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Abstract 

 

This autoethnographic study examines symbolic annihilation in media production education 

through the lived experience of a Black female professor navigating predominantly white 

institutions. Drawing on Tuchman’s (1978) concept of omission, trivialization, and condemnation, 

extended through Ortega’s (2024) application to educational contexts, this research investigates 

how these patterns manifest in creative media classrooms, perpetuating systemic inequities that 

mirror industry disparities documented by Smith and Pieper (2023). The study weaves together 

personal narratives and scholarly analysis through multiple theoretical lenses: intersectionality 

(Crenshaw, 1991), epistemology of ignorance (Mills, 1997), stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 

1995), and hidden curriculum (Giroux & Penna, 1979) to examine how overlapping systems of 

exclusion operate in media education. Through student questionnaires at the University of 

Oklahoma, questionnaires and interviews with women media educators nationally and 

internationally, and autoethnographic critical incidents, the research reveals how symbolic 

annihilation operates through curriculum design, production dynamics, and institutional structures. 

This study develops EMERGE (Empowering Media Education through Responsive Growth 

Experiences); a theoretically grounded pedagogical framework and the first Anti-Symbolic 

Annihilation Framework specifically designed for media production education. Synthesizing eight 

theoretical perspectives into actionable strategies, EMERGE provides educators with both critical 

understanding of how exclusion operates and concrete tools for countering it. 
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Chapter 1. OPENING CREDITS 

“Never wake up every day and go to a job you hate.” These guiding words from my 

DECA teacher, Sam Guarino (1992), framed my early career choices and eventually led me to 

confront the systemic inequities embedded within the entertainment industry. My experiences 

navigating exclusion, marginalization, and symbolic annihilation have driven my commitment to 

transforming media education to create inclusive pathways for diverse storytellers. In Guarino’s 

class, I got my first real shot in the entertainment industry: a co-hosting spot on “2010: Taking 

You to the Future,” a teen show on FOX. When the producers handed out scripts for the next 

day’s on-camera audition, I went home, rewrote mine completely, and landed the role using my 

own words. That first taste of television, where I eventually became an associate producer and 

writer fresh out of high school, led me into casting for films. This is where I learned what 

sixteen-hour days really meant, sometimes sleeping in my car between shoot days. At first, the 

work felt magical. Being part of something creative, watching actors transform into characters, 

seeing firsthand how the illusion of movie magic comes together behind the scenes. I felt like I 

was finally breaking into the industry. But the magic couldn’t outweigh the exhaustion, the toxic 

behavior, or the pressure to sacrifice everything else in my life. It was more than just being tired; 

it was navigating the unwanted touches on set, enduring inappropriate conversations passed off 

as “industry culture,” and being in a system that wasn’t built to hear everyone’s story, that didn’t 

want to see its own blind spots. 

Working in Los Angeles drained all my energy. Those early days where I thought my 

voice was being heard were overwhelmed by the politics of an industry that has been 

institutionalized and built with a small few in mind. The unwritten rules became clearer: success 
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meant fitting into a mold that wasn’t shaped for everyone, staying quiet about things that made 

the workspace feel unsafe, smiling through the discomfort of being treated as less than equal. 

I found myself back in Ohio, pursuing my master’s degree, finally able to name what I 

had experienced. What I had witnessed wasn’t just individual acts of exclusion. It was symbolic 

annihilation at work, a systematic erasure that happens through omission, through trivialization, 

through condemnation. Now, instead of being silenced by this system, I study it. I dissect it. I use 

my voice to expose how the entertainment industry doesn’t just tell stories; it decides whose 

stories are worth telling and who gets to tell them. 

Teaching feels like home. I grew up watching many family members work in education: 

my mother heading a pre-school, my aunt pursuing her degree while raising two children and 

working full-time, my uncle navigating the complex dynamics of school leadership. Through 

them, I witnessed how education could be both an art and an act of resistance, and how systemic 

inequities were often dismissed as individual circumstances. 

Now I wear many hats: professor, wife, mom, friend, advisor, doctoral student. Through 

it all, I see exactly how symbolic annihilation plays out in academia. My teaching ideas? Often 

brushed aside as “too experimental,” despite being grounded in years of industry experience. My 

voice? Sometimes ignored unless I force my way into the conversation, risking being labeled 

“aggressive” or “difficult.” When I see my students, especially students of color and women, 

light up when they finally see themselves represented in the media we study, or when they feel 

empowered to tell their own stories through their projects, that’s when I know I’m exactly where 

I need to be. This is what my teacher Sam encouraged me to find: work that matters. But finding 

work that matters means confronting why that work is necessary. The exclusion I experienced 

wasn’t exceptional; it was systemic, documented, and replicated across the industry in patterns 
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that persist today. The disparities I witnessed firsthand aren’t anecdotal; they’re measurable, 

ongoing, and tracked by researchers who confirm what marginalized professionals have always 

known. 

The Problem of Symbolic Annihilation in Media Education 

 The disparities symbolic annihilation theory describes aren’t relics of Hollywood’s past. 

They’re documented realities of today’s entertainment industry. Consider just one stark example: 

while women directors led 28% of top streaming films in 2024, not one woman of any racial or 

ethnic background directed a streaming film with a budget of $100 million or more (Hunt & 

Ramón, 2025). Zero. Meanwhile, White male directors dominated higher budget ranges, with 

nearly half directing films exceeding $20 million (Hunt & Ramón, 2025). 

These budget disparities reveal symbolic annihilation operating systematically. The 

industry grants women opportunities while restricting the resources necessary to fully succeed, 

creating a pattern where diverse voices are acknowledged but never fully empowered. Chapter 2 

examines these patterns in depth, but the essential mechanism is clear: omission through severe 

underrepresentation, trivialization through resource restriction, and condemnation through 

limited access to career-sustaining opportunities. As the UCLA Hollywood Diversity Report 

states bluntly: “White men continue to disproportionately receive more investment from 

Hollywood” (Hunt & Ramón, 2025, p. 47). 

The Education-Industry Pipeline 

 These industry patterns don’t exist in isolation from educational institutions. They create 

a feedback loop where documented disparities in professional opportunities actively shape 

curriculum priorities, resource allocation, and whose expertise gets valued in media production 

classrooms. This pipeline operates through three interconnected mechanisms that transform 
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industry barriers into educational inequities. First, industry gatekeeping becomes curriculum 

gatekeeping. When the industry systematically limits women’s and Black, Indigenous, People of 

Color (BIPOC) creators’ access to resources, opportunities, and creative authority, it artificially 

constrains the academic hiring pool. These professionals, denied access to high-profile projects 

and major studio experience, may lack the traditional credentials academia values: blockbuster 

credits, prestigious festival recognition, or extensive high-budget portfolios. Hiring committees 

seek “qualified candidates” without acknowledging how industry barriers prevented women and 

BIPOC professionals from building those credentials in the first place. When faculty who 

navigated these barriers bring their hard-won industry experience to the classroom, their 

pedagogical innovations are labeled “experimental” and lack adequate support. Meanwhile, 

traditional approaches receive full institutional backing. 

 Second, representation in faculty mirrors representation in industry. The National Center 

for Education Statistics (2023) reveals a striking parallel: White faculty constitute approximately 

72% of all full-time positions in degree-granting institutions, with Black faculty representing 

only 6 percent. This faculty demographic creates a hidden curriculum where students learn 

through absence whose creative authority the institution values. BIPOC students learn that their 

perspectives are marginal, while White students may develop unconscious associations between 

professional competence and whiteness, associations that persist when they enter the industry as 

hiring managers, executives, and collaborators. 

Third, educational practices train students to accept rather than challenge industry 

barriers. If media production programs continue using the same logic that restricts women 

directors to small budgets and excludes them from major productions, we’re not preparing 

diverse students to transform the industry; we’re training them to accept and perpetuate existing 
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barriers. When curriculum centers only Western narrative structures, when critique 

disproportionately targets work by students of color, when production roles default to gendered 

assumptions about technical aptitude, we reproduce the symbolic annihilation students will 

encounter professionally. 

 As Banks (2019) argues, faculty cannot change the entertainment industry’s culture 

alone, but they can amend the culture of their courses, giving students tools to prepare for the 

workforce while equipping them to challenge the inequities they will encounter. Current research 

has documented these problems extensively, but as Coleman and Yochim (2008) argue, 

researchers must move beyond analysis and develop specific strategies for resistance. This study 

responds to that call by translating theoretical frameworks into practical pedagogical tools that 

counter symbolic annihilation in media production classrooms. 

Research Questions 

This research addresses four interconnected questions: 

1. How do themes of symbolic annihilation (omission, trivialization, and 

condemnation) manifest in current and former students’ experiences within 

the University of Oklahoma’s Creative Media Production program? 

2. How can autoethnographic analysis of a Black female educator’s encounters 

with symbolic annihilation in the entertainment industry and in higher 

education inform the development of counter-narrative pedagogical 

approaches in media production education? 

3. What evidence, including experiences of women media educators nationally 

and internationally, demonstrates how epistemology of ignorance, stereotype 
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threat, and intersectionality collectively reinforce systemic barriers within 

media production education? 

4. How can symbolic annihilation and its reinforcing barriers be systematically 

addressed through the development and implementation of a practical Anti-

Symbolic Annihilation Framework for media production education? 

Study Significance and Contribution 

Despite increased calls for representation in media, several critical gaps persist in current 

research. The literature reveals scarcity in studies examining how symbolic annihilation 

manifests within media production classrooms, especially regarding resistance strategies 

employed by faculty of color and their impact on curriculum development (Coleman & Yochim, 

2008). While there is academic and public interest in studying creative media production 

curriculum in higher education (Hickey et al., 2014), no standardized format exists for educators 

to follow, nor is there an evaluation process for these programs (Muir, 2013). 

Three significant gaps frame this study’s contribution: 

First, prior research on production classroom inequities typically centers on 

gender alone, overlooking intersectional factors. The connection between industry 

experience and academic practice, particularly how workplace biases migrate into 

teaching spaces for diverse faculty, remains understudied (Banks, 2019). 

Second, no previous study has investigated the use of culturally responsive 

teaching (CRT) paired with experiential learning (EL) in a long-form student-led 

projects in a higher education journalism creative media program (JCMP). 



 

 

7 

Third, while researchers have documented symbolic annihilation extensively, few 

have developed systematic frameworks for educators to implement 

counterstrategies in their classrooms.  

This autoethnographic study addresses these gaps by developing a comprehensive Anti-

Symbolic Annihilation Framework specifically designed for media production education. Rather 

than merely documenting exclusion, this research equips educators with systematic tools for 

creating equitable learning environments that prepare diverse students to transform industry 

practices. By examining my experiences as a Black woman educator and the sole Black faculty 

member in my department, this research illuminates barriers that might go unnoticed in 

traditional research approaches.  

This study contributes to broader discussions about representation, pedagogy, and 

leadership in creative media education while providing insights into how students navigate and 

challenge existing power dynamics to develop their authentic creative voices. As the industry 

increasingly recognizes that representation drives both creative excellence and commercial 

success (Hunt & Ramón, 2024), this research provides critical insights for higher education’s 

role in nurturing talent that authentically reflects our diverse society. 

Theoretical Framework and Methodological Approach 

This study weaves together several interconnected theoretical frameworks. 

Intersectionality, coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991), explains how overlapping identities such 

as race, gender, and class shape unique experiences of privilege and oppression. Culturally 

responsive teaching (CRT), defined by scholars like Geneva Gay (2010) and Gloria Ladson-

Billings (1995), leverages diverse students’ cultural knowledge and lived experiences to enrich 

learning environments. Epistemology of ignorance (Mills, 1997) examines how individuals and 
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institutions actively choose not to see or acknowledge inequality. Stereotype threat (Steele & 

Aronson, 1995) describes how negative stereotypes can significantly impede individual 

performance and participation. 

Through the lens of Black feminist thought, this study examines my journey and the 

experiences of other female media educators maintaining professional excellence while 

managing multiple roles. I play the part of a student-centered educator who values student 

voices, as a colleague seeking support and recognition from predominantly White faculty and 

administration, and as a woman balancing academic demands with personal relationships, 

professional career, and family responsibilities. This research documents how I cultivate and 

maintain joy, as conceptualized by Black women scholars like Walker (1992), Dillard (2019), 

and hooks (1994), while confronting institutionalized obstacles in both academia and the film 

industry. 

Autoethnography serves as the primary methodology due to its effectiveness in 

illuminating personal experiences that reveal subtle and systemic patterns of marginalization 

often invisible in traditional research methods. By situating my narratives within broader cultural 

and pedagogical contexts, this study deeply investigates the intersections of personal and 

structural dynamics shaping media production education. 

The research employs epistemology of ignorance to analyze personal and institutional 

patterns of knowledge resistance, using qualitative data to explore how these manifest in both 

faculty and student experiences. Through stereotype threat theory, I examine my own 

navigational strategies in academia while documenting student experiences in classroom and 

creative spaces. The pedagogical analysis draws on experiential learning theory, hidden 
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curriculum research, and culturally responsive teaching practices, with each section enriched by 

narrative accounts of classroom experiences and curriculum development. 

These frameworks inform practical teaching strategies including experiential learning, 

uncovering hidden curricula, navigating unwritten rules within predominantly White institutions 

(PWIs), and creating pedagogical approaches that honor all students’ cultures and experiences. 

Ultimately, this scholarly exploration builds toward the creation of a practical pedagogical 

framework that educators can systematically implement to cultivate more equitable and inclusive 

media production classrooms. 

Overview of Chapters 

This dissertation explores systemic inequities in media production education through an 

autoethnographic lens, providing educators with practical tools to dismantle patterns of symbolic 

annihilation. Following this introduction, Chapter 2 presents a comprehensive literature review 

exploring symbolic annihilation and supporting theoretical frameworks, including detailed 

analysis of industry data and educational disparities. Chapter 3 describes the autoethnographic 

methodology, including data collection procedures and analysis techniques. Chapter 4 analyzes 

the narratives and data gathered from my experiences and student perspectives. Chapter 5 

synthesizes the theoretical insights and empirical findings from previous chapters to present a 

comprehensive Anti-Symbolic Annihilation Framework for media production education. This 

framework translates theoretical concepts into actionable pedagogical strategies, offering 

educators systematic tools for transforming their classrooms and creating equitable pathways for 

diverse storytellers.  

My journey from those high school dreams through Hollywood and into the classroom 

wasn’t linear, but it was necessary. Each experience built upon the last, giving me the tools and 
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perspective needed to not just teach media production, but to help reshape the narrative about 

who gets to tell stories. Because while my high school teacher was right about not hating your 

job, I’ve learned something even more important: sometimes the work you’re meant to do isn’t 

just about personal satisfaction; it’s about creating space for change, one classroom, one student, 

one story at a time. 
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Chapter 2. THE SCREENING ROOM: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

PART 1: Defining the Problem: Symbolic Annihilation in Media and Education 

Symbolic Annihilation: Theoretical Foundations 

George Gerbner, who crafted cultivation theory, coined the concept of symbolic 

annihilation to describe how the lack of representation in media cultivates assumptions about 

society in the real world (Means Coleman & Yochim, 2008). Scholars have since expanded this 

foundational concept. Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu characterized it as a form of subtle violence 

that disregards the legitimacy of an identity (Paul & Hess, 2013). Cole Bowman offers a more 

explicit definition: “the term symbolic annihilation refers to the erasure of people: specifically, 

categories of people like women, people of color, people with disabilities, and members of the 

LGBTQ+ community from popular media” (Bowman, 2021, para 3). What these scholars share 

is recognition that underrepresentation sends a powerful message about who matters in society. 

Building on Gerbner’s foundational work, Professor Gaye Tuchman divided the concept 

of symbolic annihilation into three aspects: omission, trivialization, and condemnation. Omission 

means when certain groups are systematically excluded from media representation, audiences 

receive a clear message: these people don’t matter, or perhaps don’t exist at all (Tuchman, 1978). 

This form of erasure operates powerfully through what is not shown. 

Scholars have expanded on Tuchman’s framework by tracking how omission persists 

across different contexts and time periods. Klein and Shiffman (2009) analyzed over 65 years of 

animated cartoons and found that women, racial minorities, elderly people, and LGBTQ+ 

individuals remained dramatically underrepresented throughout this entire period – with little 

improvement over time (Klein & Shiffman, 2009, p.69). These groups were often symbolically 

annihilated, appearing at rates far below their actual presence in the population. The 2025 Global 
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Media Monitoring Project (GMMP) confirmed that “progress towards gender equality in the 

news media is flatlining” (GMMP, 2025, “Key Facts” section). Despite affecting 50% of the 

population, gender-based violence barely makes the news (GMMP, 2025). This selective silence 

tells audiences which issues and whose experiences matter in public discourse.  

Merskin (1998) documented similar patterns for Native Americans, finding that 

Indigenous peoples experienced near-total exclusion in media unless portraying historical 

figures, effectively erasing contemporary Native American existence from public consciousness. 

Gutsche and colleagues (2022) demonstrated how omission operates in contemporary news 

coverage through missing context. In their analysis of news coverage of incidents where White 

people called 911 on Black individuals engaged in everyday activities, they found that journalists 

systematically omitted cultural context about where these incidents came from and their 

connection to larger racial and social conditions (Gutsche et. al., 2022, p.263). This erasure of 

context represents a form of symbolic annihilation that allows audiences to view incidents as 

isolated rather than as patterns of systemic racism. I see this play out in my own classroom. 

When I ask students to name a film about my ancestors (Black people) before they were 

enslaved, they can never name one. That silence reveals how omission shapes whose stories are 

told and whose histories are considered worth preserving. 

Trivialization is the minimizing of an image. When groups do appear in media, they are 

often relegated to narrow, stereotypical roles that reduce the complexity and humanity of their 

lived experiences (Tuchman, 1978; Udasmoro, 2017). This teaches audiences that certain 

populations are less significant or capable than others. 

Klein and Shiffman (2009) demonstrated how trivialization operates in animated 

cartoons. Even when underrepresented groups appeared, they were limited to specific character 
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types and restricted narrative functions. This pattern constrained the range of roles available to 

them compared to majority group members (Klein & Shiffman, 2009, p. 68-71). Harp, Loke, and 

Bachmann (2013) examined how women remained symbolically annihilated in news media’s 

globalization discourse, finding that female perspectives were trivialized or excluded from 

serious economic and political discussions (Harp, Loke & Bachmann, 2013, p.8). Gutsche and 

colleagues (2022) revealed how trivialization operates through contemporary news practices. In 

their analysis of 2018-2019 news coverage of racial profiling incidents, they found that media 

outlets used hashtags like #BBQBecky to describe serious cases where White people called 

police on Black individuals engaged in everyday activities. These cutesy monikers trivialized 

incidents of racial profiling and potential violence, transforming them into entertainment rather 

than examining them as manifestations of systemic racism. The researchers introduced the 

concept of linguistic appropriation, demonstrating how media can adopt a community’s language 

while stripping away its original meaning and social justice intent (Gutsche et al., 2022, p. 263). 

This appropriation serves as a form of symbolic annihilation even when the affected 

community’s own terms are being used. 

The 2025 GMMP documented that women’s participation as news sources continues 

primarily in ordinary roles — as popular opinion providers and eyewitness accounts rather than 

expert sources or authorities. While strides have been made toward gender parity in reporter 

roles, digital news has not proven to be a pathway to greater inclusion of women as media 

professionals. Historical patterns confirm that women reporters are much more likely to select 

female news subjects than their male counterparts, suggesting that systemic change requires 

diversifying who tells the stories. Even as women’s visibility in media increased numerically, 

they were often objectified for visual appeal rather than featured as authoritative voices, 
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demonstrating how trivialization persists even when representation expands (GMMP, 2025). The 

quality and dimensionality of representation matter as much as its presence. 

Condemnation is the vilifying of an image. This aspect of symbolic annihilation presents 

certain groups as threats, problems, or moral failures within the narrative structure (Tuchman, 

1978; Udasmoro, 2017). Such representation distorts what it means to belong to a certain group 

(Bowman, 2021). 

Recent scholarship has traced how condemnation adapts across different marginalized 

communities while maintaining its harmful function. The 2025 GMMP found that despite “the 

Beijing Platform’s demand for non-stereotyped portrayals, reinforced by the recent Pact for the 

Future (2024) which requires action to dismantle barriers for women and girls – gender 

stereotypes in 2025 are more entrenched than they were over the past 30 years” (GMMP, 2025, 

“Key Facts” section). This entrenchment manifests through condemning portrayals that continue 

to define women through narrow, often negative frameworks. Shaheen (2001) analyzed 

Hollywood’s vilification of Arab peoples in his documentary, Reel Bad Arabs, finding that Arabs 

were largely invisible in media unless depicted as terrorists, villains, or morally corrupt figures. 

This created a pattern of condemnatory representation that justified discrimination. Means 

Coleman and Yochim (2008) examined how African Americans faced condemnation through 

media portrayals that confined them to criminal roles or stereotypes, providing ideological 

justification for intersecting oppressions of race, class, and gender (Coleman & Yochim, p. 7). 

These scholars demonstrated that condemnation often operates through narrative framing and 

character motivation, making it more insidious than overt negative stereotyping. 

These three aspects of symbolic annihilation pose significant harm, as they offer possible 

role models in manners that are belittling and frequently exploitative. Such representation 
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distorts an individual’s understanding of what it truly entails to belong to a certain group 

(Bowman, 2021). The media is a tool that instructs the masses, and the underrepresentation of 

certain populations in media cultivates false perceptions of how those populations fit in society 

(Klein & Shiffman, 2009). Symbolic annihilation in media teaches the public whose stories and 

images are not important (Brown, 2021, p. 604). 

Symbolic Annihilation in Educational Settings 

While Tuchman’s framework initially addressed media representation, recent scholarship 

demonstrates how symbolic annihilation operates through institutional policies and educational 

practices. Ortega’s (2024) critical ethnographic study of English language education in Colombia 

reveals how symbolic annihilation functions as what he terms “necropolitical processes,” 

systematic institutional decisions that determine which voices, perspectives, and professional 

possibilities “live or die” within educational contexts (Ortega, 2024, p. 73-74). 

Ortega theorizes that symbolic annihilation in educational settings operates through a 

“Death Triumviratus” of capitalism, neoliberalism, and globalization that creates “death-making 

processes” affecting both educators and students (Ortega, 2024, p. 67). His framework exposes 

how supposedly neutral educational policies function as mechanisms that systematically exclude 

diverse perspectives through three interconnected forces.  

Capitalism operates as an economic system where private individuals and corporations 

own the means of production and operate for profit (Wood, 2016 as cited by Ortega, 2024). What 

does this mean in a creative media production program? It means education gets treated like any 

other product you can buy — you pay tuition, you get skills, those skills supposedly translate 

into a job. As Ortega explains, drawing on Adam Smith, capitalism’s essential feature is “the 

motive to make a profit” through exchange transactions (Ortega, 2024, p. 68). 



 

 

16 

In media production education, this plays out in specific ways. Students become 

consumers shopping for the best value — they compare programs based on equipment lists, 

industry connections, and employment statistics. Faculty become sellers pitching their program’s 

worth — we market our industry partnerships, our alumni success stories, our professional-grade 

facilities and school rankings. The entire educational experience gets measured by market logic: 

Is this worth the investment? Will I get a return on my tuition dollars? Can I sell these skills to an 

employer? 

Even creativity itself gets commodified. Students learn to think about their creative work 

in market terms: What will this be worth? Who will buy it? Does this story have commercial 

appeal? Rather than asking “What do I need to say?” or “What does my community need?”, 

students learn to ask, “What can I sell?” Their worth as filmmakers gets measured not by the 

power of their vision or the importance of their stories but by their employability — whether 

they can package themselves as products the industry wants to buy. 

Neoliberalism takes capitalism’s market logic and applies it to government policy and 

institutional practices. Harvey (2007) describes neoliberalism as an ideology that privileges free 

markets as the most effective way to allocate resources and positions economic growth as the 

best path to human advancement (as cited by Ortega, 2024). But as Ortega points out, 

neoliberalism isn’t just an economic policy — it’s a way of thinking that reshapes how we 

understand education itself. Chomsky (1999) explains that neoliberal policies claim to benefit 

everyone while serving the interests of a few powerful people who control social life for personal 

profit maximization (as cited by Ortega 2024). 

In film programs, neoliberalism means structuring almost everything competitively. 

Students compete for equipment, faculty attention, crew positions, festival submissions, 
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internship recommendations. This competition trains them perfectly for an industry built on 

scarcity thinking, but it also makes students see each other as threats rather than allies, which 

makes collective organizing for industry change nearly impossible. Individual success matters 

more than collective advancement — when one student succeeds, we celebrate it in recruitment 

materials rather than asking what conditions made that success possible or whose labor 

supported it. As Ortega argues, neoliberalism shifts education from public good toward private 

benefit, from developing citizens toward producing workers (Ortega, 2024). 

Globalization refers to the deepening interconnectedness of economies, cultures, and 

people worldwide through technology, trade, and capital movement (Helpman, 2018, Ortega, 

2024). Film schools promise students “global careers” in a “worldwide industry,” but here’s 

what happens: we teach Hollywood’s three-act structure as universal storytelling grammar, train 

students on equipment and software Hollywood uses, and steer them toward internships in LA or 

New York. As Bartelson (2000) notes, globalization is paradoxical — it claims to break down 

boundaries while maintaining rigid hierarchies (Bartelson, 2000, Ortega, 2024). 

“Industry standards” reveals the trick. When we tell students we’re teaching industry 

standards, we are really teaching Hollywood standards — specific aesthetic choices, production 

hierarchies, and storytelling conventions from one industry in one country serving primarily 

White, male perspectives. But calling them “industry standards” makes them seem neutral, 

universal, customary. International students travel thousands of miles to learn methods that will 

supposedly work “globally,” but they’re really learning to replicate Hollywood’s approach and 

see their own storytelling traditions as less professional. Ortega describes how globalization 

creates “new markets based on neoliberal ideas” that end up “commodifying goods and 

resources” (Banya, 2010, as cited in Ortega, 2024, p. 72). Those students become the distribution 
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network — spreading Hollywood’s methods worldwide while their own cultural approaches get 

dismissed as regional or amateur. 

These three forces work together as what Ortega calls the “Death Triumviratus” because 

they’re not separate forces but interlocking gears in a system (Ortega, 2024, p. 67). Capitalism 

commodifies education. Neoliberalism makes that commodification seem natural and beneficial. 

Globalization expands the reach of both while maintaining who holds power. Together, they 

enact symbolic annihilation — not just by failing to include diverse voices but by systematically 

eliminating alternative possibilities for what education could be and what students could become. 

The Death Triumviratus makes symbolic annihilation structural rather than accidental, 

institutional rather than individual. 

Understanding the mechanism through which this elimination happens requires 

examining Mbembe’s (2019) concept of necropolitics. Necropolitics describes how power 

operates through deciding who gets to thrive and who gets systematically diminished — not 

through literal death but through “the right to exterminate and exercise political power as a 

prerogative to dispose of human subjects and bodies (and the intellect)” (as cited in Ortega, 

2024, p. 73). What makes these processes particularly effective is that they operate “gradually 

and often inconspicuously” (Ortega, 2024, p. 74). Institutions don’t announce exclusionary 

intentions. Instead, they structure rewards, resources, and professional pathways in ways that 

appear neutral but systematically disadvantage those who don’t conform to dominant norms. 

The commodification of education (capitalism), the competitive individualism 

(neoliberalism), and the enforcement of Hollywood standards as universal (globalization) — all 

of these function as necropolitical processes that make marginalized perspectives literally 

unthinkable, unmarketable, and unprofessional. 
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This is symbolic annihilation operating at the institutional level. When the Death 

Triumviratus enacts symbolic annihilation through necropolitical processes in media production 

education, it creates what Ortega describes as “living dead of the system” (Ortega, 2024, p. 74) 

— students and faculty who remain physically present, but whose authentic voices, creative 

visions, and transformative possibilities have been systematically eliminated. 

These necropolitical processes reveal the mechanism through which symbolic 

annihilation operates in media production education. It’s not just that diverse voices are 

underrepresented or that certain stories don’t get told. The system actively eliminates the 

conditions that would allow diverse voices to thrive — constraining what faculty can teach, what 

students can imagine making, and what counts as legitimate professional practice. This is 

symbolic annihilation functioning at the institutional level: making marginalized perspectives 

literally unthinkable, unmarketable, and unprofessional through structures that appear neutral but 

systematically advantage those who already fit industry norms. 

Applying this expanded understanding to media production education reveals parallel 

dynamics. The key is to understand that the entertainment industry’s documented disparities in 

representation don’t emerge in a vacuum. They reflect educational systems that may be 

systematically reproducing these inequities through curriculum design, resource allocation, and 

pedagogical practices. When media production programs prioritize industry “standards” shaped 

by historically homogeneous gatekeepers, they may inadvertently perpetuate symbolic 

annihilation through omission of diverse creative traditions, trivialization of alternative 

storytelling approaches, and implicit condemnation of narratives that challenge dominant 

industry patterns. 
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Ortega’s documentation of educator “counter-narratives,” resistance strategies deployed 

by teachers to humanize their practice despite institutional constraints — provides crucial insight 

for understanding how media educators might similarly resist symbolic annihilation (Ortega, 

2024, p. 77). These counter-narratives suggest that transformation requires not just curricular 

changes but systematic challenges to the institutional forces that constrain educational 

possibilities. This institutional analysis of symbolic annihilation directly connects to the 

documented patterns of exclusion in media industries themselves, creating a cycle where 

educational inequities reinforce professional disparities. 

Ortega’s work provides crucial theoretical grounding for examining symbolic 

annihilation in educational settings. However, his focus on language education in Colombia does 

not address the unique dynamics of creative media production programs in U.S. higher 

education, where students are being trained to enter the very industries with documented patterns 

of exclusion (Smith & Pieper, 2023). Furthermore, while Ortega identifies necropolitical 

processes that exclude diverse voices, no existing framework integrates symbolic annihilation 

analysis with culturally responsive pedagogy and experiential learning approaches specifically 

designed for media production contexts. This gap is particularly significant given that media 

production education serves as the direct pipeline into industries where symbolic annihilation is 

extensively documented, yet educational practices that may reproduce these patterns remain 

largely unexplored. 

Evidence of Symbolic Annihilation in the Film Industry 

 The film industry provides stark illustrations of how symbolic annihilation operates not 

through isolated incidents but through systematic patterns of resource allocation, opportunity 

restriction, and career limitation. UCLA’s 2025 Hollywood Diversity Report shows some 
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movement toward equity in certain areas, but the overall picture reveals exclusion operating 

across multiple dimensions of film and television production. 

Streaming Films and Gender Disparities 

In 2024, BIPOC filmmakers directed 41% of top releases, nearly matching their 44.3% 

share of the U.S. population (Hunt & Ramón, 2025). That looks promising until you dig deeper. 

When all directors and co-directors are counted, BIPOC representation drops to 38.7% (Hunt & 

Ramón, 2025). The numbers tell different stories depending on how you count, a reminder that 

aggregate data can mask persistent inequities. Women directors tell an even starker story, leading 

just 28% of top streaming films despite making up over half the population (Hunt & Ramón, 

2025). 

But representation numbers only capture part of the problem. How the industry 

distributes resources reveals how it values diverse creative voices, and here the disparities 

become impossible to ignore. The 2025 report exposes a pattern that perfectly illustrates 

symbolic annihilation through trivialization: 92.8% of streaming films directed by White women 

had budgets below $20 million, compared to 68.4% for BIPOC filmmakers and 52.6% for White 

men (Hunt & Ramón, 2025). Put another way, the industry consistently gives women directors 

fewer resources to work with, even when it gives them opportunities. 

The most telling statistic? Not one woman of any racial or ethnic background directed a 

streaming film with a budget of $100 million or more in 2024. Zero. Meanwhile, four men (three 

White and one BIPOC) got those opportunities (Hunt & Ramón, 2025). This budget ceiling 

shows how the industry can appear to open doors while limiting what women directors can 

accomplish. White male directors got the most equitable budget distribution by far. Nearly half 

directed films exceeding $20 million, and 7.9% steered projects with budgets of $100 million or 
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more (Hunt & Ramón, 2025). These aren’t just numbers on a spreadsheet. They determine career 

trajectories, visibility, and who gets invited back for the next project. 

Figure 1. Streaming Film Budget by Director Race/Ethnicity and Gender, BIPOC (N=38), White Women (N=14), 

White Men (N=38), 2024 

Hunt, D., & Ramón, A. (2025). Hollywood Diversity Report 2025: Part 2 Streaming. UCLA Division of Social Sciences. Figure 4, p. 23. 

Digital Television Budget Disparities 

The pattern extends beyond individual film budgets to operate as an industry-wide 

mechanism affecting both film and television production. Digital television, where students 

increasingly seek employment alongside film opportunities, demonstrates the same systematic 

resource restriction. In the 2021-22 television season, creators of color (71.6%) and White 

women (58.9%) were significantly more likely to receive episodic budgets under $3 million 

compared to White male creators (45.5%), as shown in Figure 2 (Hunt & Ramón, 2023). White 

male creators dominated higher budget ranges, particularly for projects exceeding $7 million per 

episode (14.7%), a tier where creators of color (5.4%) and White women (6.3%) had 

substantially less access (Hunt & Ramón, 2023). 
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Figure 2. Digital Television Episodic Budget Distribution by Creator Race/Ethnicity and Gender, 2021-2022 Season 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hunt, D., & Ramón, A. (2023). Hollywood Diversity Report 2023: Part 1 Film & Television. UCLA Division of Social Sciences. 

Figure 9, p. 31. 

The parallel patterns in film and television budget allocation reveal that symbolic 

annihilation operates not through explicit exclusion but through systematic resource limitation 

that grants opportunities while restricting the means to fully succeed. Whether in streaming films 

or digital television series, the industry communicates that women’s and BIPOC creators’ visions 

merit less institutional investment than White men’s work, regardless of proven competence or 

audience demand. This creates cascading disadvantages: smaller budgets limit access to top 

talent, restrict production quality, reduce marketing reach, and ultimately constrain career 

advancement opportunities. The consistency of this pattern across platforms demonstrates that 

media production students enter an industry where gatekeeping mechanisms systematically 

devalue diverse creative voices through resource allocation decisions that begin long before 

cameras roll. 

Executive Leadership and Development Deals 

Diversity in executive leadership (producers, studio heads) has barely budged: 87% 

White in television, 92% White in film (McKinsey, 2021). And when it comes to film deals 
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(those studio or production company agreements that give creatives resources to develop projects 

before filming even starts), White men held 57% of all principal positions in 2024 (Hunt & 

Ramón, 2025). Women made up only 26.5% of film deal principals, roughly half their share of 

the population (Hunt & Ramón, 2025). 

Figure 3a. Share of All Film Deal Principals, by Gender, 2024 (N=291) 

 

Figure 3b. All Film Deal Principal Counts, by Race/Ethnicity & Gender, 2024 

(N=291) 

  

 

 

 

 

Hunt, D., & Ramón, A. (2025). Hollywood Diversity Report 2025: Part 2 Streaming. UCLA Division of Social Sciences. Figures 5 & 6, p. 47. 

Film deal principals, individuals granted studio or production company agreements 

providing resources for project development, were overwhelmingly White (75.9%) and male 

(73.5%), with White men alone representing 57% of all principals. Women comprised only 

26.5% of film deal principals, demonstrating that gatekeeping structures restrict access to 

development resources long before production begins. These statistics demonstrate symbolic 

annihilation operating systematically: 

Omission: Severe underrepresentation, particularly of women directors and 

BIPOC executives. 

 

Trivialization: Budget ceilings that limit women’s access to high-profile projects 

regardless of proven competence. 

 

Condemnation: Restricted access to the ongoing opportunities and resources 

necessary for career advancement. 
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What becomes clear is that the industry has developed sophisticated ways to maintain exclusion 

while appearing to promote inclusion. The documented patterns reveal a structure that 

perpetuates inequity not through overt discrimination alone, but through resource allocation 

decisions that determine whose creative visions get full institutional backing. As the UCLA 

report puts it bluntly: “White men continue to disproportionately receive more investment from 

Hollywood” (Hunt & Ramón, 2025, p. 47). 

Evidence in Film Directing: Long-Term Patterns 

Recent data from Dr. Stacy L. Smith and Dr. Katherine Pieper at the USC Annenberg 

Inclusion Initiative examining 1,588 films from 2007 to 2023 reveals persistent and severe 

disparities in directing opportunities across both gender and race (Smith & Pieper, 2023). Figure 

4 presents a powerful visualization of these disparities, comparing the representation of directors 

across gender and racial/ethnic categories to their proportion of the U.S. population. The data 

reveals that White men directed 79.6% (1,409) of top films despite comprising only 29.2% of the 

U.S. population, demonstrating massive overrepresentation. In stark contrast, women from 

underrepresented racial/ethnic groups accounted for just 1.4% (25) of directors, despite making 

up 20.7% of the population, a 19.3 percentage point gap between population representation and 

industry access (Smith & Pieper, 2023).  
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Figure 4. Gender and Underrepresented Status of Film Directors: Percentage and number of directors by gender and 

underrepresented status across 1,588 films from 2007 to 2023. 

Underrepresented racial/ethnic groups. From "Inclusion in the Director’s Chair" by S. L. Smith and K. Pieper, 2023, 

USC Annenberg Inclusion Initiative. Copyright 2023 by USC Annenberg Inclusion Initiative. 

 

 

The intersectional nature of this exclusion becomes strikingly clear when examining how 

gender and race mix to create the most severe barriers. White women directed 4.6% of films (82 

directors) despite representing 29.7% of the U.S. population, while men from underrepresented 

groups directed 14.3% of films (253 directors) compared to their 20.4% population share. 

However, women from underrepresented racial/ethnic groups face the most dramatic 

underrepresentation, directing only 1.4% of films while comprising 20.7% of the population 

(Smith & Pieper, 2023). This pattern illustrates what Crenshaw (1991) describes as intersectional 

marginalization, where overlapping identity categories create unique experiences of exclusion 

that cannot be understood through single-axis analysis of either race or gender alone. 

Looking specifically at gender across all racial/ethnic groups, Smith and Pieper’s (2023) 

data shows minimal improvement over time. In 2023, only 14 (12.1%) of the 116 directors 

attached to the 100 top-grossing domestic films were women compared to 102 (88%) men, a 

ratio of 7.3 male directors for every female director. This represents only modest progress since 
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2007 when women comprised just 2.7% of directors. Across the entire 17-year period, women 

directed only 6% of the 1,769 films examined (Smith & Pieper, 2023). All three aspects of 

symbolic annihilation are evident in this longitudinal data: 

Omission: The severe underrepresentation of women directors, particularly 

women of color, constitutes a form of erasure from the creative leadership 

landscape (Smith & Pieper, 2023). When women from underrepresented groups 

direct only 1.4% of films while comprising over 20% of the population, their 

near-total absence from the director’s chair sends a powerful message about 

whose creative visions are valued. 

 

Trivialization: Career sustainability appears significantly more challenging for 

women, with 78.3% of female directors making only one feature film during the 

17-year span, compared to 55.8% of male directors (Smith & Pieper, 2023). This 

pattern suggests that women’s contributions are valued less and given fewer 

opportunities to develop. Even when women gain access to directing 

opportunities, the industry systematically limits their ability to build sustained 

careers. 

 

Condemnation: The industry structure effectively punishes women by limiting 

their career longevity. While top female directors like Anne Fletcher and Lana 

Wachowski directed four films each, and Greta Gerwig directed three, their male 

counterparts had significantly more opportunities, with Tyler Perry directing 18 

films, Steven Spielberg 12, Clint Eastwood 11, and Ridley Scott 10 (Smith & 

Pieper, 2023). This disparity in repeat opportunities demonstrates how the 

industry assigns greater value and trust to cis male directors regardless of 

commercial or critical success metrics. 

 

The pattern continues with the examination of 2023’s top 250 films. Exposed are the 

systemic barriers women face in securing other key creative roles. Women cinematographers 

were absent from 94% of these films, women composers were missing from 86% and 72% of 

projects went into post-production without women editors (Lauzen, 2024). These numbers 

demonstrate how the highest levels of filmmaking remain largely closed to women’s creative 

voices. 

This evidence of systemic exclusion documented by the USC Annenberg Inclusion 

Initiative and the research by Lauzen (2024) directly connects to research on symbolic 
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annihilation in media education, demonstrating how industry barriers create a cycle of exclusion 

that begins in educational settings and continues into professional opportunities, particularly 

affecting women and women of color. The data shows that symbolic annihilation operates not 

just through complete omission but through severe limitation of opportunities, creating a system 

where even successful women directors, particularly those from underrepresented racial/ethnic 

groups, face restricted access to sustained careers (Smith & Pieper, 2023). The 19.3 percentage 

point gap between population representation and directing opportunities for underrepresented 

women reveals the cumulative effect of intersecting barriers based on both gender and race, 

underscoring the necessity of intersectional analysis in understanding and addressing symbolic 

annihilation in media industries and the educational pipelines that feed them. 

PART 2: Theoretical Frameworks for Understanding Exclusion 

Having established the pervasive nature of symbolic annihilation in both media industries 

and educational institutions, this section examines the theoretical frameworks that help explain 

how these patterns of exclusion are created, maintained, and experienced. These interconnected 

theories provide analytical tools for understanding not just what symbolic annihilation looks like, 

but how it operates at structural, psychological, and epistemological levels. 

Standpoint Theory and Intersectionality   

Standpoint theory started out as philosophical theory, but over time it’s evolved into 

something more focused on communication (EBSCO Information Services, n.d.). The roots trace 

back to German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel in the early 1800s. Hegel studied 

the different standpoints between enslavers and enslaved people. He noticed something crucial: 

your position in a relationship and your group’s influence shape how you understand information 

and authority (EBSCO Information Services, n.d.). Fast forward to the 1980s, and feminist 
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theorist Nancy Hartsock picked up standpoint theory to examine differences between men and 

women. She built her work on Marxist ideas — specifically, that your work shapes how you see 

and understand the world (EBSCO Information Services, n.d.). What Hartsock created was 

feminist standpoint theory, putting women’s social experiences at the center. But here’s the 

problem: Hartsock failed to include the viewpoints of women of color (EBSCO Information 

Services, n.d.). It’s important to understand that standpoint theory doesn’t claim men and women 

are inherently different. Instead, it argues that cultural and social factors lead women to construct 

experiences that differ from their male counterparts (EBSCO Information Services, n.d.).  

While “standpoint” sounds like just another word for “perspective,” it means something 

more specific in standpoint theory. Getting to a real standpoint takes work; you must dig past the 

surface ideas about society that we all just assume are natural and normal (Harding, 2009). 

Dr. Tracy T. Bowell from the University of Waikato explains that feminist standpoint theorists 

make three key claims: knowledge is shaped by one’s social position rather than being objective 

or universal; marginalized groups have better insight into social dynamics and can ask more 

penetrating questions than those in privileged positions; and research on power relations should 

start with marginalized people’s experiences to gain the most accurate understanding (Bowell, 

n.d.).  

This understanding of how social position shapes knowledge becomes more complex 

when we consider intersectionality. The theory of intersectionality examines how overlapping 

social categories such as race, gender, class, and sexuality interact to create unique experiences 

of oppression and privilege (Crenshaw, 1991). As a Black scholar and professor, my own 

standpoint illustrates this complexity. While my academic position grants certain institutional 

privileges, my racial identity provides critical insights into systemic inequalities that shape both 
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my research and pedagogy. Rather than holding just one social position, people navigate 

multiple, intersecting identities that create distinct standpoints. As a framework for analysis, 

intersectionality instructs scholars to identify where power is held and where power centers 

collide, allowing us to critically evaluate institutions and areas where people face multiple forms 

of oppression (Kelly et al., 2021). 

Together, these theories provide a powerful approach for creative media education. My 

perspective as a Black woman educator brings both the analytical tools of standpoint theory and 

the lived experience that intersectionality helps articulate. Bringing these frameworks into my 

creative media classroom means centering diverse voices and challenging students to examine 

whose perspectives have traditionally been valued in media production. This theoretical 

foundation shapes how I design assignments and facilitate discussions, requiring students to 

move beyond surface-level representation to understand how different social positions generate 

unique insights. When students learn to recognize and value different standpoints and 

intersecting identities, they create more nuanced work, develop both critical thinking and 

empathy, and build the analytical skills necessary to create inclusive content and collaborate 

effectively in an industry that claims to value diversity and inclusion. 

Theoretical Implications 

My standpoint as a Black woman scholar provides what Collins describes as epistemic 

privilege, knowledge born from marginalization, yet institutional structures continue privileging 

supposed objectivity and neutrality, as if whiteness and maleness aren’t standpoints themselves, 

just unmarked ones. This connects directly to Crenshaw’s (1991) theorization of 

intersectionality: my overlapping identities create unique forms of marginalization that cannot be 

understood through single-axis analysis of either race or gender alone. 
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This understanding connects to what Carstarphen (2021) terms the “pedagogy of pain,” 

recognizing that systemic violence and daily inequities cannot be separated from the classroom. 

As Carstarphen powerfully states, “I am African American, a female with rank of professor, and 

I should not exist” (Carstarphen, 2021, p. 144). This statement captures the necropolitical reality 

of educational spaces — the systematic diminishment that operates “gradually and often 

inconspicuously” (Ortega, 2024, p. 74) to make marginalized faculty and students feel their 

presence is always provisional, always under question. This pedagogy acknowledges that 

marginalized educators and students carry into learning spaces the weight of tokenization, 

microaggressions, and hostile environments. Pedagogy of pain refuses the pretense that 

education operates separately from the inequities shaping participants’ lives. Instead, it demands 

that educators acknowledge this reality and create spaces where pain can be named, processed, 

and transformed into critical consciousness and collective resistance. 

Remembering Patricia Hill Collins’ insights about Black women’s standpoint theory 

helps me reframe these challenges. Our unique social location provides a distinctive angle of 

vision on social reality that enriches both scholarship and pedagogy. My voice matters not 

despite my Blackness and womanhood, but because of it, bringing perspectives and insights that 

contribute to more complete understandings of media, education, and the complex dynamics that 

shape both fields. 

Understanding how intersecting identities shape knowledge production and pedagogical 

authority provides essential context for examining the psychological dimensions of exclusion. 

The patterns of underrepresentation documented in the film industry (Figure 4) are mirrored in 

the educational institutions preparing future media professionals. As the following discussion 
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reveals, the demographic composition of academia creates conditions that intensify stereotype 

threat, particularly for all students navigating predominantly White educational spaces. 

Stereotype Threat 

The creation of an inclusive and accessible learning space requires educators to deeply 

understand how stereotype threat shapes student experiences. When students fear confirming 

negative stereotypes about their identity group, it can significantly impact their performance and 

sense of belonging (Cresswell-Yeager & Whitaker, 2020). This theoretical framework 

illuminates how identity and context intersect in educational settings, providing crucial insights 

for classroom practice. By recognizing how stereotype threat operates, educators can better 

understand the complex ways students’ awareness of societal stereotypes about their race, 

gender, or other aspects of identity influences their educational experience and engagement with 

learning materials. 

The presence of stereotype threat compels educators to establish learning environments 

that affirm students’ diverse identities while consistently maintaining rigorous academic 

standards for all learners (Steele, 2010; Cresswell-Yeager & Whitaker, 2020). Cresswell-Yeager 

and Whitaker’s analysis of Steele’s book Whistling Vivaldi (2010) identified crucial themes 

emphasizing why educators should develop a comprehensive understanding of stereotype threat 

to effectively support student achievement and create inclusive learning environments 

(Cresswell-Yeager & Whitaker, 2020, p. 266): 

1. Individuals know when they are being stereotyped, 

2. Individuals know what people could think about them, 

3. Individuals are aware that anything they do that fits the stereotypes 

could be taken as confirming it. 
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4. Individuals are aware that they could be judged and treated according 

to those stereotypes. 

This understanding becomes particularly vital in creative media education, where representation 

and identity expression are central to the learning process. 

Stereotype threat is described as a situational threat, meaning it can arise in any context 

where negative stereotypes related to one’s group membership are perceived to be relevant 

(Shapiro & Neuberg, 2007). The concept of stereotype threat arises when an individual finds 

themselves in a situation where a negative stereotype about their group is portrayed, leading to 

the fear of being stereotyped, judged, or treated in line with the stereotype, and possibly 

conforming to it (Steele, 1997). “A stereotype-threat is conceptualized as evoking fear to confirm 

negative stereotypes, it is often proposed as a mediator in models explaining the consequences of 

threat cues” (Kroon & Selm, 2024, p. 3). Research indicates that when individuals are exposed to 

a group-based stereotype threat, they tend to distance their personal identity from the domain 

associated with the negative stereotype (Pennington et al., 2016; Keller, 2008). Empirical 

research shows that exposure to counter-stereotypical, as opposed to stereotypical, media 

representations significantly reduce prejudiced beliefs among individuals from outgroup 

populations (Kroon & Selm, 2024). 

Negative stereotypes about one’s group can cause members to experience various types 

of threats, which are shaped by the interaction between two key dimensions: the target of the 

threat (either the individual or the group as a whole) and the source of the threat (which may 

come from the self, members of other groups, or members of one’s own group) (Shapiro & 

Neuberg, 2007). Some theorists describe stereotype threat as a self-evaluative state in which 

anxiety about reinforcing a negative stereotype, either in the eyes of others or oneself, leads to 
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behaviors that align with and ultimately confirm the stereotype (Shapiro & Neuberg, 2007; 

Koenig & Eagly, 2005). Scholars have synthesized these descriptions: “Stereotype threat is 

described as a psychological predicament where individuals are hindered from reaching their full 

potential due to the awareness that failure could reinforce a negative stereotype associated with 

their group, and by extension, themselves” (Shapiro & Neuberg, 2007; Schmader, 2002, p. 194). 

Faculty Diversity and Stereotype Threat in Higher Education 

According to the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES, 2023), White faculty account for about 72 percent of all full-time positions in 

degree-granting institutions. Within that total, White men are about 37 percent and White women 

about 35 percent. All other racial/ethnic groups combined represent less than 30 percent of full-

time faculty. Black faculty remain severely underrepresented, with Black women about 3 percent 

and Black men about 3 percent. Hispanic women and men are each about 3 percent. Asian men 

are about 6 percent and Asian women about 5 percent. American Indian/Alaska Native, Pacific 

Islander, and Two or More Races each represent about 1 percent or less. 

 



 

 

35 

Figure 5. Percentage distribution of full-time faculty at degree-granting postsecondary institutions, by race/ethnicity 

and sex, Fall 2022. Note. Percentages reflect shares of all full-time faculty. Totals may not sum to 100 because of 

rounding and suppressed cells.  

Source. U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Integrated Postsecondary 

Education Data System (IPEDS), Human Resources component, Fall Staff section, Fall 2022 (provisional). See Digest 

of Education Statistics 2023, Table 315.20. 

 

The underrepresentation of faculty of color becomes more pronounced when rank is 

considered. Figure 6 separates professor-rank positions (assistant, associate, and full professor 

that are tenure-track or tenured) from non-professor-rank positions (lecturers, instructors, and 

other non-tenure-track roles) to show how inequities compound at higher levels of authority. 
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Figure 6. Percentage distribution of professor-rank and non-professor-rank full-time faculty at degree-granting postsecondary 

institutions, by race/ethnicity and sex, Fall 2022. Note. Percentages are calculated within each rank category; the professor-rank 

column sums to about 100 percent, and the non-professor-rank column also sums to about 100 percent. Some groups round to zero. 

Totals may not equal 100 because of rounding and suppressed cells. 

Source. U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Integrated Postsecondary 

Education Data System (IPEDS), Human Resources component, Fall Staff section, Fall 2022 (provisional). See Digest 

of Education Statistics 2023, Table 315.20. 

 

Figure 6 exposes a troubling pattern of stratification within academia. Among professor 

ranks, which include tenure-track and tenured positions offering job security, academic freedom, 

and institutional power, White males represent 39% and White females 13%, totaling 52% of 

these prestigious positions. In contrast, all faculty of color combined hold significantly smaller 

percentages of professor-rank positions: Asian males (8%), Asian females (5%), Hispanic males 

(3%), Hispanic females (3%), Black males (3%), and Black females (3%), with other groups 

rounding to zero or representing 1%. 

The disparities become even more striking when examining non-professor ranks, which 

include instructors, lecturers, and adjunct faculty who typically have less job security, lower pay, 

limited benefits, and reduced institutional influence. White males and White females dominate 

these positions as well (33% and 38% respectively), but the distribution reveals how faculty of 
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color, when they do enter academia, are disproportionately channeled into these lower-status 

positions. Asian females and males each represent 5% of non-professor ranks, while Hispanic 

males and females each represent 4%, and Black males and females each represent 3-5% of these 

positions. 

This stratification pattern demonstrates what scholars describe as “occupational 

segregation” within academia, where even when faculty of color gain access to higher education 

institutions, they face barriers to advancing into tenured, professor-rank positions that carry the 

most institutional authority, job security, and influence over curriculum and policy decisions 

(Turner, González, & Wood, 2008). For students, particularly students of color in media 

production programs, this means they rarely encounter faculty of color in positions of established 

academic authority. Instead, if they have instructors of color at all, those instructors are more 

likely to be in contingent, non-tenure-track positions with less institutional power to advocate for 

curriculum changes, secure resources for diverse students, or challenge departmental practices 

that perpetuate inequity. 

The implications for media production education are particularly significant. Non-tenure-

track faculty, who are disproportionately faculty of color as Figure 6 demonstrates, often face 

higher teaching loads, limited access to professional development funds, reduced equipment 

access for pedagogical innovation, and exclusion from department governance and curriculum 

planning (Kezar & Maxey, 2016). When faculty who bring diverse industry experience and 

cultural knowledge are systematically positioned in contingent roles with limited institutional 

authority, their ability to transform curricula, challenge hidden biases, and implement culturally 

responsive teaching practices becomes severely constrained. This structural inequality means 

that even when media production programs employ faculty of color, those faculty may lack the 



 

 

38 

institutional positioning necessary to effectively counter symbolic annihilation in curriculum and 

pedagogy. 

Furthermore, this stratification intensifies stereotype threat for students of color. Not only 

do they rarely see faculty who share their racial identity, but when they do, those faculty 

members often occupy lower-status positions within the academic hierarchy. This sends implicit 

messages about whose expertise is valued, who belongs in positions of authority, and whose 

perspectives shape the discipline’s knowledge base. Students learn through observation that even 

when people of color enter academia, systemic barriers limit their advancement to positions of 

full professional recognition and institutional power (Steele, 2010). For media production 

students preparing to enter an industry already characterized by severe disparities in creative 

leadership (as shown in Figure 4), educational environments that replicate these hierarchies 

provide no counter-narrative to industry inequities. 

These statistics powerfully illustrate the institutional context in which symbolic 

annihilation operates within higher education. The dramatic underrepresentation of faculty of 

color, particularly Black and Hispanic faculty, creates an environment where students from these 

backgrounds rarely see themselves reflected in positions of academic authority. This 

demographic reality directly connects to research on how symbolic annihilation manifests in 

creative media education, where the scarcity of diverse perspectives among faculty inevitably 

shapes curriculum development, mentorship opportunities, and the evaluation of student work. 

Furthermore, this extreme underrepresentation creates conditions that foster stereotype 

threat, as defined by Steele and Aronson (1995), where students from marginalized groups fear 

confirming negative stereotypes about their group identity. In media production education 

specifically, Black students face the additional psychological burden of navigating an 
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environment where their creative voices and technical abilities may be judged against 

stereotypical expectations rather than their actual performance, particularly when they rarely see 

faculty who share their racial identity. As Steele (2010) notes, environments where one’s group 

is severely underrepresented heighten awareness to potential judgment, creating additional 

cognitive load that can impair performance and undermine students’ willingness to take creative 

risks or pursue leadership roles in production settings. 

Epistemology of Ignorance 

Epistemologies of ignorance reveal how the ways we choose not to know something 

shape what we end up knowing and believing (Bowleg et al., 2017). To really understand what 

we know, we must study what we don’t know, the forgotten, hidden, and unexplored spaces. 

Examining what remains unknown, forgotten, or suppressed is essential to understanding the 

boundaries of knowledge itself (Sullivan & Tuana, 2007; Tuana, 2009). People often think 

ignorance just means not knowing something, like having a blank spot in your mind that just 

needs to be filled in with the right information (Bhatt & MacKenzie, 2019). But it’s much deeper 

than that. Ignorance can actively shape how people see things, make them resist new 

information, and even serve a purpose for them (Sullivan & Tuana, 2007; Bhatt & MacKenzie, 

2019). 

Researchers are examining how various forms of ignorance, both unconscious and 

intentional, function to maintain racial inequality and white privilege in society (Martinez, 2020). 

Not knowing isn’t always accidental. Epistemologies of ignorance show us that people often 

work hard to stay ignorant. They build and protect their not-knowing. This manufactured 

ignorance is tied to power: who gets to be believed, who gets to be heard, and who gets to be 

doubted (Tuana, 2009). Powerful groups maintain their power by actively choosing not to know 
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certain things. In spaces divided by race and gender, White people and men use specific ways of 

thinking (or not thinking) to stay on top. It’s not just accidental ignorance; it’s a deliberate 

practice that helps them keep their dominance (Bowleg et al., 2017). To truly understand 

knowledge, we must examine who benefits from keeping certain things unknown. We can’t 

separate what we know from what we choose not to know, or who gains power by staying 

ignorant while forcing others to bear the burden of that ignorance (Tuana, 2009). 

The Hidden Curriculum: Uncovering Hidden Bias 

Hidden biases operate as implicit, often unconscious beliefs about social groups that form 

through repeated exposure to cultural messages. Banaji and Greenwald (2013) describe these 

biases as “bits of knowledge about social groups stored in our brains because we encounter them 

so frequently in our cultural environments. Once lodged into our minds, hidden bias can 

influence our behavior toward members of particular social groups, but we remain oblivious to 

their influence” (Banaji & Greenwald, 2013, p. xxi). These biases connect directly to what 

scholars call the hidden curriculum (HC) — those implicit and unspoken messages, beliefs, and 

assumptions that permeate educational settings (Myles, Trautman, & Schelvan, 2004). Unlike the 

formal curriculum we write in syllabi, the hidden curriculum emerges subtly through actions, 

inactions, and unwritten rules about what matters in educational spaces. 

Bowles and Gintis (2002) spent 25 years studying how schools prepare students for the 

workplace, and what they found explains exactly how hidden curriculum operates. Schools don’t 

primarily teach work skills through explicit curriculum. Instead, they structure social interactions 

and rewards to replicate workplace environments. They call this the correspondence principle. 

“The contribution of schooling to individual economic success could only partly be explained by 

the cognitive development fostered in schools” (Bowles & Gintis, 2002, p. 1). What do students 
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actually learn? How to function within hierarchical structures through what they experience daily 

— the reward systems, power dynamics, and behavioral expectations embedded in educational 

practices. This is the hidden curriculum at work, teaching students which behaviors, 

personalities, and approaches lead to success long before they enter the workplace. 

And the research backs this up in ways that should make every educator pay attention. 

Bowles and Gintis (2002) surveyed sixty-five studies on test scores and earnings. Cognitive 

performance accounted for only about 15% of earnings variation. Personality and behavioral 

traits? They played substantially larger roles. Even more striking: when cognitive test scores 

were added to earnings equations that already included years of schooling, the coefficient of 

schooling only reduced by an average of 18%. That means 82% of schooling’s contribution to 

earnings operates through non-cognitive pathways (Bowles & Gintis, 2002, p. 13). What schools 

teach students extends far beyond course content to include behavioral patterns, personality 

traits, and social orientations that employers value. The hidden curriculum accomplishes this 

teaching. 

Here is proof this matters for media production education. When 3,000 U.S. employers 

were surveyed about what matters most in hiring decisions, “attitude” ranked highest at 4.6 on a 

5-point scale. “Years of schooling” came in at 2.9. “Academic performance” scored just 2.5 

(Bureau of the Census, 1998, as cited in Bowles & Gintis, 2002). British employers told a similar 

story: “poor attitude, motivation, or personality” showed up as a recruitment obstacle in 62% of 

cases reporting skill shortages, compared to “lack of technical skills” in only 43% (Green, 

Machin, & Wilkenson, 1998, as cited in Bowles & Gintis, 2002). So, film production programs 

face this reality: students learn behavioral and personality patterns through hidden curriculum 
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that will matter more for their professional success than technical skills. But here’s the problem 

— these patterns may be encoding and reproducing industry inequities. 

Rob Sabal (2001) noted this in his work Teaching Media: production educators often 

unwittingly reinforce hidden biases by consistently rewarding projects that mirror familiar 

narratives, limiting diverse expressions. Berry and Kernan (1983) showed how mass media, 

especially television, shapes social values and reinforces biases that infiltrate educational 

practices. When teachers recognize how hidden bias functions within the hidden curriculum, they 

can identify implicit messages being transmitted and intentionally reshape their teaching to 

create more inclusive, reflective learning environments (Giroux & Penna, 1979). 

 What does this look like in actual film production courses? Hidden biases manifest when 

instructors unconsciously value narrative structures that follow Western three-act formulas while 

subtly dismissing non-linear storytelling approaches. Assignment feedback praises students who 

reference recognized White male directors while overlooking references to equally significant 

women directors or filmmakers of color. Equipment access reveals hidden hierarchies — certain 

students get more hands-on time with advanced equipment based on perceived “natural aptitude” 

rather than demonstrated interest. Even class discussions show bias when contributions about 

technical aspects from male students receive more substantive engagement than similar 

comments from female students. 

These patterns are exactly what Bowles and Gintis (2002) describe: schools structure 

rewards to replicate workplace hierarchies. But when film programs do this, they’re replicating 

Hollywood’s documented inequities. When we reward the personality traits and behavioral 

patterns that lead to success in an industry where White men direct 69% of films while Black 

directors make only 9.5% (Hunt & Ramón, 2023), we risk socializing students into the very 
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structures that perpetuate symbolic annihilation. The hidden curriculum teaches students which 

voices, stories, and approaches are considered legitimate in the field. We’re encoding industry 

power dynamics directly into educational practices without ever making these values explicit in 

the curriculum. 

The research on personality traits makes this even more clear. Bowles and Gintis (2002) 

looked at GED holders — people who show substantially better cognitive performance than 

other high school dropouts. But their wages? Barely higher. Behavioral and personality factors 

override cognitive advantages (Heckman, Hsee, & Rubinstein, 1999, as cited in Bowles & 

Gintis, 2002). Another study using the Panel Study of Income Dynamics found that motivational 

and behavioral traits measured 15-25 years earlier substantially predicted adult earnings. When 

these variables were introduced, they reduced unexplained variance by 5% — five times larger 

than the average contribution of cognitive scores (Duncan & Dunifon, 1998, as cited in Bowles 

& Gintis, 2002). When film programs structure their hidden curriculum around “professional 

behavior,” “collaborative attitude,” and “industry-ready demeanor” without examining whose 

behaviors count as professional, whose collaboration style gets valued, and which industry 

standards are being replicated, we may be training students in precisely the personality patterns 

that maintain existing hierarchies. 

We are at a point in our history where educators acknowledge there are more students 

attending schools with ethnically diverse populations, yet the majority of textbook-based 

curriculum still depicts history from a Eurocentric perspective (Shropshire, 1999). Curriculum in 

textbooks that contain selective biased information about people of color contributes to negative 

perceptions of these groups (Shropshire, 1999). This curriculum design exemplifies the 

epistemology of ignorance in action — actively producing not-knowing through what gets taught 
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and what gets erased. Universities help keep White ignorance alive by embracing a business-

minded approach to education that’s rooted in whiteness. They claim to be colorblind and merit-

based, but their whole system of deciding what counts as knowledge and success is built on 

White standards and experiences (de Saxe, 2021, 2023). 

Here’s where Bowles and Gintis’s (2002) research on intergenerational inequality 

connects. They found that knowing someone’s parental income is “about as informative about 

the person’s own economic status as is the person’s own years of schooling attained, or score on 

a standardized cognitive test” (Bowles & Gintis, 2002, p. 4). The intergenerational correlation 

for family income averages 0.43, substantially higher than researchers previously believed 

(Mulligan, 1997, as cited in Bowles & Gintis, 2002). When media production programs structure 

their hidden curriculum to reward students who already possess cultural capital — familiarity 

with industry references, access to professional networks, comfort with expensive equipment, 

confidence in critiquing work — they may be functioning as mechanisms of intergenerational 

status transmission rather than as engines of social mobility. 

A teacher’s impact on student achievement is the primary measure of their effectiveness. 

This influence should be considered the most critical aspect of teaching quality (Center for 

Teacher Quality, 2007; Jones & Collier, 2020). Insufficient preparation leaves many educators 

unable to recognize or address culturally responsive issues when they arise in educational 

settings. This knowledge gap also diminishes their capacity to effectively utilize instructional 

materials (Ladson-Billings, 2007; Jones & Collier, 2020). “Teachers need to be aware of the 

value perspectives presented to their students through both the curricula and the teaching 

materials they use in order to avoid unknowingly perpetuating bias and prejudice” (Hollins & 

Oliver, 1999, p. 15). 
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Bowles and Gintis (2002) help us understand why teacher awareness matters so much. 

They demonstrated that schools influence cultural evolution through two mechanisms: which 

cultural models (teachers) students encounter, and which behaviors the reward structure 

reinforces (Bowles & Gintis, 2002, p. 18-20). When children are paired with teachers who model 

particular cultural traits and when school reward structures favor certain behaviors, students 

learn not through explicit instruction but through observing what leads to success. In media 

production education, this means students learn whose stories matter, whose creative approaches 

receive validation, and which professional behaviors lead to opportunities — not primarily 

through syllabi but through daily patterns of recognition and dismissal. Faculty who are unaware 

of these dynamics become unwitting agents of the correspondence principle, preparing students 

for an industry structure without questioning whether that structure should be replicated. 

Despite growing interest in entertainment industry careers among college students, 

there’s a noted absence of inclusive coursework, especially in scriptwriting classes, limiting non-

stereotypical character development (Banks, 2019; Walker, 2022). Educators must remain 

mindful of the viewpoints and values embedded within their curricular choices and instructional 

materials to prevent inadvertently perpetuating bias and prejudice among their students (Hollins 

& Oliver, 1999). Professors can identify curriculum gaps if they understand what exposure 

students receive in the classroom about diversity as they are being prepared to work in their 

fields of study (Muturi & Zhu, 2019; Richard, 1996). Research on college level informal hidden 

(bias) curriculum found the influence “of personal growth and development to be strongly 

present and at times far more relevant than the formal curriculum” (Warren, Mitten, D’Amore, & 

Lotz, 2019, p. 141). 
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The book The Agony of Education: Black Students at White Colleges and Universities by 

Joe R. Feagin, Hernan Vera, and Nikitah Imani discusses the fact that many universities and 

colleges make only token movements in diversifying curriculum and no real progress (Feagin, 

Vera, & Imani, 1996). Students of color often feel isolated on media production projects and in 

the classroom (Banks, 2019). Higher education institutions that are cultivating the next 

generation of media directors, writers, editors, and cinematographers must take into 

consideration when creating curriculum that students develop ideas for their content from their 

personal values and unconscious biases (O’Brien, 1990). The Hollywood Diversity Report 

launched at the Ralph J. Bunche Center for African American Studies at UCLA in 2014 releases 

a report on cultural representation in the television and film industry every year. Their 2023 

report presented data that shows Black writers in Hollywood are underrepresented at 10 percent 

compared to White writers at 67 percent. Black directors are underrepresented at 9.5 percent 

compared to White directors at 69 percent (Hunt & Ramón, 2023). 

Bowles and Gintis (2002) concluded that schools’ historical evolution “is not accounted 

for by the gradual perfection of a democratic or pedagogical ideal. Rather, it was the product of a 

series of conflicts arising through the transformation of the social organization of work and the 

distribution of its rewards” (Bowles & Gintis, 2002, p. 2). If we apply this lens to media 

production education, we have to ask: whose interests shape program structures, reward systems, 

and definitions of professional success? When film programs replicate Hollywood’s hierarchies 

through their hidden curriculum, they may be functioning less as sites of creative and intellectual 

development and more as sorting mechanisms that channel students into industry positions while 

leaving industry structures unquestioned. Numerous educators lack adequate culturally 

competent knowledge, experience, and training. Since societal transformation begins with 
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education, if we expect students to contribute meaningfully to society, the impetus for change 

must originate from those who teach them (Grey & O’Brien, 1996; Jones & Collier, 2020). 

The hidden curriculum will operate whether we acknowledge it or not. It works through 

the correspondence principle that structures school experiences to mirror workplace hierarchies. 

It operates through reward systems that value personality and behavior over cognitive skills. It 

functions through cultural transmission that reproduces intergenerational inequality. Recognizing 

how this happens gives media production educators both a diagnostic tool and a call to action. 

The question is whether we will let hidden curriculum unconsciously replicate Hollywood’s 

documented inequities or whether we will deliberately restructure our programs’ reward systems, 

behavioral expectations, and cultural models to prepare students for an industry that should exist 

rather than simply the one that does.  

The Three Forms of Cultural Capital in Media Education and Industry 

Bourdieu (1986) identifies three distinct but interrelated forms of cultural capital that 

operate simultaneously to reproduce social hierarchies. Understanding how each form manifests 

across the education-to-industry pipeline reveals the specific mechanisms through which 

symbolic annihilation is enacted and maintained.  

Embodied Cultural Capital: Dispositions, Habitus, and “Natural Talent”  

Embodied cultural capital exists as “long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body” 

acquired through prolonged exposure and socialization (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 258). In media 

education, this manifests as aesthetic sensibilities, narrative understanding, and communication 

styles developed through family exposure to media, arts, and storytelling traditions. Students 

from backgrounds historically excluded from media representation often possess rich embodied 
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cultural capital through oral storytelling traditions, community-specific aesthetic practices, or 

survival narratives that offer unique creative perspectives. 

However, symbolic annihilation operates by systematically failing to recognize these 

alternative forms of embodied cultural capital as legitimate knowledge. When curriculum 

exclusively validates Western narrative structures, European art film traditions, or Hollywood 

production standards, it devalues the embodied cultural capital that diverse students bring to 

creative spaces (Lareau, 2015). Faculty may interpret a Black student’s use of nonlinear 

storytelling as “lacking technical proficiency” rather than recognizing it as sophisticated 

narrative capital from African American traditions. Asian American students’ collaborative 

approaches may be read as “indecisiveness” rather than appreciated cultural dispositions. 

The concept of “natural talent” itself masks embodied cultural capital. When White male 

students are perceived as having “natural aptitude” for directing, what’s being recognized is 

embodied capital that aligns with dominant industry aesthetics. The UCLA data showing women 

and BIPOC directors receive lower budgets (Figure 1.) partly reflects how the industry devalues 

embodied cultural capital that diverges from White male norms. When studio executives 

describe a woman director as “lacking confidence,” they often respond to differences in how 

authority is performed, differences rooted in embodied cultural capital rather than actual 

competence. 

Objectified Cultural Capital: Equipment, Resources, and Industry Access 

Objectified cultural capital exists in material cultural goods: equipment, film libraries, 

diverse media examples, and industry networks (Bourdieu, 1986). Students from affluent 

backgrounds often arrive at university already familiar with professional equipment, having 

participated in summer film programs or built portfolios through well-resourced high schools. 
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This accumulated advantage appears as individual merit when it represents family investment in 

cultural goods. 

In higher education, film libraries dominated by White male directors, lighting tutorials 

designed for European skin tones, and departmental resource allocation patterns all represent 

objectified capital that reinforces hierarchies. Non-tenure track faculty, disproportionately 

faculty of color (Figure 6), often have reduced access to equipment privileges or production 

budgets, perpetuating inequality when they cannot provide students the same access to 

objectified capital as tenure-track colleagues. 

In the film industry, the systematic budget disparities documented in the UCLA reports 

(Figures 1-3) represent objectified capital inequality at scale. A $100 million budget provides 

access to A-list actors, top cinematographers, marketing campaigns, and distribution networks. 

When zero women directed films with budgets over $100 million in 2024 (Hunt & Ramón, 

2025), they were denied objectified capital necessary for industry recognition. The 57% of film 

deal principals who are White men (Figure 3b) control development funds, office space, and 

relationships with financiers, gatekeeping objectified capital before production even begins. 

Institutionalized Cultural Capital: Credentials and Gatekeeping 

Institutionalized cultural capital exists through academic qualifications, credentials, and 

institutional recognition (Bourdieu, 1986). In media education, this includes terminal degrees 

from “prestigious” film schools, internships at major studios, and national awards from 

recognized festivals. Assessment criteria that consistently reward projects mirroring industry 

standards shaped by homogeneous gatekeepers’ force students to choose between maintaining 

authentic expressions and fitting dominant expectations or risking lower evaluations.  
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The severe underrepresentation of Black faculty (3% each for males and females), 

(Figure 5) means few students encounter professors whose institutionalized capital includes lived 

expertise in navigating industry racism. Letters of recommendation represent crucial 

institutionalized capital; faculty with industry connections write letters that carry weight, while 

faculty without such networks cannot provide the same certification. First-generation students 

and students of color often lack access to faculty possessing this form of capital. 

In the film industry, the 79.6% of directors who are White men (Figure 4) possess 

institutionalized capital that operates invisibly as “industry standard.” Studio executives (87-92% 

White), (McKinsey, 2021) create a closed system where institutionalized capital is validated by 

those who already possess it. A White male director who attended film school with a studio 

executive possesses credentials that convert to relationships, which convert to budgets. Greta 

Gerwig’s three directing credits versus Tyler Perry’s 18 films (Smith & Pieper, 2023) reflects 

how institutionalized capital (industry recognition) gates access to future opportunities. 

These three forms do not operate independently but compound and convert into one 

another, creating cycles that either accelerate or impede advancement. For students at 

intersectional positions, particularly Black women, capital deficits compound. Without embodied 

capital aligned with dominant aesthetics, accessing objectified capital becomes harder. Limited 

objectified capital restricts building portfolios for institutionalized capital. Without 

institutionalized capital recognized by gatekeepers, limited industry opportunities prevent 

accumulating the objectified capital to demonstrate competence. Each deficit makes others 

harder to overcome. 

This framework reveals symbolic annihilation operates not through single barriers but 

through systematic restriction of all three capital forms simultaneously. Educational 
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interventions addressing only one form (providing equipment without addressing embodied or 

institutionalized capital) have limited effect. Comprehensive transformation requires addressing 

all three while recognizing how intersecting identities shape access to each. 

PART 3: Pedagogical Approaches for Transformation  

Culturally Responsive Teaching in Higher Education 

Culturally responsive teaching (CRT), also known as culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP), 

can be defined as an “instructional pedagogical strategy” that uses the tools needed to educate all 

students from all parts of society (Larke, 2013, p. 39). Another definition is pedagogy “that 

teaches to and through the strengths of ethnically diverse students” (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 

2011; Gay, 2000, p. 29). Students have a well-rounded education when the contributions of 

people from diverse backgrounds are welcomed and encouraged by the lessons teachers include 

within their curriculum (Pewewardy, 1999). Most studies on CRT are done at the grade school 

level with most students in the study being African American (Morrison et al., 2008; Byrd, 

2016). Educators who use CRP methods can respond to classroom challenges in a calculated way 

(Larke, 2013). Professors who are the most successful in the classroom intentionally think of 

themselves as providing an education, as fostering how students learn (Bain, 2004). Academics 

who utilize CRT recognize that education inherently operates within existing power structures 

and social hierarchies, and they inspire, motivate, and guide their students to understand how 

they can serve as catalysts for societal change (Pinto-Lopez et al., 2020). CRT embraces an 

approach where learning experiences are built around student needs and perspectives, with 

instructors taking on the role of guides who facilitate knowledge construction rather than simply 

delivering information (Ladson-Billings, 1994; Cresswell-Yeager & Whitaker, 2020). Creating a 
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safe, natural, and authentic critical learning environment for students is what the best teachers do 

(Bain, 2004). 

For clarity, throughout this paper when I discuss CRT, I am referring to culturally 

responsive teaching or culturally relevant pedagogy. These concepts are not to be confused with 

critical race theory. Both are abbreviated as “CRT,” but they are distinct concepts. Critical race 

theory emerged from critiques of critical legal studies. While critical legal studies scholars 

examined how historical and cultural factors shaped legal frameworks, they failed to address 

racism and racial dynamics in their analyses (Cook & Bryant, 2024). Critical race theory was 

established specifically to highlight the experiences of people of color and to examine the 

perpetuation of white supremacy systems (Crenshaw et al., 1995). Critical race theory offers 

pedagogical approaches that expose the mechanisms by which racism maintains oppressive 

systems, while also advocating for the dismantling of racial oppression. 

Culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) is practiced when an educator creates a class 

atmosphere that acknowledges the cultural differences, knowledge base, beliefs, and values of 

their students as assets to the learning environment (Gay, 2010). The term “pedagogy” in our 

contemporary language originates from an ancient expression meaning a slave assigned to the 

role of an instructor. The Greek term “paidagogos” later transformed into Latin as “paedagogus,” 

referred to a slave of somewhat elevated status responsible for accompanying children to and 

from places of learning (Givens, 2021). While race and ethnicity constitute just one aspect of 

culturally responsive teaching, there is widespread agreement in the literature that cultural 

factors significantly impact classroom dynamics. Although scholars generally endorse this 

perspective, research examining how teacher and student identities shape classroom 

communication remains scarce (Maingi, 2017).  
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Professors who are the most successful in the classroom intentionally think of themselves 

as providing an education, “as fostering how students learn” (Bain, 2004, p. 67). “Creating a 

safe, natural, and authentic critical learning environment for students is what the best teachers 

do” (Bain, 2004, p. 47). Practicing CRP gives educators a foundation to help facilitate the 

creation of inclusive teaching materials like books, workshops, and lectures which include the 

experiences of a diverse student body. Many researchers have stated that one of the most 

effective ways of educating and addressing the needs of a diverse student body is culturally 

responsive teaching (Gay, 2000, 2010; Ford, 2010; Harmon, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2010).  

To be successful at CRP, an educator must first have a good foundation of their own 

cultural competence and be aware they are building a bridge, using their students’ previous 

experiences and combining it with the curriculum (Byrd, 2016). This allows professors and 

instructors to engage the prior knowledge the students had before coming into the classroom and 

demonstrate a range of diverse expertise (Irvine, 2010, p. 59). Circumstances in the classroom 

may sometimes need adjustments and that can be challenging. Educators who use CRP methods 

can respond to uncomfortable changes in a calculated way (Larke, 2013). The “calculated” 

approach means teachers employ cultural knowledge, self-reflection, and pedagogical skills to 

navigate difficult moments in ways that maintain an inclusive learning environment rather than 

defaulting to conventional classroom management techniques that might inadvertently 

marginalize certain cultural expressions or learning styles (Larke, 2013). 

Researcher Jacqueline Irvine discusses five myths about CRP that have made this topic 

uncomfortable for some educators to implement in their classrooms and school curriculum: 

1. Only teachers of color can be culturally relevant. 

2. Culturally relevant pedagogy is not appropriate for white students. 
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3. Caring teachers of diverse students have no classroom management skills. 

4. The purpose of culturally relevant pedagogy is to help diverse students “feel 

good” about themselves. 

5. Culturally relevant teachers attend to learning styles by addressing African 

American male students’ need for kinesthetic activities or by allowing Asian 

American students to work alone (2010, p. 58). 

Including cultural lessons in all classes should be a priority for all educators (Gay, 2010, 

2013). In one of the few empirical studies on CRP, researcher Christy Byrd concluded that when 

CRP methods are used by teachers to stimulate connection of other cultures in the lessons, the 

results are better learning outcomes (Byrd, 2016, p. 7). Faculty members who skillfully 

implement CRT willingly discuss their own struggles and achievements as learning opportunities 

for their students. Through this practice, they inspire and encourage students to strive toward 

reaching their fullest individual potential (Miller, 2020). Media instructors possess a valuable 

opportunity to design curriculum that simultaneously enhances cultural intelligence within 

themselves and their students, while developing effective pedagogical strategies that foster 

deeper student engagement in the learning process (Cresswell-Yeager & Whitaker, 2020). 

Critical Media Literacy as Pedagogical Framework 

Media literacy education has included critical dimensions since the 1920s, when 

educators first sought to develop informed, critical consumers who could analyze media’s 

persuasive techniques and ideological messages. But media has changed dramatically. The 

landscape our students navigate bears little resemblance to the broadcast-dominated era that 

shaped traditional media literacy frameworks. Students now encounter algorithmic curation, 

user-generated content, streaming platforms, and social media ecosystems that blur the lines 
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between producer and consumer. More significantly for media production education, our 

students aren’t positioned as consumers at all. They’re creators entering an industry with 

documented patterns of exclusion. This shift demands that we extend media literacy’s critical 

tradition into production pedagogy itself — teaching students to critically examine not just the 

media they encounter but the industry structures, power dynamics, and representational patterns 

embedded in the media they create. 

Literacies as Socially Constructed 

Kellner and Share (2007) argue that literacies are socially constructed within institutional 

contexts governed by specific rules and conventions. Because literacies evolve in response to 

social and cultural change, the interests of elites controlling hegemonic institutions, and the 

emergence of new technologies, media literacy must extend beyond technical skills to address 

how power shapes what gets created, distributed, and valued (Kellner & Share, 2007). This 

insight directly connects to symbolic annihilation in media production education. When curricula 

systematically omit diverse filmmaking traditions, trivialize non-Western narrative structures, 

and implicitly condemn creative approaches that challenge industry norms, they’re not just 

leaving things out accidentally. They’re maintaining what Mills (1997) calls epistemology of 

ignorance, actively cultivated gaps in knowledge that preserve existing power structures. 

Critical media literacy differs from traditional approaches by explicitly addressing 

ideology and power. Masterman (1985 & 2001) established that media education’s central 

concept should be representation, understanding that media are constructed symbolic systems 

rather than neutral reflections of reality. Buckingham (2003) extends this, arguing that media 

literacy must examine the social, cultural, and political contexts within which meaning making 

happens. For media production students, this means understanding that “industry standards” for 
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cinematography, editing, or narrative structure aren’t neutral technical requirements, but 

culturally constructed preferences shaped by historically homogeneous gatekeepers (Luke, 1994; 

Buckingham, 2003). 

From Analysis to Production 

Traditional media literacy often stops at critique. Students learn to identify stereotypical 

representations, and that’s valuable. But as Kellner and Share (2007) emphasize, critical media 

literacy must include production, creating alternative media that challenges rather than replicates 

dominant representations. Students need both the analytical tools to recognize symbolic 

annihilation and the creative skills to counter it through their own media-making practices. 

Without production components, media literacy risks creating cynical critics who can identify 

problems but lack agency to create solutions (Kellner & Share, 2007; Masterman, 1985/2001). 

This dual emphasis on critique and creation becomes essential when examining how 

symbolic annihilation operates through all three dimensions identified by Tuchman (1978). 

Critical media literacy provides frameworks for recognizing omission (whose stories are 

systematically absent?), trivialization (whose contributions get marginalized?), and 

condemnation (whose creative approaches get dismissed as unprofessional?). When students 

learn that these patterns aren’t natural but constructed, they gain tools for challenging them. 

Integration with Culturally Responsive Teaching 

The power of critical media literacy multiplies when integrated with culturally responsive 

teaching (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1994). While CRT emphasizes centering students’ 

cultural knowledge as assets, critical media literacy provides frameworks for analyzing how 

dominant media representations have systematically devalued those same cultural perspectives. 

Together, these approaches help students recognize that their diverse backgrounds provide not 
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just personal stories to tell but alternative epistemologies and aesthetic traditions that enrich 

media production (Kellner & Share, 2007; Gay, 2010; Luke, 1994). 

For example, when a Black student brings storytelling traditions from their community 

into a screenwriting class, critical media literacy helps frame those traditions as sophisticated 

narrative techniques rather than departures from “correct” structure. It makes visible how 

Hollywood formulas reflect specific cultural traditions that have been universalized through 

institutional power, creating space for multiple valid approaches. 

Preparing Students for Industry Transformation 

The stark disparities documented by Smith and Pieper (2023) and Hunt and Ramón 

(2025) — women directors receiving lower budgets, BIPOC creators facing restricted 

opportunities, systematic exclusion from creative leadership — didn’t emerge accidentally. They 

reflect industry structures built on patterns of symbolic annihilation that critical media literacy 

helps students identify.  

This theoretical grounding directly informs EMERGE’s Media Literacy Phase (Chapter 

5), which emphasizes developing students’ analytical capacities to recognize how symbolic 

annihilation operates through media structures, representations, and industry practices. By 

integrating critical media literacy with culturally responsive teaching and experiential learning, 

media production education can move beyond simply training students in technical skills to 

preparing them as critically conscious creators capable of transforming industry practices 

(Kellner & Share, 2007; Buckingham, 2003). 

 Theoretical Foundations of Experiential Learning 

In the simplest terms, experiential learning (EL) epitomizes the ideal learning journey, 

encouraging self-awareness as a learner and providing the tools for individuals to assume a form 
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of control for their development and learning environment (Institute for Experiential Learning, 

2024). Experiential learning combines direct engagement with real-world situations and the 

transformation of these experiences into meaningful understanding (Yardley, Teunissen, & 

Dornan, 2012). In creative media education, this approach manifests through hands-on 

production work where students develop both technical expertise and artistic abilities through 

active participation in real-world scenarios. David Kolb developed the framework for Kolb’s 

experiential learning theory, which explains how individuals learn by experiencing (Institute for 

Experiential Learning, 2024). Additionally, it should empower individuals to determine methods 

for achieving objectives, foster openness in addressing challenges, view mistakes as vital 

learning opportunities, offer chances to acquire new skills, provide regular feedback, promote 

experimentation with fresh approaches, and facilitate the application of classroom learning into 

practical activities (Brandon, 2002; Honey, 1992). 

 Hands-on Learning Approaches in Media Production 

In a 2023 case study conducted at Bond University Film and Television School in 

Australia, feedback from students revealed their appreciation of the invaluable experience 

acquired by producing a full-featured film (Sergi, Fichett, & Fisher, 2023). The project at Bond 

University, titled: The Fear of Darkness, had a 1.5-million-dollar budget and was shot over 20 

days (Sergi, Fichett, & Fisher, 2023). Commissioned research from the Mitchell Institute at 

Victoria University in Melbourne, Australia demonstrated that students who gain work 

experience during their studies tend to achieve better employment outcomes by age 25 (Hurley et 

al., 2021). This finding comes from the “Industry Experiences and Their Role in Education to 

Work Transitions” report, which was developed as part of the Review of University-Industry 

Collaboration in Teaching and Learning for the Federal Department for Education, Skills and 
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Training (now the Department of Education) in Australia. These findings were a confirmation by 

Billet’s (2015) prior research, which revealed that students who engaged in real-world industry-

based learning environments complementing their classroom instruction acquired new hard and 

soft skills and experienced improved outcomes post-graduation (Sergi, Fichett, & Fisher, 2023). 

To ensure relevance to students and facilitate their transition into the workforce, universities 

must prioritize experiential learning as a crucial skill-building approach (Razali et al., 2018). 

Engaged Pedagogy and Experiential Learning 

hooks’ engaged pedagogy (hooks, 1994) aligns naturally with experiential learning 

principles by emphasizing active participation and holistic development. When students engage 

in hands-on film production, they aren’t merely learning technical skills. They are participating 

in a transformative process that engages their full selves. Just as hooks advocates for education 

that transcends simple knowledge transmission (hooks, 1994), experiential learning in media 

production creates spaces where students actively shape their understanding through direct 

experience, reflection, and personal investment in their creative work. The “safe spaces” (hooks, 

1994) hooks describes become literal production environments where students can take creative 

risks, challenge traditional narratives, and develop their authentic voices. This mirrors 

experiential learning’s emphasis on learning through doing, where theory meets practice in real-

world contexts.  

By integrating hooks’ approach with experiential learning, the production classroom 

becomes a site where students don’t just learn about media making. They engage in the complex 

process of understanding how their individual perspectives, cultural backgrounds, and lived 

experiences inform their creative choices and collaborative relationships. However, experiential 

learning in media production carries risks. When we structure student productions to mirror 
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industry practices, we may inadvertently normalize hierarchies and workplace attitudes that 

maintain inequity. 

The HRDQ Experiential Learning Model provides a structured framework that 

complements the theoretical foundations of experiential learning. This seven-stage cyclical 

model will be integrated into the EMERGE framework (Chapter 5) to illustrate how experiential 

learning theory can be systematically implemented in media education contexts to counter 

patterns of symbolic annihilation. 

      Figure 7.  

 https://hrdqstore.com/products/experiential-learning-model-poster 

(1992 & 2010) 

 

Stage 1: Focusing 

In the focusing stage of a student-led feature film production, faculty establish the 

project’s parameters while engaging students in the purpose and vision. Instructors introduce the 

concept of equity in storytelling, discussing industry statistics like those from Smith and Pieper 

(2023) showing disparities in directorial opportunities. Students examine their own assumptions 
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about filmmaking roles and representation. Faculty create a project emphasizing equitable role 

distribution, diverse representation both on-screen and behind the camera, and authentic 

storytelling. This initial focusing stage sets expectations for conscious attention to addressing 

symbolic annihilation throughout the production process.  

 Stage 2: Experiencing 

During the experiencing stage, students immerse themselves in pre-production and 

production activities with faculty serving as facilitators rather than directors. Like the Bond 

University project where students produced The Fear of Darkness (Sergi, Fichett, & Fisher, 

2023), students take ownership of the entire production process. Faculty intentionally structure 

role assignments to counteract traditional gender and racial patterns, ensuring women and 

students from underrepresented groups have equal access to technical roles like cinematography 

and directing. Students experience the full complexity of filmmaking decisions while faculty 

provide scaffolding that supports experimentation and risk-taking. 

Stage 3: Reflecting 

The reflecting stage occurs both during and after production phases through structured 

reflection activities. Faculty facilitate regular debriefing sessions (production meetings) where 

students discuss their experiences, challenges, and observations about power dynamics within 

the production team. Students maintain reflection journals documenting their evolving 

understanding of inclusion and representation. These reflections specifically address questions 

about whose voices are centered in decision-making, how casting and character development 

either challenge or reinforce stereotypes, and how production hierarchies might mirror industry 

power structures identified by hooks (1994) as reinforcing dominant paradigms. 
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Stage 4: Thinking 

In the thinking stage, faculty introduce critical frameworks for analyzing the production 

experience. Students apply theories of symbolic annihilation (Tuchman, 1978), examining how 

their film addresses or perpetuates patterns of omission, trivialization, and condemnation. The 

class analyzes dailies and rough cuts through these theoretical lenses, identifying both 

unconscious biases and successful challenges to traditional representation. This stage connects 

students’ direct experience to broader cultural patterns and industry practices, helping them think 

critically about their creative and technical choices within larger systems of representation. 

 Stage 5: Modifying 

The modifying stage involves structured feedback processes that allow students to adapt 

their approach based on critical insights. Faculty establish multiple feedback channels, including 

peer review, community screenings with diverse audiences, and professional consultations. 

Students revise scripts, re-shoot scenes, or re-edit sequences based on this feedback, specifically 

addressing issues of representation and inclusion. This iterative modification process, as 

emphasized by Brandon (2002) and Honey (1992), teaches students to view feedback as valuable 

for growth rather than as criticism, particularly when addressing sensitive issues of 

representation. 

Stage 6: Practicing 

In the practicing stage, students apply their enhanced awareness to subsequent production 

phases or additional projects. For example, students who initially worked in familiar roles might 

shift to areas where they have less experience, applying new insights about inclusive production 

practices. This stage allows students to implement more conscious approaches to storytelling and 

technical execution based on their previous reflections and modifications. The practicing stage 
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demonstrates how theoretical understanding translates into practical action, preparing students 

for the type of industry-based learning that Billet (2015) found leads to improved post-

graduation outcomes. 

Stage 7: Integrating 

The final integrating stage focuses on how students incorporate these lessons into their 

professional identity and practice. Students develop artist statements articulating their approach 

to inclusive filmmaking and create portfolios that demonstrate their commitment to equitable 

representation. They present their work to industry professionals, articulating not just technical 

achievements but ethical considerations and representational choices. Faculty help students 

connect their production experience to future career opportunities, addressing how they might 

navigate industry structures that have historically marginalized certain voices. This integration 

prepares students to become change agents who can help transform the stark industry disparities 

documented by Smith and Pieper (2023). 

The integration of the HRDQ Experiential Learning Model strengthens the EMERGE 

framework by providing a structured, validated approach to experiential learning that directly 

addresses symbolic annihilation in media education. Each stage of the HRDQ cycle (focusing, 

experiencing, reflecting, thinking, modifying, practicing, and integrating) maps directly to 

components within the EMERGE framework, creating a comprehensive pedagogical system that 

guides both faculty and students through intentional learning experiences. By incorporating this 

established model, the EMERGE framework gains both theoretical validation and practical 

implementation pathways that transform media production education from simply replicating 

industry practices to critically engaging with and reforming them. This integrated approach 

enables educators to create structured learning environments that counter patterns of exclusion 
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while developing students’ technical and creative abilities, ultimately preparing them to become 

change agents who can help transform the stark disparities documented in the film industry 

(Smith & Pieper, 2023). 

PART 4: Synthesis and Research Contribution 

Weaving the Threads: An Integrated Theoretical Approach 

This study weaves together symbolic annihilation, intersectionality, culturally responsive 

teaching, experiential learning, hidden curriculum analysis, stereotype threat, and epistemology 

of ignorance, creating a rich theoretical tapestry that helps educators identify and actively 

dismantle representational inequities within media production education. While each theoretical 

construct offers valuable insights independently, their power is magnified when used together to 

illuminate the complex, multilayered nature of exclusion in creative media education and to 

develop actionable strategies for transformation. 

The Foundation: Symbolic Annihilation as Structural Framework 

Symbolic annihilation serves as the primary organizing framework for this study, 

providing a structured way to categorize and analyze the systematic erasure of diverse voices in 

media education. Tuchman’s (1978) trilateral model (omission, trivialization, and condemnation) 

creates a valuable categorization for identifying specific manifestations of exclusion within 

curriculum, pedagogy, and production practices. These three categories provide critical 

scaffolding, allowing other theoretical approaches like intersectionality and hidden curriculum to 

meaningfully connect and deepen our understanding of exclusion in media education. 

When examining omission, we confront the absence of diverse perspectives, histories, 

and creative contributions in media production curriculum. This erasure connects directly to 

Mills’ (1997) epistemology of ignorance, revealing how institutional “not-knowing” functions to 
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maintain existing power structures in media education. The deliberate gaps in knowledge, the 

films not taught, the histories not included, the techniques not attributed to their diverse creators, 

represent more than simple oversight. They reflect a cultivated ignorance that upholds traditional 

power hierarchies within the industry and academia. 

Trivialization manifests when diverse creative contributions are acknowledged but 

marginalized or diminished in importance. This process aligns with hidden curriculum theory 

(Giroux & Penna, 1979), as the unspoken messages conveyed through resource allocation, 

assessment practices, and project valuation subtly communicate which stories, perspectives, and 

creative approaches “matter” in the professional world. When student films with diverse 

characters or non-traditional narrative structures receive less substantive technical feedback or 

are relegated to “identity” categories rather than recognized for their artistic and technical merits, 

the hidden curriculum reinforces symbolic annihilation through trivialization. 

Condemnation, the active portrayal of marginalized groups in demeaning or stereotypical 

ways, connects directly to stereotype threat theory (Steele & Aronson, 1995). When media 

representations consistently portray certain groups negatively, students from those groups 

experience the weight of potential confirmation of those stereotypes, affecting their creative 

expression, technical confidence, and classroom participation. This psychological burden 

becomes an additional barrier to authentic participation and leadership in production 

environments. 

The Intersectional Lens: Understanding Compounded Experience 

Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) provides a crucial analytical tool for understanding 

how multiple identity factors create unique experiences of symbolic annihilation in media 

education. By applying an intersectional lens, we can examine how race, gender, class, sexuality, 
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and other identity markers interact to create distinct patterns of exclusion and opportunity in 

production classrooms. This framework helps identify how symbolic annihilation operates 

differently for students occupying various intersectional positions, avoiding homogenizing the 

experiences of marginalized groups. 

For instance, a Black female student navigating a cinematography course faces not only 

gendered assumptions about technical aptitude but also racialized expectations about creative 

interests and abilities. These overlapping challenges create specific barriers that cannot be 

understood through single-axis analysis of either race or gender alone. As a Black female 

educator working in predominantly white institutional spaces, I’ve witnessed firsthand how 

intersectionality shapes my pedagogical decisions and interactions, underscoring the necessity of 

this lens to authentically address the complexities of symbolic annihilation. Recognizing these 

intersectional complexities naturally leads to exploring pedagogical strategies that proactively 

counter symbolic annihilation in classroom settings. 

Pedagogical Responses: CRT and Experiential Learning as Transformative Practice 

Culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995) and experiential 

learning theory provide complementary pedagogical frameworks for countering symbolic 

annihilation in practice. CRT’s emphasis on leveraging students’ cultural knowledge and 

experiences as assets directly challenges the omission aspect of symbolic annihilation by 

centering diverse perspectives as valuable sources of knowledge and creativity. When students’ 

cultural backgrounds inform their creative projects and technical choices, the curriculum moves 

from tokenistic inclusion to substantive integration of diverse viewpoints. 

Experiential learning approaches, particularly when implemented through hooks’ (1994) 

engaged pedagogy lens, create spaces where students actively construct knowledge through 
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meaningful production experiences. This approach counters trivialization by providing platforms 

where diverse creative visions can be fully realized rather than merely acknowledged. 

Experiential learning opportunities become transformative when marginalized students assume 

leadership roles and critically reflect on representation and power dynamics. This practice 

actively disrupts traditional patterns of symbolic annihilation. 

Systemic Understanding: Hidden Curriculum and Epistemology of Ignorance 

The hidden curriculum framework reveals how institutional practices, resource 

allocation, assessment methods, and informal interactions communicate powerful messages 

about whose creative expressions are valued and whose technical abilities are recognized. By 

making these implicit messages explicit, educators can identify and address systemic patterns of 

symbolic annihilation embedded within department culture, course sequencing, equipment 

access, and other institutional structures. 

Mills’ (1997) epistemology of ignorance provides a deeper understanding of how 

knowledge gaps about diverse media histories, techniques, and contributions are actively 

maintained rather than merely accidental. This framework helps identify how “not knowing” 

about significant creative contributions from marginalized groups serves to preserve existing 

power hierarchies in media education. By recognizing ignorance as a constructed state rather 

than a neutral absence of knowledge, educators can more effectively address the systemic forces 

that perpetuate symbolic annihilation through omission. 

Psychological Dimensions: Stereotype Threat and Creative Identity 

Stereotype threat theory illuminates the psychological impact of symbolic annihilation on 

students’ creative confidence, technical risk-taking, and professional identity formation. 

Understanding how awareness of negative stereotypes affects performance, and participation 
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helps educators create environments where students can fully engage without the burden of 

potentially confirming stereotypes. This psychological dimension is crucial for understanding 

why simply adding diverse content to curriculum is insufficient without addressing the climate in 

which that content is taught and received. 

Synthesis: Toward an Anti-Symbolic Annihilation Framework 

The integration of these theoretical perspectives creates a comprehensive framework for 

analyzing and addressing symbolic annihilation in media production education. This 

multidimensional approach recognizes that effective transformation requires attention to 

structural patterns of exclusion (symbolic annihilation), the complex interplay of identity factors 

(intersectionality), pedagogical approaches (CRT and experiential learning), systemic dynamics 

(hidden curriculum and epistemology of ignorance), and psychological impacts (stereotype 

threat). 

Through synthesizing these theoretical perspectives in novel ways, this study uniquely 

contributes an actionable Anti-Symbolic Annihilation Framework that educators can practically 

apply across curriculum design, pedagogy, and institutional policy. This framework will provide 

media educators with concrete strategies for creating more equitable and inclusive learning 

environments that prepare diverse students to transform the entertainment industry through 

authentic representation and diverse storytelling. 

The EMERGE framework developed through this research (detailed in Chapter 5) 

translates these theoretical insights directly into actionable strategies. Grounded firmly in theory, 

EMERGE addresses not just the symptoms but also the deep-rooted structural, cultural, and 

psychological factors that sustain symbolic annihilation, ultimately empowering educators to 

foster authentically inclusive, dynamic media classrooms. 
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Gaps in Existing Literature and Study Contribution 

Existing scholarship on culturally responsive teaching (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 

1994), experiential learning (Kolb, 1984), and symbolic annihilation (Tuchman, 1978; Ortega, 

2024) exists in separate domains. While validated experiential learning models like the HRDQ 

seven-stage cycle provide structured implementation frameworks, these have not been applied to 

address symbolic annihilation in media education contexts. No existing framework integrates 

symbolic annihilation analysis with culturally responsive pedagogy and experiential learning 

through a systematic, validated implementation model specifically designed for media 

production education. While Ortega identifies institutional problems and CRT scholars offer 

pedagogical principles, no existing work synthesizes these insights into actionable strategies with 

clear implementation pathways for media educators. 

Building on Ortega’s (2024) concept of educator counter-narratives, this study examines 

how women faculty navigate and resist symbolic annihilation in media production education. 

Most existing research focuses on student outcomes or industry statistics, leaving unexplored the 

lived experiences, pedagogical strategies, institutional challenges, and resistance practices 

employed by women faculty working to transform media education. Furthermore, limited 

research examines how students perceive and experience symbolic annihilation in their media 

production coursework. 

This autoethnographic study addresses these gaps by examining symbolic annihilation in 

U.S. media production education through multiple perspectives: my lived experiences as a Black 

woman faculty member, interviews with other women faculty navigating similar institutional 

contexts, and student questionnaire data revealing how symbolic annihilation manifests in 

learning experiences. Through this multi-perspectival approach, the study develops the 
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EMERGE framework, which integrates Ortega’s institutional critique with culturally responsive 

and experiential learning approaches, operationalized through the HRDQ Experiential Learning 

Model’s seven-stage cycle. 

The EMERGE framework provides media educators with a theoretically grounded, 

systematically structured approach to countering symbolic annihilation through pedagogy. By 

adapting the HRDQ model (a validated experiential learning framework) to specifically address 

patterns of omission, trivialization, and condemnation in media production education, this 

research bridges the gap between theoretical critique and practical implementation. The 

framework’s integration of the HRDQ cycle (focusing, experiencing, reflecting, thinking, 

modifying, practicing, and integrating) with symbolic annihilation analysis and culturally 

responsive teaching creates a comprehensive pedagogical system that guides both faculty and 

students through intentional learning experiences designed to challenge industry inequities. 

By combining autoethnographic narrative with faculty interviews and student voices, this 

research provides both theoretical insights and practical strategies for educators working to 

counter symbolic annihilation through teaching practice. The EMERGE framework offers media 

educators an actionable roadmap for creating more equitable learning environments that prepare 

diverse students to transform the entertainment industry. 
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Chapter 3. THE PRODUCER’S CHAIR: METHODOLOGY 

I ask you to recognize the “truths” your epistemology illuminates and what “truths” are 

simultaneously occluded by it. I ask you to keep open the possibilities of limitless thinking and 

innovation. I ask you to remember that in a society structured by dominance and subordination, 

it’s someone else’s world; we just try to explain it. 

-- Gloria Ladson-Billings (2003, p.12) 

 

If an author experiences an epiphany, reflects on the nuances of that experience, 

writes to show how the aspects of experience illuminate more general cultural 

phenomena and/or show how the experience works to diminish, silence, or deny 

certain people and stories, then the author writes autoethnographically. 

-- Holman Jones et al. (2013, p. 23) 

 

Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodological approach employed to investigate how symbolic 

annihilation manifests in media production education and how educators can analytically counter 

these patterns through pedagogical practice. The study employs a multi-method qualitative 

design that integrates autoethnography, student questionnaires, faculty questionnaires, and in-

depth faculty interviews. This triangulation of data sources provides both breadth and depth, 

capturing the lived experiences of a Black female educator (myself), the perspectives of students 

navigating creative media programs, and the insights of women media educators nationally and 

internationally who are working to transform their classrooms. 

Autoethnographic Methodology 

Autoethnography is composed of three core elements that work together to create its 

meaning: First, “auto” refers to the personal or individual perspective, the self-examination 

aspect. Second, “ethno” incorporates the broader cultural context and social environment being 

studied. Finally, “graphy” represents the act of documenting, describing, and crafting this 

personal-cultural narrative into written form (Adams, Holman & Ellis, 2022). 
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Autoethnographers treat personal experiences as vital and valid “data” to provide insights that 

might be inaccessible to detached observers. This method reveals the complexity and nuance of 

lived experience, including emotional and sensory dimensions that often escape observation or 

conscious awareness, while illuminating how past occurrences inform present and future actions 

(Adams, Holman & Ellis, 2022, p. 4). “By critically reflecting upon one’s experiences and 

actions, there is an awareness of either reinforcing or challenging power” (de Saxe & Ker, 2023, 

p. 89). My autoethnography serves as a powerful methodological tool that brings visibility to 

experiences typically absent from the academic conversation. By documenting my lived reality 

as a Black female educator in media production, I challenge existing power structures within 

both academic and industry environments. This approach transforms personal vulnerability into a 

source of scholarly strength, allowing me to illuminate systemic patterns of exclusion while 

contributing to institutional change through authentic representation of marginalized perspectives 

(Lapadat, 2017). 

 Autoethnography facilitates understanding through thick description (Adams & 

Herrmann, 2025). This study aims not just to quantify how often symbolic annihilation occurs 

but to show what it feels like to navigate production classrooms as a marginalized student or 

educator, what strategies prove effective for resistance, and how patterns of exclusion operate 

through seemingly neutral institutional practices. Thick description allows readers to understand 

these dynamics from the inside. Autoethnography harnesses the power of story (Adams & 

Herrmann, 2025). The narratives in Chapter 4 are designed to be vibrant and compelling, filled 

with observations and arguments that help readers understand symbolic annihilation not as 

abstract theory but as lived reality. Story makes research accessible and actionable for practicing 

educators. 
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The theoretical framework of symbolic annihilation guides this study’s methodological 

approach, providing a critical lens through which to analyze how systemic erasure (omission), 

underrepresentation (trivialization), and preconceived judgements (condemnation) in the 

entertainment industry and the culture generally influence students’ experiential learning within 

creative media environments. This theoretical lens illuminates how established practices within 

entertainment industries can intentionally and unintentionally reinforce the marginalization of 

diverse populations, ultimately shaping creative media students’ hands-on learning journeys and 

creative voice development. The framework provides analytical tools to uncover themes of 

omission, trivialization, and condemnation that might otherwise remain unexamined in 

traditional media education research. 

Ethical Dimensions of Autoethnography 

Autoethnography is, at its core, an ethical approach to research that addresses many of 

the challenges present in traditional research methodologies. As Lapadat notes, autoethnography 

emerged partly in response to “the ethical issue of representing, speaking for, or appropriating 

the voice of others” (Lapadat, 2017, p. 589). This methodology enables me to examine symbolic 

annihilation, systemic barriers, and educational reform from both sides, as someone actively 

working within the system and as someone who has lived through these experiences. Through 

autoethnography, I can deeply analyze personal experiences to reveal subtle forms of symbolic 

annihilation, stereotype threat, and intersectionality that other research methods might miss. 

Unlike traditional research approaches where researchers might appropriate or misinterpret 

participants’ experiences, autoethnography allows me to speak in my own voice. As Lapadat 

explains, autoethnography is “an ethical research practice that humanizes research processes and 

products and works to be more inclusive of how life is lived and how experience is storied” 
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(Lapadat, 2017, p. 592). By using my positionality as a Black female educator navigating 

predominantly White institutional spaces, I am engaging in “relational ethics” (Lapadat, 2017, p. 

593), acknowledging how my stories implicate others while taking responsibility for how those 

implications are managed. 

This research is grounded in “feminist communitarian ethics” where “moral aims and 

decision making do not stand apart from the conduct of research but are enacted within 

community in an ethic of care” (Christians, 2011; Denzin, 2014; Lapadat, 2017, p. 592). Such 

ethics “hold human dignity as central, and seek understanding, reciprocity, and communal well-

being” (Lapadat, 2017, p. 592). By centering human dignity and community well-being, this 

research aims not only to document experiences of symbolic annihilation but to create pathways 

toward more equitable educational environments. 

Navigating Researcher Vulnerability and Self-Care 

Sharing deeply personal narratives about my experiences as a Black female educator 

creates inherent vulnerability. An “autoethnographic work can affect the researcher in unforeseen 

ways” (Lapadat, 2017, p. 594) and “reading and writing personal and traumatic autoethnographic 

stories can elicit strong emotions and stir up unresolved grief or repressed memories” (Lapadat, 

201, p. 594). To address this challenge, I implemented specific self-care strategies throughout the 

research process, including: 

1. Scheduled reflection periods after intense writing sessions. 

2. Regular consultation with a trusted colleague who provided 

emotional support. 

3. Maintenance of boundaries regarding which personal 

experiences I chose to share. 

4. Recognition of the potential therapeutic value of the research 

while acknowledging its emotional risks. 
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My position in higher education creates a complex dynamic where I am both protected by 

academic freedom yet potentially exposed to professional judgment. As Lapadat points out, “a 

strength of autoethnography is its ability to present an intimate but transgressive account, writing 

the absent bodies and voices of researchers and professionals into their practice, and thereby 

challenging institutional and professional power relationships” (Lapadat, 2017p. 594). This 

potential for transformation justifies the vulnerability inherent in the approach. 

Data Collection Methods 

This study employed a purposive sampling strategy with data collection occurring 

through three primary sources, each designed to address specific research questions and provide 

complementary perspectives on symbolic annihilation in media production education. 

Source 1: Autoethnographic Critical Incidents 

Autoethnographic data consists of critical incidents drawn from my professional 

experiences as both a Black female educator in higher education and an entertainment industry 

professional. These narratives document encounters with symbolic annihilation across multiple 

contexts: 

1. Educational settings: Classroom interactions, faculty 

meetings, curriculum development processes, and 

institutional dynamics at the University of Oklahoma 

and Kent State University. 

 

2. Industry experiences: Working in Los Angeles and 

Ohio film. Student major project productions. Work 

including casting, scriptwriting, producing, and 

navigating professional hierarchies. 

 

3. Professional identity navigation: Balancing roles as an 

industry professional, professor, doctoral student, wife, 

mother, and department colleague. 
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Critical incidents were selected based on their capacity to illuminate patterns of omission, 

trivialization, or condemnation as defined by Tuchman’s (1978) symbolic annihilation 

framework. Each incident represents a moment where systemic inequities became visible 

through personal experience, revealing broader institutional dynamics that shape media 

production education. 

Data collection methods for autoethnographic material included: 

1. Reflective journaling throughout the doctoral program 

at OU. 

 

2. Analysis of course materials, syllabi, curriculum 

documents, classroom and faculty interactions. 

 

3. Review of institutional communications and 

departmental records. 

 

4. Memory work reconstructing significant professional 

experiences. 

 

5. Analysis of student feedback and course evaluations. 

 

 

Source 2: Student Questionnaires (N=27) 

Student questionnaires were distributed to two populations within the University of 

Oklahoma’s Creative Media Production program: 

Population 1: Recent graduates (2023-2025) who completed the program and could reflect on 

their full educational experience. 

Population 2: Current students enrolled in fall 2024 and spring 2025 capstone courses who were 

actively engaged in production work. The student questionnaire (see Appendix A for full 

instrument) was designed to analytically assess how the three dimensions of symbolic 

annihilation manifest in student experiences. Questions were organized into six domains: 
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1. Demographics & Background (Questions 1-3): Collected data on gender identity, racial/ethnic 

background, and overall satisfaction to contextualize subsequent responses and enable 

intersectional analysis. 

2. Perception & Representation (Questions 4-8): Assessed the extent to which students saw 

people with backgrounds like theirs represented in course materials, guest speakers, faculty, and 

showcased student work. This domain directly addresses the “omission” aspect of symbolic 

annihilation by measuring absence or presence of diverse representation across multiple 

educational contexts. 

3. Participation & Omission (Questions 9-10): Examined students’ experiences of being 

overlooked, having ideas dismissed, being interrupted, or being assigned stereotypical roles in 

group projects. These questions capture how omission operates not just through curriculum 

content but through classroom dynamics and collaborative processes. 

4. Leadership Opportunities & Trivialization (Questions 11-12): Investigated access to 

leadership positions, encouragement to pursue leadership, support for creative visions, and 

frequency of leading projects or receiving recognition. This domain addresses how trivialization 

manifests through restricted access to high-visibility opportunities and creative authority. 

5. Open-Ended Experiences of Condemnation (Questions 13-15): Provided space for students to 

describe in their own words instances where perspectives were excluded, challenges in pursuing 

leadership, and how creative ideas were received. These qualitative responses capture the subtle 

and overt ways students experience condemnation or devaluation of their contributions. 

6. Overall Assessment (Question 16): Used 10-point scales to measure perceived impact of 

background on representation, participation, and leadership opportunities, providing quantitative 

data for comparison across demographic groups. 
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The questionnaire employed both Likert-scale items (1-5 ratings) for quantitative analysis 

and open-ended questions for qualitative depth, allowing for triangulation of findings and richer 

understanding of student experiences. 

Ethical Safeguards for Student Participants 

Researching one’s own students raises legitimate concerns about power dynamics and 

potential coercion. Several safeguards protected student participants. The questionnaire was 

completely anonymous with no identifying information collected. Participation was voluntary 

with no course credit or incentives offered, and students were explicitly informed that their 

decision would have no impact on their grades or standing in the program. The study received 

Institutional Review Board approval, and students could skip any question or withdraw at any 

time. These safeguards ensured students could participate freely and respond honestly without 

fear of repercussions. 

Source 3: Faculty Questionnaires (N=12) and In-Depth Interviews (N=4) 

Faculty questionnaires were distributed to women media production faculty nationally 

and internationally through professional networks including the Association for Education in 

Journalism and Mass Communication (AEJMC), Broadcast Education Association (BEA), and 

personal contacts developed through conference participation and scholarly networks. 

The faculty questionnaire (see Appendix B for full instrument) was designed to capture both 

institutional barriers and pedagogical innovations employed by women faculty working to 

counter symbolic annihilation. Questions were organized into five domains: 

1. Demographics & Institutional Context (Questions 1-5): Collected data on racial/ethnic 

background, years of teaching experience, institution type, and whether respondents were the 
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only woman or person of color in their department. This contextual information enables 

analysis of how institutional positioning shapes experiences and pedagogical approaches. 

2. Curriculum Development Experience (Questions 6-8, 14, 17): Assessed ability to incorporate 

lived experiences into teaching, pressure to conform to institutional expectations, aspects of 

identity influencing teaching, and strategies for addressing curriculum omissions. These 

questions capture how faculty navigate institutional constraints while attempting to 

implement more inclusive pedagogical practices. 

3. Institutional Support & Barriers (Questions 9-12): Examined freedom to design inclusive 

curriculum, departmental recognition of various contributions, and specific institutional 

barriers encountered. This domain directly addresses how symbolic annihilation operates at 

the structural level, shaping what faculty can accomplish despite individual commitment to 

equity. 

4. Pedagogical Approaches (Questions 13, 15, 16, 18-20): Investigated specific teaching 

strategies employed, curriculum adequacy in representing diverse perspectives, and methods 

for addressing stereotype threat and hidden curriculum. These questions document the 

counter-narratives and resistance strategies faculty have developed to challenge symbolic 

annihilation through teaching practice. 

5. Experiences of Trivialization & Condemnation (Questions 18-19): Used frequency scales to 

measure how often faculty experienced having expertise questioned, being assigned 

stereotypical roles, having contributions minimized, facing student resistance, or being 

labeled “difficult” for advocating inclusive practices. These questions capture how faculty 

themselves experience symbolic annihilation within academic institutions. 
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6. Open-Ended Reflections (Questions 21-25): Provided space for faculty to describe specific 

instances where their perspectives as women offered unique insights, how their teaching 

evolved in response to institutional challenges, strategies for maintaining joy despite barriers, 

recommended changes to media production education, and advice for new women faculty. 

These qualitative responses provide rich narrative data about lived experiences and 

developed expertise. 

From the 12 questionnaire respondents, I conducted four in-depth follow-up interviews with 

faculty members who represented diverse institutional contexts: 

Faculty Member 1: Community college educator, Black woman, West Coast 

Faculty Member 2: R1 university educator, White woman, Midwest 

Faculty Member 3: HBCU educator, Black woman, South 

Faculty Member 4: International university educator, woman of color, outside U.S. 

Interview protocol (developed after analyzing questionnaire data) explored: 

1. Detailed narratives about critical incidents mentioned in questionnaires. 

2. Specific pedagogical strategies employed and their effectiveness. 

3. Institutional resistance encountered and navigation strategies. 

4. Student outcomes observed when implementing inclusive practices. 

5. Interviews were conducted via Zoom, lasted 60-90 minutes, were audio-recorded with 

permission, and were transcribed for analysis.  

6. Participants selected their own pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality while 

honoring their contributions. 

 

Data Analysis Approach 

To systematically connect empirical findings with theoretical constructs and the 

developing EMERGE framework, I developed visual analytical frameworks for each data source 

(presented as Tables 1-4 in Chapter 4). These frameworks organized data analysis by: (1) 

identifying which symbolic annihilation component (omission, trivialization, or condemnation) 

each finding exemplified, (2) determining which theoretical framework(s) from Chapter 2 best 
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explained the pattern, (3) articulating the key finding or insight, and (4) connecting the finding to 

specific EMERGE phase(s) it informed. This systematic approach ensured that the EMERGE 

framework development was grounded in empirical evidence rather than theoretical abstraction 

alone. The visual frameworks made explicit the analytical process connecting raw data to 

theoretical interpretation to pedagogical intervention. Analysis occurred in multiple phases, 

employing both inductive and deductive coding strategies appropriate to each data source. 

Phase 1: Autoethnographic Analysis 

Autoethnographic narratives were analyzed using the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954 

Borgen et al., 2005), which involves identifying, describing, and analyzing events that 

significantly illuminate the phenomenon under study. Each critical incident was examined 

through multiple theoretical lenses: 

1. Symbolic annihilation framework: Coding for evidence of omission, trivialization, or 

condemnation. 

2. Intersectionality: Analyzing how race and gender interact to shape experiences. 

3. Epistemology of ignorance: Identifying patterns of institutional “not-knowing.” 

4. Stereotype threat: Examining psychological dimensions of navigating predominantly 

white spaces. 

5. Hidden curriculum: Uncovering implicit messages about whose knowledge and 

authority are valued. 

This multi-theoretical analysis enabled me to move beyond simple description to reveal how 

personal experiences illuminate broader structural patterns in media education. 

Phase 2: Student Questionnaire Analysis 
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With 27 student participants, the sample was too small to run statistical tests that 

determine whether differences are “statistically significant” (tests like t-tests or ANOVA that 

require larger samples). Instead, I focused on identifying patterns: Which issues did students 

consistently report? Did women students and men students describe different experiences? Did 

students of color report different levels of representation than White students? Qualitative 

responses to open-ended questions (Q13-15) were analyzed using thematic analysis (Naeem, 

Ozuem, & Howell, 2023) with both deductive and inductive coding: 

Deductive codes derived from the symbolic annihilation framework: 

1. Omission: Absence, exclusion, invisibility, marginalization 

2. Trivialization: Minimization, dismissal, stereotyping, limited roles 

3. Condemnation: Criticism, devaluation, hostility, negative judgment 

Inductive codes emerged from the data itself, capturing themes not anticipated by the theoretical 

framework (Naeem, Ozuem, & Howell, 2023).  

Phase 3: Faculty Questionnaire Analysis 

Faculty questionnaire data underwent similar analysis: 

Quantitative items (Likert scales measuring frequency of experiences, agreement with 

statements) were analyzed descriptively, with particular attention to:  

1. Patterns across institutional contexts (community college vs. R1 university vs. HBCU). 

2. Consistency between reported barriers and pedagogical strategies employed. 

3. Relationship between years of experience and types of resistance strategies developed. 

Qualitative responses to open-ended questions (Q21-25) were analyzed thematically, focusing 

on: 

1. Counter-narrative strategies: How faculty resist symbolic annihilation in practice. 
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2. Institutional barriers: Specific mechanisms through which symbolic annihilation 

operates structurally. 

3. Pedagogical innovations: Concrete teaching strategies that successfully counter 

exclusionary patterns. 

4. Emotional labor and sustainability: How faculty maintain commitment despite 

institutional challenges. 

Phase 4: Faculty Interview Analysis 

Interview transcripts were analyzed using narrative analysis (Victor, 2009) combined 

with thematic analysis. Each interview was first read holistically to understand the participant’s 

overall story, then coded thematically for: 

1. Critical incidents demonstrating symbolic annihilation in action. 

2. Turning points where faculty developed new strategies or understanding. 

3. Successes and failures in implementing inclusive practices. 

4. Institutional dynamics that enabled or constrained transformation efforts. 

5. Student impacts observed when counter-strategies were employed. 

Phase 5: Integrative Analysis 

The final analytical phase integrated findings across all data sources to: 

1. Triangulate evidence: Identify patterns confirmed by multiple data sources (e.g., 

students reporting omission in curriculum corroborated by faculty describing 

institutional barriers to curriculum change). 

2. Illuminate contradictions: Examine instances where data sources diverged, revealing 

complexity in how symbolic annihilation operates. 
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3. Validate autoethnographic insights: Assess whether patterns observed in personal 

experience were confirmed by student and faculty data, strengthening claims about 

systemic rather than individual phenomena. 

This integrative analysis directly informed the development of the EMERGE framework 

presented in Chapter 5, ensuring that theoretical insights translated into practical strategies 

validated by multiple stakeholder perspectives. 

Trustworthiness and Rigor 

To establish trustworthiness in this qualitative study, I employed multiple strategies: 

Credibility (internal validity): 

1. Triangulation of data sources: Autoethnography, student questionnaires, faculty 

questionnaires, faculty interviews 

2. Member checking: Interview participants reviewed transcripts and preliminary 

interpretations. 

3. Prolonged engagement: Four years of experience teaching media production at OU, 

17 at KSU over 4000 students and 25 years of extensive industry experience. 

4. Peer debriefing: Regular consultation with dissertation committee and colleagues. 

Transferability (external validity): 

1. Purposive sampling: Deliberate selection of diverse institutional contexts among 

faculty participants. 

2. Clear boundaries: Explicit acknowledgment of study’s scope and limitations. 

Dependability (reliability): 

1. Audit trail: Maintained detailed records of data collection, coding decisions, and 

analytical processes. 
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2. Methodological transparency: Clear documentation of procedures and analytical 

choices. 

Reflexivity: Ongoing examination of researcher positionality and its influence on interpretation. 

Negative case analysis: Actively searched for data that contradicted emerging patterns.  

Raw data preservation: Maintained complete records of questionnaire responses, interview 

transcripts, and analytical memos. 

Researcher Positionality 

My positionality as a Black woman, former industry professional, current professor, 

doctoral student, wife, and mother fundamentally shapes this research. These intersecting 

identities provide both insider knowledge and analytical distance. As an insider, I understand the 

subtle mechanisms of symbolic annihilation through lived experience, enabling identification of 

patterns that might escape outside observers. This position grants what Collins (1990) describes 

as epistemic privilege, knowledge born from navigating marginalized positions. However, my 

insider status also requires careful reflexivity. Throughout data collection and analysis, I 

maintained awareness of how my experiences might shape interpretation, using theoretical 

frameworks and multiple data sources to ensure findings reflected patterns beyond my individual 

experience. My goal was not to claim the unlocated objectivity that traditional research 

frameworks pursue. Rather, I embrace what Haraway (1988) describes as “situated knowledge,” 

the recognition that all knowledge comes from somewhere, from a specific standpoint with 

limitations and insights. Haraway argues that “only partial perspective promises objective 

vision” and that “feminist objectivity is about limited location and situated knowledge, not about 

transcendence and splitting of subject and object” (Haraway, 1988, p. 583). By openly 

acknowledging my position as a Black woman educator and making visible how that position 
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shapes what I can see, I become, in Haraway’s words, “answerable for what we learn how to 

see” (Haraway, 1988, p. 583). This accountability, this refusal to claim a view from nowhere, is 

precisely what makes autoethnographic research rigorous. 

Study Limitations 

Several limitations shape the scope and generalizability of findings: 

1. Sample characteristics: Student participants came from a single institution (University of 

Oklahoma), limiting transferability to other contexts. Faculty participants self-selected 

into the study, potentially representing those most committed to equity issues. 

2. Sample size: Student questionnaire responses (N=27) and faculty questionnaire responses 

(N=12) are relatively small, precluding robust statistical analysis and limiting confidence 

in patterns observed. 

3. Autoethnographic constraints: Personal narratives reflect one individual’s experiences, 

which, while theoretically situated, cannot represent all Black women educators or all 

experiences of symbolic annihilation. 

4. Temporal limitations: Data collection occurred in 2025, capturing a specific moment in 

ongoing institutional and cultural shifts around diversity, equity, and inclusion in higher 

education. 

5. Institutional specificity: My experiences are shaped by the principles of the University of 

Oklahoma and Kent State University, both predominantly White institutions in specific 

regional contexts. 

Despite these limitations, the study’s multi-method design, theoretical grounding, and focus on 

developing actionable pedagogical strategies provide valuable insights for media educators 

working to counter symbolic annihilation in diverse institutional contexts. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter detailed the methodological approach guiding this study’s investigation of 

symbolic annihilation in media production education. By integrating autoethnography with 

student and faculty perspectives, the research captures multiple dimensions of how exclusion 

operates and how educators can systematically resist these patterns. The following chapter 

presents findings from this multi-method investigation, organizing results by research question.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4: THE DAILIES: RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents findings from four data sources that illuminate how symbolic 

annihilation operates in media production education and how educators and students resist it. The 

research investigated four interconnected questions: (1) How do students experience symbolic 

annihilation within media production education? (2) How can autoethnographic analysis of my 

experiences inform counter-narrative pedagogical approaches? (3) How do women media 

educators nationally and internationally experience and resist symbolic annihilation? (4) How 

can symbolic annihilation and its reinforcing barriers be systematically countered through 

framework development? 

The findings are organized by research question, beginning with student experiences 

(RQ1), followed by autoethnographic insights from my own teaching and professional 
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navigation (RQ2), then women faculty experiences across diverse institutional contexts (RQ3), 

and concluding with synthesis pointing toward framework development (RQ4). Each section 

reveals how omission, trivialization, and condemnation function as mechanisms perpetuating 

inequity in media production education while also documenting resistance strategies and 

moments of transformation. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 1: Student Experiences of Symbolic Annihilation 

How do students experience symbolic annihilation within media production education, 

and what patterns emerge across different identity positions? 

Student survey responses were analyzed to identify patterns of symbolic annihilation 

across multiple dimensions of their educational experience. Table 1-1b presents the analytical 

framework used to organize student experiences, connecting their reported experiences to 

theoretical constructs and EMERGE interventions. The following sections detail findings 

organized by symbolic annihilation dimensions. 

The student survey drew 27 complete responses from current students and recent 

graduates of the Creative Media Production program at the University of Oklahoma. The sample 

was 52% male (n=14) and 48% female (n=13). The racial breakdown showed 59% White 

(n=16), 15% Black or African American (n=4), 11% Multiracial (n=3), 7% Asian or Asian 

American (n=2), 4% American Indian or Alaska Native (n=1), and 4% Hispanic, Latino, or 

Spanish origin (n=1). With White students comprising nearly 60% of respondents, the limited 

diversity in the student body itself reflects broader patterns of underrepresentation in media 

production education. 

Student responses revealed wildly different experiences regarding diversity and inclusion, 

suggesting inconsistent implementation across courses and instructors. There was no consensus 
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on whether faculty represented diverse backgrounds, whether course materials featured diverse 

creators, or whether all students had equal access to resources and leadership opportunities. This 

variation indicates some students thrived while others struggled, often along identity lines that 

became visible in qualitative responses (Table 1-1b). 

Major curriculum gaps emerged throughout student responses. Students repeatedly 

mentioned the absence of below-the-line professionals: no one teaching lighting, assistant 

directing, or basic safety protocols. The curriculum stayed firmly US-centric, focusing on 

American and European film while ignoring international cinema. Post-production training was 

described as “cursory and basic” at best. 

One student captured the faculty diversity problem directly: during undergraduate years, 

“all of the professors were white, middle-aged or older men.” Women weren’t hired until this 

student returned for graduate school, and the first Black woman faculty member came even later. 

Another student noted that only their Black female screenwriting professor introduced concepts 

like the Bechdel Test and DuVernay Test, analytical tools for examining representation that 

should be standard across the curriculum. 

These omissions exemplify what Tuchman (1978) identified as the first dimension of 

symbolic annihilation. When curricula systematically exclude diverse filmmakers, international 

cinema, and critical frameworks for analyzing representation, students receive implicit messages 

about whose creative authority matters and what constitutes “legitimate” film knowledge. 

Gender disparities in how work was valued came through clearly in student responses. 

Students observed that “anything men had to say always seemed smarter” and carried more 

weight than women’s suggestions. Since the faculty was predominantly White and male, those 
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perspectives dominated classroom discourse. Male students typically led productions, especially 

outside classroom projects, creating “almost completely male-led” production teams. 

One student stated bluntly that their program was “practically homogeneously white” 

where “pretty much only White people had their stories shared.” This pattern reflects 

trivialization, the second dimension of symbolic annihilation, where diverse students’ creative 

interests and technical aspirations are systematically devalued or redirected toward stereotypical 

roles. 

Institutional favoritism toward certain programs created a two-tier system that students 

recognized clearly. Greenlight Creative Productions and Gaylord Hall Productions monopolized 

resources and attention, leaving other students struggling for basic equipment access. One 

respondent claimed “nearly half of the college felt that way” about this inequity. 

The practical impact proved severe. Students couldn’t access basic equipment because 

favored programs would “reserve more than needed,” forcing them to shoot without audio 

equipment or lights. This created what students called “black-sheeping, echo chambers, and 

exclusions.” Students outside the inner circle were “inherently at a disadvantage” for 

conferences, competitions, and networking opportunities. 

These patterns exemplify condemnation, the third dimension of symbolic annihilation. 

Students excluded from resource access and networking opportunities receive messages that they 

don’t belong in professional production spaces. As one student recognized, success often 

depended more on who you knew and which group accepted you than on talent or effort. While 

some students emphasized personal initiative as key to success, others recognized that systemic 

barriers meant not everyone started from the same place. 
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Some positive patterns emerged in student responses. The Creative Media Marketplace 

hosted by the CMP department each year connected students with industry professionals. 

Individual faculty members, particularly the few women and faculty of color, made real efforts to 

diversify content and perspectives. However, these positives were exceptions rather than 

programmatic norms, suggesting that inclusive pedagogy depended on individual instructor 

commitment rather than systematic institutional practice. 
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Table 1  
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Table 1a 
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Table 1b 
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RESEARCH QUESTION 2: Autoethnographic Insights on Symbolic Annihilation 

How can autoethnographic analysis of my experiences as a Black woman educator 

inform counter-narrative pedagogical approaches? 

The autoethnographic critical incidents were analyzed using a systematic framework that 

identified symbolic annihilation components, supporting theoretical frameworks, key findings, 

and connections to EMERGE phases. Table 2 presents this analytical framework, demonstrating 

how each narrative illuminates specific dimensions of symbolic annihilation while informing 

EMERGE components. The following critical incidents reveal patterns that informed the 

development of EMERGE’s five phases.  

Critical Incident 1: First Semester Office Hours Visit 

Narrative 

In my office the first semester teaching Single Camera Production, four women from the 

class visited during office hours. My mind immediately raced through that day’s lesson, 

wondering if I had said or done something to upset the students. These were the quiet ones, the 

students whose voices I had never heard during class discussions, who seemed to fade into the 

background during equipment demonstrations. 

The silence broke when one of them finally spoke: “We’ve never had a female 

production professor before.” Her words opened a floodgate of stories that revealed the layered 

impact of symbolic annihilation in their educational experience. They described how in previous 

production classes, they had been systematically omitted from technical discussions, their 

questions about camera operation and lighting often going unacknowledged or redirected to their 

male peers. 
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The trivialization of their technical interests emerged as another student shared how she 

was consistently steered toward producing roles during group projects. “They assume because 

I’m organized, that’s all I can contribute,” she said, her frustration evident. “No one asks if I 

want to learn about the camera or direct.” The others nodded, sharing similar experiences of 

being pigeonholed into stereotypically feminine roles. 

The most revealing stories centered around condemnation: the subtle ways they were 

made to feel out of place in technical spaces. One student described how male classmates would 

take equipment out of her hands during demonstrations, assuming she needed help. Another 

mentioned the dismissive looks she received when asking questions about lighting techniques. 

Their collective presence in my office that day revealed something profound. They hadn’t 

come because of a problem, but because they finally recognized an authority figure who would 

advocate for them. In me, they saw someone who could navigate both the technical and creative 

aspects of production, who understood their experiences, who could help them find their voices 

in an industry that too often tried to silence and belittle them. 

This moment became a turning point in my understanding of my role not just as a 

professor, but as a visible challenge to the patterns of symbolic annihilation they had experienced 

throughout their education. Their visit wasn’t just about seeking mentorship. It was about finally 

finding a space where their technical aspirations could be acknowledged, validated, and nurtured. 

Analysis 

This critical incident demonstrates how symbolic annihilation in media education 

operates beyond curriculum content to shape student experiences, classroom dynamics, and 

professional identity formation. The patterns these students described (systematic omission from 

technical discussions, trivialization of their creative ambitions, and subtle condemnation of their 
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presence in production spaces) mirror the industry disparities documented by Smith and Pieper 

(2023), revealing how educational environments may inadvertently prepare students to accept 

rather than challenge professional inequities. 

The narrative also illuminates the power of representation. These students had never 

encountered a female production professor, an absence that reinforced implicit messages about 

who possesses technical authority in media production. My presence disrupted their prior 

educational experiences, creating space for them to articulate barriers they had previously 

navigated in isolation. This moment demonstrated how symbolic annihilation functions partly 

through isolation: when students don’t see themselves reflected in positions of authority, they 

may internalize that their aspirations are illegitimate rather than recognizing systemic exclusion. 

Marian Wright Edelman the founder of the Children’s Defense Fund once said, “If our children 

can’t see it, how can they be it?” Representation matters.  

Critical Incident 2: Living Intersectionality in Academia 

Narrative 

These theoretical frameworks move from abstract concepts to lived reality through my 

daily navigation of academic and professional spaces. As a Black woman who simultaneously 

occupies the roles of professor, doctoral student, wife, and mother, I experience firsthand how 

intersecting identities create unique challenges that cannot be understood through single-axis 

analysis. 

In faculty meetings, I observe how my White colleagues lean back in their chairs with an 

ease I have never known. Their ideas receive thoughtful nods, their expertise goes unquestioned, 

their authority is assumed. When I speak, I feel the familiar tension, the need to be twice as 

prepared, twice as articulate, twice as credible. I catch myself code-switching mid-sentence, my 
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voice dropping an octave to sound more authoritative, my syntax becoming more formal to 

match expectations of academic discourse. 

This pattern of questioned authority extended even into my doctoral coursework, where 

professors dismissed my work as “not academic” simply because they couldn’t comprehend the 

intersection of academic theory and professional practice. My industry experience, rather than 

being valued as an asset that enriched my scholarly perspective, was deemed incompatible with 

rigorous academic inquiry. This reflects what Mills (1997) describes as willful ignorance: the 

active choice not to understand or value knowledge that doesn’t fit within traditional academic 

frameworks. 

The patterns of symbolic annihilation I navigate as a Black woman faculty member 

become even more frustrating when I observe colleagues actively perpetuating them while 

claiming pedagogical neutrality. In a colleague’s screenwriting class, I observed as they 

consistently praised student scripts that reinforced racial and gender stereotypes as examples of 

“good character development” or “realistic conflict.” When students wrote more nuanced, non-

stereotypical characters, this colleague steered them away from those choices as "unrealistic" or 

“too political.” 

What makes this particularly insidious is that the colleague frames all feedback as neutral 

craft advice, never acknowledging how their “professional standards” encode specific 

assumptions about whose experiences constitute universal human stories and whose require 

special justification. Students internalize these messages, learning that authentic representation of 

marginalized experiences somehow violates principles of good storytelling. This is 

condemnation operating through pedagogy that claims to be apolitical while actively policing 

which stories and representations are deemed acceptable. 
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When I’ve raised concerns about these patterns with the colleague, they insist they’re 

simply teaching students to write “marketable” scripts and can’t be blamed for industry realities. 

This response exemplifies epistemology of ignorance in action. They refuse to recognize how 

their pedagogy doesn’t just prepare students for industry bias but actively trains them to replicate 

it, treating exclusionary industry patterns as natural constraints rather than constructed systems 

that education could challenge. 

The intersectionality of my identities becomes most apparent when my roles as professor, 

doctoral student, wife, and mother collide within the confines of daily life. At home, I transition 

from analyzing cinematic narratives to helping with homework, from grading projects to 

preparing dinner, from writing about media representation to ensuring my own children see 

themselves reflected positively in the world around them. As a doctoral student myself, I’m 

simultaneously taking multiple classes while teaching full-time, adding yet another layer to an 

already complex balancing act. 

The emotional labor proves exhausting. I often find myself crying in the shower at night, 

hidden from my family. In those moments, I realize just how alone I am in carrying the weight of 

being a role model, a trailblazer, a caretaker, a scholar, and a student all at the same time. This 

isolation illuminates how intersectionality operates not just as an analytical tool, but as a lived 

experience that shapes every aspect of professional and personal life. 

Even within my marriage, the complexities of intersectional experience become apparent. 

My husband, a high-ranking military officer and doctor, understands professional pressures and 

the weight of being one of the few Black faces in predominantly White spaces. He experiences 

the burden of representation, the code-switching, and the constant performance of excellence. 
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Patients sometimes question whether he’s a “real doctor,” and colleagues challenge his medical 

decisions in ways they wouldn’t with White counterparts. 

However, his experience as a Black man in clearly hierarchical institutions creates blind 

spots regarding the gendered dimensions of my struggles. While he faces what Steele and 

Aronson (1995) identify as stereotype threat (the psychological burden of potentially confirming 

negative stereotypes about his racial group), the intersection of race and gender creates different 

dynamics than what he encounters. His military rank commands automatic respect. His medical 

degree carries weight even when questioned. He sometimes struggles to understand why my 

expertise gets questioned not just because I’m Black, but because I’m a Black woman, or why 

my research gets dismissed as “subjective” while his clinical judgment, though questioned, is 

never labeled emotional or personal. 

These intersectional challenges extend beyond university walls into the film and 

television industry I study and engage with professionally. When I reached out to local 

filmmakers in Oklahoma with ideas about better preparing students for feature film work, I 

wasn’t just ignored. I was underestimated. They looked at me as if I were playing dress-up in 

academia, as if I couldn’t understand the “real world” of filmmaking. 

My response was to demonstrate rather than argue. I produced the first feature film at the 

University of Oklahoma: three semesters, almost twenty thousand dollars, countless hours 

coordinating students, crew, equipment, and post-production. When we premiered to a sold-out 

crowd of 600 people in the largest movie theater in Oklahoma, those same filmmakers who had 

dismissed me suddenly wanted conversations. My success forced them to reckon with their 

assumptions about what a Black woman professor could accomplish. 
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Yet even this victory felt bittersweet. I had to prove my worth through extraordinary 

achievement: not just making a film but making one that packed the state’s biggest theater. I had 

to demonstrate competence through spectacle, credibility through box office numbers. My White 

male colleagues don’t require sold-out premieres for their expertise to be taken seriously. 

This pattern continues to manifest in subsequent projects. Despite proven success, I still 

struggle for support on new initiatives. A TV pilot proposal, another university first with half the 

feature’s budget, faced resistance that my previous success should have eliminated. The success 

of that project still has not changed my status much. I realized that for my ideas to gain traction, I 

must invite (not that I mind, but it’s the principle) my White male counterpart to planning 

meetings where he simply repeats proposals I have already presented. Suddenly, those same 

ideas become worthy of consideration. The symbolic annihilation I study in media representation 

plays out in my professional life: I’m either invisible in conversations about filmmaking 

opportunities, or my proven expertise remains questionable, my successes framed as fortunate 

accidents rather than earned achievements. 

Analysis 

This extended narrative demonstrates how symbolic annihilation operates through 

intersectionality in ways that single-axis analysis cannot capture. As Crenshaw (1991) theorizes, 

my overlapping identities as a Black woman create unique forms of marginalization distinct from 

what Black men or White women experience. The comparison with my husband’s professional 

navigation illustrates this clearly. While we both face racialized questioning of our expertise, the 

gendered dimensions of my experience (being dismissed as “emotional,” having industry 

credentials devalued, requiring extraordinary proof of competence) create additional barriers he 

doesn’t encounter. 
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The narrative also reveals how epistemology of ignorance (Mills, 1997) functions in 

academic contexts. When professors dismiss my industry experience as “not academic,” they 

actively choose not to recognize forms of knowledge that challenge traditional hierarchies 

privileging theoretical over practical expertise. This willful ignorance serves to maintain existing 

power structures where certain forms of knowledge (typically those possessed by White men) are 

valid while others are delegitimized. 

The screenwriting class example reveals how symbolic annihilation operates through 

supposedly neutral pedagogy that claims to teach “craft” while enforcing specific cultural 

assumptions about whose stories deserve to be told and how. This connects directly to what 

Giroux and Penna (1979) describe as hidden curriculum, the implicit messages transmitted 

through pedagogical choices that shape students’ understanding of what constitutes legitimate 

knowledge and acceptable practice. When faculty praise stereotypical representations as 

“realistic” while dismissing nuanced portrayals as “inauthentic,” they teach students that 

marginalized people can only be represented through dominant culture’s limited frameworks. 

This pedagogical pattern directly informs EMERGE’s Education Phase, which emphasizes that 

culturally responsive teaching in media production must explicitly address how “industry 

standards” and “professional conventions” often encode bias that perpetuates symbolic 

annihilation. 

The emotional labor described in this narrative connects to what Carstarphen (2021) 

terms the “pedagogy of pain.” The crying in the shower, the isolation, the exhaustion of 

simultaneously proving competence while mentoring students, conducting research, and 

managing family responsibilities all exemplify how marginalized educators carry burdens their 

privileged colleagues never experience. As Carstarphen (2021) powerfully states, “I am African 
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American, a female with rank of professor, and I should not exist” (p. 144). This pain cannot be 

separated from pedagogy. It shapes what I teach, how I teach, and why this work matters beyond 

academic exercise. 

Finally, the industry validation narrative reveals how symbolic annihilation requires 

extraordinary performance for basic recognition. The sold-out premiere functioned as what I call 

“spectacle credibility”: proof so undeniable that dismissal becomes impossible. Yet even this 

extraordinary achievement didn’t eliminate ongoing barriers, demonstrating how symbolic 

annihilation operates systemically rather than individually. Each new project requires renewed 

proof, renewed performance, renewed justification of my presence and expertise. 

Critical Incident 3: The Oscar Discussion and Hidden Curriculum 

Narrative 

The discussion began innocently enough. We were talking about recent Oscar 

nominations, and I began to mention films none of the students had ever heard of before. I’m 

notorious in my classes for getting very frustrated with students who do not study our craft of 

filmmaking. That means to me studying films that are considered classics and including those 

from diverse filmmakers. I always mention documentaries like Hollywoodism: How the Jews 

Invented Hollywood (1998), and Classified X (1998) by Melvin Van Peebles. 

For context, the entire class is White except for one international student. The silence in 

the room was deafening as I gave a quick impromptu lecture. Finally, a student said, “I’m a 

senior and I have never heard anything about this side of the industry.” Other students joined in. 

I sighed and just shook my head. Questions just kept coming. I could see there was a real interest 

in the things I was saying. And then the question finally came: “Why aren’t they teaching us 

this?” 
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The discussion deepened as students began to engage with these revelations. One student 

mentioned discovering Dolemite on streaming services. “Only one of the most influential 

independent films of the 70s,” I explained.  

“Rudy Ray Moore basically created his own film empire outside the Hollywood system. 

But it’s not just him. There were so many Black filmmakers and actors making incredible films 

during that era.” 

I covered the 70’s film era as best I could in the short time I had, explaining how 

Hollywood was in financial trouble during this time and the blaxploitation era basically saved it. 

Then a student interjected: “New Hollywood, Scorsese, Coppola...”  

“That’s exactly the point,” I responded. 

“You learned all about Mean Streets and The Godfather, but nothing about Sweet 

Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song or Cotton Comes to Harlem just to name a few. These films were 

making millions and influencing the entire industry, but somehow they don’t make it into your 

curriculum.” 

The students began pulling out their phones, eager to look up these films they’d never 

heard of. I watched their expressions change as they discovered entire chapters of film history 

that had been absent from their education. 

“But why wouldn’t we learn about this?” a student asked, genuinely confused. “If these 

films were successful and influential...” 

“This is what we call hidden curriculum,” I explained. “It’s not just about what we 

actively teach, but what we omit. These omissions send powerful messages about what’s 

considered important or ‘legitimate’ in film history.” 
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I continued, “And it’s not just historical. When we discuss independent film today, why 

don’t you know about Melvin Van Peebles who produced the highest grossing independent film 

prior to Fahrenheit 9/11?” 

The international student nodded, perhaps recognizing similar omissions in how global 

cinema was taught. The White students were discovering that their supposedly comprehensive 

film education had significant blind spots, ones that reflected deeper systemic issues in how film 

history is curated and taught. 

“This is making me question everything,” one student admitted. “What other parts of film 

history are we missing?” 

“That’s exactly what you should be asking,” I replied. “Once you start seeing these gaps, 

you start questioning everything. And that’s what we should be doing as filmmakers.” 

When class ended, the students remained engaged, sharing recommendations and 

discussing the possibility of screening some of the films mentioned. What began as a typical 

discussion about the Oscars had transformed into a crucial lesson about representation, cultural 

validation, and the politics of curriculum. More importantly, it had inspired my students to 

question the very foundations of their film education and seek out these hidden histories 

themselves. 

As I packed up my materials, I felt a mix of frustration and hope. Frustration that these 

vital parts of film history remained marginalized in film education, but hope that these students, 

at least, were now awakening to the need to look beyond the standard curriculum. 

Analysis 

This narrative illustrates how hidden curriculum (Giroux & Penna, 1979) operates 

through systematic omission. The students’ shocked discovery that entire movements in film 
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history (Blaxploitation cinema, independent Black filmmaking) were absent from their 

supposedly comprehensive education reveals how curricula encode ideological messages about 

whose creative work matters. As Giroux and Penna (1979) argue, what is not taught sends 

messages as powerful as what is taught. By omitting commercially successful, culturally 

influential films by Black creators while centering White male auteurs like Scorsese and 

Coppola, traditional film curricula implicitly teach that creative genius and legitimate film 

history are White and male. 

The student question “Why aren’t ‘they’ teaching us this?” reveals the moment when 

hidden curriculum becomes visible. Until this discussion, students had accepted their education 

as comprehensive rather than recognizing it as curated through particular ideological lenses. The 

senior student’s admission of never hearing about “this side of the industry” despite four years of 

study demonstrates how thoroughly symbolic annihilation can operate through curricular 

omission. 

The narrative also reveals how epistemology of ignorance functions institutionally. 

Faculty colleagues who design curricula omitting these films are not ignorant accidentally. They 

actively choose not to know or teach this material, often framing such omissions as maintaining 

“standards” or focusing on “the canon.” (the official material). This willful ignorance preserves 

White dominance in film history while appearing neutral and merit based. 

My role in this incident exemplifies what hooks (1994) describes as engaged pedagogy: 

using the classroom as a site for consciousness-raising and transformation. By making hidden 

curriculum visible and providing students with tools to question what they’ve been taught (and 

not taught), I challenged the reproductive function of traditional education. The students’ 

immediate engagement with their phones to research these films, their expressions of wanting to 
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question everything, suggests that critical consciousness can be cultivated when students are 

given frameworks for recognizing systemic patterns rather than individual gaps. 

Critical Incident 4: The KSU Studio Lockout and Strategic Navigation 

Narrative 

This narrative explores how willful ignorance operates through the lens of my experience 

as the sole woman and person of color in an undergraduate radio and television production 

program at Kent State University, and then later as a professor at the same institution. As an 

undergraduate, I occupied a unique position as the producer of two significant Black media 

programs: “Family Tree” (television) and “Ebony Waves” (radio). These programs represented 

vital spaces for Black voices in an otherwise homogeneous media landscape. However, the 

physical and social construction of the studio environment revealed deeply embedded systems of 

exclusion. 

The practice of locking me out of the studio after the news program, a seemingly 

impersonal act, exemplified how structural racism operates through plausible deniability. The 

White students’ behavior demonstrated what philosopher Charles Mills (2007) terms “white 

ignorance”: a socially constructed and maintained system of not knowing that preserves white 

privilege while appearing procedural rather than personal (Mills, 2007). 

To counter this exclusion, I had to get strategic. I couldn’t just show up on time and do 

my job like everyone else. I had to be smarter, sneakier. I started arriving during the news 

production, timing my entrance so I’d already be in the studio before they could lock me out. It 

was calculated, exhausting, and completely unfair. This is what marginalized people do: we 

become experts not just in our actual work, but in the elaborate survival strategies required to 
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access spaces that should be available to us in the first place. I had to study their schedule, 

anticipate their moves, and outmaneuver exclusion that dressed itself up as business as usual. 

Six years later, the dynamics shifted yet remained familiar. As a professor, I encountered 

the same news director, now controlling all campus studios. His continued hostility, despite the 

time to grow up and be professional, highlights how epistemological ignorance can persist even 

when social positions evolve. The ritual of making me wait in his office, a power play that forced 

me to “perform” patience, exemplifies what Patricia Hill Collins describes as the “politics of 

containment” (Collins, 1998; Baldwin, 2021). 

My response (choosing to “kill him with kindness”) represents a sophisticated 

understanding of what W.E.B. Du Bois called “double consciousness”: the awareness of how one 

is perceived by the dominant culture and the strategic navigation of those perceptions (Du Bois, 

1903). Eventually, I was able to walk in his office unannounced, and he would fulfill any 

request, as long as I was involved.  

My approach to transformation wasn’t merely tactical. It represented a profound 

understanding of the epistemology of ignorance, even if I could not name it at the time. By 

consistently engaging with humanity (asking about his day, maintaining composure), I 

challenged the very foundation of his ignorance: the ability to maintain distance and difference. 

The year-long transformation from antagonism to friendship demonstrates how unrelenting 

human connection can disrupt the comfortable patterns of not-knowing that support systemic 

inequality. This wasn’t merely about gaining access to resources. It was about creating a crack in 

the structure of institutional racism through persistent, humanizing interaction. 
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Analysis 

This narrative demonstrates how epistemology of ignorance (Mills, 1997) operates 

through both individual and institutional mechanisms. The studio lockout functioned as what 

Mills terms “white ignorance”: a systematic not-knowing that allows White individuals to 

maintain privilege while claiming innocence (Mills, 1997). The White students could claim they 

were simply following protocol (locking the studio after their program ended) while the effect 

systematically excluded the Black woman producing programs immediately after theirs. This 

plausible deniability exemplifies how racism operates through structures that appear neutral. 

My strategic response illustrates what Collins (1990) identifies as the necessity for 

marginalized individuals to develop sophisticated knowledge of dominant systems in order to 

navigate them. I had to learn not just production skills (the formal curriculum) but also the 

unwritten rules and strategic timing necessary for resource access (the hidden curriculum). This 

double burden, where marginalized students must master both technical content and navigation 

strategies, represents additional labor that privileged students never perform. 

The later encounter as professor reveals how interpersonal dynamics reflect structural 

power even when formal positions shift. Despite becoming a professor, I still faced exclusion 

from the same individual who had participated in my undergraduate marginalization. His 

continued control over studio access demonstrates how structural power can persist regardless of 

individual credential accumulation. My strategic choice to engage with persistent humanity 

rather than confrontation represents what I call “disruptive kindness” (Williams, 2024): the use 

of consistent human connection to challenge the distance that epistemology of ignorance 

requires. 
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The year-long transformation from antagonism to access demonstrates that individual 

relationships can sometimes create cracks in structural barriers, but this success required 

exhausting emotional labor. I had to perform patience, kindness, and professionalism despite 

facing hostility, a burden my White colleagues never carried. While this strategy succeeded in 

this instance, it cannot serve as a model for systemic transformation. Individual charisma and 

emotional labor cannot substitute for institutional policies ensuring equitable access. The fact 

that I needed to strategically befriend a gatekeeper to access resources that should have been 

available based on my position reveals the inadequacy of relying on interpersonal solutions to 

structural problems. 

Critical Incident 5: Stereotype Threat Across the Pipeline 

Narrative 

The weight of stereotype threat didn’t start when I became a professor. It started in my 

undergraduate production classes, where I was often the only person of color, and always the 

only woman. Not once during my entire undergraduate career did I work on a team project. Not 

once. While my White classmates formed crews, built relationships, and learned collaboration, I 

worked alone. Whether this isolation happened because no one wanted to work with me or 

because I recognized the futility of trying to break into established White social networks, the 

result was the same: I learned production in isolation while everyone else learned it as a 

collective experience. 

I became what people love to call a “good Black” (which was said to my face). You 

know the type. Quiet. Nonthreatening. Competent enough to not embarrass anyone. I learned to 

shrink myself, to not take up too much space, to be grateful for the crumbs of acknowledgment 
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when they came. I performed the role of the model minority student who proved the system 

worked, even as the system was actively failing me. 

The irony is that this isolation probably made me technically stronger. When you can’t 

rely on a crew, you learn every role. When you can’t divide labor, you master the entire 

production process. But I shouldn’t have had to become excellent in isolation. I shouldn’t have 

had to trade collaborative learning and community for technical competence born out of 

necessity. 

Now, as a professor walking into my own classroom each semester, I carry all of that 

history with me. I also carry the weight of being a Black woman teaching film production, a role 

so rare that the four women students who visited my office had never experienced it before. The 

simple act of entering the room as a Black woman faculty member becomes a moment where my 

identity collides with every assumption students have absorbed about who possesses technical 

authority in media production. 

I watch their faces on day one. The averted gazes. The surprise. Sometimes the visible 

disappointment. I know what they’re thinking because I can see the calculation happening: Can 

she actually teach me? Does she know what she’s talking about? Is this going to be a “diversity 

hire” situation? 

So, I do what I learned to do as an undergraduate: I perform. I establish legitimacy 

through a ritual my White male colleagues never face. I recite my credentials. I list my industry 

experience. I name-drop projects. I demonstrate expertise before I’ve even taken attendance. It’s 

exhausting. Every semester, I prove I belong at the head of my own classroom. My White 

colleagues walk in and start teaching. I walk in and start auditioning. 
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And it doesn’t stop at the classroom door. In industry interactions, the performance 

continues in even more absurd ways. When I talk to someone on the phone before meeting them 

in person, I watch their eyes scan past me when we finally meet face to face. They’re looking for 

someone else. They’re looking for whoever they imagined on the phone, and that person clearly 

isn’t this Black woman standing in front of them. I can see the confusion, the recalibration. 

Sometimes they ask perplexed, “You’re Traci, right?" Yes. I’m the person you just spoke with. 

The person whose ideas you praised on the phone. The person you were excited to collaborate 

with. But now that you can see me, suddenly there’s doubt. 

So, the performance starts again. More credentials. More name-dropping. More proving 

that yes, I am actually the person you spoke to, and yes, I actually know what I’m doing. It’s like 

my voice on the phone writes a check my Black female body can’t cash. Every professional 

interaction becomes a credibility test I didn’t know I was taking. 

The four women students who came to my office understood this immediately. They’d 

been navigating the same dynamics I had navigated as a student. Being overlooked. Having 

equipment taken from their hands. Receiving dismissive looks when asking technical questions. 

They came to me not because I made class easier but because they finally saw someone who had 

survived what they were surviving. They needed to know it was possible to be a woman and 

claim technical authority. 

But here’s what keeps me up at night: I succeeded despite the system, not because of it. I 

became technically excellent because isolation forced me to master everything alone. I learned to 

navigate White spaces because I had no choice. I developed thick skin because thin skin 

wouldn’t have let me survive. And now I teach in that same system, trying to transform it from 

the inside while it continues to mark me as an outsider. 
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Every semester, I prove my expertise. Every industry meeting, I prove I’m the person 

they spoke to on the phone. Every interaction, I name-drop and credential-drop and perform 

competence that should be assumed but never is. Every time, I transform their stereotype threat 

into my pedagogical opportunity, making visible how media representation has shaped their 

expectations about who belongs in positions of creative and technical authority. I turn my 

marginalization into a teaching moment because what else can I do? But I shouldn’t have to. 

None of us should have to. 

Analysis 

This extended narrative reveals how stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995) operates 

across the entire education-to-industry pipeline, shaping experiences from undergraduate student 

to professional educator to industry collaborator. Steele and Aronson’s (1995) research 

demonstrates that individuals from stereotyped groups experience psychological burden when 

they fear their performance might confirm negative stereotypes about their group. When 

stereotype threat is activated, this cognitive burden interferes with performance on the task at 

hand. In my experience navigating multiple educational and professional contexts as a Black 

woman, this burden manifests differently at different career stages but maintains consistent 

effects: isolation, hypervigilance, and the exhausting labor of constantly proving competence. 

The undergraduate experience illuminates what I term “excellence through isolation.” 

When collaborative learning opportunities are denied, marginalized students face a cruel choice: 

fail to develop skills because they lack team-based learning or develop skills through solitary 

mastery. I became technically proficient precisely because I couldn’t rely on collaboration. But 

this success came with isolation, loneliness, and the internalization that I was somehow different 

from my peers who learned collectively. 
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The “good Black” performance represents a specific manifestation of what Du Bois 

(1903) termed “double consciousness.” To survive predominantly White educational spaces, I 

learned to monitor constantly how I was perceived and adjust my behavior accordingly. Being 

“good” meant being nonthreatening, grateful, not too confident, not too angry, not too much. 

This performance required immense emotional labor and the suppression of authentic self-

expression. 

Stereotype threat persists across career stages, requiring different performances but 

maintaining consistent psychological burdens. As a student, I performed the “good Black” to 

gain access. As a professor, I perform the “credentialed expert” to gain legitimacy. As an 

industry professional, I perform the “I’m actually the person you spoke to on the phone” to 

overcome the cognitive dissonance White collaborators experience when my voice doesn’t 

match my visible identity. The phone-to-in-person meeting dynamic reveals a particularly 

insidious form of stereotype threat. When my voice on the phone presumably sounds 

“professional” (read: white, or at least race-ambiguous), I’m treated as a credible collaborator. 

But when my Black female body becomes visible, suddenly that credibility evaporates. People 

literally look past me, searching for “the real” person they spoke with, demonstrating how deeply 

ingrained these associations are between Blackness and lack of authority. 

The contrast between “My White colleagues walk in and start teaching. I walk in and 

start auditioning” captures the additional labor stereotype threat imposes. While White faculty 

focus cognitive resources on content delivery, I must simultaneously manage stereotype threat, 

read student responses, establish credibility, and teach. This divided attention creates terms 

“spotlight anxiety” (Steele & Aronson,1995, p. 809), where the cognitive load of managing 
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anxiety can impair performance, creating a cruel irony where pressure to disprove stereotypes 

makes disproving them more difficult. 

However, the narrative also reveals my strategic transformation of stereotype threat into 

pedagogical opportunity. Rather than pretending the tension doesn’t exist, I name it explicitly. I 

connect students’ initial discomfort to cultivation theory (Gerbner et al., 1980), helping them 

recognize how consuming countless media texts positioning White men as technical experts has 

shaped their assumptions about who possesses both technical and creative authority and 

expertise. By making my navigation of stereotype threat visible, I demonstrate how symbolic 

annihilation in media content shapes real-world professional dynamics. 

The statement “I succeeded despite the system, not because of it” captures a crucial 

insight that challenges meritocratic narratives. My success is often held up as evidence that the 

system works, that talent and hard work overcome barriers. But this narrative erases the 

psychological toll of succeeding through isolation, the relationships I didn’t build, the 

collaborative skills I developed in other environments, the professional opportunities lost 

because people couldn’t reconcile my voice with my face, and most critically, the students who 

faced similar barriers but didn’t survive them. Survivor bias treats individual persistence as proof 

of systemic fairness while ignoring all those the system excluded. 

Finally, the narrative’s conclusion (“I shouldn’t have to. None of us should have to”) 

refuses to celebrate resilience born from oppression. While I have developed sophisticated 

strategies for navigating stereotype threat and transforming it into pedagogy, the fact that such 

strategies are necessary represents failure, not success. EMERGE’s Empowerment Phase 

emerges directly from this recognition: rather than training each generation to independently 

develop survival strategies, education should create environments where such strategies become 
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unnecessary because all students enter spaces designed to affirm rather than question their 

presence and potential. This critical incident demonstrates why stereotype threat must be 

understood not as individual psychological experience but as systemic dynamic requiring 

institutional intervention. Individual resilience cannot substitute for transformed structures. The 

goal is not to help more Black women or all women perfect the performance, but to dismantle the 

stages that demand it. 
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Table 2 
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RESEARCH QUESTION 3: Women Faculty Experiences and Resistance Strategies 

How do women media educators nationally and internationally experience and resist 

symbolic annihilation in their professional roles? 

Faculty Survey Demographics 

The survey of women media production educators produced 12 valid responses, revealing 

how gender and race shape their teaching experiences and professional challenges. The 

respondents were 80% female (n=11), 13%, and 7% gender fluid (n=1). Racial/ethnic 

information, 67% (n=8) were Black or African American, 25% (n=3) were White, and 8% (n=1) 

preferred not to say. Many respondents were women of color, positioning them at the 

intersection of multiple marginalized identities. Most taught at 4-year public universities (83%, 

n=10), with the remaining split between community colleges and 4-year private institutions. 

While 92% weren’t the sole woman or person of color in their departments, the fact that any 

were speaks to ongoing isolation issues. 

Identity Influences on Teaching 

Every single respondent said industry experience influenced their teaching. Gender came 

next at 83%, followed by educational background at 67%. Race, age, and socioeconomic 

background each influenced about 58% of their teaching approaches. All participants managed to 

incorporate their lived experiences into teaching, though the freedom to do so varied 

significantly. 

While 75% could design diverse curriculum when creating new courses, only a third had 

successfully modified inherited courses to be more inclusive, and a quarter faced outright 

resistance when trying to diversify content. The women supplemented where they could: 58% 

added diverse examples to official materials, and half created entirely new courses to fill 
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representation gaps. These findings reveal that inclusive pedagogy often depends on individual 

faculty initiative and strategic navigation rather than institutional support. 

Inclusive Pedagogical Strategies 

These educators employed extensive inclusive strategies despite institutional barriers. 

Everyone used personal storytelling from their industry experience. Over 90% brought in diverse 

guest speakers and showcased work by diverse professionals. They taught critical media analysis 

(83%) and used project-based learning (83%). 

When dealing with harmful representations, 92% critically analyzed stereotypes in 

mainstream media, 83% invited community members from underrepresented groups to share 

perspectives, and 75% facilitated discussions about who gets portrayed as “normal” versus 

“other.” They weren’t just teaching technique. They were actively deconstructing harmful 

industry practices through their pedagogy. 

Professional Challenges and Marginalization 

The professional challenges these women faced were pervasive. Three-quarters had to 

prove their credentials more than male colleagues. Two-thirds had their technical expertise 

questioned and faced student resistance to their authority based on gender. Their creative work 

received less institutional support (58%), and half experienced backlash when challenging 

traditional approaches. 

The qualitative responses painted an even starker picture. Women described having ideas 

stolen by male colleagues, being denied conference funding that men received, and facing 

promotion inequities. One respondent said she was “marginalized daily” and couldn’t give a 

single example because it would “minimize the systemic nature of the problem.” Another 
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described being called a “bully” by a White female colleague she had supported for promotion, 

highlighting how race and gender intersect in workplace dynamics. 

Invisible Labor and Institutional Recognition 

The invisible labor issue was substantial: 64% performed unrecognized diversity work, 

while only 18% had this work formally acknowledged. Departments valued their industry 

expertise (92%) but barely recognized their mentoring of underrepresented students (58%) or 

pedagogical innovations (33%). One woman revealed administrators told her she shouldn’t be so 

involved with mentoring diverse students, suggesting that such work was viewed as detracting 

from “real” faculty responsibilities. 

Recommendations for Change 

Faculty recommendations for change focused on practical needs: updated equipment 

access, more women in leadership, and critically examining the historical biases embedded in 

media production curricula. They wanted rotation models ensuring young women could lead 

projects, financial support for work-based learning, and mandatory equity training for all faculty. 

Despite facing daily marginalization and performing uncompensated labor, these women 

were transforming media education through sheer determination and innovative pedagogy. Their 

collective responses document both the barriers women faculty face and the sophisticated 

strategies they employ to create inclusive learning environments within resistant institutional 

contexts. 

Faculty Interview Findings: Four Profiles of Resistance and Resilience 

While the survey data revealed broad patterns across women media educators nationally, 

the four in-depth interviews provided deeper insight into how symbolic annihilation operates in 

specific institutional contexts and what resistance strategies prove effective. The following 
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profiles examine experiences across community college, international university, R1 public 

university, and HBCU contexts, revealing both consistent patterns and context-specific 

challenges. 

Analytical Framework for Faculty Interview Data 

The four in-depth faculty interviews were analyzed to identify how symbolic annihilation 

operates across diverse institutional contexts and what resistance strategies prove effective. Table 

3 presents the thematic analysis framework, revealing consistent patterns of exclusion alongside 

sophisticated navigation strategies. The following profiles provide detailed examination of each 

faculty member’s experiences and resistance approaches. 

 



 

 

122 

Table 3 
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Table 3a 

 

Faculty Interview Thematic Analysis: Patterns of Symbolic Annihilation Across 

Institution Types. This framework maps faculty experiences across community college, 

international university, R1 public university, and HBCU contexts, identifying consistent 

patterns of omission, trivialization, and condemnation alongside connections to EMERGE 

phases. 

Faculty A: Community College, Midwest Region, African American Woman 

Institutional Context and Barriers 

Faculty A navigated a four-year battle to create a hands-on film production program at 

her community college in the Midwest. Her White female colleagues with MFAs attempted to 

force the use of outdated humanities courses instead of practical production training, 

exemplifying how omission operates through curricular gatekeeping. The resistance she faced 
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reflected institutional preference for traditional academic approaches over industry-relevant skill 

development, a pattern that systematically marginalizes practical knowledge in favor of 

theoretical frameworks. 

Symbolic Annihilation and Emotional Labor 

Faculty A experienced condemnation through emotional responses to systematic 

exclusion. As she described, “I had some days where I cried... I got pissed off and said, ‘I will 

shut all this shit down.’” This candid acknowledgment reveals the emotional toll of challenging 

entrenched institutional norms, particularly for Black women faculty who must navigate both 

racial and gendered dimensions of resistance. The fact that proposing industry-aligned 

curriculum provoked such intense institutional pushback demonstrates how educational systems 

protect traditional hierarchies that privilege certain forms of knowledge over others. 

Resistance Strategies and Outcomes 

Faculty A’s successful strategy involved strategic industry partnership development. 

Rather than continuing to argue within academic frameworks that devalued her industry 

expertise, she brought in external validation from film professionals whose authority the 

institution couldn’t dismiss. This approach illustrates what I term “strategic legitimation”: 

leveraging external credibility to overcome internal resistance. After four years of persistence, 

her program was approved and implemented. 

The validation came through student outcomes. Faculty A documented that her students 

gained industry employment while students from the traditional humanities-focused program 

struggled to find work. This evidence-based justification proved undeniable, demonstrating that 

inclusive, experiential pedagogy produces better professional preparation than traditional 

approaches. Her experience informed EMERGE’s Experiences Phase, which emphasizes 
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building industry partnerships and documenting student success as strategies for overcoming 

institutional resistance. 

Faculty B: International University, Middle East, African American Woman 

Institutional Context and Strategic Disruption 

Faculty B teaches at an international university in the Middle East, navigating cultural 

contexts where both her race and innovative pedagogical approaches face scrutiny. She 

experienced condemnation as her innovative teaching methods were treated as rule-breaking 

rather than pedagogical advancement. Traditional structures positioned her culturally responsive 

approaches as violations of established norms rather than improvements to outdated practices. 

Philosophy of Resistance 

Faculty B articulated a sophisticated resistance philosophy: “I will play by the rules... but 

within the rules, guess what? I’m gonna disrupt that shit.” This strategy of working within 

institutional structures while subverting their exclusionary functions represents what I call 

“strategic compliance.” She used curriculum autonomy afforded to individual instructors to 

implement inclusive practices that department-level policies might have blocked. By framing her 

innovations as falling within existing guidelines, she avoided direct confrontation while 

achieving substantive transformation. 

Navigating Credibility Challenges 

Faculty B also faced trivialization of her qualifications. Despite extensive industry 

experience and academic credentials, she encountered constant questioning: “This life... trying to 

do your thing, and it’s like, I got the experience, I have the skills.” The repetition of having to 

prove competence despite demonstrated expertise exemplifies how stereotype threat operates for 

Black women faculty across international contexts. Her experience shows that symbolic 
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annihilation transcends national boundaries, operating through similar mechanisms regardless of 

geographic location. 

EMERGE Connections 

Faculty B’s approach informed EMERGE’s Education Phase, which emphasizes that 

individual faculty can implement culturally responsive pedagogy even within resistant 

institutional structures. Her strategy demonstrates that transformation doesn’t always require top-

down support; strategic use of existing autonomy can create meaningful change. However, her 

experience also highlights the exhaustion this approach requires, as individual faculty bear the 

burden of innovation without institutional recognition or support. 

Faculty C: R1 Public University, South Central Region, White Woman 

Institutional Context and Gender Dynamics 

Faculty C serves as the first woman in a leadership position within her program at an R1 

public university in the South-Central region. Despite this historic appointment, she experienced 

omission as her voice was systematically silenced in curricular discussions. When asked if a man 

would face the same pushback she encountered when proposing changes, she responded 

definitively: “Absolutely not [a man wouldn’t face this pushback] ... I’m the first woman to be in 

this position.” 

The Toll of Systematic Harassment 

Faculty C provided perhaps the most visceral account of how condemnation operates 

through sustained institutional hostility. She described being “beaten down” by systematic 

harassment: “It has beaten me down... I’ve always been a very assertive person in a newsroom, 

and what has happened with me... it has beaten me down.” This statement captures how 

institutional resistance in the newsroom and the academy as institutions function not just through 
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overt barriers but through erosion of confidence and energy over time. The transformation she 

describes, from assertive professional to someone worn down by constant opposition, illustrates 

the psychological costs of challenging entrenched power structures. 

The Reality of Compromise 

Faculty C’s experience illuminates a crucial dimension often absent from transformation 

narratives: the necessity of acknowledging limits. While she continued advocating for students 

and inclusive practices, she also recognized that individual faculty cannot sustain indefinite 

resistance against hostile systems. Her honesty about being “beaten down” challenges narratives 

that celebrate only uncompromising resistance, instead validating that surviving hostile 

environments sometimes requires strategic retreat and self-preservation. 

EMERGE Connections 

Faculty C’s experience informed EMERGE’s attention to sustainability and the 

psychological toll of transformation work. Her narrative demonstrates why the framework 

includes guidance on setting boundaries, building community support, and recognizing that 

individual faculty cannot single-handedly dismantle systemic inequities. The Experiences 

Phase’s emphasis on recognizing when resistance becomes unsustainable emerged directly from 

understanding that transformation requires collective effort rather than individual heroism. 

Faculty D: HBCU, Southern Region, African American Woman 

Institutional Context and Credential Hierarchies 

Faculty D teaches at an HBCU in the Southern region, where she navigates the complex 

dynamics of balancing industry expertise with academic credential expectations. Despite 

multiple Emmy awards validating her professional excellence, colleagues questioned her 

qualifications: “What paper have you written? What panels have you been on?” This 
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trivialization of professional achievements in favor of traditional academic markers exemplifies 

how institutional structures devalue diverse forms of expertise. 

Wisdom of Sustainable Resistance 

Faculty D offered crucial guidance about the reality of navigating oppressive systems: 

“There are compromises and forgive yourself for the times that you may not have stood as 

boldly.” This advice recognizes that resistance under oppressive conditions is exhausting work 

that cannot be sustained at full intensity indefinitely. Her wisdom reflects a deep understanding 

of Carstarphen’s (2021) “pedagogy of pain,” acknowledging that educators carry the 

accumulated weight of systemic violence, discrimination, and daily survival into their 

professional work. Faculty D’s words challenge narratives that demand constant, unwavering 

resistance without acknowledging the toll such demands exact. When the pain of navigating 

racist and sexist institutions becomes overwhelming, self-forgiveness isn’t weakness but a 

survival strategy that allows educators to persist over time rather than burning out from 

unsustainable expectations. 

EMERGE Connections 

Faculty D’s experiences and insights informed multiple EMERGE components. Her 

emphasis on balancing industry expertise with academic credentials shaped the Empowerment 

Phase’s guidance on helping students develop both practical skills and institutional legitimacy. 

Most critically, her wisdom about sustainable resistance influenced EMERGE’s 

acknowledgment that individual faculty cannot transform systems alone and that self-

preservation enables long-term change more effectively than unsustainable heroism. Her 

recognition that “there are compromises” validates the reality that educators working within 
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oppressive systems must sometimes choose strategic retreat to maintain their capacity for long-

term advocacy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

130 

CHAPTER 5: ROUGH CUT TO PICTURE LOCK: THE EMERGE FRAMEWORK 

Empowering Media Education through Responsive Growth Experiences 

“Empowerment translates into academic competence, personal confidence…In other   words, 

students have to believe they can succeed in learning tasks and be willing to pursue success 

relentlessly until mastery is obtained” 

 Geneva Gay 

Section 1: Introduction - From Findings to Framework 

The findings presented in Chapter 4 reveal a consistent pattern: symbolic annihilation 

operates systematically across multiple levels of media production education, affecting students, 

faculty, curriculum, and institutional structures. Students described being overlooked in class 

discussions, assigned stereotypical roles in group projects, and excluded from leadership 

opportunities. Faculty interviews documented how women educators face institutional resistance 

when attempting to implement inclusive pedagogical practices, have their industry expertise 

devalued in favor of traditional academic credentials, and experience emotional exhaustion from 

constantly proving their competence. My own autoethnographic narratives illustrated how these 

patterns manifest in daily interactions, from the four women students who had never seen a 

female production professor to the hostile gatekeeping I encountered when proposing innovative 

production courses. 

These findings confirm what Chapter 2’s literature review established: media production 

education replicates rather than challenges the industry inequities documented by Smith and 

Pieper (2023) and Hunt and Ramón (2025). When educational environments systematically omit 

diverse voices from curriculum, trivialize alternative creative approaches, and condemn those 

who challenge traditional hierarchies, they prepare students to accept rather than transform 
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industry barriers. The education-to-industry pipeline operates as a closed loop, with each system 

reinforcing the exclusionary patterns of the other. 

Yet the findings also revealed something equally important: resistance is possible, and it 

can work. Faculty A’s four-year battle to create a hands-on film production program succeeded 

when she strategically brought in industry partners to validate her approach. Faculty B disrupted 

institutional norms by using curriculum autonomy to implement innovative teaching methods. 

Faculty D balanced industry expertise with academic credentials to create space for culturally 

responsive pedagogy at an HBCU. My own feature film production at the University of 

Oklahoma, despite institutional skepticism, premiered to a sold-out audience of 600 people and 

demonstrated that student-led, experiential learning produces both technical excellence and 

transformative educational experiences. 

These patterns of both exclusion and resistance informed the development of EMERGE 

(Empowering Media Education through Responsive Growth Experiences), a comprehensive 

pedagogical framework for countering symbolic annihilation in media production education. The 

framework synthesizes theoretical insights from intersectionality, epistemology of ignorance, 

stereotype threat, hidden curriculum research, culturally responsive pedagogy, and experiential 

learning theory into five interconnected phases: Empowerment, Media Literacy, Education, 

Responsive Growth Assessment, and Experiences. Each phase addresses specific dimensions of 

symbolic annihilation (omission, trivialization, and condemnation) through concrete, 

theoretically grounded strategies. 

Why Existing Approaches Are Insufficient 

Current frameworks for inclusive media education, while significant, have noteworthy 

limitations that prevent widespread implementation. Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) 
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provides crucial principles for centering diverse students’ experiences and cultural knowledge 

(Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). However, most CRT scholarship focuses on K-12 

education, leaving higher education faculty with limited guidance for adapting these principles to 

college-level media production courses. Furthermore, CRT frameworks typically address 

classroom dynamics and curriculum content but do not specifically address the technical, 

collaborative, and industry-facing dimensions unique to production education. When a 

cinematography student faces gendered assumptions about her technical aptitude, or when a 

Black student’s creative vision is dismissed as “too niche” for mainstream audiences, CRT 

principles alone do not provide production faculty with concrete intervention strategies. 

Experiential learning theory emphasizes learning through doing, reflection, and 

application (Kolb, 1984), which aligns naturally with production education’s hands-on approach. 

However, traditional experiential learning models do not explicitly address how power 

dynamics, stereotype threat, and hidden curriculum operate within collaborative creative work. A 

student can gain extensive hands-on experience while still being systematically excluded from 

leadership roles, having their creative contributions minimized, or internalizing industry biases 

about whose stories matter. Without deliberate attention to equity, experiential learning can 

inadvertently reproduce the same hierarchies’ students will encounter professionally. 

Media literacy frameworks help students critically analyze representation and identify 

patterns of symbolic annihilation in media texts (Kellner & Share, 2007). However, media 

literacy education typically focuses on consumption and analysis rather than production and 

creation. Students can become sophisticated critics of media representation while still producing 

work that replicates exclusionary patterns, because they lack systematic guidance for translating 

critical analysis into inclusive production practices. 
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Institutional diversity initiatives, when they exist, often focus on demographic 

representation (hiring diverse faculty, recruiting diverse students) without addressing the 

pedagogical and curricular changes necessary to create truly equitable learning environments. 

Moreover, such initiatives are vulnerable to political shifts and budget constraints, leaving 

individual faculty to create inclusive classrooms regardless of institutional support or 

commitment. As Faculty C’s experience demonstrates, being the first woman in a leadership 

position does not automatically grant decision-making authority or institutional support. 

Representation without transformation of power structures and pedagogical practices leaves 

diverse faculty isolated and overburdened. Media educators need strategies that work even when 

institutional support is absent or withdrawn. 

Most critically, no existing framework integrates these approaches specifically for media 

production education while systematically addressing all three dimensions of symbolic 

annihilation: omission, trivialization, and condemnation. Media educators need more than 

theoretical principles. They need concrete, actionable strategies that can be implemented within 

existing institutional constraints, adapted across diverse contexts (community colleges, R1 

universities, HBCUs, international institutions), and assessed for effectiveness in preparing 

students to both succeed within and transform the entertainment industry. 

Introducing EMERGE: A Comprehensive Anti-Symbolic Annihilation Framework 

EMERGE provides media educators with a systematic, theoretically grounded, and 

practically actionable framework for countering symbolic annihilation through pedagogy. 

Developed through the integration of autoethnographic insights, student experiences, faculty 

interviews, and extensive theoretical analysis, EMERGE translates the complex theoretical 
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frameworks presented in Chapter 2 into five interconnected pedagogical phases that guide both 

course design and classroom practice. 

The framework’s name reflects its dual purpose: helping students EMERGE as confident, 

skilled media professionals while helping the field of media production education EMERGE 

from its historical patterns of exclusion. Each letter represents a distinct but interconnected 

phase: 

E — Empowerment Phase: Establishing foundations for inclusive learning environments 

where all students see themselves reflected, valued, and capable of creative leadership. 

M — Media Literacy Phase: Developing critical consciousness about representation, 

industry structures, and the mechanisms through which symbolic annihilation operates. 

E — Education Phase: Providing scaffolded, culturally responsive learning experiences 

that build technical skills while honoring diverse creative approaches. 

R — Responsive Growth Assessment: Implementing evaluation methods that measure 

authentic learning, cultural competency, and creative development rather than conformity 

to narrow industry standards. 

E — Experiences Phase: Creating real-world production opportunities that prepare 

students for professional success while equipping them to challenge industry inequities. 

EMERGE differs from existing frameworks in several crucial ways: First, it is 

specifically designed for media production education, addressing the unique challenges of 

teaching collaborative, creative, technical work in an industry with documented patterns of 

exclusion. Unlike general pedagogical frameworks that must be adapted to production contexts, 

EMERGE begins with the realities of production classrooms: equipment access, role 

assignments, critique dynamics, industry networking, and portfolio development. 
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Second, it systematically addresses all three dimensions of symbolic annihilation. Each 

phase includes explicit strategies for countering omission (through representation and inclusion), 

trivialization (through validation and resource allocation), and condemnation (through supportive 

environments and advocacy). By naming these mechanisms explicitly, EMERGE helps educators 

recognize how symbolic annihilation operates in their own classrooms and provides targeted 

interventions. 

Third, it integrates multiple theoretical frameworks (intersectionality, epistemology of 

ignorance, stereotype threat, hidden curriculum, culturally responsive teaching, experiential 

learning) into a coherent pedagogical system rather than treating them as separate considerations. 

Educators do not need to become experts in each theory independently; EMERGE synthesizes 

these insights into practical strategies. 

Fourth, it incorporates the HRDQ Experiential Learning Model’s seven-stage cycle 

(focusing, experiencing, reflecting, thinking, modifying, practicing, integrating), providing a 

validated implementation structure (HRDQ, 1992). Throughout Section 2, each EMERGE phase 

indicates how it aligns with HRDQ stages, demonstrating how this established experiential 

learning framework provides systematic guidance for implementing anti-symbolic annihilation 

pedagogy. 

Fifth, it acknowledges institutional realities and provides implementation guidance for 

diverse contexts. Drawing on faculty interviews across community colleges, R1 universities, 

HBCUs, and international institutions, EMERGE recognizes that what works in one setting may 

require adaptation in another. The framework provides both core principles and flexible 

strategies that individual faculty can implement even without full departmental support, while 

also offering guidance for departments seeking comprehensive curricular transformation. 
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How EMERGE Works: Framework Overview 

EMERGE functions as both a developmental sequence and an interconnected system. 

The five phases proceed in a general arc, from foundational work to real-world application, yet 

they also unfold through repeated cycles and nested layers. Students reengage the cycle multiple 

times, achieving increasing sophistication in technical craft and in equity-centered media 

practice. The framework can be implemented at multiple scales: 

Individual assignment level: A single project can move through all five EMERGE 

phases, such as a short documentary that begins with empowerment activities (researching 

diverse documentary filmmakers), develops media literacy (analyzing representation in existing 

documentaries), provides education (teaching documentary techniques), uses responsive 

assessment (evaluating based on authentic storytelling and technical growth), and creates 

experiences (screening for community audiences). 

Course level: An entire production course can be structured around EMERGE phases, 

with early weeks focused on empowerment and media literacy, mid-semester emphasizing 

education and skill development, and later weeks providing experiences and advanced 

application. 

Curriculum level: A media production program can sequence courses to progressively 

deepen engagement with EMERGE principles, with introductory courses establishing 

foundations and advanced courses providing increasingly complex experiences. 

Program culture level: Departments can adopt EMERGE as a shared pedagogical 

philosophy that shapes not just individual courses but also program policies, hiring practices, 

industry partnerships, and assessment methods. 
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Each implementation scale requires different resources, institutional support, and time 

commitments. Recognizing that many faculty (particularly contingent faculty and faculty at 

under-resourced institutions) face significant constraints, this framework provides guidance for 

implementing EMERGE at whatever scale is feasible, while also articulating what 

comprehensive implementation would require. 

Regardless of implementation scale, several principles guide effective EMERGE 

adoption. Start where you are, use what you have, do what you can. Perfect implementation is 

neither possible nor necessary. Faculty facing significant constraints can implement elements of 

EMERGE that fit their contexts while working toward expanded implementation over time. 

Document outcomes: Track student employment, festival acceptances, portfolio 

development, and self-reported confidence. Evidence of effectiveness helps secure 

resources and overcome resistance. As Faculty A discovered, demonstrating that her 

students gained employment while traditionally trained students struggled created 

undeniable justification for her approach. 

Build community: Connect with other educators implementing inclusive practices through 

professional organizations (AEJMC, BEA), online networks, and informal relationships. 

Faculty D’s advice to “forgive yourself for the times that you may not have stood as 

boldly” recognizes that isolation intensifies the challenge. Mutual support, shared 

strategies, and collective advocacy strengthen individual efforts. 

Center student voices: Gather feedback about what’s working and what needs 

adjustment. Students experiencing the framework can identify gaps faculty might miss 

and offer insights for improvement. 
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Maintain sustainability: As Faculty C’s narrative about being “beaten down” by systemic 

harassment reveals, transformation work exacts emotional tolls that can lead to burnout. 

Prioritize self-care, set boundaries, and recognize that individual faculty cannot single-

handedly dismantle systems built over decades. Strategic, sustainable resistance  

Framework Limitations and Boundaries 

EMERGE, has limitations that must be acknowledged: First, the framework develops 

from specific contexts. My experiences as a Black woman educator at predominantly White 

institutions in the United States, student data from a single university, and faculty interviews 

primarily from U.S. higher education contexts all shaped this framework. While theoretical 

foundations suggest transferability to other contexts, EMERGE’s specific strategies reflect these 

origins. International educators, those working in community media or non-profit contexts, or 

those teaching in secondary education may need to adapt strategies substantially. Future research 

should examine how EMERGE operates across varied national, cultural, and institutional 

contexts. 

Second, EMERGE focuses on production education rather than media studies, 

journalism, or other related fields. While some principles may transfer to adjacent disciplines, the 

framework’s emphasis on collaborative creative work, technical skill development, and industry 

preparation reflects production education’s specific dynamics. Scholars in other media education 

contexts should evaluate which components translate and which require modification. 

Third, the framework cannot address all forms of exclusion or identity-based 

marginalization. While intersectionality is integrated throughout, EMERGE primarily addresses 

race and gender dynamics because these were most prominent in the research data. Disability, 

class, sexuality, religion, age, and other identity factors receive less explicit attention. Educators 
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working with students facing marginalization based on these identities should consider how 

EMERGE strategies might be adapted or expanded. 

Fourth, EMERGE assumes some baseline resources. The framework assumes access to 

equipment, space, time, and institutional permission to teach. Faculty at severely under-

resourced institutions or those facing explicit administrative hostility to inclusive pedagogy may 

find implementation challenging. While the framework offers strategies for constrained contexts, 

there are limits to what individual faculty can accomplish within hostile or resource-starved 

environments. Institutional transformation requires institutional will and resources, not just 

faculty commitment. 

Fifth, the framework’s effectiveness has not been systematically evaluated beyond the 

contexts studied. While grounded in established theory and validated through faculty interviews 

and student data, EMERGE requires rigorous assessment of outcomes across diverse 

implementations. Do students taught through EMERGE demonstrate measurably different 

professional trajectories than those from traditional programs? Do they create work that more 

effectively challenges symbolic annihilation? Do they persist in media careers at higher rates? 

These empirical questions require longitudinal research. 
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Table 4. 
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Chapter 6. CLOSING CREDITS 

The Journey from Exclusion to EMERGE 

This dissertation began with my high school DECA teacher’s advice: “Never wake up 

every day and go to a job you hate.” What Sam Guarino couldn’t have known was that following 

his guidance would lead me through the exclusionary machinery of Hollywood, into the 

challenging terrain of academia as a Black woman professor, and ultimately toward developing a 

framework that could help transform the very systems that tried to diminish me. The personal 

journey from that teenage co-host on a FOX show to a doctoral candidate developing an Anti-

Symbolic Annihilation Framework represents more than individual career trajectory. It 

illuminates how lived experience, when examined through rigorous theoretical lenses and 

validated through systematic research, can generate knowledge that challenges oppressive 

systems. 

The path wasn’t linear. Sleeping in my car between sixteen-hour shoot days in Los 

Angeles taught me about exploitation disguised as opportunity. Navigating unwanted touches on 

set and “industry culture” that normalized harassment taught me about condemnation. Being 

locked out of the Kent State studio taught me about epistemology of ignorance and strategic 

resistance. Watching four women students’ faces light up when they finally met a female 

production professor taught me about the power of representation. Producing the University of 

Oklahoma’s first feature film to a sold-out 600-person premiere taught me that transformation is 

possible despite institutional skepticism. Each experience became data. Each barrier revealed 

systemic patterns. Each moment of resistance demonstrated that change requires both individual 

courage and systematic strategies. 
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This dissertation translates those experiences, combined with extensive theoretical 

analysis, industry data, student voices, and faculty insights, into a comprehensive framework that 

media educators can implement to counter symbolic annihilation in their classrooms. EMERGE 

(Empowering Media Education through Responsive Growth Experiences) represents the 

synthesis of personal narrative, scholarly rigor, and practical application (a combination that 

autoethnography uniquely enables). The framework provides what existing scholarship has failed 

to deliver: concrete, actionable strategies for recognizing and challenging the patterns of 

omission, trivialization, and condemnation that perpetuate inequity in media production 

education. 

Synthesis of Research Questions and Key  

This study investigated four interconnected research questions, each revealing crucial 

dimensions of how symbolic annihilation operates in media production education and how it can 

be systematically challenged. 

Research Question 1 examined how symbolic annihilation manifests in student 

experiences within the University of Oklahoma’s Creative Media Production program. Student 

questionnaire data (N=27) and open-ended responses revealed patterns consistent with 

Tuchman’s (1978) framework. Students, particularly women and students of color, reported 

being overlooked in class discussions, having their ideas dismissed, being assigned stereotypical 

roles in group projects, and facing limited access to leadership opportunities. The quantitative 

data showed disparities in how students from different backgrounds experienced representation 

in course materials, participation in learning activities, and consideration for creative leadership. 

These findings confirm that symbolic annihilation operates not just in media content but in the 

educational processes preparing future media professionals. When students experience 
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marginalization in classrooms, they internalize messages about whose voices matter, whose 

technical capacity is assumed, and whose creative visions deserve resources and support. 

Research Question 2 explored how autoethnographic analysis of my experiences could 

inform counter-narrative pedagogical approaches. Six critical incidents revealed how symbolic 

annihilation operates across multiple contexts (industry workplaces, academic institutions, 

classroom interactions) and through intersecting identity factors (race, gender, professional 

status). The narrative of four women students visiting my office during the first semester 

exposed how systematic omission from technical discussions, trivialization of creative ambitions, 

and subtle condemnation of their presence in production spaces had shaped their educational 

experiences prior to encountering a female professor. My own navigation of being locked out of 

the KSU studio demonstrated how epistemology of ignorance functions to maintain exclusion 

while appearing procedural rather than discriminatory. These autoethnographic insights provided 

the experiential foundation for understanding how symbolic annihilation feels, how it operates 

subtly, and what forms of resistance prove effective. The autoethnographic methodology 

validated the epistemic privilege that comes from navigating marginalization (Collins, 1990), 

transforming lived experience into scholarly knowledge that illuminates systemic patterns 

invisible to those who have not faced similar barriers. 

Research Question 3 investigated how women media educators nationally and 

internationally experience and resist symbolic annihilation, drawing on questionnaire data 

(N=12) and in-depth interviews (N=4). Faculty experiences revealed consistent patterns across 

diverse institutional contexts (community colleges, R1 universities, HBCUs, international 

institutions). Women faculty described having their industry expertise devalued in favor of 

traditional academic credentials, facing resistance when proposing innovative pedagogical 
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approaches, being assigned disproportionate service labor, and experiencing emotional 

exhaustion from constantly proving competence. However, the research also documented 

sophisticated resistance strategies: Faculty A’s four-year battle to create a hands-on film 

production program succeeded through strategic industry partnerships. Faculty B “played by the 

rules while disrupting from within,” using curriculum autonomy to implement inclusive 

practices. Faculty D balanced industry expertise with academic credentials to create space for 

culturally responsive pedagogy. Faculty C, despite being “beaten down” by systemic harassment, 

continued advocating for students while acknowledging the need for self-forgiveness when 

resistance felt impossible. These faculty counter-narratives demonstrated that transformation is 

possible but requires strategic action, institutional navigation skills, community support, and 

sustainable approaches that prevent burnout. 

Research Question 4 addressed how symbolic annihilation and its reinforcing barriers 

could be systematically countered through framework development. The EMERGE framework 

emerged from integrating findings from Research Questions 1 through 3 with the extensive 

theoretical analysis presented in Chapter 2. By synthesizing symbolic annihilation theory, 

intersectionality, epistemology of ignorance, stereotype threat, hidden curriculum research, 

culturally responsive teaching, and experiential learning theory, EMERGE provides a 

comprehensive pedagogical system. The framework’s five phases (Empowerment, Media 

Literacy, Education, Responsive Growth Assessment, Experiences) address omission, 

trivialization, and condemnation through concrete strategies validated by both theoretical 

foundations and empirical evidence. Integration with the HRDQ Experiential Learning Model 

provides implementation structure, ensuring EMERGE translates from theoretical concept to 

actionable practice. The framework acknowledges diverse institutional contexts and provides 
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guidance for implementation at multiple scales (individual faculty, departments, institutions), 

recognizing that transformation must be both principled and pragmatic. 

Theoretical Contributions to Scholarly Knowledge 

This dissertation makes several significant theoretical contributions that extend existing 

scholarship: First, it develops the first comprehensive Anti-Symbolic Annihilation Framework 

specifically designed for media production education. While Tuchman’s (1978) symbolic 

annihilation framework has been extensively applied to analyze media content, and Ortega 

(2024) extended it to educational contexts, no previous scholarship has systematically translated 

symbolic annihilation theory into concrete pedagogical strategies for production education. 

EMERGE bridges the gap between critical analysis and practical application, providing 

educators with tools to recognize how omission, trivialization, and condemnation operate in their 

classrooms and implement systematic counter-strategies. This contribution moves symbolic 

annihilation scholarship from diagnosis to intervention. 

Second, this dissertation demonstrates how autoethnography can generate pedagogical 

knowledge that coincides and is validated with traditional research methods like qualitative 

surveys and interviews. By positioning lived experience as valid data and analyzing personal 

narratives through rigorous theoretical frameworks, autoethnographic methodology reveals the 

subtle, everyday mechanisms through which symbolic annihilation operates. The critical 

incidents documented in Chapter 4 illuminate dynamics (microaggressions in equipment access, 

dismissive critique, strategic navigation of hostile spaces, emotional labor of resistance) that 

might remain invisible in surveys or observational studies. This methodological contribution 

validates autoethnography’s capacity to generate actionable knowledge for pedagogical 

transformation, not just personal storytelling. 
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Third, the research integrates multiple theoretical frameworks (intersectionality, 

epistemology of ignorance, stereotype threat, hidden curriculum, culturally responsive teaching, 

experiential learning) into a coherent system rather than treating them as separate analytical 

lenses. Previous scholarship has examined these theories independently or in limited 

combinations but EMERGE demonstrates how they interconnect to explain and address systemic 

exclusion. For example, the framework shows how epistemology of ignorance (institutions 

actively choosing not to know about diverse media histories) creates omission, which intensifies 

stereotype threat (students lacking role models doubt their capacity), which hidden curriculum 

reinforces (implicit messages about who belongs), which intersectionality compounds 

(overlapping marginalized identities face intensified barriers). This synthetic theoretical 

approach provides more comprehensive understanding than single-theory analyses could 

achieve. 

Fourth, the dissertation extends Bourdieu’s (1986) cultural capital framework by 

systematically analyzing how all three forms of capital (embodied, objectified, institutionalized) 

operate specifically within media production education and the education-to-industry pipeline. 

Chapter 2’s analysis revealed how embodied capital (aesthetic dispositions), objectified capital 

(equipment access, industry networks), and institutionalized capital (credentials, institutional 

recognition) convert into one another in ways that either accelerate privilege or multiply barriers. 

This application demonstrates how cultural capital theory illuminates specific mechanisms 

through which educational systems reproduce rather than challenge industry inequities. 

EMERGE strategies directly address each capital form, ensuring intervention targets structural 

dynamics rather than treating inequity as individual deficit. 



 

 

147 

Fifth, the research contributes to feminist standpoint theory and Black feminist thought 

by demonstrating how marginalized positionality generates an epistemological  perspective that 

enriches pedagogical knowledge. My standpoint as a Black woman educator who navigated 

Hollywood’s exclusionary systems and now teaches in predominantly White academia provides 

analytical insights that scholars without these experiences might not develop. This dissertation 

validates Collins’ (1990) argument that those occupying marginalized positions possess unique 

knowledge about how power operates, knowledge that becomes crucial for transforming 

systems. This contribution reinforces the importance of diversifying not just who is in 

classrooms (students and faculty demographics) but whose knowledge and perspectives shape 

pedagogical frameworks. 

Practical Contributions for Media Educators and Institutions 

Beyond theoretical contributions, this dissertation provides substantial practical resources 

for educators working to transform media production education. EMERGE offers the first 

comprehensive, ready-to-implement pedagogical framework for countering symbolic 

annihilation in production classrooms. Each of the five phases includes concrete strategies with 

implementation guidance, examples from practice, and attention to institutional constraints. 

Educators can adopt EMERGE components individually (implementing structured critique 

protocols, adding cultural competency to rubrics, requiring equipment rotation) or 

comprehensively (redesigning entire programs around the framework). This flexibility 

recognizes that media educators work in vastly different contexts with varying resources and 

support. 

This body of work provides validated assessment approaches that move beyond 

traditional evaluation methods. The Responsive Growth Assessment phase offers alternatives to 
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grading systems that inadvertently perpetuate privilege by recognizing only narrow aesthetic 

standards and privileging students with pre-existing cultural capital. Multidimensional rubrics, 

portfolio assessment, and peer/community feedback integration provide assessment methods that 

measure authentic learning while honoring diverse forms of excellence. These tools can be 

immediately adopted by individual faculty without requiring departmental approval. 

This research documents successful resistance strategies employed by women faculty 

navigating hostile or unsupportive institutional environments. Faculty A’s strategic industry 

partnership development, Faculty B’s “playing by the rules while disrupting,” Faculty D’s 

balancing of industry expertise with academic credentials, and Faculty C’s acknowledgment that 

self-forgiveness is necessary when resistance becomes unsustainable all provide models for 

educators facing similar challenges. These strategies, grounded in real experiences across diverse 

institutions, offer more pragmatic guidance than idealized transformation narratives that ignore 

institutional realities. 

 Presented in this research are evidence-based arguments for advocating institutional 

support for inclusive pedagogy. The UCLA Hollywood Diversity Report data demonstrating that 

diverse content performs well commercially, research showing students trained through 

experiential learning achieve better employment outcomes, and Faculty A’s documentation that 

her students gained industry employment while traditionally trained students struggled all 

provide justification for resource allocation. Educators seeking administrative support or 

colleagues facing resistance can draw on this evidence to demonstrate that inclusive pedagogy 

serves institutional missions and student success metrics, not just equity commitments. 

Finally, this framework offers institutions a roadmap for transformation beyond 

individual course changes. The implementation guidance addresses curriculum revision, hiring 
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practices, resource allocation, industry partnerships, assessment policies, and support structures. 

Institutions committed to preparing students for diverse, global media industries can use 

EMERGE as a comprehensive guide for change rather than bit-by-bit interventions that fail to 

challenge underlying structures. 

Implications for Media Production Education 

This research has far-reaching implications for how media production education 

understands its mission, practices, and relationship to industry: Media production education must 

recognize itself as actively shaping industry culture, not merely responding to it. The education-

to-industry pipeline operates as a cycle where industry inequities are reproduced through 

educational practices that train students to accept rather than challenge exclusion. When 

programs center only Western narrative structures, provide preferential equipment access to 

privileged students, evaluate work through narrow aesthetic standards, and fail to develop 

students’ critical consciousness about representation, they prepare graduates to perpetuate 

symbolic annihilation professionally. EMERGE demonstrates that education can disrupt this 

cycle by preparing students to recognize industry barriers, develop strategies for navigating 

them, and position themselves as change agents. 

Production education must move beyond adding diverse content to fundamentally 

transforming pedagogy. Simply including films by women directors or people of color in 

screenings, while significant, proves insufficient when classroom dynamics, assessment 

practices, and resource allocation are aligned with current industry culture. Transformation 

requires attention to the hidden curriculum, stereotype threat, epistemology of ignorance, and 

intersectionality, the systemic forces that shape learning beyond explicit content.  
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Media programs must evaluate their effectiveness not just through job placement rates 

but through the diversity of roles graduates assume and their capacity to create inclusive work 

environments. Traditional metrics measuring whether graduates gain industry employment fail to 

assess whether education prepared diverse students to sustain careers, advance to creative 

leadership, or challenge workplace inequities. More meaningful assessment would track: Do 

graduates from diverse backgrounds achieve similar career trajectories as privileged peers? Do 

they create media challenging symbolic annihilation? Do they establish inclusive production 

cultures? Do they persist in media careers despite industry barriers? These questions should 

shape program evaluation. 

Faculty development must prepare educators to implement culturally responsive 

pedagogy. Most media production faculty were themselves trained in traditional programs 

emphasizing technical mastery and industry standards without critical examination of whose 

standards these are or whose interests they serve. My own training at a journalism school within 

a predominantly white institution exemplifies this gap: had I not simultaneously engaged with 

the Department of Pan-African Studies at the same institution, I would have received technical 

training devoid of culturally competent pedagogy or critical consciousness about representation. 

This experience illuminates how traditional media education can produce technically skilled 

educators who lack the frameworks necessary to challenge symbolic annihilation. Professional 

development supporting pedagogical transformation becomes essential, particularly as media 

industries increasingly recognize that diverse content succeeds commercially and critically. 

Programs preparing future faculty should integrate EMERGE principles, ensuring the next 

generation of educators enters teaching equipped to challenge rather than reproduce symbolic 

annihilation. 
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Implications for Industry Transformation 

While this dissertation focuses on educational transformation, it has important 

implications for media industry change. The documented patterns of symbolic annihilation in 

both education and industry reveal that disconnected diversity initiatives prove insufficient. 

Simply hiring more diverse creators without transforming how resources are allocated (the 

budget disparities documented in Chapter 2’s Figures 1-3), how creative authority is distributed 

(the directing opportunity gaps in Figure 4), or how professional development occurs will not 

produce equitable outcomes. Systemic change requires addressing: the structural mechanisms, 

development deal gatekeeping, budget allocation patterns, festival selection processes, and 

distribution networks. These all perpetuate exclusion even when diverse creators gain entry-level 

access. 

Students trained through EMERGE represent a potential workforce that could gradually 

transform industry culture. Graduates who possess critical consciousness about representation, 

experience in inclusive collaboration, understanding of industry structures, and skills in 

navigating bias while maintaining authentic creative voices bring capacities that can challenge 

workplace norms. As these graduates assume hiring positions, develop projects, and build 

production companies, they have potential to implement more equitable practices. However, this 

transformation requires solidarity and sufficient representation. As my own Hollywood 

experience demonstrated, lone diverse professionals entering hostile environments face pressures 

to conform or risk professional survival. Education cannot single-handedly transform industry 

structures, but it provides essential preparation for graduates who, working together in sufficient 

numbers, can challenge exclusionary norms from within. 
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The entertainment industry’s documented interest in diverse content (driven by both 

audience demand and evidence that it performs well commercially) creates an opening for 

graduates trained through inclusive pedagogy. Students who can authentically tell diverse stories, 

work effectively across difference, and recognize symbolic annihilation in development provide 

value to companies seeking commercially successful diverse content. EMERGE graduates enter 

the industry positioned to meet this demand while avoiding the tokenism, stereotyping, and 

cultural appropriation that occur when diverse stories are told by creators lacking cultural 

competency or critical consciousness. 

Personal Reflections: Weaving Scholar, Educator, and Advocate 

Completing this dissertation represents the convergence of multiple identities I inhabit: 

scholar, educator, industry professional, Black woman, mother, wife, survivor of systems that 

tried to exclude me. Each identity shaped the research. My industry experience provided insider 

knowledge of Hollywood’s exclusionary mechanisms. My teaching revealed how symbolic 

annihilation operates in educational spaces. My doctoral training provided theoretical 

frameworks for analyzing lived experiences. My identity as a Black woman illuminated 

intersectional dynamics that single-axis analysis would miss. My role as mother and wife 

reminded me daily that transformation work must be sustainable, not just heroic. 

The four women students who visited my office that first semester changed my 

understanding of what teaching means. They didn’t need a professor who would make 

coursework easier or provide emotional support, though both have value. They needed someone 

who would equip them with skills, critical consciousness, and strategies for navigating an 

industry that would question their technical capacity, trivialize their creative visions, and 

condemn their presence in decision-making roles. That moment crystallized my mission: not just 
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to teach production techniques but to prepare students to transform the systems that tried to 

exclude me and will try to exclude them. 

The OU feature film production validated that transformation is possible within 

institutional constraints. When colleagues dismissed the project as “too ambitious” and suggested 

focusing on smaller projects, I recognized the same gatekeeping I’d faced in Hollywood 

disguised as academic cautiousness. The sold-out 600-person premiere demonstrated what 

students can accomplish when given resources, trust, and pedagogical support. More 

importantly, it showed students that their diverse perspectives and collaborative approaches 

could produce professional-quality work that audiences valued. That validation matters 

profoundly for students who’ve been told their stories are “too big” or their technical capacity is 

at a non-professional level. 

The emotional labor of this work cannot be understated. Faculty C’s description of being 

“beaten down” by systemic harassment resonated deeply. There have been moments of crying in 

the shower, wondering whether individual resistance can challenge institutional disinterest, 

questioning whether the cost to my health and family relationships justifies the potential impact. 

Faculty D’s advice to “forgive yourself for the times that you may not have stood as boldly” 

became essential wisdom. Transformation is marathon, not sprint. Sustainability matters more 

than martyrdom. Individual faculty cannot dismantle decades of structural inequity alone. 

Community, strategic action, and self-compassion enable continued work. 

Yet, hope persists. Every student who tells me they finally feel they belong in production 

spaces. Students who walk out of my class saying thank you. The students of color who look at 

me and give me the cultural nod (if you know, you know). Every graduate who reports 

challenging workplace inequities, every institution that questions traditional practices 
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demonstrates that change is happening. Slow, uneven, requiring constant vigilance and renewed 

commitment, yes. But happening, nonetheless. 

Call to Action: What Now? 

This dissertation concludes with a call to action for multiple constituencies. For 

individual media production faculty, begin implementing EMERGE components in your courses 

tomorrow. Revise syllabi to include diverse practitioners. Implement equipment rotation. Add 

cultural competency to rubrics. Use structured critique protocols. Explicitly teach the unwritten 

rules of industry navigation. You don’t need permission or institutional support to start creating 

more equitable learning environments. Document what you do and the outcomes. Build 

evidence. Connect with other educators doing similar work. Prioritize sustainability over 

perfection. 

For departments and programs, evaluate curricula, pedagogy, and assessment through 

symbolic annihilation lenses. Where is omission occurring? What gets trivialized? Who faces 

condemnation? Use EMERGE as a diagnostic tool and transformation roadmap. Invest in faculty 

development supporting culturally responsive pedagogy. Hire diverse faculty and create 

conditions where they can thrive rather than merely survive. Allocate resources equitably. Build 

industry partnerships with diverse professionals. Make inclusive pedagogy a valued component 

of tenure and promotion. 

For institutions and administrators, recognize that preparing students for diverse, global 

media industries requires more than demographic diversity in enrollment. It requires pedagogical 

transformation, resource investment, and institutional commitment. Support faculty 

implementing inclusive practices through course releases, professional development funding, 

equipment budgets, and recognition in evaluation processes. Challenge the metrics that measure 
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program success only through job placement rather than the diversity of roles students assume 

and their capacity to create inclusive work environments. 

For researchers and scholars, keep pushing this work forward. Test EMERGE in your 

own contexts and tell us what works and what doesn’t. Follow graduates over time to see if this 

training makes a difference in their careers and the content they create. Expand the framework to 

address forms of marginalization I didn’t fully explore here: disability, class, sexuality, age. See 

if EMERGE translates to journalism programs, game design education, advertising courses. Take 

it international and examine how it needs to adapt for different cultural contexts. We need 

assessment tools that can measure whether students are developing cultural competency and 

critical consciousness, not just technical skills. Partner with industry folks who’ll help us track 

whether graduates trained this way build different workplace cultures than their traditionally 

trained peers. That evidence matters. It’s what will convince skeptical colleagues, resistant 

administrators, and nervous committee members that this work is worth the investment. 

For students, demand education that prepares you not just to enter media industries as 

they are but to transform them into what they should be. Seek faculty who challenge symbolic 

annihilation rather than reproduce it. Build communities with peers committed to inclusive 

collaboration. Develop critical consciousness alongside technical skills. Remember that your 

diverse perspectives, lived experiences, and cultural knowledge are assets, not deficits. The 

industry needs the stories you can tell, if you’re prepared to tell them authentically despite 

pressure to conform. 

For the media industry, recognize that the documented disparities in representation, 

budget allocation, and creative authority harm not just equity but also creative excellence and 

commercial success. Diverse content performs well when given adequate resources and support. 
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Partner with educational institutions implementing inclusive pedagogy to build talent pipelines. 

Examine your own gatekeeping mechanisms: development deals, budget allocation patterns, 

hiring practices, promotion pathways. Transformation requires more than entry-level diversity; it 

requires equitable resource distribution and advancement opportunities. 

Final Thoughts: From Symbolic Annihilation to Emergence 

The title of this dissertation, EMERGE, reflects both destination and journey. It names 

the framework (Empowering Media Education through Responsive Growth Experiences) while 

also describing what the framework enables: the emergence of students as confident, critically 

conscious, technically skilled media professionals prepared to tell authentic stories that reflect 

our complex world. 

But emergence is also metaphor for transformation itself. Systems of exclusion seem 

immovable until they’re not. Industries seem resistant to change until they aren’t. Education 

seems trapped in traditional practices until it transforms. Emergence happens gradually, through 

accumulated small actions that build until transformation becomes inevitable. Each faculty 

member who implements EMERGE strategies, each student who develops critical consciousness, 

each institution that questions traditional practices contributes to emergence. 

My high school teacher Sam Guarino told me never to wake up hating my job. I found 

work I love, work that matters: preparing students to tell stories that challenge the symbolic 

annihilation I experienced and that they will encounter. This dissertation represents one 

contribution to the ongoing, collective work of transforming media education and, through it, the 

media industries that shape how we see ourselves, each other, and our world. 

The stories we tell matter. Who gets to tell them matters more. Change requires courage, 

strategy, community, and persistence. This dissertation offers all four: the courage to name 
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symbolic annihilation operating in our own classrooms, strategic frameworks for challenging it, a 

community of educators committed to transformation, and evidence that persistence yields 

results. The work continues. The emergence is underway. Media educators hold essential tools 

for shaping the future of storytelling. How we use those tools will determine whose stories 

emerge. Fade to black. Roll credits.  
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List of Abbreviations  

 

AEJMC — Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication 
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Faculty questionnaire 
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Figure 1b. 
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Figure 1c. 



 

 

162 

 

Figure 1d. 
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Figure 1e. 
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Figure 1f. 
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Figure 1g. 
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Figure 1h. 
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Figure 1i. 
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Figure 1j. 
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Figure 1k. 



 

 

170 

Figure 1l. 
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Figure 1m. 
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Figure 1n. 
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Figure 1o. 
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Figure 1p. 
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Figure 1q. 
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APPENDIX B 

Student Questionnaire  

Figure 1. 
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Figure 1a. 
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Figure 1b. 
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Figure 1c. 
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Figure 1d. 
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Figure 1e. 
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Figure 1f. 
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Figure 1g. 
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Figure 1f. 
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APPENDIX C 

IRB Approval 
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APPENDIX D 

Teaching Philosophy  

In my classroom as creative media educator, I aim to create an inclusive learning 

environment that cultivates students to critically think, by emphasizing hand-on learning 

experiences. I encourage my students to step outside their comfort zones to gain a deeper 

understanding of cinematic artistry and cultural content. I believe in the value of experiential 

learning, where students actively participate in complete storytelling, which includes pre-

production, production and post-production. I foster an atmosphere where students feel 

comfortable to collaborate as a whole class or within small groups, to exchange ideas and learn 

from one another’s diverse perspectives. In my classroom, I honor all learning differences and 

the full range of student backgrounds and identities. Through my passion for film and dedication 

to nurturing creative minds, I do my best to instill in my students a love for learning about our 

craft that extends beyond the classroom (Williams, 2024). Faculty at the university level cannot 

change the culture of the entertainment industry, but they can gather the resources to amend the 

culture of the courses taught, giving students the tools needed to prepare themselves for the 

entertainment workforce (Banks, 2019). 
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