Inclusivity means not ‘just we’re allowed to be there,’ but we are valued (Brindy-Woody, 2020).
Since the introduction of modern economics and democratisation, the benefits of investing in human capital have been recognised as invaluable. In 2018, in regard to international progression, the World Bank embarked on a Human Capital Project, to expedite investments in people, through impartiality and economic development. Figures showed the global average at 0.57 for the human capital index, which could have been significantly higher, had more time and money been invested in people’s health, and education (The Free Library, 2018).
With lifelong learning now considered a human right, and employers requesting more prominent educational qualifications, Higher Education has undergone a considerable transformation over the last few decades (Blessinger, Sengupta and Makhanya, 2019). The aim of this essay is to critically analyse some of the misconceptions relating to curriculum theory and practice within the UK’s National Curriculum for Higher Education, and examine strategies and proposals used to promote inclusive curricula to date. Evidence gathered, will refer to three protected characteristics, from three individual universities within the UK. It will also identify appropriate legislation and highlight current issues affecting this criterion.
Considering this agenda, it would be beneficial to start by clarifying the meaning of ‘Inclusivity in Higher Education’. According to Croucher and Romer (2007, p.3), an inclusive approach 
“… does not place groups in opposition to each other. It respects diversity, but does not imply a lack of commonality; it supports the concept of widening participation, but does not imply an externally imposed value judgement; it values equality of opportunity, but encourages all to feel that this relates to them, and that the issues are not just projected as being relevant to groups more commonly defined as disenfranchised, and translated into universities’ targets for equality”.
Government legislation now reinforces this approach (Equality Act 2010), in response to the Human Rights Act 1998. In addition, under the Public Sector Equality Duty 2011 (PSED), all Higher Education institutes are legally bound to have Inclusive Practice Policies that promote equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) for students, staff, and the wider community (Universities UK, n.d.). This has become increasingly important given that higher education is now more readily available to heterogeneous groups and not just the select minority. 
When referring to inclusive curricula, the whole educational experience must be taken into consideration, as this does not just refer to the learning and teaching process, but also the social, economic, and psychological dynamics that students are exposed to. 
This table provides a comparison of inclusive measures found in the policies of three independent Universities within the UK.
	INCLUSIVE MEASURES
	LONDON
	EDINGBURGH
	CARDIFF

	Access arrangements
	√
	
	

	Admissions process
	
	
	√

	Age
	√
	√
	√

	ALN
	√
	
	

	Disability
	√
	√
	√

	Examination (access arrangements)
	√
	
	

	Gender reassignment
	√
	√
	√

	Imposed travel restrictions
	√
	
	

	Imprisoned persons
	√
	
	

	Marriage and Civil Partnerships
	√
	√
	√

	Medical condition
	√
	
	

	Pregnancy and Maternity
	√
	√
	√

	Race equality
	√
	√
	√

	Religion and belief
	√
	√
	√

	Serving in armed forces
	√
	
	

	Sex
	√
	√
	√

	Sexual Orientation
	√
	√
	√

	Specific Access Situations
	
	
	√



Having accepted the importance of inclusivity as a human right, it is not difficult to understand why commonalities between these three Universities, endorse nine protected characteristics, in accordance with the Equality Act (2010), as non-discriminatory education is now obligatory. Cardiff University also offer education studies in Welsh, in accordance with the Welsh Language Act (1993).
Traditionally, curricula have been influenced by white, male Europeans, resulting in isolated learning experiences for a large number of students, but more recent research considers equality, diversity, and inclusivity as a fundamental part of Higher Education (UCL, n.d.). The widening participation agenda is not new to higher education, and in 2018 the Widening Participation Strategy, three-year plan was introduced, to not only increase the number of students enrolling in higher education, but to eradicate inconsistencies surrounding university admissions for under-represented and marginalised groups. Its aim is to remove barriers, improve outcomes, and employment accomplishments for all graduates (Department for Education, 2018). There have been a number of curriculum theorists over the years, the most recent being Tyler. All of these were of a similar opinion, in that, they believed that a curriculum and its contents should be planned and compatible with the needs of all students (Alvior, 2014). Whilst Dewey, another theorist recognised the importance of social interaction, and a curriculum which included the value of family, culture, and community as part of the whole experience. Pedagogy should not just support individuals, but help shape society as a whole, by using real life situations (Aubrey and Riley, 2016). These theories will be substantiated in the following analysis.
For an inclusive curriculum to be efficient and effective, it is imperative that it recognises the diversity of its students as a positive, not negative influence (Advance HE, n.d.). Students arrive at university from broad and diverse backgrounds, so the transition process is extremely important to ensure they feel valued and belong. This should include an awareness of higher education policies, practices, teaching methods and assessments. Advice provided for educational purposes, recommends the use of a variety of elements and resources, including a range of viewpoints in case studies, reading materials, course content, and delivery. All teaching professionals should be knowledgeably aware of their accountability, throughout their student’s university experience (Education for Health, n.d.).
The following information focuses on some of the strategies used by Cardiff, Edinburgh, and London universities, to promote inclusivity in Higher Education curricula. 
Cardiff confirm how they support global participation and provide study opportunities for students in both English and Welsh. Their objective is to provide an outstanding learning experience for all students, by raising awareness, and providing appropriate training, to promote the importance of an inclusive curriculum. Highly skilled personnel are responsible for training and developing their staff, using a variety of techniques, which includes case studies, and the use of internal and external resources. Cardiff have implemented a Strategic Equity Plan (SEP), aimed at staff, students, and the wider community. This information is reviewed and revised every four years. One of the objectives for their 2020-2024 SEP, is to provide a constant inclusive student experience at all times (Cardiff University, n.d.). 
One case study, accomplished in partnership with Stonewall, an LGBT rights charity, describes how they have addressed Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) issues within their Healthcare Sciences School curriculum. They recognised that whilst reports are important, they do not necessarily make a difference and it is more about changing the workforce’s mindsets, and the way a curriculum is taught. A series of voluntary one day training programmes were used, to ensure that those who attended would be engaged and attentive and want to reproduce the ideas put forward, within their own student groups. Some of the reasons given for not addressing LGBT inequalities previously, were down to a lack of confidence or knowledge, the fear of saying something wrong, not my role or that it challenged religious beliefs.  This research-based agenda helped publicise the unhealthy attitudes, experiences and types of inequality and isolation LGBT people encounter in comparison to heterosexual people. Throughout the day, attendees engaged in interactive games, empathetic challenges, activities, and presentations, and were supplied with documentary guidance. One piece of evidence provided, stated that, on a scale of 1-10, LGB students’ average score of agreement with the statement, ‘I see LGB experiences and history reflected in my curriculum’ was only 3.9, and trans students even lower at just 2.5 (O’Brien and Clarke, 2016).  These sessions provided staff with a greater understanding of how to make their curricula more inclusive, and to recognise how even the smallest of changes could make a big difference. Evaluation of this type of training is qualitative and followed up regularly throughout the academic year. Their ambition is to be able to adapt and deliver courses like these across departments and to other universities by using attendees as Champions and Role Models. 
Cardiff have also been recognised, as one of the first universities in the UK, to provide exclusive accommodation for LGBT+ students, to help them adapt to university life. This unconventional approach has come as a direct response to student feedback, and research carried out by two independent groups, namely Student Minds UK and Kings College London (Wightwick, 2019). Whilst recognising the rationale behind this move, that is, to increase student morale and safety, and prevent homophobic victimisation, there have been concerns that this may alienate them further, with restrictions like these leading to even more segregation (Behrmann, 2018). Nevertheless, Swindell (2019) a representative for the student union, confirmed that this would not be the case, as this option was completely discretionary, and justifiable for students who realised its benefits during their time spent at university.  
Stonewall (2018), record how 42% of LGBT+ students, conceal their identity, because of the prejudicial treatment they may receive. Cardiff University are currently acknowledged as Stonewall Diversity Champions, and as a top trans employer. They are also the highest-ranking University in the top one hundred and have been recognised for their commitment, by Europe’s largest LGBT equality organisation. Cardiff have confirmed that their attainment gap is continuing to close, but that there is still the need for more specific guidance in certain areas. Consequently, they have produced additional information to support protected characteristics such as religion and beliefs, and trans policies.
In contrast, an examination of University College London (UCL) data, highlighted a notable difference in the level of degrees attained by UK Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) students, in comparison to UK White students. Whilst the majority of UCL students were above national standards, there was still a 7% divide between the number of white and BAME students obtaining a 1st class degree. Additional investigations into entry attributes proved inconclusive, so it was deduced that these discrepancies were as a consequence of discriminatory practices (UCL, 2019).
In 2016, UCL, who are recognised as a Russell group university, formed an association with four other universities, and in 2017, were awarded £499,956 of funding from the Office for Students to complete a BME Attainment Gap Project (Office for Students, n.d.). Its purpose, was to see if Kingston Universities proven initiative for addressing the BME attainment gap, could be disseminated to other universities. This involved the use of a Value-Added Metric (VAM) to calculate teacher performance, against student achievement, within an Inclusive Curriculum Framework (ICF). Concurrently, UCL also launched an independent three-year Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) Awarding Project, to address the continuing discrepancies in experience, and end results for their BAME students. They also introduced the Inclusive Curriculum Health Check to review all programmes under their Annual Student Experience Review (ASER) practice. Its aim is to help staff understand how to integrate and improve the concept of inclusivity for all students. Their findings have confirmed that inclusive curricula in an effective environment, has a much greater impact on a student’s personal experience, whilst at university, and for their future status in life (UCL, n.d.).  
As a result of the on-going success of these projects, UCL have more recently introduced the BAME Awarding Gap Project Staff Toolkit 2020, in association with their UCL Education Strategy 2016-2021: Personalising Student Support. This considers all activities and participation, including course syllabus and delivery, along with student engagement, participation, and assessment. One of the four subject matters considered is the inclusive curriculum, and the importance of inclusive teaching, learning and assessment, along with recommendations for design and delivery. A top tips paper has been produced, which describes eight valuable strategies, they have recognised to help eradicate the attainment gaps for BAME students. This includes working with leadership teams to ensure proactive approaches are consistently applied when updating policies and meeting academic and social challenges. Also, qualitative research, training, real life case-studies, self and peer assessment, and friendly, accessible staff for all students, especially those who require extra support, or are struggling through nonattendance and engagement, which maybe outside of their control. Whilst BAME numbers increased to 19% in 2018 for Grade 7-8 academic staff, there are still inadequacies in senior representation and inexplicable attainment gaps for student attainment (UCL, 2020). 
In recognition of the importance of the curriculum, another technique used, is The ABC Curriculum Design. This is an experiential workshop, developed by Young and Perovic in 2014 (UCL, 2018), to create top quality curriculums, including blended and digital. Interestingly, this method has since been introduced in Edinburgh and Cardiff, who are also acknowledged in this essay (UCL, 2019).
The final university appraised for this essay is Edinburgh. Previously there was little or no provision for disabled students at university. However, since the introduction of new and revised legislation, such as the extension of disability discrimination legislation, to education in 2001, and the allotment of funding and resources, the number of disabled students in higher education has risen considerably. Edinburgh, in collaboration with four other universities, have, over a three-year period, carried out a substantial amount of research to identify and address the barriers that these students have endured. The studies aim, was to gain a clearer understanding of disabled students experiences in higher education, both from a social and academic perspective, and identify any discrepancies between the institutions. They wanted to reveal any persistent barriers that needed to be removed or modified and validate any positive changes that had been implemented with regards to inclusivity (The University of Edinburgh, n.d.).
Since 2010, Edinburgh’s Student Disability Service have changed their vision, mission, and values, to include equality, and inclusion, in an accessible learning and teaching environment, to ensure that all students are able to realise their full potential. Their percentage of students with a disability as a percentage, of the whole student population has increased from 8.4% in 2010/11, to 11% in 2019/20. In 2017, Edinburgh University’s Information Services were presented with the Scottish Union of Supported Employment (SUSE), in recognition of their commitment to disabled staff (The University of Edinburgh, 2017).
So, what are some of the leading challenges when developing an inclusive curriculum? Exclusivist mind-sets which can often be found in restricted, formally accepted curricula. Whilst providing students with theoretical, and practical understanding and competencies, this type of curricula, also stereotypes, and instils intolerant discriminative values. This is often referred to as a hidden curriculum, which if not handled correctly, can be extremely unhealthy, and damaging to a curriculum, and the environment. If these values and ethics are allowed to continue in Higher Education, they can have a detrimental effect on the whole learning experience, which does not just affect students, but staff and the wider community as well. Therefore, all hidden and unhidden curricula must be endorsed, and free from prejudice at all levels of leadership, and interactions, both internally and externally, if it is to promote a positive response to the whole learning and pedagogical experience. If an inclusive curriculum is not managed appropriately from the outset, it will risk having a learning environment that ceases to be effective (Blessinger, Sengupta and Makhanya, 2019). 
One current issue, which has had a major impact on higher education, and the global economy, is the COVID-19 pandemic, due to the large number of international students choosing to study in the UK. Whilst restrictions to travel have helped to contain this virus, they have also resulted in students feeling abandoned or isolated, either by not being able to move to their chosen institutions, or not being able to socialise, and attend face to face lectures on arrival. With no one knowing when this situation will improve, it has transformed the whole learning experience, insomuch that lectures which would normally have been carried out face-to-face, are now being presented as online learning. This has resulted in additional challenges to those already linked to EDI. Advance HE institutions (2020), have embarked on the Creating Socially Distanced Campuses and Education project, to promote worldwide collaboration, as a means of dealing with this unprecedented situation, by weighing up the essential needs, to protect students, and staff from both an academic, and wellbeing perspective. However, this will not happen instantly, and does not address immediate issues for students struggling with virtual lessons and their mental wellbeing.
To summarise, lifetime learning is not just a human right, but a prerequisite, if economic growth and democracy are to remain sustainable. This essay has attempted to highlights some of the effort and research already undertaken, and confirm what is currently being executed, in line with legal requirements, such as those stipulated within the Equality Act 2010, which prohibit any form of unjust or prejudicial treatment, attributed to its protected characteristics. The last two decades have seen UK, and international higher education institutions, undergo revolutionary changes to meet the change in student demographics. With the emphasis on equality, diversity, and inclusivity (EDI), and increased support, being more easily accessible, far more students are engaging in higher education. Diversity should be embraced as it enhances and contributes to the whole learning experience from an academic, social, economic and personnel perspective. 
Trust, respect, engagement, and input from all stakeholders is crucial. Leadership, faculty staff and students must all have an input in curricula research, planning, implementation, evaluation, and goal setting, if the mission for universal student attainment and well-being is to be achieved. The secondary response to this has been to focus on retention, attainment, and ethicality, by humanising standards and conditions for the whole learning experience. Student success relies greatly on first-class teaching and the quality of techniques used. An Inclusive Curriculum Framework is a universal necessity, that ensures the fundamental concepts of inclusivity, are performed at all Higher Education institutions, (Advance HE, n.d.). Inclusive pedagogy should incorporate contemporary curriculum design, delivery, assessment, and feedback. Contents must be transparent, multicultural and support human rights, but most importantly institutional and management commitment. Students, staff, and the wider community must all be made to feel valued and have a sense of belonging, if this vision for equality, diversity, and inclusivity (EDI) is to be realised, with desegregation pivotal. 
However, barriers still remain, and there is only limited evidence to show the positive effects these measures are having on inclusive curricula and student’s outcomes (Schneider and Preckel, 2017). For inclusivity to be realised, exclusivist mindsets must be eliminated. One of the main challenges for UK higher education, is the reality that there will always be inconsistency in curriculum quality, institutional culture, and human beliefs. Whilst ever-present, more often than not, it goes unnoticeable, however, it can have a philosophical effect on the environment, creativity, and its accomplishments if not addressed appropriately.
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