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Abstract Within higher education, inclusion of students from diverse nations, 
socio-economic, ethnic and cultural backgrounds is vital for social mobility 
and economic development. Despite some international successes in 
widening participation, inequalities in student experiences and differentials in 
degree attainment for traditionally underrepresented groups, remain a major 
challenge. Institutional approaches to inclusion that value diversity as an 
inherent source of learning are underdeveloped. This paper adds theoretical 
insights and evidence to the debate on inclusive curricula by showing the 
benefits of institutional change through a strategic approach and innovation 
in practice (case studies). We argue that the Inclusive Curriculum Framework 
(ICF) underpinned by core principles of inclusion, can enhance equality of 
opportunity all the way through the student journey. The paper innovatively 
and rigorously bridges theory and practice in relation to inclusivity in learning 
and teaching and student success. It describes early and positive impact at 
Kingston University, adoption and spread in other institutions in England and 
potential international relevance. 
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Introduction                  

 
Within higher education (HE), inclusion of students from diverse nations, 

socio-economic, ethnic and cultural backgrounds is recognised as being vital, 
not only for social mobility (Universities United Kingdom (UUK), 2016) but 
also for economic gain and development (Toni, 2011; Thornton et al. 2010; 
Zepke and Leach, 2007; Nunan et. al. 2000). University graduates are on 
average financially better off (Department of Business Innovation and Skills, 
2013; Higher Education Academy (HEA), 2014) experience better health, and 
are less likely to be unemployed (UUK, 2016; United States Department 
Education , 2016). Although internationally, agendas to widen participation 
(WP) have increased student numbers and increased the proportion of 
underrepresented groups (Archer, 2007; Burke 2012; United States 
Department Education, 2016; European Commission, 2019), inequalities in 
student experiences and differentials in degree attainment for traditionally 
underrepresented groups remain a major challenge (Office for Students (OfS), 
2019; Equality Challenge Unit (ECU), 2015; Higher Education Funding 
Council (HEFCE), 2015).  

Accounts from ‘non-traditional’ (first-generation university students, students 
from low-income households, students from minority ethnic/racial backgrounds, 
mature students age 21 or over, and/or students with a declared disability) students 
entering HE suggest they may feel out of place, marginalised, ‘othered’ and 
undervalued (Reay et al. 2010; Meuleman et al., 2015; Soria and Bultmann, 
2014). In the UK, HE institutions are required to develop access and 
participation plans (OfS, 2019) which give consideration to factors which 
might affect students’ sense of belonging within academic cultures and 
engagement in teaching and learning (ECU, 2015, HEFCE, 2015, Singh, 
2011, Berry and Loke, 2011). Although interest in establishing best practices 
is growing in the UK and internationally, institutional approaches that go 
further and value student diversity as an inherent source of learning are 
underdeveloped (McDuff et al., 2019).   

The aim of this paper is to explain how an Inclusive Curriculum Framework 
(ICF) was introduced at Kingston University in England to enhance equality 
of opportunity all the way through the student journey by integrating multiple 
narratives of inclusion into a holistic framework. The ICF can be used as a 
flexible tool for practice that is underpinned by core principles of inclusion. 
We draw on theories, policies and evidence around inclusion, explain the 
context behind the development of the ICF particularly in relation to the Black 
and Minority Ethnic (BME) attainment gap and identify factors that have 
supported the adoption of the ICF at Kingston University and the next steps 
to be taken. Our thinking has been informed by equality of opportunity as 
described by Lazenby (2016) and before that Western (1985). It provides a 
useful lens to explore the issues of inclusion, as it encourages systems 
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thinking at an institutional level and emphasises the intersectionality of 
inclusion in terms of demographic and non-demographic factors. 

 

Background 

Inclusive curricula 
Inclusion is widely espoused as an institutional value and/or focus for 

pedagogy and academic practice (Wray, 2013), but to our knowledge, there 
have been few attempts at practical application at the institutional level. For 
example, there are extensive bodies of evidence and theory on inclusive 
education (Nunan, et al., 2000) and inclusive learning and teaching in HE 
(Thomas and May, 2010), as well as a body of international literature 
(Bendermacher et al., 2019; Collins et al., 2018; McCarthy-Brown, 2014; 
Wray, 2013; Manley and De Graft-Johnson, 2013; Carey, 2012; Garvey, 
2011).   

An inclusive curriculum has been defined as ‘improving the experience, 
skills and attainment of all students by ensuring that the principles of 
inclusivity are embedded within all aspects of the academic cycle’ (HEA, 
2019). Clearly each institution will have its own socio-political-economic 
context, values (Lazenby, 2016), structures and cultures (Madriaga, 2018; 
Runneymede, 2015; Douglas and Halas, 2013; Thornton et al., 2010), which 
begs the question what is the best way to respond to multiple equality 
challenges? (Swanger, 2016). In our view, institutions need to respond to the 
hyper-diversity in a systematic and systemic way. The potential advantages 
of an inclusive curriculum are that it clarifies institutional goals for inclusion 
(Lazenby, 2016), provides inspiration for transformational change (Wray, 
2013; Thomas and Tight, 2011) and offers beneficial outcomes for students 
and society. By simplifying and ‘sense making’ complex and abstract 
perspectives of equality and inclusion into rubrics for best practice (May and 
Bridger, 2010), an inclusive curriculum can have practical utility in all 
discipline contexts.  This paper moves beyond the theory to the practical 
questions of what works and provides some insights for others.  

Context of development for the ICF  
Development of the ICF at Kingston University was prompted by the needs 

of our increasingly diverse student population. BME students make up over 
half of the university’s intake (Higher Education Statistical Agency1 (HESA), 
2018/2019), which reflects improvements in the participation of domiciled 
BME students nationally from 14.95% in 2003/2004 to 23.9% in 2017/18 so 
that BME school leavers are now more likely to attend university than white 
school leavers (Advance HE 2019). However, in the shadow of these 

 
1 HESA, the Higher Education Statistics Agency, are the experts in UK higher education 
data, and the designated data body for England. 
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successes, evidence was emerging about inequalities in the experiences and 
success of some student groups, at Kingston and across the sector (HEFCE, 
2015).  

BME students are more likely to: discontinue their studies (HEA, 2014; 
Stevenson, 2012), report the lowest levels of student satisfaction (HEFCE, 
2015), attain lower grades (Richardson, 2015, 2012, 2008), and have the 
lowest rates for continuation to employment or further study (IFS, 2016; 
McDuff et al., 2018). In the UK white students are far more likely to receive 
a 1st or 2:1 degree than BME students (Ross et al., 2018; Berry and Loke, 
2011; Broeke and Nicholls, 2007). In 2017, 21% more of the UK domiciled 
white student cohort received a 1st or 2:1 than the UK domiciled BME student 
cohort (ECU, 2018). Differentials cannot be explained by differences in entry 
qualifications or subjects of study (HEFCE 2015; McDuff et al., 2018). Nor 
are they due to deficits in student ability (Richardson, 2015, 2008;) a view 
which only serves to perpetrate racial stereotypes (Karanxha et al., 2014; 
Bhopal, 2017). The reasons are multifaceted and complex and thus require 
strategic and systemic changes (Berry and Loke, 2011) rather than piecemeal 
interventions. 

Alongside concerns about ethnicity, research by HEFCE (2015) also found 
that there was an unexplained degree attainment gap of 3 percentage points 
between disabled and non-disabled graduates. The changes to the 
administration of the Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA-QG, 2016) also 
required the HE sector to think holistically about its offer and reduce the need 
for additional specialist support by embedding inclusivity in the design, 
delivery and assessment of the curriculum. Other research on students from 
lower-socio economic backgrounds found they ‘have lower continuation, 
degree attainment and employment rates compared to their more advantaged 
peers’ (UUK. 2016, p16). Given the significance of parental background in 
determining graduate outcomes (Britton, et al. 2016) it is vital that HE 
institutions provide an inclusive environment within and beyond the 
classroom. 

 Vision for the ICF 
Development of the ICF began in 2012 led by the Director of Equality, 

Diversity and Inclusionallow who was joined by a small team of interested 
academic and research staff in 2014. Our experiences as teachers, researchers 
and leaders told us that an inclusive curriculum could benefit students from 
all backgrounds, and the university, by improving student engagement with 
learning, belonging and attainment (ECU, 2015, HEFCE, 2015, Singh, 2011, 
Berry and Loke, 2011). We were aware that inequalities are attributable to the 
interaction of many factors at multiple levels (Mountford-Zimdars, et al., 
2015) thus, an inclusive curriculum would need to take into consideration 
factors associated with exclusion in the wider HE context, within the 
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institution, and relational factors at the level of practice (e.g. student 
expectations about learning interactions).  

Our vision was for an inclusive curriculum to ensure equality of 
opportunity all the way through the student journey, building on successes in 
WP and connecting with different dimensions of inclusion (disability, socio-
economic disadvantage, gender, race and so on) and equality goals (e.g. 
student experience, attainment gaps, social mobility). Moreover, an inclusive 
curriculum would value and utilise student diversity as a source of learning 
and enhance teaching through sharing diverse perspectives and experiences 
through the curricula (Wray, 2013). 

Although at Kingston, and elsewhere within HE, there was evidence of 
isolated initiatives promoting inclusivity (Mountford-Zimdars, et al., 2015) 
these were not co-ordinated or connected to an institutional vision (Carey, 
2012: 752). Development of the ICF offered a strategy to ensure ‘equity 
considerations being embedded within all functions of the institution and 
treated as an ongoing process of quality enhancement’ (May and Bridger, 
2010, p.6). Our work on inclusive cultural change (McDuff, et al. 2015), 
suggested that to be successful, an inclusive curriculum should be designed 
and developed with staff and students to be a concise, relevant and practical 
framework that staff at all levels could easily apply to their own practice. 
Exploratory focus groups with BME, first generation and disabled students 
highlighted that they ‘did higher education differently’ giving credence to the 
idea of a holistic ‘framework’ that could be adapted to suit different contexts. 
The next step was to draw on evidence and theory to develop core principles 
of inclusion informing the ICF.  

 

Core principles of the ICF 
Drawing on inclusion policy, theory and evidence there are three core 

principles of the ICF: 
Principle 1: Create an accessible curriculum 
Principle 2: Ensure that students see themselves reflected in the curriculum 
Principle 3: Equip students with the skills to positively contribute to and 

work in a global and diverse environment   
These three principles are described below and depicted in Figure 1. The 

principles can be applied to every level of the curriculum from teaching 
session, module, programme, to the whole university, and for every phase of 
curriculum development; from the concept, to the content design and 
delivery, assessment, feedback, and review. 

Figure 1 The Inclusive Curriculum Framework (all levels) 
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Principle 1: Create an accessible curriculum  
Creating an accessible curriculum starts with understanding the legal (The 

Equality Act, 2010) and regulatory requirements for accessibility (e.g. Office 
for Students2 (OfS) and Teaching Excellence Framework). Institutions have 
a duty to make reasonable physical adjustment, such as improving access to 
buildings or learning materials (Disabled Students’ Sector Leadership Group, 
2017; May and Felsinger, 2010). In terms of methods of delivery, educational 
technologies and e-learning can help to improve access by supporting flexible 
part-time study and distance learning (Thomas and May, 2010; Reay et al., 
2002) and modularised learning, which may suit mature students, students 
with caring responsibilities, work or other commitments (Reay et al., 2002; 
Seale et al., 2010). Balance is needed as e-learning doesn’t suit all students 
and it can result in feelings of isolation and alienation, frustration or 
dissatisfaction and withdrawal (Thomas and May, 2010). Educators need to 
use accessible language and literacies (French, 2013; McKay & Devlin, 2014) 
and take into account preferred ways of communicating and cultural learning 
styles (Haigh, 2002). As well as physical access, an accessible curriculum 
also makes concepts of ‘higher’ education accessible. In an inclusive 
curriculum, students’ learning should include understanding of academic 
concepts, such as academic intelligence (Cameron, 2019), expertise, merit, 
reputation and gravitas, which can serve to divide or position them within an 
academic hierarchy (Cameron, 2017; Northedge, 2003).  

 
2 Office for Students is the regulatory body for the English higher education sector.  
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Principle 2: Ensure that students see themselves reflected in the 
curriculum 

This principle ensures that students are co-creators and they are not 
alienated or disadvantaged by a curriculum that is not relevant to them or 
excludes their culture, experience, values etc. An inclusive curriculum 
strengthens a student’s sense of belonging through multiple aspects of the 
curriculum ranging from reading lists, case studies, choice of assessment 
topics as well as module and programme choices. It emphasises students’ 
personal learning, objectives and ambitions (Rois et al., 2010), feedback, and 
views about learning (McDuff, Hughes and Sharma, 2019). At a more 
profound level, issues of cultural access relate to whether students’ cultural 
backgrounds are acknowledged (e.g. in inclusive course values) and 
accommodated in the curriculum (May and Bridger, 2010; Song-Turner and 
Willis, 2011; Hammond et al., 2017). Staff need to be conscious of the ‘grand 
narratives’ (Savas, 2014; Tange and Kastberg, 2013; Maila, 2010; Hill, 2000; 
Hooks, 1994; Harding, 1986; Kelly, 1985) and patterns of privileged 
knowledge (e.g. Eurocentric, colonial and westernised) that are carried into 
the design of curricula (Mbembe, 2016), to the advantage of some groups of 
students while  preventing others from fully engaging with curricula (Krause 
and Armitage, 2014; Gundara and Sharma, 2010; Reay, Ball & David, 2002;).  

Raising students’ awareness of the partial and subjective nature of 
disciplinary knowledge (Marquis, et. al. 2016, McCarthy-Brown, 2014; 
Manley and De Graft-Johnson, 2013; Carey, 2012, Savvidou, 2011) means 
they are more able to critique what is accepted as important and legitimate 
knowledge (McCarthy-Brown, 2014). Co-produced approaches can involve 
students and other stakeholders (Hughes et. al., 2019; McCulloch, 2009) 
directly and actively in improving the relevance of curriculum design and 
course content (Tange and Kastberg, 2013; Bovill, 2009; Hockings, 2010). 
Students need to see ‘people like them’ in their everyday HE experiences 
(ECU, 2015; HEFCE, 2015; Douglas and Halas, 2013) as mentors, role 
models and authority figures (Rois et al., 2010) but also represented within 
case studies, as consumers, citizens, clients, and service users. Linked to this 
issue is the lack of women, BME staff, and other underrepresented groups in 
senior academic or management roles (HESA, 2017/18), which negatively 
affects students’ experiences of HE (Bowl, 2005) and diversity of 
perspectives in institutional decision making (Blackmore et. al, 2006; 
Umbach, 2006). An inclusive curriculum suggests that students should be 
involved in decisions about curricula, quality assurance and assessment 
(McDuff, Hughes and Sharma, 2019).   

“At the heart of the ICF is Kingston’s understanding of what diversity 
actually means, and what empowering the students actually looks like. 
Perhaps the most important for us has been seeing the students foreground 
their own knowledge and experience in assessments, and this necessitated 
more than just incremental adjustments to assignments. The ICF has allowed 
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us to make fundamental paradigm shifts rather than tokenistic and piecemeal 
adaptations to the programme.” Course Leader, Kingston. 

Principle 3: Equip students with the skills to positively contribute to and 
work in a global and diverse environment   

An inclusive curriculum considers student diversity as an inherent 
educational value (Brinks, 2009). Inclusive strategies and learning 
approaches enable engagement and shared learning (McDuff, Hughes and 
Sharma, 2019), build student confidence and competence to engage, and set 
an expectation that they will engage in the workplace and society (Barnett 
and Coate, 2005). Students who interact with people from backgrounds that 
are different from theirs develop diversity competencies and are better able to 
collaborate with others from a variety of cultures, backgrounds and positions 
(Svensson and Wihlbord, 2010; Lee et al. 2012; Tienda, 2012; Haigh, 2009). 
An inclusive curriculum should offer ‘opportunities for mixing of students, 
their perspectives and experiences’ (Lee et. al., 2012). Social interaction is an 
important but under explored factor in student inclusion and student outcomes 
(Mountford-Zimdars, et al. 2015) but it is important to overcome social 
clusters and social divisions between students (Karimi and Matous, 
2018).Recognition and rewards for student contributions to learning (e.g. 
student-led case study topics) can encourage students to value their own 
contribution and the contribution of others, in, for example performance in 
the workplace or benefits to society (Haigh, 2009). Whether students relate to 
educators and have positive relationships with them influences student 
experiences of learning (Hockings et al, 2009b). An inclusive curriculum 
should enable educators to overcome social distance and to convey ‘relational 
equality’ (Winter, 2017) through empathy, unconditional positive regard, and 
congruence; seeing student diversity as a strength of teaching and learning 
(Bowl, 2005; Madriaga, 2018). Students who are competent to connect with, 
draw upon and contribute to networks, employers, colleagues and 
communities (UUK, 2016) achieve better student outcomes (Mountford-
Zimdars, et al. 2015). Educators can encourage students to see their 
intercultural skills and diversity (McKinsey, 2018) as valuable to employers 
and communities (Selko, 2008). 

Applying the theory of the ICF to practice 
We considered it important for the ICF to allow for a range of activities 

from light touch changes that are within the control of the staff member to 
those which require validation or senior level approval.  

Figure 2 uses the ICF template to exemplify the changes that were made to 
a module on a Geography undergraduate programme which enhanced 
inclusivity of the curriculum. (Hughes and McDuff, 2020).  
Figure 2 Changes made to a module to reflect the principles and stage 
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Module: Global 
Rural 
Geographies 
changed from 
‘English Rural 
Countryside’  

Create an 
accessible 
curriculum 

Enable 
students to see 
themselves 
reflected in 
the 
curriculum 

Equip students 
with the skills 
to positively 
contribute to 
and work in a 
global and 
diverse 
environment 

In the concept  

Globalised and 
internationalised  

Students from 
diverse 
backgrounds 
have the 
opportunity to 
use their 
personal 
experiences 
and 
perspectives   

Critical 
thinking and 
global 
awareness, 
appreciation of 
different 
experiences 

In the content 
(learning 
outcomes, reading 
lists) 

Case-studies were 
taken from both 
the global north 
and the global 
south 

Reading list 
included a 
diverse range 
of authors – 
including 
perspectives 
from the 
Global South  
Non-academic 
perspectives 
were valued 

Understanding 
of globalisation 
and 
interlinkages  

In the delivery 
(learning and 
teaching strategy) 

Engagement 
strategy 
Follow up on 
non-attendance, 
use of online and 
face to face 
learning 
opportunities  

Encourage 
discussion 
from personal 
experience 
Using names to 
encourage 
discussion and 
viewpoints 

Seminars 
classes – 
discussion 
based to 
develop 
individual skills 
and 
understanding 
of the 
contribution 
each student 
brings 

In the assessment 
(assessment 
strategy) 

Unseen exam was 
replaced by seen 
exam (since 
changed to 

Formative 
assessment – 
debate style 
with students 
selecting the 

Oral 
presentations 
part of the 
assessment (in 
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service learning 
piece) 

position that 
they wish to 
defend 

addition to 
written skills) 

In the feedback 
(feedback strategy) 

Detailed feedback 
– sectionalised by 
indicative 
marking criteria 
Deadlines and 
assessment set at 
start of academic 
year  

Feedback was 
individualised 
and oral and 
written – oral 
feedback was 
in-class  
Ensured I knew 
all names  

Students 
encouraged to 
reflect on 
feedback 
comments and 
mark – exercise 
of self-
reflection and 
discussion  

In the 
review/evaluation  
(module evaluation 
and planning 
process) 

Module review 
evaluated 
differential 
attainment of 
students from 
different 
backgrounds  

Involve 
students in the 
review and 
evaluation  
- Qualitative 
discussion  

Reflective 
practice – to 
develop 
employability 
and leadership 
skills; develop 
opportunities to 
value 
contribution 
diversity brings  

 
Notwithstanding the importance of individual commitment to the 

principles of the ICF, we recognised that notable improvements to the student 
experience were dependent upon the cohesion of the course/module team. In 
order to provide practical guidance and encourage staff to think and behave 
as a course team we created a checklist to explain the ICF and to prompt 
action which is provided in Figure 3. These were also used to promote the 
ICF with academics involved in the Quality Assurance and validation 
processes. 

Figure 3 ICF – Prompts for course teams and module leaders 

 
Stages 

Principle 1: 
Create an 
accessible 
curriculum 

Principle 2: 
Enable students to 
see themselves 
reflected in the 
curriculum 

Principle 3: 
Equip students 
to work in a 
global and 
diverse world 

Concept • Have you 
created a clear 
statement related 
to inclusive 
course values 

• How have you 
challenged 
normative 
disciplinary 
attitudes to 
ensure that the 

• How will the 
course aim to 
develop 
university 
graduate 
attributes 
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within student 
handbook? 

• Have you 
addressed the 
‘hidden 
curriculum' if 
acknowledged in 
the discipline 
area? 

course is 
meaningful and 
relevant to a 
diverse student 
body? 

• Have you 
involved students 
in the creation of 
the course? 

around global 
awareness and 
diversity? 

Content • Have you 
checked all the 
content is 
accessible to 
different groups 
of students and 
materials adhere 
to best practice 
for disabled 
students and 
students with a 
learning 
difference? 

• Are you using 
inclusive 
language, 
avoiding 
colloquial 
language and 
providing a 
glossary of new 
and complex 
terms? 

• Have you 
ensured that the 
case-studies and 
reading lists 
reflect the 
diversity in the 
learning 
community? 

• Have you 
thought about 
how best to allow 
students to bring 
their own 
perspectives into 
the learning 
arena ensuring 
equality of 
engagement? 

• Does the 
content extend 
understanding 
of diversity 
and allow 
students to 
recognise 
their own 
potential to 
make a 
difference in a 
rapidly 
changing 
international 
context? 

Learning 
and 
teaching 

• Have you 
thought about 
how the delivery 
engages 
different 
learning styles? 

• Will the course 
be delivered in 
an accessible 
mode and are 
there alternative 
options provided 
for students who 

• How does the 
L&T strategy 
ensure that the 
classroom 
environment is 
welcoming and 
inclusive and 
encourages 
participation 
from under-
represented 
groups? 

• Are there 
structured 
opportunities 
for cross-
cultural 
interaction to 
help students 
recognise the 
value of 
working with 
people from 
diverse 
backgrounds? 
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cannot access 
specific delivery 
mechanisms? 

• Have the course 
team engaged in 
unconscious bias 
and equalities 
training? 

• Are students 
exposed to a 
range of 
culturally 
challenging 
views, 
opinions and 
contexts? 

Assessment • Are timelines 
(formative, 
summative and 
feedback) 
advised at the 
start of the 
course? 

• Are a diverse 
range of 
assessments 
styles (including 
choice) used to 
reduce the need 
for reasonable 
adjustments and 
ensure that the 
assessment 
medium reflects 
their own 
strengths and 
educational 
backgrounds? 

• Do the case-
studies/vignettes 
used in the 
assessment 
reflect the 
diversity in our 
student body? 

• Are there 
assessments 
where students 
can draw upon 
their own 
background? e.g. 
‘open' 
assessment 
where students 
can apply a 
particular 
principle to 
familiar 
contexts? 

• How will the 
assessment 
strategy 
ensure that 
students are 
involved in 
real-world 
tasks that 
demonstrate 
meaningful 
application of 
essential 
knowledge 
and skills? 

• How does 
assessment 
develop the 
practical skills 
(including soft 
or work-ready 
skills) in 
students? 

Feedback • Are students 
offered exercises 
which develop 
their assessment 
literacies and 
effective ways to 
use their 
feedback? 

• Are there 
processes in 
place to monitor 
which cohorts of 
students are 
accessing their 
feedback? 

• How is the issue 
of ‘social 
distance' being 
addressed in 
feedback 
strategies? i.e. 
some students 
feel less 
confident or able 
to approach 
academic staff 
than others. 

• How are 
students 
encouraged to 
actively adopt 
a reflective 
approach to 
their learning 
and facilitate 
the 
development 
of their 
feedforward 
strategies? 

• How are peer-
review 
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practices 
encouraged to 
ensure that 
students learn 
to engage in 
constructive 
feedback 
strategies with 
each other? 

Review • How will 
differential 
attainment be 
monitored? 

• Are there 
opportunities to 
engage students 
in devising or 
re-visiting the 
content and 
learning and 
teaching and 
assessment 
strategies? 

• How will the 
course team 
monitor how the 
course is being 
experienced by 
diverse cohorts 
of learners? 

• How will the 
course team 
ensure that 
students from a 
diverse range of 
backgrounds get 
involved in the 
review and 
evaluation of the 
course or 
module? 

• How will the 
course team 
utilise alumni 
to review the 
ways in which 
the 
course/module 
best prepared 
them for the 
global 
workforce? 

 
 

Adoption of the ICF 

This section of the paper draws on our experiences of adopting the ICF at 
Kingston to identify factors that have been most important for supporting 
adoption, acknowledging that the adoption represents the early stages of the 
implementation process (Rogers, 1962). It is important to note that the 
catalyst for the ICF were the proposed changes to the Disabled Students’ 
Allowance3 and the adoption of the BME attainment gap Key Performance 
Indicator (KPI) at the University (described in Measuring impact) which was 
a cultural change programme. Implementation aimed to ensure that the ICF 

 
3 The changes to the Disabled Student’s Allowance rebalance the distribution of 
responsibility for disabled students between HEIs and the Government. These changes 
required universities to build greater inclusivity into the curriculum thereby reducing the 
need for Government funding at an individual level. 
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was embedded into the whole organisation using a variety of approaches, 
illustrated by Figure 4 and outlined below. 
Figure 4: Adopting the Inclusive Curriculum Framework  

 

Easy to use ICF tools and resources:  
Kingston’s ICF web pages and a series of short animations explain the ICF 

(https://www.kingston.ac.uk/aboutkingstonuniversity/equality-diversity-
and-inclusion/our-inclusive-curriculum/inclusive-curriculum-framework/). 
The ICF is available as a workable tool (a template) that users can fill with 
information and ideas about possible intervention points where improvements 
could be made within their sphere of influence (from individual teaching 
sessions to across the whole university). Figure 3 provides the example of 
prompts that have been developed specifically for course teams and module 
leaders. The ICF template is a structured tool, but its value and effectiveness 
come from being used not only as a checklist, but as a means of exploration 
and discussion of inclusion issues. This developmental perspective has been 
engendered by leadership and support, described below.   

Leadership and support:  
Leadership of implementation of the ICF was provided by the Director of 
Student Achievement and the Head of Academic Staff Development. This 
has resulted in an integration of the ICF into university processes and 
practice, alignment with national and institutional standards initiatives (e.g. 
UK Professional Standards Framework, Quality Assurance Agency, and 
Teaching Excellence Framework) and connections with other universities 
that are interested in inclusive curricula. The Vice Chancellor, PVC 
Education, the Board and senior management endorse the ICF at a strategic 



Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning 
Volume XX, Number X, Month Year ISSN:  1466-6529 

 

16 
 
 

level, and since 2015 have formally mainstreamed the ICF in the academic 
framework from concept to review and continue to champion the work and 
good practice. Support for co-creation projects (2017-current) is provided 
by a co-ordinator who manages the Student Inclusive Curriculum 
Consultant (SiCC) programme.  
 

Staff engagement: 
 A cross-institutional working group (2016-current) of academics, 

professional services staff and student representatives, identify ways to 
improve staff knowledge of the ICF, support staff in their academic practices, 
collect and share good practice, and identify any barriers to staff engagement 
with the ICF. Staff are made aware of the central role that the ICF has in 
delivering the institution’s commitment to inclusion. Staff performance on 
inclusive practice is written into academic role profiles and promotion 
criteria. A Special Interest Group for education research on Inclusion and 
Social Justice, Learning and Teaching conferences and inclusive curriculum 
bursaries encourage staff to share learning and innovation. 

Staff knowledge and skills:  
Staff on probation and new to teaching are required to take part in an 

introduction to learning and teaching programme in which ICF principles are 
embedded. All staff are invited to attend workshops on ‘Unconscious Bias’ 
and ‘Equality Essentials’. The workshops are interdisciplinary to encourage 
reflection on different disciplinary and epistemological understandings of 
inclusion (Bendermacher et al., 2019). Interactive ICF workshops provide 
teaching staff with discretionary space to apply their own knowledge and 
wisdom to the ICF in practice.  

“I attended EDI and ICF workshops and had been ambivalent about 
initiatives such as “decolonising the curriculum” as they seemed more 
relevant to the Humanities and Social Sciences and were mainly focused on 
content and people’s contributions to the field. The aspect that resonated most 
with me was that these workshops recognised that much more was needed 
than just changing the content of courses. The fact that the framework gave 
equivalent emphasis to thinking about the concept, content, teaching style, 
assessment and review of programmes opened up a lot more possibilities and 
ideas of how the curriculum could be made more inclusive.” Director of 
Undergraduate Studies. 

Inevitably, as with all new concepts and change programmes, there was 
some resistance to the ICF. Given the reliance on epistemologies grounded in 
universal truth, we anticipated greater resistance in STEM rather than social 
sciences programmes, but this was not always the case. For example, a course 
leader in pharmacology used the ICF to change practice and has recently been 
shortlisted for a Guardian Excellence award (2020) in the course design, 
retention and student outcomes and a senior leader in STEM is writing a paper 
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on the implementation and benefits of the ICF in their field. In contrast, 
adoption of the ICF has been slower in some social science disciplines, 
primarily due to deeply rooted views on academic standards and disciplinary 
norms, resulting, for example, in the de-legitimisation of knowledge from the 
global south.  

Student involvement:  
Representatives of the Student Union4 (SU) have been consistently 

involved throughout the development and implementation of the ICF. Since 
2016 over 300 student course representatives have received ICF training. A 
further 80 paid Student Inclusive Curriculum Consultants (SiCCs) have been 
trained in inclusive curriculum design (drawing on Bovill, 2009, McCulloch, 
2009, Hughes et al, 2019) and equality, diversity and inclusion more broadly 
to enable them to make a more informed contribution at the ICF’s institutional 
level. Student training has now been scaled down to focus on senior course 
representatives who have more opportunities to contribute to the curricula. At 
present two Senior Curriculum Consultants (post-grad students) provide 
support to eight SiCCs. Examples of the work they have undertaken include: 
improving the accessibility and relevance of assessment, ensuring the Virtual 
Learning Environment course materials are student friendly, working with the 
marketing department to ensure diverse students can see themselves in the 
marketing material. 

“Because the ICF is an institutional framework it supports students who are 
presenting ideas to improve the inclusivity of the curriculum. It makes it 
easier for us to work with academics and the training is also important in 
helping students to be confident in making recommendations.” Senior 
Curriculum Consultant. 

Measuring impact:  
The ICF is one of the major strategies used to reduce the BME attainment 

gap which is a KPI adopted by the Board of Governors to make the university 
accountable for performance on inclusion.  A Value-Added (VA) metric has 
been developed to monitor BME attainment (McDuff et al., 2018). The metric 
uses the actual degree outcomes of all UK graduates in the last five years by 
subject of study and entry qualification to create a statistically expected 
percentage of 1st/2:1 degrees for any given cohort (Ross et al., 2018). Where 
attainment is better than the expected, the VA score is proportionately above 
1.0, and conversely where the outcome is below expectation the score is 
below 1.0. A VA dashboard displays past and present scores by faculty, 
school and course. Meetings with course teams (over 120 to date) are held to 
ensure they fully understand their course VA score, and to facilitate 

 
4At UK higher education institutions all students are members of the local student union. 
Unions carry out social activities; provide support on academic and welfare issues; and 
represent students both individually and collectively. 
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sometimes quite challenging conversations about race, diversity and their role 
in improving outcomes of all students. Staff invariably want to know what to 
do to narrow the differentials in their courses and the ICF provides tools and 
resources to do this. The VA metric and the ICF work together to create action 
and change. 

As can be seen from Figure 5, the VA score for BME students has increased 
from 0.72 to 0.99 during the period 2011/12 to 2016/17. 
Figure 5 Value Added Score for White and BME graduates 2011/12 – 
2016/17 (source: Kingston University)  

 

 
The BME attainment gap has reduced from 29 percentage points (pp) in 
2011/12 (and as can be seen from Figure 6) and 20.4pp in 2013/14 to 11.1pp 
in 2017/18. Whilst these changes cannot be directly attributable the ICF, it is 
important to note that the ICF has been the key institutional tool that has been 
used in creating discussions about what needs to change and how to go about 
making these changes at all levels.  
 

Figure 6 Full time attainment gap analysed by ethnicity for Kingston 
University and All English HE providers (source: Office for Students) 
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The number of reported changes to practice at institutional and course 

levels, and fewer exam resits, are other ways to measure impact. 
The leaders of the ICF have used it to facilitate other changes at the 

institutional level such as Flexi-stay motel type accommodation for 
commuting students, marketing material, the increasing analysis of student 
life cycle data by demographic and non-demographic factors and 
improvements to provision such as academic skills and support for 
commuting students.  Another promising indicator is BME student 
progression rates. After implementation of the ICF and targeted co-curricular 
activity (e.g. mentorship programmes) more BME students are now passing 
exams at first attempt, with a reduction in the proportion of BME students 
taking resits.  

“The ICF’s ‘concept to review’ has been key, and we have applied this to 
our recruitment strategy as well, so that inclusivity is meaningful from the 
very first point of contact students have with the course, through the full cycle 
of their journey with us.” Course leader, Healthcare. 

 
Winning hearts and minds are as important as action that leads to change 

in practice. Staff have notified us of over 40 projects inspired by the ICF, 
which demonstrates the scale of improvements in practice. Table 1 provides 
examples of these projects with reference to the ICF components as an 
illustration of changes that can be made. Case studies were selected to show 
the range and reach of the ICF at different levels and stages of the curriculum.  
Table 1: The ICF in practice 
 
Area Key changes in practice   
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Psychology  

ICF principle 1 and 2, all strands. 
The course was re-designed and changes include: 

- Lectures on how mental health professionals might 
respond constructively to issues of diversity including 
cultural diversity, sexualities and religion. Black 
Christian students and Muslim students from Asian and 
Middle Eastern heritage backgrounds often say that this 
is the first time they've heard their religious 
commitments mentioned or taken seriously in their 
degrees. 

- Sessions on Post-Colonial Social Psychology where 
students consider Western biases in studies of migration. 
Students bring in their own personal experience and 
family stories to construct a critical social narrative.  

- Activities that enable Forensic Psychology students to 
consider biases and challenges faced by BAME and 
LGBT groups. The curriculum integrates issues relevant 
to gender and social class including socio-economic 
status. 

- Greater diversity in the images used online both in terms 
of BME people in professional roles or clinicians from a 
range of ethnicities. Staff have observed that after 
showing the video, students from these ethnic 
backgrounds are then more vocal in class discussions.   

- Case studies and vignettes that include individuals from a 
variety of backgrounds.  Care is taken to ensure that 
culture and ethnicity is woven into modules but without 
creating an impression that BAME people are more 
likely to experience mental health or forensic problems. 

- Assessments that include an essay title option that might 
be of particular interest to BAME or other minority 
groups 
 

Although not possible to directly attribute to the ICF, there 
has been a change in BME attainment gap for this course 
from 18% to 4% since the initiative has been introduced. 

 
Social Work 
and Social 
Care 
 

ICF principles 1,2,3, all strands 
The course team changed the title to include ‘Social 
Pedagogy’ to promote creativity and legitimise students’ 
holistic contributions to this field of practice (professional 
endorsement received). Where required, changes were 
approved by the faculty quality committee. 
The course was redesigned and changes include: 

- Adding intersectionality and protected characteristic 
narratives and norms in relation to child development 



Widening Participation and Lifelong Learning 
Volume XX, Number X, Month Year ISSN:  1466-6529 

 

21 
 
 

- Replacing a second essay with a verbal group 
presentation involving students making media choices, 
with individual 500-word supporting statement  

- Decolonising the reading list associated with this 
teaching and learning, with the aim of decreasing 
epistemic violence of, for example, women of colour and 
those contributing knowledge from the global south 

- Inviting students to create anything they like to benefit 
children and young people (such as a comic strip, an app, 
a sensory box etc) 

- Involving representative practioners from diverse 
backgrounds in roles that students will go into upon 
graduation 

- Offering a new assessment where students draw on their 
own personal and/or professional experiences to write a 
script that gives voice to their lived experiences, and 
asking students to write an annotation for the script 
which critiques and analyses systemic oppressions such 
as institutional racism, sexism, homophobia and 
disablism,  
 

Biosciences 

ICF principle 1, strand 3 and 4. 
Timetabling remains a major challenge e.g. ‘my timetable 
does not work for me’ and this is especially pertinent as so 
many of our BME students commute (77%). What an 
accessible timetable means can be perceived differently 
between student groups and listening to. Therefore, the 
emphasis has been on listening to student concerns and 
providing in many cases what are relatively simple, common 
sense and holistic resolutions. Significant issues were to deal 
with bunching of teaching sessions on the same day (‘being 
too tired at the end of a long day’, ‘finding it hard to 
concentrate’) and single 1hr sessions (‘can seem pointless 
coming in for such a short amount of time’). The timetable 
was changed to: create and accessible curriculum in the 
delivery and assessment.  
Changes include: 

- Developing a coherent policy for timetabling and 
assessment scheduling  

- Removal of single session timetabling and removal of 
over-demanding timetable days 

- Increasing empathy and understanding of staff of the 
effect timetabling has on their students leading to 
discussions on the pros and cons of late entry policies, 
lecture capture and overly complex timetables 
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- Review of assessment bunching towards the end of 
modules and the creation of a school assessment calendar 
has ensured that students have better opportunities to 
prepare and do well in their exams  

- An inclusive submission time (23.59) across the school 
has standardised deadlines.  

Impact: 11 out of 15 courses in the school have a value 
added score of greater than 1; the university subsequently 
adopted this approach and new software to make 
identification of lone sessions easier. 

Pharmacy  
 

ICF principle 1 and 3, strands 2 and 3 
Students’ profiles are diverse and due to their backgrounds, 
some are not necessarily comfortable with communicating in 
public settings, despite it being an important skill required 
for practising pharmacists.  Placement providers were keen 
for students to strengthen these skills on course and given 
the size of the groups in practicals/workshops an alternative 
approach was needed to ensure all students could develop 
these skills.   
Changes made included: 

- Three telephone lines were installed in the pharmacy 
suite. 

- Exercises were rewritten which created interaction 
between prescriber and patient. Interaction with the 
former requires the students to recall factual information 
they had learnt previously, whereas interaction with the 
latter requires them to understand simple questions from 
the patient, apply what they have learnt and communicate 
back in layman’s language. 

- Using class lists, tutors called asking to speak to a named 
student at random and took notes so feedback could be 
provided and coaching given where needed. The exercise 
was repeated and students used the feedback received for 
further calls. 

Impact: Since implementing this initiative in 2016, every 
first year and foundation pharmacy student at Kingston has 
been able to practise their communication skills and receive 
personalised feedback in the manner described above.  

Chemistry 

ICF principle 1, 2, strand 1-6 
The framework and principles were used to review a first-
year unit on atmospheric chemistry and pollution.  To enable 
students to see themselves reflected in the curriculum a 
project-based learning approach was adopted, requiring 
teams to research and produce a report on a topic of their 
choice. This allowed them the opportunity to co-create the 
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curriculum and focus on parts of the world of their choice. 
Lectures were replaced with support workshops and 
discussion and presentation sessions, where students could 
voice their own views on content of their choice and draw on 
their own cultural capital.  
The framework highlighted that in making the curriculum 
more inclusive the delivery, assessment and feedback needed 
to be made more accessible. This prompted changes to the 
laboratory programme. Demonstration videos, computer 
animations and smart worksheets were developed to provide 
students with live support in and out of the class. These also 
provided immediate feedback, resubmission opportunities 
and their grade before the end of the class. This extra support 
allowed the start time to be moved from 9:00 am to 9:30 am 
to help commuter students. Traditional unseen examination 
questions on a range of potential topics was replaced with a 
longer seen examination question on their subject of their 
investigation and report. 
To add to feedback from early module review and End of 
Module Evaluation questionnaires students were asked to 
reflect on their experiences of Project based learning and 
teamwork. A number of them indicated that they found it 
challenging and did not necessarily enjoy it but recognised 
its value as an employability skill. 

   
 

 

Discussion 

Strengths and limitations 
The contribution of this paper is to strengthen arguments with practical 

examples of what works in an inclusive curriculum for improving equality of 
opportunity in HE. It is an important addition to the very few accounts of 
development and adoption of an inclusive curriculum internationally 
(Mountford-Zimdars, et al., 2015). 

The ICF has proved credible at Kingston University because it is grounded 
in theory, is aligned to the institution’s commitment to inclusivity, is 
embedded in quality assurance and enhancement activities and has practical 
utility that appeals to staff. The tools and the approach we have developed 
offer a steer while inspiring innovation for teaching small and large groups 
and supporting student success at all levels. The VA metric is a robust 
indicator of progress on inclusion and whilst cannot be directly linked to the 
ICF it is one of the major strategies used in the BME attainment gap 
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achievement plan. The case studies reported to us by staff, demonstrate the 
impact and enthusiasm for the ICF in practice. However, for inclusive 
curricula to overcome challenges and create change there does need to be a 
commitment of institutional resources and senior leadership. Undoubtedly 
external pressure from the government, the National Union of Students and 
benchmarking exercises are important in providing the business imperative 
for institutions to take a close look at how their curriculum is benefiting all 
students and society.  

Various methods of critical reflection supported learning through the 
implementation process, assessment of what was working and how to spread 
good practice. For example, firstly, staff feedback in ICF workshops was used 
to: refine the design and materials of the ICF training and the terms used in 
the framework; to build the accompanying resources; and to improve the 
communication of the ICF to staff. Secondly, a critical reflection exercise 
with the SiCCs resulted in the scaling down of the operation and the creation 
of a SiCC prompt sheet for consistency and confidence building.  

 
 Impact on equality of opportunity 
The ICF at Kingston has brought together disparate narratives on inclusion 

and cohesively thread together what may seem like unrelated agendas. In this 
sense the ICF provides a framework to ‘hang’ different university schemes, 
projects and innovations together across all areas of the curriculum, to achieve 
cumulative transformation. The ICF has steered and inspired numerous 
changes to course design and delivery as well as co-curricular activity, for 
example, mentoring schemes offer different pathways for student groups 
where data demonstrates differentials in student outcomes. In recognition that 
outcomes are impacted by all aspects of the student journey, the ICF focuses 
not only on learning and teaching but on all aspects of the student experience. 
Consequently, there have been practice changes at the institutional level e.g. 
to timetabling protocols (to minimise lone teaching sessions for commuting 
students), to investment decisions about co-curricular activity (based upon 
analysis of reach and impact analysed by student group), to estates 
management (in terms of active learning spaces) etc. 

We argue that staff development for academic and professional staff is 
needed to create a deeper understanding of the needs of our diverse student 
body, commitment to genuine student participation and the ability to create 
ideas for inclusion (Bendermacher, et al. 2019). The ICF is attempting to 
improve equality of opportunity through the whole student journey – from 
improving access to courses to support for where students go when they leave 
their course. This has methodological implications for what types of impact 
can be captured and attributed to the ICF. For example, development of 
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measures for continuation of students who have technical qualifications 
(BTECs5) compared to A levels (Banerjee et al., 2017). 

Next steps 
Further research is needed to explore and develop measures to assess 

quantitative and qualitative impact at module level and incorporate 
intersectionality (the influence of multiple factors on students) and additional 
exclusion factors, including students’ sexual orientation and gender identity 
(NUS, 2014).  

This is a preliminary paper that sets out the ICF within the context of 
Kingston University’s work to reduce differentials and create an inclusive 
environment. We have built on this in follow up work and a national project 
funded by the Office for Students (OfS) Catalyst Programme. This focused 
on impact in different settings and specifically how the ICF and VA metric 
can be tailored and adapted in five other institutional contexts   particularly 
to address the BME attainment gap. The findings have been reported by 
McDuff et al 2019 and is the subject of a follow up paper. It has allowed us 
to learn more about what works in different contexts and how institutions can 
variously use inclusivity and diversity as a powerful driver for change.  

Conclusion 

To improve equality of opportunity for all students HE institutions should 
develop more inclusive systems and curricula.  There is increasing 
recognition that there needs to be a whole institution approach to creating 
inclusive curricula.  The ICF is a tool which may be useful to HE providers 
as firstly, it guides institutions to become more accessible (spatially, 
practically, conceptually and culturally). Secondly it reflects the diversity of 
students (through co-construction approaches, appreciates that diversity has 
inherent education value) and prepares students to contribute positively to a 
global and diverse economy. Anyone in HE can use the ICF to inform 
improvements in inclusion at every level (teaching session, module, 
programme and institution) and for each strand of development (from concept 
to review).  

Institutions which adopt the ICF can ensure successful implementation 
with leadership and support, staff engagement, staff skills and knowledge, 
student participation and measures of impact. Indicators of impact on equality 
of opportunities include measurable improvements in practice, BME 
attainment and fewer exam resits. Further research is needed to examine other 
types of impact and to inform spread of the ICF to other institutions. 

 
5 BTECs are vocational qualifications, rather than traditional academic courses. A key 
difference between BTECs and A-Levels is the way they are assessed. A-Levels mainly 
involve two years of study geared towards a few big tests at the end, whereas BTECs are 
continually assessed via coursework and practical projects. 
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