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During the COVID lockdown I found myself, as I’m 
sure many did, with a lot more time for reflection on 
my classroom practice – more than I usually have the 
luxury for. I’ve been teaching English for two years, and 
have always been very conscious of the fact that I am 
an Asian teacher of English, teaching a largely white/
eurocentric curriculum. Since training to teach, I have 
aimed to incorporate diverse voices and texts into my 
classroom wherever I have had the opportunity and 
freedom to do so within curriculum restraints.

Following the death of George Floyd and subsequent 
global protests, I found the June issue of Teaching 
English (on decolonising the English curriculum) very 
timely. This, and the global pandemic where once 
again racial inequalities have played a huge part, have 
encouraged me to be a much stronger voice for change 
in my department, and I want to share that renewed 
enthusiasm. There is so much more we could all be doing, 
especially as individuals in our classrooms, even though 
we might not be SLT or curriculum leaders who have 
a department-wide focus on increasing representation.

This is the position I find myself in. Yes, real change 
in this area requires whole-school backing from the 
top down, but grass-roots action is valuable too: we 

can’t wait for schools to make it a priority. You, too, 
can actively make changes within your classroom and 
schemes of work.

You cannot be what you cannot see
My experience of English at school hugely shaped 
my later teaching outlook. I attended a diverse state 
secondary; I had friends from so many different 
backgrounds. But what I distinctly remember is my 
GCSE English teacher – she was a young, Asian woman, 
and in her I saw myself reflected. She is undoubtedly the 
reason why I continued my post-16 study of literature, 
and beyond to university, and why I am a teacher today.

She was the only non-white member of my school’s 
English department – and I now realise that up until 
that point I never knew anyone who looked like me 
that could ‘do English’. I loved reading and writing but 
I never saw my passion for those in a career. I’m sure 
any south Asian readers will be able to relate to the 
cultural norm where the most valued careers are being 
a lawyer or doctor. My parents were no different and 
strongly wanted me to follow one of these prized paths. 
I knew after finishing high school that I instead wanted 
to follow the path of the person I so looked up to.

A fuller representation of the lives and concerns of black 
and Asian people in the curriculum, and of issues relating 
to race and colonialism, is crucial. Aaishah Rauf surveys 
her own department’s curriculum and reflects on what 
she has done – and every teacher and department can do 
 – to make English a more diverse and inclusive subject.
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My point here is that the impact of representation 
on a young mind, of seeing yourself reflected, simply 
cannot be underestimated. I idolised my English 
teacher because in her I saw a realisation of what I 
could do. It helped that she was also an incredible 
teacher, who was so passionate about English, 
encouraged me and my reading, and supported me 
immensely through the final exam period. I had 
always been good at English but never saw the value in 
pursuing it – why would I? What did English have for 
someone like me?

I first encountered postcolonial theory and literature 
at university Looking back now I question how I was 
taught an entire literature A Level that never touched 
on this. Neither did my history A Level. I never knew 
enough about how I came to be here – about the 
contribution of the colonies in WW1, about partition in 
1947 and post-WW2 migration to the UK, and the root 
of all this in Britain’s empire going back centuries. Since 
starting teaching, I have seriously questioned why our 
young people move through the education system 
without learning any of this.

English is one of the best-placed subjects to tackle, 
incorporate and discuss issues of race, empire and 
diversity. Yet Gove’s changes to the National Curriculum 
narrowed the content of our vibrant subject, adopting 
a classical and traditional lens. We all want to feel like 
we belong, but when I look at the current curriculum I 
can understand why so many young people disengage 
with English and don’t consider it to be a subject that 
speaks to them and their experience. So, taking steps 
towards a diverse and decolonised classroom would 
have a positive impact on engagement, intellectual 
input, debate, raising aspirations, even behaviour. The 
potential benefits are endless.

Broadening KS3
Wherever I have had the opportunity to do so, I have 
broadened the texts my students read, discussed my 
own experience of race and encouraged them to do the 
same. KS3 is perhaps where we have the most freedom 
as practitioners within our subject.

The class reader
Most departments will study a class reader but, as 
recent research funded by the UKLA shows, these are 
unfortunately not the most representative choices (see 
‘Top Ten Texts’, Lorna Smith, Teaching English, Issue 22, 
2020). However, there is opportunity here.

Our department recently updated the Year 7 class 
reader to Sita Brahmachari’s Where the River Runs Gold, 
a novel set in a dystopia where the ecosystem has been 
destroyed and children are sent to work as pollinators. 
It’s a migration story (the central characters are forced 
to migrate after a flood) that also explores race, class and 
climate change – another global issue facing our young 
people today. The scheme has only recently been created 
and it was due for first teaching last summer term but 
was delayed until summer 2021 due to the pandemic.

If possible, re-examine your own KS3 class reader 
options to make them more representative. Your school 
library and librarian should be a fantastic resource here. 
Audit your collection and research new books to order from 
diverse publishers to increase your offering to students (try 
Knights Of, Letterbox Library, Jacaranda Books). Involve 
students directly, asking them to select new books for the 
library and make richness in reading a key priority.

Travel writing
In Year 8 students initially study a scheme on travel 
writing. When I saw the texts on the scheme, I realised 
they were all white writers and explorers: this is 
unfortunately the reality of the travel writing genre and 
culture in general. Those who have the privilege to travel 
and to publish their experiences are historically white.

I decided to tackle this glaring imbalance head on and 
planned a lesson on representation, posing the following 
question to my students: what links Ben Fogle, Ranulph 
Fiennes and Bill Bryson, and why is this a problem? We 
then proceeded to read about Jessica Nabongo, the first 
black woman to travel to every country in the world. We 
read her article, What Travelling to Every Country in the 
World Taught Me About Race (www.afar.com, 2020) and 
listened to her TED talk, The World is Our Neighbourhood 
(www.ted.com, 2019).
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We still did all the usual language analysis, but this 
lesson also opened discussions on race and travel, 
suggesting that there are more experiences to read 
about and more lenses to view the world through than 
simply the white one. It illustrated to my young students 
that any of them too could start a travel blog and that 
their experience of the world is valuable.

Poetry
Students in Year 8 also study a poetry scheme. The old 
GCSE poems are a popular choice for KS3 poetry study 
but there is more that can be done.

To introduce the scheme, we start by studying the 
song ‘Black’ by British rapper Dave. We also watch his 
2020 BRIT Awards performance (available on youtube) 
alongside this, for two reasons: it is a clean version of 
the song so they can hear it in full, and it is beautifully 
animated throughout, providing useful visuals to 
accompany their understanding. Again, we analyse 
language, discuss the writer’s message and the creation 
of meaning. We also explore the lyrics and video to 
the brilliant ‘Blinded by Your Grace’ by Stormzy (also 
available on youtube).

As YA author Jason Reynolds argues (in Nora Krug’s 
article ‘How a kid who didn’t read a book until he was 
17 grew up to become a literary star’, Washington Post, 

2017, available online), students are well versed in 
popular culture so connecting it to the curriculum is 
hugely valuable. I undoubtedly have my most engaged 
students during these lessons.

What follows is a brief history of black music, from 
jazz to rhythm and blues, rap to hip-hop. We look at 
some Jay-Z lyrics, then link these to some selected 
Langston Hughes poetry (‘Ballad of the Landlord’, 
‘Theme for English B’). I will never forget one of my 
university Professors saying he believed Jay-Z to be our 
greatest living poet – it’s vital that students see this as 
literature that is as worthy of study as Shakespeare.

But it’s also important to go beyond African 
American poetry when looking at diverse experiences. 
Britain’s refusal to own up to history has encouraged 
national denial and an association of racism, slavery and 
imperialism with America. Students should be aware of 
the very real issues of race affecting their communities 
here. My current setting is a mixed state secondary 
in Dudley, which serves a very diverse community. 
We have a large intake of students from the Yemeni 
and Arabic community. This led me to research more 
local, Midlands-based poets of south-Asian and Muslim 
backgrounds, such as Amerah Saleh and Suhaiymah 
Manzoor-Khan, and incorporate their poetry into my 
teaching of the scheme.

“I will never 
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my university 
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literature that 
is as worthy 
of study as 
Shakespeare.”

Stormzy Dave

Jay-Z
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Fiction and non-fiction
In Year 9 students study a language scheme looking at 
fiction and non-fiction on the theme of being trapped. 
The beauty of this scheme allows us all to choose 
extracts we feel confident with. One of the real-life 
entrapment stories we explore is the Grenfell Tower 
fire. I started by reading ‘Trapped: The Grenfell Tower 
Story’ (Tom Lamont, GQ magazine, 2017, available 
online) with students and then widening this to creative 
responses. Teaching the tragedy of Grenfell, I felt the 
racial undertones of the disaster could not be ignored 
– and we explored the social injustices surrounding 
it. The inquiry into Grenfell is ongoing and recent 
findings published show that race played a part in the 
government response (see ‘Fire ‘inextricably linked 
with race’’, BBC, 2020). In fact, looking at this event in 
the wake of the global pandemic, where BAME citizens 
have been negatively affected due to the same social 
injustices, has raised students’ awareness further and 
resulted in a richer unit of work.

Stormzy is an artist I hugely admire and, to the 
delight of my students, I manage to fit him into 
numerous lessons and topics. Within this scheme, we 
analyse his verse specially written for the Grenfell 
charity single ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’, as protest 
writing. The first time we watched the music video 
(Artists for Grenfell, 2017, available on youtube), 
students were quick to make connections to Stormzy’s 
Brits performance that same year (available on 
youtube) where he criticised Theresa May’s response 
to Grenfell. Poet Roger Robinson’s recent collection A 
Portable Paradise (Peepal Tree 2019) too, is in large part 
a response to Grenfell and several of the early poems 
are highly emotive, direct reflections on the disaster.

Of Mice and Men and Noughts and Crosses
In literature, Year 9 study Of Mice and Men and also read 
Noughts and Crosses, which was added this year after a 
successful scheme used for remote learning during school 

closure. I find Of Mice and Men an incredibly problematic 
text, but, with its roots in the old GCSE, many staff feel 
confident teaching it year after year. So how can we add 
more authentic voices to the study of it? Again, a solution 
is to tackle the lack of representation head on. Another is 
to discuss and debate the issue of a white writer voicing 
the black experience of segregated America.

In every class I’ve read this novel with, students ask if 
they are allowed to say the n-word when reading aloud. 
Cherry Wilson’s 2020 article for the BBC, ‘N-word: 
The troubled history of the racial slur’, is a succinct 
and accessible read for beginning this discussion, 
particularly following Black Lives Matter.

When we read about Crooks, we should explore the 
problematic nature of the novel, and indeed the same 
can be done with gender and Curley’s Wife. To bring the 
discussion up to date, students could read articles about 
cultural appropriation in Hollywood and the ongoing 
debate around representation on screen. There are 
numerous examples which would engage young people, 
from Black Panther to Halle Bailey being cast as ‘The 
Little Mermaid’, to the numerous TV shows and films 
that have been cancelled after being reassessed in the 
wake of BLM (see ‘Black Lives Matter cancellations’ 
Daily Telegraph, 2020, available online).

Curing a colonial hangover – the limits of KS4 
and KS5
The GCSE and A Level syllabuses are disappointingly 
restrictive. An analysis by Penguin found that 56 of the 
65 texts on the GCSE Literature specification are by 
white authors, leading them to launch ‘Lit in Colour’, 
a project to diversify the texts on offer (see ‘Penguin 
launches project to boost diversity in GCSE reading 
lists’, Guardian, 2020, available online). The current 
narrow specifications are a product of a conservative, 
and indeed colonial, mindset whereby traditional, 
canonical texts from the ‘golden age’ of imperialism are 
still seen as the most valuable texts to study.
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The 19th century novel
While awaiting governmental change, we should 
consider that the inherent contextual link between 
empire and Jekyll and Hyde, and indeed any of the 
19th century novel options from all the main exam 
boards, is rarely taught explicitly. Seminal postcolonial 
theorist Edward Said (Culture and Imperialism, 1994) 
went as far as to say of the nineteenth-century novel 
that ‘imperialism and the novel fortified each other to such 
a degree it is impossible […] to read one without in some way 
dealing with the other’ (p.84). We could all certainly do 
more when teaching that all important context to the 
Victorian period. The racialised fear of Jekyll’s ape-
like darker side encapsulates the very fear that existed 
in the 1800s of colonial uprisings and vengeance. This 
manifested for real much later, as explored in The 
Empire Writes Back (Ashcroft et al, 1989).

Power and Conflict
Alternately, the Power and Conflict poetry anthology 
(2015) is now the only place where students encounter 
some diversity on the AQA literature syllabus. Obvious 
links can be made to empire and different cultures in 

‘Kamikaze’, ‘Checking Out Me History’, ‘Tissue’ and 
‘The Emigrée’. But, even with a poem like ‘Ozymandias’, 
if we take the recent re-evaluation of public monuments 
and statues, the poem lends itself well to students 
producing some creative responses such as debates 
for or against certain monuments or letters advocating 
for new ones. A way into the poem could be by reading 
articles about the now-infamous toppling of the Colston 
statue in Bristol. 

Blake’s ‘London’ is also a poem where I have managed 
to make a connection with Stormzy. It is a protest 
poem and I think if Blake were alive today, he would 
embrace the social critique of grime lyrics. For example, 
Stormzy’s ‘Vossi Bop’ includes the explicit line ‘f***  
the government and f*** Boris’: how is this sentiment 
similar to ‘blood [running] down palace walls’? (I know 
students enjoy seeing these connections with their  
world and culture. Even in trying to make my Year 
11 class see the enduring universality and relevance 
of Shakespeare (no easy feat!), I showed them how 
Stormzy’s newest album release, Heavy is the Head 
(2019), actually takes directly from Henry IV in both its 
title and one of its lead singles, Crown.)

“Ozymandias 
lends itself well 
to students 
producing 
some creative 
responses 
such as 
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against certain 
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Statues of Ozymandias  
in the British Museum  
and Colston in Bristol.
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When teaching the WW1 poems and context 
(‘Exposure’, ‘Bayonet Charge’), we should include colonial 
contributions to the war. An excellent collection to 
use here is Unwritten: Caribbean Poems After the First 
World War which could be utilised for ‘unseen poetry’ 
practice. The same goes here for the AQA Literature 
A Level option ‘WW1 and its aftermath’, where the set 
text choices are all white writers and almost entirely 
male. Teaching the context of empire is essential to 
understanding where Britain was coming from at the 
outbreak of war and beyond. Rudyard Kipling should 
be re-evaluated in the current climate and this could 
provide a useful angle for how the set text, My Boy Jack, 
is received by modern audiences.

As well as black British writers, there is space to 
include more Asian British voices and experiences. 
How much do our students know about the Partition 
of India? A major historical event, and inherently 
linked to British history, it is completely neglected by 
the curriculum. It forms a part of my family’s history 
and I know it will resonate with students in my school 
community. A poem such as ‘They Asked for a Map’ by 
Fatimah Asghar could be taught for unseen practice 
alongside anthology poems ‘Tissue’ and ‘The Emigrée’, 
which also tackle borders and migration.

Unseen poetry
In addition to this, I collated a selection of poems to 
use as practice for the ‘unseen poetry’ section of the 
exam, another area of opportunity for exam boards and 
teachers to diversify. I aimed to focus on British voices 
and be as representative as possible. It is a working 
collection that I’m continually adding to, including 
Nadine Aisha Jassat, Nikita Gill, Patience Agbabi, 
George the Poet, Mary Jean Chan, Danez Smith, 
Raymond Antrobus and Dean Atta, to name a few.

The knowledge gap: subject-specific CPD
How confident are English teachers in discussing empire 
and cultural difference? While the will to diversify content 
and lessons might be felt strongly by many, I believe English 
teacher subject knowledge of empire and colonialism is 
lacking, meaning there is also a lack of confidence in how 
to make many of the changes I’ve discussed.

If we consider that critical race and postcolonial 
theory only really became embedded into academia and 
literary studies towards the end of the 20th century, with 
institutions still only decolonising their curricula much 
later, many who studied degrees before this wouldn’t 
have covered this area. I know colleagues who studied 
at various UK institutions who graduated without ever 
having encountered or engaged with the pervading 
impact of empire and imperialism on our discipline.

In addition, subject-specific CPD is all too often 
neglected. A report by Cordingley et al. (‘Developing 
great subject teaching’, 2018, available at https://
wellcome.ac.uk) found a link between poor outcomes 
and investment in subject-specific CPD in schools. 
Consequently, Andrew Brown (‘From the generic to 
the specific’, Impact, Issue 9, 2020) writes about how 
he changed his school’s approach to CPD, where staff 
degree specialism formed a part, and the result saw 
more staff attending and requesting CPD. I strongly 
believe schools, and independent departments, need 
to plan for CPD time on subject-specific skills and 
knowledge, especially for KS5 teachers.

In lieu of this, if you have the passion to educate 
yourself in this area, then why not be the expert in 
your department and deliver masterclass sessions 
to colleagues? Perhaps a collaboration with history 
department colleagues would also be worthwhile.

What will you do next?
If the recent Black Lives Matter resurgence has taught 
me anything, it’s that real change requires us all to do 
something – to pledge a change of some kind, however 
small, to ourselves. What will you reflect on about your 
own practice? What will you change? It might be as 
simple as reading to enhance your own knowledge, 
reappraising the examples you refer to in a lesson, or 
the display boards in your classroom. Whatever it is, it 
will be a start – and that’s what counts.

Aaishah Rauf
teaches English at Windsor High School  
and Sixth Form in Dudley.
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