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Abstract
Inclusive education in higher education is increasingly framed through commitments 
to equity, diversity, and epistemic justice, yet the enactment of these commitments 
remains uneven and contested. This qualitative case study examines a cross-
disciplinary staff development initiative at a UK post-92 university that engaged 
academic and professional services staff with decolonial approaches to curriculum 
design. Grounded conceptually in praxis, positionality and pluriversality, the initiative 
comprised participatory workshops and a practical toolkit intended to support critical 
reflection on colonial legacies in teaching and learning. Data were generated through 
workshop feedback, reflective testimonies and follow-up consultations with 40 self-
selecting participants across education, health, business and professional services. 
Reflexive thematic analysis indicates that the initiative functioned primarily as a 
space for conceptual clarification and affective engagement rather than sustained 
pedagogical or structural transformation. Participants reported increased confidence 
in articulating decolonial concepts and heightened awareness of epistemic exclusion, 
alongside persistent constraints linked to assessment practices, institutional regulation 
and audit cultures. Although framed within inclusive education, issues of Special 
Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and neurodiversity were largely absent 
from participant reflections. Rather than treating this as a limitation, the paper 
interrogates this absence as an empirical finding.
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Key points

•	 Staff development initiatives can foster conceptual clarity, confidence and critical 
reflection on epistemic exclusion, but on their own rarely lead to sustained peda-
gogical or structural change within higher education institutions.

•	 Assessment regimes, validation processes, audit cultures and professional regula-
tion significantly shape what educators feel able to change, highlighting the limits 
of individualised approaches to decolonial and inclusive education.

•	 Despite inclusive intentions, SEND and neurodiversity were largely absent from 
staff reflections, revealing how decolonial approaches may foreground race 
and coloniality while leaving ableist assumptions about learning and cognition 
unexamined.

•	 Meaningful inclusive education demands collective, sustained and structurally 
supported approaches that explicitly integrate decolonial, disability and inclusive 
education perspectives, rather than relying on reflective staff development alone.
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INTRODUCTION

Inclusive education remains a central, yet deeply con-
tested, concern within global education policy and 
practice. At its core, inclusive education is under-
pinned by commitments to equity, participation and 
the recognition of diverse learner identities and needs 
(Ainscow,  2020; Florian,  2014). Within higher educa-
tion, these commitments are often articulated through 
widening participation agendas, reasonable adjust-
ments and policies addressing Special Educational 
Needs and Disabilities (SEND). However, despite their 
policy prominence, such approaches have been criti-
cised for addressing inclusion primarily at the level of 
access and compliance, rather than interrogating the 
deeper epistemic, cultural and structural conditions 
that shape who belongs, whose knowledge counts, and 
which forms of learning are legitimised (Goodley, 2017; 
Norwich, 2013).

In recent years, decolonial perspectives have gained in-
creasing visibility within higher education as a means of 
challenging Eurocentric knowledge traditions and expos-
ing the colonial legacies embedded within curricula, peda-
gogies and institutional structures (Bhambra et al., 2018; 
Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). Calls to ‘decolonise the curric-
ulum’ have been taken up across disciplines, often framed 
as part of broader equity, diversity and inclusion (EDI) 
agendas. Proponents argue that decolonial approaches 
can contribute to epistemic justice by foregrounding mar-
ginalised knowledges, unsettling dominant narratives 
and fostering critical reflexivity among educators and 
students (Andreotti,  2014; Mbembe,  2016). Yet, as de-
colonial discourse has become more mainstream within 
Global North higher education institutions, it has also 
attracted sustained critique. Scholars have cautioned 
that decoloniality risks being reduced to a symbolic or 
rhetorical project, detached from material conditions 
and relational accountability (Connell,  2007; Stein & 
De Andreotti, 2016). In particular, there is concern that 
decolonial concepts developed within and in response 
to Global South contexts are increasingly mobilised 
within Global North institutions without reciprocal en-
gagement with decolonial practice, leading to what some 
have described as epistemic extraction or ventriloquism 
(Grech, 2015; Tuck & Yang, 2012). These critiques raise 
pressing questions about how decoloniality is operation-
alised in practice, and whose interests it ultimately serves.

These concerns are especially salient when decolo-
niality is positioned as a route to inclusive education. 
While decolonial and inclusive education agendas share 
commitments to challenging exclusion and deficit-based 
thinking, their relationship is neither straightforward 
nor guaranteed. Inclusive education has historically been 
dominated by SEND-focused frameworks grounded in 
medical and psychological models, often critiqued for 
pathologising difference and reinforcing normative as-
sumptions about ability and cognition (Erevelles,  2011; 

Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009). At the same time, in-
clusive education scholarship has increasingly embraced 
intersectional perspectives that recognise how disability 
intersects with race, class, gender and colonial histories to 
produce layered forms of exclusion (Artiles, 2011; Portera 
et al., 2025). Despite these developments, the integration 
of decolonial perspectives into inclusive education, par-
ticularly in relation to SEND and neurodiversity, remains 
uneven. Much of the literature addressing decoloniality 
in higher education focuses on race, representation and 
curriculum content, with comparatively limited atten-
tion to disability, access and normative assumptions 
about learning (Goodley et  al.,  2018; Puar,  2017). This 
raises the risk that decolonial initiatives may foreground 
certain forms of injustice while leaving others unexam-
ined, thereby reproducing exclusion even within justice-
oriented pedagogies.

One area where these tensions become particularly 
visible is staff development. Professional learning initia-
tives are frequently positioned as key mechanisms for 
embedding inclusive and decolonial approaches in higher 
education, offering spaces for reflection, dialogue and 
pedagogical innovation (Race et  al.,  2022). However, 
staff development has also been critiqued for individu-
alising responsibility for change and operating within 
audit-driven cultures that prioritise compliance over 
transformation (Ahmed,  2012; Ball,  2012). While there 
is a growing body of conceptual work on decolonising 
pedagogy, there remains a lack of empirically grounded 
research examining how staff actually engage with deco-
lonial ideas in practice, what constraints they encounter, 
and how such engagement intersects with inclusive educa-
tion agendas, particularly SEND.

This study responds to these gaps by examining a de-
colonial staff development initiative within a UK post-
92 university. Rather than evaluating the initiative as a 
model of best practice, the study adopts a reflexive, qual-
itative case study approach to explore how decolonial 
ideas were encountered, interpreted and constrained by 
participating staff. Central to this inquiry is an examina-
tion of what the initiative enabled—and what it failed to 
prompt—within participants' understandings of inclu-
sion. The initiative was underpinned conceptually by the 
interrelated constructs of praxis, positionality and pluriv-
ersality. Praxis, drawing on Freire (1970), emphasises the 
inseparability of reflection and action in transformative 
education. Positionality foregrounds the situated nature 
of knowledge and the role of power in shaping educational 
practice (Haraway, 1988; Mirza, 2015). Pluriversality, ar-
ticulated within decolonial scholarship, calls for the co-
existence of multiple epistemologies and ways of being, 
resisting universalising claims to knowledge (Mignolo & 
Walsh,  2018). While these concepts provided a critical 
orientation for the initiative, this study does not assume 
their enactment; instead, it interrogates the extent to 
which they were realised or remained aspirational within 
staff engagement. Importantly, this paper does not begin 
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from the assumption that decolonial staff development 
necessarily advances inclusive education. Instead, it takes 
seriously the possibility that such initiatives may be par-
tial, uneven or even complicit in reproducing exclusion. In 
particular, it examines how issues of SEND and neurodi-
versity are positioned within participants' understandings 
of decoloniality and inclusive education. Rather than as-
suming these agendas naturally align, the study explores 
how different dimensions of inclusion are conceptualised 
and enacted through staff engagement with decolonial ap-
proaches. By treating silence as data, the study challenges 
additive or sequential models of inclusion and invites 
more critical examination of how inclusive education is 
conceptualised within decolonial work.

Accordingly, the study is guided by the following re-
search questions:

1.	 How do staff participating in a decolonial staff devel-
opment initiative make sense of decolonial concepts 
in relation to their professional practice?

2.	 What institutional and epistemic constraints shape 
participants' capacity to enact decolonial approaches 
within higher education?

3.	 How are issues of inclusive education– particularly 
SEND and neurodiversity– articulated, marginalised 
or absent within staff engagement with decoloniality?

By addressing these questions, this paper contributes 
to inclusive education scholarship in three ways. First, it 
provides an empirically grounded account of how decolo-
nial ideas are taken up within staff development contexts, 
moving beyond purely theoretical discussions. Second, it 
foregrounds the limits and contradictions of decolonial 
staff development as a strategy for inclusive education, 
rather than presenting it as a solution. Third, it centres 
the absence of SEND and neurodiversity as a critical 
analytic lens, offering insights relevant to researchers, 
practitioners and policymakers concerned with special 
educational needs in higher education. In doing so, the 
paper aims to interrogate how inclusive education is en-
acted within complex institutional contexts and challenges 
assumptions that well-intentioned pedagogical initiatives 
automatically translate into inclusive outcomes. The sec-
tions that follow outline the methodological approach, 
present the findings of the analysis and critically discuss 
their implications for decoloniality, inclusive education 
and SEND in higher education.

METHODS

This study adopts a qualitative, reflexive case study de-
sign to examine a staff development initiative focused on 
decolonial approaches to curriculum design. A case study 
approach was selected to enable in-depth exploration 
of a bounded institutional intervention situated within 
specific organisational, cultural and policy contexts 

(Yin, 2018). Rather than seeking generalisable outcomes 
or evidence of impact, the study aims to generate contex-
tually grounded insights into how decolonial ideas are 
encountered, interpreted and constrained in practice, par-
ticularly within inclusive education discourses in higher 
education. The research is informed by, but analytically 
distinct from, the conceptual framework of praxis, po-
sitionality and pluriversality. These concepts shaped the 
design of the staff development initiative and sensitised 
the analysis, but they do not function as methodological 
tools. Methodologically, the study prioritises transpar-
ency, reflexivity and analytic accountability, consistent 
with qualitative research standards and decolonial cri-
tiques of knowledge production (Smith, 2021).

Context and participants

The study was conducted at a post-92 university in 
England and involved a cross-disciplinary staff develop-
ment initiative delivered over a series of participatory 
workshops. Participants were recruited through open 
institutional invitations circulated via faculty and profes-
sional service networks. Invitations to participate were 
circulated across the university through faculty leader-
ship teams, professional service networks, institutional 
staff development communications and internal mailing 
lists. The workshops were open to all academic and pro-
fessional services colleagues irrespective of disciplinary 
background or previous experience of decoloniality or 
inclusive education. Participation was entirely voluntary, 
with no expectation or requirement to attend. As a result, 
the sample represents those who chose to engage with the 
initiative rather than a purposive or representative insti-
tutional sample. This recruitment approach reflects the 
developmental nature of the initiative while also provid-
ing insight into which professional communities are most 
likely to participate in critical pedagogical staff develop-
ment. In total, 40 staff members took part in the initiative. 
Participants included academic staff from the faculties 
of Education, Society and Creative Industries; Health 
Sciences and Wellbeing; and Business and Technology, as 
well as professional services staff from Library Services, 
Human Resources, Student Recruitment and Graduate 
Employability. Table 1 shows the breakdown of numbers 
in each faculty and department.

Representation was uneven across faculties, with 
staff from Education-related disciplines comprising the 
largest proportion of participants, while Business and 
Technology were minimally represented. This imbalance 
is treated not as a methodological flaw to be corrected, 
but as an analytic condition of the study. Self-selection 
and disciplinary clustering reflect wider patterns in higher 
education, where engagement with decolonial and inclu-
sive pedagogies is often concentrated among staff already 
positioned within social justice–oriented fields. As such, 
the findings illuminate whose labour decolonial staff 
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development tends to rely upon, and whose voices remain 
marginal or absent.

No demographic data beyond institutional role and 
departmental affiliation were collected. While this limits 
analysis of how race, disability, gender or other identity 
markers shaped engagement, it also reflects ethical cau-
tion in a politically sensitive area of inquiry. This absence 
is acknowledged as a constraint on interpretation and 
considered in the discussion of positionality and inclusion.

Staff development initiative and toolkit

The staff development initiative was delivered across one 
academic year through four participatory workshops, each 
lasting approximately 2 h. Three workshops were delivered 
face-to-face and one was delivered in a hybrid format to 
improve accessibility for colleagues unable to attend on 
campus. Workshops were offered in September, January, 
March and May, with approximately ten participants at-
tending each session. Although some participants attended 
multiple workshops, attendance varied across the series as 
colleagues joined according to availability and professional 
interest. Rather than functioning as traditional training 
sessions, the workshops were designed as dialogic learning 
spaces intended to support critical reflection, collaborative 
discussion and application to participants' own discipli-
nary contexts. Each workshop combined short theoretical 
inputs with small-group discussion, collaborative analysis 
of case studies, structured reflection activities and oppor-
tunities for participants to apply ideas directly to their own 
modules, teaching materials and curriculum design.

Across the workshop series, participants explored a 
range of interconnected themes, including the conceptual 
foundations of decoloniality, decolonising the curriculum, 
positionality and privilege, critical thinking from a deco-
lonial perspective, and practical approaches to reviewing 
curriculum content. Particular emphasis was placed on 
supporting participants to interrogate reading lists, as-
sessment tasks, classroom discussion, research practices 
and module documentation through the accompanying 
practical toolkit.

Positionality was explored using the Pillars of Privilege 
framework (Sohdi, 2026), which encouraged participants 
to critically examine how multiple dimensions of privilege 
and marginalisation shape educational experiences and 
knowledge production. SEND and neurodiversity were 
introduced within this framework as one dimension of 
privilege and exclusion. However, no workshop was ded-
icated specifically to SEND, disability or neurodiversity, 
and these issues were not explored in the same conceptual 
depth as race, coloniality or epistemic justice. This con-
textual detail is important when interpreting the empirical 
findings presented later. The workshops incorporated case 
studies intended to provoke critical dialogue rather than 
provide predetermined solutions. These included com-
parative explorations of Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs 
and Blackfoot understandings of wellbeing, discussions 
surrounding British Values and Indigenous value sys-
tems, and critical examination of research methodologies 
through activities exploring ‘the good, the bad and the 
ugly’ of literature reviewing, participant representation 
and research ethics. These cases encouraged participants 
to question assumptions regarding knowledge legitimacy, 
evidence production and curriculum authority.

Supporting the workshops was a Decolonising the 
Curriculum Practical Toolkit, developed as a reflective 
resource rather than a prescriptive framework. The tool-
kit included guidance on identifying overlooked scholarly 
contributions, critically reviewing reading lists, incorpo-
rating student voice into curriculum review, promoting 
critical thinking and interrogating research ethics and 
knowledge production. Throughout the workshops, par-
ticipants used the toolkit to review existing teaching ma-
terials, plan curriculum developments and reflect upon 
disciplinary assumptions. An example version of the tool-
kit has been included as supplementary material to sup-
port transparency and transferability.

Data generation

Data were generated through three primary sources:

1.	 Workshop feedback forms as participants completed 
written feedback at the end of workshops, consisting 
of Likert-scale items and open-ended reflective ques-
tions focused on conceptual understanding, relevance 
to practice and perceived constraints. The workshop 

TA B L E  1   Breakdown of participants split into Faculty, 
Professional Service and Academic role.

Faculty/
Professional service Position Number

Faculty of 
Education, 
Society & Creative 
Industry (FESCI)

Associate Professor/Professor 
(AP/P)

2

Senior Lecturer/Lecturer 
(SL/L)

15

Salaried Academic Tutor/
Academic Tutor (SAT/AT)

1

Faculty of Business 
& Technology 
(FBT)

Senior Lecturer/Lecturer 
(SL/L)

2

Faculty of Health 
Sciences & 
Wellbeing (FHSW)

Senior Lecturer/Lecturer 
(SL/L)

7

Salaried Academic Tutor/ 
Academic Tutor (SAT/AT)

1

Professional 
Services (PS)

Home Student Recruitment 
(HSR)

2

Library Services (LS) 4

Human Resources (HR) 3

Centre for Graduate Prospects 
(CfGP)

3
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feedback instrument combined Likert-scale items with 
open-ended reflective questions designed to capture 
participants' conceptual understanding, intended 
changes to practice and perceived barriers to imple-
mentation. Open-ended prompts explored participants' 
understanding of decolonising the curriculum prior to 
the workshop, existing practices aligned with decolo-
nial approaches, responses to the Pillars of Privilege 
framework, immediate and longer-term intentions for 
curriculum development and additional support re-
quired to embed decolonial approaches within practice. 
Likert-scale items examined the extent to which par-
ticipants felt the workshops had prompted reflection 
on positionality and evaluated the usefulness of the 
critical thinking model introduced during the sessions.

2.	 Reflective testimonies and correspondence with some 
participants voluntarily sharing reflective statements 
via email following the workshops, elaborating on their 
experiences, uncertainties and intentions

3.	 Seven participants subsequently requested individual 
online consultations to discuss the application of de-
colonial approaches within their own professional 
contexts. These consultations involved a mixture of 
lecturers, senior lecturers and one member of Library 
Services seeking discipline-specific guidance. Notes 
from these discussions formed an additional source of 
reflective data, extending participants' initial workshop 
reflections rather than functioning as formal interviews.

These data sources prioritised participant voice and 
reflexive sense-making, while recognising that they cap-
ture self-reported reflection rather than observed or 
longitudinal change. No classroom observations or post-
intervention evaluations were conducted.

Data analysis

Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis fol-
lowing Braun and Clarke's (2006, 2019) six-phase process: 
familiarisation, coding, theme development, review, re-
finement and writing. Analysis was conducted iteratively 
and reflexively, with attention to how meaning was pro-
duced through language, affect and silences, as well as 
through what participants chose not to address. Coding 
was primarily inductive, allowing themes to emerge from 
the data, while also being theoretically sensitised by con-
cepts from decolonial and inclusive education scholarship. 
Rather than seeking thematic saturation or frequency-
based dominance, the analysis focused on patterns of ten-
sion, contradiction and constraint, alongside moments 
of conceptual clarity and discomfort. Analytic reflexivity 
was central to the process. Initial thematic groupings were 
revised multiple times as the analysis shifted from iden-
tifying outcomes to interrogating limits and exclusions. 
This included re-reading data to examine the absence 
of references to disability, SEND, neurodiversity and 

accessibility, which became a significant analytic find-
ing rather than an oversight. Absence and silence were 
treated as analytically meaningful rather than as meth-
odological limitations. Within qualitative inquiry, what 
participants do not articulate can reveal the boundaries of 
what is thinkable, speakable or prioritised within a given 
context (Mazzei, 2007, 2011; Ryan & Bernard, 2003). In 
this study, the limited reference to SEND, disability and 
neurodiversity across participant accounts was not in-
terpreted as deliberate exclusion, nor as evidence of in-
dividual deficit. Instead, it was understood as indicative 
of the conceptual and discursive frames through which 
inclusion and decoloniality were being understood within 
the staff development context. Analytically, this involved 
attending to patterns of salience and omission across 
data sources, rather than isolated instances of silence. 
The analysis did not seek to infer participants' intentions, 
but rather to examine how particular forms of inclusion 
were rendered visible while others remained peripheral. 
This approach aligns with qualitative traditions that treat 
silence as data when it is patterned, sustained and ana-
lytically interrogated, rather than retrospectively filled 
through speculative interpretation.

Researcher positionality and reflexivity

The researcher is a lecturer in teacher education whose 
research over the preceding 3 years has centred on deco-
loniality, inclusive education, anti-racist pedagogy and 
curriculum reform within higher education. This prior 
experience informed both the design of the staff develop-
ment initiative and the theoretical framing of the study, 
while also requiring ongoing reflexive attention to as-
sumptions brought into data interpretation. Reflexivity 
extended beyond individual reflection through the 
maintenance of an analytic journal documenting emerg-
ing interpretations, decisions and tensions throughout 
the coding process. Initial themes were also discussed 
with experienced qualitative researchers and senior aca-
demic colleagues, providing opportunities to challenge 
interpretations, refine analytic categories and ensure 
that emerging themes remained grounded within par-
ticipants' accounts rather than researcher expectations.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was granted by the University of 
Sunderland research ethics committee. Participants re-
ceived information about the purpose of the study, the 
voluntary nature of participation, and their right to with-
draw. Written consent was obtained, and all data were 
anonymised. Particular care was taken when using reflec-
tive testimonies, with explicit permission sought for an-
onymised quotation. Beyond procedural ethics, the study 
engaged with decolonial research ethics, recognising 
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power relations in knowledge production and resisting ex-
tractive approaches. Participant reflections were treated 
as dialogic contributions rather than data to be mined, 
and the analysis sought to foreground limitations and si-
lences alongside insights.

RESULTS

Quotations are identified using participants' faculty 
or professional service and institutional role (e.g., 
FESCI = Faculty of Education, Society and Creative 
Industries; FHSW = Faculty of Health Sciences and 
Wellbeing; FBT = Faculty of Business and Technology; 
PS = Professional Services). Reflexive thematic analysis 
of workshop feedback (n = 40), reflective testimonies and 
follow-up consultation notes (n = 7) generated four in-
terrelated themes. These themes do not represent linear 
development or evidence of successful transformation 
(Figure 1). Instead, they capture how participants inter-
preted decolonial ideas within the constraints of their 
institutional roles, disciplinary contexts and professional 
identities. Across the dataset, participants articulated mo-
ments of clarity and intention alongside uncertainty, limi-
tation and silence. The analysis below expands on each 
theme to demonstrate how these dynamics were expressed 
and patterned across the data.

Developing conceptual language, confidence and 
epistemic awareness

A dominant feature of the data was participants' em-
phasis on developing conceptual clarity and confidence 
in relation to decolonial ideas. Approximately two-
thirds of participants described increased confidence 
in understanding and articulating concepts such as 
decolonisation, decoloniality, knowledge pluralism and 
epistemic justice. Many noted that these terms had been 
previously encountered in policy documents or discipli-
nary discussions but were experienced as ambiguous or 
inaccessible.

‘I had heard these terms before, especially 
‘decolonising,’ but never felt like I could 
explain them properly. Now I feel like I 
can talk about them confidently in team 
meetings.’ 

(FESCI, L)

This growing confidence was not framed as mastery, 
but as an increased ability to participate in professional 
dialogue. Participants described being better equipped to 
distinguish between surface-level diversification and more 
substantive epistemic shifts.

‘I can now distinguish between tokenistic di-
versity and what a truly decolonial approach 
to knowledge means. That's a major shift.’ 

(FESCI, AT)

For some, this distinction marked a significant refram-
ing of prior inclusive practice, challenging assumptions 
that diversification alone constituted decolonial work.

‘Decoloniality was completely new to me. 
The distinction between that and just ‘diver-
sifying’ the curriculum really helped clarify 
what the work actually involves.’ 

(FHSW, L)

Conceptual engagement was also described as politi-
cal and affective. Participants reflected on how epistemic 
structures shape belonging, authority and legitimacy 
within higher education.

‘Belonging is something we often talk about 
in relation to student satisfaction, but now I 
realise it's deeply tied to the epistemic struc-
tures we reinforce through our teaching.’ 

(FESCI, SL)

These moments of clarity were frequently accompanied 
by critical self-awareness and recognition of professional 
complicity in sustaining dominant knowledge hierarchies.

F I G U R E  1   Overview of the analytical process and thematic structure generated through reflexive thematic analysis.
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‘I was surprised how little I knew about plu-
rality in knowledge systems. It challenged 
the idea that western knowledge is neutral or 
objective.’ 

(PS, HR)

Taken together, these reflections indicate that the work-
shops functioned as spaces for epistemic reorientation, en-
abling participants to articulate previously unexamined 
assumptions about knowledge, neutrality and inclusion. 
While conceptual clarity was evident across faculties, its artic-
ulation varied by role and disciplinary context. Participants 
working in education and social science–aligned disciplines 
tended to describe epistemic shifts using established critical 
vocabularies, whereas staff in health and business contexts 
more frequently framed their learning as an initial exposure 
to unfamiliar concepts. Professional services staff often po-
sitioned their reflections in relation to institutional processes 
rather than curriculum content, highlighting how epistemic 
assumptions operate beyond teaching spaces. These vari-
ations suggest that while conceptual confidence increased 
broadly, the depth and framing of epistemic awareness were 
shaped by participants' positionality within the institution. 
Across these contexts, conceptual engagement was fre-
quently accompanied by recognition of complicity. Rather 
than positioning themselves as agents of change external to 
the system, participants often acknowledged their partici-
pation in reinforcing dominant knowledge hierarchies. This 
reflexive positioning reinforces the interpretation of concep-
tual clarity as a relational process and one that involved rec-
ognising one's location within epistemic systems, rather than 
acquiring abstract knowledge alone.

Perceived agency, institutional constraint and the 
limits of control

While participants reported increased awareness and mo-
tivation to act, many simultaneously articulated a sense 
of constrained agency, particularly in relation to insti-
tutional systems such as assessment design, curriculum 
validation, research ethics processes and professional 
accreditation. Across faculties, participants perceived 
greater scope for change in day-to-day teaching than at 
programme or structural levels.

‘Changing my reading list feels doable as I 
can bring in more diverse authors. But alter-
ing assessments? That's far more difficult and 
tied up in policy.’ 

(FBT, L)

This distinction between classroom-level flexibility and 
institutional rigidity was reiterated across roles.

‘I feel most able to make change in the class-
room as discussions are flexible and students 

engage. Institutional structures like assess-
ment boards are harder to influence.’ 

(FESCI, SL)

Several participants framed this tension as indicative 
of a broader performativity within institutional decolo-
nial agendas.

‘There's a performative element as depart-
ments want to appear decolonial without 
changing the systems of validation, especially 
around assessment and research ethics.’ 

(FESCI, L)

Research ethics processes emerged as a particularly 
salient site of constraint. Participants described re-
evaluating how notions of objectivity, hierarchy and 
risk embedded in ethics procedures reproduce colonial 
assumptions.

‘I supervise dissertations, and I now realise 
the extent to which our ethics processes rein-
force western-centric research norms.’ 

(FESCI, L)

Further complexity was introduced through partic-
ipants' reflections on intersectionality. Some expressed 
uncertainty about navigating multiple dimensions of 
identity and exclusion when designing inclusive curricula.

‘Even where I have control, like choosing ma-
terials, I worry about reinforcing stereotypes 
especially when teaching about race and dis-
ability together.’ 

(FESCI, L)

These accounts illustrate that decolonial practice 
was experienced not as a clear pathway to action, but 
as an ongoing negotiation with institutional power, 
risk and responsibility. Importantly, constraints were 
not articulated uniformly across roles. Academic staff 
more frequently described assessment and validation 
as limiting, while professional services staff emphasised 
policy, compliance and reputational risk as significant 
barriers. Across both groups, institutional processes 
were described as opaque and difficult to influence, re-
inforcing perceptions that decolonial work was toler-
ated at the level of discourse but constrained at the level 
of governance. This distinction highlights how agency 
is unevenly distributed within the institution, shaping 
where and how decolonial intentions can be enacted. 
Participants' reflections also reveal how constraint pro-
duced caution rather than resistance. Uncertainty about 
‘doing the wrong thing’ or unintentionally reinforcing 
stereotypes surfaced repeatedly, particularly when par-
ticipants considered intersectional dimensions of race, 
disability and power. This caution underscores how 
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institutional constraint does not merely limit action but 
shapes the affective conditions under which educators 
engage with decolonial practice.

Dialogic pedagogy, affective engagement and 
discomfort as learning

Participants consistently highlighted the dialogic and rela-
tional pedagogy of the workshops as a key enabling factor 
in their engagement. The use of case studies, provocations 
and co-reflective discussion was contrasted with more di-
dactic or compliance-oriented professional development.

‘The case study on Maslow and the Blackfoot 
origins was transformative. It exposed how 
so many concepts we teach are decontextual-
ised or appropriated.’ 

(PS/LS)

‘I appreciated how we weren't just given a lec-
ture. The reflective group discussions pushed 
us to see where our own complicity lies.’ 

(FHSW, SL)

The emotional and affective dimensions of learn-
ing were frequently foregrounded. Participants de-
scribed discomfort, uncertainty and emotional labour 
as integral to the process rather than as obstacles to be 
minimised.

‘What made it powerful was the emotional 
labour involved as it wasn't just intellectual. 
It made me question my assumptions.’ 

(PS, HSR)

Participants contrasted this experience with more per-
formative forms of staff development.

‘So much training is a tick-box exercise. This 
felt dialogic.’ 

(FHSW, L)

‘There was a strong sense that discomfort was 
part of the process, not something to avoid. 
That's not how most CPD works.’ 

(FESCI, L)

Notably, the data contained no explicit accounts of 
resistance or disengagement. While this may reflect the 
supportive workshop environment, it also suggests that 
engagement was shaped by self-selection, limiting insight 
into how such approaches might be received across the 
institution more broadly. The absence of overt resistance 
should be interpreted cautiously. While participants 
consistently valued dialogic and discomfort-oriented 
pedagogy, this may reflect the self-selecting nature of 

participation rather than universal receptivity to such ap-
proaches. Those who engaged most deeply with discom-
fort and emotional labour were often already positioned 
within reflective or relational roles, suggesting that dia-
logic pedagogy may resonate most strongly with educa-
tors predisposed to critical self-examination. This raises 
questions about how such pedagogies might be received 
in contexts where professional learning is more tightly 
aligned with performance management or compliance.

Shifts in perspective, intentional change and the 
limits of inclusion

Many participants described intentional changes already 
made or planned in response to the workshops. These 
ranged from curriculum redesign and changes in language 
use to efforts to foster more critical classroom dialogue.

‘I've already rewritten one of my module 
guides to foreground these concepts from the 
start. It's not perfect, but it's a start.’ 

(FESCI, SL)

‘I've started talking to colleagues about how 
we can create safer spaces for students to 
challenge dominant narratives.’ 

(FESCI, SL)

For others, the most significant shift was a re-evaluation 
of pedagogic assumptions and gatekeeping norms.

‘I'm looking differently at what we accept as 
academic tone or rigour. Who are we exclud-
ing by insisting on these things?’ 

(FHSW, SL)

Participants also emphasised the ongoing nature of de-
colonial practice, resisting checklist approaches.

‘My biggest takeaway is that decoloniality 
isn't a checklist but it's ongoing, reflective 
work.’ 

(PS, CfGP)

‘Before the workshop, I thought I was inclu-
sive because I cared. Now I realise care alone 
isn't enough.’ 

(PS, HSR)

Across faculties and professional roles, the workshops 
generated tangible shifts in conceptual understanding, 
professional reflexivity and collaborative ethos. However, 
despite these shifts, explicit references to SEND, disabil-
ity, neurodiversity or accessibility remained largely ab-
sent from participant reflections. Inclusion continued 
to be framed primarily through epistemic and cultural 
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lenses rather than through access, support or cognitive 
diversity. Despite participants' emphasis on ongoing re-
flection and intentional change, explicit consideration of 
SEND, disability and neurodiversity remained largely ab-
sent from accounts of enacted or planned practice. Where 
intersectionality was acknowledged, it was often framed 
as a source of uncertainty rather than as a dimension of 
pedagogical design. This suggests that while participants 
were beginning to question epistemic hierarchies, they 
had fewer conceptual resources for engaging with cog-
nitive and learning diversity. The findings indicate that 
decolonial engagement did not automatically extend to 
interrogating normative assumptions about assessment, 
independence or academic rigour, reinforcing the inter-
pretation of SEND absence as analytically significant.

The findings demonstrate that the staff development 
initiative supported conceptual clarity, confidence and 
critical reflection, alongside emergent intentions for 
change. At the same time, participants consistently artic-
ulated institutional constraint, affective labour and un-
certainty about how to enact decolonial practice within 
existing systems. The relative absence of SEND and 
neurodiversity across participant accounts establishes a 
key empirical foundation for the subsequent discussion 
of how inclusive education agendas may fragment, even 
within justice-oriented pedagogical initiatives.

DISCUSSION

This study set out to critically examine a decolonial 
staff development initiative as a site through which the 
possibilities and limits of inclusive education in higher 
education could be interrogated. Drawing together the 
conceptual framing outlined in the Introduction and the 
expanded empirical findings, the discussion foregrounds 
how decolonial ideas were taken up by staff, how they 
were constrained by institutional structures, and how 
certain dimensions of inclusion, most notably SEND and 
neurodiversity, remained marginal or absent. Rather than 
positioning these findings as shortcomings of individual 
educators, this discussion situates them within broader 
debates about decoloniality, inclusive education and pro-
fessional learning in the Global North higher education.

From conceptual clarity to constrained praxis

The results demonstrate that the staff development ini-
tiative was effective in fostering conceptual clarity and 
confidence among participants. Staff articulated an in-
creased ability to distinguish between symbolic diversifi-
cation and deeper epistemic shifts, and many described 
a heightened awareness of how dominant knowledge 
systems shape belonging and legitimacy within curricula. 
These findings align with scholarship suggesting that 
professional learning spaces can play a critical role in 

supporting educators to name and challenge epistemic in-
justice (Bhambra et al., 2018; Mbembe, 2016). However, 
the findings also make clear that this conceptual engage-
ment rarely translated into sustained or collective praxis. 
Participants repeatedly described uncertainty about how 
far decolonial commitments could be enacted within ex-
isting institutional arrangements, particularly in relation 
to assessment, validation and research ethics. This gap 
between understanding and action echoes long-standing 
critiques within critical pedagogy that warn against the 
containment of critique within reflective spaces that do not 
disrupt structural conditions (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2005).

From an inclusive education perspective, this distinc-
tion is crucial. Inclusion is often framed as a matter of 
awareness, attitude or care, yet the findings reinforce 
arguments that structural arrangements, rather than 
individual dispositions, play a decisive role in shap-
ing inclusive practice (Florian & Black-Hawkins,  2011; 
Norwich,  2013). The data suggest that decolonial staff 
development, when positioned primarily as an individual 
reflective exercise, risks reproducing the very dynamics it 
seeks to challenge by locating responsibility for change 
with educators while leaving institutional power relations 
intact (Ahmed, 2012).

Institutional constraint, performativity and the 
governance of inclusion

Participants' reflections on constrained agency highlight 
how decolonial and inclusive ambitions are mediated by 
institutional governance structures. Assessment systems, 
accreditation requirements and ethics processes were re-
peatedly identified as sites where colonial assumptions 
about objectivity, hierarchy and legitimacy persist. These 
findings resonate with analyses of higher education as 
an audit-driven environment in which innovation is en-
couraged rhetorically but limited in practice (Ball, 2012; 
Troiani & Dutson, 2021).

Notably, participants described a perceived performa-
tivity within decolonial agendas, where departments were 
seen to value symbolic alignment with decolonisation 
while resisting substantive change to systems of validation 
and control. This supports critiques that warn against the 
incorporation of decolonial language into managerial 
diversity frameworks, where it risks becoming depoliti-
cised and instrumentalised (Stein & De Andreotti, 2016). 
For inclusive education, this performativity has particu-
lar consequences, as it may prioritise visible curriculum 
changes over less visible but more consequential transfor-
mations to assessment, pedagogy and support structures.

The findings therefore suggest that decolonial staff de-
velopment cannot be understood in isolation from insti-
tutional governance. Rather than asking whether staff are 
sufficiently committed to inclusion, the data invite a re-
framing of the question: how do institutional systems de-
limit what forms of inclusion are possible or permissible?
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Positionality, participation and epistemic labour

The findings further illuminate how engagement with 
decolonial staff development was uneven across facul-
ties and roles. Participants were predominantly drawn 
from education-related and student-facing contexts, 
with limited representation from more regulated or 
market-oriented disciplines. This pattern aligns with 
Ahmed's  (2012) analysis of diversity work as labour 
disproportionately undertaken by those already posi-
tioned within social justice-oriented roles. Importantly, 
this uneven participation speaks directly to the ongo-
ing concern about epistemic authority and representa-
tion. Rather than claiming to speak for ‘staff’ broadly, 
this study demonstrates how decolonial discourse cir-
culates within a particular institutional constituency. 
Positionality, in this sense, is not simply an individual 
reflective stance, but an institutional condition shaped 
by disciplinary norms, perceived risk and professional 
accountability.

For inclusive education research, this finding under-
scores the need to examine who is invited into, and who 
is absent from, professional learning spaces. If inclusion 
work relies primarily on those already inclined toward 
critical pedagogy, it risks reinforcing inequities in epis-
temic labour and limiting the reach of inclusive reform 
(Ainscow, 2020).

Pluriversality, epistemic humility and 
global north decoloniality

Pluriversality was introduced as a key conceptual ori-
entation within the staff development initiative, yet this 
indicates that it was experienced largely as a critical vo-
cabulary rather than a relational practice. Participants 
reflected on the dominance of Western epistemologies 
and the appropriation of non-Western knowledge (for 
example, through the Maslow–Blackfoot case study), but 
engagement remained largely conceptual.

This finding speaks directly to critiques of decolonial-
ity in Global North higher education, where theoretical 
engagement with Global South scholarship is not always 
accompanied by reciprocal learning from decolonial 
practice (Connell,  2007; Grech,  2015). Such dynamics 
risk epistemic ventriloquism, where decolonial concepts 
are mobilised without accountability to the contexts from 
which they emerge.

Rather than attempting to resolve this tension, the study 
foregrounds it as an empirical finding. Pluriversality, in 
this context, functioned as an aspiration constrained by 
institutional location. For inclusive education, this under-
scores the importance of epistemic humility and the need 
to move beyond critique toward relational engagement 
with diverse practices of inclusion, particularly those 
developed in materially constrained or majority-world 
contexts.

SEND, silence and the fragmentation of 
inclusive education

An important contextual consideration concerns the 
scope of the staff development initiative itself. Although 
the workshops were presented within a broader commit-
ment to inclusive curriculum design, SEND and neurodi-
versity were introduced only briefly through discussion of 
the Pillars of Privilege framework and were not explored 
as standalone topics. Much greater attention was devoted 
to race, coloniality, curriculum representation and epis-
temic justice. Consequently, the relative absence of SEND 
from participant reflections should not be interpreted sim-
ply as participant omission but also as reflecting the con-
ceptual emphases embedded within the staff development 
programme. This does not diminish the significance of the 
finding. Rather, it illustrates how professional learning ini-
tiatives themselves shape the forms of inclusion participants 
come to recognise, discuss and prioritise. The persistence of 
this silence suggests that SEND functions as an epistemic 
boundary within decolonial staff development, delineating 
what forms of inclusion are readily connected to decolonial 
critique and which remain conceptually marginal. While 
participants engaged extensively with questions of repre-
sentation, voice and epistemic justice, inclusion was rarely 
articulated in terms of access, assessment design or the re-
structuring of pedagogical norms that privilege particular 
cognitive styles. This supports arguments within disability 
studies that inclusive education is often reduced to symbolic 
recognition while material and epistemic barriers remain in-
tact (Erevelles, 2011; Goodley, 2017).

Crucially, the findings suggest that decoloniality 
does not inherently destabilise ableist assumptions. 
Participants' uncertainty about engaging race and dis-
ability together, and their hesitation around reinforcing 
stereotypes, indicate a lack of integrated frameworks 
for addressing intersecting forms of exclusion. From a 
depathologising perspective, this highlights the risk that 
decolonial initiatives may challenge racialised epistemic 
hierarchies while leaving intact normative constructions 
of academic ability, independence and rigour. For inclu-
sive education research, this underscores the need to move 
beyond additive models of inclusion and toward intersec-
tional frameworks that explicitly connect epistemic justice 
with cognitive diversity and access. This finding resonates 
strongly with critiques in disability studies that argue 
inclusion is often framed through symbolic recognition 
rather than structural transformation (Erevelles,  2011; 
Goodley, 2017). Puar's (2017) notion of debility is particu-
larly instructive here, highlighting how certain bodies and 
minds are rendered peripheral within systems that value 
productivity, independence and normative cognition.

From a depathologising perspective, the absence of 
SEND discourse reveals how decolonial initiatives may 
inadvertently reproduce ableist assumptions if disabil-
ity and neurodiversity are not explicitly engaged. The 
Results demonstrate that decoloniality, as encountered by 
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participants, did not automatically prompt consideration 
of SEND. This challenges assumptions that decolonial 
and inclusive agendas naturally align, and underscores 
the need for deliberate, intersectional integration rather 
than additive inclusion.

Limitations

This study should be interpreted in light of several limi-
tations that also point toward opportunities for future 
research. Data was generated primarily through work-
shop feedback forms, reflective testimonies and a small 
number of follow-up consultations, providing rich insight 
into participants' immediate reflections following the staff 
development initiative. However, these methods privilege 
initial responses rather than capturing how participants' 
understandings and intentions evolved over time. While 
the follow-up consultations added depth, semi-structured 
interviews may have enabled participants to elaborate 
further on their experiences, and focus groups could have 
provided opportunities for collaborative sense-making 
around decoloniality, inclusive education and SEND 
across disciplinary contexts. Similarly, the study did not 
include classroom observations or analysis of curriculum 
materials following the workshops, limiting conclusions 
about the extent to which participants' reported intentions 
translated into sustained changes in teaching practice.

A further limitation concerns the scope and context of 
the study. Conducted within a single UK post-92 univer-
sity, the findings reflect the experiences of a self-selecting 
group of staff who chose to participate in a voluntary 
professional development initiative. As with qualitative 
case study research, the intention is not statistical gener-
alisation but analytical transferability (Yin,  2018). The 
study also draws solely on staff perspectives and therefore 
cannot comment on how students experienced, or were 
affected by, subsequent curriculum developments.

Implications for inclusive education research and 
professional learning

The findings of this study suggest that decolonial staff 
development should be approached with caution when 
positioned as a vehicle for inclusive education. While 
such initiatives can create important spaces for reflec-
tion, they are insufficient in isolation and may inadvert-
ently individualise responsibility for change. For inclusive 
education researchers, this underscores the importance of 
examining professional development not only as a peda-
gogical practice but as an institutional strategy shaped by 
power, governance and epistemic norms.

Future research should explore how decolonial and 
disability-informed pedagogies can be brought into dialogue 
in ways that resist additive or sequential models of inclu-
sion. As Artiles (2011) argues, equity-oriented reforms must 

address intersecting systems of exclusion simultaneously 
rather than hierarchically. This requires reimagining staff 
development as collective, sustained and institutionally sup-
ported praxis, rather than as episodic reflective engagement.

By foregrounding consciousness-raising, institutional 
constraint, epistemic abstraction and the absence of 
SEND, the paper challenges optimistic accounts of deco-
lonial practice and calls for greater epistemic humility and 
structural engagement. In doing so, it affirms that inclu-
sive education—particularly in relation to disability and 
neurodiversity—cannot be achieved through reflective 
pedagogy alone, but requires sustained institutional com-
mitment, intersectional analysis and critical engagement 
with whose knowledge, bodies and minds are recognised 
within higher education.

CONCLUSION

This study has examined a decolonial staff development 
initiative in a UK post-92 university as a situated case 
through which to interrogate the possibilities and limits of 
inclusive education in higher education. Rather than evalu-
ating the initiative as a model of effective practice, the paper 
has foregrounded how decolonial ideas were encountered, 
interpreted and constrained within a specific institutional 
context. In doing so, it contributes a reflexive account of 
decolonial staff development as a partial, uneven and con-
tested form of inclusive practice. The findings demonstrate 
that the initiative supported conceptual clarification, re-
flective dialogue and affective engagement among partici-
pating staff. Participants reported increased confidence in 
articulating decolonial concepts and greater awareness of 
epistemic exclusion within curricula. However, these shifts 
largely remained at the level of consciousness-raising, with 
limited evidence of sustained pedagogical or structural 
transformation. Institutional constraints– including as-
sessment regimes, validation processes, audit cultures and 
professional regulation shaped what participants felt able 
to change in practice. These findings underscore the limits 
of staff development initiatives that are positioned primar-
ily at the level of individual reflection without correspond-
ing institutional support.

A central contribution of this study lies in its treatment 
of absence as data. Despite the initiative being framed 
within inclusive education, issues of SEND, disability and 
neurodiversity were largely absent from participant re-
flections. This silence reveals how inclusive education can 
become fragmented, with epistemic and cultural exclu-
sion foregrounded while ableism and normative assump-
tions about cognition remain unexamined. For a field 
concerned with special educational needs, this finding 
highlights the risk that justice-oriented pedagogies may 
reproduce exclusion if SEND and accessibility are not ex-
plicitly integrated into decolonial work. The study also 
raises important epistemic questions about the mobili-
sation of decolonial theory within Global North higher 
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education. While drawing on decolonial concepts such as 
praxis, positionality and pluriversality, the initiative did 
not engage with decolonial or inclusive practices devel-
oped in Global South contexts. This reinforces the need 
for epistemic humility and cautions against symbolic or 
extractive uses of decolonial language that are insuffi-
ciently accountable to lived practice.

Taken together, the findings suggest that decolonial 
staff development should not be positioned as a stand-
alone solution for inclusive education. While such initia-
tives can open valuable spaces for reflection, they cannot 
substitute for sustained institutional commitment, col-
lective praxis or intersectional engagement with the full 
range of educational exclusions. For inclusive education 
researchers and practitioners, this study underscores 
the importance of critically examining how inclusion is 
enacted, constrained and silenced within professional 
learning spaces. In conclusion, this paper contributes to 
inclusive education scholarship by offering a reflexive, 
empirically grounded account of the limits as well as the 
possibilities of decolonial staff development in higher ed-
ucation. By foregrounding tension, partiality and silence, 
it invites more cautious, accountable and intersectional 
approaches to decolonial inclusive education, particularly 
in relation to SEND and neurodiversity.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
Reece Sohdi: Conceptualization; investigation; writing – 
original draft; methodology; writing – review and editing.

FUNDING INFORMATION
The author did not receive any funding toward this re-
search project.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT
The author has no financial interest (or other potential 
benefits) that will follow from the direct applications of 
the research.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
The data that support the findings of this study are avail-
able on request from the corresponding author. The 
data are not publicly available due to privacy or ethical 
restrictions.

ETHICS STATEMENT
Ethical approval was granted by the University of 
Sunderland Research ethics committee on 19/01/24: 023328.

ORCID
Reece Sohdi   https://orcid.org/0009-0005-6574-0506 

REFERENCES
Ahmed, S. (2012) On being included: racism and diversity in institutional 

life. Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press.
Ainscow, M. (2020) Promoting inclusion and equity in education: les-

sons from international experiences. Nordic Journal of Studies in 

Educational Policy, 6(1), 7–16. Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1080/​20020​317.​2020.​1729587

Andreotti, V.d.O. (2014) Actionable postcolonial theory in education. 
New York and London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Artiles, A.J. (2011) Toward an interdisciplinary understanding of educa-
tional equity and difference: the case of the racialization of ability. 
Educational Researcher, 40(9), 431–445. Available from: https://​
doi.​org/​10.​3102/​00131​89X11​429391

Ball, S.J. (2012) Global education Inc.: new policy networks and the neo-
liberal imaginary. Abingdon, Oxon and New York: Routledge.

Bhambra, G.K., Gebrial, D. & Nişancıoğlu, K. (2018) Decolonising the 
university. London, UK: Pluto Press.

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychology. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77–101. Available from: 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1191/​14780​88706​qp063oa

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2019) Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. 
Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589–597. 
Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​21596​76X.​2019.​1628806

Connell, R. (2007) Southern theory: the global dynamics of knowledge in 
social science. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.

Erevelles, N. (2011) Disability and difference in global contexts: enabling 
a transformative body politic. New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.

Florian, L. (2014) What counts as evidence of inclusive education? 
European Journal of Special Needs Education, 29(3), 286–294. 
Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​08856​257.​2014.​933551

Florian, L. & Black-Hawkins, K. (2011) Exploring inclusive pedagogy. 
Cambridge Journal of Education, 41(4), 425–442. Available from: 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​03057​64X.​2011.​618205

Freire, P. (1970) Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York, NY: Continuum.
Giroux, H.A. (2005) Border crossings: cultural workers and the politics of 

education, 2nd edition. New York: Routledge.
Goodley, D. (2017) Disability studies: an interdisciplinary introduction, 

2nd edition. London: Sage.
Goodley, D., Liddiard, K. & Runswick-Cole, K. (2018) Feeling dis-

ability: theories of affect and critical disability studies. Disability 
& Society, 33(2), 197–217. Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​
09687​599.​2017.​1402752

Grech, S. (2015) Decolonising disability: thinking and acting globally. 
Disability & Society, 30(1), 6–19. Available from: https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1080/​09687​599.​2014.​966195

Haraway, D. (1988) Situated knowledges: the science question in fem-
inism and the privilege of partial perspective. Feminist Studies, 
14(3), 575–599. Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​2307/​3178066

Mazzei, L.A. (2007) Toward a problematic of silence in action research. 
Educational Action Research, 15(4), 631–642. Available from: 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​09650​79070​1664054

Mazzei, L.A. (2011) Desiring silence: gender, race and pedagogy in 
education. British Educational Research Journal, 37(4), 657–669. 
Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​01411​926.​2010.​487934

Mbembe, A. (2016) Decolonizing the university: new directions. Arts 
and Humanities in Higher Education, 15(1), 29–45. Available from: 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​14740​22215​618513

Meekosha, H. & Shuttleworth, R. (2009) What's so “critical” about crit-
ical disability studies? Australian Journal of Human Rights, 15(1), 
47–75. Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13232​38X.​2009.​
11910861

Mignolo, W.D. & Walsh, C.E. (2018) On decoloniality: concepts, analyt-
ics, praxis. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Mirza, H.S. (2015) Decolonizing higher education: Black feminism 
and the intersectionality of race and gender. Race Ethnicity and 
Education, 18(1), 1–19. Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​
13613​324.​2014.​969227

Norwich, B. (2013) Addressing tensions and dilemmas in inclusive educa-
tion. London and New York: Routledge.

Portera, A., Balloi, C. & Salvadori, E.M.F. (2025) Intersectionality in 
intercultural educational research. The role of power and privilege 
in multicultural societies. Intercultural Education, 36(4), 437–457. 
Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​14675​986.​2025.​2484705

 14713802, 2026, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1471-3802.70155 by D

elphine D
oucet - U

niversity of Sunderland , W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [10/08/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://orcid.org/0009-0005-6574-0506
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-6574-0506
https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2020.1729587
https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2020.1729587
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X11429391
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X11429391
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
https://doi.org/10.1080/08856257.2014.933551
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2011.618205
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2017.1402752
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2017.1402752
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2014.966195
https://doi.org/10.1080/09687599.2014.966195
https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066
https://doi.org/10.1080/09650790701664054
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2010.487934
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474022215618513
https://doi.org/10.1080/1323238X.2009.11910861
https://doi.org/10.1080/1323238X.2009.11910861
https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2014.969227
https://doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2014.969227
https://doi.org/10.1080/14675986.2025.2484705


      |  13 of 13DECOLONIALITY, STAFF DEVELOPMENT AND INCLUSIVE EDUCATION

Puar, J.K. (2017) The right to maim: debility, capacity, disability. 
Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press.

Race, R., Lander, V. & Meer, N. (2022) Education for diversity and inclu-
sion. Bristol, United Kingdom: Policy Press.

Ryan, G.W. & Bernard, H.R. (2003) Techniques to identify themes. 
Field Methods, 15(1), 85–109. Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1177/​15258​22X02​239569

Smith, L.T. (2021) Decolonizing methodologies: research and indigenous 
peoples, 3rd edition. London: Zed Books.

Sohdi, R. (2026) The pillars of privilege: a decolonial framework for un-
derstanding power, positionality, and (un)belonging in higher ed-
ucation. Exchanges: The Interdisciplinary Research Journal, 13(2), 
105–121. Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​31273/​​eirj.​v13i2.​1903

Stein, S. & De Andreotti, V.O. (2016) Cash, competition, or charity: 
international students and the global imaginary. Higher Education, 
72(2), 225–239. Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s1073​
4-​015-​9949-​8

Troiani, I. & Dutson, A. (2021) From diversity to anti-racism in the 
workplace. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion, 40(4), 364–379. 
Available from: https://​doi.​org/​10.​1108/​EDI-​07-​2020-​0173

Tuck, E. & Yang, K.W. (2012) Decolonization is not a metaphor. 
Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & Society, 1(1), 1–40.

Yin, R.K. (2018) Case study research and applications: design and meth-
ods, 6th edition. Thousand Oaks, California: Sage.

SUPPORTING INFORMATION
Additional supporting information can be found online 
in the Supporting Information section at the end of this 
article.

How to cite this article: Sohdi, R. (2026) 
Decoloniality, staff development and the limits of 
inclusive education in UK higher education: A 
reflexive case study. Journal of Research in Special 
Educational Needs, 26, e70155. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.70155

 14713802, 2026, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1471-3802.70155 by D

elphine D
oucet - U

niversity of Sunderland , W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [10/08/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X02239569
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X02239569
https://doi.org/10.31273/eirj.v13i2.1903
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-015-9949-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-015-9949-8
https://doi.org/10.1108/EDI-07-2020-0173
https://doi.org/10.1111/1471-3802.70155

	Decoloniality, staff development and the limits of inclusive education in UK higher education: A reflexive case study
	Abstract
	INTRODUCTION
	METHODS
	Context and participants
	Staff development initiative and toolkit
	Data generation
	Data analysis
	Researcher positionality and reflexivity
	Ethical considerations

	RESULTS
	Developing conceptual language, confidence and epistemic awareness
	Perceived agency, institutional constraint and the limits of control
	Dialogic pedagogy, affective engagement and discomfort as learning
	Shifts in perspective, intentional change and the limits of inclusion

	DISCUSSION
	From conceptual clarity to constrained praxis
	Institutional constraint, performativity and the governance of inclusion
	Positionality, participation and epistemic labour
	Pluriversality, epistemic humility and global north decoloniality
	SEND, silence and the fragmentation of inclusive education
	Limitations
	Implications for inclusive education research and professional learning

	CONCLUSION
	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	FUNDING INFORMATION
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
	ETHICS STATEMENT
	ORCID
	REFERENCES


