Steve Lamos

“Race, Place, and Institutional Space: Possible Futures for Basic Writing Programs at ‘Mainstream’ Four-Year Colleges and Universities” 
Contemporary basic writing (BW) programs are increasingly being devalued within the larger economy of the “mainstream” (i.e., the predominantly white) four-year college and university.  (See Gleason; Soliday; Greene and McAlexander; Otte and Mylnarczyk.)   This devaluation is especially troubling given that exemplary BW programs within mainstream institutions have long served as important institutional spaces from which to promote, support, and ensure educational access for marginalized students—especially marginalized students of color.  (See Jones; Mutnick; Fox).  
In this talk, I will argue that we can begin to re-value the egalitarian work of BW programs within mainstream institutions by imagining and promoting BW as an overtly race-conscious institutional space—i.e., an institutional space explicitly dedicated to promoting racially egalitarian language, literacy, and writing instruction.  Drawing from contemporary work interested in relationships between issues of race, power, and institutional space (e.g., Taylor; Kynard and Eddy; Grego and Thompson), I will argue that explicitly race-conscious BW programs can be conceived as part of what Hill Taylor describes as the

quintessential project of liberatory education that hinges on the belief that the aims of education should be the pursuit and achievement of social justice, along lines of gender and race, with the ultimate goal being rearticulations of the gritty materialities of political economy and the construction of identity (and its perceived representations).  (103)

I will argue further that race-conscious BW programs should model their missions and activities on the kind of progressive literacy and writing instruction being offered by exemplary contemporary Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs)—especially their “unique literacy politics” rooted in a “calculated and conscious charge for ameliorating the education debt” faced by students of color (Kynard and Eddy W26).  (See also Gasman, Baez, and Turner; Kirklighter, Cardenas, and Murphy.)  Finally, I will reflect on some of the specific ways in which race-conscious BW programs can account for, work around, and resist directly the dynamics of what Derrick Bell calls “interest convergence”—i.e., dynamics ensuring that race-conscious educational spaces within mainstream institutions tend to be influenced less by the needs, beliefs, and values of people of color than by those of the white mainstream.  

