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Before proceeding with the task of ‘decolonising 
assessment’, I think it is important to unpack 
the meaning of this phrase: to acknowledge 
that there is no singular meaning to it; to 
acknowledge that it is a phrase that can trigger 
discomfort, provoke emotion and awaken 
deep-rooted beliefs and cultural awareness; 
and acknowledge that I will have my own 
intrinsic biases that will underpin this reflective 
evidence.  It is also important to understand 
what we mean by ‘assessment’ too within a 
Higher Educational context.

Here are a few examples of what 
‘decolonisation’ might mean:

“Decolonisation - the process in which a 
country that was previously a colony (controlled 
by another country) becomes politically 
independent” (Cambridge dictionary definition, 
2021)

“Decolonisation not only refers to the complete 
removal of the dominion of external forces 
within a geographical space, but it also refers to 
decolonisation of the mind from the colonisers’ 
ideas - ideas that made the colonised seem 
inferior.  Decolonisation involves identifying 
colonial systems, structures and relationships, 
and working to challenge those systems.  It 
involves a paradigm shift from a culture of 
exclusion and denial to the making of space 
for other political philosophies and knowledge 
systems.” (Keele University, 2019)

“Decolonising the curriculum means creating 
spaces and resources for a dialogue among all 
members of the university on how to imagine 
and envision all cultures and knowledge 
systems in the curriculum, and with respect 
to what is being taught and how it frames the 
world” (Charles, 2019)

b y  R a c h e l  J a m e s

Decolonising 
Assessment
E x t r a c t  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l  e v i d e n c e

The term ‘decolonisation’ is arguably 
a loaded word.  Given that all words 
have meaning, this word has meaning, 
implications, judgements, opinions, 
potential sensitivity, potential 
offensiveness, and political, historical, 
cultural, racial and generational biases to 
name but a few ingrained attributes. 

Definitions:

Decolonisation - the 
process in which a 
country that was 
previously a colony 
(controlled by another 
country) becomes 
politically independent. 

(Cambridge dictionary 
definition, 2021)

It is also important to explore what we mean by ‘assessment’:

“There are many reasons for assessing students: selecting students, controlling or motivating 
students, satisfying public expectations as to standards and accountability, but the two 
most outstanding reasons are for ‘formative feedback’ and for ‘summative grading’.  
Usually both are referred to as types of ‘assessment’.  Both are based on seeing how well 
students are doing or have recently done, which is what assessment is, but the purposes 
of the two forms of assessment are completely different... In formative assessment, the 
results are used for feedback during learning... In summative assessment, the results are 
used to grade students at the end of a course or to accredit at the end of a programme.” 
(Biggs & Tang, 2011)
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What? 

Colonialisation is a brutal and unequal political and 
economic relation between colonial countries and 
colonised countries. Colonial countries have stronger 
power in military, economy, politics and culture 
that have influenced every aspect of colonised 
countries. It needs to admit some positive aspects 
of colonialisation, which facilitate the exchange of 
cultures, sciences and advanced technologies and 
the world is connected closer. The legacy of colonial 
power remains in colonised countries. For example, 
the language, education system and institutional 
system have adopted from the colonial country. This 
kind of influence can be part of the attraction of 
Western academic narratives and practices which is 
also seen as the colonisation of the curriculum (Keele 
University, 2019).

So what?

After the Second World War, colonialisation is 
declined along with the independence of colonised 
countries. The world has multiple powers. Economic 
development has become a major topic for most 

b y  L u c i a  L u

What is 
decolonisation?
E x t r a c t  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l  e v i d e n c e

Decolonisation 
is related to the 
colonial history 

mainly in the 19th 
century.

Historical 
Context:

countries in the world. International education 
is popular aiming to develop intercultural 
communication skills and transnational collaboration 
skills. A Western-perspective curriculum no longer 
appeals to international students and learners. 
International students are expected to learn the 
knowledge and skills that can address international, 
national as well as local issues through higher 
education. Western perspective does not a fully 
negative practice of developing the curriculum. 
For international students, studying abroad is a 
great experience of learning new cultures and of 
broadening vision and life experience.

In considering the different needs of students from 
around the world, decolonising the curriculum is 
an important strategy to provide the freedom of 
education (hooks, 1994). The diversity of teaching team 
is necessary to decolonise the curriculum. Teachers 
with different cultural and ethnic backgrounds can 
enrich the context of higher education and the 
material of teaching and learning. Elizabeth Charles 
(2019) suggests the library and information and 
scholarly communication sectors play a key role in 
addressing the representation of Black, Asian and 
minority ethnic scholarship and academic leadership 
in the process of decolonising the curriculum. 
Students have to use English references to write 
course assignments as part of students who are not 

from an English-speaking country. Students could 
access non-English literature via libraries and digital 
platforms, which could be used to decolonise the 
curriculum in the university.

Now What?

In my teaching, students are given freedom to 
engage with business cases from various countries. 
Global companies such as Tata and Alibaba have been 
introduced to students for understanding global 
brands and business development. The reference 
lists also include scholars from non-Western 
contexts, such as Indian-American scholar Arjun 
Appadurai whose works discuss the importance of 
the modernity of nation states and globalisation, 
and Chinese sociologist and anthropologist Fei 
Xiaotong addressing Chinese culture and society. 
Students have flexibility to read and use references 
from different contexts, which could be more 
suitable to analyse local issues. Another teaching 
activity is group work assignment, which enables 
students from different cultural backgrounds to 
work together. This is also a good way to enrich the 
context of learning and teaching materials.
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b y  R a c h e l  J a m e s

Acknowledgement & dismantling 
strategies for Higher Education
E x t r a c t  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l  e v i d e n c e

What is meant by institutional racism in Higher Education?

The Macpherson Report defined institutional racism within Higher Education as: “The 
collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and professional 
service to people because of their colour, culture, or ethnic origin. It can be seen 
or detected in processes, attitudes and behaviour which amount to discrimination 
through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness and racist stereotyping 
which disadvantage minority ethnic people.” (Macpherson, 1999)

I think the first place to start is the most painful part: 
that we need to agree that there is institutional 
racism within Higher Education, that this needs to 
be overtly rejected and that we agree that we need 
drastic change across the sector: from an individual 
level (applying to anyone working or studying within 
Higher Education), to an institutional level, to a 
broader societal level. It is fundamentally important 
to acknowledge that racism and White Western 
dominance both play huge roles within the 
sector and that this is unacceptable. Institutional 
racism exists throughout Higher Education: “white” 
and “Western” curriculums being solely used; 
BAME students routinely reporting that they feel 
“othered” or very conspicuous; highly academic, 
traditional language being used that does not 
reflect the students reading it; international students 
feeling unable to belong or feel accepted; through 
microaggressions from staff and students all the way 
to outright abuse.

We need to acknowledge that these pedagogies 
and behaviours are (at the very least): not fair, not 
kind, not representative, not inclusive and not 
welcoming, whilst in some cases can be scaled up 
to be threatening, frightening, prejudiced, ignorant, 
condescending and lazy practice. By acknowledging 
this to be the case, we can start the journey of reform 
– as otherwise the situation is not given the respect 
and gravity that it needs to facilitate change. If we are 
able to be open minded that there are many intrinsic 
problems (indeed some that are fairly traumatic) 
and we are willing to concede this, then we can start 
to unpack what needs to happen going forwards.

It is at this point I want to acknowledge that I 
am White, British and have benefited from a 
country, society and educational system where 
these two factors place me in the majority. I have 
never lived in a place where White people have 
not been the majority; never lived in a place where 
Western culture was not dominant; never lived in a 
place where my native language was not the main 
language of choice; and have never worked, studied, 
or lived in a setting where I felt my race, ethnicity, 
culture or language was a hindrance to the system 
I was trying to operate in. Although I have lived in 
different places, countries and cultures, I have never 
been made to feel alienated or ‘othered’ because 
of those factors. If I am honest about it, I have to 

admit that I know there have been times in my life 
where I know those factors have been the reason 
for my acceptance into a setting, for my interview, 
or simply the means by which I was not judged etc. 
and I have to acknowledge there will be hundreds of 
other times that these factors have worked for me 
(and not against me) that I am simply unaware of 
due to this position of privilege.

I accept that I am in a privileged position because 
these factors place me in the majority - the 
dominant culture - and therefore work in my 
favour. This is because the dominant culture 
within society tend to rule, or colonise, and this 
is certainly the case within the UK and within the 
British Higher Education system. It is possible, 
even probable, that most people within the majority 
are not able to see or accept this ‘privilege’ or even 
that the system prioritises them – this is because the 
system works so well for them, that it does not cross 
their mind. I do not say this with condescension, but 
with understanding, as I have contributed to this 
ignorance by being ignorant myself. It is only through 
education, lived experiences and listening to 
others’ lived experiences that I have been able to 
start to grasp the scale of the problem and be able to 
acknowledge it and address it.

My race, ethnicity, culture and language make up 
who I am.  They are a part of my identity - yet were 
decided for me: by genetics, by my family, and by 
my society. So how is it fair that others get judged, 
scrutinised, abused, neglected, bullied, ignored, 
rejected or ‘othered’ due to their factors (that were 
equally predetermined) being different? And why is 
it that ‘different’ can equate to being a bad thing?

Institutional 
Racism & 
Intrinsic bias
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Some may be able to see the imbalance of the 
system but not think that it is a problem: they benefit 
from it as it is so what is the incentive to change it? 
Some may acknowledge that structural racism 
and Western dominance cause problems for other 
people but would state that it is “their” battle to 
fight. Some people may shy away from these issues 
as they are simply too intimidating, too big, too scary, 
too emotive, too personal to deal with and would 
prefer the comfort of not engaging with them. Some 
people may want to enable change but have no idea 
where to start or are too daunted to be a part of the 
conversation out of fear of “making a mistake”.

“Among educators there has to be an 
acknowledgement that any effort to transform 
institutions so that they reflect a multicultural 
standpoint must take into consideration the 
fears teachers have when asked to shift their 
paradigms.”(hooks, 1994)

I can understand all these perspectives and can 
sympathise with feeling daunted by the subject and 
to be outspoken about it. But as an educator I work 
with many people, teach many concepts, encourage 
many ideas and am in a position to potentially affect 
changes within a system.  I see it as part of my 
responsibility within this role to educate myself 
about anything that marginalises any of those people 
I work with and challenge myself to speak up and 
advocate positive change. I am making a conscious 
choice to educate myself further, challenge my own 
preconceptions and fears and make changes where I 
can, and encourage others to do the same.

How do you get people to acknowledge they are 
part of the problem within Higher Education?

“For many academics the face of racism is that 
of the moral degenerate, the hateful bigot. So 
it is unthinkable that such an ugly word could be 
directed at a genteel, education and liberal don 
such as themselves.” (Back, 2004)

People don’t like to be labelled as ‘racist’ or ‘part 
of the problem’: they get defensive, offended, angry 
or upset and claim confidently that they are ‘not 
racist’ and ‘have no issue with people of colour’. But 
unless people can acknowledge that the problem 
lies with all of us, change will be very limited.
According to Kendi, we need to “eliminate the 

concept of “not racist” from our vocabulary and 
realise we are either being racist or anti-racist. 
We’re either expressing ideas that suggest certain 
racial groups are better or worse than others, 
superior or inferior to others. We’re either supporting 
policies that are leading to racial inequalities and 
injustice, or we’re supporting policies and pushing 
policies that are leading to justice and equity for all.” 
(Kendi, 2020)

“Anti-racism is actively working against racism. 
It is making a commitment to resisting unjust laws, 
policies and racist attitudes. Anti-racism is how we 
get free from centuries of living in a racialised 
society that keeps us separate and oppressed.” 
(Jewell, 2020)

For me, the shift in attitude and in energy (from 
defensive to proactive) shows how clearly different 
being ‘anti- racist’ is to being ‘non-racist’. Kendi 
also says “the heartbeat of racism is denial and 
the heartbeat of anti-racism is confession”. If we 
can create a climate of anti-racism within Higher 
Education, with a culture of anti-racist policies, 
ideas, actions and curriculum without facing denial 
or animosity, the shift could be monumental. If such 
change does not happen, then Higher Education is 
arguably complicit in not just allowing the culture to 
exist, but it to also worsen: “there exists a stubborn 
refusal to acknowledge that academia itself 
might be complicit in the (re)production of racial 
injustices, that it does not just passively ‘reflect’ 
disadvantages already existing in society but actively 
(re)creates inequalities”. ( Arday & Mirza, 2018)

We must also understand that it is not up to the 
people who are oppressed by this system to teach 
us all how to change it. In discussions like these, 
management can often expect ethnic minorities to 
take the lead and pave the way for everyone else to 
follow: in my opinion this is both scapegoating and 
ignorant. This institutional racism affects everyone: 
whether you benefit from it or you are hindered by 
it – and if Higher Education stands by its policies 
of providing equal learning opportunities to all 
and treating everyone with equal respect, then 
it needs to accept that it will take everyone to 
participate in its dismantling.
“What White leadership fails to understand 
about doing this is that it is not Black people’s 
responsibility to teach White people how to do 
the right thing.” (Adom, 2021)

It may be that BAME staff and students would be happy 
to have their voices heard, to share their experiences 
and want to be part of the solution, but aligning it as 
their responsibility to fix it is unacceptable and can 
often (ironically) leave them feeling more “othered” and 
vulnerable.

What is meant by intrinsic bias and how this is relevant 
to Higher Education?

“We create categories to make sense of the world, to 
assert some control and coherence. Yet these categories 
(which allow us to make quick decisions) can also reinforce 
bias. We are all vulnerable to bias, yet we don’t act on 
bias all the time. One way to interrupt bias is to pause 
and to reflect on the evidence of our assumptions.  Ask 
ourselves: how do we make ourselves aware of our own 
unconscious bias? If we do not allow ourselves to ask 
these questions, we will continue to allow bias to blind 
us.” (Eberhardt, 2020)

If we all have bias, how do we know if this affects our 
teaching and learning? Simply having challenging 
conversations in a space where we can feel safe to 
have them, can make a big difference. It might be a case 
of putting aside time to educate yourself and read a 
book you know you may find unsettling. It might be 
organising your whole team to attend an ‘unconscious 
bias’ training day. It might be taking tests online (such as 
Harvard University’s ‘Project Implicit’ tests) to uncover 
uncomfortable truths privately to be able to work on them. 
I would argue the practice of dismantling your own 
bias is in itself a really positive step, understanding it 
is on-going and imperfect.

b y  R a c h e l  J a m e s
( c o n t i n u e d )
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...by sharing their real perspectives on race, Black 
and Ethnic minorities become overt targets of 
personal and academic threats. Either they must 
observe the safety of whites and be denied a space 
that promotes people of colour’s growth and 
development or insist on a space of integrity and 
put themselves further at risk not only of violence, 
but also risk being conceived of as illogical or 
irrational. Thus white privilege is at the center 
of most race dialogues, even those that aim to 
critique and undo racial advantage.

Comfort 
will not 
end 
racism.

(Leonardo & Porter, 2010)

(Jewell, 2020)



Assessment:

I believe engagement is core 
to assessment success and 
attainment. In much the same way, 
the language of the assessment 
aims, outcomes and task need 
to be written in language that is 
clear, making no assumptions – and 
to provide students with freedom 
within a framework – providing a 
level playing field for all students.

(Vorster, 2017)

Assessment should be accessible, 
applicable and attainable.
Not just the assessment brief (which is 
easier to create with all of the principles 
outline) but also the aims, the learning 
outcomes and the assessment criteria.
How can they be created as not to 
make any assumptions. Assumptions 
as to ability, status, circumstances etc.
The assessment must be constructively 
aligned but also accessible, applicable and 
attainable in terms of its language. Attainable 
(that which can be achieved) related to 
attainment (certification and grading level).

b y  L a u r a  H o l m e

Decolonising 
Assessment

E x t r a c t  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l 
e v i d e n c e

D e c o l o n i s i n g  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m 
h a s  b e e n  a p p r o a c h e d  a n d 
t a c k l e d  t h r o u g h  m a n y  H E 
i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  b u t  o u r  t e a m 
t a s k  o f  c r e a t i n g  a  t o o l k i t  t o 
d e c o l o n i s e  a s s e s s m e n t  g e t s 
u s  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  g o a l  –  y e s ,   i t  i s 
r i g h t  t o  p r o v i d e  i n t e r c u l t u r a l 
t e a c h i n g  m a t e r i a l ,  e x a m p l e s 
a n d  c a s e  s t u d i e s ,  t o  b e 
r e s p e c t f u l ,  s e n s i t i v e  a n d 
i n c l u s i v e  a r e  a l l  a d m i r a b l e 
g o a l s  b u t  i f  i t  d o e s n ’ t  a l i g n 
d i r e c t l y  w i t h  a s s e s s m e n t  a n d 
a t t a i n m e n t ,  t h e n  t h e  s t a t i s t i c s 
m a y  r e m a i n  l a r g e l y  t h e  s a m e .
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Aims

Learning Outcomes 

Assessment Criteria 

Grading Descriptors 

why you want students to learn something

what you want students to learn

how students will show you what they have learned

to what extent have students learned what was intended

They describe the knowledge, skills and behaviours that we would like the students 
to acquire during the unit.  Aims are not measurable, nor are they assessed.  “Aims 
are always written in the form of your hopes for the students and always begin with 
the verb in the infinitive, for example: ‘To provide opportunities for students to 
explore a range of new media’.  Aims are a statement of intent and an opportunity 
to make clear what the course ethos is.” (Creative Education Network, 2020)

They should be specific and measureable.  These should start with a verb that 
can be measured that tells a student exactly what they have to do to be able to 
accomplish this outcome eg. ‘identify & describe’.  Bloom’s taxonomy is often used 
to assist with writing learning outcomes as it provides a comprehensive list of verbs 
that can be used clearly to demonstrate learning.  “Each learning outcome needs 
to identify something different and each should only identify one thing… bear 
in mind that a learning outcome must apply to all students.” (Creative Education 
Network, 2020)

They are statements that enable tutors (and students) to determine how students 
will provide evidence of their learning.  Assessment criteria only determine 
whether a student has passed – in order to determine the level at which they have 
performed against each criterion, the assessor must refer to the Grading Descriptors.  
“Although assessment criteria are very different from the learning outcomes, they 
do need to be ‘mapped’ back to the learning outcomes. This makes it clear to 
everyone that the assessment criteria provide what is needed to be able to assess 
whether the learning outcomes have been achieved.  The assessment criteria 
aren’t the same as the ‘assessment task’, for example a brief or assignment. The 
actual tasks don’t need to be specified in validated course documents.” (Creative 
Education Network, 2020)

“Well-written grade descriptors are an essential tool in helping students to 
understand the marks that they have been awarded and why they have been 
awarded them.  They also help inform what students need to do in order to achieve 
higher marks in future assessment.  The language used in grade descriptors 
therefore needs to be clear, consistent, helpful and unambiguous.” (University of 
Manchester, 2021)

Assessment:
b y  R a c h e l  J a m e s

Aims, Learning Outcomes, 
Assessment Criteria & Grading 
Descriptors…
What are they?  
And how can they be decolonised?
I n d i v i d u a l  g r o u p  w o r k  c o n t r i b u t i o n
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For students whose first language 
is not English, writing at (a higher 
education) level poses particular 
challenges, with cultural 
considerations adding another 
layer of complexity to the higher 
education experience.  Educators 
are thus challenged to develop 
new and appropriate pedagogical 
tools that acknowledge these 
students’ complex and diverse 

learning requirements.”

(Ryan, 2013)

Good assessment should… be fair so 
that students are given equitable 
opportunities to demonstrate 
what they know using methods 
that may vary depending on prior 
knowledge, cultural experience 

and learning environments.

(Clarke et al, 2018)

Higher Education in the UK is arguably 
modelled upon the notion of ‘constructive 
alignment’: “the notion that the learner 
constructs his or her own learning through 
relevant learning activities.” (Biggs, 2011)  Biggs 
argues that “Assessment tasks should be 
aligned to what is intended to be learned, 
as in criterion-referenced assessment... The 
intended outcomes specify the activity that 
students should engage if they are to achieve 
the intended outcome as well as the content 
the activity refers to.  The teacher’s tasks are to 
set up a learning environment that encourages 
the student to perform those learning activities, 
and to assess student performances against 
the intended learning outcomes... Focusing 
on what and how students learn, rather than 
on what topics the teacher is to teach, requires 
that an intended learning outcome (ILO) 
specifies not only what is to be learned (the 
topic) but how it is to be learned and to what 
standard.”

The various terms and rubrics described above 
are applied within Higher Education so that 
‘constructive alignment’ can take place within 
assessment.  The most important thing at the 
end of the day is to understand that these exist 
to be able to assess students on what they 
have learnt.  They also provide a framework to 
educators within a unit of not just how to go 
about assessing them on their learning, to align 
their teaching in to the agreed structure.  They 
are therefore very important not just for what 
they are, but for how well they work in practice: 
many unit handbooks are poorly written with 
poorly worded assessment frameworks, and 
this can have a negative effect on student 
learning.  These effects can be exacerbated 
in the language used is so far removed from 
common vernacular/particularly academic/
unclear for students who are non-Native 
English speakers (usually, this means 
international students) but other students 
can equally feel alienated by poorly written 
assessment rubrics.  Assessment frameworks 
can also make cultural assumptions (usually 
White and Western) that can alienate, ‘other’ 
and confuse students.  Any practice like 
this – one which alienates some and favours 
others – is therefore exclusive and needs to be 
challenged and rectified.

b y  R a c h e l  J a m e s
( c o n t i n u e d )

Aiming for assessment to be inclusive seems an obvious aspiration, but unfortunately 
this is too often not found to be the case in reality.  As educators, I believe it is our 
responsibility to correct this when we see it: when re-writing unit handbooks, seize 
the opportunity for decolonisation and positive change.  

“Inclusive assessment is a complex and contentious issue, however, by exploring 
students’ assessment experiences and understanding the applicability of 
assessment practice for measuring learning outcomes, it is possible to begin to move 
the process forward for equitable change.” (Adams & Brown, 2006)   
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“In un’altra vita”
Arrangement: Vangelis Katsinas

Composer: Ludovico Einaudi

What if there were a break with 
tradition?

What if written language were 
presented not as a stale and immutable 
set of laws but as a musical instrument: 
one that students could shape and 
refine and transform, to make it sing 
and sparkle, to paint it with personality?

(Karen Harris, Staff, UAL)

Click here to watch video

We must change conventional ways 
of thinking about language, creating 
spaces where diverse voices can 
speak... in the patient act of listening 
to another tongue we may subvert 
that culture of capitalist frenzy and 
comsumption that demands all desire 
must be satisfied immediately, or we 
may disrupt that cultural imperialism 
that suggests one is worthy of being 
heard only if one speaks in standard 
English.

bell hooks (1994)

b y  V a n g e l i s  K a t s i n a s

Decolonising
Language
E x t r a c t  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l  e v i d e n c e

Assessment:
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In this project I am discussing ways to decolonise assessment and, (in particular) I am 
questioning academic writing and speaking, as the standardised form of expression in 
academia. I am suggesting that as long as students can clearly express their ideas and 
thoughts, they should be given the freedom to do so in their own way. This is particularly 
important for arts students, where originality is a key point. How can we focus on students’ 
originality when the educational system imposes them to speak and write - therefore 
present their work - in a standardised way?

Questioning academic writing became a threshold concept to me after reading Zine#2. I 
was hugely inspired by a chapter written from Harris Karen (Zine#2, p.7):

The problem with academic writing:

The way we talk becomes part of our identity, therefore it is important to keep it this way. 
My suggestion for decolonisation is for academic institutes to become more open in 
non-traditional forms of verbal and written expression. That will make students feel more 
welcomed and more understood (Zine#2, p.28). Charles argues that “as education has 
become increasingly global, communities have challenged the widespread assumption 
that the most valuable knowledge and the most valuable ways of teaching and learning 
come from a single European tradition” (2019). 

Each guitar has its own timbre and tone characteristics. To emphasise the importance of 
embracing the characteristics and uniqueness of each student, I re-arranged a composition 
by Ludovico Einaudi, called “In un’altra vita”. The way I re-arranged that composition is by 
altering the main theme, so there is an interactive dialogue between the “students”. It is 
precisely the fact that although they all have a different way of expressing their ideas, their 
conversation can still sound harmonious.

b y  V a n g e l i s  K a t s i n a s

Decolonising
Language
I n d i v i d u a l  g r o u p  w o r k  c o n t r i b u t i o n

Assessment:
Of course, decolonisation means creating 
spaces, physically and metaphorically, and it 
also “prompts us to examine our professional 
practices. It is an approach that includes 
indigenous knowledge and ways of learning, 
enabling students to explore themselves 
and their values and to define success 
on their own terms.” (Charles, 2019). Tuck 
and Yang argue that decolonisation is an 
unsettling activity, because decolonisation is 
not a metaphor, but a process that requires 
systematic change and dismantling colonial 
structures (2019). Instead of trying to impose 
standardised ways of expression, academia 
should encourage authenticity and freedom 
of expression. “Opening minds instead of 
filling minds and testing how full they are.” 
(Kendi, 2016). Decolonisation is not easy. 
It requires us to decolonise our minds and 
redefine ourselves and our lives in our own 

terms. In all aspects, culturally, politically, 
socially (Roach, 2021). 
The idea of language – both written and 
spoken – being presented as a musical 
instrument, inspired me to produce a 
piece of music, in which students’ voices 
are represented by musical instruments. 
Students from different parts of the world 
have different accents and linguistic 
characteristics. If you listen to a dialogue 
between an Asian, a European and an 
American student, it will be easy to tell 
the difference. This differentiation is what 
makes each and every one of us unique, 
and arguably we should do whatever it 
takes to keep it this way, instead of trying 
to standardise language. In this piece of 
music, I am using three different guitars, 
as the main instruments. Each guitar 
represents a different student:

The electric guitar is made 
in USA and it represents an 
American student:
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When it comes to academic writing, we generally follow predetermined ideas of 
“this is the correct way”….because this is the way it’s traditionally done”. What 
effect do these ideas and practices have on students who need to submit written 
assignments, whether they are Home or international? Models of academic writing 
are always lifeless, linguistically bloated and – at worst – indigestible. And, arguably, 
the existence on Harvard Referencing obstructs any elegance of flow in text – 
turning it into a turgid swamp of brackets, names and dates. Yet the message to 
students is: this is the academic genre done correctly, now go on and do likewise. 

What if there were a break with tradition? What if written language were presented 
not as a stale and immutable set of laws, but as a music instrument: one that 
students could shape and refine and transform, to make it sing and sparkle, to 
paint it with personality? If decolonising the curriculum is about questioning 
top-down impositions and the requirement to conform, unquestioningly, to a 
pre-set template…has the time come to challenge standard notions of academic 
language? Could this enable us to encourage a genuine multiplicity of voices and 
a true affirmation of unique identity, rather than joyless uniformity? 

(Karren Harris, UAL Staff )

The acoustic guitar is made 
in France and it represents 
a European student:

The classical guitar is made 
in Japan and it represents an 
Asian student:



One of the most significant 
problems relating to gaps in the 
curriculum in higher education 
is the lack of representation 
of Black and ethnic minority 
groups.  This is commonly 
referred to as the colonisation 
of the curriculum.  The content 
of the curriculum in our 
universities continues to reflect 
and maintain a colonial legacy 
through the presentation of a 
White, Western intellectual 
tradition as not only superior 
to other forms of knowledge 
but as universal... if we only 
cite white men in our work, 
we recreate a world where 
only knowledge produced 
by them is considered 
important, having the effect of 
marginalising the knowledge 

produced by others.

(Keele University, 2019)

b y  R a c h e l  J a m e s

Fashion Design: 
How ‘white’ is the 
curriculum?
E x t r a c t  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l  e v i d e n c e

I took a moment within my research in this 
section to think about how I would feel 
if every case study, reference, and notable 
person mentioned within my discipline 
were a man.  As a woman, I would feel 
angry, annoyed and bewildered as to 
why women were not represented within 
my field, when they have clearly highly 
contributed to it.  If I took these reference 
at face value, I may start to think that 
women actually had not contributed to 
my arts discipline at all – and this may 
in turn lead me to question whether I 
even have a chance of entering the field, 
whether I have a role within it, as it does 
not look like a place where I could easily 

belong.
Now if the variant was changed to that of 
race, rather than gender, those thoughts 
may well be the thoughts and feelings 
of someone from a BAME background 
when they regard their predominantly 

White curriculum.  

I therefore looked at my own area of 
expertise, Fashion Design, and thought 
about fashion designers that everyone 
tends to have heard of and herald as 
exemplary within the field (for the 
purposes of gender equality, I included a 

balance of male and female examples): 

All these examples came very readily 
to mind and all are to be found within 
any of my fashion books I was using to 
reference for this exercise.  As I looked 
through the reference sections of these 
books, I saw they were filled with 
(almost without exception) designers 
that were White and Western, and 
all of these were well-known to me.  
All these designers were championed 
during my degree and it wasn’t until I 
undertook this exercise that I really saw 
how overwhelmingly colonised these 

examples were.

I then undertook the same exercise, 
finding an even balance of male and 
female fashion designers who were all 
non-Western and/or non-White, who 
were all worthy of being heralded as 

extraordinary within the field:

Curriculum:
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As I did this, I became more embarrassed 
and shocked at how difficult it was 
to find these examples.  My fashion 
reference books became almost 
useless and I spent a large amount of 
time reading articles on the Internet 
to be able to produce these findings.  I 
was mortified how (after finding eight 
exemplary fashion designers that were 
non-White and non-Western who were 
all worth championing too) I had only 
heard of two of the eight designers – 
and I have a BA in Fashion Design and 
have been teaching fashion for five 
years!  This exercise clearly showed 
me how white my fashion curriculum 
has been in a snapshot and forced me 
to concede that I have a long way to 
go to champion underrepresented 
voices within my discipline. 

It is important to “challenge the 
fundamental assumptions of 
academic knowledge production, 
critically reflect on canonised thinkers, 
and introduce multiple histories and 
theories that are too often rendered 
alternative, optional or invisible.” 
(Elliott-Cooper: Arday & Mirza, 2018)

b y  R a c h e l  J a m e s
( c o n t i n u e d )

case at all: Black and Ethnic Minority 
people have many disadvantages and 
obstacles to overcome when it comes 
to achievement due to rigged systems 
that favour White people, but the fact 
is that they do achieve but their stories 
do not get heard.  However, the BAME 
attainment gap is a serious problem 
within Higher Education, which 
is addressed in a separate section.

If certain people are to be represented 
whilst others feel ‘othered’ and like 
they don’t belong, this proves that 
these settings are not inclusive to all 
students: “to teach inclusively is to 
swim against the tide of ‘conventional 
wisdom’, internalized biases and 
socio-political pressures...  Teaching 
and learning cannot be a ‘practice of 
freedom’ if any students are excluded 
from, or prevented from acquiring 
the full benefits of their educational 
environment” (Gannon, 2017) and 
“inclusion is not about assimilation 
or accommodation of individuals into 
an essentially unchanged system 
of practice’ instead it is about the 
‘transformation of those deep structural 
barriers to change.’” (Adams & Brown, 
2006).  I can only imagine how jarring 
and disappointing it must be for BAME 
home students to arrive at university, to 
still not see themselves represented 
in a course that supposedly represents 
their chosen industry within their 
own society – this needs to change.

It is not that White contributions are 
not to be discussed or admired, but it 
is their dominance of the curriculum 
that is to be challenged, alongside 
ensuring other voices (that have 
often been consistently neglected 
to be heard) get a chance to be.

As stated above, the absence of BAME 
voices not only marginalises and 
fails to represent people, but further 
embeds the stereotypes of BAME 
people that exist within society: 
that if people do not see examples of 
Black and Ethnic Minorities achieving, 
they will start to believe the rhetoric 
that Black and Ethnic Minority people 
do not achieve much.  This is not the 

Although often treated as 
something biological, fixed 
or even benevolent, ‘race’ is 
an ideologically constructed 
social phenomenon.  Therefore, 
when we talk about whiteness, 
we are not talking about white 
people, but about an ideology 
that empowers people 
racialized as white.

The Whiteness of academia 
presents a serious impediment 
to social progress.  Alternative 
voices become marginalised by 
the lack of their presence, and 
the lack of those voices solidify 
further marginalisation of the 
alternative voices.

(New Urban Collective, 2015)

(Andrews: Arday & Mirza, 
2018)

// Decolonising Assessment  Toolkit 

Page - 24 //

// Decolonising Assessment  Toolkit 

Page - 25 // 

PG Cert 20/21 | Team Venus PG Cert 20/21 | Team Venus



b y  J o e l  P o r t e r

Photography: 
How ‘white’ is the curriculum?
E x t r a c t  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l  e v i d e n c e

I teach within a Further Education department in South East England, approximately 
thirty miles from central London, the student demographic is a mixture of British 
White, Asian, and Black students who live locally, the mixture of male and female 
students is approximately 50/50 but the Asian and black students are a minority 
within the class, less that 10%. I teach a mixture of media-based subjects and during 
a recent taught photography class I was conscious to show a range of work by female 
artists. Through the lesson I used Ingrid Pollard’s work as an example to give students 
a perspective on a female artist using text within their work that addressed issues of 
identity and place.

Pollard’s work entitled ‘Pastoral Interlude’ 
(Pollard, 1987) shows a series of photographs of 
the artist on a visit to the Lake District in which 
the artist feels unease as they are the only Black 
person within a community of White people. 

The rationale for showing Pollard’s work was 
originally to demonstrate a female artist 
but as the class progressed, I was more 
conscious of the two female Black students 
within the class. My initial feeling was one of 
being uncomfortable as I felt as if I was just 
addressing these two students as if the rest of 
the class wasn’t there. I was trying to make eye 
contact with all students within the room to try 
and say this isn’t just for the two students of 
colour! I felt embarrassed that I had stumbled 
into a subject I felt I had control of, and I was 
feeling uneasy. At the end of the lecture, I was 
approached by one of the Black students who 
asked me about the artist as they wanted to 
know more. At that point I felt the positive 
aspect of introducing this work but during 
the class I felt I had introduced Pollard as a 
tokenistic offering for minority students within 
the class and this made me feel awkward. 

I had not intentionally introduced this work as 
a response to address under-representation 
(Keele, 2019) but it served as a model for further 
work in decolonising my own approach to 
teaching and as the focus of my contribution 
to the decolonising toolkit the focus on 
alternative literature and artists within my own 
discipline. Charles (2019) suggests this activity 
can be identified through library and librarian’s 
awareness of specific subjects.

As a method for identifying how decolonising 
the curriculum addresses assessment, the 
provision of alternative measurements and the 
move away from standardisation in the use of 
academic texts and artist references, including 
stereotyping when introducing references. 
Eisadirad (2019) identifies that moving 
away from standardised testing improves 
engagement, and while this text relates to 
school age children the emphasis for students is 
to not penalise assessment based on language 

or culture but to introduce students own voice 
into the curriculum, this could be through artist 
references, music, literature, and film.

‘Some libraries/librarians have been active in 
scrutinizing what is on lecturers’ reading lists 
as a first step in raising awareness of race or 
gender bias in the reading lists for a subject/
discipline.’ (Charles, 2019)

In addition to introducing cultural references 
within the classroom, there is also the 
requirement to educate academic staff. 
References such as Mark Sealy’s book, 
‘Decolonising the camera’ (2019), and Tina 
Campt (2017) ‘Listening to Images’ addresses 
the issues often overlooked when teaching 
subjects such as photography that have a 
history in the ethnographic representation 
and a specific representation of a Western 
colonial past. As the article by Jan Hoek 
(2015) demonstrates ‘it’s hard to defend 
yourself if you are in possession of the ‘White 
privilege’, Hoek refers to his photographic 
representation of the Maasai through the 
history of photography. Similarly the article 
by Wolukau Wanambwa (2015) in describing 
the stereotyping of individuals through 
ethnographic studies at the turn of the last 
century as ‘photographs of individuals take up 
the centuries-old mantle of the colonial subject 
responding to white Western preoccupations’ 
(Wolukau Wanambwa, 2015).  The challenges to 
decolonising the curriculum and assessment is 
the balance of references and representation 
so not to feel tokenistic and for students to be 
able to introduce their own voice within the 
classroom.
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mission with their initiative “Liberate 
the Library” with the aim to “diversify 
our collections, to de-centre Whiteness, 
to challenge non-inclusive structures in 
knowledge management and their impact 
on library collections, users, and services. We 
will take an intersectional approach to our 
liberation work to encompass the many parts 
of a person’s identity.” (“Closing the Gap”, 2019: 
48)
 
And how will this initiative serve a higher 
purpose of closing the attainment gap?
The aim is to move the students from being 
spectators to an engaged community. If 
the level of participation and engagement 
increases, then so does the dialogue (or at least 
it opens things up). 
To have your voice heard is usually followed 
by feeling acknowledged, or feeling more 
comfortable to ask questions and join the 
discussion.
I believe engagement is core to assessment 
success and attainment. In much the same 
way, the language of the assessment aims, 
outcomes and task need to be written in 
language that is clear, making no assumptions 
– and to provide students with freedom within 
a framework – providing a level playing field 
for all students. (Vorster, 2017)

Photo by DESIGNECOLOGIST on UnsplashPhoto by CHUTTERSNAP on Unsplash

b y  L a u r a  H o l m e

Decolonising Resources:
join the initiative

I n d i v i d u a l  g r o u p  w o r k  c o n t r i b u t i o n

“When those who have power to name and to socially construct 
reality choose not to see you or hear you, whether you are 
dark-skinned, old, disabled, female, or speak with a different accent 
or dialect than theirs, when someone with the authority of a teacher, 
say, describes the world and you are not in it, there is a moment 
of psychic disequilibrium, as if you looked into a mirror and saw 

nothing.” (Keyes, 1986) 

This quote was the inspiration for recognising that this feeling might 
be occurring with some students, and how must that feel?

Resources:

Universities need to focus on developing 
an environment where everyone can see 
themselves reflected, and where they feel they 
belong. 
In our courses, we need to demonstrate ways 
in which academics can design curricula, 
teach and assess in ways in which students are 
heard, listened to, understood and can thrive; 
ways in which we can create the spaces for 
students regardless of background or history. 
(Vorster, 2017)
And if we start with the reading list and other 
resources whether that be case studies, articles, 
videos and all material upon which lectures 
and workshops are based, then we look at the 
lens with which these are being created.
Are they inclusive? Are they diverse? Are they 
intercultural? 
They may be for some courses or units, but 
it’s time to set out a University-wide mission 
with a widening set of principles to ensure that 
the source of our teaching and the students’ 
learning is truly reflective.
In Jayne Batch’s article, Challenging the 
graveyard, she says that many libraries can feel 
like a graveyard filled with dead, white men, 
and that we need to curate collections that 
reflect a diversity of experience and ideas – and 
the diversity of our students.” (40475275, 2019)
Goldsmith’s College have set out a similar 
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Inspired by UAL’s ezine and Goldsmith 
College’s “Liberating the Library” 
initiative, I propose a new scheme 
for UCA called “Reading.Resources.
Reimagined” to de-colonise and 
internationalise the reading and 
resources across the whole of UCA and 
its four campuses, but beginning with a 
pilot scheme at the Business School for 
the Creative Industries @UCA Epsom. 

The principle of the pilot scheme will be 
centred around this vision:

This initiative will need a steering 
group to manage, evaluate and 
continually refine and improve to 
continuously strive to achieve our 
goal.

Decolonizing the curriculum 
means creating spaces and 
resources for a dialogue among 
all members of the university on 
how to imagine and envision all 
cultures and knowledge systems 
in the curriculum, and with respect 
to what is being taught and how it 

frames the world.

(Charles, 2019: 24)

Consultation with the library staff 
to research into more intercultural 
resources in the areas of 
Advertising, Business, Design, 
Fashion, Marketing and Music.

Individual lecturers to hold a 
training and workshop day to 
support this cause through an 
open dialogue and commitment to 
widen the reading and resources 
recommended and utilised for their 
course programmes and individual 
units as part of quality enhancement.

0 1

0 4

Consultation with the library staff 
to develop open curated spaces 
for students to showcase art , 
design, poems, essays and books to 
celebrate intercultural themes.

Individual lecturers to work with 
their students to gain their 
thoughts and recommendations 
on articles, journals, books, 
podcasts and videos which have 
inspired them and reflect their own 
experience (historically, culturally, 
politically and personally). Perhaps 
set a topic or theme in your lecture 
and ask the students to do their 
own research and come back to the 
group sharing their own personal 
recommendation.

0 2

0 5

Consultation with the library staff 
and BSCI staff to create groups 
for Book Clubs, Debating Groups, 
alongside a survey to students with 
their suggestions for other group 
and community initiatives.

0 3

We will work towards this aim 
through a number of initiatives:

b y  L a u r a  H o l m e
( c o n t i n u e d )

All information belongs to 
everybody all the time. It should be 
available. It should be accessible 
to the child, to the woman, to the 
man, to the old person, to the 
semiliterate, to the presidents of 
universities, to everyone. It should 

be open.  

(Maya Angelou)
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From a photography viewpoint, the subject of 
photography originated from a Western white 
privileged perspective invented by  William 
Henry Fox Talbot in 1839, and has continued 
to be driven from a Western perspective in 
education. Photographers such as William 
Eggleston, Martin Parr, Richard Avedon, Gary 
Winogrand and Nick Knight demonstrate this 
continued viewpoint.  

To challenge this view, consult with students 
to gauge their view of the subject, ask the 
students to introduce a photographer they 
have researched. The aim of this is exercise is 
to allow students to work to their strengths. 
Expanding the range of examples during a 
lecture or seminar creates an opportunity for 
diversity.

Before assessment consider the following 
ideas: 
Can students self-select their own project?
Can students redefine the reading list?
Can students input and add to the curriculum?

Allowing students to engage at an earlier 
stage of the project allows for greater 
engagement within the class. This also 
creates other opportunities for knowledge 
exchange, increases critical thinking, enhances 
communication and engagement, and 
supports positive wellbeing and awareness.
An example of decolonising the subject 
of photography would be to consider the 
traditional perspective of a white-centric bias 
and how photography was used as a colonial 
ethnographic tool. In order to counter this 
perspective, consider dividing the subject into 
categories such as race and identity and allow 
students to debate this within the class.

b y  J o e l  P o r t e r

Decolonising the curriculum:
A photographer’s perspective
I n d i v i d u a l  g r o u p  w o r k  c o n t r i b u t i o n

Things to consider:
Revisit the history 
of the subject and 
consider it from 
an international 
perspective, use a 
range of alternative 
viewpoints to create 
a balanced position. 
Use a broad range 
of examples that 
demonstrates a 
range of work that is 
inclusive, accessible 
and equitable.

Resources:

There are a range of texts 
that investigate the subject of 
decolonising photography in 
more detail, Decolonising the 
camera by Mark Sealy introduces 
the concept of a racialised lens, 
arguing that photography’s 
invention and roots are buried in 
the want to capture and record the 
‘other’, and by analysing archival 
photos with a critical eye towards 
the representation of race, 
representation and human rights 
it can begin to be understood how 
colonial this activity was.

Please see our bibliography for 
a comprehensive list of texts 
that investigate the subject of 
‘decolonising the curriculum’ 
within the wider context, in more 
detail.

For example the image above 
demonstrates work of the Emirati 
artist Maitha Demithan (https://
w w w. maitha d emithan .co m) 
and reveals an alternative to the 
western view of race and identity.
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There is a significant difference in the proportions of Black, Asian and minority ethnic students 
that are awarded a First or 2.1 undergraduate degree when compared to White students. This 
degree-awarding gap needs to be tackled on the ground level as well as institutionally and 
systemically.  It is critical that members of staff, be it part-time visiting lecturers or full-time 
academics and technicians are aware of some of the key actions they can take on campus and 
online. 

This gap does not just effect students at an undergraduate level but as they leave education and 
apply for graduate positions across subjects. “Minimum entry requirements for graduate-level jobs 
and postgraduate courses are frequently 2:1 or above in an undergraduate degree, meaning that 
the degree-awarding gap may continue to affect Black, Asian and minority ethnic students’ lives 
beyond higher education.” This shows that the issue is systemic and will continue to affect Black, 
Asian and ethnic students’ lives beyond higher education. This has to change. 

Here are a few key things to remember when continuing to decolonise the curriculum and 
assessment at a university level:

For more information please see https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/advice-and-
guidance/promoting-equal-opportunities/effective-practice/black-asian-and-minority-
ethnic-students/

b y  R o b  A m e y

BAME Attainment:
Closing the gap
I n d i v i d u a l  g r o u p  w o r k  c o n t r i b u t i o n

Diversity:

Take a whole provider approach across all departments in the university. 
Ensure equality, diversity and inclusion are understood and implemented 
as a core aspect across the whole institution including teaching, policy and 
strategy in the institution.

Provide strong leadership. Make sure senior leaders and teams are leading 
by example and taking ownership and accountability for closing the gap. 
Make sure there are appropriate resources embedded across all plans and 
policies. This needs to be supported by commitment made in access and 
participation plans.

0 1

0 2

Facilitate conversations about race. Allow students and providers to take 
positive action and talk about race, racism and the attainment gap. Set an 
example by opening up conversations and creating a safe space to talk about 
race confidently. Do not shy away from these conversations. If you need to 
support coaching and development to enable this then make this a priority.

Develop diverse and inclusive environments. Increase and maintain diverse 
representation at all levels across all levels of the university. Allow students 
to be part of the process and allow them to identify gaps and barriers 
and places in which this can be improved. Evaluate training offered, how 
it is implemented and the impact this has on staff recruitment, teaching, 
assessment and inclusive curricula.

Decolonise the curriculum, teaching and learning practices. Review this and 
assess the extent to which current teaching practises impact on Black, Asian 
and minority ethnic affect student achievements and if there is suff icient 
acknowledgment and understanding of this throughout the institution. 
Acknowledge and reward staff that prioritise this. 

Use data to understand your students. Collect and analyse data and use 
this to inform action plans and educate staff and students. Review existing 
data. Ethnicity interacts across all factors including social class, income, 
geographic location and other protected characteristics such as disability 
and sexual orientation which can result in individuals experiencing multiple 
disadvantages. Consider intersections within your data analysis. Use 
quantitative data to further understand the student experiences and the 
impact on their progress.

Engage Black, Asian and minority ethnic students. Collaboration, co-creation 
and co-production with Black, Asian and minority ethnic students is critical. 
The contribution of Black, Asian and minority ethnic students should be 
shared, recorded, recognised and rewarded.

Report and support. Ensure there are safe procedures for reporting incidents 
and provided appropriate methods for reporting and handling racism 
and discrimination. All students and staff should be aware of the options 
available and encouraged to do so. Formal complaints should be undertaken 
by impartial and trained staff with a procedure in place to investigate racial 
discrimination and harassment.

Understand what works . Interventions that are targeted, evidence-led and 
which avoid the deficit model should be encouraged and systems put in 
place to develop and evaluate innovative approaches .  These should be 
shared across departments and be part of the fundamental conversations and 
approaches to tackling the Black, Asian and minority ethnic attainment gap. 
Share resources, continue to educate students and staff and collaborate 
across the institution. #ClosingtheGap
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Providing tailored tutorials 

With the 
internationalisation of 
higher education, the 
institution should give time 
for international students 
to familiarise the academic 
culture in the UK context, 
which means tutorials are 
needed to provide tailored 
feedback and support 
for students. Tutorials aim 
to help students adapt to 
the learning environment 
and ensure the quality 
of assessment. Students 
could have options for 
their tutorials, such as 
email tutorials, video 
tutorials, and face-to-face 
tutorials, which can satisfy 
different needs of students 
seeking academic support.

Supporting language and 
writing skills 

Most higher education 
institutions have worked 
on language support 
and academic writing 
support, such as EAP, 
learning support tutors, 
and social clubs. English 
language support aims 
to build confidence for 
international students 
better adapting to 
an English-speaking 
environment. Language 
learning is a social practice, 
which aims to reinforce 
both verbal and written 
communication skills 
for students. Students 
can communicate 
effectively with peers 
in an international 
environment, which is 
part of transferrable skills 
developed by the course in 
the university.

Facilitating group work 
assignment  

Assessment is a vital part 
of teaching and learning. 
A blended assessment 
approach can develop 
students’ multiple skills. In 
the context of COVID-19, 
online teaching and 
learning have become 
mainstream and it is 
accessible for remote 
learners who are based 
in their home country 
due to travel and safety 
restrictions. Group work 
assignment is an important 
assessment method to 
facilitate communications 
and collaborations 
between students and 
tutors. Students will get 
an opportunity to mingle 
up through participating 
in small group learning 
that fosters students’ 
interpersonal skills, 
remote collaboration 
skills, and intercultural 
communication skills in a 
global context.  

Broadening the lecturing 
staff 

The teaching team provides 
a direct experience for 
students to study in a 
UK university. A diverse 
lecturing staff satisfies 
the internationalisation of 
the UK’s higher education 
institutions. Academic 
staff with different 
cultural backgrounds 
and academic expertise 
can enrich the learning 
material fitting into the 
needs of domestic as well 
as international students 
and provide culturally 
appropriate academic 
support.  
 

b y  L u c i a  L u

Diversity Initiatives
I n d i v i d u a l  g r o u p  w o r k  c o n t r i b u t i o n
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Group work is a good idea to get students to 
mix more with each other and would provide 
opportunities for students to build relationships, 
understand multicultural perspectives and 
embrace differing points of view.  Encouraging 
and actively designing group work into the 
curriculum could also help many students 
discuss the technicalities of ideas and language 
with their peers, deepen their understanding 
and bolster their confidence for their own 
assessed work.

However, it could be argued that structuring 
group work within assessment can create 
challenges for students as they simultaneously 
navigate differences to reach a collective, 
assessed outcome, and this can sometimes 
cause resentment or anxiety.  Therefore, “the 
learning outcomes of the task must therefore be 
structured such that students are encouraged 
to develop intercultural competency alongside 
the generic employability skills of teamwork 
and communication” (Carroll & Ryan, 2005).  
If the learning outcomes are only aligning to 
the expected output of the project, students 
may lack the incentive to be patient with one 
another or to work through their differences as 
a team and the end-result may be increased 
animosity between them.  This may conclude 
in all students persevering with their own line 
of work without any cross-over or coherence or 
the high-achieving students deciding to take 
over and ‘do it all’.  

“If one purpose of undertaking group work is for 
students to develop intercultural competency 

then this should be more explicitly outlined 
in the learning outcomes of the exercise 
and marks awarded for demonstration of 
awareness of and/or reflection on these skills.  
Additionally, careful thought needs to be given 
by staff as to the inclusive nature of the task 
to ensure that all students have an equal 
opportunity to contribute and are not unfairly 
discriminated against due to lack of cultural 
knowledge or experience.” (Ryan, 2013)

Arguably it is also important to allow 
time for group dynamics to be built in a 
relaxed, non-assessed environment so that 
relationships have a chance of flourishing 
without the pressure of assessment.

It is important that you have “concrete activities 
that meet the needs of both home and 
international students, enabling the latter to 
function better in the UK context and the former 
to develop the intercultural understanding 
necessary to interact with overseas students 
in the UK as well as to prepare to work in an 
intercultural setting.” (Reid & Spencer-Oatey: 
Ryan, 2013)

“Group work in its simplest form enables 
students to interact, share knowledge and 
experiences and build confidence to express 
their views.  Therefore, using group work as 
a platform on which to build intercultural 
relationships and to help students recognise 
the value of diversity seems a logical 
progression” (Montgomery, 2009)

Diversity:
b y  R a c h e l  J a m e s

Group work initiatives
I n d i v i d u a l  g r o u p  w o r k  c o n t r i b u t i o n
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It is knowledge produced 
in universities that informs 
social policy, media discourse 
(at least to some extent), and 
how society understands the 
events and changes that occur.  
University is certainly not the 
only producer of knowledge, 
but it is a powerful and 
foundational one that impacts 

the whole of society.

Students of colour have told us 
repeatedly that the classroom 
environment is often rife with 
micro-aggressions and other 
frustrations that often prevent 
full participation or equitable 

treatment.

(Andrews – Arday & Mirza, 
2018)

 (Gannon, 2017)

Micro-agressions are a very common 
manifestation of implicit biases or help 
to highlight that there is an opportunity 
for further education and growth.  
Educators can be guilty of consciously or 
unconsciously categorising or generalising 
BAME students which, understandably, 
causes these students to feel more 
‘othered’ and frustrated than ever.  It is 
really important to be mindful of your 
own practice where this may happen 
thoughtlessly and to challenge examples 
of microaggressions that you witness 
so that other people are better able to 
recognise it in their own behaviours. 

It is also not about tackling this as the 
superior, ‘knowledgeable other’: it is about 
humbling ourselves and forming a part 
of a kind, empowered community of 
learning.  Paulo Freire says “education 
as empowerment can only really begin 
when we all see ourselves simultaneously 
as teachers and students, when we 
see ourselves collectively as class 
members.”  Present your course and 
assessment material to students, whilst 
acknowledging your personal story as 
it relates to the course material.  SOAS 
University of London recommend that you 
“humble yourself in those moments when 
you do not share the lived experience 
that’s being presented” and “be sensitive 
to the complex and diverse positionality 
and lived experiences for other class 
members and not to make assumptions or 
stereotype them.” They also recommend 
that you view yourself as a “curator” of 
knowledge and to empower students 
with the right tools so they can curate 
their learning and assessment themselves.

If you are in a position of leadership, reach 
out to your BAME students and colleagues: 
“ask to meet with them and to listen to not 
only how they can help your organisation, 
but also to what they need personally and 
professionally from you and other leaders.  

Maybe they’d like a resource group or 
maybe a mentor?  Listen – truly listen – 
and do your best to implement change 
to improve their career path and 
working environment.” (Adom, 2021)  
When having conversations that impact 
everyone, make sure People of Colour 
are represented and listened to.  Voice 
your opinion when you see examples 
that lack diversity and inclusion.  

Be prepared to be both vulnerable 
and courageous to fully realise the 
extent of the institutional problems 
and how much needs to change.  
“It’s one thing to condemn the 
existence of structural inequalities 
in the abstract; it is something else 

altogether to remove those structures 
– especially when doing so only serves 
to underscore how they’ve benefited 
and privileged you.” (Gannon, 2017)

Individually: do your own research.  
Learn about racism and racial inequality 
in education.  Become aware of your 
own biases and check your go-to 
stereotypes.  Be open to changing 
your behaviour and embracing that 
change is a good thing. Stay curious 
and ask questions.  Decolonising the 
curriculum, and assessment, within 
Higher Education is a huge and daunting 
task – but choosing to play an active 
role in it is for me, the only option.

Conclusion:
b y  R a c h e l  J a m e s

Why are 
universities crucial 
for this change?
E x t r a c t  f r o m  i n d i v i d u a l  e v i d e n c e

University experiences are powerful 
in that they have the potential to 
ripple through thousands of people 
in a relatively short space of time.  If 
structural shifts start to emerge from 
Higher Education and are well-received 
by those that they relate to, these shifts 
are likely to take on a life of their own 
and translate further afield as students 
replicate these ideas into their own 
lives, workplaces and cultures.
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Recommended Additional 
Anti-Racism Resources

ARTICLES
White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible 
Knapsack by Peggy McIntosh
Who Gets To Be Afraid In America by Ibram X. 
Kandi
The 1619 Project
Why You Need to Stop Saying “All Lives Matter” 
by Rachel Elizabeth Cargle
5 Ways White People Can Take Action in 
Response to White and State-Sanctioned 
Violence by Showing Up For Racial Justice
Welcome to the Anti-Racism Movement - 
Here’s What You Missed by Ijeoma Oluo
The Truth about Women and White Supremacy 
by Laura Smith
Know Your History: Understanding Racism in 
the US by A’Leila Bundles
Dear White Women by Rachel Cargle
What Do You Call White Rioters? Anything But 
Thugs by Van Jones
The Basic Guide to why BLM is Needed by 
Amelia Aversano
What to do when you can’t protest on the 
street for BLM by gal-dem
Fuck Lena Dunham and the White Feminist 
Horse She Rode In On by Sherronda J. Brown 
and Lara Witt
Holy Shit, Being an Ally Isn’t About Me by Real 
Talk: WOC and Allies
Detour-Spotting: For White Anti-Racists by 
Jona Olsson
How to Protest Safely Against Racism During a 
Pandemic by Dazed
Dear White Allies: Don’t Appropriate Our Anger 
by Anoosh Jorjorian

TED TALKS
The Path to Ending Systemic Racism in the US
Racism has a Cost for Everyone
An Interview with the Founders of Black Lives 
Matter
How To Deconstruct Racism, One Headline at 
a Time
How Racial Bias Works, and How to Disrupt It
There’s a Difference Between Being “Not 
Racist” and Anti-Racist
The US Needs a Radical Revolution of Values

YOUTUBE
Black Feminism and the Movement for Black 
Lives
Terror Lynching in America
7 Myths About Cultural Appropriate Debunked
White Supremacy and Gaslighting

WORKSHOPS AND WEBINARS
Unpacking White Feminism by Rachel Cargle
Racial and Social Justice 101 by Ericka Hart
Good Ancestor Academy by Layla Saad

OTHER VIDEOS
The First Time I Realised I Was Black - Video 
Series
What is Systemic Racism? – Race Forward

REPORTS AND INVESTIGATIONS
The Lammy Review
An independent review into the treatment of, 
and outcomes for, Black, Asian and Minority 
Ethnic individuals in the Criminal Justice 
System
The Biggest Lie in the White Supremacist 
Propaganda Playbook:
Unraveling the Truth About ‘Black-on-White 
Crime’

OTHER RESOURCES
POC Online Classroom
Empire: the Controversies of British Imperialism 
- Free online course
Solving the Inequalities in Education - Free 
online course
Connected Sociologies Curriculum Project

Thanks to AUBSU for the Anti-racist resources 
- please see more here https://www.aubsu.
co.uk/representation

Why I’m No Longer 
Talking to White People 

About Race
by Reni Eddo Lodge

How To Be an Antiracist
by Ibram X. Kendi

The New Jim Crow
by Michelle Alexander

So You Want To Talk 
About Race

by Ijeoma Oluo

This Book is Anti-Racist
by Tiffany Jewell

Me and White Supremacy
by Layla F Saad
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http://convention.myacpa.org/houston2018/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/UnpackingTheKnapsack.pdf
http://convention.myacpa.org/houston2018/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/UnpackingTheKnapsack.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/05/ahmaud-arbery/611539/
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/05/ahmaud-arbery/611539/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/1619-america-slavery.html
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/politics/a27075028/black-lives-matter-explained/
https://www.harpersbazaar.com/culture/politics/a27075028/black-lives-matter-explained/
https://medium.com/@surj_action/5-ways-white-people-can-take-action-in-response-to-white-and-state-sanctioned-violence-2bb907ba5277
https://medium.com/@surj_action/5-ways-white-people-can-take-action-in-response-to-white-and-state-sanctioned-violence-2bb907ba5277
https://medium.com/@surj_action/5-ways-white-people-can-take-action-in-response-to-white-and-state-sanctioned-violence-2bb907ba5277
https://medium.com/the-establishment/welcome-to-the-anti-racism-movement-heres-what-you-ve-missed-711089cb7d34
https://medium.com/the-establishment/welcome-to-the-anti-racism-movement-heres-what-you-ve-missed-711089cb7d34
https://www.thecut.com/2017/08/charlottesville-attack-women-white-supremacy.html
https://www.thecut.com/2017/08/charlottesville-attack-women-white-supremacy.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2015/08/race-history-ferguson-150814082921736.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2015/08/race-history-ferguson-150814082921736.html
https://072bc434-41d6-41ab-b249-9180c67fb60f.filesusr.com/ugd/5be363_f5d9bdf09e2d4f6eaba09a8c193f5199.pdf
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/what-do-you-call-white-rioters_b_7590362
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/what-do-you-call-white-rioters_b_7590362
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