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PREFACE

As Free as Air and Water

This book is about what free college makes possible.
Like the writers and students you’ll encounter in these pages, my 

life was changed by free higher education. As an undergraduate, I at-
tended college gratis—something relatively uncommon among my genera-
tion. This was primarily due to the fact that my mom was an administrator 
at our state university, which had a tuition-remission program. Middle-class 
comfort and white privilege also significantly eased my path. Free from the 
question of “return on investment” that weighs so heavily on my generation, 
I took classes based on what I was interested in, who had a reputation for 
being a life-changing professor, and which courses were transforming my 
perspectives, and abandoned those (analytic philosophy!) that felt like irrel-
evant armchair exercises in erudition. In brilliantly themed literature courses 
like Experimental Lives, the novels we read served as sounding boards for 
many of us living away from home for the first time, figuring out how—and 
who—we wanted to be in the world. Classes on Marxism, feminist theory, 
and Black literature challenged what many of us had been taught about the 
United States as a nation of freedom and opportunity. Instead, they fore-
grounded systemic injustice, power disparities, and the uneven distribution 
of resources in society. Yet they also introduced us to the idea that things 
could be otherwise: that there are more desirable ways of organizing social 
life and that such worlds are worth fighting for. Realizing I still had much to 
learn, I parted ways with my career-bound peers and entered an English PhD 
program, despite being told there would be no jobs as a professor waiting 
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for me on the other end. When you don’t have looming debt to pay off, such 
financially dubious but personally enriching choices feel more possible.

This book began in 2012. That year, student debt in the United States sur-
passed the one-trillion-dollar mark—a figure that now, ten years later, has 
nearly doubled. Wall Street executives rejoiced as their coffers expanded, 
while young people’s futures slipped through their fingers. That fall, I joined 
the Free University of New York City, an offshoot of Occupy Wall Street that 
organized pop-up universities in parks throughout the city. We were a group 
of primarily twenty- and thirty-somethings, many of whom were pursuing 
graduate degrees. Though our stipends were meager, we had the attendant 
luxuries of flexible jobs, health care, and a bit of time with which to organize. 
What brought us together was a shared belief in education as a human right. 
We held as our maxim the words of Peter Cooper (founder of the working-
class art and architecture school Cooper Union): that education should be 
“as free as air and water.”1 That fall, we organized outdoor universities where 
anyone could drop in and take—or teach—a class.

These free universities boiled learning down to its essence: just teachers, 
students, a schedule, and a hand-drawn map. Notably absent were expensive 
textbooks, fancy equipment, grades, and, of course, tuition. Some courses 
were taught by professors who moved their regularly scheduled classes to the 
park, others by local artists and activists. With no set curriculum, courses re-
flected topics that were important to us and that we imagined would be inter
esting and useful to others, too. Many of them—like The Carceral State; 1930s 
Labor Movements; Jews, the Bronx, and Whiteness; Agrarian Struggles in 
Latin America; and Hydrofracking and Why It Matters—addressed the mate-
rial conditions in which our lives were unfolding. Others, like workshops on 
yoga and puppetry, Dating in NYC, and Fermenting Dissent: Sauerkraut and 
Quick Pickling, aimed to expand participants’ capacities to experience joy 
and live more fully in the world. Not only did these pop-up universities give 
rise to new ideas about what might be a suitable subject for education, they 
also allowed us to experiment with less hierarchical teaching methods. In 
these outdoor classes, where you might be facilitating a conversation in one 
moment and taking notes the next, rigid binaries like “student” and “teacher” 
gave way to a more fluid sense of learning. Many were run using practices 
developed in Occupy, such as taking “stack” to ensure a fair distribution of 
speaking time, and according to principles that came to be known as “hori-
zontal pedagogy.”2 That fall, in a crisp week in September, we demonstrated 
what learning could look like if liberated from the fetters of tuition.
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The second major experience that forms the bedrock of this book was 
teaching English at Queens College, part of the City University of New York 
(cuny), during some of the most racially charged years in recent history. 
cuny serves a large percentage of students who are working class, immi-
grants, people of color, and the first in their families to attend college, owing 
in part to comparatively low tuition costs. Students at cuny pay around 
$3,000 per year for tuition (after financial aid), a not-insignificant expense 
for individuals who are often working their way through college but a far 
cry from figures of $50,000 and more that we see at other institutions. At 
the time I began teaching, the Black Lives Matter movement pulsed like a 
heartbeat through the city. While the movement focused on police brutality, 
it also raised questions about how schools help to maintain a racist society. 
At cuny I was part of a community of educators who wanted to address 
this. Together, we interrogated every facet of our work—curriculum, as-
signments, classroom practices, evaluation methods—to determine which 
aspects upheld white supremacy and how these might be reimagined. As a 
new professor, I wanted to address injustice and empower my students, but 
I had more questions than answers about exactly how to do so. What had 
my education taught me that would be useful to them? How could I create 
classrooms they would look forward to attending? Was helping them to 
organize their ideas in writing a way of enforcing white, bourgeois, middle-
class norms on working-class students of color, or a way of preparing them 
for the careers they desired? Though I didn’t know it at the time, nearly fifty 
years earlier, four of the twentieth century’s most important authors had 
found themselves in the same university system, asking remarkably similar 
questions.

This book was born beneath the leafy canopies of Madison Square Park, 
in the fluorescent classrooms of Klapper Hall, and on the city’s streets, where 
our insistence that “Black Lives Matter” echoed off of Manhattan’s skyscrap-
ers, those glittering monuments to capitalist accumulation. It is the product 
of a moment in which we were living and breathing Peter Cooper’s vision: 
that education should be “as free as air and water.” And yet, as the mere 
mention of Flint, Michigan, makes all too clear, neither water nor air is free. 
Someone has to pay for professors, classrooms, desks, and textbooks. Thus, 
this book explores what happens when a society decides to invest in free 
college, not just for affluent students, but for everyone. As we will see, the 
benefits of such policies extend far beyond the individuals who choose to 
attend college. They lead to a more just, equitable, and beautiful world.
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Introduction
The Winds of Possibility

A writer by definition is a teacher.
—audre lorde, “poet as teacher— 
human as poet—teacher as human”

In the summer of 1968, author Toni Cade Bambara made a bold, unprece
dented decision that likely would have scandalized her more conservative 
professorial colleagues, had they been privy to the situation. That sum-

mer, she was teaching a remedial writing course in a hot room in Harlem’s 
Alamac Hotel, which had recently been repurposed as a dormitory. By now 
a seasoned educator, she knew that in such summer courses “attendance was 
spotty, weather singularly lousy, classrooms unbearable, and attention not 
always rapt.”1 To make matters worse, she and her students would be confined 
to a classroom as people took to the streets to protest the recent assassina-
tion of Martin Luther King Jr. and the seemingly endless war in Vietnam. 
Were they really expected to review the rules of sentence construction while 
antiwar activists and the Poor People’s Campaign staged rallies and die-ins 
outside their classroom windows? That summer, in these less-than-inspiring 
conditions, in classrooms equipped with minimal resources, Bambara made 
a radical decision to turn the “content, direction, and goals of the course” over 
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to her students.2 These so-called remedial students would now be in charge 
of deciding not only what but also how they would learn, and on what terms 
they would participate in the course.

Earlier that year, Bambara had taken a break from lesson planning to walk 
the newly hired poet and journalist June Jordan through the Gothic halls of 
the City College of New York and to her first classroom, calming the new 
instructor’s nerves by assuring her, “Anything you have to give, just give it to 
them. . . . They’ll be grateful for it.”3 Quietly, to herself, Jordan was still marvel-
ing at her good fortune to have found a writing program “experimental enough 
to allow instruction by a college dropout.”4 While Jordan was initially relieved 
that this new position would help pay rent and support her young son, the ex-
perience of teaching quickly began “to alter . . . the way [she] approached things 
as a writer.”5 The two authors were soon joined by Audre Lorde, whose brief 
stint as a visiting poet at Tougaloo College had left her hungry for more teach-
ing opportunities. That same year, as critiques of educational racism swept 
through the city, poet Adrienne Rich made a “political decision to use [her] 
energies in work with ‘disadvantaged’ (Black and Puerto Rican) students.”6 
She packed up her desk at prestigious, exclusive, and predominantly white 
Columbia University and traveled fifteen blocks north to teach, instead, at City 
College. Thus, while each arrived by their own path, by the tumultuous year 
of 1968, four of the twentieth century’s most important authors were teaching 
down the hall from one another at Harlem’s City College. Though they didn’t 
know it at the time, these years would soon come to be known as some of the 
most controversial and revolutionary in educational history.

While Bambara, Jordan, Lorde, and Rich are best known for their literature, 
this book recovers the untold stories of their classrooms. Like many authors, 
these women spent their lives teaching at universities throughout the country. 
Yet relatively little has been said about this aspect of their work. Often, it is tac-
itly understood that writers undertake teaching positions merely for financial 
purposes, to pay the bills and support the more important work of writing. 
And in the case of some authors, this is certainly true. Vladimir Nabokov, for 
example, saw teaching as a “material necessity” that impinged on his “real life 
as an artist.”7 Nabokov took little interest in his Cornell University students, 
delivering the same lectures year after year. In a letter to fellow writer Edmund 
Wilson, he whined about this burden: “I am sick of teaching, I am sick of 
teaching, I am sick of teaching.”8 But the archives of these teacher-poets tell a 
different story. Though they, too, relied on their university paychecks, they saw 
teaching not as an ancillary obligation but as a meaningful form of creative, 
political, and intellectual work, deeply related to their writing.
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Open Admissions focuses on these writers’ overlapping experiences teach-
ing at the City College of New York—the founding institution of the City 
University of New York (cuny)—in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Like the 
majority of educators today, these women were not teaching wealthy or even 
middle-class students at elite universities with ample resources. Rather, they 
were teaching working-class students and students of color at a massive, 
urban, public university. What brought them together was not merely fate 
but the college’s new policies that expanded access to higher education. They 
were hired to teach in a landmark educational opportunity program known 
as seek, established in 1965 to bring Black and Puerto Rican students into the 
historically white City College. By 1970 this initiative led to an open admis-
sions policy that guaranteed every graduate of the city’s high schools a seat 
at one of its public colleges, free of tuition. I call this “the era of open admis-
sions” (1965–76): a period that spans both the years leading up to cuny’s pol-
icy of free college for all (1965–69) and its official implementation (1970–76). 
At a time when journalists and faculty were accusing these democratizing 
initiatives of killing higher education, these writers understood free college 
as crucial to the flourishing of marginalized communities. And it was in these 
public college classrooms—not the ivy-clad towers of Harvard or Yale—that 
these four women became part of a teaching community that would forever 
alter their lives and the course of literary and educational history.

This book looks in two directions at once. It recovers the pedagogical 
legacy of these renowned writers and illustrates how that legacy shaped their 
literary works. As their archival syllabi, lesson plans, and assignments indi-
cate, these authors were also transformative teachers who developed creative 
methods of teaching students to advocate for social change. And at the same 
time that they were developing social justice pedagogies and fighting for 
open admissions, they were simultaneously writing poems, short stories, 
young adult novels, and essays inspired by their experiences. We will see 
how these classrooms gave rise to new literary forms, what I call “the genres 
of open admissions,” as well as many insights associated with intersectional 
feminism. Open Admissions thus reveals how teaching at cuny transformed 
their writing and, with it, the course of American literature, learning, and 
feminist criticism.

* * *
Education has historically been a site of contested power struggle, where 
debates over what gets taught, who gets taught, how they are instructed, and 
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who will pay for learning index broader questions about the kind of society 
we wish to inhabit. In Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron’s terms, 
education is a form of social reproduction: the means by which a society 
passes its knowledge, skills, and values—as well as its social hierarchies—on 
to the next generation.9 It is also a means by which the state enacts its political 
projects. Throughout US history, classrooms have been used to dispossess 
Native Americans, assimilate immigrants, and protect American hearts and 
minds against the incursions of communism. Yet activist educators have also 
turned these sites of reproduction into sites of interruption and instead bent 
the future’s arc toward a more just, equitable, and pleasurable world.

Bambara’s, Jordan’s, Lorde’s, and Rich’s work builds on a long history of 
transgressive teaching, a term, borrowed from bell hooks, for learning that 
prepares students both to navigate the world and to change it.10 Indeed, for 
as long as education has been used as an instrument of oppression, it has also 
been used to inspire, empower, liberate, and transform. In the United States, 
this tradition extends back at least to the nineteenth century. Throughout the 
Jim Crow era, as Black students were often subjected to what Carter Wood-
son called “mis-education,” learning that serves the interests of white people, 
Black educators developed what Jarvis R. Givens calls “fugitive pedagogies” 
that taught students about the social, economic, and political conditions of 
oppression in order to resist and change them. Black K–12 teachers, Givens 
writes, “appropriated schooling to work in service of their freedom dreams,” 
often while under surveillance, scrutiny, and the threat of violent repercus-
sions.11 Among these subversive educators were women like Anna Julia Coo-
per, Mary McLeod Bethune, Fanny Jackson Coppin, and Lucy Laney, all of 
whom, according to Stephanie Y. Evans, developed innovative educational 
philosophies grounded in applied learning, recognition of cultural and social 
differences, critiques of American ideals, and a sense of communal respon-
sibility.12 Like the activist educators who preceded (and succeeded) them, 
Bambara, Jordan, Lorde, and Rich taught students to interrogate the status 
quo and imagine far beyond it.

Open Admissions revisits the 1960s and 1970s, a critical flash point in the 
history of transgressive teaching. Perhaps the best-known educator of this 
era is Paulo Freire, a figure whose work was read, utilized, and occasionally 
challenged by the women in this book. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, first 
translated into English in 1970, Freire argued that traditional, hierarchical 
teaching methods—lecturing students, then testing their comprehension—
constitute a “banking” model of education, which trains them to be pas-
sive, obedient members of society. Such methods, he contended, should be 



THE WINDS OF POSSIBILITY    5

replaced with more empowering “problem-posing” and “consciousness-
raising” techniques.13 While Freire’s focus was on adult literacy programs in 
Brazil, this period also saw the emergence of liberatory pedagogies in the 
United States. There, activists in the era’s social movements both criticized 
mainstream education as a tool of white supremacy, patriarchy, and imperial-
ism and used learning to challenge these practices of domination. As scholars 
have demonstrated, much of this transgressive teaching took place outside 
of formal academic institutions: in sites like communist labor schools (Andy 
Hines), the Citizenship and Freedom Schools of the civil rights movement 
(Jon N. Hale), and the Pan-African and Black Liberation Schools of the Black 
Power movement (Russell Rickford, Donna Jean Murch).14 But it also oc-
curred within universities: in new departments of Black, ethnic, and women’s 
studies and, as this book illustrates, in cuny’s basic writing classrooms.15 In 
fact, the same year that Freire was writing Pedagogy of the Oppressed, these 
authors and their coconspirators were developing a range of creative and 
consciousness-raising teaching methods—approaches that we can learn from 
and build on today.

A Quiet Revolution

Our story takes place at Harlem’s City College, the first tuition-free pub-
lic university in the United States. America’s earliest universities were the 
province of the upper echelon: they trained the sons of wealthy white men 
to become the next generation of ministers, doctors, lawyers, and leaders of 
industry. City College, then the Free Academy, was established in 1847 “to 
provide children of immigrants and the poor access to free higher education 
based on academic merit” rather than inherited generational wealth.16 Ac-
cording to its first president, Horace Webster, the new college was a demo
cratic “experiment . . . [in] whether the children of the people, the children of 
the whole people, can be educated; and whether an institution of the highest 
grade can be successfully controlled by the popular will, not by the privileged 
few.”17 Since then, many have felt as if “the future of higher education in the 
United States was bound up with the fate of . . . City College.”18

Though City College now serves many students of color (it’s one of the 
most diverse institutions in the country), this wasn’t always the case. In the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, its professors proudly provided 
an Ivy League education—in terms of both curriculum and rigor—to those 
who couldn’t afford one, earning the school a reputation as the “Harvard of 
the Proletariat.” Yet throughout its early history, demand far outstripped the 
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limited number of students the college could admit, and administrators relied 
on increasingly strict admissions requirements, such as an 85 percent high 
school average (3.0 gpa), to determine who would gain access to these cov-
eted seats. As the city’s Black and Puerto Rican population increased, these 
steep requirements combined with entrenched conditions of educational 
racism within K–12 schools effectively excluded them from the university.19 
Thus, the majority of City College students were high-achieving young Jew-
ish men who were barred by anti-Semitic quotas from schools like Harvard, 
Yale, and Columbia.20

In the 1960s, the hypocrisy of this college for the working class, located 
in Harlem, but full of white students, became even more apparent. Nation-
wide, college enrollments were skyrocketing—everywhere, that is, except 
at City College.21 In fact, Harlem’s public university was actually shrinking, 
admitting ever smaller and more selective fractions of the city’s high school 
graduates.22 And despite its reputation as a hotbed of political radicalism, 
faculty and administrators resisted opportunities to increase enrollments 
and desegregate the college. Instead, they clung to their exclusive admis-
sions criteria in an effort to preserve their elite reputation. As a result, while 
cuny was funded by collective taxpayer dollars, paid by all New York City 
residents, regardless of race or creed, between 94 and 97 percent of the stu-
dents educated by those funds were white.23 What was supposed to be the 
“Harvard of the Proletariat” looked more like a “white citadel” and “white 
colony” towering over its Harlem hill.24

In 1964 activists came together to challenge this racial exclusion. Amid 
protests over the city’s failed integration efforts, members of the Congress of 
Racial Equality (core) joined with Black and Puerto Rican students, parents, 
politicians, activists, educators, and progressive administrators to hold City 
College accountable to its historical mandate to educate “the children of 
the whole people.”25 Among their efforts was a Midnight March, organized 
by Shirley Chisholm and Percy Sutton, to demand that City College accept 
more students of color. According to New York City’s former mayor David 
Dinkins, “That night the seek program was born.”26

In 1965 City College established the Search for Education, Elevation, and 
Knowledge (seek) program, the nation’s first state-mandated educational op-
portunity program.27 seek recruited “economically and educationally disad-
vantaged” students from the surrounding Harlem neighborhood who didn’t 
meet the college’s entrance requirements but showed academic promise. Sup-
ported by a federal antipoverty grant, the program waived their enrollment 
fees, provided book and travel stipends, and prepared them to matriculate 
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at City College through remedial coursework and specialized tutoring and 
counseling.28 Though historically Black colleges and universities (hbcus) had 
been educating Black students for over a century, seek was one of the first 
initiatives that prepared entire cohorts of working-class students—90 percent 
of whom were students of color—for entrance to a predominantly white insti-
tution.29 While seek would eventually expand throughout the cuny system 
and become a model for similar programs nationwide, when these authors 
were initially hired, its success was much less certain.30

Despite the historic grounds seek broke, many professors wanted little to 
do with it. Among faculty, sentiments ranged from skepticism about whether 
such students could handle the rigorous curriculum to outright hostility 
toward a new program that they believed might tarnish the college’s reputa-
tion. English professors, in particular, did not want to teach the remedial and 
introductory writing courses these students would need to matriculate. These 
“tweedy, Anglophile,” white men were “steeped in the traditional ideals of 
connoisseurship . . . concern[ed] with parsing and preserving the classics of 
English and American writing.”31 They viewed writing courses merely as skills 
training and preparation for “real” courses on literature—entrenched biases 
that are still familiar today. While the old guard was uninterested, a number 
of up-and-coming authors were lining up at the door to teach in this exciting 
new program. They included Bambara, Lorde, Jordan, and Rich as well as 
poets David Henderson and Raymond Patterson, African American litera
ture scholars Barbara Christian and Addison Gayle, and Mina Shaughnessy, 
whose work at City College became foundational to the field of basic writing. 
Together, they formed a creative community committed to empowering their 
educationally disenfranchised students.

As Alexis Pauline Gumbs observes, seek instructors were hired, at least 
on paper, to perform the cultural work of assimilation. The government 
agreed to fund such initiatives in hopes that access to college would quell 
social unrest and pacify “unruly” minorities who were disrupting the city 
through strikes and protests. And this labor to “institutionally manage a 
post-civil rights diasporic population” fell squarely on the shoulders of writ-
ing instructors. Officially, these authors and their colleagues were supposed 
“to teach students to compose coherent essays . . . memos and reports” and, 
by extension, to be “composed, contained, and conformist.”32 However, as 
Gumbs acknowledges, this is not what transpired. Instead of issuing, in Fred 
Moten and Stefano Harney’s terms, “the call to order,” they transformed 
their classrooms into sites of social change.33 Beginning in their basic writing 
classes, and for many years to come, seek educators helped students deepen 



8    INTRODUCTION

their analyses of injustice, sharpen their tools for advocacy, and prepare for 
lifelong learning.

Though the stories of all seek instructors deserve to be told, Open Ad-
missions focuses on four women whose experiences in the program shaped 
their development as major authors of American literature and feminist 
criticism. Unlike authors who teach advanced creative writing seminars to a 
select handful of affluent students, these women all taught introductory and 
remedial writing courses to students whose underfunded schools had failed 
to prepare them for college—a fact that was not incidental to their literature. 
Indeed, during the same period in which they were writing the short stories, 
poems, and essays that would eventually make them famous, they were also 
exchanging syllabi, adapting each other’s assignments, reading radical educa-
tion philosophies, and sitting in on each other’s classes to take notes on how 
students responded to different teaching methods. Immersed in the creative 
community of the seek program, they became activist teacher-poets: writers 
who saw their work with words as connected to their work with students and 
who understood both as forms of political action.34

seek began as what Addison Gayle called a “quiet revolution” stealthily 
redistributing educational resources, but it did not remain quiet for long.35 
In the spring of 1969, inspired by both nationwide Black student movements 
and, as this book argues, the transgressive teaching they encountered in 
classrooms, seek students and their allies staged what political scientist 
Conrad Dyer refers to as “one of the largest and longest student occupations 
of an American University campus.”36 They halted regular classes and went 
on strike for two weeks, demanding a more racially just curriculum and 
more equitable admissions policies. The result was a historic victory: an open 
admissions policy that expanded seek’s commitment to access and equity 
throughout the cuny system.

Though cuny was not the first university to adopt an open admissions 
policy—that honor, writes Carmen Kynard, belongs to hbcus—its version 
was historic in several regards.37 cuny’s policy constituted a dramatic depar-
ture from the college’s highly selective admissions requirements. It defined 
“educational opportunity” in terms of not only access but also student out-
comes and success. It was also implemented with unprecedented speed. And 
it captured the era’s broader national sense that public institutions should be 
doing more to reduce poverty and increase opportunities for minorities.38

Today seek and open admissions are remembered for their dramatic 
socioeconomic benefits.39 Through these initiatives, thousands of working-
class students, students of color, and women gained access to college.40 
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Shirley Chisholm, the first African American woman in Congress, saw seek 
as one of her greatest political contributions.41 At the behest of a Democratic-
majority Congress, Ronald Reagan declared December 11, 1986, to be Na-
tional seek and College Discovery Day (even as he eviscerated the funding 
structures that would make such initiatives possible).42 Today nearly every 
public university in the United States has some kind of opportunity program, 
many of which are modeled on seek. And though open admissions lasted 
only six years (1970–76), it led to the growth of a college-educated class in 
New York City’s Black and Latinx communities, higher incomes within those 
communities, and greater levels of college attainment for many generations 
to come.43

But open admissions was more than an engine of social mobility. It was 
also what Lorde called “a wind of possibility” that swept across the cuny 
campuses inspiring new ideas about learning, literature, and power and 
rustling many feathers with its squalls.44 In these pages, we’ll travel into Jor-
dan’s, Lorde’s, Bambara’s, and Rich’s classrooms, where the era’s debates sur-
rounding educational access lit a fire in the imaginations of both professors 
and students. There, in their classrooms-turned-canvases, they questioned 
prevailing assumptions about learning: that teachers should determine what 
is taught, that students are the passive recipients of wisdom, that intellectual 
work should be painful, torturous, and disciplinary. If redesigned to serve 
the will of the people, what could learning look like? What might it become? 
And if an institution as historically exclusive as universities could be demo
cratized, what other hierarchies might be toppled? As we will see, this spirit 
of creativity, experimentation, and imaginative possibility spilled out of the 
classroom and into the writing of these authors and their students.

The Archives of Activist Teaching

Open Admissions centers pedagogy: both theoretical and philosophical 
orientations toward teaching and learning, and actual classroom practices. 
Pedagogy is about how we discover and share ideas, skills, frameworks, 
methods, and ways of being and knowing. Although teaching has histori-
cally been one of the few professions available to women, pedagogy has been 
a strangely white, male-dominated field. With the exception of bell hooks, 
women and people of color are often sidelined in these discussions. Evans 
and Olivia N. Perlow and colleagues have observed that Black women, in par
ticular, are often recognized as teachers and activists but not as educational 
philosophers, researchers, or pedagogical theorists.45 One reason for this 
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critical neglect stems from how narrowly we tend to define what counts as 
pedagogical theory. Academic conversations on the subject often privilege 
peer-reviewed articles and academic books over actual everyday teaching 
materials. It’s not unusual to see journals calling for papers for a special issue 
on pedagogy (teaching is almost always relegated to the occasional special 
issue) while explicitly stating that they do not want submissions of mere 
teaching materials, which are considered less valuable ephemera. This limited 
understanding privileges those with the time and resources to formalize their 
teaching philosophies in such labor-intensive formats. Within the tiered 
economy of higher education, the authors of such materials are more likely 
to be wealthy, white, tenured, male professors at elite institutions, who have 
the greatest access to research time, while women, people of color, and people 
who are working class perform the majority of our nation’s teaching and 
service.46 A narrow focus on books and peer-reviewed articles therefore 
reinforces a raced, classed, and gendered distinction between theory and 
practice, in which affluent white men are associated with the development 
of innovative teaching philosophies, which are then implemented by every
one else.

Drawing inspiration from Barbara Christian’s notion that Black women 
have historically produced theoretical work in a range of forms, including 
those that are not recognized within academia, this book explores two dif
ferent forms through which historically marginalized educators have pro-
duced pedagogical theory.47 The first is archival teaching materials includ-
ing syllabi, lesson plans, assignments, lecture notes, and student work. It is 
through such everyday materials, and the classroom practices they index, 
that many women, people of color, and working-class educators have en-
gaged in transgressive teaching. Moreover, the creation of such materials, 
like a new assignment, involves extensive research into existing methods, 
multiple drafts, peer review with other instructors, and revision based on 
student feedback—intellectual labor rarely valued by the academy. Thus, 
we should understand teaching materials as sources of pedagogical knowl-
edge: the means by which educators theorize through practice. Though these 
teacher-poets may not have published tomes like John Dewey’s Democracy 
and Education (1916) or Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed ([1968] 1970), 
their archives reveal nuanced philosophies of education that they revised 
and refined through their actual classroom work with students—what we 
now call praxis.

Most of the archival materials analyzed in this project are located at the 
Spelman College Archives and the Schlesinger Library at Radcliffe. This 
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project would not be possible without the work of the archivists at both 
institutions. I owe a special debt of gratitude to Kassandra Ware and Holly 
Smith, who so generously assisted me in writing this book. To be able to 
hold such materials—to admire Rich’s lesson plans, neatly preserved in violet 
mimeograph ink; to find Jordan’s assignments, smudged with the stains of 
snacks smuggled between classes; to realize that Bambara also revised her 
essay prompts until the wording was just right; to encounter Lorde’s grocery 
list (“sardines . . . green peppers . . . sandals . . . dust pan”) wedged between 
her syllabi, or her grumbling in the margins of a student’s poem submitted 
in ink so faint “I can hardly read this!”—is an immense privilege that many 
of their readers would cherish. With that in mind, I’ve quoted such materials 
liberally in hopes of sharing their actual words about teaching with readers, 
maybe even inspiring some to try something new or different in their own 
classrooms. For readers who want to learn more about their teaching, Lost 
and Found: The cuny Poetics Documents Initiative has published excerpts 
of each author’s archival teaching materials, with important introductory es-
says by Miriam Atkin, Iemanjá Brown, erica kaufman, Makeba Lavan, Conor 
Tomás Reed, and Talia Shalev. They can be purchased in chapbook form or 
viewed freely online, honoring these teacher-poets’ commitments to learning 
from each other’s teaching.48

The other materials I consider as sites of pedagogical knowledge are liter-
ary texts. Historically, literature has been a means by which marginalized 
people have shared knowledge beyond the walls of formal institutions that 
excluded them. While some educational insights emerge in the places we 
might expect, such as essays like Jordan’s “Writing and Teaching” and Rich’s 
“Teaching Language in Open Admissions,” others are embedded in their 
poems, novels, short stories, and films that are not ostensibly about educa-
tion. We will see how such texts theorize relations of power, knowledge, 
and learning, even through their treatments of other subjects: a backyard, a 
playground, a bombing, a healing. Feminist literature, with its attention to 
quotidian politics, the embodied nature of experience, resistance at multiple 
scales, modes of relationality, and the historicity of the present, constitutes 
an underexplored archive for pedagogical thought.

This story is constructed from archives that conceal as much as they re-
veal. These absences and omissions remind us how ephemeral teaching and 
learning are—how much occurs in the intimate spark of the encounter, the 
fleeting moment that will linger on only in the memories of the professors 
and students who were present, and might be remembered differently by 
each. Confronted with such silences, I try not to re-create these classrooms 
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but to tell the stories in ways that are useful for our present. In some in-
stances, I engage in small acts of what Saidiya Hartman calls “critical fabula-
tion,” “imagin[ing] what might have happened or might have been said or 
might have been done,” while in other moments, I refuse “to fill in the gaps 
and to provide closure.”49 I don’t pretend to construct the singular truth of a 
given class or assignment but to speculate in ways that are faithful to the lives 
and work of these monumental women and might illuminate possibilities for 
us today. Such an approach might be thought of, in Rich’s terms, as an “edu-
cated guess,” a key methodology for feminist historiography and the study of 
those whose lives are least documented.50 Like all stories, those you will read 
here are filtered through the writer’s perspectives and experiences—in my 
case, as a white, middle-class, Jewish, cisgender woman, a cuny and suny 
professor. I hope this book will inspire others to engage with their archives 
and find other stories.

As their archival materials and published writing indicate, these authors 
taught students to make decisions about the structure of their courses; to 
conduct local research on poverty, housing, food, and education; to write and 
publish literature; and to become teachers in their classrooms and leaders in 
their communities. Two patterns are especially prominent across their work. 
First, as illustrated by the opening example of Bambara’s cocreated course, 
they developed teaching methods that redistributed classroom power to 
students. Second, instead of merely transmitting preestablished wisdom, they 
facilitated student knowledge production. More precisely, they helped stu-
dents generate the ideas and perspectives missing from mainstream media, 
journalism, and curricula, what I’m calling insurgent knowledge.51 Often, this 
involved the publication of student writing. Though not all of these women 
engaged in these practices evenly, traces of them are evident throughout the 
archives of all four.

I am hardly the first person to write about these authors as teachers. Linda 
Janet Holmes and Abena Busia have analyzed Bambara’s creative, activist 
teaching, and Valerie Kinloch and Kirsten Bartholomew Ortega have ex-
amined Jordan’s community-engaged instruction methods. As Gumbs 
has demonstrated, Jordan and Lorde developed “counter-poetic” pedago-
gies that used classrooms to protest “the colonial project . . . with varying 
levels of success.”52 And Tomás Reed has illustrated how, in their cuny 
classrooms, Bambara, Jordan, and Lorde contributed to the early develop-
ment of Black women’s studies.53 Building on the work of these scholars, 
I explore the distinct pedagogies of each writer as well as the ways their 
teaching emerged through conversations among seek instructors and with 
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educators across the country. Though we often think of teaching in individu-
alized terms—one cites Freire’s notion of “the banking model of education” 
or hooks’s concept of “engaged pedagogy”—their archives highlight the col-
lective networks of pedagogical exchange that go into producing the scene 
of teaching and learning. Indeed, nestled among each author’s own archives 
are similar materials from other educators that they collected, adapted, and 
remixed. Through these documents, this book traces what I call collaboration 
in the archives: the ways teaching materials travel from one pair of hands to 
another, forming often-unacknowledged collaborations that transcend the 
walls of individual classrooms and institutions.

Many of the practices in this book—daily journals, student-led discus-
sions, collaborative public projects—will be familiar to contemporary educa-
tors. They exemplify what’s known as student-centered teaching: methods that 
involve students in decisions about their learning, emphasize inquiry and 
discovery, and connect course content to their ideas and experiences. The 
term emerged in the 1920s to name a paradigm shift away from memoriza-
tion, discipline, and lecturing to instead prioritizing the interests and needs 
of individual learners. Though student-centered learning is often traced back 
to the Progressive Era, and the work of John Dewey, it also has long-standing 
roots in Black educational history.54 In fact, Fanny Jackson Coppin’s calls for 
active learning and Anna Julia Cooper’s philosophies of relevant, applied, 
and practical education both predated Dewey’s more famous philosophies 
(in Coppin’s case, by a quarter of a century).55

Though student-centered teaching transformed many midcentury K–12 
classrooms, especially in well-funded districts that could afford the per-
sonalized attention it required, its implementation in higher education was 
slower and more sporadic. According to Jonathan Zimmerman, the twentieth 
century’s increasing college enrollments combined with lack of incentives 
for good university teaching meant that lectures and exams remained more 
common, despite research showing active and participatory methods to be 
more effective.56 Exceptions could be found, however, in certain pockets of 
academia. Rachel Sagner Buurma and Laura Heffernan have shown that 
English professors in varied institutional settings, from junior colleges to 
extension schools, developed pedagogical practices that centered student 
inquiry and collaborative knowledge production.57 Student-centered meth-
ods could also be found among practitioners of critical pedagogy, such as 
Henry Giroux, Peter McLaren, and Ira Shor, who adapted Freire’s work to the 
context of American classrooms.58 They were also present among professors 
involved with the era’s social movements, some of whom taught in the new 
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fields of Black, ethnic, and women’s studies, while others, like the women in 
this book, taught basic writing. These educators recognized that they could 
not challenge practices of domination—racism, sexism, imperialism—
through pedagogical paradigms predicated on the tyranny of instructors 
over students. Rather, challenging social hierarchies required remaking the 
classroom, too.

Bambara, Jordan, Rich, and Lorde were theorists and practitioners of both 
student-centered and feminist pedagogy. Feminist pedagogy is an approach 
to learning that addresses the uneven distribution of resources and opportu-
nities along axes of race, class, gender, sexuality, and ability and attempts to 
democratize power in the classroom and in society. While I use the more 
general term feminist pedagogy, my definition is grounded in theories of 
“Black feminist” and “engaged” pedagogy developed by scholars including 
Barbara Omolade, Gloria Joseph, and bell hooks.59 Black feminist pedagogy 
centers the histories, intellectual traditions, and experiences of Black women 
(Omolade) and “Third World” people (Joseph). It honors the experiential 
knowledge that students bring to the classroom and expands their intel-
lectual, analytical, and imaginative horizons, especially their understanding 
of structural inequality.60 Similarly, engaged pedagogy involves students in 
cocreating classrooms and sharing knowledge, facilitates personal and social 
transformation, emphasizes students’ well-being, and links contemplation 
to action.

As practitioners of feminist pedagogy, these teacher-poets saw class-
rooms as sites in the broader struggle to bring about a better world: one 
in which everyone has access to health care, housing, food, education, 
decision-making power, and the time and resources to pursue what brings 
them joy. Among their many contributions to the field, perhaps the most 
exciting are their shared emphases on imagination and creativity, and their 
experiments with alternative worldmaking in the classroom. I hope that 
their teaching might help us engage contemporary questions of justice and 
equity in more meaningful, material ways, rather than merely paying lip 
service to diversity.

Though I went to their archives looking for teaching materials, what I 
found was evidence of educational activism that extended far beyond the 
classroom. As it turns out, not everyone agreed with this era’s new vision of 
college for all. Like many efforts to expand education to working-class stu-
dents and students of color, open admissions was met with vehement opposi-
tion. The New York Times ran articles with headlines like “50% of Freshmen to 
Come from Slums without Need to Qualify on Grades.”61 Journalists patholo-
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gized these “new students” as “deprived . . . drug addicts, unwed mothers, and 
fatherless, ghetto residents.”62 And much of this rhetoric was echoed by the 
cuny professoriate. In books like Louis G. Heller’s The Death of the American 
University: With Special Reference to the Collapse of the City College of New 
York (1973) and Geoffrey Wagner’s End of Education (1976), faculty argued 
that open admissions decreased academic standards and diluted the quality 
of a City College degree. Such policies, wrote Theodore L. Gross, chair of the 
City College English Department (and later dean of humanities), were “how 
to kill a college.”63

Unlike these elitist critics, Bambara, Jordan, Lorde, and Rich saw cuny’s 
democratic initiatives as a tremendous opportunity to reinvent higher educa-
tion, making it more useful and relevant to marginalized communities. They 
wrote position papers in support of students’ demands, advocated for free 
college at Board of Higher Education meetings, garnered support among 
faculty, and joined their students’ protests. Reflecting on this moment, Jordan 
recalls that they were working “double overtime fighting for Open Admis-
sions,” inspired by the dream that they “could change public education in 
this country.”64 And what began at cuny would inform, for each, a lifetime 
of educational activism.

The Classroom Contexts of Feminist Literature and Criticism

In addition to recovering these authors’ pedagogies, Open Admissions ex-
plores the surprising and complex ways that their art, literature, and criticism 
were impacted by their classrooms. In recent years, scholars have begun to 
challenge the assumption that teaching is merely a way for artists, authors, 
and critics to support their creative and intellectual work. Lesley Wheeler 
and Chris Gavaler, for instance, have shown how Marianne Moore’s experi-
ences teaching at the Carlisle Indian School inspired her writing about the 
flexible nature of identity. Similarly, Andy Hines has demonstrated how the 
work of midcentury Black artists like Elizabeth Catlett and Oliver Killens was 
influenced by their teaching in progressive people’s schools.65 Other scholars, 
like Buurma and Heffernan and Matt Brim, have illustrated how literary criti-
cism and queer theory have emerged from—and often reflected the politics 
and practices of—critics’ classrooms.66 Building on this research, this book 
illustrates how some of these authors’ most important works were born in 
their cuny classrooms. While Lorde has since become famous for speeches 
like “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” we will 
observe how that text drew on ideas about difference and creativity she first 
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developed in courses like Race and the Urban Situation, and how Bambara’s 
groundbreaking anthology The Black Woman was written, in part, by her City 
College students. In fact, we would not know nearly as much today about the 
overlapping experiences of race, class, gender, and sexuality, were it not for 
these cuny classrooms.

This book also contributes to our knowledge of how education initia-
tives and policies impacted the literature of the 1960s and 1970s. Mark 
McGurl has recently labeled this period “the program era” to highlight 
the influence that creative writing mfa programs had on this work. The rise 
of such programs, McGurl writes, generated a “constellation of aesthetic 
problems” around the tensions between modernist aesthetic principles and 
the protocols of institutional life that many midcentury authors took up in 
their writing.67 However, at the same time that these exclusive (and noto-
riously racist) programs were influencing writers like Thomas Pynchon, 
John Cheever, and Kurt Vonnegut, cuny’s democratic education initiatives 
were simultaneously giving rise to major works of feminist literature and 
criticism. If we focus not on the era’s mfa programs but instead on cuny’s 
access-oriented classrooms, literary history looks a bit different. Unlike the 
“self-involved” and “self-referential” fiction that reflected the mfa program’s 
obsession with “individuals and their individuality,” Jordan’s, Lorde’s, Bam-
bara’s, and Rich’s writing was shaped by the open admissions ethos: the 
idea that transformative learning should be available to anyone who wants 
it.68 In addition, while the campus novel is the paradigmatic genre of the 
program era, open admissions inspired its own literary forms, what I call 
the genres of open admissions: the classroom lyric, the campus essay, and 
the anthology of student writing. Each of these offers unique insights into 
the era’s debates over relevant learning, educational access, and the value of 
experiential knowledge.

As much as these authors were inspired by their classrooms, they were 
also impacted by each other. Bringing together these three venerated poets 
(Lorde, Rich, Jordan), three women associated with the Black Arts Move-
ment (Bambara, Jordan, Lorde), and two foundational figures of lesbian 
feminism and queer theory (Lorde, Rich), in the context of their classrooms, 
illuminates new perspectives on their work. We will witness how Bambara’s 
friendship with Jordan influenced her fiction, how Lorde and Rich intro-
duced Jordan to women’s poetry, how Lorde understood her work in dia-
logue with Bambara’s, and the ways her Black women colleagues shaped 
Rich’s writings about race. Indeed, these friendships first forged amid open 
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admissions—in support of their students and the fight for free college—left 
an indelible mark on feminist literature and criticism.

* * *
The following chapters trace the reciprocal relations between teaching and 
writing in the work of each author, while also placing them in conversation 
and in context, as part of a broader movement that understood teaching 
methods, the humanities, and public education as crucial to social change. In 
addition, by following these figures beyond the open admissions era—as they 
went on to teach in other sites as distinct as Rutgers, Stanford, the Neighbor-
hood Arts Center in Atlanta, and the Free University of Berlin—each chapter 
illustrates how their experiences at cuny continued to impact their writing 
and teaching for many decades to come.

Chapter 1 explores how seek’s earliest educators—Bambara, Chris-
tian, and Gayle—laid the groundwork for much of the transgressive and 
student-centered teaching that followed. Bambara, in particular, developed 
a community-controlled and multimodal pedagogy that involved students 
in making collective decisions about their learning, including what forms 
that learning would take. This chapter also recovers the classroom context of 
Bambara’s anthology The Black Woman (1970) to highlight the key role that 
writing classrooms have played in the history of feminist criticism. Chap-
ter 2 analyzes how—in her City College classrooms and weekend writing 
workshops—Jordan began developing a public and project-based pedagogy 
that encouraged students to use what they learned in the service of social 
change. It focuses on Jordan and Bambara’s shared practice of publishing 
student writing and the products of that pedagogy, including nearly a dozen 
anthologies that they edited throughout their careers. Considered alongside 
their teaching archives, these anthologies demonstrate how classrooms have 
been central for not only the reception and dissemination of American liter
ature but also its production.

The final two chapters focus on Rich and Lorde, both of whom arrived at 
City College in the fall of 1968. Chapter 3 shows how Rich’s early experiences 
in seek inspired her pedagogy of location: ways of teaching students to use 
their lived experiences as points of entry into broader material conditions 
and questions of power. It also illustrates how her development as a radical 
feminist was influenced by her time at City College. Chapter 4 explores how 
Lorde’s theories of difference emerged from, and were also shaped by, her 
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cuny classrooms. It examines both her pedagogies of difference—how she 
helped students cultivate an activist consciousness—and the ways that teach-
ing inspired some of her most influential writing.

Open Admissions thus illustrates how New York City’s radical experiment 
in free college for all transformed twentieth-century poetics and pedagogy. 
But for contemporary readers, this era may feel like a distant dream. At pre
sent, the future of higher education seems more uncertain than ever. Since the 
1970s, the right’s defunding of public universities has resulted in widespread 
austerity and levels of student debt approaching the two-trillion-dollar mark. 
More recently, this assault has also included attacks on the study of race, 
class, gender, and sexuality. Yet research in fields such as Black and ethnic 
studies and abolitionist university studies has tended to focus more on the 
ways universities are complicit in (re)producing a racist, sexist, capitalist, and 
imperialist society.69 These insights are invaluable, but they leave us with few 
reasons to organize against the dismantling of public higher education. The 
pages that follow reorient these conversations around four women who not 
only critiqued the neoliberalization of higher education but fought tirelessly 
to expand access to transformative learning, and whose lives were forever 
changed in the process. Together, they remind us of the multifaceted ways 
that educators can work toward a better world within our classrooms—and 
why such spaces are worth fighting for. It is my hope that this history will 
help us contest the privatization of knowledge and power that has come to 
dominate educational policy and practice.
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