voice 2: “I have been “the only Black person” at nearly every staff job I’ve ever 
had. All I can say is, ‘that which does not kill you makes you stronger.’”

Voice 3: “This episode had me heartbroken yet inspired. We have to do better as 
an industry. There is endless harm that must be repaired.”

Grace: Seeing people connect with what we’re doing makes this work worthwhile. 
But, honestly, I’m getting tired. I sometimes wonder if I should just quit trying to find 
a place in public television.

Darnell Hunt, the UCLA researcher and professor, told us that PBS was the worst 
of all the broadcast networks when it came to diversity in scripted dramas. So I 
wanted to speak with someone who’s worked at some of those other companies.  

Is the grass really greener on the other side?

Jihan Robinson: My name is Jihan Robinson. I’m a documentary film and television 
executive.

Grace: Jihan has worked at companies including Netflix, HBO and Topic Studios. 
These days she’s at Disney. Until now, she says, 

Jihan Robinson: I have pretty much been the only person of color in the room on 
the decision-making side.

Grace: I asked Jihan what public media might learn from Hollywood because these 
days it feels like the commercial side of the industry is moving much faster toward 
meeting representation goals. 

Jihan Robinson: Yeah, there are certainly changes happening. I mean, I think 
what commercial media has is a lot of money to create programs. Which creates 
opportunities for people and for more voices to be heard. But these programs 
really address the emerging voices only.  

Grace: So that’s great for the younger generations coming up. But as Jihan points 
out, many established BIPOC makers have missed out on opportunities…

Jihan Robinson: …that, for a long time have been given to predominantly a white 
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creator class. If we’re really trying to shift things, then how are we really creating 
meaningful opportunity in a way that is backed up by money, marketing and 
visibility.

Grace: This sounds familiar. Sure, you get the funding for one project, but then 
what? How do you sustain a career on handouts? 

I was hoping Jihan would tell me that if I just jumped ship from PBS to, say, Netflix, 
I’d be fine.  

But she surprised me by saying this:

Jihan Robinson: What public media should provide is a space for artists to tell their 
stories without having to tell a true crime story, without having to have a celebrity 
attachment, without having to chase a ripped-from-the-headlines story. Where 
risks can be taken because there isn’t a commercial interest.

Grace: That’s especially important now as documentaries become mass 
entertainment. Like Tiger King or The Last Dance.

Jihan Robinson: There’s work that can be done in the public media space for 
people to drive the art form forward in a way that they won’t be allowed to for 
several years in the commercial market. 

Grace Lee Interview: If you were in charge of PBS, what would you do today? 

Jihan Robinson: I’d gut it from the inside. You know what I’m saying? It’s like, 
enough with the talking points, enough with the human resources figurehead.
It’s looking at the data, it’s seeing where you can really make an impact for the 
public good. Some of the best art to come out of public media:  Eyes on the Prize, 
Soul, Sesame Street, you know, like great things were born out of situations that 
were tenuous in American culture and we’re in one of those times.

Grace: We are living in “one of those times.” But is PBS equipped to meet the 
moment?  Does PBS even know who it’s serving, who it even is?

In 2015, PBS lost the heart of its identity when HBO took over Sesame Street. That 
show is the gateway to public media, and there’s something sad about the newest 
episodes premiering behind a paywall. PBS still gets to air them, but after a nine-
month wait. 

Not only is PBS failing to catch up, the best of it is drifting away and finding a home 
elsewhere.



EPISODE 6: IT’S NOT OVER

The system still needs pushing in a direction that recognizes how fast this country 
is changing. And like I said, I’m tired. My friends are tired. 

We need more people to step up. Because these systemic issues don’t just apply 
to public television, they’re everywhere.

Jihan put it this way. 

Jihan Robinson: if we’re going to change things—It’s actually our white 
counterparts that need to do the work. So that BIPOC people can be given the 
space and the opportunity to be successful. 

ACT 2   

Kristi Jacobson: One of the things that, that I witnessed in our weekly Beyond 
Inclusion calls is like, it is relentless, the work that BIPOC filmmakers do all the time, 
in addition to filmmaking, in an effort to make our industry more equitable.

Grace: That’s filmmaker Kristi Jacobson. She’s been part of Beyond Inclusion from 
the beginning and she’s had a long career making documentaries for HBO, Netflix, 
Discovery and PBS. She’s a white woman who knows she’s in a unique position to 
speak to other white people in the industry.

Kristi Jacobson: We can’t just show up at the rally, wave our sign and then go 
home. So me and a couple of other filmmakers we’ve been meeting regularly for 
some time now. And recently we’ve expanded that into a group of about 20 or 25  
white filmmakers. You know, we see our BIPOC colleagues taking the lead inspiring, 
prodding, modeling, what it looks like to push for change. And so we’re engaging 
around issues of whiteness and multiracial solidarity.  

Grace: I asked Kristi why this work matters to her.

Kristi Jacobson: I don’t think I can be a person living in this world today and have 
a neutral position. And I see the power and trauma of white supremacy on those 
around me and those I love.  If I’m going to say, ‘It’s not okay,’ what am I doing 
about it?  

Grace: Kristi says whenever she gets calls for a documentary directing job, she 
asks a lot of questions. Especially if the subject matter involves BIPOC communities.

Kristi Jacobson: And what I do is ask  how is the production prioritizing diversity? 
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And often times asking that question really just leads to  productive conversations 
with people that I otherwise wouldn’t have had these conversations with. 

Grace: She’s also asking herself questions, like: 

Kristi Jacobson: “How have I prioritized racial equity, gender equity or all of those 
things ?

If you’re in the position of being a producer or a director on a film, you’re creating, 
like your own mini world. So who do you want to be in that world and how do you 
want them to feel? And I can tell you and everyone, anyone who’s listening. I do 
some things right. And I probably do a lot of things wrong.”

Grace: Kristi admits that fear of being wrong has held her back sometimes. 

Kristi Jacobson: And I don’t think I’m alone in that.

Grace: How do you get over that?

Kristi Jacobson: I accept that I will mess up. I think the first thing I recognized I 
needed to do was… to get uncomfortable and make people uncomfortable.

Like, I’m uncomfortable right now, very uncomfortable right now. And so sometimes 
that means pointing out where bias and racism might be at play in rooms that I’m in 
or calls that I’m on.

Grace: What would your advice be to leaders in the PBS system who might be 
afraid of messing up?

Kristi Jacobson: Making change that is radical is going to be messy. it’s like 
filmmaking,  we can be in the messy middle and work our way out.

So, I’d say, like, acknowledge the mess. It’s a mess but, I’m feeling optimistic in 
this particular moment that we can get to the other side. And that what’s really 
important  is that white people like myself take responsibility and are part of the 
change, not just, like, as cheerful bystanders, but like active risk takers and putting 
in the time and the work.

Grace: As we finished our call, Kristi posed a question that reminded me how we’ve 
come full circle with this series.

Kristi Jacobson: Have you heard anything from Ken Burns in terms of his 
willingness to openly discuss these issues that you’re raising?



EPISODE 6: IT’S NOT OVER

Grace: That’s not happening.

Kristi Jacobson: So he…

Grace: He’s not available to talk.

Kristi Jacobson: He said no?

Grace: Yeah. He said ‘No.’

Kristi Jacobson: That’s disappointing. He’s obviously a person in a position to 
really engage a lot of other white filmmakers in this work. So I hope if he’s listening, 
he reconsiders, because I think coming to talk to you would be one of the most 
productive things that could come out of the podcast.

ACT 3 

Grace: It’s heartening to hear that Kristi and other white filmmakers are taking the 
call for equity more seriously than just liking social media posts.  

Because this is an all-hands-on-deck situation. 

I asked Tunde Ahmad to be part of this project because I wanted a younger 
perspective on whether PBS is worth fighting for. For me, it’s mostly been yes. But I 
wonder if he sees it differently. 

Grace: So Tunde, what do you think? As a young creator, and knowing what you 
know, is PBS a system you want to take part in? 

Tunde: I mean I’m kinda torn, right. So it’s like on one hand, I do understand that 
public television provides immense opportunity to emerging filmmakers like myself, 
But On the other side of this is everything I’ve learned from reporting on this 
series. So given this, I can’t say I’m particularly eager to jump into public media…
but witnessing the perseverance of all the filmmakers who have come before like 
yourself who have really fought for a more inclusive system. I’d like to continue to 
build upon their work.

Grace: So was there anything that surprised you in reporting this story?

Tunde: Definitely. I was really shocked by how difficult it’s been to gather data and 
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talk to leaders of PBS on record. Much of my investigative reporting in the past 
few years has actually been around policing. So I’ve done everything from uncover 
financial documents, getting demographic data of police forces, getting salary 
information, and even getting like many police officers both current and retired to 
talk to me on the record. And so when I came to this project I was like OK public 
television…this should be pretty straightforward. But it really was not the case.  

Grace: If I handed you the Viewers Like Us baton at this very moment, where would 
you take this project? Where do you think we should go from here?

Tunde: So I think my first step would actually be to get more of my peers more 
involved. Many of my friends simply just don’t pay attention to public TV and 
they’re actually pretty surprised that I do. And so their thoughts on PBS really just 
end at Sesame Street.

Grace: Right. And that’s no longer even a PBS show.

Tunde: Right. Exactly. So in our conversations I’m like, look you’re already paying 
taxes that go toward funding public TV and that’s why you actually need to get 
more involved and demand that public television creates more interesting and 
entertaining content that our demographic will actually be interested in watching.     

OUTRO:

Grace: This is the last episode of the season but this story hasn’t ended. Beyond 
Inclusion will continue pushing for data. And this podcast will keep building out the 
Viewers Like Us website into a platform for you, our listeners, to connect with us 
and each other.  

Because we know what it’s going to take for PBS to finally listen.

It’s gonna have to be viewers like us, stepping up and demanding changes at our 
local stations. It’s gonna have to be people inside public media – who are already 
pushing for change – to continue that fight. And we’re going to need our elected 
representatives to demand more accountability from a publicly funded system.

I want to thank everyone who’s talked to us for this podcast, everyone who’s 
worked so hard on it and, of course, you, for listening.  At this point, I’ve done 
enough talking.

I’m passing the mic to our listeners so we can end this episode with your voices. 
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Listener 1: Hi, my name is Jose and I’m a high school teacher in southern California. 
I work in a district that is predominantly Latinx and since I’ve been listening to your 
podcast, it’s made me reflect how not just public media but public institutions, like 
high schools, have to change. Our voices matter, our stories matter but also the 
ability to tell our own stories is more important. I hope some other stuff grows out 
of this besides just challenging PBS but all of the public institutions that are funded 
by its citizens should reflect the voice of the people. So thank you for that, keep 
doing a good job. 

Listener 2: When I listen to Viewers Like Us, I feel angry but I also feel inspired and 
seen. This show is a mirror to the struggles and fights that so many BIPOC creators 
go through. It’s infuriating. But Grace Lee is doing something about it. She’s 
methodical in showing how PBS has long been upholding a framework of exclusion. 
A system that prioritizes white narratives and white creators.

Listener 3: One of the things I’ve appreciated about this series is hearing from 
people who are on the inside who produce for PBS and done work with PBS. And 
it’s not just the people who are pointing fingers throwing stones…but people who 
are saying we believe in the mission of PBS, we love what PBS can be and we just 
want it to be better. And we want to work to make it better. 

Listener 4: I’m someone who works in the film business and I thought I knew a lot 
about PBS and about the political issues around diversity and inclusion. Still I’ve 
learned so much by listening to this podcast. My biggest takeaway is reflecting 
and being disheartened of this awareness that this has been a problem for so long.
and for me it pushes me OK, what do we need to do differently. I love that this 
podcast kind of advances the conversation in that way, Congrats on making a great 
podcast. I have loved listening to it.  

END

[CREDITS]


