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DECOLONISING THE UNIVERSITY CURRICULUM: INSIGHTS FROM A SEMI-
SYSTEMATIC INTEGRATIVE LITERATURE REVIEW

Thomas Muhr!

Introduction: Since the 2015/2016 #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall student protests in
South Africa, higher education decolonisation has become a rapidly growing field of study and
practice across disciplines worldwide. In this, university curriculum decolonising (UCD)
assumes a central role, as one (and only one) strategic moment in these intersectional (especially
class, gender, race) struggles for social and epistemic justice, inclusiveness and liberation, for
decolonising the university, academia, and knowledge at large: on the one hand, the formal
curriculum is political as it seemingly objectively establishes and legitimates what is deemed
valid, recognised, relevant, authoritative knowledge; on the other hand, the curriculum is central
in the university’s mission of social and epistemic reproduction (Adefila et al., 2022; Guzman-
Valenzuela, 2021; Morreira et al., 2020; Shahjahan et al., 2022; Stein & Andreotti, 2018; Veras
et al., 2021). Objectives: Conducted in English and Portuguese between February 2023 and
May 2024, this bilingual study seeks to contribute to improving linguistic diversity in higher
education literature review (beyond the dominance of English) while extending previous
reviews of higher education decolonisation in three distinct ways: theoretico-conceptually, by
specifically mapping the emerging field of UCD through critical dialogue between globally
shared referents and often overlooked particular contributions and contestations;
methodologically, by proposing a pluri-scalar framework for critically analysing the politics of
UCD; and practically, by culminating in methodical guidance for empirical decolonial
university curriculum analysis. As a critical review, this also aims to conscientise and provoke
decolonial action while informing future primary research, as a contribution to disrupting the
reproduction of the structure of coloniality. Methodology: Within a critical sociology of
education framework seeking social transformation, this study combines the semi-systematic
approach to literature review (Snyder, 2019) with the integrative approach (Torraco, 2016).
These approaches serve exploratory ends to generate an overview of a defined topic, to
conceptually map a knowledge field, and to substantiate research agendas while stimulating
further primary research (rather than, for instance, provide solutions to unresolved issues
identified in the analysis) (Snyder, 2019; Torraco, 2016). The Scientific Electronic Library
Online (SciELO), Scopus, and Web of Science Core Collection (WoS) databases were searched
in February 2023 using an English/Portuguese search string. This systematic search yielded 463
unique journal articles and book chapters published up to 2022 inclusive and has been
complemented by purposive search (e.g., checking references of references). Thematic analysis
was used to identify patterns across the texts in accordance with the objectives of this review,
presented as an analytic narrative that transcends mere descriptive mapping, synthesising and
reporting, by critically generating new perspectives and frameworks on the topic (Braun &
Clarke, 2021; Torraco, 2016, p. 404). Findings: In accordance with the objectives of the study,
three key themes are discussed: (i) theoretico-conceptual framings of UCD, especially
‘decolonisation’, ‘decoloniality’, and ‘coloniality of power’, and conceptual contestations (e.g.,
post-colonial versus decolonial; the widely used notion of ‘epistemicide’; the complexities of
learning:unlearning:relearning); (ii) the politics of UCD, including the ‘add-on’, ‘institutional-
transformist’ and ‘systemic’ approaches, and constraints to doing UCD at different scales (e.g.,
limits to individual academic agency and institutional/systemic cooption of UCD); and (iii)
methodological challenges in empirical decolonial university curriculum analysis, regarding the
selection of the case, data gathering/sampling, and analytical method and techniques
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(quantitative proxy indicators vs qualitative thematic analysis). Conclusions: Five agendas for
future primary research generated from this analysis are elicited: (i) further development of
decolonial university curriculum analysis methodology; (i) how to decolonise oneself; (iii) how
calls for UCD may impinge on liberal individual academic freedom; (iv) the relationship
between UCD and academic quality; (v) universities’ responses to calls for UCD; (vi) counter-
cooption strategies beyond isolated institution-based action.

Palavras-chave: Coloniality; Curriculum; Decolonisation; Higher Education; Literature

Review.

REFERENCIAS

ADEFILA, Arinola; TEIXEIRA, Rafael Viera; MORINI, Luca; GARCIA, Maria Lucia
Teixeira; DELBONI, Tania Mara Zanotti Guerra Frizzera; SPOLANDER, Gary; KHALIL-
BABATUNDE, Mouzayian. Higher education decolonization: #Whose voices and their
geographical locations? Globalisation, Societies and Education, v. 20, n. 3, p. 262-276.
2022.

BRAUN, Virginia; CLARKE, Victoria. Thematic Analysis: A Practical Guide. London:
Sage, 2021.

GUZMAN-VALENZUELA, Carolina. Disrupting curricula and pedagogies in Latin American
universities. Teaching in Higher Education, v. 26, n. 7-8, p. 1019-1037. 2021.
MORREIRA, Shannon; LUCKETT, Kathy; KUMALO, Siseko H.; RAMGOTRA, Manjeet.
Confronting the complexities of decolonising curricula and pedagogy in higher education.
Third World Thematics, v. 5, n. 1-2, p. 1-18. 2020.

SHAHJAHAN, Riyad A.; ESTERA, Annabelle L.; SURLA, Kristen L.; EDWARDS, Kirsten
T. “Decolonizing” curriculum and pedagogy: a comparative review across disciplines and
global higher education contexts. Review of Educational Research, v. 92, n. 1, p. 73-113.
2022.

SNYDER, Hannah. Literature review as research methodology: an overview and guidelines.
Journal of Business Research, v. 104, p. 333-339. 2019.

STEIN, Sharon; ANDREOTTI, Vanessa de Oliveira. Decolonization and higher education. In
PETERS, Michael A. (Org.). Encyclopedia of educational philosophy and theory.
Singapore: Springer, 2018. p. 370-375.

TORRACO, Richard J. Writing integrative literature reviews: using the past and present to
explore the future. Human Resource Development Review, v. 15, n. 4, p. 404-428. 2016.
VERAS, Renata; CHAVES, Erika; SILVA, Daiane; PRATES, Mariana; FERNANDES,
Sheyla. A inser¢@o da educacdo para as relagdes étnico-raciais nos cursos de licenciatura da
UFBA. New Trends in Qualitative Research, n. 7, p. 200-210. 2021.

AGRADECIMENTOS: This presentation forms part of the project
#WillPortugalFallBehind? Portuguese Public Universities’ Responses to the Global
Challenge of Decolonising the Curriculum, funded by the Portuguese Foundation for Science
and Technology (Fundacao para a Ciéncia e a Tecnologia, FCT, Grant No.
2022.04609.CEECIND/CP1750/CT0003,
https://doi.org/10.54499/2022.04609.CEECIND/CP1750/CT0003)



