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There has been expanding interest and progress in student led initiatives related to ‘decolonizing the 

curriculum’ across the sector and at Aston University, specifically. The wealth of existing literature, 
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conferences and initiatives around librarianship and decolonisation have helped Aston University 

library take deliberate steps in the evolving discussion on how best to support decolonising the library 

and the university at large. This is not to suggest that these issues were not already being discussed 

and addressed within the University beforehand, only that there was a growing need for the library to 

actively and openly engage with them and to involve students in that process.  

 

Through membership of the Decolonisation Working Group, the Library Information Specialist 

together with the Module Leader for Business Ethics, a final year undergraduate module, initiated an 

approach to decolonising a module’s reading list as a component of the larger decolonisation process 

being developed across Aston University. The Library IS and the module leader created a framework 

for (employed) student project participants to explore and co-develop their understanding of 

decolonisation and simultaneously author this paper so as to provide guidance to others interested in 

decolonising a module.  

 

As part of the project the student participants were asked to create two written documents: a literature 

review based around their research and a reflective piece of work on the experience once completed. 

It is from these documents that the quotations in the paper have been taken and, as co-authors, 

students were able to confirm the quotes used and where they were to be integrated. In addition, 

regular meetings were held during the project to input and feedback on how the research was 

progressing. The Library IS and module leader did not write specific reflection reports and so 

reflective commentary is integrated throughout as part of the narrative. Together, though, the 

participants/authors were able to develop a co-created approach to decolonisation of a reading list and 

this article. 

 

Herein we offer six lessons learned, five outcomes and a four-step process to decolonising a module 

reading list as carried out by the project participants/authors: library information specialist (IS), 

module leader and student workers (recruited from across the university, outside of the module in 

question). We provide you with our findings only as an example of how the process might work. For 

us, the most interesting aspect of this process is the unexpected research findings of our student 

workers; we encourage readers to use the process with an openness to new findings.   

 

In Section 1 we offer some general background on decolonisation as understood by the staff and 

student authors of this piece. The students’ research and interpretation re-focused how we see and use 

the term decolonisation. This research and analysis were the result of a literature review required of 

the students (see Section 3). In Section 2 we set out the project impetus and our approach to 

decolonising a module reading list. For those interested in applying our approach to your modules or 

in collaboration with students and colleagues, we establish a four-stage process of library session 
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design and delivery. This is set out in Section 3. In Section 4 we consider what must happen from a 

module perspective alongside the library-led sessions. Finally, in Section 5, we reflect on outcomes of 

our work which may influence how you approach this work for yourself. These are separate to lessons 

learned (articulated throughout the article) which are more process driven considerations to be seen as 

touchpoints as you proceed through your own decolonisation work.  

 

Section 1: Defining Decolonisation 

Co-Creation of a Definition 

Decolonisation, in both theory and practice, raises opposing perspectives due to its broad nature. The 

module leader and Library IS found it important that the members of staff on this project did not 

define decolonisation but rather allowed students to do their research and come to an understanding 

themselves. Co-creation of our working definition and hence the foundation of our project was hugely 

important to us. Research suggests that co-creation contributes to the closing of awarding gaps and 

“improving equality of opportunity” (University of the Arts London, 2018-2019; Universities UK & 

National Union of Students, 2019).  

 

More important for the Library IS and module leader, though, was that student workers felt 

empowered to affect change and influence curriculum and that our efforts to decolonise would benefit 

from the unique and fresh perspective of students. At Aston 76% of the student population comes 

from racially diverse backgrounds and 74% of academics come from ‘white’ backgrounds; there is a 

stark contrast here (Inclusive Aston, 2022). Beyond Aston, the educational concern is that majority 

white teaching staff contributes to longstanding educational reinforcement of power dynamics which 

privilege (white) European perspectives (Sleeter, 2005). Therefore, by co-creating a working 

definition of decolonisation and co-creating the process of decolonising reading lists, we are able to 

shift power (in a limited way, at least) away from the white staff participating in this project (the 

Library IS and module leader). This at least breaks the status quo of what is accepted and integrated 

into pedagogical structures and, at the same time, provides opportunity to our students from non-

racialised white backgrounds.  

 

Decolonisation 

The term "decolonisation" was first coined by Moritz Julius Bonn, a German economist, in response 

to the newly achieved self-governance of former colonies in 1930 (O'Dowd & Heckenberg, R, 2020; 

Wesseling, 1987). This process involves challenging colonial narratives and, importantly, is a 

“responsibility” and a "work that belongs to us all" (Sanchez, 2019, p. 8.15). Decolonisation is a 

living project that needs continuous work against the years of damage colonialism and oppression 
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caused (Sanchez, 2019). The breath of decolonisation calls for wider discourse and reflection as to 

what it means to "decolonise" and to understand the context of decolonisation.  

 

To understand the importance of Decolonisation, especially in relation to the Business Ethics module, 

the subject of this Decolonisation Project, we must understand that the socio-political situation we are 

currently in greatly differs from that of the situation in the immediate aftermath of the major post-

colonial movements. The world is more interconnected than ever; with the expansion of the internet, 

information is freely accessible and more available than ever. Due to the convenience of international 

travel, (especially Western) educational institutions, have increasingly become hotpots for people of 

all nationalities, beliefs, and backgrounds. It is therefore concerning that the standard higher education 

institutions in the western world still cling to western ideologies and theories.  

 

This creates a call to action: when relating decolonisation to the curriculum in western institutions we 

must understand that the teachings will likely show a narrow perspective of mainly western ideologies 

and theories, often filled overwhelmingly with a parade of “dead white men” (Buerk, 2019). This 

represents the vocal challenge of accepted knowledge, including the issue of whose voice/authority is 

given power; forcing certain voice prioritizations onto the next generation otherwise causes a cycle to 

form, reinforcing a rose-tinted colonial view.  

 

There are those such as Dr Joanna Williams who believe that Decolonisation is “racist and 

patronising” (2017). She suggests that the curriculum should be kept under review but that changes 

should be made based upon merit, not purely for the sake of decolonisation. Like many things which 

challenge the status quo, we agree that mere tokenism is not sufficient and will not appease those who 

demand change. However, we find it to have merit as a movement, hence our initiative. 

 

For us, this raises several questions: Who decides what changes should be made to the curriculum? 

Who was allowed to decide the ‘curriculum’ in the first place and why? If the answer to each of these 

questions continues to be those who have historically held power, then a change must be considered. 

We must engage with the perspectives of the subjugator and the subjugated so as to get the full picture 

and not just snippets (Solórzano and Yosso, 2002) in order to provide a counter-narrative to the 

dominating ideology.  

 

2. Project Impetus and Designing the Project  

At Aston University, undergraduate students’ reading habits are formed almost primarily around their 

online module reading list (Zanella and Akhtaruzzaman, 2022, p.7). Libraries and reading lists remain 

“key elements in the educational production and reproduction of knowledge and power” (Luke and 

Kapitzke, 1999, pg. 467) with reading lists automatically imbuing the assigned texts an unquestioned 
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legitimacy. The repeated inclusion and citation of certain texts consolidates their position in the canon 

(Crilly, Panesar and Suka-Bill, 2020). Students appreciate their convenience (Marks, 2020; Walsby, 

2020) but few venture further than those texts suggested by their lecturer.  

 

Whilst the impact of lockdown on reading habits has not yet been explored in full, it certainly 

increased usage of e-texts at Aston University, with module reading lists being the main route of entry 

for students. Now out of lockdown, a majority of students still want a mix of online and onsite 

learning (JISC, 2022) which will continue to drive demand for e-books and resources.  

 

Since the implementation of an online reading system at Aston University there have been recurrent 

concerns about whether this amounts to ‘spoon-feeding’ students at the expense of developing 

students’ critical search skills (Cameron & Siddall, 2017; Chad, 2018; Stokes and Martin, 2008). This, 

coupled with the possibility that reading lists are likely reflecting the make-up of their academic 

faculty rather than the student body (Schucan Bird and Pitman, 2020) and hence are largely 

Eurocentric, means that reading lists could be an interesting strand in the larger project of 

decolonising.  

 

Creating a Libguide 

As an information specialist it was a relatively simple task to create a libguide page as a central 

platform to alert students to the variety and depth of critical reading available to them related to 

decolonisation, empowering them in the acquisition of texts (via a supporting reading list and link to 

an already existent, but little used, book recommendation system). This libguide is continually 

updated by members of the Decolonisation Working Group as they discover new materials in their 

own disciplines.  

 

Whilst the intentions of the information specialist behind the development of this libguide page were 

well meaning, the lack of clear objectives was apparent. In our ignorance of what decolonisation was,  

the libguide page and project was originally titled ‘Diversify the reading list’ - a vague, non-

committal way of taking action which led to immediate confusion between the idea of diversity, 

inclusion, representation and active decolonisation (Adebisi, 2019). Diversifying the reading list is not 

the same as decolonising the reading list (Begum and Saini, 2018). The pages were intended to be a 

scaffolding for students to use to populate with their own recommendations and resources. However, 

it was unsurprising that it failed to connect with students when its purpose was unclear.  

 

Lesson Learned 1: Make the decolonisation of library stocks the clear objective. 
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There was then the realisation that the libguide pages were not action in themselves. The creation of a 

reading list and libguide was insignificant to the process of decolonising the university, as Kehinde 

Andrews (2018) notes; “Adding a few more diverse authors to reading lists or offering optional 

modules in subjects mostly neglected is not action enough”. A tangible change needed to be initiated; 

to achieve this tangible change we needed to give the students a clear purpose for engaging with their 

reading list.  

 

A new approach was necessary to allow students to amend and create anew the seemingly static 

reading lists attached to taught modules. This would suggest a move from a tokenistic library gesture 

to something that actively engaged with students and helped aid change. This is where the Library + 

Business Ethics Reading List Project had its genesis.  

 

The initial meeting point between library information specialist and academic was due to membership 

of Aston University’s ‘Decolonising the University’ working group, formed in 2020, by a group of 

cross departmental academics and university staff. Membership of this group helped give the initially 

vague library libguide pages purpose and served as a cross-disciplinary, introductory meeting point 

between the library, interested academics and other support service staff around the university.  

 

Lesson Learned 2: If you want to make a difference, get yourself working across library and 

discipline silos.  

 

The information specialist and Module Leader liaised with the university’s student project office to 

recruit student workers (who were not enrolled on the module in question) to the project. By engaging 

our student project office, we could identify students who were interested in working on bespoke 

projects around campus. Additionally, students hired in this way would be paid for their work and 

were assured that their Placement Year (required of most undergraduates at the University) 

requirements would be fulfilled, circumventing issues of maintaining engagement with the project. 

Working with the Student Project Office meant that students would come to the project from a variety 

of subject areas and cultural backgrounds which would inform the scope and direction of the project. 

All of this contributed to the overall goal of decolonisation in that students were working (not 

studying and hence part of the teacher/student power dynamic was reduced) and they were free to 

explore decolonisation through their degree discipline or, if they chose, something else that interested 

them. Varied degree discipline/background meant that the decolonisation proposed would be 

interdisciplinary but intersecting around Business Ethics.  
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Lesson Learned 3: Decolonisation work must contribute to improving voice and authority of students, 

particularly when those students come from varied backgrounds. 

 

The IS and module leader hosted two pairs of student workers at different stages of their Placement 

Years. This provided the project with a wider student perspective which came together around the 

Business Ethics module. It also allowed for practicing and improving the process outlined in Section 

3.  

 

3. Working with the Students: Library Session Design and Delivery 

Once the Project was developed with the information specialist and Module Lead, and students were 

recruited, Library Sessions were developed and coordinated with the Module Lead for impactful 

integration into decolonisation of the module. It was vital to have input from the module leader to link 

back to subject content. This also supported the task of ensuring that students saw the process of 

decolonisation as something wider than a bespoke project, encouraging “them to think of research not 

as a task of collecting information but instead as a task of constructing meaning” (Simmons, 2005, pg. 

299). Business Ethics served as the topic around which decolonisation of reading lists could be done. 

 

Despite the students coming from a wide variety of subject areas (history, politics, computer science 

and business) none were initially familiar with the term ‘decolonising the curriculum’. As Charles 

(2019) notes, they were unaware of the ‘lingua franca’ around the area. Later, discussion revealed that 

they were intuitively aware of the importance of moving beyond a reading list solely comprised of 

just ‘pale, male and stale’ authors. Introducing students to the literature around decolonisation made 

them understand that this is a larger movement to which they were now contributing. 

 

The project was divided over two consecutive groups of students, based on their availability. Each 

group was given a very brief reading list to familiarise themselves with the idea of decolonising the 

curriculum. It was purposely brief in order avoid overly influencing the student take on 

‘decolonisation’ and what it could entail for the project.  

 

The Library IS decided that to make a literature review part of the methodology of the project.  This 

would be a concrete document allowing the information specialist to embed vital literature searching 

and organisational skills that would then also feed into, and prepare students for, their larger third year 

research projects. For each cohort of students, a timetable of scheduled library and LDC sessions was 

created (Figure 1). These complemented the sessions provided by the module leader to provide 

context on the module reading list under discussion (see Section 4). These were also then bolstered by 

weekly group meetings to keep track of progress and provide support and guidance. Whilst the 
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amount of guidance and scaffolding needed varied between groups, they did provide a welcome 

touchpoint for all involved during periods of lockdown. 

 

Students began by defining what the term ‘decolonising the curriculum’ meant to them. The term 

‘decolonising’ is potentially problematic (Tuck and Yang, 2012) so this was an opportunity for the 

involved students to define their own meaning. Students were encouraged to read around the term and 

start thinking about how they were going to frame their investigation and literature review. A decision 

was made (by the Library IS and module leader) not to (initially) share each group’s literature reviews 

lest they unduly influence each other. This meant that each group had a different expectation of what 

the literature review could comprise.  

 

Students were asked to record the keywords that they used to find information in order help the 

academic leads understand their definition or perspective of decolonisation and what routes they took 

to get to that information. Exploring student’s search behaviour, even such a small snapshot, is always 

of interest (Griffiths and Brophy, 2005; Willson and Given, 2014) providing insight into how students 

approach a research project and utilise the library resources at their disposal. 

 

One of the main benefits of this project from an information specialist’s perspective was the chance to 

imbue information literacy sessions with a sense of purpose and relevancy that they perhaps 

sometimes lack when embedded into taught modules. At the end of the project, students were asked to 

write a reflection on their contribution to and the content of the overall project. One student reflected:  

 

“It has been a learning curve for me and hopefully something I can improve on in future work 

as well as my final year when I do my dissertation as I have used many new search techniques 

as well as a new software (Endnote) which was really helpful in collating my references until 

the app expired.”  

 

The sessions covered keyword generation, search statements, advanced search techniques and 

introduced students to a wide variety of databases. An introduction to reference management 

software, in this case Endnote, was also provided in addition to a session with the University’s 

academic skills service, the Learning Development Centre (LDC), on how to structure and organise a 

literature review.  

 

One student reflected:  
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“Having never done a literature review before it had definitely opened my eyes after a 

meeting with... the LDC about how in depth your analysis has to be and something that 

cannot be talked about just on face value.”  
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Figure 1: Timetabled schedule of library sessions 

Week Session 

Week 1 Background to decolonising the reading list from a library perspective. 

Week 2 Advanced search techniques, grey literature and looking outside a library 

catalogue. 

Introduction to reference management software (Endnote or MSOffice). 

 

Week 3 A session from the LDC on writing a literature review. 

 

Week 4 Guide students through the development of a literature review explaining how 

to approach decolonising a reading list. 

 

Lesson Learned 4: Create a list of skills necessary for engagement with the decolonising of a reading 

list from scratch as well as a timetable to achieve that.   

 

Student learning was at the heart of this research project, and they clearly learned the value of 

accessing and utilizing the services of the library in all aspects of their education. As all the students 

involved were second year undergraduates moving into their final year, it was felt that these sessions 

would additionally provide them a valuable opportunity to practice necessary information literacy 

skills and produce a literature review ahead of their final year research projects (in most cases, 

dissertations) without the pressure of formative marking. It was an opportunity to introduce the idea 

of critical information literacy to students, allowing them to question and critique sources they were 

presented with (the reading list in question) and the sources that they found in their own searches.   

  

 

In general, students struggle with topic engagement beyond surface level. Through the type of 

outreach provided in this project we see that students can gain skills in critical information literacy. At 

the same time, this is a vital component of decolonisation – finding and engaging with new ideas and 

critical thinking about those new ideas to challenge the status of quo of their learning.  

 

4. Application of Library Sessions to the Business Ethics module 

Whilst the Library activities and planning is the focus of this article, it is important to account for the 

work being done in parallel by the module leader for which this process is being applied. Separate to, 

but together with, the Library sessions and student-led work, the materials needed to be integrated into 

the Business Ethics module’s reading list. In this section we offer a brief explanation of that 

integration as an ongoing process. Additionally in this section, we offer some reflections on 

decolonising a reading list as a component, not the embodiment of, decolonising a module.  

 

First, the literature search findings were integrated into the module reading list. Students made a list 

of possible texts and the topics those texts might support. The module leader went through each 
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suggestion and compared items to the 2020/21 reading list and noted author’s affiliation and topic of 

content. Despite students’ best effort to find other resources, there is still a priority on Western voices; 

addressing this is not possible within this article and/or by the authors without buy-in from a much 

wider group of players. A further outcome of this side-by-side comparison was the realisation that 

‘capitalism’ needed to be added as a module topic as it would provide the space to discuss inequality 

and injustice brought about by the global economic system, in which businesses play a huge part.  

 

Due to time constraints of the lecturer, running out of time with the student workers, etc., we are not 

as far along as we would have wanted – the most recent reading list still very much prioritized white, 

Western (and male) voices. However, the student + library portion of this project was approached in 

stages and so small changes could be made from TP1 (Sep-Dec 2021) with our first group of students 

before the module started again in TP2 (Jan-May 2022).  

 

Student worker suggestions were integrated where possible and relevant. There were many helpful 

sources offered; most of the suggested texts, though, would have diversified the reading list instead of, 

more specifically, decolonising it. This was evident in the fact that traditional power holders – western 

and white authors, western publishing companies, etc. – constituted a majority of the suggested texts. 

The module leader was specifically looking to decolonise and not diversify. Diversifying the 

curriculum only speaks to incorporating more voices – it does not engage with and criticize the power 

structures of our colonial past which have dominated UK Higher Education. Indeed, “Including more 

modules on race or people of colour will not address disparities and discrimination within our 

institutions” (Lemos, 2018). To that end, decolonising reading lists is a much more nuanced and 

layered project than it might seem at first glance.  

 

At the same time, decolonising a reading list is only a small part of addressing the inherent bias and 

discrimination embedded in learning and teaching in higher education. As Adebisi explains, “we 

cannot decolonise while relying on colonial logics of commodification of labour and space” (Adebisi, 

2019).  Hence reiterating the same processes that lead to reading list creation, without challenging the 

very structures upon which libraries and higher education more generally are built, is like using a 

plaster to heal a broken arm. The module leader therefore notes this project’s limited contribution to 

the decolonisation of the module. However, it enhanced her understanding of different perspectives of 

decolonisation which will be applied in future module preparation.  

 

Lesson 5: Decolonising a reading list is a multifaceted project but forms only a small part of a larger 

decolonisation project to be taken up by the module leader with support from the Library.  
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Going forward and where necessary, the module leader will first liaise with the Library Information 

Specialist to see if/how different texts can be purchased either through the decolonisation budget 

and/or budget for the module’s texts. Ongoing attempts at decolonising the reading list further now 

fall back to the module leader who is looking at the author’s affiliation, topic of case study (or other) 

in an attempt to ensure it is not US or European-based (Schucan and Pitman, 2019; Gomez, Herman 

and Parigi, 2023; Torres and Alburez-Gutierrez, 2022). The process of finding further sources, 

though, will, importantly, consider topics the student workers found relevant and accessible. For 

example, indigenous voices featured in the student workers’ notes. Also, texts and voices from 

cultures which may now be considered Western but which have been silenced or weakened by the 

colonial legacy, i.e. Irish, will be incorporated.  

 

Second, decolonisation of the reading list is only one part of decolonising a module. It is an important 

part of a decolonial approach to learning and teaching because it is understood to increase a student’s 

“sense of belonging within the university and so ultimately contribute to the work of closing the 

awarding gap” (University of the Arts London, 2018-2019). These are ethical and practical reasons 

for decolonising reading lists. As we increasingly understand how harmful current ideologies, rooted 

in today’s education system, can be towards those who do not fall within the racialised-white 

category, we must take action. It is this realisation that originally prompted efforts toward 

decolonising the Business Ethics module about three years prior to the start of this project. Shedding 

our “colonial ideology” and how that “shapes the cruel and often violent racist reality which 

characterises our democratic society” (Macedo, 1999, cited in Kharem, 2006) is not something that 

can be achieved through a reading list alone.  

 

As noted above, organising and enhancing a reading list is only part of developing a module. Hence, 

this Library project fits within a “decolonial approach” to learning and teaching and “suggests a way 

of being rather than a destination” (Adebisi, 2020). Accordingly, we cannot say that decolonisation of 

Business Ethics has an end state – it is all part of developing, re-developing, managing and delivering 

a module that should be evolving with time and learning. This is consistent with the module leader’s 

own expectations of and approach to decolonisation. The lack of ‘destination’, though, is 

understandably frustrating to those who embark on similar curricular changes; her suggestion would 

be to embrace the way of being and recognize that small steps are still steps forward.  

 

5. Outcomes of Decolonisation Project 

In this section we offer reflections and commentary on where we are with this project.  

 

1. Co-created module reading list – A reading list should be an ever-evolving component of a 

module. With that, some of the recommendations made through this Project were integrated into 
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the most recent module delivery. However, much work still needs to be done as the reading list 

does not reflect the extent to which it can be decolonised, even as part of an evolving project.  

 

As the module leader is white and an English-only speaker, there is concern around whether the 

lack of decolonised resources on the module was purely a cultural or language issue (not having 

access to the cultural understanding or non-English-language texts) or if it was a 

publication/access issue (our institution does not have library access to an array of texts from 

non-Western sources). We suspect that the issue rests somewhere between the two. The co-

creational aspect of this work was helpful in bringing to light areas the module leader would not 

have considered or focused on (i.e. Irish and Bangladeshi colonial issues). Student research was 

motivated by personal interest and expectation.  

 

Having students research available texts, though, was reassuring in that it does not seem like 

there are texts that the module leader is simply missing or ignoring that could/should be 

integrated. However, it does suggest that there is a lack of resources (for the module in question) 

from Global South voices and perspectives. This is part of a larger, external-to-libraries problem 

of a lack of diversity and inclusion when it comes to journal leadership and reviewers (Merchant, 

R, et al., 2021).  

 

Going forward, and in order to ensure continued co-creation of a decolonised module, the 

module leader must talk to students about a reading list, including how it can and should be 

changed. She must be open to student discussion and possible criticism of a module reading list.  

This openness, though, must also be fostered in/by the students themselves.  

 

2. Reflections from students for input into how this process worked – As noted in Section 3, 

student workers were asked to reflect on the project via reflective reports, knowing that those 

reflections may be integrated into the publication as deemed appropriate. Decolonisation is not 

possible without conversation for it is in discussion that existing power dynamics (individual and 

structural) are challenged (LeGrange, 2023). Hence, by asking for reflections the academic 

members of the team were likewise able to reflect on the value of the project, where problems 

existed, and what could be changed as the immediate and long-term project of decolonisation 

progressed.  For example, students reflected on the wider impact this project had on them:  

 

“It was also important for me as a South Asian person who believes that the curriculum 

focuses mainly on western views which would make many non-white students vulnerable and 

exposed in the education system. Upon completing this project, I hope to accomplish moving 

one step further in decolonising the curriculum across the university.” 
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“…enabled me to voice my own thoughts and express what I think of the current curriculum 

and offered me a wider explanation as to why decolonisation is so important in today’s 

society.” 

 

“I have learnt quite a lot from this project and was happy to take part in it and meet lovely 

people who were as passionate about the concept of decolonisation as I was.” 

 

As evidenced by student reflections, decolonisation has an emancipatory element – that of 

overcoming and moving beyond the status quo of western education. Indeed, engaging with 

decolonisation in this way has been empowering for the students.    

 

 

3. Employability Skills – With critical thinking and soft skills in demand by employers (Desai, 

M., Berger, B.D. and Higgs, R, 2016; Pedersen and Hahn, 2020; Stewart, Wall, & Marciniec, 

2016) student employability skills were also built upon with students. At a basic level, critical 

information literacy skills improved. Additionally, upon completion of the project, students were 

involved in a podcast and the co-creation of this journal article, adding to their presentation and 

academic writing skills. As well, this project relied heavily on group work and communication 

and sought to impress professional and interpersonal skills (organising team meetings, setting 

agendas, deadlines etc) on the student workers. All of these soft skills are somewhat difficult to 

foster in standard educational situations.  

 

This project is also a step toward showing the students involved that their reading lists are not 

monolithic and that they are able to actively engage academics and university staff in 

conversation in the creation of these lists. As Elmborg explains, “knowledge is a dialogic that it 

is negotiated in the discussions, disputes, and disagreements of specialists” (2003, p.74). With 

this, the students will be better equipped to enter a particular community of practice (Simmons, 

2005). As “simultaneous insiders and outsiders in a discipline” (Simmons, 2005) subject 

librarians are well placed to pull back the curtain and allow students to see the processes behind 

library acquisition and information organisation, revealing that information and libraries are not 

neutral spaces and that critical information literacy skills were vital to both their studies and 

future careers.  

 

4. Action Plans for Decolonisation are not static - Whilst not without its flaws this project has 

provided a framework and guidance for the library team to practically approach working with 

staff and students in decolonising their reading lists within the University and beyond. It has 
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produced a step-by-step guide for use by Library staff and module leaders to allow a basic 

structure that will then almost certainly digress according to subject and those involved. Module 

leaders will have access to findings via the Decolonisation group’s network and via wider 

distribution as possible.  

 

The Action Plan included herein is not static; it should be seen as part of a constant evolution of 

learning and teaching and part of the decolonisation process. Likewise, the lessons learned and 

reflections, whilst applicable to other educational scenarios, are specific to our experience. We 

urge readers to take from our experience and develop a ‘decolonising a reading list’ process that 

works for you; and then adapt it as necessary.  

 

5. The Great Divide Between Librarians and Non-Librarians - Student and module leader 

introduction to the library is key to cross-discipline learning (library + an individual’s discipline). 

Library classification systems, such as Dewey, are not neutral spaces, reflect historical bias and 

occlude many lived experiences (Drabinski, 2003; Olson and Schlegl, 2001; Higgins, 2016). 

This, in addition to counter-intuitive search interfaces mean that library systems are not 

necessarily conducive to decolonised thought processes that drive student decolonisation of a 

curriculum.  

 

At the same time, fostering ongoing decolonisation without library support is unrealistic as 

students and most staff do not have the knowledge or skills necessary to navigate the library 

system. This is, in a way, indicative of the problem that decolonisation aims to address: 

academics and students know and explore ‘the canon’; reading and researching beyond that takes 

particular librarian skills (Simmons, 2005) that may not always be present.    

 

Realistically, though, library support is not feasible for every single person in the university, nor 

does it adequately challenge the power structures. Librarians should look at more ethical 

resources and can make recommendations about purchasing more open and transparent 

resources. This type of project draws attention to the structures and power dynamics at play in 

universities where a select group of, often white, librarians are in a position to decide the texts on 

offer. For us all to flourish, though, we must seek ‘tools’ that exist outside the status quo 

structures and systems (Lorde, 2017). Indeed, we must find ways to empower students to 

navigate library systems and, at the same time, challenge their very construction and reinvent the 

way we engage with text.  

 

Lesson Learned 6: Consider alignment more generally: What's good for a librarian isn’t necessarily 

good for a module leader. 
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As a first and small step, for example, Aston University’s Library now has an adapted libguide 

page which serves as a repository for decolonised text. With the imbued legitimacy of reading 

lists and decolonised texts’ location on a ‘list’, decolonised texts would, hopefully, be seen as the 

authority. Creating a list also helps academics; those who are unsure of the legitimacy of texts 

outside of the readings they learned have access to validated sources. That said, there is still a 

way to go in challenging the way we engage with literature and how that literature is developed 

in the first place.  

 

6. Conclusion 

In this article we have provided step-by-step guidance and lessons to be heeded by anyone 

considering working to decolonise a module reading list. This has not been, nor can it be, exhaustive 

or complete guidance. As the saying goes, ‘circumstances alter cases’. Likewise, and almost more 

importantly, our guidance cannot be exhaustive because decolonisation is a process, not an end goal. 

 

What we have hopefully demonstrated is the value of co-creation, and the importance of engaging 

across discipline silos when it comes to decolonisation. For libraries, our proposed process provides a 

clear, step-by-step process as, at least, a starting point for cross-discipline engagement.  

 

Finally, we leave you with some thoughts on what one student learned about decolonisation and 

learning more generally as a result of this project:  

 

“The decolonisation project is for everyone. It’s for the people of the past who were told to 

seal their lips, who were oppressed and had their identity stolen by the hegemonic rulers. This 

is for the people of the present that are still imprisoned in their past, who are still repressing 

themselves because of the oppression and are afraid. This project is for the people of the 

future, for a chance to lead a better journey because someone in the present took a step 

forward in making a change.”  
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