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University teachers as agents in curriculum innovation: 
Experiences of decolonising curricula
Uta Papen and Dimitrinka Atanasova

Linguistic and English Language, School of Social Sciences, Lancaster University, Bailrigg, Lancaster, UK

ABSTRACT
University teachers are key actors in efforts to decolonise higher 
education curricula. This paper presents findings from 34 interviews 
with academics from arts, humanities and social science disciplines 
at a university in the North West of England. We examine these 
academics’ efforts to decolonise their curricula looking at their role 
as agents working towards curriculum change. Our findings reveal 
the dedication for decolonisation amongst university teachers, but 
also the challenges they face. While colleagues had agency within 
established practices for curriculum change, they experienced 
many challenges to what they were able to achieve. Amongst 
these were other colleagues’ reluctance to engage and the institu
tion’s ambiguous response to the aim of decolonising curricula, 
specifically with regard to resources needed. A key finding was 
the perception that decolonising curricula, as a form of curriculum 
innovation, rested on the shoulders of individual colleagues’ 
agency, with wider collective agency missing.
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Introduction

Discussions about the role of colonialism and imperialism in higher education teaching 
and research have come to prominence in the mid to late 2000s, triggered by a wave of 
student protests asking why their curricula are ‘white’. In Britain, the geographical focus of 
this paper, protest movements such as Black Lives Matter and a growing awareness of 
persistent racial inequalities in higher education have nourished these debates. BAME 
(Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic1) students continue to be disadvantaged in British 
universities, on average achieving lower degree outcomes than their White counterparts 
(Winter et al., 2024). At the same time, the goals of widening participation and the 
increasing internationalisation of the student population have added new dimensions 
to discussions about curriculum change to address inequalities (Schucan Bird & Pitman,  
2020). Decolonising the curriculum is closely linked to such endeavours and to inclusive 
and anti-racist education (Arday et al., 2021; Hall et al., 2023). In Britain, the ongoing 
dominance of White European and Anglo-American sources of knowledge in HE curricula 
risks alienating not only the many international students but fails to reflect the culturally 
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and ethnically diverse British population (Arday et al., 2021). While our paper focuses on 
a British university, issues, such as the dominance of Western sources of knowledge in 
curricula are discussed in other countries too (see, for example, Daley et al., 2024; 
Homateni Julius et al., 2023; Laakso & Hallberg Adu, 2024).

In many British HE institutions, staff and students have developed initiatives to deco
lonise curricula (e.g. Keele University, n.d.; SOAS, 2018). The university that is the focus of 
our paper is also engaged in decolonisation efforts. It is a mid-sized university located in 
the NorthWest of England. Its Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences has an active 
decolonisation network, run by academic colleagues, which serves as a focal point for 
information sharing and debate. Some funding is available to support departmental 
activities such as workshops on decolonisation.

The present paper discusses findings from interviews with 34 academics teaching 
across arts, humanities and social science subjects. As programme (course) and module 
leaders, academics who design, deliver and assess modules are the primary actors who 
can decolonise curricula by changing what and how they teach. Hence, studies such as 
ours, capturing the views and experiences of university teachers from a range of dis
ciplines, can inform our understanding of what drives curriculum innovation towards 
decolonisation. Effecting such innovation is, however, not straightforward. In this paper, 
we present university teachers’ ambitions and actions to decolonise their curricula, and 
we discuss the challenges they faced in doing so. We discuss our findings drawing on 
prior work into curriculum innovation that considers specifically the role of academics as 
agents of change.

Defining decolonisation and decolonising the curriculum

Decolonisation can be understood as ‘a way of thinking about the world which takes 
colonialism, empire and racism as its empirical and discursive objects of study’, consider
ing these to be ‘key shaping forces of the contemporary world’ (Bhambra et al., 2020, p. 2). 
Shain et al. (2021) talk about the ‘Eurocentrism in shaping the knowledge and culture of 
institutions including higher education long after decolonisation or the dismantling of 
colonial administrations’ (p. 922). Decolonisation seeks to disrupt the ‘epistemic hege
mony of Western knowledge’ (Menon et al., 2021, p. 39; see also Choat, 2021).

Decolonisation is frequently referred to as a process, using the verb ‘decolonising’. The 
curriculum is named as a core part of what universities should decolonise (Tight, 2023). 
For the purpose of this paper, decolonising the curriculum is understood to mean ‘the 
process of recognising, challenging and dismantling the white western male-elite dom
ination of knowledge taught in the academy’ (University of Hull, n.d.). While changing the 
content is a core part of decolonising curricula, for many academics ‘genuine decolonisa
tion’ (Banister, 2023, p. 169) also needs to include revising how we teach, i.e. changing 
pedagogies (Menon et al., 2021).

Curriculum innovation and academics’ agency

Looking at the role of academics as agents in curriculum change and innovation is not 
a new topic (see Annala et al., 2023 for an overview of recent literature). We draw on this 
work to examine efforts by academics to decolonise HE curricula. Agency is understood to 
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be ‘something that people do and enact’ (Vähäsantanen et al., 2020, p. 2). Agency is 
neither given nor innate: it is realised in interactions and negotiations with structures 
(Annala et al., 2023; Ashwin, 2012). Our paper draws on Biesta and Tedder’s understanding 
of agency:

Actors always act by means of their environment rather than simply in their environment [so 
that] the achievement of agency will always result from the interplay of individual efforts, 
available resources and contextual and structural factors as they come together in particular 
and, in a sense, always unique situations’. (Biesta & Tedder, 2007, p. 137)

Using agency as a heuristic means looking at individuals as participants in social and 
institutional contexts (in our case the professional and institutional contexts of HE). 
Agency requires a level of autonomy. For university teachers, a degree of autonomy has 
traditionally been assumed (e.g. academic freedom; research-led teaching requiring 
curriculum change as new findings emerge) and was also reported by our participants. 
However, as we will see, this autonomy was interfacing with structures governing curri
culum innovation.

Agency is linked to (self-)reflexivity, as highlighted in Adler and Lalonde’s (2020) meta- 
analysis of research into academic identity and agency, where the capacity to reflect on 
oneself, one’s knowledge, experience and views, can be seen as an important factor that 
enables and supports agency (Archer, 2003).

Following Biesta and Tedder, in this paper we look at agency in relation to the agent’s 
environment and its elements as named in our participants’ accounts of their experiences. 
These included the institutional environment of their department, faculty and university 
as well as wider societal factors, for example the university’s position within the UK’s 
marketised HE system. This environment covered practices, policies, guidance and their 
underlying assumptions that in one way or the other ‘structure’ or frame the work 
academics were doing to decolonise their curricula. In other words, we think of structure 
as a verb that interacts with agency, similar to what Ashwin has called ‘structural agentive 
processes’ (2012, p. 29). We concur with Vähäsantanen et al. (2020) in assuming that 
agency, mediated via structural agentive processes, plays a key role in curriculum change. 
We understand curriculum change or curriculum innovation to be ‘an interactive social 
process’ (Annala et al. 2023, p. 1311) that involves individual agents interfacing with 
university processes, practices and regulations. Curriculum change, happening at this 
interface, is creative but also constrained (Louvel, 2013). To further delve into the condi
tions and context that allow or impede academics’ actions, we use the notion of ‘pro
gressive agency’ which Annala et al. (2023) describe as academics’ ‘readiness to take 
responsibility for curriculum change’ (p. 1316), supported by their general interest in 
teaching and learning and their belief that curriculum change, while challenging, is 
‘meaningful work for the academic community’ (p. 1316).

University teachers’ experiences of decolonising curricula

While there is nowadays much published research on decolonising HE curricula, most 
studies summarise individual teachers’ (or co-teachers’) reflections on their efforts to 
decolonise a specific course or module (see, for example, Matthews, 2021; Wernicke,  
2021; Wilson, 2024). Other papers examine at a conceptual level what is required to 
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move towards decolonising HE pedagogies (Ahmed-Landeryou, 2023; Race et al., 2022; 
Zembylas, 2021). There is also research on curricula and reading lists. As part of Tamimi 
et al.’s study, a gap analysis of undergraduate modules found that in first- and second- 
year modules most readings were authored by men and non-BME (Black and Minority 
Ethnic) writers from the Global North. Schucan, Bird and Pitman’s (2020) analysis of two 
module reading lists, one science and one social science, had similar results. Winter et al.'s 
(2024) survey of staff and students’ views of decolonising activities at one UK institution 
showed that staff had significantly better perceptions of their own efforts to decolonise 
than students, specifically those from minority ethnic groups. Finally, Collins (2019) has 
examined the contribution Graduate Teaching Assistants can make to decolonial 
pedagogies.

The question of agency, while implicitly addressed in some of these studies, has not yet 
been used to analyse the opportunities and challenges university teachers experience. 
Yet, it seems clear from published studies that academics who seek to decolonise their 
curricula encounter both opportunities as well as barriers to their efforts. For example, 
that work towards decolonising curricula partly overlaps with anti-racism work is experi
enced as an opportunity (Tamimi et al., 2023). Amongst the challenges, researchers have 
identified their own underlying assumptions (e.g. about scientific research) as well as 
constraints related to the institution’s rules for changes to teaching and assessment 
(Menon et al., 2021).

The role of institutional structures and practices that interface with academics’ efforts 
to decolonise is discussed in several studies (e.g. Laakso & Hallberg Adu, 2024; Sathorar & 
Geduld, 2019; Shahjahan et al., 2022; Shaik & Kahn, 2021). Challenges affecting academics 
who seek to decolonise include institutional barriers (Hall et al., 2021, 2023; Shain et al.,  
2021) as well as wider societal issues, for example the ongoing linguistic hegemony of 
English in research, teaching and public life (Aman, 2017; Homateni Julius et al., 2023).

Our study includes 34 academics who discussed with us their practices and beliefs 
concerning decolonising curricula and how these interfaced with their university’s struc
tures and priorities. Based on what we learned from our research participants, at the core 
of this paper’s contribution is a critical discussion of university teachers’ reported experi
ence of their agency in the project of transforming HE curricula to move towards 
decolonisation.

Methodology

This paper examines data from a qualitative research project looking at university 
teachers’ views and experiences of their efforts to respond to student diversity, to 
develop inclusive pedagogies and to support decolonisation. Between July and 
December 2023, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 34 university teachers 
working at a university in the North West of England. All of them were members of 
departments belonging to the Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences. Our 
participants held positions from lecturer to professor and included British nationals 
and colleagues from a range of other countries. We, two white European female 
academics, are members of the same Faculty. Interviews were held online, using 
Microsoft Teams and lasted between 50 and 90 min. They were recorded and tran
scribed using Teams’ automated transcription. Shortly after each interview, the 
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interviewer worked carefully through the transcript to ensure correctness and read
ability. We recruited participants through prior contacts as well as snowballing. We 
invited colleagues who we believed to be interested in the topics of inclusivity and 
decolonisation, and we took care to approach staff from across the disciplines of the 
Faculty. We chose interviews because the informal and semi-structured intellectual 
space they offer is particularly suited to the sharing of in-depths reflections of ongoing 
or past experiences.

The interviews covered questions relating to the broad topics of student diver
sity and inclusive pedagogies, with questions about decolonising the curriculum 
making up about one-third of each interview. Comments on decolonisation were 
also included in the discussion of other topics relating to inclusive teaching and 
cultural diversity. In this paper, we focus on lecturers’ experiences of decolonising 
their curricula. We discuss inclusive education in another paper (Atanasova & 
Papen, 2025).

We obtained ethics approval for our study from our faculty’s research ethics commit
tee. We have given all participants a pseudonym and, to the extent possible, we are not 
including in this paper information that could identify them. We discussed anonymity 
with each participant when initially seeking their consent and in some cases, we returned 
to them when writing this paper.

We coded interviews using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Each author 
independently read and coded three interviews noting down initial points of interest 
guided by our research focus. We then compared these initial codes and analysed 
three more interviews each, after which we compared codes and coding again. We 
repeated these steps until we had analysed 10 interviews each and were satisfied that 
our codes are exhaustive of the themes relevant to our study. At this stage, we 
entered the transcripts in NVivo and completed the coding of the full set of interviews, 
comparing our coding periodically, and analysing a mix of interviews conducted by 
each author.

When preparing the present paper, we re-read all codes and comments relating to 
decolonisation. At this stage, agency emerged as an overarching theme, which crystal
lised around the two sub-themes:

(1) Decolonising curricula: teachers’ progressive agency
(2) The institution’s position on decolonisation both supports and curtails teachers’ 

agency.

In the following sections, we discuss each of these in turn.

Decolonising curricula: Teachers’ progressive agency

Participants shared with us their ambitions about the work they were doing and the 
practical steps they had taken. For the academics we spoke to, the core aim of decolonis
ing university curricula is to reconsider what and whose knowledge counts in academic 
research and teaching. Echoing views expressed by other academics (see Shain et al.,  
2021), Ellen explained that decolonising the curriculum means
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recognising that white male American people and to slightly lesser extent British people and 
European people have played a very powerful role and still play a really powerful role in 
constructing academic knowledge.

Eveline explained that her efforts to decolonise the curriculum focus on ‘dismantling and 
unpacking [. . .] structures of privilege of knowledge’. Importantly, for her this includes 
how she delivers her teaching, specifically, she explained how to create ‘opportunities for 
dialogue and learning from our students’.

The above views illustrate that our participants considered decolonising the 
curriculum to be an ambitious project, requiring, as Meera explained, a ‘sea change 
in how we teach, not just what we teach’. For her, this also includes assessment 
and marking. Peter described decolonising curricula to be distinct from diversifying 
(see also Shain et al., 2021), requiring that academics fundamentally overhaul what 
theoretical perspectives and readings students are asked to engage with, and ‘that 
you don’t just tag those bits on at the end and say by the way, we’ve got a couple 
of African scholars tagged on at the end of the [reading] list’.

In line with these ambitions, participants undertook a range of activities to 
change their module content and teaching methods. Primarily this was work by 
individual academics or small groups of colleagues responsible for a specific mod
ule in their department. This work included seeking to find sources from outside 
the core centres of knowledge production (e.g. papers by authors from the Global 
South) and creating teaching methods that invite students’ critical engagement 
with canonical theories and established sources of knowledge. The accounts that 
academics shared with us show that, in these local contexts, our participants had 
the agency to make changes: to reading lists, course content, seminar activities 
and, in some cases, assessment practices. Driven by their ambition and belief in 
the need for decolonisation (see Meera above), they exercised ‘progressive agency’ 
(Annala et al., 2023). While they recognised the scope and challenges of decolonis
ing their curricula, they invested effort and time into this, for them, ‘meaningful 
process’ (Annala et al., 2023, p. 1316).

Reflexivity – to consider and question their own and their discipline’s beliefs – was 
discussed by several participants. Matthew talked about having to be ‘very self- 
reflexive about our own voices’. Natalie referred to her ‘blind spots’ which are due 
to her ‘privileged white middle-class background’. The importance of reflexivity for 
curriculum change has been discussed in other studies. Academic staff interviewed by 
Tamimi et al. (2023) commented on the need to reflect on their own biases. Menon 
et al. (2021) too were conscious that they needed to ‘decolonise our own ways of 
thinking’ (p. 940). Shaik and Kahn (2021) refer to ‘social and cultural solipsism’ 
(pp. 980–981) in HE which can constrain reflexivity.

The above comments reveal the importance of reflexivity in relation to agency, which is 
manifest here as capacity and willingness to think beyond and outside familiar views and 
beliefs, seen in our participants’ commitment to critically examine their own beliefs about 
knowledge and scientific methods.

The need to reflect on disciplinary values and expectations, as mentioned above, 
already points to the importance of different structures in the dynamics that drive or 
hinder colleagues’ efforts to decolonise their curricula. This is the topic of our next section.
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The institution’s position on decolonisation both supports and curtails 
teachers’ agency

The institution’s position and actions were prominently commented upon in colleagues’ 
discussions of their efforts to achieve curriculum change. Two key themes emerged, 
which we discuss in turn: time, people and roles and the university and sector context.

Time, people and roles

Time required to engage in decolonising activities was a common theme in the inter
views. Hugo put it bluntly: ‘time is the university’s scarcest resource’. This, he continued, is 
‘the real problem’. Peter and Sophie also commented on how difficult it is to find the time 
to read as widely as is required (to decolonise their curricula). Workload as a factor 
hindering decolonisation efforts was also a concern for the academics in Tamimi et al.'s 
study (2023). Sophie acknowledged that the criteria for achieving promotion now include 
a question about work on decolonisation. But, she cautioned, colleagues were not being 
given time to do this work: there was no explicit recognition of decolonising work in the 
university’s workload allocation systems.

Based on our participants’ accounts, we can assume that workload allocation systems 
and workload as such acted as structures hindering curriculum change. These barriers 
require progressive agency that sees colleagues putting work into changing their mod
ules even if this adds to what they are doing already and is not formally recognised. We 
can thus add to Annala et al.'s (2023) understanding of progressive agency by describing 
it as a form of agency that reveals the agent, believing in the benefits of acting, willing to 
act despite conditions that make these actions demanding or difficult.

Several of our participants commented on who (in their department and in the 
university) engages in decolonising. In Hugo’s words, it is largely ‘due to the initiative 
and generosity of a few colleagues’ that decolonising work is taking place. Lakshmi and 
Ravindra talked about the danger in creating new roles such as the departmental 
representative on the faculty decolonisation network. Once a colleague has been 
appointed, it is easier for others to assume that the topic is covered and the work done, 
allowing them ‘to sit back’. Astrid added that in her department decolonisation work is 
‘yoked to EDI in general’, the effect being that the role of departmental chair of Equality, 
Diversity and Inclusivity (EDI, held by an academic), ‘becomes an ever larger job’. We can 
see here how individual academics’ agency is mediated by the university environment 
and its structures and practices.

Several participants talked about colleagues who were supportive of decolonising 
curricula but felt unable to engage in it due to their workload. Given the widely reported 
high workload of academics (see, for example, Kenny, 2018) this is not a surprise. While 
some colleaguesfor example, Hugo, were outspoken that ‘we as educators need to act’, 
‘assume responsibility’ and ‘provide leadership’, other colleagues, Adam explained, felt 
unable to engage in the project of decolonising curricula. Workload pressures posed 
obstacles to their agency.

The situation that Hugo and Adam described appears to have had an undesirable 
consequence: as many academics did not engage in decolonising efforts, those who did, 
felt they carried a greater burden. They found that, as Jessica explained, curriculum 
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innovation towards decolonisation rested ‘on the shoulders of people who already do it’. 
We can describe the situation in the following way: Individual academics who act to 
decolonise their curricula see their agency morphing into what they experience as ‘a kind 
of burden that is placed onto a specific set of people’ (Jessica’s words) with the effect that 
others can carry on as usual. Paula explained that: ‘the real danger is that decolonisation 
becomes an activity for one group of people, and they can carry the burden, they do the 
work’. This, no doubt, limits the overall scope of what can be achieved by way of 
decolonising the curricula of a department or faculty.

The above also suggests that the academics in our study had limited collaborative 
agency (Ashwin, 2012). Collaborative agency was limited to the joint endeavours of small 
groups of colleagues, often co-teaching a module, who worked together to decolonise 
their teaching. Frequent comments that ‘it is always the same people’ who engage 
(Ravindra) suggest that this group of ‘decolonising agents’ was small.

The university and sector context

The above discussion already points to the importance of the university’s policies and 
practices as a factor mediating colleagues’ agency. Participants expressed different views 
on their institution’s position on decolonisation. Several commented positively on the 
‘little pots of money’ (Emily) that departments had been able to obtain, signalling to 
colleagues that the faculty is behind their efforts to decolonise. Hugo too commented on 
the faculty’s willingness to support decolonising work and Martha agreed that at faculty 
level decolonising work was ‘taken very seriously’. Another participant talked about the 
funding that had allowed them to engage a PhD student to help with literature searches. 
For these colleagues, the institution, and specifically their faculty, was supportive of their 
agency.

But our participants also shared more critical views. Mia, with a discernible degree of 
exasperation, told us about the processes that regulate the creation of new modules. Two 
‘decolonising modules’ had recently been introduced in her department. But, she 
stressed, it took 4 years from inception to being able to start teaching them, due to, 
amongst other factors, lengthy quality assurance processes. This is an example of struc
tures interfacing with academics’ agency, here, for Mia in a frustrating way, slowing down 
her and her colleagues’ efforts.

Colleagues’ efforts to decolonise their curricula were also experienced to be shaped in 
more indirect ways by the institution’s ambiguous position vis-a-vis decolonisation. Julian 
shared the following:

at the moment, the university sort of institutionalises something like that. Then it becomes 
probably kind of absorbed and muted in some respects.

Elias seemed to agree with Julian, when he cautioned that decolonisation should not 
follow in the steps of EDI work, which he believed to have become ‘too neoliberal 
institutional’. This could, potentially, lead to what Shain et al. (2021, p. 921) described as 
‘institutional taming’ of decolonisation. None of our participants talked about their 
institution directly or explicitly curtailing their agency with regard to decolonisation by, 
for example, deliberately opposing or interfering with work they were undertaking. But 
some of our participants talked about the scope of decolonisation. In addition to the 
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wide-ranging work of changing what and whose knowledge was to be taught, decoloni
sation requires universities to consider their hiring and promotion practices, as well as 
their efforts to build and extend campus branches overseas. These colleagues did not 
perceive the university to be actively engaging with decolonisation in this more compre
hensive way. Rather, they believed the university to be responding to expediency – wider 
debates in society and amongst prospective students – and not wanting to ‘fall behind’. 
Jessica perceived a risk that decolonising the curriculum could turn into a buzzword.

The above views reflect participants’ scepticism towards their institution’s position. For 
several of our participants this was reflected in the lack of wider institutional support for 
decolonisation. As a consequence, efforts were ‘driven from the grassroots’ (Lakshmi). 
Teaching staff, as Jessica put it, lacked ‘allies from people in more powerful positions’. 
Peter added that:

the thing that they [the University] can’t do or won’t do is commit serious resources because 
they haven’t got it or don’t want to spend it [. . .]. The Faculty is now actively supporting it, and 
I think it is growing, but that’s also come alongside a lot of goodwill, grassroots work.

These comments reveal academics’ reservations in the face of what to them seemed to be 
their institution’s ambiguous position towards decolonisation. In the face of lack of clarity 
about the institution’s commitment to decolonisation – where some parts of university 
management seemed to be more supportive than others – academics felt that their 
agency was both supported and curtailed. This situation may be related to what Shain 
et al. (2021) refer to as universities engaging in ‘strategic advancement’ (p. 931), defined 
as a ‘proactive strategy driven by a need for the institution to be “seen to be” responsive in 
the face of wider pressures and social changes’. Such a strategy could be linked to the 
university’s awareness that to support student recruitment it needs to be seen as enga
ging in decolonisation efforts.

But how did the university’s position interface with academics’ agency? Elias explained 
that ‘strategic advancement’ could bring with it opportunities, in the form of, for example 
the small pots of money from their faculty that participants could use to help with their 
curriculum work towards decolonisation. Looking at the range of conversations with 
academic we had, it seems though that the effect of ‘serious resources’ (Peter) missing, 
possibly a sign of the university’s ambiguous views on decolonisation, was that aca
demics’ agency, while not actively suppressed, was curtailed by lack of time and relied 
on colleagues’ ‘goodwill’.

Discussion

Our main finding is that at the university where our project was located, the work of 
decolonising curricula by and large relied on individual academics’ agency, based on their 
beliefs, values and dedication.

The academics who we interviewed were actively engaging in and seeking out oppor
tunities to decolonise curricula in their subjects and departments. They exercised ‘pro
gressive agency’ (Annala et al., 2023), taking responsibility for and engaging in curriculum 
change.

Academics’ agency in support of decolonising curricula was, however, hampered 
by several factors, mostly to do with other colleagues and with the institutional 
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context they were working in. While their own faculty provided some financial 
support, a supportive forum and space for discussion (the faculty decolonisation 
network), the wider institution, in the experience of our interviewees, did not offer 
substantial practical measures to support their efforts. Workload was a prominent 
concern. While none of the participants explicitly put it this way, it seems that, to 
an extent, the university and its senior management were relying on colleagues’ 
progressive agency. In that way, the faculty and the university benefitted from 
academics’ willingness to invest time into finding new resources and developing 
new teaching practices despite high workloads.

It is important to note, though, that it was not just the institution or its senior 
management that was perceived to be lacking in their support for decolonisation. 
Notably, participants spoke about the limited engagement by other colleagues in 
decolonising curricula. While they weren’t fully isolated, they operated in small 
groups of like-minded colleagues. In the face of little active commitment from 
others in their departments and faculty, they were not able to exercise collective 
agency. A major challenge in relation to developing curriculum change towards 
decolonisation, as one participant (Ravindra) summed up, was to ‘really get people 
on board’.

Our study confirms the importance of considering academics’ agency as a crucial factor 
in curriculum innovation, here, in relation to decolonisation. Our findings also confirm the 
relevance of conceptualising agency as a process that develops and plays out, as Biesta 
and Tedder (2007) have highlighted, through the interplay of various factors, social, 
structural and personal. The study confirms that while HE teachers have a degree of 
freedom, structural conditions impact on that freedom, and this can limit academics’ 
ability to engage in curriculum change.

Disciplinary background played a role in participants’ experience of their efforts to 
decolonise curricula. Some participants talked about issues specific to their discipline, 
for example, if the topic of a module was seen to be ‘parochial’, in the words of one 
participant, its scope limited to a narrow time period and cultural context. Others 
mentioned difficulties in areas of work where there is a strong (Western dominated) 
canon and where sourcing work from other perspectives was experienced to be 
particularly challenging. However, the more general concerns and limitations to their 
agency that participants discussed, in relation to workload, the university’s position 
and the wider institutional context, were shared by colleagues from a range of 
disciplines.

The question that remains is why some academics invested in decolonising efforts, 
others not? Why did some exercise progressive agency, others not? We are mindful that 
our participants were self-selected. Participants’ personal and professional identities, 
which Kusters et al. (2023) consider to be core parts of HE teachers’ agency are likely to 
bear upon their views on decolonisation. Many of the participants had studied or worked 
in other countries, spoke two or more languages, and some had grown up in countries of 
the Global South. For others, their research focus and disciplinary background made 
decolonisation central to their work. These personal factors are likely to be relevant, but 
further research is needed to inquire into academics’ background, their identities as 
academics and how these relate to their ability and willingness to engage in decolonising 
work.

10 U. PAPEN AND D. ATANASOVA



Limitations

As a qualitative study located in one university, there are limitations to our findings. The 
study findings may be suggestive of the experiences of other academics at other institu
tions, but some of the insights are likely to be specific to this university. The participants 
are a non-representative group of academics. The invitation to take part is likely to have 
attracted academics who are invested in the study theme, inclusivity and decolonising, 
and thus we are missing the views of academics who may be sceptical of the goals of 
decolonisation.

Future research

Future research is needed to understand better how academics in other universities in 
the UK and beyond are able to work towards decolonising their curricula. Further 
research should seek to illuminate the role personal and professional identities play in 
academics’ commitment to decolonisation. Studies located in a particular discipline or 
department could reveal disciplinary factors and contexts and thus increase our under
standing of the specific factors that support or hinder decolonisation efforts in differ
ent disciplines.

Conclusions and suggestions

Our paper contributes to our knowledge of how decolonisation is understood and 
practised by academics in different disciplines. Published literature has focussed on 
individual scholars’ experiences. Our study adds insights from a much wider group of 
university teachers. Analysing these experiences from the perspective of university 
teachers’ agency reveals the complex interface of individual and institutional practices 
and cultures. The main structural element appeared to be institutional practices that 
offered academics some resources and support but which, by and large, were pre
sented by participants as leaving the core work of decolonising to individual or small 
groups of colleagues relying on their willingness to act. These academics’ engagement 
was limited by the lack of support and recognition from departmental colleagues and 
senior management. Looking at these findings, it seems that one of the tasks ahead is 
to lobby for decolonising amongst teaching academics. Decolonisation networks, such 
as by the faculty in our study, might be a good start, but we need to enthuse and 
work with wider groups of colleagues. This could include graduate teaching assistants 
(mentioned only once in our data), who, as Collins (2019) pointed out, may already be 
practising decolonial pedagogies. Such efforts could lead to stronger collective agency 
allowing for greater influence on university positions and policies with regard to, for 
example, resource allocations and workload recognition for work on decolonising 
curricula.

Note

1. This is the definition and acronym used by the university whose staff we interviewed. Other 
institutions use BME (Black and Minority Ethnic).
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