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This UKLA funded, teacher-researcher study will explore how Young Adult (YA) fiction might be 
used as a vehicle for exploring language discrimination, with a particular focus on Key Stage 3 
students in England’s schools. Through stylistic and multimodal text analysis, workshops with 
students, interviews with authors and artist’s illustrations, it seeks to answer the following question: 
 
In what ways might contemporary YA fiction be used as a vehicle for understanding, describing, 
exploring and resisting structural language discrimination? 
 
Language discrimination is the ‘unfair treatment of an individual or group of individuals on account 
of their language or speech features such as accent’ (Ng 2007). In schools, language discrimination 
takes many intersectional forms, affecting speakers of English as an additional language and speakers 
with regional accents (intersecting with race and class), with traces appearing within policy, including 
government-produced documents, school-produced literacy policies and Ofsted inspection reports. 
For instance, schools which implement punitive ‘slang bans’ and ‘English only’ policies have been 
criticised (see Cushing 2020a, 2020b; Snell 2013), with students reporting that they feel school is a 
place which socialises them into reproducing discriminatory ideas about language (Brady 2015).  

Current secondary curriculum policy in England offers few opportunities for studying 
language ideologies, attitudes and discrimination. However, YA fiction offers one way in which 
teachers might integrate these issues into their practice, as something which can function as ‘mirrors, 
windows and doors’ (Arizpe et al 2013), creating opportunities for young readers to develop empathy 
and see representations of themselves and others within the fictional world of the text. Various studies 
have shown the transformative power that YA literature can have in raising awareness about different 
kinds of discrimination, including xenophobia (e.g. Coban et al 2020) and homophobia (e.g. Wickens 
2011), yet discrimination around language has not been explored in this way. 
 
Our aims are: 
• To explore how young readers at KS3 might use contemporary YA fiction as a vehicle for 

exploring, understanding and interrogating language discrimination. 
 

• To move beyond thinking about language discrimination as individualistic toward an 
understanding based on structural and intersectional forms of discrimination.  

 
• To combine analysis of literary texts, students’ reader-responses and interviews with YA authors. 

 
• To work with artists who report lived experiences of language discrimination and use students’ 

responses to literature as prompts for creating art and illustrations. 
 
• To develop, in collaboration with students, teachers, authors and artists, a ‘toolkit’ for identifying 

where and why language discrimination occurs - and for exploring ways of addressing it - which 
can be taken up and used by educators in a range of contexts. 

 
The project began in January 2021 and will run for 12 months. We hope to present initial findings 
from Summer 2021 onwards.  
 
Please contact the Principal Investigator, Dr Ian Cushing, for further information 
[ian.cushing@brunel.ac.uk] 
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