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1 
Introduction 

Katie Strudwick and Suzanne Young 

Addressing the Challenges in Teaching 
Criminology and Criminal Justice 

Criminology is an interdisciplinary field of study that has attracted 
widespread growth within the higher education setting in the United 
Kingdom. Developments within the discipline have been shown in levels 
of interest in the subject, indicating a huge rise of 240% increase in 
students enrolling in criminology courses from 2013 to 2019 (Young, 
2022). This has resulted in an increasing number of higher education
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institutions offering criminology and criminal justice courses, with over 
1000 undergraduate criminology Bachelor programmes on offer in the 
United Kingdom (UCAS, 2022). 
There is a myriad of challenges with teaching criminology and crim-

inal justice as an interdisciplinary subject. Some have an established 
legacy, such as the overlap, yet recognizable paradox, between theoretical 
approaches, the importance of the foundations of criminological enquiry 
alongside providing a critical lens on current topical challenges, in a 
global and localized way (McLaughlin, 2011). The discipline addresses 
such debates, which is why it can be transformative and empowering 
for the learner, often this is seen as the value of the subject and why it 
continues to secure its position and currency in social sciences, frequently 
helped by a multitude of research led or specialist modules. The age-
old debate of the relationship between where and how criminology sits 
with criminal justice policy continues, whilst not ignoring the logical 
overlap with other social science disciplines, sociology, social policy, poli-
tics (see Garland, 2011; Palmer,  2021). This has resulted in criminology 
and criminal justice being seen as having mutual, yet interchangeable 
focus, alongside a blurry and nebulous connection with many other 
social science subjects. 

Such attraction has led to criminology as a study at both undergrad-
uate and postgraduate levels. The exhaustive realm of the subject, and 
the benefits that come with this continual evolvement and development 
of new knowledges, presents criminology and criminal justice as being 
both historical, yet contemporary in nature. As a discipline, the diversity 
of theoretical debates, their relevance to current criminological issues, 
alongside evolving epistemological dilemmas and research topics have 
arguably widened the scope and broadened the challenges facing educa-
tors today. Such pedagogical dilemmas, and increasing diversification, 
have tended to lead to perceptions of the discipline as eclectic, with 
many interlocking and overlapping elements, often presented as ‘lens’ 
or subject areas which align together to form criminology and crim-
inal justice as a discipline. All of these have evidently been presented as 
challenges for discipline, with responses to these being varied and often 
innovative.
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It therefore seems timely and appropriate for a text of this nature 
to be published. A resource which shines a light on narratives from 
both academics and students, providing considerations of key disci-
plinary issues which have a place and relevance for the reader. This 
text furthers the discussion of the significance and currency of such 
debates, presenting criminology as a wide subject area. Externally, trends 
shown in higher education, raise questions about the place and value of 
studying, the evolving role of student engagement, relevance of authentic 
assessments and quality standards, and the move to more diversity with 
innovation and creatively shown in teaching and learning. These issues 
have been addressed in wider higher education agendas through the 
reassessment of the roles of students, the value of learning and grad-
uate outcomes and employability within programmes (see: Policy from 
the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2010, 2011, 2015, 
2016a, 2016b; Augar Report, 2019; Office for Students, 2020). Discus-
sions in the text address external drivers, such as the Teaching Excellence 
Framework and direction from the Office for Students, alongside the 
impact of such trends on the discipline, all being part of the holistic 
dialogue. 
This edited text has the core remit to address the challenges for those 

involved in designing and delivering higher education through crimi-
nology courses, at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels, making 
it distinctive from all other criminology and higher education (HE) 
texts. The collection has a dual focus, which benefits both students 
studying and academics involved in teaching criminology. By high-
lighting a number of contemporary challenges and discussing differential 
approaches that can be developed with such debates, considerations of 
how teaching materials are designed and how content is delivered are 
explored in the chapters. With a focus upon answering the ‘how’ ques-
tions, this edited text presents a divergent focus through the chapters and 
debates, which all have some level of autonomy in their questioning and 
challenging dilemmas, whilst also having overlapping themes. 
This collection is not a ‘how to teach’ criminology text, or indeed 

one that outlines key areas in the discipline, but is more about iden-
tifying the challenges and tensions that should be understood by all, 
students and those teaching criminology. The binary purpose presented
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in this text highlights the wide context of themes and reflections of prac-
tice, evidenced through exemplars explored in the chapters. The sections 
provide depth, whilst narratives address key messages for discipline. The 
lens by which pedagogical issues, literature and resources are addressed 
presents chapters which have relevance for anyone involved and inter-
ested in the discipline of criminology and criminal justice. Whilst some 
of the discussions may hold more appropriateness for a UK market, 
many of the core challenges discussed do indeed cross boundaries to the 
international market. 

Themes of the Edited Collection 

One of the central themes presented in this text is the focus upon 
relevant pedagogical debates, which will be of importance to readers. 
With a dearth of texts focussing upon critical reflections and peda-
gogical guidance in criminology, this text focusses upon some of these 
aspects, covering different distinct ‘lenses’ by which the subject can be 
understood, its diversity, transformative learning and innovation. The 
edited text is divided up into thematic parts; Theme One ‘The chal-
lenges of diversity and inclusion’; Theme Two ‘Challenges of creating 
authentic learning environments and Theme Three ‘The challenge of 
creating transformative conversation’. 
Theme One presents four chapters which discuss the challenges of 

diversity and inclusion. Stockdale, Sweeny, McCluskey-Dean, Brown 
and Azam focus upon developing and embedding critical information 
literacy. Presenting arguments that address vulnerability and marginal-
ization, they argue that criminology as a discipline, continues to limit 
itself, often to a male and Western viewpoint. This chapter explores 
their journey to improve critical information literacy in the criminology 
curriculum, addressing dilemmas from different viewpoints, lecturers, a 
doctoral researcher and graduate teaching assistant, a librarian and two 
students. 
In the second chapter Duggan and Bishop present debates associ-

ated with feminist scholars, addressing the potential for conflict between 
personal and professional identities. This discussion reflects upon the
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intersection of a gendered and intersectional nature, noting the freedom 
and autonomy on values and ethics, whilst considering wider institu-
tional resistance and restrictions. By unpicking resistance to feminist 
perspectives, the discussion addresses ways to overcome institutional 
barriers to embedding intersectional approaches in teaching criminology. 

In the third chapter Long presents the challenges involved with 
teaching race, addressing the pedagogical debates embroiled in such 
topics, and further reflects upon strategies to inform and challenge race 
thinking and the racial dynamics in the classroom. Part of this discussion 
considers the place and role for students and the positioning of these 
debates within the wider curriculum. 
The final chapter in this first section from Peake addresses a common 

issue of widening participation, with reflections for personal tutors and 
educators to ensure the playing field is levelled as far as possible. The 
chapter addresses the transition from a non-traditional route to making 
the transition often seen as difficult to negotiate. By identifying the 
differences with wider socio-economic challenges, alongside vocational 
or alternative learning, considerations reflect upon how to promote 
equity in learning and teaching. The aim of this chapter is to encourage 
higher attainment and raise the self-esteem of those who may not initially 
feel part of the HE environment. 
The second theme ‘Challenges of creating authentic learning envi-

ronments’ begins with a chapter addressing contemporary issues of 
online and digital technology within criminology. By focussing upon 
the role and impact in the real world, McAlister discusses the need 
to move beyond traditional social science thinking and pedagogical 
approaches. Arguing to bridge the gap between criminology, digital 
technologies and computer science, discussions refer to different socio-
technical approaches to studying cybercrime, whilst exploring solutions 
to ameliorate the harm caused by it. 
In Chapter 7, Johnson reflects upon approaches with visual teaching 

and its role in relation to learning in criminal justice. This chapter 
explores how visual teaching, predominantly based on smartphone 
photography, has been adopted at an undergraduate level in crim-
inal justice modules. The chapter is presented in three parts firstly 
addressing why and how a visual approach has been adopted, moving
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on to exploring the legal and ethical responsibilities arising from this 
kind of teaching and learning, and finally presenting opportunities for 
innovation that may arise with assessment from the visual approaches. 

In Chapter 8, Jones focusses upon strategies and reflections for embed-
ding employability in the curriculum. By identifying the currency with 
this topic, as shown in recent UK subject benchmarks (QAA, 2022), 
the chapter reflects upon curriculum enhancement adopted by one UK-
based criminology HE degree provider. This progressive approach has 
transformed approaches to employability and considers the competing 
demands of the research-teaching nexus and the role of external partners 
in delivering criminological learning. 
The final third theme ‘The challenge of creating transformative 

conversations’ explores how difficult topics have been embedded within 
teaching and learning. In Chapter 9, Nichols and Humphrey discuss the 
challenges of creating learning experiences to enable students to under-
stand the experiences of vulnerable people within the prison estate. By 
presenting collaborative insights between lecturer and student studying 
the module the chapter addresses dilemmas and issues of relevance 
for supporting student engagement, alongside connecting theoretical 
concepts with lived experiences. The chapter further reflects upon ways 
of uncovering hidden voices and what the benefit may be for the wider 
learning experiences for students. 

In Chapter 10, Harding discusses the topic of teaching sensitive 
materials. By reflecting upon sensitivity through educational, sociolog-
ical and victimological considerations of delivering teaching, Harding 
addresses challenges by exploring the best way to address sensitive topics 
within criminology. The approaches discussed highlight the importance 
of ensuring duty of care to students’ wellbeing, whilst further considering 
the potential impact of students’ experiences outside of the university 
environment. It is argued that there is a core responsibility, as educators, 
to teach content that can be both challenging and potentially distressing, 
which drawing upon experiences of delivering sexual offending and 
victimization, seeks to explore the middle ground of the positions being 
presented. 

Chapter 11 by Sercombe, Stanley and Mundine presents an eye-
opening and powerful narrative of the impact of decolonizing the
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curriculum, which addresses the epistemological challenges of doing 
black and doing white in the same space on a university campus. With 
the focus of the chapter on teaching at the University of New South 
Wales, narratives explore the efforts to expand provision whilst enabling 
students to learn about the realities of the disproportionate incarceration 
of First Nations people in Australian prisons. 
The concluding chapter aligns the key themes addressed in the book 

and addresses what the future may hold for teaching criminology and 
criminal justice. It indicates key pedagogical principles for criminology 
courses that help to address the challenges outlined in the text. With an 
acknowledgement of some of the wider ethical and practical challenges 
for the discipline take away’s and lessons learnt from the innovative work 
are presented in the book as the focus for the final reflections. The discus-
sions highlight key questions for all criminology educators which are 
inherently particularly to the discipline. 
On a final note, this collection offers critical reflections and peda-

gogical guidance which considers a wider range of challenges covering 
diversity, transformative learning and innovation. By learning from 
others’ practice, and understanding their interpretations of dilemmas, 
important discussions are presented about how they have been overcome 
in practice. The illustrations discuss how innovation has been applied 
to learning inside and outside of the classroom, with an emphasis on 
the use of real-world examples. By providing suggestions for resources, 
alongside evidence-based argumentation, different voices and conversa-
tions are presented through the discussions of pedagogic practice. Issues 
are topical, addressing important agendas for UK Universities, with ques-
tions of why they are important and why they are often so challenging in 
practice. With the addition of top tips for educators and keywords, the 
chapters present arguments which can be applied to practice.
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Exploring the Criminology 

Curriculum—Reflections on Developing 
and Embedding Critical Information 

Literacy 

Kelly J. Stockdale , Rowan Sweeney , 
Clare McCluskey-Dean , Jodie Brown, and Ismail Azam 

Introduction 

In this chapter, we explore a particular challenge faced when teaching 
criminology and criminal justice; how to apply critical information 
literacy ourselves, and how to encourage our students to develop these 
skills when engaging with criminological material. Our aim when 
teaching is to go beyond decolonising the curriculum, to pay attention to
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issues around intersectionality, and to consider how to develop students’ 
awareness of the content they engage with. This chapter, therefore, seeks 
to share our journey so far; discussing why we need to explore our crim-
inology curriculum before sharing some of the key findings from our 
initial research around criminology reading lists and student engagement 
with criminological literature. The chapter shares personal reflections: 
Ismail Azam shares his experience as an Asian male social science grad-
uate; Rowan Sweeney describes her journey as she progresses through 
academia in her Graduate Teaching Apprentice role; Kelly Stockdale 
considers her position as senior lecturer and criminology programme 
lead; student Jodie Brown discusses her experience and involvement in 
the research project and uses this to reflect back on her studies; and 
Clare McCluskey-Dean shares insight from her role as an academic 
liaison librarian. These reflections, positioned in relation to the themes of 
belonging, reflexive practice, and resource creation, provide insight into 
the authors’ experiences both studying and working in academia. We 
conclude by arguing the case for developing critical information literacy 
within the discipline. 

Reflecting on Our Criminology Curriculum 

Exploring the curriculum which we have developed, inherited, and 
continue to use when we teach criminology is important. Continu-
ally reflecting upon the topics considered, perspectives included, and 
teaching approaches used within the curriculum is central to ensuring 
that learning is an active, meaningful, and inspiring process for students 
(Freire, 1970). Knowledge construction is fundamentally linked to power 
relations due to the inherent interconnection between knowledge and 
power (Foucault, 1980; Mader,  2012). It is therefore important to crit-
ically explore the literature used within criminology, to identify the
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perspectives of criminological topics which students are exposed to, as 
well as voices which are not represented. The variety of existing voices 
and perspectives (such as LQBTQ+, Black and Minority Ethnic (BME), 
and non-male), regarding an array of criminological topics, provides 
opportunity for the discipline to be diverse and authentic. However, it is 
not understood how this range of voices is represented across teaching. 
We argue that it is important to reflect on the criminology curriculum 
and the information students use to construct knowledge about such 
topics. 

Criminology is a rapidly expanding discipline with the number of 
courses being offered at universities across England and Wales growing 
at an exponential rate (Stockdale & Sweeney, 2019: 86–87). New crim-
inology courses have the potential to develop and reimagine subject 
content, as well as enable the development of criminological awareness 
and understanding in a larger number of individuals. There have also 
been movements across academic institutions to widen participation, 
resulting in increased numbers of criminology students, and staff, from 
a diverse range of backgrounds (Watts & Bridges, 2006). Yet similar 
inclusivity and representation is arguably not mirrored in the crimi-
nology curriculum. While it appears that the ‘character of contemporary 
criminology’, which has diversified in relation to research areas, should 
provide the ideal scenario for the criminological canon to be diverse and 
representative, this opportunity is arguably not being harnessed in the 
classroom. 

Researching Critical Information Literacy 

Since 2019, the authors, as an academic team, have been exploring 
and developing the concept of communities of practice in informa-
tion literacy (McCluskey-Dean, 2020). As part of this we have actively 
been researching student experiences of the criminology curriculum by 
conducting interviews and focus groups (Stockdale & Sweeney, 2019) 
and working with students, including employing student curators to 
help us develop new material (Stockdale et al., 2021a). We have also 
explored criminology provision across England and Wales, particularly
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the content of undergraduate degree criminology programmes (Sweeney, 
forthcoming), as well as an in-depth study of indicative reading for crim-
inology course validation, and specific module reading lists (Stockdale & 
Sweeney, 2022). 

A starting point was to prompt students’ critical thinking and in so 
doing we developed the ‘intersectionality matrix’ (Stockdale & Sweeney, 
2019) as a pedagogical tool to allow students to clearly visualise the 
prominent authorship of their reading (Stockdale et al., 2021b). Our 
research shows that most key texts used on degree programmes are 
written by white, male authors, and these are the authors most known 
to students; students struggle to name any Black or minority ethnic 
female authors that they have read or whose work they are familiar 
with. Our research also highlights how criminological issues relating to 
race and gender are typically covered in separate modules within the 
degree programme and are not embedded as a form of critical praxis 
throughout degree content. Key to our findings is that undergraduate 
students were both shocked at their gap in knowledge, but also reflective 
as to the reasons why there was a lack of diversity in their knowledge. 
When students had the time and space to consider the authors they were 
reading, they were eager to engage with a wider range of voices and expe-
riences of crime, criminal justice, inequality, and oppression. Students 
want more, as our narrative reflections from two students in the chapter 
highlight. Hopefully, this chapter provides the space to consider why 
there needs to be a change, highlights some of the potential pedagogical 
opportunities, and considers the challenges faced. 

Staff and Student Personal Reflections 
on the Criminology Curriculum 
and Curriculum Development 

The following is built from personal reflections from each of the authors, 
documenting their experiences, their thoughts, and their feelings in 
relation to teaching criminology, learning criminology, and supporting 
academics in developing their pedagogical practice. It is important to
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note that these reflective pieces are from a situated point and place in 
time. Reflections took place at the end of the academic year 2019/20 
following our initial research into reading lists and student experiences 
of the curriculum. It was also Kelly’s first year as programme leader, 
Rowan was midway through her PhD, Clare was coming to the end 
of her Ph.D., and Jodie and Ismail were approaching completion of 
their undergraduate studies. We have all continued reflexive practice and 
learning, and our views and ideas have continued to grow and develop 
as part of this journey. 
The following themes arose from our reflective statements: 

1. A sense of belonging—how the current curriculum includes and 
excludes students and academic staff. 

2. Reflexive practice—how students, staff, and academics reflect on 
curriculum content. 

3. Creation of resources—opportunities and barriers to the creation and 
co-creation of curriculum resources. 

A Sense of Belonging—How the Current 
Curriculum Includes and Excludes Students 
and Staff 

How curriculum content can include, and perhaps more importantly, 
how it can exclude both students and staff is an important starting 
point when considering our criminology curriculum. As hooks (1994:8) 
argues, everyone, both teachers and students, influence the classroom 
dynamic, and everyone’s presence must be acknowledged and valued. Yet 
this is not always the case for Black and Minority Ethnic students who 
witness this exclusion throughout their studies; something their white 
peers (and teaching staff ) are often unaware of. 

As an Asian student, witnessing and experiencing a monolith of whiteness 
within both the modules and staff/student body, makes you feel like a black 
dot against a bright white canvas - isolated, excluded, as if you’re not meant 
to fit in. I must admit, I was used to white spaces, though I was taken aback
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when coming to university, especially given the narrative of universities being 
the epicentre of progressive thought. But the dominant white structures which 
are entrenched within university institutions and their pedagogy is enough to 
affect any Black, Asian, or other minority ethnic students. Ismail  

Doing a placement in the research team put the issues within the criminology 
curriculum into the spotlight. When undertaking analysis of criminology core 
module reading, I spent many hours researching authors’ details, and almost 
every time I found the same result: the text was written by a white male 
author. I found this time and time again: it became obvious that there was 
a significant problem with the criminology curriculum reading list. What I 
had been learning, by and large, was the white male perspective. I am certain 
that the majority of white students who take this course and have this learning 
experience will not recognise this problem or be aware that our understanding 
of criminology comes from a very limited world view. This experience made 
me reflect on aspects of the curriculum other than the reading lists. I recalled 
studying a module on prisons where issues of race were only briefly mentioned. 
This is problematic when Black, Asian and other ethnic minority groups are 
significantly overrepresented in prisons. It seems inaccurate not to teach this 
module through the lens of race. Jodie  

Centring the student voice, among other voices, and exposing whose 
voices have been marginalised should therefore be key to our teaching. 
Tewell (2019) argues that a contextual approach to engaging with 
learners from marginalised communities is vital, as their academic studies 
are one part of a large picture of considerations and adaptations to a 
society which at best does not understand their needs, and is often 
wilfully working against them. This is asserted strongly by Owusu-
Kwarteng (2019: 9) in relation to the higher education (HE)experience 
as a whole, who states that there is: 

Failure to ensure that the curriculum includes content which analyses 
varied social groups and their experiences, and opportunities for students 
to express their views on these issues and their own encounters. Instead, 
students are frequently expected to assimilate, and their lived experiences 
are negated.
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Ismail’s reflection below highlights that we are teaching topics that have 
the potential to be transformative for our students, however, we need to 
recognise our own biases and privileges and the political ideologies that 
pattern our values (Sexton, 2020; Twyman-Ghoshal & Lacorazza, 2021). 
It is not only about considering the colonial and imperialist nature of 
the discipline but, as Friere (2001: 36–37) asserts, those teaching should 
have more respect for what students know, discussions should include 
the concrete reality of students’ lives whereby a connection can be built 
between the curriculum and lived experience. 

The field of study has been of particular interest since setting foot in my sixth 
form sociology classroom. Deriving from a working-class background with 
Indian/Pakistani heritage and growing up in the North-East of England, my 
lived experiences have been nothing short of a challenge. This discipline has 
allowed me to process and articulate the structural racism and class strug-
gles that have defined me as a person. However, as an Asian student I 
have concerns about the racial disparity that I have witnessed within Higher 
Education, from the one-dimensional white perspective, which is taught to all 
students, to the lack of diversity seen amongst the staff and even the student 
body. Ismail  

What is therefore particularly important within criminology, as students 
are often the criminal justice practitioners of the future, is the need to 
understand that we have “a powerful opportunity to provide rigorous, 
critical, social science education to practitioners before they are indoctri-
nated”. (Sexton, 2020: 249) 

As a very early career academic, completing a PhD and teaching crimi-
nology in my Graduate Teaching Assistant role, I am positioned as a staff 
member while still being acutely aware of engaging with the discipline as 
a research student. The marginalisation of certain voices within criminology 
is something which I have often noticed and reflected on as a student and 
new academic. My early experience of teaching criminology raised two key 
questions for me. Firstly, how can we as criminologists expect students (as 
members of deliberative democracy and potentially the criminologists and 
criminal justice practitioners of the future) to understand, critique, and 
reimagine social conditions central to criminology if they are not exposed to
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the variety of perspectives which are relevant to these matters? Secondly, why 
does the discipline, and many of the individuals who work within it, not 
feel more compelled to open up spaces for the voices and work of people from 
all backgrounds? The main conclusions I came to were that the impact of 
the marketisation of Higher Education heavily impacts staff workload, and 
ability to create innovate and inclusive curricula; and the elitism which exists 
within the academy obstructs the inclusion of a range of voices and sources 
which are fundamental for students to fully learn and develop their crimi-
nological imagination. I believe that criminologists, due to the issues which 
we profess to be concerned with, have a duty to act against the curriculum 
challenges brought by neoliberal HE and elitism. This is not only important 
to empower criminology students, but also to develop, strengthen and improve 
the discipline. Rowan  

The evidence for a critical approach to the resources around which a 
university course is designed, and in affecting structural change in the 
way these sources are used, is apparent in the accounts of students from 
communities which suffer from systemic discrimination. Shaffait (2019) 
outlines the experiences of Muslim students, showing how drinking 
culture leads to the social exclusion of those who are teetotal, that the 
prevalence of Islamophobic stereotyping and language impacts feelings 
of belonging, and that “A diverse curriculum could help to create a sense 
of belonging” (4). The report breaks this down into specific recom-
mendations such as “Incorporating non-western voices that are often 
silenced through a Eurocentric curriculum can help to overcome insti-
tutional whiteness” (Shaffait, 2019: 4) and that student input is vital 
in highlighting which voices to include. Eddo-Lodge (2018) and  Ahmed  
(2012) both reveal the transformative nature of their experiences of single 
university courses which finally integrated voices and sources linked to 
their own experiences—Eddo-Lodge as a Black woman and Ahmed as 
a woman of colour and a member of the LGBTQ+ community—after 
educational journeys that were white and euro-centric. 

As an academic librarian, I inhabit a role at the intersection of collection 
development in terms of the resources offered to the members of the commu-
nity at the university at which I work, and how those resources are found,
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evaluated, and used, commonly referred to in library research and litera-
ture as information literacy (CILIP, no date). I spend a great deal of time 
dealing with individual queries from students, in one-to-one tutorials and 
in email conversations, which reveal the specific experiences and frustrations 
they encounter in their studies. Each of these aspects of my job informs the 
others and show that there is much more to the process than the learning of 
skills to complete assignments: instead, there is a need to centre the student 
as researcher, understand their experiences, and move away from a deficit 
skills model which is based on a specific ‘ideal’ student, excluding many 
(Donovan & Erskine-Shaw, 2020). Clare  

I am a final year criminology student and I have loved studying criminology. 
What drew me to the discipline was its desire to understand and incite positive 
change for those who have experienced disadvantage. I was initially interested 
in class-based inequalities and feminism; however, I can reflect now that the 
feminism I was aware of and interested in initially was mainstream white 
feminism. Reflecting now, I had a very limited world view, which the disci-
pline of criminology should have helped me open up, but I found it did 
not. My world view has only begun to open up outside of the criminology 
curriculum, through some reading, but mainly through learning from the 
knowledge and passion for tackling racial injustice as well as the lived expe-
rience of someone close to me. Without having that opportunity to learn from 
someone so passionate I wouldn’t have the curiosity or understanding that 
enabled me to take part in this project. Throughout my time studying crimi-
nology I found that criminology was not as progressive as I had once believed. 
As explained above, the tradition of the discipline has marginalised certain 
voices which has distorted the production of knowledge in criminology . Jodie  

Reflexive Practice—How Staff and Students 
Reflect on Curriculum Content 

Critical information literacy asserts that the traditional skills models have 
generally not considered the social and political structural influences 
on what information is available to an individual, or how their social 
circumstances impact upon how information is evaluated (Elmborg, 
2012). In terms of how a student is supposed to engage with their
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studies, there is often a lack of representation of their own lived experi-
ences, especially if they are from a community (or indeed more than one 
community) which is marginalised. Donovan and Erskine-Shaw (2020) 
have researched this in terms of academic literacies, focusing on students 
arriving at university, and asserting that issues of identity and socialisa-
tion in the academic environment are key to their experience, especially 
if they come from backgrounds where going into HEIs is not the norm. 

We are not embedding critical information literacy at the start of our degree 
programmes, we are teaching students to explore how societal structures and 
criminal justice agencies might recreate and perpetuate social divisions such as 
sexism and racism, but we are not necessarily considering that criminology as 
a discipline is overwhelmingly white, male, cis-gendered and heteronormative 
in the way that it discusses the structural and personal context of crime. Kelly 

I would like criminology to truly start to represent the voices of groups that 
experience marginalisation, like I once thought it would. My degree in crim-
inology has not equipped me with the knowledge to understanding the world 
from a wider perspective than my own. The discipline needs to provide a 
wider world view by teaching literature from an accurate representation of 
society. I think this needs to come from more than just the authors on the 
reading list and include the contents of modules within the programme. This 
would mean properly integrating race and gender perspectives into all the 
modules rather than just a tokenistic single lecture. Jodie 

Curriculum change and design and the importance of the student’s voice 
is a recommendation of research into the experience of all tradition-
ally marginalised communities, including trans staff and students in HE. 
McKendry and Lawrence (2017) argue it can make the experience inclu-
sive, and also impact upon other sectors in terms of raising awareness of 
those on professional programmes: 

Consider trans inclusion and inadvertent transphobia within the curriculum 
and ways to include trans history, identity, and experience within content 
[…] For those who design and deliver professional programmes […] consider 
opportunities to raise awareness amongst professionals of the future and
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include trans issues within the curriculum. (McKendry & Lawrence, 2017: 
18–19). 

This is important as students should be able to engage in reflexive 
practice within their studies, to understand which voices have been 
historically excluded and marginalised, and which are being routinely 
presented across their course. It is only by embedding these critical infor-
mation literacy skills that our teaching practices can be transformative, 
can empower students, and can contribute to social justice. 

When speaking to students during classes about the weekly readings I 
continued to hear phrases such as: ‘how am I supposed to understand this?’, 
‘why are we having to read such old texts?’, ‘that is a very old-fashioned 
view’, ‘I didn’t realise this was what criminology was going to be like’ and 
‘this just doesn’t make sense’. Students clearly felt overwhelmed and under-
standably resistant to the course because the sources they were being told to 
read were largely out of context to them. While, of course, it is important 
to encourage students to explore traditional social and criminological theory, 
my own experience as a student showed me that including a diverse range of 
voices does not mean that the ‘old’ or ‘traditional’ voices need to be removed. 
Instead, I focused on providing students with materials and ways of learning 
which resonated with them and include diverse viewpoints (both old and 
new), to try to open up new ways of understanding and knowing, ultimately 
leading to empowerment, transformation, and active critical thought inside 
and outside the academy. Rowan 

Realigning my practice in accordance with critical information literacy princi-
ples has been an important shift in my work in 20 years in academic libraries, 
and I believe it is vital to continue along these lines if we are to truly claim 
that higher education contributes to social justice. Clare
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Creation of Resources—Opportunities 
and Barriers to the Creation and Co-creation 
of Curriculum Resources 

The centring of the student is vital in acknowledging their experi-
ences as members of various communities. It is also vital in unveiling 
and dismantling the structural discrimination in the information and 
publishing landscape, which in turn impacts on the dominant content 
and discourse in university curricula. Sociologists such as Zeballos (2019) 
have critiqued the academic peer-review process as allowing white male 
voices to dominate. Within evidence-based medicine, there are those 
looking at systemic impacts on what is published (Heneghan et al., 
2017). Students must be empowered to investigate these issues: 

To be able to reflect on the implications of how […] knowledge is historically 
constituted and reproduced, to understand the racialized, gendered and classed 
contexts in which it is developed and to notice the silences and exclusions upon 
which it establishes its authority. (Rupprecht, 2019:16) 

The following reflections describe the challenges and barriers that the 
authors have either faced themselves, or have experienced or recognise as 
being key issues when attempting to create resources: 

It would be great to see a wider perspective of voices taught, though 
many people believe that simply including more Black, Asian, and other 
minority ethnic perspectives in the curriculum will solve the disparity of 
one-dimensional teaching. However, this could so easily be reduced to a tick-
box exercise if not implemented properly. To mitigate this, lecturers who are 
conveying the newly taught theories of race need to have a solid comprehen-
sion of the information that they are teaching – especially if it comes from the 
perspective from someone who differs to them ethnically. If they do not properly 
adopt an epistemological approach to these theories, information and experi-
ences bear the potential to be relayed incorrectly, and in turn, could hinder 
their validity. This is something which I as a student witnessed first-hand, 
and I am sure that my experiences are not isolated from others. Ismail
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Prior to my current role, I completed a BA (Hons.) in Criminology and Poli-
tics and a MSc in Social Research for Criminology at the University of Stirling 
in Scotland. Throughout these degrees I became increasingly aware of, and 
thankful for, the critical and diverse nature of the criminology curriculum 
and teaching which I had been exposed to. To me, criminology, due to the 
vast array of intersecting topics and fields it encompasses, offers unique oppor-
tunities to intricately consider social order and control as well as related 
oppression and social harm. In my view, criminological exploration enables 
the experiences and vulnerabilities of individuals, in the context of various 
forms of control, to be understood and challenged. This understanding, devel-
oped from my own studies, is the principal reason why I wanted to pursue a 
career as a criminology academic and facilitate criminological learning to act 
against marginalisation and harm normalised by hegemonic social structures. 
As a new academic I was eager to develop my critical pedagogic approach 
to facilitate criminological teaching and learning, shaped from my view that 
criminological thought and education can enable de-mystification of inequal-
ities and injustices which often result from normalised systems of criminal 
justice and social control. Inclusion and empowerment of the vast array of 
voices which have a stake in, and experience of related issues, I therefore 
believe, are essential to the criminology curriculum. However, upon speaking 
to others and taking up my current position teaching criminology I realised 
that the way I had explored criminological thought as a student was, sadly, 
not the norm. Involvement in teaching on a variety of modules evidenced to 
me that inclusivity within module and programme curricula was not always 
viewed as vital. I increasingly saw, and continue to see, that curriculum mate-
rials are often recycled and maintained for many years. Resultantly, focus 
is given to well-established, often harmful, criminological voices. This does 
not support students, particularly those from diverse backgrounds, to actively 
engage in the curriculum. Rowan  

My first thought when reflecting on this journey is to consider my own posi-
tionality within academia and the experiences that led me to start this research 
at this point in my career. Like many working in HE, my own journey is one 
of precarious employment, which comes with low wages, limited opportunities 
for progression and few benefits (i.e., pensions, sick pay, parental/carers leave, 
or paid research time) compared to those on permanent contracts. Working 
as an hourly paid lecturer on people’s modules, you are either given pre-
existing material from previous years, which you may update, or you may 
need to (or decide to) design content from scratch, however, the rate of pay
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remains the same at 1 hour preparation time for 1 hour delivery. You are 
allocated teaching often only a week or two before starting. With one hour to 
prepare a lecture on content that is unlikely to be in your area of expertise, 
you are heavily reliant on previously used material. You are reliant on text-
books/reading materials that you can source quickly, and new books cannot 
always be purchased and available for students in that time. So, you do your 
best; you engage students, you encourage critical engagement with the material 
at hand, but it is difficult to introduce dramatically new content. You cannot 
redesign the wheel in an hour, there are limitations and constraints on what 
is achievable in these conditions. We need to address the working conditions 
of staff in HE which we already know is structured unequally for academics 
of colour, female academics, and those with disabilities. We also need to work 
together to improve the way our discipline is taught and the content that we 
deliver to students. As a senior lecturer and programme leader for criminology 
I want to do more, the research we have conducted with students suggests they 
want more too. But we are relying on individual pockets of work; academics 
working well beyond their paid hours to create and develop materials and 
inspire students to think critically. As a discipline we need to work together, 
we need to acknowledge the issues within our discipline and work together to 
create diverse content . Kelly 

The identification and development of this community of practice in critical 
information literacy has not been without challenges. It requires trust between 
the members as each one interrogates their own practice, individually and 
collectively, to reveal whose voices they are privileging in their teaching, and 
how to not only address this, but do so in a way that involves the student 
voice. However, in linking it to other initiatives in the development of peda-
gogic practice and social justice, we have been able to support each other in 
this. I have recently undertaken research into my role which investigated a 
sustainable model for embedding information literacy in the Higher Educa-
tion curriculum, in which I as a librarian position myself as a facilitator of 
a community of practice. Through this, staff across an institution can learn 
from each other about critical information literacy and design learning and 
teaching influenced by the various aspects of the theory (McCluskey-Dean, 
2020). Clare  

There are clear structural challenges faced by new academic staff, while 
work is being done by individuals it is clear the current environment
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in HE is not conducive to decolonising and transforming the current 
criminology curriculum. Changes in HE in England over the last decade 
have impacted on criminology in particular: the relaxation of the number 
of students able to enrol at university; the subsequent exponential 
increase in criminology courses offered; and the ever-increasing number 
of students entering these courses (Stockdale & Sweeney, 2019, 2021a, 
2021b, 2022). Staff working conditions across the sector have been 
adversely impacted: workloads have significantly increased, meaning 
there is little opportunity to plan and recreate materials with decolonisa-
tion and critical information literacy in mind. Universities are choosing 
to rely on increasing numbers of casual contracts for academics, resulting 
in precarious working conditions that cause stress, fatigue, and impact 
on the ability to engage with literature that has not previously been 
included, and unsustainable workloads where staff are not paid for 
any additional work beyond basic preparation and teaching delivery. 
Furthermore, gender, ethnic, and disability pay gaps are continuing, 
with female academics, academics of colour, and those with disabilities 
experiencing significant pay discrimination. At the time of writing the 
University College Union (UCU) has launched a ‘four fights’ campaign 
to address these issues. Unfortunately, until some of these structural 
issues are addressed it is difficult for academics to be able to bring about 
meaningful change in the wider criminology curriculum. 

However, on an individual level we need to recognise that the disci-
pline needs a more inclusive curriculum; it is by overtly recognising this, 
by embedding critical information literacy and opening up discussion, 
that we can see that students are well-placed to contribute and co-create 
resources. 

When I look at my course, I see a white, western curriculum that does not 
reflect all students. An equal curriculum not only builds wider perspectives 
but builds self-esteem for all Black, Asian, and other minority ethnic students, 
and can also contribute to diminishing racial prejudice through better under-
standing. Universities could become more enticing for Black, Asian, and other 
minority ethnic students if they see modules that correctly reflects them. Ismail
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It is so important that the curriculum is representative, because without 
broader and more representative perspectives of criminology being taught to 
students, white students like myself will continue to not recognise or question 
the problem because it simply appears to be the norm. It is the responsibility of 
universities as educators to provide students with this information so they can 
question the status quo, which now unquestioningly pushes a white, Western, 
male perspective. If criminology had been more representative and diverse it 
could have helped me and others like me to begin to question problems in 
our society and the criminal justice system. Criminology students will be the 
future professionals and will be creating policies within the criminal justice 
system. Without these students being given the knowledge and tools to ques-
tion and challenge the injustices within these institutions, they will not be in 
a position to accurately represent and advocate for marginalised groups. Jodie  

The Importance of Critical Information 
Literacy for Criminology 

While critical information literacy evidently offers a tangible, and valu-
able, way of improving inclusion and intersectionality within curricula 
across Higher Education, arguably it is particularly important to crim-
inology. Indeed, this chapter has explored the historically marginalised 
voices which are often missing from criminology curricula, those of the 
global south, BME communities, non-males, and LGBTQ+ communi-
ties, and the damaging impact this can have on the learning experiences 
and development of critical thought for students. The subject matter 
of criminology, broadly focusing on justice, punishment, and power, 
affords opportunities to illuminate, as well as work to overcome, inequal-
ities and injustices experienced by oppressed groups and individuals 
(Cohen, 1988; Davis, 1998; DeKeseredy, 2010). Arguably, this inter-
disciplinary and advocacy character of criminology is unique. However, 
the philosophical concepts of punishment, crime, human rights, justice, 
and modernity on which criminology rests are historically, and contem-
porarily, shaped by white (largely male) perspectives (McEachrane, 
2014). This is not necessarily a call for traditional criminological perspec-
tives to be denied or eradicated, rather that criminology curricula and
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pedagogy must recognise the role it plays in reproducing white priv-
ilege and gender norms, as well as harmful discourses and stereotypes 
(Peters, 2018; Salami, 2015). Critical information literacy, which works 
to disassemble hierarchical knowledge by incorporating all voices rele-
vant to a topic, offers an effective approach to overcome the inequality 
of perspectives within criminology curricula. 
Indeed, critical information literacy centralises the inclusion of 

authentic and relatable perspectives, ideas, and literature within modules 
and degree programmes, supporting students and staff to engage fully in 
the curriculum—enabling collaboration, and active rather than passive 
learning (Freire, 1970). Embedding critical information literacy within 
criminology curricula provides a way for criminology students and staff 
to actively engage in the way criminological knowledge has developed 
and act against the harmful discourses and social divisions criminology 
often reproduces (Agozino, 2003; Boukli & Kotzé, 2018; Davis, 2003; 
Moore, 2016). The range of voices welcomed by critical information 
literacy provides opportunities for both students and staff to connect 
with various perspectives relevant to the criminological issues they are 
studying or teaching. In doing so, encouraging all involved to reflect on 
voices which resonate with them, as well as those which do not. Arguably, 
enabling individuals to recognise their own positionality and become 
open and empathetic to the experiences of others. Such awareness and 
understanding, supported by critical information literacy, reduces the 
‘othering’ which is common to curricula in neoliberalised HE, partic-
ularly in criminology due to its subject matter (Peters, 2018). Thus, a 
critical approach to criminology education, can equip students with the 
knowledge, confidence, and skills to question harmful discourses and 
stereotypes in their curriculum as well as in their own personal and 
political lives outside of the academy (Barton et al., 2010). 

Concluding Thoughts 

This chapter has argued that there is a need for criminology as a disci-
pline, and for us as educators to develop and embed critical information 
literacy practices within our teaching and our curriculum. We have
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recognised the deep structural inequalities in the sector which inhibit 
decolonising and the embedding of critical information literacy. We 
have reflected on our experiences as academics and students, and in so 
doing we recognise this as a starting point. The issues addressed here are 
broader than the curriculum; for those working in academia we need to 
reflect on our own research, writing, and peer-review practices too. It is 
about developing a critical consciousness or conscientisation (see Freire, 
1970 and Hooks, 1994): a more diverse curriculum in some modules or 
some degrees is not an end, it needs to be joined by meaningful praxis. 
The authors also acknowledge the necessity of developing a commu-
nity of practice themselves, whereby librarians, other professional staff, 
academics, and students learn from each other, develop, and recognise 
the links between pedagogy and information literacy and use this to 
design and deliver our criminology curriculum. 

Top Tips: Embedding Critical Information 
Literacy

• We highly recommend building your own community of practice 
within criminology departments. This should include library and 
professional staff across the university in order to develop a commu-
nity of practice around curriculum design and delivery, and also as 
part of staff development whereby all are learning from each other.

• Critical information literacy as a skill needs to be taught to (and co-
developed with) students when they first start their degree programme.

• Pedagogical tools, such as the intersectionality matrix (Stockdale & 
Sweeney, 2019) can be used to reflect on reading list content and also 
as a prompt for students and staff to reflect on as part of their writing 
practices.

• An equal curriculum is imperative to ensure all students are included 
in their criminology degree programmes. Not addressing the colonial 
roots of criminology, teaching race and gender as separate issues to 
prisons and punishment, not including voices from female, indige-
nous, non-western, working-class, non-binary and LGBTQ+ authors 
effectively excludes our students.
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• Teaching and learning provide opportunities for transformation. As 
educators in a discipline that claims to challenge power structures and 
address inequalities at its heart, we need to actively do this ourselves 
and encourage our students to explore and disrupt the structures 
within the discipline that propagate this. Developing their/our crit-
ical information literacy, and in doing so their/our critical thought 
and criminology imagination, is essential. 
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3 
Teaching Criminal Justice as Feminist 

Praxis 

Marian Duggan and Charlotte Bishop 

Introduction 

Thanks to popular culture’s fascination with crime and criminals, crimi-
nology remains one of the fastest-growing disciplines for undergraduate 
study in the UK. Prospective students often apply wanting to know more 
about how criminals—particularly serial killers—operate, even though 
this is rarely the focus of many UK critical criminological degrees. 
Perhaps more importantly, they (and their parents) are aware that the 
criminal justice system is essentially a recession-proof industry, ticking
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the all-important graduate employment box. This, coupled with incen-
tives such as graduate fast-track routes in the increasingly professionalised 
justice sector, means criminology remains an attractive degree option in 
terms of value  for money.  
What ought to be of importance to the conscientious criminology 

tutor is whether—and how—students carry their learning with them 
into the workplace upon graduation. Critical criminology degrees which 
highlight structural inequalities, discrimination, victimisation, marginal-
isation, harm, persecution and so forth based on factors such as ‘race’, 
religion, sexual orientation, gender, age and class seek to impart knowl-
edge designed to inform progressive social change. Global movements 
such as Black Lives Matter and #MeToo, or those which highlight 
refugee/migrant crises and expressions of Islamophobia, demonstrate 
how criminology is a subject with a wider reach far beyond the class-
room. 

A specific focus on gender in relation to social and criminal justice 
issues often forms the basis of feminist-inspired critical pedagogies, with 
analyses typically foregrounding the experiences of women as victims, 
offenders and criminal justice practitioners in an otherwise androcentric 
domain. Feminist pedagogy is inherently critical in nature, employing 
an analytical and questioning approach which is unaccepting of the 
(gendered) status quo (Shackelford, 1992). Feminist scholars engage 
in the wider deconstruction of (and resistance to) patriarchy through: 
incorporating students as experts of their own experience; encouraging 
students to engage reflexively with power, privilege and positionality; and 
prioritising transformational learning (Lawrence, 2016). This is espe-
cially relevant to criminology which, like many social science degrees, 
has a disproportionately higher ratio of female students. 
While different feminist identities and pedagogical approaches exist, 

educators are aligned in their investment to affecting a critical peda-
gogy which is ‘united in a view of education as a practice committed to 
the reduction, or even elimination, of injustice and oppression’ (Clarke, 
2002: 67). Underpinning these objectives is the key feminist mantra the 
personal is political which helps unveil the gendered nature of social and 
structural institutions:
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At its simplest level, feminist pedagogy is concerned with gender justice and 
overcoming oppressions. It recognises the genderedness of all social relations and 
consequently of all societal institutions and structures. (Shrewsbury, 1997: 
167) 

Feminist educational spaces are designed to impact on students’ lives 
within and beyond the classroom (McCusker, 2017). Applying a feminist 
approach to teaching means: emphasising (dis)empowerment; high-
lighting students’ voices; resisting hierarchy; engaging collaboratively and 
sharing learning experiences in an immersive manner. Employing critical 
feminist pedagogies when teaching issues related to social and criminal 
justice are of specific importance due to their role in: 

[E]ffecting social change, redefining pedagogical power and authority, valuing 
personal experience, diversity and subjectivity, reconceptualising classrooms as 
spaces for social justice, and using learning to help students to become activists 
and go beyond the classroom to effect the necessary wider changes that are 
needed . (McCusker, 2017: 448) 

Many feminist tutors employ this critical and transformative potential 
in their academic practice as part of their efforts to ensure students can 
‘contribute to equity and equality, within and beyond the academy’ (De 
Welde et al., 2013). However, despite educators’ best efforts or inten-
tions, this type of message or method may not always be welcomed, or 
supported by intended audiences, particularly those who may be more 
results-oriented than impact-led. 
This chapter presents findings from an empirical research project 

exploring feminist socio-legal scholars’ experiences of teaching gendered 
and intersectional issues on criminology, criminal justice, and criminal 
law modules in UK universities. Between 2018 and 2019, forty-four self-
selecting participants completed an anonymous online survey, and four-
teen took part in follow-up, semi-structured interviews. The thematic 
analysis of the survey findings fed into the interview protocol, with 
interviews being recorded for professional transcription and thematically 
analysed by both researchers. Interview participants were remunerated 
for their time with an online shopping voucher. The research under-
went full ethical review in the lead author’s university and was funded
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by a grant awarded by the Socio-Legal Studies Association. To adhere 
to confidentiality and anonymity, interviewees are referred to by their 
pseudonyms and any identifying details about their institutions are 
omitted. 
The chapter focuses on four key thematic areas identified in the anal-

ysis: challenges to participants’ feminist identities and feminist ideologies 
more generally; mechanisms of embodying and embedding intersection-
ality; experiencing reflective practice as feminist praxis; and efforts taken 
to make learning relevant. The chapter concludes by reinforcing the need 
for feminist pedagogy before presenting five take-away recommendations 
for best practice as illustrated by our findings. 

Challenges to Feminist Identity and Ideology 

Feminism’s visibility in contemporary popular culture has benefited from 
both the internet and high-profile women leaders like Beyoncé, Angelina 
Jolie, Emma Watson and Meghan, Duchess of Sussex openly identifying 
as feminists and inspiring generations of younger people (Stern, 2018). 
However, for many of our participants, it was their own university studies 
which sparked a more private curiosity and awareness around feminism 
as both an ideology and identity. Learning from inspiring and engaging 
tutors had resonated not only due to the content of classes, but also the 
ways in which the material was taught. In their efforts to emulate and 
build upon this with their own students, participants noted the impor-
tance in meaning and value of eliciting understanding and relevance 
through applying information in ways that was relevant to people’s lives. 
For example, drawing on personal experiences was considered an effec-
tive way to make learning more authentic, so this often began with a 
desire to be upfront about their own feminist stance early on: 

I start the module by making the case that we should all be feminists regardless 
of gender and outlining patriarchy as harmful to all regardless of gender, 
sexuality and so on. (Survey respondent)
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I do feel that I should, and I certainly do, declare that I’m a feminist before I 
teach. And I don’t think that should make an impact on what I’m teaching. 
But … I think I do it so then people understand where I’m coming from. 
(Sylvia) 

Taking efforts to state one’s feminist position models a teaching prac-
tice which recognises individuality and subjectivity in a way that invites 
students to understand without judgement. Importantly, such a move 
may also help offset learners’ dismissive or hostile interpretations of 
feminism or feminist identities which have arisen because of misrepre-
sentations of feminism as extremist, ‘man hating’ or being synonymous 
with lesbianism: 

I had one male student tell me he couldn’t identify as feminist as ‘some 
women take it too far’. I suggested to him that his position is the same as 
not identifying as male as some men are rapists. (Survey respondent) 

I still see a lot of people responding to the word ‘feminism’ like it’s a dirty 
word . (Betty) 

Betty’s comment that, to some, feminism is a “dirty word ” is demon-
strative of resistant social (and political) responses to the identity. For 
this reason, Stern (2018: 45) describes feminist self-identification in the 
classroom as an act of ‘vulnerability’. Conversely, Blackmore (2013: 146) 
suggests that disclosing one’s feminist identity as a ‘political, epistemo-
logical and indeed normative position’ constitutes a feminist leadership 
approach. 
Resistance to feminism (and feminists) in the academy, from both 

students and faculty, is not a new phenomenon (See work by Clark 
et al., 1996; Morley,  1998; Thwaites & Pressland, 2016). Exploring this 
culture of student resistance to feminism, McCusker (2017) highlighted 
the importance of generational factors. Recognising that her students had 
been exposed to more negative representations of feminism at a time 
where several identified as ‘third wave feminists’ or ‘postfeminists’, she 
was mindful of the cultural differences between this period and her own 
exposure to it ‘at the height of its so-called second wave’:
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Whatever their reasons for rejecting and disavowing feminism, their views 
certainly reflected a gulf between them and me. I wanted to traverse that gulf 
and find means to engage in meaningful discussions about feminism with 
them. (2017: 455) 

In reflecting on these issues of positionality and interpretation, 
McCusker demonstrates her commitment to feminist (pedagogic) praxis 
and facilitation. Interestingly, similar themes were evident in some of 
our participants’ narratives. Jane recalled how it can be difficult for 
students—particularly those so familiar with the status quo—to get on 
board with feminist critique as ‘they will feel that it’s biased, or that it’s 
political ’. This bias (usually inferred to be against men) was also evident 
when seeking to address binaries such as good or bad; for or against; 
right or wrong; man or woman. Resistant students often used feminist 
challenges of power, privilege and hierarchy (which highlight how some 
women are structurally disadvantaged) as templates to critique feminism 
on the presumed exclusion of, or bias against men or male experiences. 
Participants noted the regularity with which students would focus on the 
supposed omission of men as victims: 

I have noticed a trend towards highlighting male victims, whether of sexual 
violence or, more commonly, victims of false rape allegations. While this is 
positive that less visible forms of violence are receiving attention, I notice that 
this is sometimes weaponised during discussions of violence against women. 
(Survey respondent) 

Bright (1987: 131) argues that effective learning processes require 
students’ active involvement and tutors’ recognition of the pervasive 
effects of patriarchy ‘even on the most feminist of class members’. Female 
students’ eagerness to highlight the dearth of knowledge on male expe-
riences of sexual and domestic violence (and on women as perpetrators 
of such harm) could be read in several ways. To some, this may be in 
opposition to feminism’s traditional efforts to foreground women, while 
to others it could be seen as extending the focus beyond women in 
line with the growth of intersectional feminism. It may be also the case 
that focusing on men as victims protects these students from thinking
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about their own (heightened) vulnerability to victimisation on the basis 
of gender. 

Embodying and Embedding Intersectionality 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) coined the term intersectionality to illus-
trate how women of colour who experienced discrimination did so on 
grounds of both race and gender. This concept of the intersectional loca-
tion offers a framework within which to highlight the experiences of 
those who do not fit the white heteronormative male paradigm (so often 
centred upon in criminology). Taking a broader approach to intersection-
ality involves recognising that people embody a range of identities and 
as such may be variously affected by sexism, racism, or discrimination 
based on factors such as disability, class, age, sexual orientation and so 
forth, in complex and simultaneous ways. These issues are often repack-
aged within a neutralised discourse of ‘diversity’ in a manner which 
individualises their differences and obscures the historic power relations 
informing the systematic factors underpinning them. Ahmed (2004) 
has illustrated how institutions may seemingly embrace discussions on 
‘diversity’ yet avoid engaging in meaningful actions towards truly estab-
lishing diversity. Furthermore, these discursive moves fail to recognise or 
give serious consideration to ‘the comprehensive range of literature and 
research, as well as discourse, from anti-racist, gender equity or critical 
and feminist pedagogy’ (Blackmore, 2013: 146). 
However, despite the (slow) growth in non-traditional voices gaining 

greater prominence, criminology as an academic discipline remains 
dominated by white western scholarship, as is often reflected in the 
androcentric course content (Stockdale & Sweeney, 2019). Illustrating 
this, several participants indicated that their institutions took a siloed 
approach whereby topics considered of a ‘special interest’ were annexed 
or situated separately from the main degree content on demarcated weeks 
or in stand-alone gender or race modules:
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[W]e will do all the teaching and then we will have a week where we talk 
about gender … Or we have a week where we talk about race, but of course 
we won’t connect that to gender or disability or sexuality or indeed the core 
topics. … And it’s really not the way that the world works. (Irene) 

Such separation efforts belie how experiences of structural, institu-
tional, and interpersonal discrimination and/or disadvantage overlap and 
inform one another while impeding the ability for curricula to be fully 
representative and inclusive of different experiences, identities, and ideas. 
Instead, programmes often ‘lump everything about race and difference 
into one section’, if indeed such issues are covered at all (hooks, 1994: 
38). This also contributes to people associating gender with women (but 
not men), or race being synonymous with Black, Asian or minoritised 
ethnicities (but not white). Several of the online survey respondents 
indicated how they overcame this in their pedagogic practice: 

I try to incorporate gendered elements in individual lecture content, rather 
than having a standalone lecture on it . 

Many of our students seek a career in the police service. I devote a whole 
session to the experiences of women in the police service, and spend some time 
on intersectionality (black women officers). 

A central component of feminist pedagogy is the engagement in reflex-
ivity for meaningful personal (learner) development, not just for perfor-
mative or dynamic assessment purposes (Koster, 2011) but  as  a method  
of helping learners engage with the material on an interpersonal level. 
Participants noted the methods of integrating intersectional content 
and approaches to highlight wider social structures and fallacies around 
disciplinary objectivity. These included taking advantage of opportuni-
ties as they arose throughout the course, and providing vague module 
descriptors: 

I like to include student-led elements in modules and I see this as informed 
by feminist pedagogy. Exploring issues of power and inequality is important 
to all of the modules. (Survey respondent)
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[A]lthough I don’t force it, whenever something occurs to me that has a kind 
of gender angle, I do raise it . (Harriot) 

Underpinning this was a recognition of the importance of taking such 
action for students’ learning: 

I think it’s also important to embed those critical ideas … maybe less formally, 
more informally. And I think for me it’s because inherently the systems that 
we’re teaching about are classed, raced, gendered, ableist, colonial. You know, 
all of those things are present all of the time, and so the idea that you can 
teach about them without mentioning that to me seems bizarre. (Irene) 

I think definitely there is a kind of openness to and an enthusiasm for looking 
at things like in a more intersectional way … I think it feels more real for 
them, more like that’s something they can understand and they can see, rather 
than it like just being someone having a bee in their bonnet about women 
being treated badly. (Pauline) 

Those determined to undertake this work highlighted concerns around 
time pressures and time constraints, particularly with respect to being 
able to effectively design and deliver critical pedagogic content: 

I try and show my students that intellectual engagement and acumen do not 
require being egotistical, or competitive and, conversely, that a more empa-
thetic, holistic approach to intellectual engagement and academic work is not 
antithetical to interesting, rigorous contributions (even though it may be more 
arduous and take longer). (Survey respondent) 

If you’re wanting to … rewrite part of your lectures to have a greater focus 
on feminism or intersectionality or on critical race … you don’t get the time 
for that . (Coretta) 

Unsurprisingly, these sacrifices were largely ignored by interviewees’ insti-
tutions. Nonetheless, they continued to undertake this additional work 
as its ongoing importance and relevance was evident to them as feminists. 
For Sylvia, her commitment to taking the time to ensure an inter-
sectional approach paid dividends when she saw this reflected in her
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students’ assessments. Francis recalled how, despite her university’s failure 
to engage with intersectionality in the curriculum (focusing solely on 
gender in gender-related modules only), the university’s diverse student 
population meant they were likely to be “more personally affected by some 
of the issues that intersectionality would draw out .” In other words, the 
students’ lived identities and experiences meant intersectionality was on 
the table, whether or not the University wanted to acknowledge it. 

Reflective Practice as Praxis 

An important part of feminist pedagogic praxis is conscious reflection, 
coupled with efforts to be as inclusive and representative of others’ voices 
as possible (Bignell, 1996). Several participants recognised that their 
feminist identities shaped their teaching and how they interacted with 
students. Gloria noted that sharing a minoritized racial identity with 
some of her students may have played a positive role in their engagement 
with both her and the material: 

I think for a lot of BME students … partly it’s the content of what we are 
teaching them, but partly it’s also because I am probably their only BME 
tutor, sometimes for the entire duration of their degree life. So it might be 
that they’re responding more positively to me for that reason. But there are 
students who really appreciate, um, sometimes students from BME working 
class backgrounds as well, who are suddenly able to make sense of things 
because we include that in the syllabus, right? (Gloria) 

However, discussing issues such as race proved trickier for some; indeed, 
the race has been noted as ‘especially challenging to teach in classrooms 
that have little diversity and/or where the instructor is a member of a 
socially privileged group’ (Hernandez & Ten Eyck, 2015: 9). One partic-
ipant, Pauline, described feeling conscious of occupying a hierarchical 
position beyond that of a tutor, and the bearing this may have had on 
the information she was imparting:
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I think the only place where I do tend to sometimes feel a bit uncomfortable 
is when I am talking … about issues that don’t really affect me … And then 
I am more conscious of kind of, ‘Am I doing this justice?’ (Pauline) 

Pauline indicated that this was particularly important given that she 
was a white woman often teaching about marginalisation and discrimina-
tion. Speaking about one particular class focused on highlighting Black 
women’s experiences from the perspective of Black women writers, she 
elaborated on her reflexive and representative learning techniques: 

I used to give a lecture that was specifically on intersectionality and I would, 
like, use quite a lot of images in the slides, so I’d have, like, an image of 
Kimberlé Crenshaw stood at a podium talking about it, or a bit of a video 
clip of her. I’d have images of book covers from, like, bell hooks and Kimberlé 
Crenshaw. (Pauline) 

Her intentions were to ensure students were aware of the origins of the 
content as well as how it might resonate directly with those in the room. 
Several participants outlined how it is in these spaces that students’ inter-
sectional identities can shape their levels of engagement with the material 
being presented: 

Women and students who have other minority identities also tend to be more 
receptive. (Survey respondent) 

What I find quite interesting was that women were more receptive to the 
feminism and the criminal law content, and then I had BAME [Black, 
Asian, and Minoritized Ethnicity] students that seemed more receptive to 
the race and miscarriages of justice material. … it’s their own experiences 
that shape whether or not they are receptive to some ideas. (Coretta)  

Participants sought to make material resonate with and for 
students through classroom collaboration, experiential learning, and 
consciousness-raising: 

I use radical pedagogic approaches that aim to decenter power and make the 
learning space more shared and collaborative. This includes co-designing the
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assessment criteria with students, letting students have some say in what topics 
we cover, and making sure the readings we use are not just from old white 
men. (Survey respondent) 

I think it’s about making these things come alive for students and using 
their own experiences or the experiences of people that they know, to show 
the importance of these things. (Jane) 

The statistics on racial, religious, gendered, domestic, sexual or other 
forms of interpersonal violence indicate that in any given group of 
students, one or more of these issues will have some form of personal 
relevance (Shorey et al., 2011). As Murphy-Geiss (2008: 385) notes, 
teaching topics like domestic violence requires an approach that goes 
beyond ‘traditional’ models of reading and lectures and pays attention 
to ‘multiple pedagogies’ that highlight emotionally engaging methods 
and realistic situations. This was relevant to participants who reflected 
on students having disclosed personal experiences of domestic abuse— 
particularly coercive control—during class. Thelma recalled a class on 
domestic homicide where the students had been struggling to understand 
why a domestic abuse victim wouldn’t just leave the abuser. Among them 
was a student who Thelma knew to have experienced coercive control. 
Thelma described how the student’s decision to disclose this during the 
discussion not only provided a level of insight that went above and 
beyond anything the literature could impart, it also challenged the other 
students’ preconceptions: 

[B]ringing in the experience of my kind of co-teacher, who was willing to 
share that experience, and … give them a kind of real-life example that it’s 
not always possible, even with people who you might think had … the means 
and the education … to be able to [leave]. (Thelma) 

Such opportunities allow the class dynamics to fundamentally shift in 
terms of who is considered the ‘expert’ or ‘tutor’ in a given moment. 
The “co-teacher” terminology used by Thelma indicates the philosophy 
underpinning critical and feminist approaches to teaching whereby lived 
experiences are considered authentic and equitable to learned material
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(Soleil, 2000). This may involve using uncomfortable classroom expe-
riences to facilitate students’ learning. As do Mar Pereira (2012: 132) 
outlines, transformative feminist teaching is cognisant of the potential 
for transforming feelings of discomfort—both students’ and tutors’— 
into ‘generative learning tools’. As an example of this, Irene indicated 
that over the past few decades of teaching she had witnessed an increasing 
level of “explicit resistance around race and class”, particularly in terms of 
students’ approaches to racial stereotypes or profiling, which had mani-
fested in students making problematic comments in class. Irene’s decision 
to use these comments as a basis for critical engagement and discussion 
rather than admonishing students paid dividends: 

[B]ecause of our location, we have very few Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic 
students. Some of them came up to me afterwards and we had a really good 
discussion about their discomfort and my discomfort in what was being said. 
And on the whole they were kind of complimentary about the way it had 
been handled, but it was profoundly uncomfortable for all of us, and I really 
wanted to check that they were okay. (Irene) 

Recognising the conditions under which power and privilege operate, 
Boler and Zembylas (2003) argue that there are no ‘safe’ classroom 
spaces, therefore labouring under this misapprehension may obscure the 
groundwork necessary to create spaces for critical engagement. In other 
words, such efforts may involve doing ‘extra work’ in a manner that other 
tutors or modules may not require: 

I try to break down hierarchies in the classroom at the start of each term … 
about respect, working together, get class to engage with materials critically. 
(Survey respondent) 

I do quite a lot of work on the seminars that I run, … a lot of preamble and 
stuff about how to have difficult conversations. How to disagree effectively 
and respectfully, and all those kinds of things. (Betty) 

Contrastingly, Harriot indicated that she employed avoidance strategies 
due to not being comfortable or confident to address such topics when 
they emerged spontaneously:
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I want to challenge it, I want to be anti-racist, I want to be a good ally 
and I want to set an example to students in the room, but also I don’t want 
to discourage them from speaking out, I don’t want to embarrass them and 
I don’t want to stifle opinions that are different to mine just because they’re 
different to mine you know? (Harriot) 

Participants acknowledged that some students could disengage if they felt 
certain identities were being challenged on the grounds of privilege, or if 
they are being asked to consider how some might benefit from structural 
factors that disadvantage others: 

some hostility from the white males when they hear me banging on about 
structural violence again and patriarchal subjectivity but I try to pre-empt 
that by discussing intersectionality and variations in the white male experience 
too. (Survey respondent) 

when exploring male to female violence and the prevalence and nature of the 
violence - males (and at times females) struggle with this or challenge me at 
least . (Survey respondent) 

While they were acutely aware of how this critical approach might be 
having the opposite effect on some students’ engagement, participants 
recognised that it was impossible to talk about subjugation without 
acknowledging power: 

some of us have experiences of oppression and some of us have experiences of 
oppressing, and I think it’s important that that doesn’t get lost . (Pauline) 

Francis outlined how this was a necessary exercise with her students, 
many of whom she described as having “super-privileged backgrounds”: 

when you’re talking intersectionality and feminist issues you end up talking 
about legal structures and power dynamics, and that can be really eye-opening 
for students, and it can kind of get them to check themselves a bit. But I 
actually think that students have a much harder time identifying their priv-
ilege in comparison to identifying their disadvantage. … I’m just not sure 
about students checking their own privilege. … I think teaching them about
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[feminist and intersectional] approaches is really good to get them to look at 
the system and think about patterns, but I think when you ask them about 
privilege, their own privilege … we should probably do that more. (Francis)  

[A] question that I always go back to is: What makes you say that? (Jane) 

Sylvia was keen to highlight that students should be made aware that 
addressing their privilege need not be uncomfortable if done correctly. 
Asserting the importance of “recognising that privilege isn’t a negative 
thing ” she suggested that often students would be “reluctant to recog-
nise their own privilege” if it is considered a negative endeavour rather 
than a realisation that people are born into different types of advantage 
and disadvantage. Therefore, tutors’ efforts to foreground issues of priv-
ilege—for example through experiential exercises where students visibly 
respond to privilege-based questions—may feel like a stand-alone task 
(Sgoutas, 2013) or incur resistance from sceptical students (Siliman & 
Kearns, 2020; Stern,  2018). 

Making Learning Relevant 

Bignell (1996) examines how the goals of feminist pedagogy—namely, 
to focus on students’ experiences as valuable resources for learning— 
can be extended from theory to an informed practice. Concentrating on 
the reciprocal nature of learning, Bignell highlights how the incorpora-
tion of students’ experiences not only helps shed light on the ‘ruptures 
and gaps in liberating discourses’, but how ‘the fear of exposing any 
shortcomings within the development of feminist pedagogy should not 
impede the progress which can arise from a better understanding’ of 
these gaps (1996: 324). In as much as we think we are the ones teaching 
our students, we are also constantly learning from them. Several partic-
ipants commented positively about the impact on their own personal 
and professional development through providing students with the space, 
confidence and encouragement to challenge the ideas being presented:
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I give them permission to disagree with me. I just say, please … be able 
to express that respectfully and try and have a good reason for why you are 
disagreeing, or talk to me if you disagree but you can’t quite work out why 
you’re disagreeing. Try and articulate that to me so we can talk about it. So 
… I encourage critical thinking just because it’s a fundamentally important 
skill. And also, I worry that I personally get dead set in my views and my 
ways and I kind of welcome the challenge, so I also frame it in that kind 
of sense saying that I want you to interrogate this stuff and work out what 
you think, but I also want you to keep me thinking and keep me on my toes. 
(Betty) 

I’m glad that they feel empowered to disagree with me in the classroom. 
(Harriot) 

Tutors who are invested in promoting meaningful development among 
learners understand this, recognising that educational establishments ‘are 
not separate from society, but constitute a key site in which demo-
cratic citizenship is understood and practiced’ (Blackmore, 2013: 148). 
Reflecting on this, Stockdale and Sweeney (2019: 86) note the impor-
tance of keeping in mind the potential for critical pedagogies to produce 
more equitable outcomes in wider society: 

If criminology students are potentially not being encouraged to consider 
certain sources or viewpoints when learning or writing about an area of crim-
inology, then it is unlikely that the knowledge construction of criminological 
topics will develop in a way shaped by authentic and/or diverse voices. Thus, 
the power of such voices will continue to be reduced and be largely incapable 
of informing criminological thinking . 

Critical pedagogies ‘aim to provide space for critical engagement with 
divergent perspectives in order to support students from disenfranchised 
populations to understand the impact of capitalism, gender, race and 
homophobia on their lives’ (McCusker, 2017: 447). To do this requires a 
diversity of voices, as outlined above, but this will be influenced by who 
is designing reading lists or lecture content. Where such voices are muted 
or excluded, finding alternative means of learning and understanding 
become crucial exercises in representation. Several participants indicated
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the alternative ways they employed to bring varied perspectives into the 
classroom: 

I try to break down power dynamics as far as possible in the classroom. I 
also try to be aware of the gender representations on reading lists, and the 
amount of time given to students in the classroom to avoid having a discussion 
dominated by one gender. (Survey respondent) 

I tend to use the obiter dicta of judges in cases concerning Articles 8 and 
14 ECHR (chiefly) as a means to raise student awareness of the (judicial) 
politics of the law on feminist issues; on class, race, sexuality, gender, etc. 
(Survey respondent) 

Gloria outlined the efforts she took to engage students of colour 
and/or from working-class backgrounds through adding an intersectional 
approach to the feminist content already being taught: 

I was sort of able to take that further and say, ‘Well, actually, but the queer 
feminists have said’ or, you know, … ‘What if you’re a gay woman, for 
example, who doesn’t want to be outed to family?’ ‘Or what if you’re a BME 
woman or a foreign national whose visa status is linked to the perpetrator, he 
is their employer or he is their spouse?’ … I discuss the whole thing, and then 
we have like fifteen minutes at the end of the two-hour lecture where I bring 
in the ‘law in action’ kind of points. (Gloria) 

As a result, she had seen positive responses from students: 

I have, of course, seen that some of my BME students respond quite – so they 
respond more when we are talking about race, or when we are talking about 
intersectional feminism. And within that, actually, BME women, I think, 
respond more than BME men do. (Gloria) 

This type of response was also noted by several of our online survey 
respondents who taught cohorts of students with diverse demographical 
backgrounds: 

Student base is BME, so they love it .
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students know that mine is the only module where they will be exposed to this
- feedback on module is always excellent for this reason 

Our study findings indicate that feminist socio-legal tutors are actively 
engaged in enhancing the relevance of curriculum content by incorpo-
rating lived and learned gendered and intersectional perspectives, issues 
and experiences. While our small sample means these findings are not 
representative or generalisable to the wider feminist socio-legal scholar 
base, they do shed important insight into the nature and impact of 
transformative criminal justice pedagogies. 

Conclusion 

The presentation of views or ideas which are representative of ideo-
logical paradigm shifts may cause uncertainty among those exposed to 
them, but for change to happen educators must persevere with creating 
these challenging spaces (hooks, 1994). Doing so assists with embed-
ding the relevance of such ideas to the mainstream. This is important as 
seeing certain topics or issues as only relevant to ‘feminist’ interests rein-
forces the idea of their subordinate importance in comparison to ‘real’ 
(i.e., mainstream) criminological concerns. This not only does a great 
disservice to all students who engage with the criminal justice system 
as practitioners (or victims or offenders) but puts an additional layer of 
responsibility on feminist academics to ensure that this work is done. 

Perceiving certain topics as more related to feminism than others 
obscures the point that the entirety of the criminal justice system operates 
in a way that demarcates advantage or disadvantage along hierarchical 
identity lines. It also serves to indeterminate the specific advantages 
bestowed on those in powerful positions, or whose identities constitute 
the standard against which others are measured. Recognising that the 
justice system is gendered, androcentric, white privileged and one that 
it operates in the interests of the economically privileged is vital for an 
authentic understanding of how it functions. As our participants have 
demonstrated, using the classroom as an example and space to show and
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explore how these wider dynamics manifest is also an integral part of 
learning and growth. 

Feminist tutors often demonstrate some level of personal responsibility 
around the eliciting of this authenticity, particularly when it involves 
exposing students to distressing or uncomfortable content. In terms of 
gendered violence, this can mean addressing issues that have personal 
resonance with students in the class, while recognising that teaching 
about sensitive topics will affect students in different ways. Carving out 
the space to manage this demonstrated their commitment to both the 
students and the issues covered, despite academia remaining a precar-
ious space for many, particularly those at the earlier stages of their career. 
The kinds of influences feminist teaching could be having on students 
may not be evident until much later on, and for many in the neoliberal 
academy, this kind of impact may not be prioritised, acknowledged or 
supported. Therefore, it is vital that feminist tutors remind themselves 
about what they consider to constitute success in their teaching. 

Top Tips: Teaching Criminal Justice as Feminist 
Practice

• Seek to employ a range of alternative and diverse sources of knowl-
edge, information and insights, produced by people with varied 
backgrounds and identities to showcase a wider breadth and depth 
of experiences, such as independent media outlets, poetry, music, 
podcasts, documentaries, paintings, pictures, blogs, etc.

• Indicate to students if they are invited to act as ‘co-teachers’ to theorise 
their own identities or experiences in a safe and exploratory manner, 
either in class or in assessments.

• Aim to adopt a ‘reasonable adjustments’ mindset to assessments (where 
relevant) if addressing sensitive or traumatic content in course mate-
rial. Explore how the learning outcomes can be met without recourse 
to particularly harrowing content.
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• Persevere with your endeavours as educators. It’s important to recog-
nise that the value and impact of your teaching may not be immedi-
ately visible to you or the student, but may resonate with them later 
on, potentially in significant circumstances.

• Link in with other feminist scholars for support, guidance and insight 
as necessary within your department, institution, or through wider 
networks. Good places to start include the British Society of Crim-
inology’s Women, Crime and Criminal Justice Network, the Socio-Legal 
Studies Association and the Women in Academia Support Network 
(Facebook group). 
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4 
Teaching ‘Race’ in the Criminology 
Classroom: Towards an Anti-Racist 

Pedagogy 

Lisa Long 

Introduction 

This chapter will make the argument for race as a threshold concept 
(Meyer & Land, 2003) in criminology. Within criminal justice institu-
tions, which are the object of study for criminologists, ethnic dispropor-
tionality is stark. In the UK and across Europe, in the US, Australia, New 
Zealand and in South American countries, such as Brazil, Black, Indige-
nous and People of Colour (BIPOC) are disproportionally represented in 
police statistics-including stop and search, arrest, use of force and deaths 
in police custody and carceral systems including prisons, youth justice 
and immigration detention facilities (see French, 2013; Long,  2018; 
Open Society Justice Initiative, 2009). Despite the overwhelming focus 
on racialised minorities within criminal justice institutions, criminology 
operates in a ‘racial vacuum’ (Glover, 2009: 3) and fails to engage in an
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analysis of the operation of race within explanations for crime and crimi-
nalisation and/or the operation of criminal justice agencies. Grounded in 
a Critical Race Theory (CRT) framework, the chapter argues that a peda-
gogical reconstruction (see, Young & Greene, 1995) of the criminology 
curriculum is necessary to address this racial vacuum and, to integrate the 
perspectives of racially minoritized communities. It situates teaching and 
learning about race within principles of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970, 
1994), including identifying oppression, dialogic learning and learning 
to praxis, to present strategies for teaching about race. It utilises pedago-
gies of discomfort (Boler, 1999) and critical hope (Applebaum, 2017) to  
address the barriers to discussing race and racism, in particular privilege 
and oppression and the operationalisation of White fragility (DiAngelo, 
2011), and offers reflections on teaching strategies that challenge racism 
and racial dynamics in the classroom. The chapter concludes that there 
is no comfortable way to discuss race and racism. Discomfort must be 
embraced and utilised to facilitate an anti-racist classroom and to enable 
transformative learning. 

Race as a Threshold Concept in Criminology 

Criminological explanations for the relationship between race, crime and 
justice often focus on race and ethnicity as variables that demonstrate 
elevated offending by some racially minoritized and under-class groups 
(Phillips & Bowling, 2003; Phillips et al., 2020). Further, statistical 
modelling lies as there is a failure to adequately conceptualise race in the 
use of racial data (Zuberi, 2001). Therefore, it makes links between crim-
inality and race, rather than racism and the effects of living in a racially 
stratified society. Like other academic disciplines, explanatory frame-
works within criminology take a colour-blind approach (Webster, 2012) 
and fail to address the structural oppressions that create the conditions 
for crime, victimisation and discriminatory criminal justice outcomes. 
Within a racially predicated society, Whiteness is the norm and non-
Whites are othered to maintain the system of White supremacy (Mills, 
1997). Race constructs the image of the suspect and the ideal and non-
ideal victim (Long, 2018, 2021). Resultantly, crime is not just racialised,
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but the race is also criminalised. As explained by Carbado and Roith-
mayr (2014: 152), ‘This dialectical relationship between race and crime 
(crime → black, and black → crime) leads to the idea that being black 
is a crime in itself ’. Nevertheless, criminology as a discipline ‘exists in a 
racial vacuum’ (Glover, 2009: 3). It is obsessed with race, whilst failing 
to engage in an analysis of its operation (Glover, 2009; Phillips et al., 
2020), thus, reproducing the discursive links between race and crime. 
When race is taught as part of criminology and criminal justice 

courses it is an add on or optional topic, often delivered by racially 
minoritized or critical scholars who are also on the margins of the 
discipline (Phillips et al., 2020). This is inadequate for a discipline so 
heavily implicated in the control of the Other (Agozino, 2003). Race 
scholars have long demanded the inclusion of minority perspectives (see, 
Phillips & Bowling, 2003), including calls for a specifically Black crim-
inology (Brown, 2019; Russell, 1992), a counter-colonial criminology 
(Agozino, 2003), and the need to interrogate the Whiteness inherent in 
the discipline (Smith, 2014). Phillips et al. (2020: 437) argue for a, 

reinvigoration of the criminological field’, one that, demands an historical 
analysis which takes into account the variegated logics of racial domination 
and violence in colonial and postcolonial times. 

These calls for the inclusion of minority perspectives, can be addressed 
through a Critical Race Theory (CRT) approach. This approach was 
developed by Black scholars in North America, in the field of jurispru-
dence (notably Bell, 1991, 1992; Crenshaw,  1989, 1995; Delgado, 1994; 
Matsuda, 1987, 1989). More recently it has emerged as a research frame-
work in the UK context, in the field of education (e.g., Gillborn et al., 
2012); sport (see, Hylton, 2008) and criminology (Glynn, 2013; Long,  
2018). A CRT approach draws from the experiential knowledge of racial-
ized participants and centres race and racism in its analysis of power 
and inequalities (see, Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). From this perspec-
tive, race is understood as an ‘endemic’ and ‘deeply ingrained’ (Tate, 
1997: 234) system of inequality, upon which systems of White power 
are constructed. As argued by Mills (1997: 1) ‘White supremacy is
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the unnamed political system that has made the modern world what 
it is today’. Race, therefore, must be understood as a key organising 
principle within society (Omi & Winant, 1993: 5), which constructs 
Whiteness as the referential norm and the non-White as the Other 
(Yancy, 2008, 2012).Through a CRT framework, the reinvigoration of 
the field that Phillips et al. (2020) call for requires rethinking threshold 
concepts within disciplinary contexts, to include a historical analysis of 
race-making and its contemporary continuities. 
Race must become a threshold concept in criminology teaching and 

learning. According to Meyer and Land a threshold concept is, 

akin to a portal, opening up a new and previously inaccessible way of thinking 
about something. It represents a transformed way of understanding, or inter-
preting, or viewing something without which the learner cannot progress 
(2003: 1)  

It is argued here, that within a discipline predicated upon the control 
of the Other, race centred analysis is a threshold to critical knowl-
edge, that without the learner cannot progress. A race centred analysis, 
when compared with mainstream criminology, reveals the racist logic 
inherent in the foundational teachings of the discipline (see, Glover, 
2009). However, as Audre Lorde (1982, cited in Colley & Patterson, 
2022: 22) argued, ‘there is no such thing as a single-issue struggle 
as we do not live single issue lives’. Focusing on race alone does not 
capture the entirety of the experience of the racially minoritized. A CRT 
analysis demands consideration to race at its intersection with other 
oppressions (Crenshaw, 1991), such as gender, class and poverty, migrant 
status and citizenship, mixedness, disability and queerness. The organi-
sation of these intersections along the ‘matrix of domination’ (Collins, 
2000) captures the interconnectedness of all forms of oppression, whilst 
reflecting the historically and geographically specific (local/global) organ-
isation of power. This is a useful paradigm for a discipline such as 
criminology which operates in different social and legal contexts, both 
at the local and global level. To address the racial vacuum within which 
the discipline operates, and consequently teaching and learning, requires
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pedagogical reconstruction (Younge & Greene, 1995) to integrate  an  
analysis of the operation of race, and the work of race scholars, within 
the curriculum. 

Pedagogical Reconstruction and Preparing to Teach 
About Race 

The student-led call to decolonise the curriculum has gathered 
momentum in recent times. Notwithstanding the legitimate concern that 
the popularity of the decolonising agenda has created a ‘decolonial band-
wagon’ (Moosavi, 2020: 332), the principles and practices that have 
grown from this intellectual decolonisation facilitate reflexivity around 
what, and how, content is taught in order to be inclusive. Why is my 
Curriculum White? (#Whitecurriculum) highlights the colonial conti-
nuities within the curriculum (see Peters, 2018); course content is not 
diverse or inclusive and the established canon, irrespective of discipline, 
is predominantly centred on the work of (often dead) White men. The 
accepted systems of knowledge production are colonised and built upon 
‘epistemologies of ignorance’ (Sullivan & Tuana, 2007). This makes 
racially minoritized learners (and staff ) feel like ‘bodies out of place’ 
within White institutions of higher education (Puwar, 2004). The Open 
University’s Innovating Pedagogy report (Ferguson et al., 2019), iden-
tifies decolonising as a key issue for education in the coming decade. 
Decolonising requires a pedagogical reconstruction (Young & Greene, 
1995) that integrates historical and contemporary works on race and 
crime, and the work of previously excluded scholars of colour, into the 
criminology canon. Doing so, reconstructs decades of neglect and misin-
formation and facilitates a challenge to the White ‘Eurocentrically bound 
master script’ (Swartz, 1992: 341). Further, as argued by Begum & Saini, 
2019: 198), it ‘acknowledges the inherent power relations in the produc-
tion and dissemination of knowledge, and seeks to destabilise these, 
allowing new forms of knowledge which represent marginalised groups 
… to propagate’.  

Criminology is a racist discipline; from its inception it has been 
‘heavily implicated in racial projects’ (Earl, 2017: 116). Cesare Lombroso
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is lauded as one of the founding fathers of the discipline. His 1876 work, 
Criminal Man, developed the idea that the criminal is born and can 
be identified by virtue of their physical characteristics. The born crim-
inal was a throwback to an earlier evolutionary stage and compared with 
the modern savage of colonial relations- a racist notion that justifies the 
racial categorisation of the colonised and the coloniser with reference 
to biological superiority and inferiority. Lombroso, in 1893, also wrote 
the first book on women and crime, Criminal Woman, the Prostitute and 
the Normal Woman (Lombroso & Ferrero, 2004). In both of Lombroso’s 
foundational texts, the so-called ‘European races’ are considered the most 
highly evolved and therefore more civilised and less criminogenic. Whilst 
a large proportion of earlier biological criminology is now discredited, its 
legacy is strong. Earl (2017: 124) argues that substitute discourses, such 
as ethnicity and culture, serve to sanitise race from its connections to 
‘genetic purity, holocaust and history’. The Other is no longer biolog-
ical. In post-race criminology, ethnicity and culture have become the 
‘new alibis’ for racist discourses (ibid). To facilitate an anti-racist crimi-
nology classroom, educators must seek to develop a counter-narrative to 
the historical and contemporary legacies of a racist criminology through 
the pedagogical reconstruction of disciplinary knowledge(s). 
The pedagogical reconstruction of disciplinary knowledge necessitates 

a review of programme content, disciplinary traditions and research 
expertise and accepted authoritative sources/recognised scholars. This 
can be done at the course and module level and should include all 
members of a subject group, not just scholars of race or racially minori-
tized scholars who often carry the burden of doing diversity work within 
university spaces (Ahmed, 2018). There are several helpful resources to 
guide faculty through the process of curriculum review at course and 
module level.1 However, this must go beyond a review of module reading 
lists, which simply removes White scholars and replaces them with 
scholars of colour. Rather, this process requires that previously excluded 
sources are integrated into the curriculum through dialogue with estab-
lished scholars of the disciplinary canon. This has been put into practice 
by the author, through the development of a new level seven Decolonizing 
Criminology module. The aim of the module is to develop learner’s
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intellectual capacity to challenge the dominant criminological under-
standings of race and crime, and its intersection with other oppressions 
(e.g., gender and class), and develop social justice solutions to racialised 
inequalities within criminal justice institutions. The module is under-
pinned by the work of Black and scholars of colour and utilises bodies 
of work within critical race theory (CRT), post/neo-colonial theory, crit-
ical whiteness studies and Black and critical feminism, to explain crime, 
criminalisation and the racialised operation of criminal justice in both 
the UK and globally. From the outset of the module, previously excluded 
scholars are centred. A key example (pertinent to both criminology and 
sociology) is the work of W.E.B. Du Bois, a Black, American scholar 
of the late eighteen and early nineteen hundreds, whose work has been 
excluded from the criminological cannon, despite his innovative method-
ology and pioneering research into understanding Black criminality and 
criminal justice responses (see, Gabbidon, 1996, 2001, 2019). 
W.E.B. Du Bois’s work was inherently sociological, at a time when 

biological criminology was at its zenith. His first book, The Philadel-
phia Negro was published in 1899, closely followed by his most infamous 
work, The Souls of Black Folk in 1903. However, the sociological study 
of crime is attributed to the early work of the Chicago School of crimi-
nology; Cressey (1979: 458) claims that ‘sociological criminology took a 
great leap forward in the early 1930s, when Shaw and McKay published 
their ecological studies of delinquency’. The body of work that it termed 
‘social disorganisation theory’ locates crime within specific neighbour-
hoods and attributes the zone of transition as the most criminogenic, by 
virtue of a transient community and social disorganisation within this 
zone (Shaw & McKay, 1942). However, forty-three years prior, writing 
in The Philadelphia Negro, DuBois says: 

Crime is a phenomenon of organised social life and is the open rebellion 
of an individual against his social environment. Naturally then, if men are 
suddenly transported from one environment into another; the result is a lack 
of harmony with the new conditions; lack of harmony with the new physical 
surroundings leading to disease and death or modification of physique; lack 
of harmony with social surroundings leading to crime. (DuBois,  1996: 235)
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The Philadelphia Negro, is an important text which can be placed 
alongside the traditionally recognised ‘canonical’ scholars, including 
Lombroso’s Criminal Man and Shaw and McKay (1942), to engage 
learners in critical analysis of the foundations of the discipline and its 
colonial legacies, which have contemporary continuities through the 
exclusion of racially minoritized scholars, global south context and the 
racial vacuum in which criminology operates. Several scholars have 
made a plea for the inclusion of Du Bois’s work in the criminolog-
ical cannon (Gabbidon, 1996; Young & Greene, 1995). This plea is 
re-iterated here. The pedagogical reconstruction of foundational knowl-
edge does not require the development of new modules focused entirely 
on decolonising or anti-racist criminology. However, it does require 
the integration of race scholars into the White, Malestream cannon. 
In criminology, the work of W.E.B. Du Bois, along with other race 
scholars of the early 1900s (see Young & Greene, 1995), is essential to 
understanding the operation of race within the analysis of crime. 

Pedagogical reconstruction also requires that our curriculum repre-
sents truly global perspectives. Faraldo-Cabana and Lamela (2019) find  
that the top ten international criminology and criminal justice jour-
nals, are not as international as they lay claim to be (except for the 
European Journal of Criminology). Within the publication space, the 
US and the UK are positioned as the centre and other nations as the 
margin, in what the authors refer to as a ‘centre-margin imaginary’ (ibid; 
169); they speak out towards the global community, rather than collab-
orating with them. Unsurprisingly, there is an anglophone bias which 
reflects primarily US, UK, Canada and Australian scholars. The work 
of pedagogical reconstruction, therefore, requires the integration of the 
work of international scholars from a diversity of global perspectives into 
criminology modules.2 This includes scholars of colour from outside the 
global south across all modules, not just modules with content pertaining 
to race and crime. Race educators have a responsibility to diversify the 
library catalogue, through book and journal subscription requests that 
offer minoritized global perspectives from beyond the anglosphere (e.g., 
the African Journal of Criminology and Justice Studies; Indian Journal of 
Criminology). Further, in the context of research-led teaching, learners 
are directed towards the scholars that are cited by the staff in their
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university, school or faculty; the (White) canon is reproduced through 
citation practices that centre dead White men and exclude Black, Indige-
nous, People of Colour, LGBTQ+, women and members of multiply 
marginalised groups (Itchuaqiyaq et al., 2020). Therefore, educators 
who are also research active, must be conscious of the politics of cita-
tion (Ahmed, 2015) and engage in critically evaluative citation practice, 
that consciously rejects mainstreamed bodies and inserts marginalised 
Others, to reconfigure the boundaries of what is considered legitimate 
knowledge, and transform the knowledge that learners have access to. 
These actions have implications for transforming understandings of what 
counts as international or global knowledge and serves to include racially 
minoritized scholars, and global scholars from geographical locations 
that have been historically nations that are excluded from mainstream 
paradigms, thus, resisting the Whiteness of the discipline. 
There is some debate surrounding who should teach about race and 

racism and the importance of personal experience for connecting with 
learners. Housee (2008), argues that it does not matter who teaches 
about race, what matters is adopting ‘critical pedagogical teaching strate-
gies that question patriarchy and Whitearchy’ (240). Race and racism 
as topics in the classroom have the capacity to cause pain and, if 
not well understood and facilitated, risk reifying racialised discourses 
surrounding race and crime. It is therefore necessary for educators, 
particularly racially privileged (White) educators, to engage in an analysis 
of their own knowledge and skills before developing content or teaching 
about race (Greene, 2015; Joseph-Salisbury, 2020). This process of self-
analysis must include reflexivity on their own experiences, beliefs about 
race, positionality, privileges and oppressions. Greene (2015: 72) advo-
cates four questions to aid self-reflection- what is your social location?; 
what is your teaching philosophy (learner or teacher centred)?; what is your 
perspective on race and crime? and what experiences of crime and victim-
isation have you had? It is also essential to be familiar with who the 
learners are, in terms of their social location. However, to understand 
their own, and their learner’s, location and positionality in relation to 
systems of power, race educators must develop ‘racial literacy’- a term 
coined by Winndance-Twine (2010) to refer to a deep knowledge and 
understanding of the ways in which race operates within society. The
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acquisition of racial literacy requires that White people ‘immerse them-
selves in a transracial world that demands an emotional, cultural or 
political investment’ (ibid: 92) and, in doing so, acquire a critical aware-
ness of the ways in which racism and racial ideologies structure social 
relations. A key element towards developing racial literacy is engaging in 
race learning, research and engaging with key race scholars. The develop-
ment of this knowledge an essential part of preparing to teach about race 
(Greene, 2015). However, like the learners in the criminology classroom, 
educators will only develop an understanding of lived experiences of 
racism, through engagement with those who have experienced it, within 
an environment that facilitates dialogic learning through ‘experiential 
authenticity’ (Young & Tullo, 2020). 

Teaching About Race: Facilitating 
an Anti-Racist Classroom 

The practice of critical pedagogy, introduced in Freire’s (1970) canon-
ical text Pedagogy of the Oppressed , is instructive to educators who seek 
to develop critically engaged learners with the capacity to resist and 
challenge dominant narratives, and the[racist] power structures upon 
which they rely to perpetuate existing oppressions. The banking concept 
of education, whereby the teacher imparts knowledge to the ignorant 
subject (student) and expects them to bank the information, is said to 
project an ignorance that is characteristic of the ideology of oppression; 
this approach ‘negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry’ 
(Freire, 1970: 72). Instead, Freire (1970) advocates for a problem-
posing education, that has liberatory potential. Key to a problem-posing 
approach to learning, in the anti-racist classroom, is conversation and 
critical dialogue about race, racism and the systems of White supremacy 
that uphold the system of racially predicated criminal (in)justice, to iden-
tify solutions. These are ‘difficult conversations’ (Watt, 2017) and  both  
White learners and racially minoritized learners can find it uncomfort-
able to discuss race and racism (Baptist, 2015; Zuba,  2016). 
There are several reasons why learners are ill-equipped to discuss race, 

most significantly that they buy into the post-race myth, or they are
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afraid of talking about race in case they appear racist (Zuba, 2016: 356). 
López (2003: 69) argues that ‘racism is perceived as an individual and 
irrational act in a world that is otherwise neutral, rational, and just’. 
Furthermore, this colour-blindness to the function of race as an organ-
ising system within society, locates racism within individual actions and 
ignores the systemic nature of racism within (ibid). Additionally, chal-
lenges are posed by a lack of diversity amongst the learners and/or when 
the educator is from a racially privileged background; this scenario poses 
challenges for teaching issues of race and crime, for both the educator 
and the learners. As observed by Baptist (2015: 46): 

whenever we dredge up the past [in the classroom], we find that the rusty 
old chains we rake from the bottom are connected to some people’s present-day 
pains and others contemporary privilege. 

It is both racist pain and racial privilege that create silences around race 
in the classroom. Therefore, the first task for educators in facilitating an 
anti-racist classroom is to develop some principles or ground rules for 
working together. The ground rules should be mutually agreed through 
dialogue and discussion that explores and acknowledges both the educa-
tors and the learner’s social location and positionality, prior learning 
experiences and perspectives, and secures a commitment to learning 
collectively through critical but respectful conversation and sharing of 
experience. This can be facilitated following the suggestions in Brook-
field and Preskill (2005). First, divide the class into small groups of 4–5 
and ask them to reflect upon their prior experience of learning environ-
ments and identify conditions that were conducive to their learning and 
conditions that were detrimental. The second element of this task is for 
the group to identify a list of ground rules that draw from their collective 
experience. These can be collated by the group facilitator and discussed 
and agreed collectively. This lays the groundwork for a community of 
trust within the classroom, which is essential to establishing an environ-
ment conducive to dialogic learning (Freire, 1970) and, can minimise the 
extent to which the power relations inherent in wider society are reflected 
in classroom dynamics (Brookfield & Preskill, 2005).
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Being attuned to and having the skills to challenge racialised dynamics 
and micro-aggressions is an essential skill set for educators. Displays of 
‘White fragility’ (DiAngelo, 2011) in the classroom are common form 
of micro-aggression, which impact negatively upon racially minoritized 
learners. White fragility can be understood as intolerance towards racial 
stress which triggers a defensive response when confronted with evidence 
of racial or ethnic inequality (ibid). This can manifest through silence 
and a refusal to engage and/or defensiveness. A compelling example of 
this occurred in the authors classroom during a group discussion of the 
police use of force towards Black men in the UK. Most of the learners 
in the cohort were White, as is often the case in the criminology class-
room in the UK. The learners were shown a short video pertaining to an 
instance of police use of force that led to the death of a (Black) ‘suspect’. 
Following the video, the group failed to respond to the educator’s ques-
tions about the case study. However, when a White learner interjected 
with a personal story about their experiences of racism from a Black 
detainee at their workplace, several of the group responded with expres-
sions of reassurance or disgust for this so-called racism. Expressions of 
disgust and support for the White learner were made by both White 
learners and a learner of colour. This White emotionality is a political 
act, serving to protect White racial advantage by redirecting sympathy 
from the Black man in the case study, to the White interlocutor (see, 
Leonardo, 2016) and easing the discomfort of White fragility when 
confronted with the reality of their privilege in the context of police 
contact. It is unsurprising that a learner of colour also expressed support 
for the White learner. Displays of White fragility place pressure on 
racialised minorities to pacify White discomfort, to remain safe and 
avoid appearing illogical (Leonardo & Porter, 2010). It is imperative 
that these narratives, which reinscribe White perspectives as domi-
nant, are challenged in the classroom. There is no comfortable way to 
challenge racist narratives. Discussions cause discomfort for both educa-
tors and learners. The educator’s response to reluctance or resistance 
to engage in the classroom can have a significant impact on learning 
and responding with frustration to perceived inappropriate questions or 
responses or to learner apathy can impact upon learner’s willingness to 
engage with critical perspectives on race and racism (Hernandez & Ten
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Eyck, 2015). However, educators must also be cautious not to respond 
with comfort to such displays of White fragility by offering platitudes 
and/or empathising with White learner’s emotional discomfort, defen-
siveness or denial, thus, reinscribing White invulnerability which harms 
racially minoritized learners (Applebaum, 2017). 

Instead of comfort, Applebaum advocates a pedagogy of critical hope 
through which learners are encouraged to stay with their discomfort; 
this enables learners to ‘broaden their frame of intelligibility’ (Apple-
baum, 2017: 872) through being vulnerable. In the example described 
above, the facilitator thanked the learner for sharing their experience, 
and acknowledged that what they had experienced was verbal abuse. 
However, the claim that they had experienced racism was challenged 
through probing questions, starting with a refresher question- how is 
race understood, within the CRT framework that we have been working 
with? The learners were then asked to reflect upon the concept of reverse 
racism3 with reference to their discussion of race as a socially constructed 
system of power. The probing and discussion that followed led to a 
transformative moment in the module, where, through dialogue, the 
perception that the victim is White, the Interlocuter is Black, therefore 
slurs directed at the Whiteness of the victim are racist, was disrupted. 
The learner cannot be blamed for perceiving the verbal abuse they had 
experienced as racism. The predominant legal framework for challenging 
racially motivated incidents (in the UK context) facilitates the pros-
ecution of racially minoritized people for racist incidents or crimes. 
Further, in the anti-racist classroom, learners should not be blamed for 
the mistruths that permeate in a racially predicated society. However, 
this example shows that by engaging the learner’s vulnerability, and the 
discomfort that comes with this, racist perspectives can be challenged, 
and new, anti-racist knowledge developed. 
From a Freirean perspective, the oppressed are co-creators of knowl-

edge (Freire, 1994); therefore, experiential knowledge of racially minori-
tized people should be privileged within the anti-racist classroom. These 
forms of knowledge may be represented in critical empirical research and 
in the work of race scholars, and this should be sought out for module 
reading lists; however, as argued by Collins (1989: 759), ‘individuals 
who have lived through the experiences about which they claim to be
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experts are more believable and credible than those who have merely read 
and thought about such experience’. Therefore, introducing learners to 
difficult topics, through the lens of those who have experienced racism 
and injustice, engenders a respect for the knowledge created through 
lived experience (Freire, 1994: 9). One way to re-conceptualise what is 
positioned as knowledge in the classroom, towards critical dialogue, is 
through inviting guest speakers from voluntary and charitable organisa-
tions and activist campaigns. Further, there are lots of resources available 
via the internet, which reflect racially minoritized people’s experiences of 
criminal justice systems, including stop and search, incarceration, police 
brutality and deaths in custody. Case studies that give a voice to families 
and victims of racialised criminal justice practices are available through 
the work of charitable organisations and research bodies, such as Inquest, 
the Institute for Race relations and StopWatch and campaign groups 
such as UFFC (United Family and Friends Campaign) and Jengba (Joint 
Enterprise Not Guilty by Association). 

Social media content can also be a useful tool, for example, hashtags 
pertaining to contemporary issues (E.g., #BlackLivesMatter in the wake 
of the police killing George Floyd in 2020). Educators have a respon-
sibility to choose these materials carefully and with consideration to 
how racialised bodies are represented within the examples chosen. Poorly 
chosen imagery can reinforce racialised stereotypes. Further, learners 
should be well prepared for course content that may either re-traumatise 
them or conversely bring a new awareness to how they are positioned in 
the context of racially structured society. One option is to invite learners 
to contribute content or case studies in advance of a class. Further, poten-
tially traumatising material should be prefaced with a content warning, 
and learners given the option to leave, switch off or use a safe-word or 
sound, which may be as simple as STOP, to pause content or a conversa-
tion. This empowers racially minoritized learners to control what they are 
exposed to and how issues that they may identify with are subsequently 
discussed, in the spirit of co-creation of knowledge (Freire, 1994; Hooks, 
2003). 

Some learners will be confronted by their racialised identification, 
through the White gaze (Fanon, 1986; Yancy, 2008), for the first time 
within the context of higher education (HE). This may be particularly
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pertinent for international learners of colour, and/or racially minoritized 
learners from wealth-privileged backgrounds. Kobayashi (1999: 180) 
argues, 

Many learners of color have been relatively protected from racism for most of 
their lives, particularly if they have been sheltered by the privileges of class-sent 
to the best schools, exposed to the most enlightened segments of society. Their 
understanding of racism is relatively recent, and often their most difficult 
experiences have occurred after leaving home to enter university. 

This may be the case in elite universities and those that attract interna-
tional learners in high numbers, and this will vary between location and 
institution. For some racialised learners, engaging in ‘difficult conver-
sations’ (Watt, 2017) about racial injustice will be traumatising or 
re-traumatising, whilst other learners may be willing to discuss their 
experiences of racism. Privileging the experiences of racially minoritized 
learners can be a powerful way of challenging racist perspectives (Housee, 
2008) and White fragility, particularly denial. Learner engagement with 
issues that they do not have experience of (i.e., racism) can be improved 
through learning with, and from, co-learners who have lived experience 
of the topics pertaining to the course material (Young & Tullo, 2020). 
Further, having their story heard and acknowledged can create a space of 
belonging for racially minoritized learners (Watt, 2017). However, where 
racially minoritized learners are a significant minority in the classroom, 
they may be reluctant to participate in discussions around race because 
it is painful or because they are concerned about the impact on their 
relationship with the wider group (Watt, 2017). Therefore, it is essential 
that, in a majority White classroom, racially minoritized learners are not 
expected, or asked, to speak about, or to explain, racism (Baptist, 2015), 
or to carry the ‘black persons burden [of representation]’ (Hall, 1996: 
263). It is necessary that a plurality of experiences and cultural perspec-
tives are included in course content to create an inclusive classroom and 
empower learners. By including materials that are culturally relevant to 
the learners, they can be held to ‘create meaning and understand the 
world’ (Ladson Billings, 1992: 106), from a safer place of belonging.
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Ultimately, there is no comfortable way to discuss race. Discussions 
cause discomfort for both educators and learners. As argued by Leonardo 
(2016: xv) ‘safe dialogue around race is misguided because its centre-
piece is an unsafe topic’. However, educators can redirect the emotions 
accompanying discussions about race and racism towards developing 
knowledge and understanding. A classroom that is centred around a crit-
ical pedagogy of hope (Freire, 1970, 1994; Hooks, 2003) can utilise this 
discomfort (Boler, 1999) to challenge dominant, oppressive narratives. 
Uncomfortable and, at times, negative emotions (e.g., anger, distress, 
and sadness) can be transformative (Boler, 1999; Kobyashi, 1999). 
For example, in Connelly and Joseph-Salisbury’s (2019) analysis of the 
role of emotions in teaching about the Grenfell tower disaster, nega-
tive emotions are found to facilitate deep-learning when they are both 
foregrounded in, and supported through, engaged and critical pedago-
gies. The authors argue that, ‘when directed by sociological criticality, 
emotions can and should be productive in teaching for social change’ 
(Connelly & Joseph-Salisbury, 2019: 1027). Therefore, critical educa-
tors should not seek to avoid or allay emotional discomfort amongst 
racially privileged learners but use it to engage in a critical re-reading of 
the world as a route to its transformation (Freire, 1994: 33). However, 
transformation does not occur in the classroom alone. Connelly and 
Joseph-Salisbury (2019) suggest that learners could be directed to local 
social justice campaigns or projects that they can be involved with. That 
is one way in which critical pedagogies in the classroom can lead to crit-
ical praxis; according to Freire (1994: 36) praxis requires both reflection 
and action in order to transform society. 

Conclusion 

Along with racial hierarchy, dominant forms of power are produced 
through the marginalisation along class and gender lines. Hooks (2003: 
xiii) uses the term ‘imperialist White supremacist capitalist patriarchy’ 
to highlight how intersecting systems of oppression work together to 
uphold the system of White domination (see also, Mills, 1997). White 
supremacist practices uphold all forms of power and domination. In
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undoing the racist classroom, it becomes a space for marginalised voices 
to be heard, and for the privileged to learn from them to develop 
racial literacy and an ethics of reflexive practice. This can improve the 
experience of learners from all marginalised backgrounds and broaden 
the world view of racially privileged learners, towards racial literacy. 
However, this does not imply that they will, or should, be happy about 
what or how they learn all the time. Anti-racist teaching will confront 
their world view (and the educators along with them). The critical 
pedagogical approach advocated throughout this chapter, that utilises 
critical dialogue and discomfort, is at odds with the marketised education 
system. Within the current system, learners are positioned as consumers, 
and, as such the current narrative and metrics (such as NSS-in the 
UK) discourage educators from causing learners discomfort so that they 
remain satisfied and do not complain. However, as this chapter has 
shown, discomfort is necessary within a critically informed pedagogy 
that strives to challenge oppressive practices in the context of ‘dialogic 
learning’ (Freire, 1970). As Hooks (2015: 103) reminds us, when learners 
have an experience that is challenging, or even threatening, they will 
not find it enjoyable and may even view the teacher negatively; however, 
these learning experiences prepare them to ‘live and act more fully in the 
world’. A critically informed, anti-racist pedagogy makes it possible to 
facilitate an anti-racist classroom and enables learners to confront and 
develop their world view, even in the context of an inherently racist 
discipline. 

Top Tips: Teaching About ‘Race’ 

• Prepare to teach about race by engaging in learning about race and 
racism; this could be through reading, discussing with colleagues, 
attending classes or engaging in academic seminars. 

• Undertake a review of course/module content and reflect upon what 
assumptions are made about learners and whose voices are included 
and excluded. 

• Prepare learners well for learning about race. Set mutually agreed 
ground rules, include learners’ suggestions for examples/case studies,
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provide content warnings for racially traumatising content and avoid 
placing the onus on racially minoritized learners to explain racism. 

• Include formerly delegitimized forms of knowledge-for example, guest 
speakers from social justice campaigns. 

• Expect discomfort and be prepared to challenge racist perspectives, 
denial of racism or displays of White fragility. 

Notes 

1. Decolonising SOAS Learning and Teaching Toolkit for Programme and 
Module Convenors is a detailed and comprehensive guide https://blogs. 
soas.ac.uk/decolonisingsoas/files/2018/10/Decolonising-SOAS-Learning-
and-Teaching-Toolkit-AB.pdf. 

2. Global Social Theory is an excellent resource https://globalsocialtheory. 
org/resources/reading-lists/. 

3. Reverse racism refers to the perception that Whites can experience racism 
from racially minoritized people. However, even if they feel ‘aggrieved. 
(Harriott, 2018) states ‘racism has nothing to do with feelings. It is a 
measurable reality that white people are not subject to, regardless of their 
income or status’. 
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5 
Promoting Success for All in Criminology: 
Widening Participation and Recognising 

Difference 

Richard Peake 

Introduction 

Criminology, as with most social science subjects, is an undergraduate 
discipline that is popular, accessible and attracts several diverse student 
types from quite varied backgrounds—sometimes with an eclectic mix 
of qualifications, life experiences and ambitions. This should gener-
ally be viewed as positive, although it is a mix that can cause prob-
lems in the transition to Higher Education (HE) and potentially once 
the programme has commenced. The emerging popularity of crimi-
nology has resulted in high course numbers at many institutions (see 
Young, 2022) which further increases the diversity of the cohort. The 
response has been for students from a Widening Participation (WP) 
or ‘non-traditional’ A-level routes of entry encouraged to apply, mainly
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by universities seeking to address diversification and increase their 
percentage of WP students, improving their inclusivity. 
This chapter challenges the notion that everyone starts equally and 

suggests that the playing field is far from level. Often considerations 
focus upon their qualification with additional factors being part of 
the welcome for new students. The chapter explores the diversity on 
criminology degree programmes and considers how such a range of 
backgrounds and experiences can be best utilised, whilst ensuring a safe 
environment whereby students can achieve their full potential. 
There is little doubt that this diverse mix of students enriches the 

teaching environment, but the classroom needs to be managed to ensure 
everyone benefits, and enable students to attain the best results for them 
during a positive holistic student experience. Harding’s chapter in this 
edited collection has further discussed teaching sensitive topics, alongside 
the diversity of student types in the classroom environment, identifying 
the challenges that currently exist. 
The challenge for criminology and the social sciences is how we can 

cope with this diversity and ease the transition to HE, enabling students 
from non-traditional A-level routes to fit in and assimilate into this 
level of study quickly. This is part of creating an equitable classroom, 
whereby all students can achieve their full potential. This chapter will 
explore these issues as a series of deficits: A skills deficit , where students 
from vocational and other backgrounds may be unfamiliar with academic 
study and academic writing and may not have a required level of basic 
skills; A social deficit , where students may find it difficult to assimilate 
into their new surroundings, living away from home for the first time and 
a cultural deficit , where international students and students, from mainly 
working-class backgrounds and non-traditional routes of entry may find 
it difficult to mix, leading to an overwhelming experience, more recently 
labelled as acculturation. Literature from Shields and Masardo, (2015) is  
framed in the lack of knowledge about expectations at degree-level study 
and identifies the lack of inappropriate or even misguided preparation 
in approaching the transition to HE. This chapter discusses the effect of 
such deficits and how they can be addressed both at the point of entry, 
during the transitional period and subsequently in the classroom.
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Promoting Success for All in Criminology: The 
Widening Participation Strategy 

From experience, many academic staff, including academic personal 
tutors, believe that on arrival at university to begin a degree programme, 
everyone starts equally, regardless of previous qualifications, social back-
ground, or life experiences, with everything starting afresh from this 
point. This is largely a myth, as although it sounds very reassuring, it 
can also be perceived as a barrier for some students from non-traditional 
backgrounds, considering how they assimilate into university life. Back-
ground, entry qualifications and to an extent, your social status, define 
who you are and if you feel you do not ‘fit in’ this can make the transition 
to university both daunting and challenging. 

Adopting this stance results in an acknowledged series of deficits, 
each presenting its own challenge for assimilation and the transition 
to degree studies. A skills deficit , caused by not having the required 
skills for degree-level studies; a social deficit as the student struggles to 
find their place in new and unfamiliar surroundings and make friends 
with peers; a cultural deficit , or acculturation, caused by coming from 
a non-traditional, A-level background or from a lower socio-economic 
background and having difficulty ‘fitting in. Therefore, the idea of WP 
is positive and laudable, but the challenges posed are complex. 

In addition to the ‘traditional’ A-level student intake, criminology 
programmes also attract mature students and international students, as 
well as students from varied backgrounds, including practitioners (and 
those looking to become practitioners) in the uniformed public services 
and/or the wider criminal justice system (for example magistrates, Police, 
Probation or Prison Officers). Some students are looking to use their 
experience of the criminal justice system to move forward to education, 
with the social sciences (criminology in particular) tending to attract a 
small, but substantial number of ex-offenders and ex-prisoners. These 
students are seeking to turn their often-negative experience of incarcera-
tion and/or probation supervision into something more positive, seen as 
rehabilitation through education. 
The qualifications that students enter criminology courses with are 

understandably varied. They include vocational qualifications, such as
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the BTEC (Business and Technology Education Council) and general 
National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ) being represented in most 
degree programmes. The BTEC National (Pearson Education) is aimed 
at the workplace, specifically not academic study at degree level, but 
the qualification is awarded equivalent UCAS (University and Colleges 
Admissions Service) points and has therefore a legitimate route to univer-
sity. The T-Level (Technical level) introduced in 2020, albeit currently 
with a reduced range of subjects, will further add to that mix. The 
T-level is like the BTEC National, but with more in-work placement 
time (20%). This new qualification will also have A-level equivalency, 
UCAS points and therefore, as with the BTEC, opens a new pathway to 
HE, when the qualification is aimed primarily at the workplace and not 
the academic route (www.tlevels.co.uk). Most criminology programmes 
accept students from foundation and access courses, programmes which 
tend to give students good practical academic skills and prepare them 
well for the rigours of a degree programme. 
WP has become a strategic priority for many universities in recent 

years, with great credence given to the ‘percentage’ of students accepted 
onto degree programmes from this route. However, in addition to 
differing qualifications, this initiative will also see more students from 
lower socio-economic backgrounds. It could be argued that although this 
‘percentage’ can make a good headline and universities regularly promote 
this in prospectuses, if these students gain a lower classification than 
more traditional students, or suffer significantly higher attrition rates 
than A-level entrants, then it becomes a meaningless statistic. If equality 
of access to university is encouraged and promoted via WP, then students 
must be actively and fully supported, not just left alone to see how they 
fare, in effect, this would potentially set students up to fail. 
The basic aim of WP is to encourage those from non-traditional 

backgrounds or with non-traditional qualifications (the A-level route 
being viewed as the ‘traditional’ qualification) to consider taking a 
degree course. It is looking to address the discrepancies in participa-
tion from ‘under-represented’ groups and break down barriers to access 
(Connell-Smith & Hubble, 2018). For example, this could be due 
to low socio-economic status or poor educational engagement and/or 
attainment to this point. It has not only become an extremely popular

http://www.tlevels.co.uk
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initiative in colleges and universities, but has spawned a wider industry, 
seeing the introduction of a plethora of qualifying vocational courses to 
enable students to move directly to degree-level studies. Over the past 
two decades, we have seen an increase in foundation programmes and 
vocational courses to encourage higher participation at the degree level. 
The Office for Students (2019) indicated that whilst numbers on 

Access courses had declined in the period 2012–2013 and 2017–2018 
from just under 37,000–30,000 (a fall of approximately 18%), founda-
tion programmes were in the ascendancy, with numbers increasing quite 
dramatically in the same period from just over 10,000–30,000 (Office 
for Students, 2019: 3). Access courses (diplomas) are usually taught at 
further education colleges, whereas foundation programmes are usually 
taught at universities with a link to a future degree programme at that 
university (e.g., a ‘one plus three’ arrangement, covering four years of 
study) and tend to be subject specific, thus arguably making them both 
more attractive and secure. 
A study of BTEC Nationals by Mackay (2016) found that 

BTEC/vocational students were more likely to come from lower socio-
economic backgrounds (twice as likely as A-level students) and be the 
first in their family to go to university. The study also found that these 
students are drawn to subjects such as Art and Design, and Business 
Management, with few looking to study ‘elite’ subjects, such as Law or 
Medicine and around 7% applying to the social sciences generally, with 
only a minority making applications to the higher ranking/higher tariff 
UK universities (Mackay, 2016). The Office for Students conducted 
a consultation in 2018 on how this inequality would be addressed 
and recommended seven proposals to be in place to reduce the levels 
of inequality across student recruitment. Some of these were to equal 
opportunities in the longer term, with the proposition of an initial 
five-year plan to start to put changes in place. Proposals included how 
institutions intended to reduce the gaps in access, success, and provi-
sion’ of non-traditional students. Providers were required to complete 
a self-assessment of progress and submit returns (Office for Students, 
2018: 9–10). The response from UCAS was incredibly supportive of 
these measures to increase entry and participation for the groups least 
likely to apply to HE and to progress to ensure that ‘everyone who can
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benefit from higher education (HE) can do so—and go on to succeed 
once enrolled’ (UCAS, 2019). 
The origins of this move to encourage higher participation in HE 

can be traced back to 1997 with the newly-elected Prime Minister Tony 
Blair (New Labour), who declared the importance of gaining a degree 
and encouraged higher numbers to attend university for all who have 
the ability and wish to attend, regardless of socio-economic background. 
Setting an ambitious target of 50% of 18–30-year-olds going to univer-
sity, but this was not achieved in reality, with less than 40% of that group 
studying at university during the tenure of Blair’s premiership. Although 
that target was abandoned in the late 2000s, the idea of more people 
going to university remained firmly on the agenda and led to an ideo-
logical education policy, which was accepted across the political divide 
(Gill, 2008). 
From 2010 to 2015, the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition 

Government and subsequent Conservative governments continued with 
this strategy, under the guise of ‘social mobility’, with a target set to 
double the numbers of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds moving 
to degree studies ‘to increase by 20% the numbers of students from black 
and minority ethnic (BME) backgrounds entering HE’, and to increase 
the numbers of students with a disability. The key to the strategy is that 
a degree is seen as a driver of upward social mobility (cited in Connell-
Smith & Hubble, 2018: 3), which is remarkably like the original New 
Labour strategy of promoting inclusivity and participation in HE. 

Social and Cultural Deficits 

In looking at the issues as a series of deficits, the social deficit is about 
personality and socialisation. Some individuals find it naturally difficult 
to adapt and assimilate into new surroundings, particularly having left 
the home environment for the first time as many new students have. 

Leese (2010) constructed a ‘new student’—a more contemporary 
student, often part time, now more likely to not have A-levels and to 
arrive from a variety of social backgrounds. Leese suggests that these 
students struggle to ‘fit in’, both academically and socially (Leese, 2010:
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242). Most simply do not have the academic skills required, partic-
ularly the need to be an independent thinker and learner, but also 
socially, as they struggle to come to terms with their new environment, 
suggesting that approximately one in five students have problems settling 
in academically and socially and that this requires attention to enable 
them to negotiate the transition (Leese, 2010). Such students will be 
required to ‘mind the gap’ (Lowe & Cook, 2003: 53) and address these 
deficits caused by being unprepared for the rigours of degree-level study. 
It is more than simply inequality, there is in fact a detrimental ‘false 
equivalence’, but the problems persist and will become more critical as 
the number of vocational students who enter HE potentially continues 
to rise as projected (Shields & Masardo, 2017: 16). 
With such a variety of backgrounds and qualification routes, it is 

important to challenge the assumption that everyone arrives equal. I have 
experienced this way of thinking both as an academic and as a student; 
the idea that everyone, regardless of background, age, qualifications, and 
experience is starting out on the course as ‘equals’, and that none of the 
potential differences or deficits will be an issue going forward. It could be 
argued that ‘equity’ is required here, not simply well-intentioned sound-
bites of equality, welcome as that may be and reassuring as it can sound 
to a student who is trying to settle into unfamiliar surroundings. Atten-
tion must be paid to difference, otherwise these students can become 
outsiders and it is apparent that students are most certainly not equal 
on arrival in freshers’ week. These deficits can cause anxiety, problems of 
assimilation with peers and a feeling of not fitting in or experiencing 
imposter syndrome, where lesser-qualified students or students from 
lower socio-economic groups may feel that they are not worthy of their 
university place, becoming outsiders looking in. Some may be confused 
by their success and surprised at gaining a place at an established univer-
sity with their ‘less important’ vocational qualification, where many peers 
will have high grades at A-level. This was noted by Clance and Imes 
(1978) who identified ‘imposter phenomenon’, initially thought to affect 
mainly women and being linked to ‘sex-role stereotyping’ (Clance & 
Imes, 1978: 241). Later research found that gender was in fact just one
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driver of this phenomenon, and that other issues, including low self-
esteem, could cause this feeling of raised anxiety and insecurity in new 
and unfamiliar surroundings (Langford & Clance, 1993). 

Mallman (2016) explains that as well as vocational and part time 
issues, there can be a basic class distinction at play, suggesting that 
working-class students in particular struggle to fit in and adapt, using 
the legal term ‘inherent vice’ (a phrase borrowed from commercial law) 
as a useful phrase. This term proposes that such students may be ‘inferior’ 
in some way (Mallman, 2016: 1), or may lack confidence and see them-
selves as undeserving of a place at such middle-class institutions, viewing 
their new-found status as a ‘privilege, not an entitlement’ (Leathwood & 
O’Connell, 2003: 610). Kelly (2017) points out that BTEC students 
come predominantly from ‘disadvantaged’ and lower socio-economic 
backgrounds. According to UCAS figures for 2012–2013, almost one 
fifth come from areas of the lowest university applications and approxi-
mately 40% from homes where this was the first member of the family 
to go to university. This is markedly different from the traditional A-level 
student (Kelly, 2017: 12; Rouncefield-Swales, 2017). 
Whilst many may proudly draw on their working-class upbringing 

as a source of inspiration or motivation, some may experience an 
initial struggle, however many will eventually conquer or suppress such 
negative feelings (Lehman, 2009; Mallman, 2016). It could be minor 
issues, such as how they speak (regional accents), poor articulation or 
feeling they cannot contribute to the discussion (Aries & Seider, 2005: 
426–427) or there could be a ‘dislocation’ between their past and the 
present increasing anxiety (Aries & Seider, 2005: 419). Addressing this 
dislocation from your past to your present is particularly difficult for 
vocational students, and may result in low confidence and reduced aspi-
ration (Jetton et al., 2007: 868), and could logically be applied to those 
students coming from an offending background. Mallman’s psychoso-
cial study looks at life-stories of 29 working-class students in Australia, 
who, because of gaining a degree qualification, went on to live middle-
class lifestyles. Participants talked repeatedly about anxiety, about being 
surrounded by people who were not like them and immersed in an unfa-
miliar place, feeling like a ‘fraud’ - one participant said that, coming out
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as gay was less stressful than being at university and the stark realisation 
of ‘rich and poor’ and ‘privilege and non-privilege’ (Mallman, 2016: 11). 

Bathmaker et al. (2013) suggest that a contemporary aim of going 
to HE is upward social mobility and their study looks at how students 
from different class backgrounds adapt and cope. They suggest that those 
with better knowledge of both ‘knowing’ and ‘playing the game’ have 
more chance of success (Bathmaker et al., 2013: 730), and that situ-
ation was generally better understood by those with the most capital, 
causing working-class students to be disadvantaged. Bourdieu’s under-
standing is that those good players involved in the game will adapt 
and learn how to progress, such as taking internships or other extra-
curricular activities (Bathmaker et al., 2013; Bourdieu, 1999). It has also 
been suggested that HE institutions (particularly pre-1992) may look at 
vocational entry students through a particularly ‘pompous, prejudicial 
lens’ based on social class, a state that will not see the situation improve 
(Hyland, 2002: 288). Indeed, there is a belief that unless universities 
actively do something, the structural issues that non-traditional students 
face will continue and therefore it is important and necessary for univer-
sities to decide what they should do about dealing with this gap in both 
skills and social status (Leese, 2010; Peake,  2018). 
Bourdieu (1984) and Goffman (1959) are commonly cited authors 

in many articles on this theme, with the Bourdieusian theory of social 
capital discussing social mobility and expectations deeply engrained in 
discussion. Many writers refer to Goffman’s classic ‘presentation of the 
self in everyday life’ the enduring ‘dramaturgical’ theory that we adapt 
our persona, appearance, and interactions to suit a specific environment 
(Goffman, 1959). Although quite dated, both theories have something 
to say regarding this transition to university. 

In striving for improved social status and mobility, working-class 
students need to negotiate a series of challenges and preconceptions in 
making the transition to HE, having to overcome the ‘natural supe-
riority’ of those from middle-class backgrounds (Mallman, 2016: 3).  
Bourdieu suggests that vocational student have a predetermined set of 
cards, mostly detrimental and emanating from their low socio-economic 
standing and are dealt equally poor cards on arrival at university (Bour-
dieu, 1984). In my own research, whereby I undertook a focus group of
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criminology students from the BTEC route, it was clear that the students 
felt that they were less deserving of their place and that those from more 
traditional routes would fare better. They perceived that BTEC students 
and courses were seen as inferior and this adds to the challenges of the 
transition (Peake, 2018). 

Bourdieu’s idea of social and cultural capital and social mobility are 
grounded in social reproduction and to an extent, symbolic power. This 
work emphasises structural inequalities and restricted access to HE insti-
tutions is a major barrier to upward mobility, but these issues continue 
to perpetuate unless addressed, particularly in areas of gender, ethnicity 
and of course, social class (Bourdieu, 1984). Reay et al. (2009) align with 
Bourdieusian theory and recognise the ‘fish out of water’ scenario that 
non-traditional students face. The ‘insecurity and uncertainty’ encoun-
tered on arrival that becomes confusing and results in an unsuitable or 
maybe ‘working-class’ habitus, suggesting it should be no surprise that 
lower class students would struggle and there needs to be some form of 
intervention (Reay et al., 2009: 1105, 2010). 

The Skills Deficit and the ‘Ideal’ Student 

From experience, lecturers expect students to be prepared, to have appro-
priate skills for degree level on arrival and then to engage with learning. 
They promote attendance at lectures and seminars and instil a desire 
in the student to be challenged academically. Many will recognise this 
idealistic student profile but will also realise that in most universities 
it is unrealistic and less common than staff would believe. Wong and 
Chiu (2018) discuss the ‘ideal student’ and how we need to understand 
the changes to students coming to university, suggesting that the ‘tradi-
tional’ student may well be a fading phenomenon. They rightly point 
out that this could be a ‘contentious’ concept and are not suggesting it 
is describing the best performing or ‘perfect’ student academically, but 
more about the expectations of the teaching staff (Wong & Chiu, 2018: 
2). 
Wong and Chiu (2018) argue that lecturers have constructed this 

profile themselves and it succinctly sums up the findings from their
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insightful research interviews with 30 social science lecturers from 
two post-92 universities in the London area. Issues such as ‘personal 
skillsets’, ‘preparation’ and ‘engagement’ became prevalent themes. Crit-
ical thought and analysis were also seen as important, particularly as 
studies progress, certainly by the final year. Surprisingly, several lecturers 
interviewed did not believe attainment/grades were the most important 
outcome (Wong & Chiu, 2018: 6). Bloom et al. (2013) further exam-
ines how the student learning experience is affected by staff expectations 
and introduces the concept of ‘appreciative education’, where more tradi-
tional issues such as attrition and successful outcomes are not considered 
the most important aspects of teaching in the classroom. The aim should 
be to help students achieve and realise their full potential through posi-
tive learning and teaching interactions, with staff and students working 
together to ‘challenge each other’ (Bloom et al., 2013: 5).  
Whilst not linked to the demographics of students, Francis and 

McDonald (2009) provide a further insight into the issues with part time 
students studying law, the difficulty of transitioning, but also contin-
uing frustrations throughout the degree due to their part time status, 
leading to a lack of ‘equivalency’, suggesting that equality may not be 
the preferred aim, but equity may be a more just outcome. Entry qualifi-
cations may be equivalent on paper, but the educational experiences and 
practices to this point may have been very different and non-traditional 
students are vulnerable to the workload and standard of this level of study 
(Francis & McDonald, 2009: 220). In sum, there is no ‘ideal’ student, 
each person who arrives is an individual and for those from non-A-level 
backgrounds, the transition may be more difficult, any deficits may need 
to be overcome, but it is achievable. 

How students are received at university is key in the transition process. 
Hultberg et al. (2008) draw attention to this and suggest that univer-
sities, including academic staff, need to pay attention to the needs of 
non-A-level students right from the start, take note of any differences in 
prior learning and that the lack of academic skills (particularly from voca-
tional entry students) becomes ‘terrifyingly apparent’ soon after arrival 
and inhibits the settling in phase (Hultberg et al., 2008: 49). Briggs et al. 
(2012) suggest that BTEC students struggle not only due to a lack of 
preparation for HE, but also a lack of suitable advice on what to expect
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and the skills required to succeed. They also suggest that students from 
BAME minority backgrounds may also have issues with the transition 
to HE, in trying to overcome the ‘grave social displacement’ that such 
a notable change in lifestyle and environment may cause (Briggs et al., 
2012: 3). Following a decade of innovative research and writing on tran-
sitions, this was probably the first noted study suggesting that there needs 
to be some form of positive intervention to smooth the transition from 
FE vocational studies to HE. 
The message from academic literature is that students from vocational 

training routes attain lower degree outcomes as they struggle with the 
basic academic skills required to study at this higher level (Peake, 2018; 
Shields & Masardo, 2015). Vocational programmes of study are (quite 
properly) preparing students for the workplace and not for academic 
study, that is the point of such work-based programmes. Most voca-
tional course designs and syllabuses reflect this. This is not the fault 
of the student, who takes the vocational qualification as it is taught 
at a Further Education (FE) college with a view to employment on 
completion, but this can become problematic if the student subsequently 
decides to change direction and apply to go to university, rather than 
move to the career destination in the workplace. Unintentionally, due 
to the change of progression, the student now has a skills deficit and 
is not prepared for the rigours of academic study. Indeed, some voca-
tional students lack quite basic academic skills, such as essay writing and 
independent learning. 
Hatt and Baxter (2003) highlighted that transition to university from 

the vocational route was fraught with difficulty, predominantly caused 
by a mismatch of skills and as more recent research has confirmed, 
the final degree classification was significantly lower than that of A-
level students, with vocational students feeling ‘poorly prepared’ (Hatt & 
Baxter, 2003: 27). It was recognised that in further education colleges, 
vocational students were usually taught in large groups, with some assess-
ments taken as group projects, with peer feedback playing a large part, a 
much more informal process. Because of the dominance of group work 
and classroom work, there was also not much independent study, some-
thing the degree student really needs to master as soon as the programme 
commences. Critical thinking and critical writing were not part of the
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BTEC assessment process and there was little or no use of academic 
evidence or analysis in essays. Neither was there any referencing and 
therefore, the students were unprepared for the academic rigours of 
degree-level essay writing. Access and foundation students were much 
better prepared, learning most of the appropriate academic skills on 
their programme, including essay writing, analysis, and critical thought 
(Hatt & Baxter, 2003). 

Deficits and Links to Attrition 

Kelly (2017) in a report for the Higher Education Policy Institute 
(HEPI) discusses the poor attrition rate for BTEC students generally, 
pointing to the fact according to the Universities and Colleges Admission 
Service (UCAS) data for 2013, approximately one third of BTEC entry 
students did not complete their programme of study, in comparison the 
failure rate for A-level students was lower than 10%. This suggests that 
BTEC students are not sufficiently prepared for the rigours of degree 
courses and this ‘limit progression’ (Kelly, 2017: 7; Rouncefield-Swales, 
2017), an early indication that deficits can inhibit progress. 

In looking at non-A-level routes into degree-level criminology 
programmes, a report from the Higher Education Academy (HEA) 
(Shields & Masardo, 2015) noted that by measures of final classifi-
cation and levels of attrition, students from non-traditional routes of 
entry fare less well at degree level than A-level students. When using 
the classification of upper second class (2:1) an arbitrary gauge of a 
successful outcome or suggested ‘benchmark’ of success, the difference in 
attainment measured by final degree classification was significantly and 
consistently lower for non-A-level entrants. 

In a study at the University of Leeds (Peake, 2018), almost all BTEC 
entry students graduating from the Criminal Justice and Criminology 
programme in 2015 and 2016 gained a 2–2 classification or lower, some 
gained an ordinary/unclassified degree. Additionally, some spent periods 
as external students retaking assessments, and some left the programme 
altogether. If it is simply accepted that such students will naturally do less 
well than traditional A-level students, find it difficult to assimilate and
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struggle with their studies, leading to a lower degree classification, then 
these poorer outcomes will occur and perpetuate year on year. Alterna-
tively, some quite simple practical measures can be put in place to target 
help and improve outcomes (Peake, 2018). It could be argued of course, 
that a student who struggled with secondary education, managed to get 
a place at a college on a vocational or access course, then gains any clas-
sification of degree, has still attained a successful outcome. Success here 
may be relative. 

Completion rates and achievement were measured, although the 
sample was small and not representative, the results were startling with 
only 48% of students with vocational qualifications (NVQ/BTEC) 
completing their degree programme, the figure rose to 61% for access 
students and 73% for A-level students. Only 23% of vocational students 
gained a ‘good’ degree (Hatt & Baxter, 2003: 25). Shields & Masardo 
point to a link between vocational education and social class, namely 
the ‘low socio-economic standing’ for BTEC students. For working-class 
students, vocational training is probably a natural attraction, with the 
expectation of good quality, paid employment as the goal and a univer-
sity place not seen as beneficial or achievable (Shields & Masardo, 2017: 
4). 

Addressing Social, Cultural and Skills Deficits 

It is recommended that both academic personal tutors and university 
departments be made fully aware of routes of entry and the background 
of students on arrival. The more information is shared then the earlier the 
conversation can begin, with more being put in place to smooth the tran-
sition to degree studies, raise aspiration, reduce attrition, and improve 
outcomes (Peake, 2018). 

Regular meetings and an open-door policy can be particularly useful, 
as can mentoring schemes. Traditional peer mentoring schemes are tried 
and tested, they encourage a solid relationship and can give a struggling 
student an outlet to ask for help away from the worry of approaching 
staff. Mentoring with a staff-student pairing is hierarchical and can 
be difficult to develop unless the mentee is particularly comfortable
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with approaching the staff mentor (Morris, 2017). More innovative 
schemes, such as ‘reverse mentoring’ can further help to firm that rela-
tionship and make it more open and accessible. Reverse mentoring 
looks to change the traditional tutor-tutee dynamics by reversing the 
role, with students finding out more about their tutor in the reciprocal 
information exchange. This is particularly useful with a diverse student 
body, including the ever-increasing number of international students 
(O’Connor, 2022). This makes the process much more informal and 
accessible to the mentee, who should feel the relationship becomes less 
of a power dynamic (Morris, 2017) and much more of a partnership. 

Following the study of BTEC students in the School of Law, Univer-
sity of Leeds, a toolkit was put in place to assist transition, help with 
the settling in process and check the progress of these students academi-
cally (Peake, 2018: 92). It advocates pre-arrival communication with the 
students (email/video) to help reassure them and reduce anxiety, this 
could involve a summer school if desired, and if this were felt appro-
priate. On arrival at university in an induction week, an early meeting 
with an academic personal tutor needs to take place, to start the dialogue 
needed to build the relationship, so the student feels comfortable asking 
for help. Building a good rapport means that help can be requested expe-
diently and be targeted to maximise the impact. The toolkit suggests 
more frequent tutor meetings with these students, as often as weekly in 
the first year, and additional sessions to discuss skills training as required. 
If these stages are not implemented at the start the relationship may 
not be effective, or may not materialise at all, and the problems for the 
student exacerbate and could be one of the main reasons students may 
leave their programme of study. 

Since implementing the toolkit in my criminology department in 
2017 (School of Law, University of Leeds), I am responsible for tutoring 
all students from the BTEC route and the first meeting is a group 
meeting (in induction week). At this meeting, my research on raising 
the achievement of BTEC entry students is shared and the potential 
deficits explained. This gives the students a clear understanding of the 
issues they may face and explains how we can help alleviate this and 
make the transition easier. Having that positive contact from day one, 
can make the students more comfortable, the positive rapport encourages
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the student to ask for help if they need it, rather than not engage. For 
example, a student who is having issues academically, can raise concerns 
with the academic personal tutor, who can help personally or suggest 
where that help can be obtained. Many will argue that this should 
happen anyway (and I would agree), but personal experience tells me 
that students who are struggling to assimilate and then find they have an 
issue with academic skills are far less likely to seek that support. This clear 
line of communication, a more informal relationship and more frequent 
meetings can really help. 
The toolkit may appear straightforward, and some parts may even 

seem too obvious or simplistic, but that relationship building from the 
start is absolutely the key. Bridging the ‘skills gap’ is equally important, 
if the skills deficit is not identified and addressed, it may cause problems 
in the first year and may well continue into subsequent years of study. 
Without this early intervention, and a good relationship with staff, it may 
not even get that far, attrition rates are the highest for BTEC students 
in the first year of university, as many struggle to transition and adapt 
(Peake, 2018: 92). Students from non-traditional routes of entry who 
may have some of these deficits are invited to meetings more frequently 
(ideally monthly, or as required) and skills training put in place where 
appropriate. 
Since implementing the toolkit in my department in 2016, attrition 

rates have fallen to almost zero for BTEC entrants and there is no longer 
an academic ‘ceiling’ of a 2–2 classification. All the BTEC entrants 
(between 5 and 10 each year) have attained 2–1 on the BA (Hons) 
programme and three students have attained a first-class degree, not 
something achieved on our degree programme by this student type prior 
to 2016. Several have gone on to enrol on postgraduate programmes. The 
idea may be simple, the toolkit straightforward, but the results have been 
incredibly positive in raising both achievement and ambition in students 
from non-A-level routes. 

Alongside the role of academic tutors and mentor, other strategies 
to recognise diversity and enhance inclusion can be developed in the 
teaching spaces. There are localised versions of education guides to 
teaching seminars and coping in the classroom; they usually involve 
setting out ground rules, giving way and allowing others to speak,
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tempering language, and offering time-outs if things become heated or 
difficult. Most guides do include ‘recognising diversity’ but do not really 
give clear guidance of how that would work in practice, this becomes 
more difficult if the seminar leader is inadequately trained or inex-
perienced in the classroom. The Derek Bok Centre for Teaching and 
Learning at Harvard University call this ‘managing hot moments in 
the classroom’ and remind us that seminars should not become chaotic 
situations or battles, they ought to be facilitated and managed by the 
seminar leader/convenor. There can be a short-term solution (pause) and 
a longer-term solution (reflection) to inappropriate behaviours (Derek 
Bok Center, 1975). 

Students bring their experiences with them to groups and this often 
proves to be a valuable start of discussion and can sometimes be contro-
versial. This should not be viewed as negative in the context of these 
learning environments where discussion is promoted. However, students 
with experience of imprisonment or offending need to be tempered, for 
example, listening in a seminar to a former prisoner recall how much a 
‘cellmate’ suffered with his mental health and consequently, openly self-
harmed regularly with a blade until he bled profusely is an interesting 
insight, but if it causes distress to any of the group, it may be a little 
too graphic. From experience, ex-prisoners and criminal justice practi-
tioners are often heard to interject with ‘from experience….’, which can 
be a useful discussion starter and insightful for other members of the 
group but should not distract from the main topic under discussion. 
Elsewhere in this edited collection, Sercombe et al. discuss the impor-
tance of students having the opportunity to hear these experiences, and 
the transformative learning experience they can offer. 

Former prisoners are welcome at most universities, although some 
might feel slightly aggrieved at having to make declarations of their 
offence in some circumstances (not all universities require this). This 
would undoubtedly make the transition to university difficult, and trau-
matic for some, but a research study in the USA by Binnall et al. 
(2021) not only acknowledges this difficult transition, but goes further, 
looking at the inclusion of ex-prisoners from the perspective of the 
fellow students in the classroom. It was found that these students and 
other campus stakeholders may benefit from having ex-prisoners in their
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classes and on their programme. Fellow students may develop a sense of 
understanding of the ex-offender’s situation and their personal experi-
ence of criminal behaviour, subsequent incarceration, and re-entry into 
society via education and as a corollary, see progress in their personal 
development (Binnall et al., 2021: 2).  

Conclusion 

A thread running through this chapter is the notion that a point often 
made to students on entering a degree programme is that everyone is 
‘equal’ and all start at the same point. For many, this is somehow reas-
suring, and it could be argued that it is a laudable aim to treat everyone 
as equal, regardless of background, gender, ethnicity, or route of entry. 
However, whilst it may promote equality , it is clearly not equitable and 
the two are quite different, being more equitable would attend to the 
needs of the individual (Peake, 2018). As students come from a variety of 
socio-economic backgrounds, have varied social skills, and have different 
academic qualifications, students are clearly not equal on arrival and that 
inequality can compound as their studies progress. In addition to the 
many different routes of entry, in the discipline of criminology, there is 
often a mix of former offenders and former or potential criminal justice 
practitioners. 
The literature clearly demonstrates that the problem is not new, but 

there has been insufficient action taken to address some inequalities, with 
the issue of route of entry not identified until quite recently. It needs to 
be recognised as being just as influential as other forms of diversity that 
are recognised, such as gender, ethnicity, or disability. It could be argued 
that a small amount of attrition or poorer performance is often seen 
as acceptable, a natural consequence of how applied students become 
during their studies. WP schemes are a shining light, allowing many to 
go to university who otherwise may not, but this can be compromised 
if ongoing support is not provided. If attrition rates are high and attain-
ment is lower than average, then success could certainly be viewed as 
limited, although may be seen as a positive initiative, but unless those
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students make positive progress and the necessary support is put in place, 
it can have the opposite effect (Peake, 2018). 

In the spirit of WP, an essential aim is to welcome all students from a 
variety of backgrounds and routes of entry, but in doing so, tutors need 
to appreciate that the skillset and previous experiences of education. This 
may require staff to be more involved in assisting students to settle in to 
this new and challenging environment, and to ensure the basic academic 
skills required for success are taught on arrival (Peake, 2018). Helping 
with this sometimes uncertain and difficult transition, and knowing as 
much as you can about your students is the key to promoting success, 
raising self-esteem, and reducing attrition. 

In trying to solve the social and cultural deficits, universities first 
need to recognise the varied student types and the effect their diversity 
may have on transitioning to HE. Supportive and inclusive induction 
programmes, including social events are a useful starting point. Close 
rapport with staff, particularly the academic personal tutor, is vital. 
Closing the gap will only happen if that initial welcome promotes inclu-
sivity and part of that needs to be a recognition of the route of entry 
and background of the student. Only with such interventions, will such 
a diverse body of learners settle into higher-level university studies, be 
productive in the classroom and achieve their full potential. 

Top Tips: Promoting Inclusion in Criminology 
Cohorts

• As an academic personal tutor, find out about your students, talk with 
them, discuss their background, qualifications, etc. Reassure them they 
are a valued member of the cohort.

• As a seminar leader, be aware who is in your class and offer to speak 
with any student who feels anxious for a particular reason, such as 
being a victim of crime or a former prisoner (trigger point).

• In group teaching and discussion, use the diverse mix of students to 
your advantage, see diversity as a positive dynamic.
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• Use a toolkit to monitor the progress of students from non-traditional 
backgrounds, so help can be targeted around skills and personal 
development.

• Make induction week inclusive, and encourage students to mix and 
support each other, in and out of the classroom. 
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Putting the Cyber into Cybercrime 

Teaching 

Ruth McAlister and Fabian Campbell-West 

Introduction 

Criminology is a broad subject area that intersects with numerous 
others in the social science arena including sociology, psychology, law, 
economics and political science. As a discipline, it is concerned with 
advancing knowledge on crime, deviance, its control, and prevention 
(Chan & Bennett Moses, 2015). Generally, the theoretical knowledge 
base of the subject reflects changes in society, for the purpose of this 
chapter we reflect specifically on technological changes. The subject is 
also responsive to how it adapts in terms of advancing knowledge, so 
that learning and teaching is contemporary and of an applied nature to
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enhance the student learning experience, whilst also developing digital 
employability skills, such as being conversant in dealing with large-
scale data sets, analysing and inferring from data and understanding the 
challenges in dealing with data. 

Undoubtedly the expansion of the Internet and connected devices, 
particularly in the twenty-first century, has provided vast opportunities 
and benefits for education, business and for networking and social-
ising online, the significance of which has been heightened during the 
global COVID-19 pandemic in 2020–2021. Whilst this technology is 
arguably a force for good, it also offers unprecedented opportunities 
to cause harm. Those intent on causing harm are navigating the same 
online spaces searching for opportunities (Bossler & Berenblum, 2019; 
CEPOL, 2017). Abusing this technology has opened new avenues for 
cyber criminals to cause damage to individuals, businesses and govern-
ments remote to them. Given the impact of technology on our everyday 
lives, and on crime, it is clear to see why cybercrime is becoming increas-
ingly integrated into the criminology curriculum at both undergraduate 
and postgraduate levels. The difficulty comes not with including cyber-
crime-related material, but how best to frame this for social science 
students, so that they can understand it and apply it, with the majority 
having a non-technical background. It is also important to consider the 
role of the educator and their background too when including techno-
logical elements in a social science subject. We propose here that by 
effectively integrating greater technological understanding to the crimi-
nology curriculum, is not only important for the study of crime, deviance 
and criminal justice processes today, but also for students in the future, 
who may consider a potential career into the burgeoning sphere of cyber 
security that previously would have been discounted due to a belief that 
they lack the requisite technical knowledge and skills. 
This chapter explores a range of measures and teaching practices that 

can assist with how better to integrate technology in a truly interdis-
ciplinary way to the criminology cybercrime curriculum. It will begin 
with a discussion around criminology and cybercrime, tracing the history 
and challenges of its inclusion within the broader subject area. Next, 
we embrace pedagogical issues regarding the delivery of interdisciplinary 
teaching, before considering a specific discussion around pedagogy and
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digital criminology and how integrating computer science expertise can 
add value to this approach. From this scene setting we then introduce 
the substantive element of the chapter where we outline how to integrate 
a socio-technical project into a cybercrime curriculum which considers 
the pedagogical issues previously outlined. The conclusion summarises 
key aspects of the discussion and proposes scholars continue to develop 
this socio-technical journey. 

Criminology and Cybercrime 

Attempting to provide a sound definition of what cybercrime is, and 
importantly what it is not, has plagued scholars for many years. The early 
days of cybercrime scholarship saw much debate about how best to define 
the governing of concepts in the field. As such, it was common to draw 
a distinction between cybercrime and computer crime (Furnell, 2003). 
Yar (2013) preferred to refer to cybercrime not as a single phenomenon, 
but rather a range of illicit activities where the common ‘denominator’ 
is the use of ICT networks in the commission of a crime. Later, in 2015 
Wall provides a useful matrix identifying crime types and crime oppor-
tunities. Referring to the former this relates to crimes against machines 
(cyber trespass for example), crimes using the machine (cyber deception) 
and crimes in the machine (cyber violence and cyber obscenity). Today, 
there is still an absence of a consistent definition and whilst arguments 
regarding what is and what is not cybercrime have diminished a little, it 
is important to explore the complexities of this technological crime type. 

Cybercrime now incorporates a multitude of different offences and 
offender profiles ranging from cyber-enabled crimes such as online 
fraud, the sharing of intimate abuse images, identity theft and child 
sexual exploitation; right through to cyber dependent crimes such as 
hacking and phishing. It is perpetrated by committed and motivated 
cyber criminals along with the aid of bots, viruses, phishing malware 
and ransomware that are designed to infect, and acquire information 
stored on personal computers (Yar & Steinmetz, 2019). Cybercrimes 
can be executed almost anywhere in the world with perpetrators not 
constrained by geographical borders like they are in the physical world.
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How these criminals communicate, network and exchange knowledge 
can take place on hidden forums, they can also exchange stolen goods 
using cryptocurrencies. The range of threat actors can range from ‘script 
kiddies’ to organised criminal networks from different regions and with 
varying interests who use the Internet to propagandistically showcase and 
promote their activities (Patton et al., 2013). 

As a subject, cybercrime has been described as something of a teenager, 
the study of the subject is no longer in its infancy, but it has not 
yet begun to assert its adult confidence and independence (Payne & 
Hadzhidimova, 2020). Jaishankar (2007), for example, observed that 
criminologists were almost late to the party in terms of researching 
cybercrime, yet counterparts in the field of computer science and engi-
neering adapted quicker to change and created new fields such as 
information security and digital forensics. This may seem an unjust 
criticism given (for example) the influential work of David Wall who 
has been publishing scholarly research on cybercrime since the late 
1990s. It is however fair to say that cybercrime has only recently 
become mainstream within the broader criminology curriculum. Now 
there is a healthy array of cybercrime research that has been under-
taken by criminologists on the surface, or open web (the web we use 
every day with standard search engines), but also on the dark web, first 
introduced in 2000 where content is not available via standard search 
engines (Baravalle et al., 2017). Topics addressed by cybercrime scholars 
have remained fairly consistent over the last decade which includes 
crimes such as; hacking, financial theft and identity fraud, illicit online 
networks, child sexual exploitation, stalking and issues regarding surveil-
lance and privacy (Alnabulsi & Islam, 2018; Bancroft, 2020; Cubitt  
et al., 2020; Etzioni & Rice, 2015; Levi & Soudijn, 2020; Martin,  
2014; McAlister & Monaghan, 2020; Musotto & Wall, 2020; Pastrana 
et al., 2018; Wall, 2000, 2004, 2011; Yar,  2013). Whilst criminologists 
have developed expertise in these areas, it has been argued that others 
have remained largely neglected and outside of the criminological gaze. 
Stratton et al. (2016) for example, have drawn attention to how digital 
networks enable social harm has been under-researched, together with 
rapidly emerging issues such as ‘digilantism’ or digital vigilantism, open 
source policing, social network surveillance and the role and impact
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of social network movements. Smith et al. (2017) suggest that one 
explanation for what may be described as a ‘siloed’ cyber criminolog-
ical focus lies in critiques of the discipline more broadly; namely, that 
criminology itself has become increasingly insular and self-referential, 
losing some of its fundamental and dynamic origins as the multidis-
ciplinary study of crime, deviance and justice. This also echoes earlier 
criticism from Jaishankar (2010) where he described cyber criminology 
as compartmentalised and of no use. Evidence does suggest that true and 
meaningful engagement with computer science and cybercrime has been 
largely insular and lacking full interdisciplinary engagement which is 
according to Stratton et al. (2016) particularly detrimental to advancing 
a new generation of digital criminological scholarship concerned with 
technology, crime and deviance. 

Interdisciplinary Cybercrime Pedagogy 

Interdisciplinary study is described as an important teaching strategy that 
enables learners to make connections across disciplines and enables them 
to apply that knowledge in real-life situations (Casey, 2009; Nikita & 
Mansilla, 2003). It has been argued that learners can apply a broader 
theoretical and conceptual framework than that of a single discipline 
with integration of knowledge from differing perspectives beneficial to 
solve complex problems (Fortuin & Bush, 2010). That said, defining 
interdisciplinarity is a challenge in itself, partly due to inconsistency in 
the use of related terms such as multidisciplinary, and transdisciplinary 
(Lattuca et al., 2013). These terms are often used interchangeably in the 
literature indicating a lack of consensus on the differences. For those that 
distinguish among them, integration seems to be key (Hammons et al., 
2020). One of the most widely quoted definitions of interdisciplinarity 
comes from Klein and Newell (1998: 393–394) who describe it as: 

A process of answering a question, solving a problem, or addressing a topic 
that is too broad or complex to be dealt with adequately by a single discipline 
or profession … and draws upon disciplinary perspectives and integrates their 
insights through construction of a more comprehensive perspective.
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Whilst there is no evidence yet of a paradigmatic shift within crimi-
nology, there is evidence of greater interdisciplinarity with other subject 
areas such as computer science and software engineering. Indeed, it was 
noted in the introduction that criminology has historically been interdis-
ciplinary as a subject, therefore it seems a natural shift to also integrate it 
with technical disciplines such as computer science, especially given the 
growing ‘relationship’ that crime has with technology. Chan and Bennett 
Moses (2016) also highlight some engagement with big data research 
with projects investigating social media data analysis; and an increasing 
uptake of computer modelling/algorithms as a predictive tool in police 
and criminal justice decision-making. Whilst this is welcoming, they 
suggest that ‘criminologists and, indeed, social scientists more broadly 
must increasingly “share the podium” and collaborate with technical 
experts to further progress this field’ (Chan & Bennett Moses, 2015: 
25). 

Of course, academic disciplines benefit from interdisciplinary work as 
many exciting advances in scholarship come from combining research 
efforts. However, Payne (2016) makes the important point that inter-
disciplinary approaches are not possible without having disciplinary 
approaches initially. Criminology as mentioned earlier has burgeoned out 
of a range of disciplines and grown stronger as a result of these other 
disciplines. The benefits of interdisciplinary research cannot be under-
played, not only for those in education, but all for society. Problems in 
society are better addressed through different approaches and consider-
ations, whether this is regarding health and technology, city planning 
and technology, or indeed crime and technology as is the focus here. 
It can help to broaden perspectives (Oehlberg et al., 2012), interdis-
ciplinary thinking (Lattuca et al., 2017), awareness and importance of 
team dynamics, communication and leadership (Coso et al., 2010). 

Criminology as a discipline is well placed to respond to changes in 
criminal opportunities and crime prevention, but enhanced collabora-
tions and greater interdisciplinary partnerships are urgently required to 
help ameliorate current epistemological and methodological gaps partic-
ularly around large-scale research and how we can work with such a 
plethora of data. In addition, a lot of crime sites are now termed to be
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in ‘cyberspace’ which requires alternative ways of conceptualising crim-
inal motivations and impact on victims. An example, that is expanded 
on in this chapter, is the analysis of online forums to look for indica-
tors of deviance. As the size of the forum increases it is intractable for 
traditional manual qualitative analysis by a criminologist. Using auto-
mated tools, the number of posts that need to be reviewed can be 
reduced from millions to hundreds. To ensure the study of cybercrime 
is truly interdisciplinary, criminology pedagogy needs to embrace and 
incorporate computational methods training and its students, educators 
and practitioners must become more digitally informed and algorith-
mically literate. Criminology educators working with other technical 
disciplines such as those from computer science or engineering could 
work more closely together ensuring that cybercrime is truly interdis-
ciplinary. Research undertaken by Payne and Hadzhidimova (2020) 
examines whether cybercrime is treated as a disciplinary, or multi-
disciplinary subject, because exploring how cybercrime is studied by 
criminologists will provide guidance to advance the interdisciplinary 
and global scholarship of the subject. Their work identified that inter-
disciplinary cybercrime studies are rare, yet where there is increasing 
collaboration, it is between computer science and criminology scholars. 
To increase true interdisciplinary work, it is suggested that digital crim-
inologists bridge the disciplinary and methodological divides in their 
future efforts (Payne & Hadzhidimova, 2020). 
Criminology scholars now have an incredible opportunity to really 

strengthen the discipline by incorporating greater technical education. 
Technology impacts on every facet of daily life for most people and 
almost every aspect of crime, so now more than ever the field ought 
to extend its disciplinary gaze. Therefore, rather than positioning tech-
nology as existing separately to society more broadly, we need to consider 
the ‘digital society’ as a concept that recognises such technologies are an 
embedded part of the larger social entity (Lupton, 2014). Criminology as 
a discipline is slowly transforming to take cognisance of this online crime 
‘site’, not only through the foregrounding of digital technologies and data 
as key parts of everyday life, but also in terms of how they are being inves-
tigated and treated by wider agencies in the criminal justice process. The 
role of teaching what can be addressed as a ‘digital’ criminology which
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considers the potential impact of digital technologies across a broader 
range of criminal justice practices may provide a fruitful platform from 
which to expand the boundaries of contemporary criminological theory 
and research. 

Pedagogy and Digital Criminology 

In recent years debates around developing methodological and tech-
nical expertise in managing large-scale data sets, or ‘big data’, have 
emerged along with issues around Internet-based research and how crime 
is increasingly manifesting in online environments, or ‘cybercrime’ as 
mentioned in the introduction. It is therefore of paramount importance 
that we all adopt better digital hygiene and do our best to prevent cyber 
criminals from ruining lives. As explained in cyber security literature this 
is akin to washing our hands during the Covid-19 pandemic. Digital 
hygiene is our crucial first line of defence against new and evolving 
digital threats, such as malicious emails, social engineering, phishing, 
cyber harassment, hacking accounts and devices and stealing private 
data (Lewis, 2020). One of the most effective methods of prevention 
is through education, as mentioned above, with the integration of cyber-
crime modules into the discipline of criminology. However, technology 
and cybercrime evolve quickly therefore whilst it is important to include 
core concepts that are needed to understand the ‘problem’ of cybercrime, 
those teaching the subject should be aware of what feels like constant 
changes in the nature of the cybercrime landscape. This can be anything 
from threat actors, crime types and evolving threats, along with changes 
to legislation and policies that being created and revised to better deal 
with cybercrime. 
Criminology pedagogy encourages students to think critically (Serrano 

et al., 2018). This encourages students to recognise, assess and coun-
teract narratives relating to class, gender and race hierarchies, which 
influence social problems by promoting the marginalisation of voices 
(Barton et al., 2010). Critical thinking too should be applied to cyber-
crime, we need to better understand digital criminality for example. 
Criminological topics themselves may be theoretically focussed, taught



6 Putting the Cyber into Cybercrime Teaching 115

in a traditional format of lectures, small group teaching, reading and 
policy reviews. It is important though that technology and technolog-
ical skills are also integrated into the cybercrime curriculum. Conversely, 
Computer Science is a highly practical subject, so teachers must be profi-
cient in both theory and practical application. Teaching typically requires 
a blend of presented material in a classroom environment, alongside a 
practical session where students complete assessed practical assignments 
(Giannakos et al., 2014). These can include not only computer program-
ming, but also critical thinking and evaluation. As a taught subject 
Computer Science is highly integrated with technology and effective 
teaching requires the teacher to understand pedagogical approaches to 
best support learners (Tucker et al., 2011). The practical elements of 
which must be learned as much as taught, so engaging with students 
and encouraging self-learning are important. What we advocate is the 
‘integration’ mentioned earlier. It is not necessary to abandon tradi-
tional criminological pedagogy, rather computer science elements can be 
integrated to ensure the teaching is truly interdisciplinary. 
In terms of the learning and teaching experience, educators know 

that individuals will learn and retain information differently. It is there-
fore important that when cybercrime modules are developed that they 
are designed to incorporate various learning styles. Discussions about 
preferred learning styles have been around for many years and have 
continued to be revised. Pintrich et al. (1987) created a course to 
teach students how to learn, including several different teaching modes. 
Pintrich and De Groot (1990) researched different teaching modes 
regarding self-regulated learning. Pintrich et al. (1987), and Reed and 
Bolstad (1991) compared teaching modes of methods versus examples 
and research using video as a teaching method. VARK (visual, auditory, 
read/write and kinaesthetic) modalities were made popular by Fleming 
and Mills (1992) and have been applied to fields such as programming, 
nursing education, and online learning, and they have been used to 
investigate learners’ levels of acceptance of different educational tech-
nologies, (Liew et al., 2015; Truong, 2016). However, opponents of 
VARK refer to the learning styles ‘myth’ which suggests that the learning 
style will only reaffirm individual preferences and should not be used as 
a learning preference (Kirschener & van Merrienboer, 2013).
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In more recent times the technological pedagogical content knowledge 
(TPACK) framework, an extension of the pedagogical content knowl-
edge framework proposed by Shulman (1986, 1987), has been developed 
as a method to incorporate modern technologies into the classroom. 
According to Sumba-Nacipucha et al. (2021) the TPACK model points 
to seven points of knowledge that an educator must possess, out of which 
three are called primary knowledge and the remaining four resulting 
from intersections of primary knowledge types. It is important to be 
aware that the TPACK may be accused of contributing to ‘technostress’ 
which can be referred to as the perceived overuse of technology when it 
is not necessary (Tarafdar et al., 2010), therefore, striking a balance is 
very much central. 

It is suggested that ‘doing’ digital criminology requires a holistic 
approach when developing a cybercrime curriculum. As well as technical 
elements, including technological tools, there will be a blend of social 
science subjects and law. Blended academics who could act as a singular 
person to teach all aspects of the subject, who have an appreciation of 
both social science, technical skills and appreciation of technological 
applications, including software development are still quite rare, given 
that most criminology educators emanate from alternative disciplines. 
Therefore, incorporating technical expertise from the field of computer 
science can really add value to exploring cybercrime, or wider digital 
criminology. Computer science researchers are experienced in applying 
structured rigorous analysis methodologies to large data sets. They can 
also help with all stages of a project, adding automation to repetitive 
jobs and creating scripts to conduct reliable and consistent processing 
of data. Undoubtedly, failure to adapt the discipline to the digital envi-
ronments will impinge on the quality of contribution that criminology 
can offer to crime, deviance and justice processes in the digital age. The 
assessment recommended in the next section blends technical methods 
with traditional criminological analysis to highlight the need and use for 
interdisciplinary skills.
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Applied Socio-Technical Project 

A practical application of the ideas suggested in this chapter can be 
combined into a project designed and tailored around a real-world cyber-
crime investigation. The following is a description of a project that is 
flexible and extensible, designed to be used for a range of class sizes, 
experience levels and technical ability. The project is structured as an 
intelligence gathering and analysis task on a website forum related to 
hacking. It is split into a series of phases based on how a multidisci-
plinary team would tackle such a problem in the real world. Each phase 
can be tuned independently, giving the lecturer scope to tailor the work 
for the topic and class. 

For a criminology student the main benefits of this approach are:

• Demystifying data analysis and removing psychological barriers to 
entry.

• Broaden awareness of what’s involved in practical cybercrime work, 
including where the challenges are.

• Provide multiple ways for engagement between the technology and 
social elements.

• Encourage students to develop skills themselves and be self-sufficient.
• Upskill of the discipline and increased employability. 

For the lecturer the main benefits of this approach are:

• Standardised assessment with adjustable difficulty based on the 
student ability

• Can be used for any size of class by adjusting the scope with group 
size

• Can be modified every time the course is run to minimise plagiarism
• Teaching modern best practice in data analysis along with modern 

criminology. 

Pastrana et al. (2018) noted that only a few members of the thousands 
frequenting cybercrime forums commit serious crime. However, the role 
of forums is significant in terms of exposure and dissemination. Forums
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are a useful target for digital criminology research but require some tech-
nical skills to make analysis feasible. For these reasons using a cybercrime 
forum as the subject for a practical assignment gives students an opportu-
nity to learn valuable transferrable skills. Computer science methods for 
automated analysis, such as natural language processing, can be directed 
towards these sights to help identify data for review and reduce the 
overall manual effort required for a criminologist. 

A web forum is a structured collection of conversations between 
named users. There is a hierarchy of topics, often referred to as subfo-
rums, with conversation threads containing posts by individual authors. 
Examples are shown in Figs. 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3. 

Fig. 6.1 Mock-up of a replica forum called “Elite Hacks” with three subforums: 
cryptocurrency, buying and selling databases and carding 

Fig. 6.2 Mock-up of the cryptocurrency subforum with three threads
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Fig. 6.3 Mock-up of a thread with two other posts from different authors 

The replica site is controlled by the lecturer and it is not accessible 
outside of the student cohort. The lecturer can embed target information 
in the forum and the project task is for the students to recover this infor-
mation and reach the correct conclusion. The replica forum is populated 
with threads and posts based on a real-world hacking forum, making 
the project task highly realistic. This can be direct and quantitative or 
open-ended and qualitative with customisable difficulty. Examples are:

• ‘How many users are on the forum?’
• ‘Who is the most influential user?’
• ‘How would you characterise the engagement on the forum?’
• ‘Is there any evidence of illegal activity?’ 

The forum is populated with several thousand or more posts to 
discourage manual analysis and demonstrate the practical reason 
for the project phases. To create the replica forum a publicly 
available dump of an existing forum can be used as a seed, 
for example AZSecure (https://www.azsecure-data.org). A criminology 
lecturer may need assistance from computer science colleagues in setting 
up the replica site in the first instance, but later modifications and 
management should be straightforward. Working closely in this way in 
the initial stages helps to foster the interdisciplinary relationship. 
The schematic in Fig. 6.4 illustrates the key components of the 

project. The lecturer uses their domain knowledge to modify the Master 
Site Record, which is the database behind the forum that contains the

https://www.azsecure-data.org
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information the students must work with. The students can browse the 
forum through a web browser like a regular forum. Students may be 
provided with a pre-prepared copy of the web forum in an unstruc-
tured or structured format. An example of an unstructured format in 
this example would be a copy of every thread in the forum in an indi-
vidual file. An example of a structured format would be a spreadsheet 
containing a row for every post with columns containing metadata such 
as date, author, post text, etc. The student uses this information to work 
through the project and presents their results in an oral or written format.
The project work phases, in Table 6.1, are based on an authentic work-

flow a criminologist would use in the real world to do this type of analysis 
work. Each phase has suggested levels and learning outcomes. Level 1 
is the simplest version of the project, aimed at students with limited 
experience. Level 3 represents the tasks required of a professional crimi-
nologist conducting this project in academia, industry and government. 
It is common for subject experts to work in teams and highly skilled 
criminologists will add more value and find communication and team-
work easier. Each phase can be adjusted independently, for example if 
the subject matter lends itself more to a particular phase the others can 
be simplified.
Phases 1, 7 and 9 are common to any criminology study. The other 

phases are an opportunity to bring in techniques common to computer 
science. There are a growing number of programmes in Criminology 
and Criminal Justice that have a statistical focus, and students in these 
programmes will be comfortable. For others, the rigorous and method-
ical analysis may seem too technical, but the exposure will help normalise 
and demystify the concepts. Each of the phases can be simplified or 
made more challenging to suit the exact requirements of the module. 
It is recommended to keep the phase structure to ensure students appre-
ciate all the phases involved in a real-world project. In particular, Phase 
4: Data Cleaning is often overlooked in this type of project work, but 
it is an extremely important part of data analysis. In real-world projects 
data is often incomplete and contains awkward sections that need to be 
handled. By dedicating a phase of the project to this task reinforces in the 
students’ minds that it is an opportunity to really understand the data 
and learn more about the problem. Some taught programmes include
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Fig. 6.4 Project schematic illustrating different levels of information the 
students can access

qualitative research modules, but this is dependent on the availability of 
appropriate lecturers. 
This project structure encourages a practical application of material 

learned through the course. It promotes communication and interdis-
ciplinary work. It demystifies some technical aspects and promotes a 
reflective approach suitable for work post-study. It is based on a recent 
real-world study conducted by the authors, and as such is highly relevant 
to modern criminology. In the context of TPACK this project covers
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many different learning activity types including role-playing, interpreta-
tion, application and evaluation (Doukakis & Papalaskari, 2019). 

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the importance of interdisciplinary teaching 
to advance the study of cybercrime or digital criminology. We argue 
that such integrative strategies enable learners to make connections across 
disciplines which allows them to see how such knowledge can be applied 
in real-world situations. With online spaces becoming almost ubiqui-
tous crime sites, a digital criminology approach allows criminologists to 
refine pedagogical, methodological and theoretical approaches. Learning 
and adopting rigorous and methodical techniques from computer science 
allows criminologists to experiment with new ideas for obtaining insights 
into online offending behaviour and how best the criminal justice agen-
cies can best respond. Consequently, students benefit from learning from 
how relevant elements of what might seem a far-off subject area can be 
applied to their field of study. Essentially, we believe that exploiting the 
innovative capabilities of digital technology for generating new forms of 
knowledge is essential to advance the cybercrime curriculum, in order 
it can shed its ‘teenage’ image and embrace a new stage of develop-
ment deemed more confident and mature. Whilst we acknowledge that 
this chapter offers a small contribution in this process, it nevertheless 
provides an illustration of how integrating computer science techniques 
to cybercrime is valuable and important. Our intention is to foster 
a conversation within criminology to further embrace this interdisci-
plinary socio-technical scholarship. Embracing this journey will inspire 
new pedagogical dimensions, advance scholarship and enhance digital 
skills for criminology students.
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Top Tips: Teaching Cybercrime

• To raise awareness. Cybercrime as a subject area is growing with 
multiple crime sites online. Effective cybercrime research is required 
that is intertwined with computer science and related fields, such as 
artificial intelligence.

• To promote relevance. Practical applications of combatting cybercrime 
require a combination of social science and technical skills. Teaching 
students interdisciplinary material during their degree programme 
empowers them in their future career.

• Encourage collaborative work. Computer science researchers are 
increasingly using cybercrime domains for their research but would 
benefit from a socio-technical perspective that professional criminolo-
gists can provide.

• Be hands-on. By using applied practical coursework with perspectives 
from computer science, criminology students can take a hands-on 
approach to a real-world problem. The coursework can be tailored to 
the ability of the group or the scope of the project, with most elements 
able to be simplified independently.

• Reuse and expand over time. Once the curriculum and module design 
has been setup initially it can be re-used with little effort on the part 
of the lecturer and can be efficiently assessed. 
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Visualising Injustice with Undergraduate 

Smartphone Photography 

Phil Johnson 

Introduction 

The creation of appropriate assessments for current criminology under-
graduates is a complex task, combining opportunities for academic 
disciplinary knowledge and skills development, to meet wide-ranging 
expectations for meeting employability demands. Both of these are diffi-
cult fields for educators to navigate, ensuring their assessments comply 
with internal and external quality assurance requirements. Internal 
matters vary according to a course’s assessment strategy and validation 
documents; with external issues imposed throughout the higher educa-
tion sector by the Quality Assurance Agency and the Subject Bench-
mark Statement for Criminology (https://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code/ 
subject-benchmark-statements/criminology). Therefore, the burdens on 
assessment practice, has additional weight considering the rising numbers 
of students in criminology courses (see Young, 2022).
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An expectation for assessments in contemporary higher education, is 
the development of digital abilities, through authentic tasks appropriate 
for the modern world. With the integration of technology and digital 
enhanced approaches into the assessment process, if done effectively, 
‘involves the nexus of the three interdependent knowledge areas: content 
knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and technological knowledge’ (Lock 
et al., 2018: 10). This presents a challenge for institutions to ensure the 
staff responsible for their assessments are supported to develop expertise 
in all three of these areas. Such amendments were revealed in the tran-
sition to more digitally enabled assessments in response to limitations 
with social distancing during COVID-19, with blended learning and 
the replacement of in-person exams with online assessments developed 
for HE assessments. 
This chapter discusses these broader issues with assessment practice 

utilising two criminal justice modules as examples which use smartphone 
photography as part of their assessments. The chapter consists of three 
parts; the challenges in creating authentic assessments, the pedagogical 
benefits of visual criminology and a short review of the impact from over 
ten years experience of assessing undergraduate work in this manner. 

Challenges in Creating Authentic 
Assessments 

The integration of the students’ phones in assessments adds a mobile 
dimension where learning spaces and experiences can take place beyond 
the conventional boundaries of libraries and campus buildings. This 
small innovation enables authentic and innovative methods of assess-
ments, where students can investigate matters of crime and injustice in 
their own worlds. The benefits of such authentic assessments have been 
espoused for several decades (Birenbaum, 2003; Clegg  & Bryan,  2006; 
Gulikers et al., 2004; Wiggins, 1998) resulting in authenticity being 
recognised as a central premise for assessment to achieve its potential 
for supporting learning (Brown, 2019). Often being seen through an 
employability lens, authentic assessments enable lecturers to be creative 
and test the application of academic knowledge and skills, through
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tasks that are relevant and meaningful to the students. These pedagog-
ical benefits mean the immersion of smartphones into the curriculum 
can overcome concerns that education’s digital age means technology 
is taking priority over pedagogy (Beetham & Sharpe, 2019). Their 
incorporation into the curriculum means lecturers can set work that: 

[L]ets the learner express themselves in ways which feel natural to them... 
[and] also encourages the learner to integrate knowledge and skills, and 
act on knowledge. It develops deeper, more integrative personal learning 
and knowing. (JISC, 2020: 9)  

The setting of this kind of assessment can seem beyond the reach of 
contemporary criminology lecturers, likely employed on courses high in 
student numbers but poor in the resources, for ensuring their undergrad-
uates receive this kind of learning experience. For assessments to reach 
these standards, might also be seen as unrealistic for lecturers working 
at institutions that blithely suggest staff ‘do more with less’ and priori-
tise quality assurance over quality enhancement; where ‘[t]he dominant 
culture is conservative and defensive rather than bold’ (Gibbs, 2006: 19). 
The pedagogical aspirations of authentic assessment, can be frustrated 

by bias in courses’ assessment strategies towards conventional methods, 
such as academic essays and exam questions. These preferences for tradi-
tional assessments mean opportunities are missed for engaging students 
in authentic tasks that connect their undergraduate learning to their 
lives. It is therefore suggested that such barriers can be overcome by 
using smartphone photography, as it provides students with opportu-
nities for self-expression and brings new dimensions to their assessments 
that are not restricted to libraries and lecture theatres. Their inclusion as 
part of a criminal justice assessment, gives rise to concerns over subjec-
tivity and aesthetics; but such fears have been successfully challenged 
by the assessment method of academic posters that became commonly 
accepted on undergraduate courses in the first decade of this century 
(D’Angelo, 2012). These concerns are also overcome by working closely 
with students so they understand the marking criteria; an issue that is 
considered in the third part of this chapter.
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Using photographs was originally utilised in a first-year criminal 
justice module, where the learning outcomes required ‘critical assess-
ment of the underlying principles behind the work of the criminal justice 
system’. Once receiving institutional approval this assessment format 
gave the students the option to produce one photograph and deliver a 
ten-minute presentation on how it answered the set question. The assess-
ment was designed as an alternative to the traditional 1250 word written 
answer, and required a critical analysis of the rule of law principle and 
the disparities in the ways comparable types of behaviour are responded 
to. Since this first deployment, the module’s learning outcomes have 
changed slightly, primarily to recognise the increasing influence of zemi-
ology (Canning & Tombs, 2021). The legal bias has been countered 
by broadening the learning outcome to recognising the alternative view 
of a social harm perspective for criminal justice. Visual assessment 
has been maintained with the only change in the verbal presentations 
replaced by a written component of 750 words. This written part has 
to have an Appendix, that details what the students did for taking their 
photographs; plus, when, where and why they did it. 

Setting the Scene for Smartphone 
Photography 

The original idea of students taking photographs on their smartphones, 
came from the “What is Crime?” photography competition held in 
2009, by the Centre for Criminal Justice Studies, hosted by King’s 
College London. It was sponsored by the Independent newspaper and 
sought photographs of non-traditional examples of crime and justice; 
with support resulting in national publicity for its alternative visions, 
with 38 shortlisted entries still available online today (Walker, 2011). It 
was open to both professional and amateur photographers, judged on 
their photographs expressing levels of understanding of the initiative’s 
themes; rather than questions of aesthetics and photographic excellence. 
This inclusivity encouraged ‘amateur’ snapshots on a mobile phone in 
timing that coincided with the ‘birth’ of the iPhone. The popularity of 
these devices meant even then no student reported a lack of access to this
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kind of resource (Johnson, 2011). A decade later, the mass ownership of 
smartphones has been described as ‘the smartphone society’ where it is 
claimed the technology helps individuals and groups contest systemic 
exploitation (Aschoff, 2020). Up to date scale of smartphone ownership 
is difficult to find, but 2021 figures from Deloitte and Statista, showed 
that 90% of people in the UK aged 16–55 have a smartphone; with 
ownership from the younger people in this range being at almost 100%. 
Such figures therefore may offer confidence for the accessibility of online 
learning, although experiences from the COVID-19 lockdowns show 
this may diminish when students’ households have limitations on their 
data allowances (BBC News, 2021). 
A slightly different view of the impact of the prevalence of smart-

phone technology is also adopted in this chapter; arguing that learning, 
teaching and assessment opportunities have evolved from incorporating 
cameras into a module learning support mechanism. Now that almost 
all of today’s students have access to a camera, a lecturer’s toolkit can 
be expanded to include these popular resources. Their use can tackle 
the challenge of creating the immersive opportunities offered by tech-
nology-enhanced learning as identified by Young and Nichols (2017). 
Such prospects enable lecturers to apply additional, more innovative ways 
to engage with their students, through requiring familiar resources to be 
utilised in new ways within learning. The incorporation of smartphone 
cameras, further enables practitioners to set assessments that meet the 
need for greater flexibility, and enable more control for students in a 
method that is a feasible alternative to the immersive methods used by 
Nir and Musial (2020). These methods have resulted in experiences that 
were accredited for sparking interest and enhancing understanding of 
criminal court processes, but also provide learning opportunities which 
may have administrative costs for lecturers and accessibility issues for 
students (see Fig. 6). In sum, the immersion of smartphones’ camera 
function into criminal justice teaching, has enabled students to adopt a 
position to effectively document their studies whilst going about their 
everyday lives. 

Such use as a form of assessment has now developed into the visual 
statement method. This assessment is in a level 5 (second year) crim-
inal justice module and requires students to produce a small portfolio of
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photographs, supported by written justifications that effectively combine 
to answer the question. Its higher level requires a theoretical aspect, to be 
addressed, such as Rawlsian ideals of liberty and equality. With conven-
tional lectures and seminars on issues, such as the ‘original position’ and 
‘veil of ignorance’ (Rawls, 1971); the students are required to produce 
their own representations of injustice according to the standards applied 
in the module. Such approaches challenge the students to accurately 
follow the question’s brief for their portfolio; which needs to incorporate 
written reasoning and images in its work that does not merely illustrate 
contemporary injustice, but considers its potential causes and means of 
improvement. 

Legal and Ethical Challenges 

There can be concerns from the students about the legality and ethics of 
taking photographs in public places, so guidance needs to be provided on 
these positions. Photography in public places can be presumed as lawful 
conduct; as shown in the axiom, ‘if you can see it you can photograph it’, 
however such freedoms do not exist within a ‘prohibited place’ as defined 
by the Official Secrets Act 1911; or in courtrooms and parts of court 
buildings, thanks to the Criminal Justice Act 1925. The ethical posi-
tion therefore requires much more time; as shown by the concerns raised 
by the work of Arthur Fellig (better known by his pseudonym Weegee) 
whose content is a standard bearer of unethical practice (Fellig, 1945). It 
requires an appreciation of photography’s role for ‘making misery itself 
an object of pleasure’ (Benjamin, 1934: 5); plus, the weaponisation of 
images in Eamonn Carrabine’s studies of prisoners in the Iraq War and 
World War 2 (2011, 2014). 

Such fears do not have to thwart this assessment method, as students 
can be advised on the ethical considerations as part of the teaching, 
exploring the importance of this in all forms of research (not to harm 
research subjects and to protect their privacy) as well as recognising the 
need to protect the identity of research subjects (people and locations). 
Students are advised not to have identifiable people in their photographs 
and where necessary, take additional safeguards such as pixelating faces
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and other potential identifiers like car registration numbers. Smartphone 
photography may indeed raise initial ethical concerns, but with prepara-
tions included as part of the teaching means students can show their 
enhanced sensitivity for the interests of others and high-level ethical 
engagement. The International Visual Sociology Association Code of 
Research Ethics and Guidelines is also used to support this position, as it 
requires visual researchers to respect the rights and dignity of all people 
in serving the public good (Papademas, 2009). 

Pedagogical Benefits of Visual Criminology 

Visual criminology has now developed into a key area of inquiry as exem-
plified by the relatively recent publications of two extensive pieces of 
work in The Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Crime, Media and Popular 
Culture (Rafter & Brown, 2018) and  The Routledge International Hand-
book of Visual Criminology (Brown & Carrabine, 2017). The first of these 
substantial texts, focuses primarily on the relationships between crime 
and the media, with the second investigating visual criminology as a form 
of research and scholarship and its formative concepts of visuality and 
counter visuality. The notion of visuality explains how state power can be 
naturalised through the production and dissemination of visual images; 
processes that can make issues invisible and others similarly hidden by 
an abundance of images rendering the issue impenetrable. 
Visual tasks that use students’ smartphones, may face critiques for 

oversimplifying the formal assessment process, but in reality, they test 
high-order academic abilities for expanding knowledge through visual 
criminology. They also rebut concerns over appropriate academic rigour, 
by incorporating complex issues such as aesthetics and ethics, into crim-
inal justice modules. It is this pedagogical approach that develops applies 
aesthetic understanding in learners, and is a feature for understanding 
the transmission of ideas and meanings in the modern visually oriented 
world (Grushka, 2010). As a learning approach it is influenced by critical 
pedagogy and its concept of conscientisation, where teaching develops 
critical consciousness in students (Freire, 1970). Visual teaching methods 
can realise this aspiration through a focus on counter visuality, with
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teaching providing the conditions for students to use their knowledge 
to critique the world, and to intervene via their production of alterna-
tive images of crime and injustice. The reliance on visual images arguably 
opens up new possibilities for the students, allowing lecturers to set tasks 
where students can express themselves differently; and designing assess-
ments that enable them to contribute to visual criminology’s body of 
knowledge with non-standard images. The use of these images further 
critiques the justice system response to crime and injustice and illus-
trates where and how critical pedagogy can be applied as a way of 
helping students challenge official knowledge and established authority. 
As Giroux (2018: 31) notes for: 

[E]ncouraging students to take risks, act on their sense of social respon-
sibility, and engage the world as an object of both critical analysis and 
hopeful transformation. In this paradigm, pedagogy cannot be reduced 
only to learning critical skills or theoretical traditions but must also be 
infused with the possibility of using interpretation as a mode of interven-
tion, as a potentially energising practice that gets students to both think 
and act differently. 

Using such methods of assessment seeks to develop the students’ levels of 
visual literacy, helping them think more critically about the images they 
encounter, enhancing critical thinking skills and developing deeper levels 
of thought through the messages conveyed by images. Academic litera-
ture on visual literacy also supports these beliefs, by enhancing students’ 
memory and developing greater subject understanding (Kędra & Zakevi-
ciute, 2019). Educators adopting these methods in their practice requires 
an appreciation of what can be gained from actively seeing images, as 
opposed to merely looking at them, but does not substantially change 
the teaching and learning content, meaning a visual dimension can be 
applied to established concepts such as newsworthiness (see Chibnall, 
1977; Jewkes, 2015). 

Engaging Images for Research, Pedagogy, and Practice (Kelly & Korte-
gast, 2018), is a collection of essays on the use of visual methods 
within higher education-based pedagogy. It reviews practices used in the
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sector, such as digital visualisation, emphasising the technological assis-
tance students might need whilst undertaking visual-based projects. It 
also details the use of photo elicitation and photovoice, the former is 
a method of interviewing that uses researcher-or participant-generated 
photographs or other images, to elicit information from respondents, 
with photovoice extends this by using participant-generated photographs 
to create dialogue for the participant’s own voice and perspective. Such 
methods have been used in health research since the 1990s (Wang, 
1997); and deployed in criminological research (Fitzgibbon & Healy, 
2019), but the difference between the two approaches is slight. Both 
methods have shown how talking about photographs, or taking them, 
can facilitate new insights into social phenomena that written and 
verbal data cannot provide. Many of the examples in Kelly and Korte-
gast (2018) do concur with the pedagogical benefits from smartphone 
photography in criminal justice modules because: 

Through the process of engaging with images and visuals outside of the 
classroom, students have the opportunity to reflect on their own and 
others’ meaning-making of the image. Engaging students in the process 
of producing and reflecting upon images can promote important learning 
outcomes that can enhance what they learn in the classroom. (Kelly & 
Kortegast, 2018: 7)  

The implementation of visual pedagogy by White and Murray (2016) 
found that images could generate discussions on relationships between 
the disadvantages of poverty and educational achievement. They found 
it more productive than written information for acquiring contributions 
from the student teachers in their research. This has also been built 
upon by other research and scholarship, with the argument that as visual 
language is a language itself it needs its own pedagogy (Lane, 2020). This 
is a pedagogy that helps the students understand: 

[W]hy and how images are rhetorical, motivates them to intervene... and 
pushes them to create, document and present their resulting work via 
multi-media platforms (Hovet, 2020: 46).
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A Case Study for the Visual Assessment? 

This chapter’s final section is written from the perspective of a teaching 
practitioner rather than a detached researcher, so provides a review 
of the benefits of using visual assessment. The opportunity to submit 
photographs is often a novel experience for criminal justice students are 
accustomed to studying words and numbers, meaning initial conster-
nation for how their work will be marked, is not uncommon. These 
worries are assuaged by a transparent marking process that suppresses 
concerns for excessive subjectivity and challenges from students over 
awarded grades. Fears from students those marks for smartphone photog-
raphy would not be as accepted as those for written assessments, did 
not materialise, with the transparency of the marking process being 
conveyed through an accessible quality assurance (the Visual Marking 
Guidance see Table 7.1). This grid is adapted for different modules and 
is used for recording dialogue with the students about their images in 
pre-assessment workshops.
The shift of assessment methods from the conventional written form 

to an alternative visual one, has been driven by a desire to diversify the 
assessment process, by making use of smartphone technology. It devel-
oped the belief in the impact the resources can have on the world, 
aided by the familiarity that students have with their smartphones, often 
offering confidence that innovative and authentic methods can be used in 
practice as one means to evaluate knowledge and understanding of visual 
criminology and visual research. The aim for maximising the learning 
potential of assessments has also been inspired by initiatives such as 
TESTA (Transforming the Experience of Students through Assessment: 
www.testa.ac.uk); with assessments being set that reflect real-life contexts, 
including “mirroring practice in the profession or discipline by casting 
students as inquirers and problem solvers for an audience” (Pokorny, 
2021: 84, emphasis added). Smartphone connectivity means digitally 
skilled students can produce and share their images, so the usual audience 
for undergraduate work can be extended beyond the lecturer–student. 
According to one of TESTA’s Best Practice Guides for lecturers and feed-
back, this kind of dissemination can lead to extraordinary increases in the 
student’s sense of ownership and pride in their work.

http://www.testa.ac.uk
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The use of smartphones can generate personal and powerful visu-
alisations of injustice, and the students have options to share their 
work online; with popular choices being platforms like pressbooks, 
prezi, slideshare and flickr. Such dissemination reinforces the impor-
tance of ethical considerations as students must act in accordance with 
the consent given by the identifiable people in their photographs; the 
presumption against having such people, prevents this being an issue. 
This openness has resulted in the students’ work being displayed on 
various online sites, such as the collections of photographs in two 
YouTube videos, ‘What is Crime?’ and ‘What is Zemiology’, that 
together have been watched over 11,000 times. Their respective links: 
https://tinyurl.com/ybnp98p7 and https://tinyurl.com/u36f6ew also go 
to the module’s YouTube playlist. These are helpful resources for showing 
potential students what studying criminology and criminal justice can 
involve; as well as for reassuring students about to experience this kind 
of teaching for the first time. 

Discussing some examples of student photos shows there have 
been many powerful individual examples of injustice, shown in the 
photographs submitted. For example, a photo taken to illustrate the 
disregard for disabled peoples’ access to a local magistrates’ court showed 
a broken wheelchair lift with a large protective covering that made its 
emergency assistance button beyond the reach of anyone in a wheelchair. 
Another equally compelling image and one with real impact, is ‘Social 
Inequality’, another level 5 criminal justice student. This was divided in 
half, with one a long-range image of a hairdressing salon and the other 
a close up of a sign in its window, that stated, ‘Please Note Travellers, 
Gypsies, Romanians NOT welcome’. When the student asked the salon 
owner for permission to take the photograph, they had a conversation 
about her assessment that resulted in the sign being removed, ‘now that 
the impact of the sign on other people has been realised’. 

Such snapshots have shown the students’ willingness to use their 
communities as places for applying their knowledge of criminal justice 
theories. They have enabled them to make observations on public and 
private spaces and apply them to the debates in the module on issues of 
liberty and equality. The photographs do not have to be taken outside, 
so if there are accessibility issues or public health lockdowns, the students

https://tinyurl.com/ybnp98p7
https://tinyurl.com/u36f6ew
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have reacted by focusing on indoor examples such as the harms in house-
hold products and advertising for things such as debt and gambling. 
The ability to visualise crime and injustice differently to the standard 
view of community safety, sees injustice in low level crime and antiso-
cial behaviour; at the expense of these other, potentially more harmful 
dangers. 

It enhances their levels of visual literacy, which have developed a crit-
ical understanding of the power of images, and students’ abilities for 
creating them. The popularity of camera phones has meant that opportu-
nities for practice and reflection are plentiful, with the mobility of these 
devices opening up numerous possibilities for application of learning. 
It further increases students’ ownership over the work and moves them 
from a conventional passive role in the learning process, to a more 
active and independent one, as in the student as producer approach 
to higher education (Neary, 2020). Their familiarity with the phone’s 
camera means assessments can be set that test the students whilst they are 
going about their everyday lives. These tasks allow them to use advanced 
cognitive skills, which according to Pearl and Mackenzie (2018), begin 
with observing (e.g., seeing the injustice) then move to do (taking the 
photograph) and conclude with imagining (e.g., why is their image ‘alter-
native’?). Smartphones can enhance these skills and further support for 
the students is given in the advice for doing the research in their crim-
inology degree as a ‘creative disruptor’ (Case et al., 2021). This means 
they maximise the resources available to them and research in imaginative 
ways that challenge the established presumptions in their area of study. 
Their smartphones can be instrumental for this, as they provide new ways 
of showing what they have learnt from their criminology degree. 

Concluding Comments 

The increasing relevance of visual criminology and ubiquitous smart-
phone ownership in the undergraduate population, has provided 
engaging teaching and learning methods to be adopted in criminal justice 
modules. They are based on approaches that transform the students from 
a previous role as a consumer of visual images, to one that produces
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them, allowing smartphone photography to be incorporated into crim-
inal justice teaching and learning, in ways that directly involve the 
students. Their ethical and legal position can be addressed by establishing 
the teaching’s imperatives for the standards that must be followed by the 
students in their representations of crime and injustice. These safeguards 
enable assessments that test the students’ independence and creativity, 
through producing work that can be an asset for the students and have 
an impact in their communities. 

Top Tips: Visual Learning and Teaching

• The current profile of visual criminology should overcome institu-
tional or external concerns about the academic rigour in using visual 
teaching and learning methods. The inevitable questions about ethics 
can be answered by embedding the required safeguards and standards 
into a proposed module outline, such as the seminars for discussion of 
work and ideas, before any dissemination takes place.

• For lecturers delivering modules through visual teaching and learning, 
it is advisable to teach the students early about the processes in the 
visual research methods, like photovoice and photo elicitation. This 
can reassure students about the similarities between these practices and 
conventional research methods.

• One of the most beneficial OERs for this kind of teaching and 
learning is the revised edition of Rawls’ A Theory of Justice, it is 
available for download from the Regionella Campanella at: http:// 
www.consiglio.regione.campania.it/cms/CM_PORTALE_CRC/ser 
vlet/Docs?dir=docs_biblio&file=BiblioContenuto_3641.pdf.

• Flickr can be a useful photography site for the students when they 
go to https://www.flickr.com/search and at the drop-down menu for 
‘Any license’, they select ‘All creative commons’. This is where they 
can begin their search which can be refined to include photographs, 
people, groups and discussion forums. Alternative sites with appro-
priate licences that permit the reuse of images are: https://pixabay.com; 
https://unsplash.com and https://www.photosforclass.com.

http://www.consiglio.regione.campania.it/cms/CM_PORTALE_CRC/servlet/Docs?dir=docs_biblio&amp;file=BiblioContenuto_3641.pdf
http://www.consiglio.regione.campania.it/cms/CM_PORTALE_CRC/servlet/Docs?dir=docs_biblio&amp;file=BiblioContenuto_3641.pdf
http://www.consiglio.regione.campania.it/cms/CM_PORTALE_CRC/servlet/Docs?dir=docs_biblio&amp;file=BiblioContenuto_3641.pdf
https://www.flickr.com/search
https://pixabay.com
https://unsplash.com
https://www.photosforclass.com
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• The students are advised to save their photographs as jpeg files as this 
means they can easily be converted into other formats such as Power-
Point and video; if a professional standard is required then tiff files are 
recommended. This flexibility encourages the use of presentation sites 
such as SlideShare where the students can disseminate their work; with 
some also using free movie-making software or free screen recording 
services to share their original work. 
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8 
Transforming Criminology: Strategies 
for Embedding ‘Employability’ Across 

the Criminology Undergraduate Curricula 

Deborah Jones 

Introduction 

Since the mid-nineteenth century, the role of Higher Education (HE) 
in the United Kingdom has been transforming. Once tasked with the 
production of world leading research and teaching of the highest quality, 
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are now also expected to meet the 
demands of employers, by upskilling students with the necessary higher-
level attributes required for the workplace. However, whilst employability 
is recognised in UK subject benchmarks (see Quality Assurance Agency 
(QAA), 2019), it might be argued that criminology has been slow to 
adapt programmes of study to embrace the employability agenda. 
This chapter reflects on the curriculum enhancement strategies 

adopted by one UK-based criminology degree provider (Swansea Univer-
sity) over a ten-year period from 2011 to 2021. Specifically, the chapter
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discusses the value of understanding the career aspirations of under-
graduate students to inform curriculum development; negotiating the 
tensions between the competing demands of the research–teaching 
nexus; and the development of a strategic employability framework. 
Conclusions from this reflective account suggest that embracing the 
employability agenda can have positive benefits. It supports students’ 
career aspirations, as well as enhancing the wider student experi-
ence, through the development of innovations in teaching design that 
provides a stimulating core curriculum alongside of extra curricula activ-
ities. Importantly, this body of work provides an enabling platform for 
staff to develop their pedagogical practice by embedding employability. 
The chapter begins with a brief discussion on the term employability and 
provides the sector context in relation to the employability agenda across 
HE in England and Wales. 

Defining Employability 

Whilst there is no agreed definition of the term employability (Bates & 
Hayes, 2017), its use has become increasingly common within discus-
sions on the role and function of the delivery of HE in recent years. In 
developing the embedding of employability, the department adopted the 
working definition offered by York, 

a set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes – 
that make graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in 
their chosen occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the 
community and the economy. (Yorke, 2006: 8)  

However, it is acknowledged that this definition of employability is prob-
lematic. For example, it makes no attempt to explain what skills and 
attributes are, it fails to consider that enhancing the skills set of students 
does not necessarily lead to employment because of external factors 
outside of the control of the university. Despite such limitations, the 
definition is useful in that it reflects the onus upon universities to help
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students to develop skills for the greater good and reflects upon broader 
understandings of employability as a form of human capital. 

In their four stages ‘embedding employability framework’ Advance 
HE (no date), highlights the importance of defining employability, and 
developing policies and practice as a collective endeavour between, the 
institution, stakeholders such as employers and students. They recognise 
the importance of ensuring that any employability curriculum enhance-
ments are conducted at a programme level to reflect the disciplinary 
requirements. Adopting an inclusive, flexible approach that centres on 
meeting the needs of students through evidence-informed policy devel-
opment and co-designed learning with students, offers wider opportu-
nities to provide enhanced student experience. This approach provided 
the foundations for the transformations that took place within the 
undergraduate criminology curriculum at Swansea. 

HE and Work Ready Graduates 

In recent decades there has been a rapid shift in seeing the role of 
HE as, primarily the providers of knowledge and scholarly activity, to 
one that ensures the skills development of students is of equal priority 
(Glennester, 2001; Yorke & Knight, 2006). Indeed, this shifting of 
emphasis was noted in 1997 in the Dearing report. Although Dearing 
reported widely on teaching, learning, scholarship and the contribution 
of research agendas of HEIs, he also highlighted the value of HE in deliv-
ering work prepared graduates within a framework of improved social 
and human capital (Dearing, 1997). Therefore, following the recommen-
dations of Dearing and New Labours 1997 commitment to ‘Education, 
Education, Education’ to reduce social exclusion by widening participa-
tion and build a knowledge-economy, the prospects for HE and, in turn, 
the employability of graduates looked promising (Glennester, 2001). 
Whilst this emerging agenda began to take hold, HEIs also became 

consumed within the spending reviews initiated by the Coalition govern-
ment through the Deficit Reduction Programme (Her Majesties Govern-
ment, 2010). The most significant for HE, was the 2009, Browne Review 
which removed the cap on student numbers and proposed a new system
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of loans for the funding of HE in England, shifting the burden of 
paying for HE—moving away from the state to students (BIS, 2010). 
With Wales following suite, with the Diamond Review in 2016 intro-
ducing lower tuition fees than England (Welsh Government, 2016). This 
watershed moment resulted in HE across England and Wales increas-
ingly becoming scrutinised on their ability as HEIs to produce students 
who were ‘work ready’, with students who were paying to study towards 
employability and by employers’ who seek skilled graduates (Hills et al., 
2003; Thomas & Jones, 2007; Wilson, 2012). Moreover, with student 
outcomes aligned to government funding of HE (Jameson et al., 2012), 
the emphasis on ‘employability’ can be clearly seen as part of a flurry of 
measurements and national league tables which seek to assess the delivery 
of learning and student experience of specific degree programme and/or 
institutions. 
Currently, employability in UK HEIs is measured by the Graduate 

Outcomes Survey which is administered by the Higher Education Statis-
tics Agency (HESA). This survey, and its predecessor the Destination 
of Leavers in Higher Education (DLHE), seeks to survey students at 
certain points post-graduation (currently fifteen months). As others have 
noted, these surveys and others, such as the National Student Survey 
(NSS) which gathers the views of final year undergraduate students in 
publicly funded institutions across England, Wales and Northern Ireland 
are problematic (Jameson et al., 2012; Maisuria & Cole, 2017). For 
example, Jameson et al. (2012) argue that measures, such as DLHE and 
Graduate Outcomes Survey, should consider post-graduate study as a 
positive outcome, thus favouring those institutions with post-graduate 
choices whilst considering less, the skills acquired by students during 
completion of their undergraduate degree or in fact the regional differ-
ences on fluctuating employment opportunities. Maisuria and Cole 
(2017), note that such measures mark a shift to the reliance on external 
measures which, despite critique about the reliability of the data as 
indicators of ‘excellence’, are utilised by institutions within a neoliberal 
framework to attract students.
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HE in Wales 

HE became a devolved issue in Wales in 1999 with the then-named 
Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) (now Welsh Government) given 
responsibility for such matters. With this political shift came a variety 
of policies, strategic plans and legislative responses that WAG ministers 
insisted on to differentiate Welsh education policy from England (Rees, 
2004). These supposed differential strategies were brought to life in the 
For Our Future strategic plan for Wales (WAG, 2009). However, whilst 
a clear demarcation from approaches adopted in England was hard to 
see, the strategy reemphasised a commitment to widening access to HE 
and also set out a vision that saw HE expand to support the Welsh 
economy by providing a graduate workforce which is fit for the ‘knowl-
edge economy’ (Tyres et al., 2006; Welsh Assembly Government, 2009; 
Higher Education Funding Council for Wales [HEFCW], 2012). 

However, in 2009 the Welsh Government called on HEIs in Wales 
to ‘do better’ in terms of developing employable graduates who could be 
economically competitive with the rest of the United Kingdom (National 
Assembly of Wales, 2009). In setting out their strategy HEIs in Wales 
were asked to design and implement necessary changes at an institu-
tional/departmental level under the scrutiny of the QAA and the Higher 
Education Funding Council for Wales (WAG, 2009). 

Employability and the Case Study Institution 

In line with this changing landscape, Swansea University developed 
employability policies that recognised its historic and contemporary 
importance to the contribution to the knowledge economy. 

Swansea University has a proud history of working closely with business, 
industry, and commerce. What is now referred to as “employability” is 
therefore intrinsic to the Swansea ethos. (Swansea University) 

The university was committed to making sure, students ‘learning 
and experience exists in tandem leading to a successful graduate
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career’ with Swansea University establishing the Swansea Employability 
Academy (SEA). SEA offers students careers advice, funded work place-
ments and support to achieve the SEA award (linked to a student’s 
Higher Education Achievement Record). The academy was also tasked 
with working with colleges/departments to ensure those seeking to 
enhance the employability agenda were given support that was aligned 
to the requirements of the discipline. This support helped staff to think 
about what would work in terms of curriculum design and assisted with 
the delivery of some of the teaching. However, the overall embedding 
of employability into the curriculum remained a college/departmental 
responsibility. 

Criminology has been taught at Swansea since the 1990s. In recent 
years the popularity of the course has increased substantially with under-
graduate and post-graduate taught student numbers almost doubling 
from 2015 to 2019. At the time of writing, the department sat within 
a School of Law and was a combination of staff on both teaching 
and research pathways. However, regardless of their pathway staff were 
encouraged to take an equal role in both research and teaching matters. 
This provided a culture of equality within the team as a starting point 
for the development of this piece of work. 
The department offers several single and joint honours programmes, 

designed on a taught modular curriculum, providing variety and choice 
to students. Modules are heavily weighted towards research-led teaching 
and theoretical explanations of crime and the criminal justice system, 
but prior to 2011, the programmes had no specific focus on enhancing 
graduate skills. Instead, there was an intuitive belief amongst staff that 
students’ skills were enhanced through their development of subject 
matter knowledge and critical thought. In recognising the growing 
importance of the employability agenda to criminology, as some other 
institutions did (see for example, University of Lincoln student as 
producer model [Jameson & Strudwick, 2010]) the department began 
work to transform the undergraduate curriculum by embedding employ-
ability into all aspects of the student life cycle. This approach ensured 
that students make the most of the ‘student experience’ opportunities, 
by taking a holistic, student-centred approach criminology at Swansea.
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Criminology at Swansea has been recognised in both the Guardian 
and Times league tables as a top ten provider in the United Kingdom 
consistently over the past ten years. 

Meeting the Needs of Employers 
and Students Through Curriculum 
Enhancement 

Understanding what skills and knowledge employers want from gradu-
ates and what skills and knowledge students need to secure employment 
is complex. Some employers are looking for graduates with intellec-
tual ability that is informed by achieving a ‘good degree’ (BIS, 2015; 
Yorke & Knight, 2006), whereby, disciplinary knowledge is now simply 
a ‘starting point’, with employers seeking for experiential learning expe-
rience, gained through internships, placements and volunteering oppor-
tunities, enabling students the chance to build transferable skills in 
real-world work environments (BIS, 2015). There is recognition that 
a well-designed curriculum can equip students with transferable skills 
such as teamwork, the ability to communicate, cv development of profes-
sional attitudes to work, resilience, creativity and the ability to problem 
solve and work independently (Tibby & Norton, 2020; York  &  Knight,  
2006). 
Yorke and Knight (2006: 569) identify that long-term student success 

in the workplace requires higher order learning skills resulting from a 
‘strong liberal education’, where employability is intrinsically linked to 
the values of ‘good learning’ experiences. Therefore, the development of 
an employability teaching strategy requires the development of curricula 
that is framed upon ‘complex outcomes of learning’. The features of an 
effective curriculum should include the progressive building of subject 
knowledge that enables students to equip themselves for the work-
force through modules, with built-in transferable skills that also support 
students to learn more about themselves and the careers they aspire to 
(Norton and Dalrymple, 2020; Tibby  &  Norton,  2020; Trebilcock  &  
Griffiths, 2021).
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Whilst some students have already started to develop higher order 
learning skills prior to attending university, many have not. Therefore, a 
well-designed curriculum, that is theoretically sound in terms of under-
standing how people learn, and situated within Kolb’s (1984) learning 
cycle for example, may prove beneficial in helping students to maximise 
the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978) not only in rela-
tion to the acquisition of disciplinary knowledge, but also in terms of 
employability skills development. 

Enhancing the Swansea Undergraduate 
Curriculum 

The first attempts to reshape the curriculum at Swansea began in 2011, 
with the introduction of a level four ‘Careers for Criminologists’ module. 
The module was co-designed and delivered by staff from criminology 
and SEA. Whilst the introduction of the module was well-intentioned, 
on reflection, it is important to note that it was developed without the 
input from students (see Jameson & Strudwick, 2010 as an example 
of student co-developed approaches at that time) or without a thor-
ough review of how employability skills already being developed through 
teaching strategies aligned to learning outcomes. It might be argued that 
the ‘good learning’ values discussed by York (2006) were not evident in 
its design or delivery. In 2012, one of the first tasks I undertook as the 
first departmental lead for employability, was to ensure that the employ-
ability agenda was clearly embedded into all aspects of the student life 
cycle, including a review of existing formal learning content within the 
curriculum, as well as wider ‘student experience’ initiatives such as guest 
speaker events. 
To achieve this aim, I conducted a skills audit/curriculum mapping 

exercise identifying where the development of higher-level graduate skills 
were in module handbooks and where they were aligned to learning 
outcomes and teaching strategies. Student feedback learning materials 
and assessment methods for the existing careers module were reviewed, to 
ensure that the development of a curriculum that aimed to meet student 
needs. I also conducted a small action research study as part of a PGCE
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(PCET). The unpublished project titled, ‘Understanding the Needs and 
Career Aspirations of Criminology Students’ sought to inform future 
curriculum developments and address the following:

• What were the motivations of students in relation to the selection of 
a criminology degree?

• What are the career aspirations of criminology students and are there 
links between career aspirations and motivations for choosing to study 
criminology?

• What skills do students develop whilst at university that equips them 
for the workplace? 

The study adhered to the principles of action research, intended to bring 
about change through research and action for the benefits of the research 
participants and stakeholders (Greenwood & Levin, 1998; Zuber-
Skerritt, 1996). Accordingly, a qualitative methodology was chosen for 
a focus group to produce meaningful data (May, 2011; McKie, 2002; 
Sarantakos, 2005) and to encourage debate and discussion amongst the 
students about the role of HE in relation to employability. 
The purpose of the study was to inform curriculum development 

and adopting a purposive sampling framework. The convenience sample, 
suitable for a qualitative method meant there was no necessity to gener-
alise the findings beyond the population involved in the study (Etikan 
et al., 2016). Participants were selected because they were students on 
the newly introduced Careers for Criminologists module, and whilst the 
study presented minimal ethical challenges, consideration was given to 
protecting the anonymity of the participants in their role as existing 
undergraduate students. 
In total twenty-five second year (level four) students took part in three 

separate focus groups. All participants were white British, except for one 
student who was white American; fifteen participants were female and 
the remaining ten, male.
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Limitations of the Sample 

Given the absence of students identifying as Black, Asian and Minority 
Ethnic (BAME) in the sample, the findings are arguably limited. Any 
form of curriculum development enhancing graduate outcomes must 
take into account the student attainment gap. In 2017/2018 HESA 
Graduate Outcome Survey identified, that fifteen months after gradu-
ating from university UK-domiciled graduates from BAME backgrounds 
are 8% less likely to be in full-time graduate employment than their 
white peers (54% versus 62%) and BAME graduates were also more 
likely to be unemployed than white graduates (Binnie, 2020). Reviewing 
our student profiles over the past five years, we have also identified several 
students who came from disadvantaged backgrounds, and a significant 
percentage who are identified as ‘mature students’. Therefore, whilst we 
are proud of our achievements thus far, the attainment gap between 
BAME students and white students needs to be addressed in future 
enhancements. 

Results 

The data was analysed using a coding framework under three themes:

• Decision-making and enrolling for a criminology degree
• Career aspirations and choices
• Recognition of transferable skills. 

Decision-Making and Enrolling for a Criminology 
Degree 

As the findings from the study were going to be used for curriculum 
enhancement, and to support perspective students during open days, 
participants were asked to discuss their motivations for enrolling in a 
criminology degree at the Swansea. The responses explained varied moti-
vations with the majority of the traditional route students giving little
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thought to what undertaking a degree involved, seeing it as a natural 
progression from A level, ‘I think there is this idea now that if you do 
well at A level you have to go onto Uni’ (Jade). 
Whereas widening participation students appeared to have given this 

much more thought, 

It was a really big decision, I had to think about how I would manage my 
time and money and whether I was up to it intelligence wise. (Susanne) 

When participants were asked to explain why criminology, it was clear, 
as others have noted (Trebilcock & Griffiths, 2021), that some wished 
to pursue traditional careers within the Criminal Justice System, whilst 
others were not founded upon any understanding about the content of 
the degree or being careers led, ‘It seemed more interesting that a business 
degree’ (Ben). ‘I thought I like CSI [fictional American crime series] and 
thought it would be like that….but it’s not and I’m not sure I would 
have taken it if I had known how much theory was involved’ (Louise). ‘I 
came and saw the beach and thought wow this is where I want to study 
and so then I looked for a course’ (John). 

Given the range of motivations, curriculum development embed-
ding employability might be problematic, as it relied upon strategies 
to meet the needs of a variety of learners. As Redmond (2006) points  
out for many students their career choices are not made until the end 
of their degree, and for those students who have entered HE through 
the widening participation pathways, the fixation of HE is on successful 
academic achievement or the ‘credential nexus’. 

In this study, all ten males and twelve of the female participants 
had followed traditional routes into university, with the three remaining 
females accessing university through the widening participation agenda. 
Interestingly, this study evidences the credential nexus also found in the 
aspirations of students who had entered through the traditional routes. 
In this case, this was not restricted to high academic aspirations, but 
emphasis was placed in their eyes of what employers wanted in terms of 
a demonstration of academic ability. Whilst Advance HE has in recent 
years produced frameworks to support HE providers to develop learning
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in partnership with a variety of stakeholders, such as employers and 
students, Hills et al. (2003) point out that often the gap between degree 
curricula and the transferable skills employers want still exists. 

Career Aspirations and Choices 

The importance of the worth of transferable skills embedded within a 
criminology degree was highlighted in 2007 in the QAA benchmark 
statement. The QAA identified several career destinations suited to a 
degree in criminology, with roles associated with the prevention, detec-
tion of criminal activities such as policing, probation or prison. However, 
statistics from 2003 to 2005, identified that 36% (n = 203) of crim-
inology graduates undertook occupations not linked to their degree 
(QAA, 2007). Such findings support the need to ensure that students 
are aware of the variety of career options open to them and to ensuring 
that the skills they develop are suited to a range of career choices 
(Trebilcock & Griffiths, 2021). 
However, in this case study, most of the participants did not have fixed 

career aspirations. Some remained focused on a career within the crim-
inal justice system, but they all recognised the challenges with securing 
employment post-graduation and were happy to consider alternative 
career options. Some students spoke of a career in forensic psychology, 
teaching or as a postman, yet, despite identifying problems with securing 
employment, very few had taken any steps towards securing either 
paid or voluntary employment that could enhance their employability 
prospects. The reasons cited for this included lack of knowledge about 
voluntary work or a lack of clarity regarding the benefits of work place-
ments to both their degree and future employment, ‘I didn’t realise the 
university could help me to find employment’ (Molly). ‘What voluntary 
organisations are there? But it’s not paid is it?’ (Jade). 

Few of the participants had given much thought to the skills 
employers required, relying more on a ‘good degree’ was all they 
needed—an area criminology staff also believed before we began this 
programme of change.
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Recognition of Transferable Skills 

Most of the participants were able to identify transferable skills, such as 
teamwork, communication and problem solving (BIS, 2015; Yorke & 
Knight, 2006) yet when asked to identify examples of when they had 
demonstrated such skills in their studies the majority found this prob-
lematic. For example, less than 25% of the participants could provide an 
example of when they had worked as a team to problem solve. However, 
once potential examples were presented, they were able to think of other 
situations where they had utilised these skills within their learning. 
There was therefore a disconnect between the skills the course was 

endeavouring to provide and the identification of these skills by students. 
However, those that had already experienced employment in some form 
were much more able to identify the transferable skills within the 
curriculum. It seemed therefore that the combination of work expe-
rience and academic knowledge equipped students to better identify 
transferable skills. 
Overall, this study highlighted several issues which informed the 

enhancement of the curriculum. Students’ motivations for undertaking 
a criminology degree meant that career aspirations were not always 
the overriding motivating factor, with career aspirations given more 
thought towards the end of their studies. It was also clear that, the 
curriculum did provide students with opportunities to advance their 
employability prospects, yet, students still required support to help them 
to identify their own experiences of transferable skills. Such conclusions 
gave support to our efforts to ensure that employability was embedded 
throughout the curricula and the student life cycle, as opposed to being 
something that was seen as an optional extra. However, as a research 
active department, this agenda also required wholesale buy-in from all 
staff and this had the potential to present its own challenges. Such 
tensions and resolutions are discussed below.



166 D. Jones

Transforming Cultural Norms: The Teaching 
Versus Research Nexus 

To undertake curriculum transformation there needed to be recogni-
tion of the tensions for staff to carry out world-leading research as well 
as excellent teaching. However, whilst such tensions between teaching 
and research are timeless, reduced governmental funding of HE has 
encouraged institutions to prioritise securing external funding to support 
institutional activities, having a negative impact on teaching agendas and 
the potential to pull staff in often opposing directions (Metzler, 2012; 
Serow, 2000). Interestingly, rather than being exclusive, the relationship 
between research and teaching has been identified as the defining features 
that mark out a university education from that of other forms of life-
long learning (Robertson & Bond, 2005; Taylor,  2007). Boyer (1991) 
discusses the idea that good teaching must be steeped in the knowledge 
of the subject matter for it to be at its best, and that the purpose of educa-
tion should be to transform rather than transmit knowledge. This can 
be achieved by inspirational teachers who support students, but further 
their scholarship through meaningful interactions with students, as well 
as pursuing their research specialities and teaching practice. 
According to Taylor (2007) there has been a flurry of research that 

has sought to explore the relationship of the research/teaching nexus in 
HE. The findings can be broadly divided into two schools of thought: 
those that suggest there is a strong symbiotic link, where research informs 
knowledge delivered through teaching, and those who counter-argue that 
there is no real relationship in practice between these two key drivers of 
HE activity (Robertson & Bond, 2005; Taylor,  2007). Therefore, Tight 
(2016) notes, the experiences of staff in relation to teaching and research 
activities are best explored at a local level, so that the shaping of the 
relationship can be supported to address the needs and expectations of 
students. 

Bringing about a cultural shift within the department was the recog-
nition that there might have been a skills deficit amongst departmental 
staff in relation to employability. By fostering a ‘can do’ attitude, an away 
day session discussed the findings of the action research study, embarking
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upon several group exercises exploring how staff could integrate trans-
ferable skills into their learning outcomes in a bespoke approach to 
each module. Providing a starting point for colleagues to ask ques-
tions and discuss employability in an open environment consensus was 
reached to develop a strategy to inform all future decisions in relation to 
employability. 
This ‘buy-in together’ approach enabled staff to develop their teaching 

practice through embracing the employability agenda in a collegial 
manner. For example, the existing employability module was co-
coordinated by a new junior colleague, who was mentored through 
the teaching of the level five module as she developed her own style 
of teaching this module. The curriculum was developed to include 
two further discrete modules, at level five and six, which incrementally 
helped students to develop their skills. Two new members of staff were 
supported to design and develop the modules, supporting and upskilling 
staff, through a model of co-opted reflection on practice within the 
criminology team (Schon, 1991). 
Importantly, the content of the two new modules were situated within 

the discipline of criminology and included a strong focus on social justice 
in the Criminal Justice System and the development of entrepreneurial 
skills for students that have been identified as key drivers of grad-
uate employment (Bell, 2016). Whilst this fits nicely within the values 
of ‘good learning’ and required staff to develop appropriate learning 
methods that reflect signature pedagogies (York, 2006), others have 
noted (Jameson, et al., 2012), there are existential tensions that exist 
within criminology about the purpose of the discipline. The strains 
between whether the role of criminology is to support state actors, the 
Criminal Justice System and increasingly the third sector to ‘work better’ 
or to stand against the idea that crime and punishment is legitimate in 
any form (see Jameson et al., 2012) do however, potentially impact on 
the delivery of employability initiates. The modules at level five and six 
incorporate critical thinking about the purpose of crime and responses 
to it to help future leaders and managers develop responses and services 
that are ethically delivered (Trebilcock & Griffiths, 2021). 

Being a research-led department, we looked at ways in which we could 
incorporate employability into our research endeavours. One way was
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by offering volunteering placements within live research projects. For 
example, on a four-year project that examined higher education students’ 
experiences of working in the sex industry, over eighty students across 
Wales were offered an experiential learning opportunity that enhanced 
their subject specific knowledge as well as skills development, 

Working [….] was really fantastic for a multitude of reasons. Firstly, it 
gave me a much greater insight into the issues surrounding student’s 
involvement in the sex industry. It really helped me understand the 
current work that has been done on the topic as well as well as empha-
sizing how much work still needs to be done. Secondly, it provided me 
with a greater knowledge of how a piece of large-scale research functions 
and allowed me to work beside professionals in an academic context to 
discover the rewards and challenges of embarking on a project of the 
magnitude. Working on the project has also supplied me with a range of 
new skills and experiences, ranging from improvements in my ability to 
partake in research using computers, to learning how to approach people 
and engage them in conversations of an obviously sensitive nature. 

Staff also embarked on a summer internship scheme and enabled 
students to develop externals networks with work placements/research 
internships with South Wales Police; local schools; local authorities; third 
sector organisations and the Youth Justice Board were developed. The 
value in such student experience opportunities helped to enrich the lives 
of students and recognise the skills being developed during their degree, 

My placement has been a wonderful experience. It has given me a better 
understanding for the workings of a real-life research project. I believe 
the skills I have used and gained during my placement to be crucial to 
my future employability. 

The shift away from thinking about teaching and research as uncon-
nected, but seeing them inextricably linked and embedded within the 
employability agenda, has been transformational in terms of developing 
opportunities for students and staff. Situating criminology at Swansea 
firmly within the model of ‘Student as Producer’ that seeks to diminish 
the hierarchy of lecturer vs student to one of collaboration has mutual
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gains (Strudwick, 2017). Indeed, the commitment of staff to developing 
research opportunities for students, at the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic in the spring/summer of 2020, was still able to offer summer 
internship schemes to students by adapting their endeavours to online 
methods. 

Discussion: A Discrete and Integrated 
Approach 

This chapter has outlined some of the actions and challenges with 
supporting students to develop their professional post-graduate skills 
set. These actions developed a departmental strategy which endeav-
oured to embed employability through an integrated and discrete model. 
Adopting this ‘flexible’ approach has enabled employability to be inte-
grated into the curriculum and student experience in a way which reaches 
out to students who have a variety of learning styles. 
Following the integrated model approach, personal transferable and 

higher-level skills are acquired whilst students are studying crimi-
nology, and are aligned to learning outcomes and teaching strategies 
such as group work/team building/development of emotional intelli-
gence/communication skills and the development of IT competencies. 
One of the areas focused upon was enhancing assessments to accommo-
date skills building, as suggested by Advance HE. In changing assess-
ments, we took every opportunity to discuss ideas with students and 
co-opt them as producers (Strudwick, 2017) into the design of learning 
where appropriate. Through an assessment mapping exercise in 2015, it 
was identified that a module introducing students to policing might be 
enhanced by a change of assessment to reflect the changes to policing as 
a ‘profession’. Students were consulted about the potential changes and a 
vlog and briefing paper were introduced to challenge students to develop 
new skills. As a result, assessments are now aligned to transferable/higher-
level skill development and are a fundamental consideration in the design 
of any new module. 

By adopting the discrete model element to the strategy compliments 
the integrated approaches, personal transferable skills and higher-level
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skills from the central basis of teaching and pastoral support. For 
example, one of the ‘quick wins’ was the introduction of ‘employability 
events’ where speakers from the Criminal Justice System such as the 
police, probation, youth offending services and third sector, discussed 
the skills necessary to secure employment in those areas. Relationships 
with businesses, such as Admiral, enabled students to explore careers 
such as fraud investigation, whereby we endeavoured to enhance the 
student experience further by taking learning off campus through visits 
to organisations such as Swansea prison. 

In the early stages of development an employability handbook was 
designed, completed by students independently and discussed with staff 
during academic mentoring skills development sessions. We harnessed 
the use of social media and set up an employability page on Facebook, 
where internal and external opportunities were posted. The page was 
also open to Alumni students, with opportunities post-graduation and 
also upcoming positions in their organisations. We also recognised the 
achievements of alumni and displayed posters around the college that 
showcased how their degree enhanced their career prospects. 

However, perhaps the most important aspect of curriculum develop-
ment came through the design of the three modules discussed earlier 
that focused specifically on employability. These modules provided an 
employability stream to the curriculum, that sits alongside themes, such 
as developing research methods and theoretical understandings of crime 
and the responses of the Criminal Justice System. To bolster this devel-
opment of curriculum an optional non-credit bearing level six module 
was also designed for 2020/2021, to provide students with professional 
development skills associated with securing employment during a global 
pandemic.
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Measuring Success 

Whilst measuring the success of teaching and learning strategies is prob-
lematic, the changes implemented over the past decade do support 
students to find employment post-graduation. For example, data for 
the percentage of students in work using the HESA E1a employment 
indicator, with an additional comparison of those who are in Graduate 
Level Employment using the Times metric, clearly shows a trend towards 
increased levels of students engaged in Graduate Level employment on 
completion of a criminology degree at Swansea. Rising from graduate 
level employment of 62.5% in 2014/15 to 70.8% in 2015/16 to 75.6% 
in 2016/17. 
The curriculum developments also enhanced their student experience 

shown with a quote from a former student who sent an unsolicited email 
to me in 2018 evidences, 

I was from the Class of Alumni that graduated in 2016. I have been 
meaning to send this email well over a year ago now. I have been 
employed since January 2017 at [….] working as an ‘Offender Manage-
ment Unit Case Administrator’. I am thoroughly enjoying my role and 
I am constantly learning and developing each day. The skills and knowl-
edge that I obtained during my time at University has been invaluable to 
me in progressing in this position. Thank you for the support that was 
given to me during my time at University. 

Concluding Thoughts 

The employability strategy for undergraduate criminology at Swansea is 
now embedded within all stages of the student life cycle. It is part of our 
open day presentations and students are offered formal learning oppor-
tunities to enhance their skills throughout their degree, with modules on 
employability and knowledge-based assessments. They are also offered 
a wealth of opportunities such as internships, volunteering and access
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to professional networks to enhance their student experience. Post-
graduation we celebrate the successes of our alumni by inviting them 
back to campus to provide inspirational talks to current students. 
This agenda was not without its difficulties and challenges, notably 

the cultural shift seeing research and teaching as equal activities. By situ-
ating the employability agenda as a strategic priority, it is important 
that employability initiatives are recognised at an institutional level in 
the professional development review and promotion process, with some 
efforts being rewarded by university accolades, such as teaching and SEA 
employability awards and for some, promotion. The embedding of the 
employability agenda has ensured that employability is at the front end 
of the delivery of the criminology curriculum and not relegated to the 
sidelines as an ‘add on’. For example, a question on how prospective staff 
address the professional development needs of students is now included 
in the interview process for new members of staff something few of us 
could have envisaged ten years ago. 
There have also been substantial shifts within the discipline. For 

example, recognition by the British Society of Criminology, Learning 
and Teaching Network sponsored a symposium hosted in 2017 by Derby 
University Criminology at the Cutting Edge of the Curriculum and 
in 2021, Swansea University was awarded the British Society of Crim-
inology Learning and Teaching prize for the work described here in 
relation to curriculum enhancement. 
We will keep abreast of the changing profile of career destinations for 

our graduates. To respond to the changing nature of skills with cyber 
security we have introduced a module that supports students to develop 
digital skills for roles such as countering the threat from terrorism, 
modern slavery and online sexual offending. Therefore, for us, our work 
continues. 

Top Tips: Embedding Employability

• Work with students to understand their career aspirations, by devel-
oping an evidence base of knowledge used to benchmark students’ 
career aspirations. Ensuring the topic of employability remains a
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standing item on staff student forums, enabling student voice is heard 
within formal learning, teaching and quality processes.

• Harness and incorporate the value in alumni to develop networks 
and role model potential future careers. This can also help to develop 
partnerships to offer student internship opportunities.

• Awareness of the changing employability landscape by developing 
an industry forum that meets periodically to consider the skills 
required and works collaboratively with employers to design and 
deliver learning.

• Review the module content and disciplinary relevance in under-
standing changes in the sector and ensure the curriculum has currency 
to meet the needs of employers.

• Provide support to staff at a programme level to develop an embedded 
employability curriculum. This can be achieved by appointing an 
academic departmental ‘employability lead’ to support staff to enhance 
their own practice. Institutionally, recognise the value of innova-
tions in the context of employability through professional review and 
promotion processes. 

References 

Advance, H. E. (no date). Essential frameworks for enhancing student success: 
Embedding employability in Higher Education. https://www.heacademy.ac. 
uk/system/files/downloads/Framework%20for%20Embedding%20Empl 
oyability%20in%20Higher%20Education_0.pdf 

Advance, H. E. (no date). Essential frameworks for enhancing student success: 
Transforming assessment in higher education. Transforming Assessment in 
Higher Education Framework.pdf (advance-he.ac.uk) 

Bates, L., & Hayes, H. (2017). Using the student lifecycle approach to 
enhance employability: An example from criminology and criminal justice. 
Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education, 1892 (Special Issue ), 141–151. 

Bell, R. (2016). Unpacking the link between entrepreneurialism and employ-
ability: An assessment of the relationship between entrepreneurial attitudes

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/downloads/Framework%20for%20Embedding%20Employability%20in%20Higher%20Education_0.pdf
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/downloads/Framework%20for%20Embedding%20Employability%20in%20Higher%20Education_0.pdf
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/downloads/Framework%20for%20Embedding%20Employability%20in%20Higher%20Education_0.pdf


174 D. Jones

and likelihood of graduate employment in a professional field. Education + 
Training , 58(1), 2–17. 

Binnie, G. (2020). What are university careers services doing to bridge the 
outcomes gap between white and BAME graduates? Higher Education Policy 
Institute. https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/10/28/what-are-university-careers-
services-doing-to-bridge-the-outcomes-gap-between-white-and-bame-gra 
duates/ 

BIS (Department of Business, Innovation and Skills). (2010). Securing a 
sustainable future for higher education: An independent review of higher 
education funding and student finance. http://publishing.service.gov.uk 

BIS (Department of Business, Innovation and Skills). (2015). Understanding 
employers’ graduate recruitment and selection practices (Main Report, Research 
Paper 231). http://publishing.service.gov.uk 

Boyer, E. (1991). The scholarship of teaching from: Scholarship reconsidered: 
Priorities of the professoriate. College Teaching, 39 (1), 11–13. 

Dearing, R. (1997). National committee enquiry into higher education. http:// 
www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/ncihe/ 

Etikan, I., Abubakar Musa, S., & Alkassim, R. (2016). Comparison of conve-
nience sampling and purposive sampling. American Journal of Theoretical 
and Applied Statistics, 5 (1), 1–4. 

Glennerster, H. (2001). United Kingdom education 1997–2001. http://eprints. 
lse.ac.uk/3983/1/United_Kingdom_education_1997-2001.pdf 

Greenwood, D., & Levin, M. (1998). Introduction to action research: Social 
research for social change. Sage Publications. 

Her Majesties Government. (2010). The coalition: Our programme for govern-
ment . 

Higher Education Funding Council for Wales. (2012). Funding for higher 
education for the academic year 2012/2013. http://www.hefcw.ac.uk/docume 
nts/news/press_releases/2012%20Press%20Releases/30%2003%2012%20F 
unding%20for%20universities%20in%202012%202013%20-%20E.pdf 

Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). (no date). Graduate activities and 
characteristics. HESA. 

Hills, J. M., Robertson, G., Walker, R., Adey, M. A., & Nixon, I. (2003). 
Bridging the gap between degree programme curricula and employability 
through implementation of work-related learning. Teaching in Higher Educa-
tion, 8(2), 211–231. 

Jameson, J., Strudwick, K., Bond-Taylor, S., & Jones, M. (2012). Academic 
principles versus employability pressures: A modern power struggle or a 
creative opportunity? Teaching in Higher Education, 17 (1), 25–27.

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/10/28/what-are-university-careers-services-doing-to-bridge-the-outcomes-gap-between-white-and-bame-graduates/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/10/28/what-are-university-careers-services-doing-to-bridge-the-outcomes-gap-between-white-and-bame-graduates/
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/10/28/what-are-university-careers-services-doing-to-bridge-the-outcomes-gap-between-white-and-bame-graduates/
http://publishing.service.gov.uk
http://publishing.service.gov.uk
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/ncihe/
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/ncihe/
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/3983/1/United_Kingdom_education_1997-2001.pdf
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/3983/1/United_Kingdom_education_1997-2001.pdf
http://www.hefcw.ac.uk/documents/news/press_releases/2012%20Press%20Releases/30%2003%2012%20Funding%20for%20universities%20in%202012%202013%20-%20E.pdf
http://www.hefcw.ac.uk/documents/news/press_releases/2012%20Press%20Releases/30%2003%2012%20Funding%20for%20universities%20in%202012%202013%20-%20E.pdf
http://www.hefcw.ac.uk/documents/news/press_releases/2012%20Press%20Releases/30%2003%2012%20Funding%20for%20universities%20in%202012%202013%20-%20E.pdf


8 Transforming Criminology … 175

Jameson, J., & Strudwick, K. (2010). Subject interest group case study: crimi-
nology in the professions (Project Report). Centre for Sociology, Anthropology 
and Politics, Birmingham. 

Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as a source of learning and 
development. Prentice Hall. 

Maisuria, A., & Cole, M. (2017). The neoliberalisation of higher education: 
An alternative is possible. Policy Futures in Education, 15 (5), 602–619. 

May, T. (2011). Social research: Issues, methods and process. McGraw-Hill. 
McKie, L. (2002). Engagement and evaluation in qualitative inquiry. In T. May 

(Eds.), Qualitative research in action. Sage Publications. 
Metzler, M. W. (2012). Scholarship reconsidered for the professoriate of 2010. 

Quest, 46 (4), 440–455. 
National Assembly for Wales. (2009). The enterprise and learning committee: 

The economic contribution of Higher Education in Wales. http://www.assemb 
lywales.org/cr-ld7730 

Norton, S., & Dalrymple, R. (2020). Employability: breaking the mould. A case 
study compendium. Advance HE. 

Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). (2007). Benchmarks for criminology. http:// 
www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Documents/crimin 
ology07.pdf 

Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). (2019). Benchmarks for criminology. Subject 
Benchmark Statement: Criminology. http://qaa.ac.uk 

Redmond, P. (2006). Outcasts on the inside: Graduates, employability and 
widening participation. Tertiary Education and Management, 12, 119–135. 

Rees, G. (2004). The impacts of parliamentary devolution on education policy 
in Wales. Welsh Journal of Education, 14 (1), 8–20. 

Robertson, J., & Bond, C. (2005). The research/teaching relation: A view from 
the edge. Higher Education, 50 (3), 509–535. 

Saratankos, S. (2005). Social research (3rd ed.). Palgrave Macmillan. 
Schon, D. A. (1991). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. 

Ashgate Publishing Ltd. 
Serow, R. C. (2000). Research and teaching at a research university. Higher 

Education, 40 (4), 449–463. 
Strudwick, K. (2017). Debating student as producer: Relationships; contexts 

and challenges for higher education. PRISM Casting New Light on Learning, 
Theory and Practice, 1(1), 73–96. 

Swansea University. (no date). Employability and high-level skills. Equipping 
students for success. https://www.swan.ac.uk/media/media,40311,en.pdf

http://www.assemblywales.org/cr-ld7730
http://www.assemblywales.org/cr-ld7730
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Documents/criminology07.pdf
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Documents/criminology07.pdf
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Documents/criminology07.pdf
http://qaa.ac.uk
https://www.swan.ac.uk/media/media,40311,en.pdf


176 D. Jones

Taylor, J. (2007). The teaching research nexus: A model for institutional 
management. Higher Education, 54 (6), 867–884. 

Thomas, L., & Jones, R. (2007). Embedding employability in the context of 
widening participation: Higher Education Academy-Learning and Employa-
bility Series 2. http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/employability/ 
ESECT_WideningParticipation.pdf 

Tibby, M., & Norton, S. (2020). Essential frameworks for enhancing student 
success: embedding employability: A guide to the Advance HE Framework. 
Advance HE. 

Tight, M. (2016). Examining the research/teaching nexus. European Journal of 
Higher Education, 6 (4), 293–311. 

Trebilcock, J., & Griffiths, C. (2021). Student motivations for studying 
criminology: A narrative inquiry. Criminology and Criminal Justice, 22 (3), 
480–497. 

Tyers, C., Connor, H., Pollard, E., Bates, P., & Hunt, W. (2006). Welsh gradu-
ates and their jobs: Employment and employability in Wales. Higher Education 
Funding Council for Wales. http://www.employment-studies.co.uk/pubs/ 
summary.php?id=0806hefcw 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological 
processes. Harvard University Press. 

Welsh Government. (2016). The review of higher education funding and student 
finance arrangements in Wales. Diamond Review. http://gov.wales 

Welsh Assembly Government. (2009). For our future: The 21st century higher 
education strategy and plan for Wales. http://wales.gov.uk/docs/dcells/public 
ations/091214hestrategyen.pdf 

Wilson Review. (2012). Review of business: University collaboration. http://www. 
wilsonreview.co.uk/ 

Yorke, M. (2006). Employability and higher education: What it is—What it is 
n’t. Learning and Employability Series 1. The Higher Education Academy. 

Yorke, M., & Knight, P. T. (2006). Curricula for economic and social gain. 
Higher Education, 51, 565–588. 

Zuber-Skerritt, O. (1996). New directions in action research. Falmer Press.

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/employability/ESECT_WideningParticipation.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/employability/ESECT_WideningParticipation.pdf
http://www.employment-studies.co.uk/pubs/summary.php?id=0806hefcw
http://www.employment-studies.co.uk/pubs/summary.php?id=0806hefcw
http://gov.wales
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/dcells/publications/091214hestrategyen.pdf
http://wales.gov.uk/docs/dcells/publications/091214hestrategyen.pdf
http://www.wilsonreview.co.uk/
http://www.wilsonreview.co.uk/


Part III 
The Challenges of Creating 

Transformative Conversations



9 
Balancing Sympathy and Empathy 

in an Emotive Discipline 

Helen Nichols and Victoria Humphrey 

Introduction 

Studying Criminology involves an exploration of the nature, causes, and 
extent of crime, while incorporating a critical examination of responses 
to criminal activity through the criminal justice process. Navigating 
through the criminological discipline, students frequently encounter 
emotive topics including, but not limited to, violence, victimisation, 
trauma, harm, and vulnerability. However, despite the often-challenging 
nature of criminological study, topics of a sensitive nature can also be 
the stimulus for students’ desire to learn (Dalton, 2010). Dalton (ibid.) 
argues that teaching such topics has pedagogical value in raising students’ 
consciousness and promotes an ‘enhanced respect for human difference, 
tolerance, and empathy for the plight of others’ (p. 15). Educators in 
Criminology can encounter polarised student attitudes towards people
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who commit crime, ranging from the punitive to the sympathetic. By 
presenting the ideal of rehabilitation and the principle of punitiveness 
as two ends of one spectrum, rather than an either/or dichotomy, Tajalli 
et al. (2013) found in their survey of criminal justice college students in 
the United States, that students with conservative political values, and 
those who worried about becoming victims of crime, were more likely 
to favour a punitive approach towards people who commit crime. As 
students’ progress through their higher education journey, their inter-
action with critical debate and discussion of criminological research 
findings can change their attitudes and shift their mindset and position 
on the punitive spectrum. This observation, combined with being encul-
tured into the predominantly left-wing university setting (see Bailey & 
O’Leary, 2017), can sometimes present the development of sympathetic 
views, including towards people who have committed offences. 
This chapter will consider the challenges of balancing sympathy and 

empathy in the emotive discipline of Criminology. With a focus on 
the study of prisons, the chapter will consider some of the oppositions 
between media and academic illustrations of prisons and people who live 
and work within them. Subsequently, it will incorporate a case study 
reflecting upon Humphrey’s experience of studying a final year under-
graduate optional module ‘Psychology in Prisons’ which contained some 
emotion-invoking learning materials. Through this reflection, it is argued 
that accounts from prisoner voice, evidence of prisoner vulnerability and 
visual sources can be particularly emotive triggers in this area of study, 
often which require students to engage in a reflective process to success-
fully redress the sympathy/empathy balance in the pursuit of in-depth, 
critical, and simultaneously balanced understanding. In doing so, the 
chapter will highlight the potentially positive implications for student 
engagement through processes of feeling, reflection, and sense-making 
to achieve a holistic scholarly experience involving both personal and 
academic development.
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Pedagogies of Empathy 

To situate this chapter within the broader pedagogical context, it 
will address points for consideration contained within ‘pedagogies of 
empathy’ literature. This will highlight the importance of empathy 
development in students, and connect to the wider content of the 
chapter, which draws upon the teaching of penology to articulate the 
sympathy/empathy balance. 
English (2016) defines empathy as the ‘imaginative seeing of situa-

tions from the view of another person’ (p. 1053). By exploring the work 
of Dewey, English (2016) points to the connection between imagina-
tion and empathy, illustrating that ‘empathetic projection’ enables us 
to achieve a view of the world as others see it, explaining that imagi-
nation enables us to ‘dwell in these spaces of uncertainty as spaces of 
learning’ (English, 2016: 1054). While identifying that empathy requires 
the ability to view experiences from another’s perspective, through the 
consideration of the existence of other viewpoints in the world, a person 
is then able to learn from the other. As noted by Leake (2016), those 
calling for pedagogies of empathy advocate for teaching empathy to find 
better ways to understand one another ‘across our substantial differ-
ences’. Batson et al. (2002: 1656) further propose that attitudes can be 
improved through the development of empathy for members of stig-
matised groups, and that it may be ‘a potent and valuable technique’ 
for more positive responses to the stigmatised in society. According to 
English (2016) students dwelling in these spaces enables them to become 
aware of their ‘blind spot’ which, when identified, creates an awareness 
of things beyond everyday experience (English, 2016). 
Nussbaum (1998), highlighted the narrative arts as having force in 

opening the mind through imagination, which leads English to note 
how autobiographical literature has the capacity to create ‘third voice’; 
a voice not otherwise present in the classroom. This third voice allows us 
to imaginatively extend our experiences of the present world into a world 
that is ‘hidden from view’. In English’s experience of teaching in the class-
room, the inclusion of the third voice through literature enabled students 
to consider the lived experiences of authors, which then extended to the
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development of empathetic interest in the social and cultural differences 
between student peers. 
The students in the case study presented in this chapter were broadly 

socially and culturally homogenous, and thus were primarily focused on 
collectively delving into the hidden world of ‘the other’, as opposed to 
English (2016) who identified her students coming to discuss the ways in 
which they were culturally similar and different from one another (as well 
as the differences between them and the authors whose work they were 
reading). In the case study, engagement was achieved in seminar activi-
ties designed to develop empathy by presenting students with scenarios 
familiar to them personally, drawing upon on core experiential themes 
to connect them to the people they were endeavouring to understand; 
people in prison. In this case, students’ ‘blind spots’ were identified 
through engagement with materials that revealed prisoner voice, such as 
prisoner-authored poetry presented at the end of each lecture and pieces 
written and published by serving prisoners which were read by students 
during their independent study time. 

Although the development of empathy for ‘the other’ is an inher-
ently positive undertaking, Shuman (2005) proposes that empathy rarely 
changes the circumstances of those who suffer and is more often for 
those in the privileged position of empathiser rather than empathised. 
This criticism is supported by Leake (2016) who proposes that this form 
of empathy resembles pity and can serve the interests of the empathiser 
by confirming his or her desire to be considered a compassionate indi-
vidual without changing the circumstances of the person empathised 
with. Furthermore, Batson et al. (2002) suggest in their proposition of an 
empathy–attitude–action model that increased positive attitudes towards 
‘the other’ should provide the basis for increased motivation to help. 
While the empathy developed in this chapter’s case study does not 

present an opportunity for students to help those experiencing the 
challenges and difficulties of imprisonment, for some students the devel-
opment of empathy during study had a direct, evidenced impact on their 
desire to participate in action to support ‘the other’ through their grad-
uate employability pursuits. Some former students, who have established 
careers working directly with people in prison, have since returned to talk 
to current students about how they have been able to apply their critical
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understanding of key topic areas in their working lives, with reference to 
the importance of developing an empathetic viewpoint as a transferable 
skill. 

As will be discussed in the next section of this chapter, over-exposure 
to the challenging realities of prison life, through fictional and non-
fictional media representations, can serve to desensitise students through 
the normalisation of such ordinarily distressing images. This desen-
sitisation can result in emotional distancing akin to the compassion 
fatigue for the suffering of the marginalised described by Seu (2003). 
In Criminology, which strives to capture the foundational causes of 
criminality through an appreciation of the impact of social inequality 
and social injustice, understanding those in the prison setting requires 
engagement with the challenges of understanding the marginalised and 
criminalised ‘other’. As such, part of the aim of engaging students in 
developing an understanding of those who are subject to sentences 
imposed by the criminal justice system, is to create resensitisation through 
the development of a balanced empathetic viewpoint. 

The Challenge of Achieving Empathy When 
Teaching Penology 

The focus of this chapter towards a specific case study in practice, 
considers the challenge of balancing sympathy and empathy in the 
context of teaching penology, the study of punishment and prisons in 
theory and practice. Prisons are among the most secure institutions in 
society, with the primary insights of students prior to study, often being 
based on carefully edited media representations driven by newsworthy-
driven agendas. The public often commute between factual news and 
entertainment programming (Mason, 2003), creating piecemeal stereo-
typical perceptions of the reality of criminal justice institutions and those 
who live and work within them. Jewkes (2015) argues that of the twelve 
news structures and values that shape crime news media, five apply to 
the prison in terms of what makes it such a newsworthy topic, one that 
is especially appealing to audiences. Presentations such as risk, conserva-
tive ideology, graphic imagery, violence, and high-status persons (ibid.)
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make fictional and non-fictional observations of prisons very attractive to 
audiences. With the emergence of the Netflix phenomenon, viewers are 
spoilt for choice with the breadth of films, documentaries, and series that 
they can watch about prisons. This has resulted in such perceptions being 
problematic, especially given that the reality of prison life can be heavily 
dominated by overbearing routine and boredom. While documentaries 
may resonate with some of the ethnographic work of researchers, they 
often take a particular angle (Jewkes, 2015). As audience members prior 
to studying prisons, students’ preconceptions of what we might study 
about these institutions may be located in the extremes of the easy-going 
holiday camp or the dangerous and violent environment (Coyle, 2005). 

Crewe (2007) argues that in contrast to the ‘lawless jungle’ often 
portrayed in prison films, academic literature offers a range of lenses 
through which to view and understand prison life. This can be seen in 
recent publications that divert away from a fixation on dominant forms 
of masculinity, which offer a limited picture of the identities presented in 
the prison setting (see Laws & Lieber, 2020; Maguire, 2019). Exploring 
their understanding of expressions of care among male prisoners, Laws 
and Lieber (2020) highlight that prisoners do not always live in a contin-
uous state of fear, and that there is a need to acknowledge the many 
understated prisoner characteristics including empathy, positive interac-
tions, kindness, and friendship. In teaching practice, it is important to 
introduce students to such characteristics, to broaden their knowledge 
on the relevance of them in their role as learners. This, in part, chal-
lenges the predominantly aggressive masculine ‘argot roles’ that Sykes 
(1958) depicted in his classic work, The Society of Captives; work which  
has endured in the study of prisons. In doing this, students can explore 
the ‘classic’ prison sociology literature alongside the contemporary, and 
engage with opportunities to develop their criticality. As with previously 
cited academic literature, acts of kindness in prison have demonstrated 
that prisoners are able to have supportive relationships with one another, 
as shown in practice through peer support schemes. The Listener Scheme 
is a peer support service, delivered by the Samaritans, which aims to 
reduce suicide and self-harm in prisons (Samaritans, 2020). Operating 
in almost all prisons in England, Scotland, and Wales, volunteers for
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the Samaritans select, train, and support prisoners to become Listeners 
who provide confidential emotional support to their peers who are strug-
gling to cope (ibid.). The Samaritans website offers content, which can 
be useful to educators, including information, videos, and testimonials. 
These resources can provide students with materials that enable them 
to link findings from academic literature to real-life initiatives. Further 
signposting to evidence of the effectiveness of peer support for prisoners 
has also been provided online by Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation 
Service (see GOV.UK, 2020). As well as providing access to summaries 
concerning evidence of effectiveness and evidence-informed effective 
practice, this website presents sources for further reading including Life 
in Prison: Peer Support (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2016) and  A system-
atic review of the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of peer education and peer 
support in prisons (Bagnall et al., 2015). 
To broaden their understanding of life behind prison walls, several 

academics have reflected upon their own experiences of conducting 
research in prisons within their published work (see Crewe, 2014; 
Jewkes, 2012; Liebling, 1999; Sloan  &  Wright,  2015). Within 
such publications, writers have offered reflections on distinct themes 
concerning research processes and experiences. Liebling (1999) consid-
ered the ‘dangers and rewards’ of doing prison research and the 
reality of the subjective feelings that researchers experience in the 
prison space. Further acknowledging the emotional trials that can be 
involved in research in this environment, Jewkes (2012) presented the 
‘autoethnographic dimensions’ of qualitative enquiry shedding light 
on the emotional investment involved in studying stigmatised ‘others’ 
pulling together the work of other ethnographers while also recounting 
a personal research encounter of her own. More recently, Sloan and 
Wright (2015) reflected upon the experiences of ‘going in green’ as a new 
researcher and the challenges that are negotiated by those who are new 
to the prison in a research capacity. By engaging with varied reflective 
accounts, students have the opportunity to consider that emotion has a 
role to play, not just in prison research experiences, but also in studying 
prisons more broadly. This raises key points for debate within teaching 
and learning, and strikes an important balance between sympathy and
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empathy to reveal a much deeper level of understanding about prisons 
and those who live and work inside them. 

Deconstructing Empathy and Sympathy 

Critical thinking in learning involves encouraging students to identify 
and question their own assumptions and engage in developing their 
worldviews (Howes, 2017). When supporting students with developing 
their critical thinking, it is important to create a balance to avoid under-
standing spilling into sympathies, as this may cloud interpretations of 
wider contexts. Such observations have been significant for students 
studying prisons and penology in order to facilitate their critical thinking 
and creativity when presenting balanced arguments in assessed work. It 
is also integral in the process of redressing the balance with students’ 
explorations of victimised actor models that provide alternative views 
to rational actor theories of crime and deviance (see Burke, 2019). It 
is therefore crucial for students to be able to recognise the distinc-
tions between sympathy and empathy, and apply them when working 
to develop an understanding of some of the emotive issues raised within 
this topic area. 
With reference to media representations that may shape assumptions 

students may have when joining university (see Bennett, 2006), it is 
important to understand the role of tabloid media. The framing presents 
the topic of prisons and prisoners often with a distinctly unsympathetic 
viewpoint. Therefore, presenting students with academic research can 
starkly challenge such representations, and deconstruct images providing 
students with what may be interpreted as an overly liberal ‘reality check’. 
Therefore, it is imperative that students are informed, through academic 
research, of the realities of prison life and how this can differ from 
popular media representations. Thus, we must not lose sight of the quest 
for in-depth understanding of the topic which requires some balancing 
of the books (see Mackey & Courtright, 2000). 

Introducing students to the academic literature on prisons raises a 
number of key issues. Students have often expressed that they are partic-
ularly interested in understanding the challenging nature of prison life,
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and the impact that prison experiences can have on the mental well-being 
of prisoners. However, in creating the necessary balance, consideration 
needs to be given as to how we interpret this knowledge, while also recog-
nising the role prisons have in keeping the public safe from people who 
may have a proven capacity to cause harm to others. In teaching, we 
can begin to unpack our own engagement with the subject matter and 
contemplate where we can draw the emotional line. For this reason, it is 
worthwhile to make a distinction between empathy and sympathy , which  
has proven itself to be a useful exercise when having discussions with 
students (as will be noted at the end of this chapter). 
While they may have similar connotations, and in some cases be 

used interchangeably (albeit incorrectly), the distinct nuances in the 
meanings of empathy and sympathy need to be recognised and under-
stood. When teaching students about imprisonment, and engaging with 
academic literature, this can very often place a distinct focus on the nega-
tive elements of the prison environment and experience. At the same 
time, this also requires a consciousness that comes from critical engage-
ment in debates, that being given a prison sentence is a signifier of a 
serious offence which has caused victimisation in some form. 

At its core, sympathy involves a process of sharing the feelings or 
emotions of another individual. For example, we may experience pain 
ourselves when learning about the emotional pain of others. If a friend 
or family member experiences grief through the loss of a loved one, we 
too may feel a sense of grief through the knowledge that a person we 
care about is in distress. Empathy however is about understanding and 
requires us to imagine how another person may be feeling by figuratively 
putting ourselves in their shoes while maintaining emotional distance. 
The distinction between sympathy and empathy was captured by Aring 
(1958) who proposed: 

The act or capacity of entering into or sharing the feelings of another is 
known as sympathy. Empathy, on the other hand, not only is an identifi-
cation of sorts but also connotes an awareness of one’s separateness from 
the observed. One of the most difficult tasks put upon a man is reflective 
commitment to another’s problem while maintaining his own identity.
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Furthermore, Davis (1983) measured empathy as sensitivity to others, 
social functioning, emotionality and self-esteem, and intelligence. 
When exploring prisoner narratives, we often encounter experiences 

of victimisation, exclusion, and stigmatisation grounded in stories of 
personal trauma. At the same time, we also see accounts of impris-
oned people who have had supportive upbringings and positive expe-
riences in earlier life. The varied nature of prisoners’ backgrounds 
presents a realistic and well-rounded understanding of the population, 
which importantly highlights that they are not a homogenous group. 
However, as previously discussed, the negative often outweighs the 
positive when it comes to learning more about the lives that people 
have led before imprisonment. Such realisations can invoke sympathetic 
responses, which are natural when taking into account some prisoners’ 
particularly traumatic narratives. While it is important for students to 
maintain an objective viewpoint, where possible, it is also natural and 
appropriate for emotional responses to be realised when confronted with 
traumatic human experience. 

At this point we are presented with an opportunity to engage 
students with the ‘whose side’ debate (see Becker, 1967; Gouldner, 
1962; Liebling, 2001) in which the existence of a value-free approach to 
the social sciences has been contested. Through discussions concerning 
this debate (see Nichols, 2021), conclusions can be drawn which align 
with Liebling’s work, that we can engage emotionally with such subject 
matter as a natural human response, and then step back to consider 
how we translate this into a balanced academic account. In the same 
way that prison researchers can reflectively neutralise their side being 
swayed during the research process, students can take a similar reflec-
tive approach by ensuring that their reading of the academic literature is 
sufficiently broad so as not to overly rely on single or small numbers of 
accounts, thus enabling them to see, and academically discuss, the wider 
context. 

It is important for students to develop the ability to examine pris-
oner narratives in academic literature from a place of empathy. Putting 
themselves in the position of another person, whose personal circum-
stances are often markedly different from their own, enhances their 
opportunity to develop intellectual ability which is ‘logically related to
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emotional intelligence’ (Busu et al., 2020: 889). This situates students in 
a position to further enhance their ability to ‘become reflective on their 
actions or thinking towards others’ (Busu et al., 2020: 891) and form 
balanced arguments that do not slip unnecessarily into sympathetic tone. 
As noted however, sympathy itself is not problematic in academic study 
or research, especially when learning about people who have victimised 
others and in many cases been victims themselves. Instead, recognising 
sympathetic responses should be viewed by students as a trigger for them 
to question their responses through the wider exploration of academic 
materials available to them. 
The next section of this chapter will present a case study, identifying 

a sample of learning resources that triggered such responses, and explore 
how a student (Humphrey) was able to draw on their skills to reflect and 
make sense of them as a learner. 

Achieving Empathy 

To provide an example of how students engage with learning materials 
that have the potential to invoke emotive responses, this case study is 
about a third year optional Criminology module delivered at the Univer-
sity of Lincoln in 2021; Psychology in Prisons. This module examines the 
psychological and physiological effects of imprisonment on people in 
prisons. By exploring the pains of imprisonment (Sykes, 1958) through 
both classic literature and more contemporary adaptations and interpre-
tations (Crewe, 2011; Crewe et al., 2017), students explore the intricacies 
and complexities of prison life. The module provides an opportunity 
for students to develop their understanding of different populations in 
prisons including men, women, young people, older people, people from 
black, Asian, and minority ethnic backgrounds, and prison staff. Each 
academic year, the module content is informed by students from the 
previous cohort following a process of reflection and evaluation at the 
end of the module. 
The case study draws upon a reflective approach examining module 

materials including written and visual sources. Utilising the Gibbs’ 
(1988) model of reflection, Humphrey examined a letter written by
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an inmate discussing the impact of positivity upon prisoners’ mental 
health, an excerpt of a BBC Panorama documentary exploring daily life 
within a British prison and finally a report from the Prison Reform Trust 
exploring issues concerning older people within the prison environment. 
Aspects of the following student-led reflection have been discussed using 
the first person to effectively evaluate the balance between sympathy and 
empathy when discussing module materials from a student’s perspective. 
Throughout this module, letters written to Inside Time (the national 

newspaper for prisoners and detainees) were explored. When studying 
the pains of imprisonment, as discussed by Sykes (1958), the letter 
‘Small things—Star letter of the month’ (A, 2020) was used as a topic 
of discussion within the seminar for that week. This letter, written 
from an inmate’s perspective, explores sensitive topics surrounding the 
impact of prison life and staff interaction upon prisoner mental health. 
Throughout this emotive letter it describes the impact that an officer had 
on the inmate through positive interactions. Through such interaction, 
the inmate described that they felt like a human being and like they 
mattered. This description of prison life allowed an insight into the daily 
routine and showed that when officers in a position of authority treat 
inmates with respect, this can positively impact behaviour. Through the 
way that the surroundings of the prison itself were described in this letter, 
and seeing this through an inmate’s perspective, as opposed to that of an 
academic, this changed the emotive response to such a piece. Discussions 
within the inmate’s letter, around feeling like they were being treated like 
an animal and the impact of an officer with a positive attitude, created a 
sympathetic response to the situation they described. 
This perspective made me question the overly punitive perspective 

of punishment, as often seen within the media and public perceptions, 
due to the influence of media perceptions of inmates built on news 
values such as violence, where prisoner mental health is often overlooked 
(Jewkes, 2015). As a student, seminar discussions allowed me to ques-
tion the sympathy I felt through conversation and the application of 
theory, such as the rational actor model and concepts surrounding social 
control. This experience provided a positive opening discussion which 
expanded my knowledge in critical thinking while exploring sources, and
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how to use such feelings of empathy as opposed to sympathy towards 
such scenarios. 
The material surrounding older prisoners, aged 50 or over, was also 

found to be similarly emotive within my experience. Seminar mate-
rials on the growing number of older inmates included a Prison Reform 
Trust report titled ‘Good practice with older people in prison—the views 
of prison staff ’ (Cooney & Braggins, 2010). The report was written 
using surveys of prison staff and raised questions about whether older 
inmates’ care is adequate within prison institutions. Aiming to evaluate 
and improve care provision it raised discussions around the ethical impli-
cations of prisoners ending their life in prison, and the ‘double burden’ 
that the care of older prisoners causes within modern-day institutions 
(Turner et al., 2018). Critically exploring the ‘double burden’ of older 
prisoners specifically caused emotional responses, notably when learning 
that older prisoners are less likely to receive visits from friends and family, 
which can leave them isolated. Societal projections of older people being 
more likely to be vulnerable also created feelings of concern linked to me 
thinking of older people within my life, and how I would personally feel 
if they were to end their life in such a setting. However, I often found 
myself forgetting the crimes that inmates may have committed, being 
aware that high amounts of older inmates are in prison due to sexually 
related offences, therefore bringing up emotions came as a shock. 
Discussions throughout this module with peers on older prisoners 

were the most dividing, and challenging when keeping an emotional 
distance. Often arguments held sympathetic undertones of the ‘double 
burden’, being met with statistics that showed a significant number 
of older inmates are in prison due to sexual offences (Turner et al., 
2018). This contrast to critically evaluate for and against arguments was 
further explored through reading the journal ‘Ageing and dying in the 
contemporary neoliberal prison: Exploring the double burden for older 
prisoners’ (Turner et al., 2018). Evaluating and reflecting on the feelings 
that such sources created, I am now able to effectively balance under-
standing and emotional distance towards discussions concerning older 
people in prison. 
When discussing researching prisons within the first weeks of the 

module, a source which I found to be particularly emotive was an



192 H. Nichols and V. Humphrey

excerpt of a Panorama documentary by the BBC titled ‘Behind Bars: 
Prison Undercover’ (von Plomin, 2017). This showed an undercover 
reporter working as a prison officer within a prison in England, showing 
body camera footage of their experiences. This documentary highlighted 
many poignant themes, including how prison officers felt overwhelmed 
within their role, understaffing and the effects of this on education and 
work, as well as the impact of privatisation of prison services. However, 
throughout the video, the overwhelming themes of mental health and 
intoxication of inmates, through both alcohol and drug use, made this 
source stand out. Some images created emotional responses unlike those 
for some of the literature, as it showed the true extent of the issues 
with illicit substances and mental health within the prison environment, 
causing a natural sympathetic response. 
Through evaluating such feelings towards sources, themes surrounding 

mental health within the prison environment caused emotive and often 
sympathetic emotional responses. Watching but being unaware of the 
crimes committed caused a disconnect with the audience, but also altered 
the balance between sympathy and empathy. Also, watching and hearing 
what the prisoners were doing and their feelings, unlike when reading 
academic materials, further brought to the foreground the ‘realness’ of 
the situation. Seminar discussions showed that many other students also 
found that visual stimulus particularly difficult to watch when keeping 
an empathetic stance, especially when in relation to mental health. Such 
emotions felt by the group were evaluated through discussions of avail-
able support and schemes currently running within the prison system, 
which within the source, were not highlighted when faced with the 
intense emotion shown by inmates. Reflecting on this source specifically, 
I found this topic leading to the most conflicting emotional response due 
to popular media perceptions of inmates that often filter into our way of 
thinking as perpetuated by selected news values, as discussed by Jewkes 
(2015). 
These experiences, aided my critical thinking when evaluating and 

reflecting upon situations, where balancing sympathy and empathy was 
particularly difficult. Prior to studying such modules, my emotional 
response was linked to the portrayal in the media. However, exploring 
emotions of both sympathy and empathy in the module have been
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useful in building a critical standpoint and emotional resilience, which 
has positive academic impact. Through exploring reflections on those 
who are seen to be vulnerable within society, such as older inmates 
or those experiencing a mental health crisis, created the most signif-
icant emotional responses, which was further exacerbated when seen 
visually, heard audibly, and through prisoner voice in written accounts. 
Through discussions with peers in seminar spaces, topics which were 
relatable, such as mental health and older people, often created a larger 
divide in opinion and had undertones of sympathetic and empathetic 
emotions. Through this reflection, when experiencing such emotional 
triggers towards materials, I am now more aware of being conscious of 
sympathetic feelings and would be confident in critically evaluating this 
in the future. 

Conclusion 

It was noted at the beginning of this chapter that student attitudes 
towards people convicted of criminal offences can be polarised, with 
both punitive and sympathetic attitudes occupying the two extremes of 
the spectrum. In making a case for the value of establishing an empa-
thetic stance, thus moving away from the potential skew of sympathy, 
this chapter has drawn upon the student voice to present a case study, 
from Humphrey’s perspective, giving insight into students’ approaches 
to the mechanics of achieving a more balanced view. While this kind 
of reflective thinking was not captured in students’ assessed work, the 
lack of attaching such activity to credit-bearing work can be benefi-
cial in focusing it in seminar activities which give students the freedom 
of engaging in reflective processes as a formative basis for the develop-
ment of critical thinking. Students were given further opportunity to 
engage in reflective thinking through weekly directed activities which 
combined ‘read, listen, and watch’ approaches to learning materials. This 
gave students choices in the types of materials they wanted to engage 
with on a weekly basis diversifying their independent learning experi-
ences within the module. By understanding the processes involved in
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developing an empathetic rather than sympathetic viewpoint, conclu-
sions can be drawn about the broader value of reflective practice in 
criminological learning. There may, for example, be positive implications 
here for student engagement whereby students’ psychological investment 
in their learning (see Lawson & Lawson, 2013) broadens engagement to 
also involve feelings and sense-making, as well as participation in educa-
tional activities (Harper & Quaye, 2009). The development of such skills 
can contribute to students’ development both academically and person-
ally, enabling them to consider their own position in their interaction 
with the world around them and the people they may encounter in their 
personal and professional lives in the future. 
Encouraging the sympathy/empathy debate in criminological teaching 

practice can enhance students’ ability to think critically and creatively, 
enabling them to unlock their intellectual potential in ways they may 
not have done previously. As noted earlier in the chapter, researchers 
are doing this in the field by openly discussing their emotions when 
reflecting on research processes and the same practice can be conducted 
in the classroom. Beyond the case study included in this chapter, student 
outcomes on the module in question have frequently seen the achieve-
ment of higher grades which, in part, could be attributed to the way they 
are encouraged to scrutinise their own thinking as well as the arguments 
presented to them in academic literature, which results in criticality and 
creativity in their assessed work. 
To conclude, when studying the emotive criminological topics, 

students will encounter numerous instances whereby they are faced with 
the sympathy/empathy challenge. In identifying this, educators should 
harness this opportunity to openly discuss the challenge with students in 
a transparent and supportive way to facilitate the enhancement of their 
creative thought. 

Top Tips: Teaching an Emotive Discipline

• Be open with students by discussing your own personal challenges 
when balancing empathy and sympathy.
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• Openly discuss and deconstruct with students the sympathy/empathy 
balance as a core part of the wider teaching delivery process.

• Encourage students to utilise models of reflection. This will enable 
them to consider how they are processing and critically analysing 
learning materials.

• Identify opportunities to bring lived-experience voice into teaching 
and learning through materials such as letters, blogs, and podcasts.

• Encourage students to confidently acknowledge discomfort when their 
emotions are challenged during learning. 
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10 
Reasonably Uncomfortable: Teaching 

Sensitive Material Sensitively 

Natacha Harding 

Introduction 

Criminology is a subject that engages with contemporary issues and 
real-world problems and offers opportunities for students to share their 
own positions and experiences to develop critical reflection skills (see 
Hamilton, 2013; Thurgood, 2020). However, criminology is also a 
subject that addresses content that can be distressing and unsettling 
due to topics that include discussions of harm, trauma, discrimina-
tion and victimisation (Dalton, 2020). This leads to challenges in 
creating inclusive learning environments, whereby some students may 
feel uncomfortable discussing sensitive topics. This chapter explores 
some of the approaches adopted to teaching sensitive material in a 
criminology programme.
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To frame this chapter, I will illustrate some of these challenges and 
opportunities through my own experience of teaching sensitive mate-
rials. Over the course of my academic career so far, I have specialised in 
delivering modules that either entirely or largely focused on topics areas 
traditionally considered sensitive, notably modules on sexual offending 
and victimisation, victimology, domestic abuse and violence, and inter-
personal violence and harm (with a focus on violence within the 
family unit, suicide and euthanasia). These modules have been delivered 
through a range of different approaches, in large lecture groups to small 
seminar discussions, and have been created for students from first year 
undergraduate to postgraduate level. 
Starting with the debates surrounding what material is considered 

sensitive, the discussion will move on to why this poses a particular chal-
lenge for the teaching of Criminology as a discipline, and what those 
particular challenges are. By presenting a focus on establishing techniques 
to support both students and lecturers/ tutors, this chapter will outline 
three distinct challenges as key areas of consideration: firstly, how to 
engage with students’ preconceived knowledge of the sensitive topic area, 
secondly, how to acknowledge students’ potential own personal expe-
rience; and finally, how to address the potential emotional impact on 
you as a lecturer in delivering such sensitive topic areas. Throughout this 
dialogue, I will draw upon a number of the techniques that I have devel-
oped, and learned from others, over the course of my time delivering 
such teaching. 

What Is Sensitive Material and Why Does It 
Matter to Criminology? 

The debate concerning the sensitive nature of material is ongoing and 
complex. Sensitivity, as a definable concept, is culturally, socially, envi-
ronmentally and discipline specific representing an ever-changing set of 
concerns. Lowe and Jones (2010: 2) identify the challenge: 

Almost any topic can become sensitive if emotional responses are raised, 
if there are competing explanations about events, if there are political
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differences about what should happen next or challenges about how issues 
could be resolved. 

It is further acknowledged by Ashwin et al. (2020) that students 
attending university are drawn from a wide range of backgrounds, with 
a whole breadth of experience and knowledge that they bring with 
them. This complicates the dilemmas associated with understanding and 
addressing what is ‘sensitive’ and what potential impacts the material you 
are delivering may have on your students. Sardone and Devlin-Scherer 
(2015) explore the particular challenge of discussing sensitive subjects 
with adolescents, focusing on genocide, succinctly describing it as ‘Social 
issues involving complex human behaviours are not easy to discuss at any 
level’ (2015: 4). By arguing that the techniques they outline, including 
engagement with literature, comic books, technological interactions, are 
applicable to a range of ‘uncomfortable topics’, they acknowledge that 
the necessity of engaging with such subjects is that ‘students can find 
their own voices to become informed and engaged members of our civil 
society and global community’ (ibid: 5). 
As a lecturer in Criminology, I strongly support this position. Indeed, 

I teach about genocide in modules on Victimology and Crime & 
Humanity and have developed a number of approaches which will be 
discussed later in this chapter. The reality of human suffering on such a 
scale, and that such atrocities still happen does have an impact on the 
students I teach and how I engage with my students. In that space, as 
partners, it is essential to address such challenges and seek to under-
stand what they take from the session(s). In a particularly interesting 
study on teachers’ perspectives with supporting young adult book clubs, 
Boyd et al. (2021) explore what is considered sensitive, the challenge 
of self-censorship and supporting the needs of students. The concerns 
of teachers include a worry around ‘a focus on drugs, mental health, 
or sexual encounters [which] could actually lead students to engage in 
harmful behaviors or cause personal trauma’ (ibid: 129). While a concern 
about student wellbeing is paramount, exposure for students to such 
social issues, through a mechanism such as a book club, offers another 
alternative less formalised route, to explore why the students consider
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the subject material sensitive, why the teachers themselves consider it 
sensitive and the reactions that emerge. 

Reflecting on this challenge I consider my experiences with one of my 
modules Writings on Crime, Morality and Deviance. This module takes a 
similar approach to exploring criminal and social justice issues through 
a range of literature from religious texts to fairy tales to contemporary 
crime fiction and true crime narratives. The focus on sensitive subject 
matters, including sexual offending, violence, race, discrimination and 
taboo subjects, are engaged through the interplay of the narrative, crim-
inological theory, and the ‘reality’ of such issues. This will be discussed 
in more detail in the next section on students’ previous knowledge. 
The broad definition of what is deemed sensitive is reflected in some 

institutional HE policies. While my own institution does not have a 
specific policy on the handling of sensitive topics in teaching, reference is 
made to the requirement to be aware of such discussions when we record 
our teaching sessions, and that permission may be sought to exclude 
sessions deemed ‘sensitive’ from the recording policy. However, what is 
not offered is a definition of ‘sensitive’. In the case of my own teaching, 
I have sought permission to not record my module that is based on live 
claims of a miscarriage of justice in England and Wales. The reason is 
that I deem the legal documents discussed within the module to be sensi-
tive with such confidentiality needing to be preserved. This rationale for 
teaching purposes aligns with the ethics policy of my own institution, 
which has a broad explanation of what may be deemed a sensitive topic 
for research purposes, (such as race, ethnicity, sex life, criminal offences 
and convictions). The policy specifically lists terrorism as a particular 
example of a sensitive subject, but it is integral to understand that 
these examples of topics are all framed within research purposes. Other 
institutions do have policies specifically on what is deemed as ‘sensi-
tive’ in learning and teaching, for example, the University of Sheffield 
(no date) has a clear policy which offers suggestions of what may be 
sensitive topics. These are outlined as topics concerning identity, faith, 
mental health, drug and alcohol misuse or forms of sexual offending. 
This policy makes it clear that any delivery of such topics should be a 
balance between not avoiding or ‘self-censor[ing]’ such topics if ‘they are 
an important part of any programme’, and consideration of ‘the most
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appropriate way for students to engage with [subject material]’. This 
example sets out ‘clear communications to students about the content 
of modules or programmes and how you expect them to engage with the 
module or programme’. The breadth of topic areas included in the policy, 
along with the caveat that it is not an exhaustive list, highlights the chal-
lenges of identifying, acknowledging and teaching areas that could be 
sensitive. 
The broad nature of what can be considered ‘sensitive’ becomes 

evident when considering the broad, multi-disciplinary, nature of Crim-
inology. The latest Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) subject benchmark 
for Criminology (QAA, 2022) indicates the prevalence of potentially 
sensitive topics throughout the discipline. The areas included within 
what Criminology is ‘concerned with’ include: 

processes of criminalisation and victimisation…social, legal and cultural 
meanings of crime, harm, deviance and stigmatised difference including 
historical, cultural and decolonising perspectives…understanding the 
interrelationship of crime, harm, deviance and victimisation in relation 
to class, gender, age, race and ethnicity, disability, religious faith and 
sexuality. (2022: 4)  

This brief summary, signposts the challenges concerning sensitive topic 
materials as prevalent in Criminology, and that before delving into what 
are considered the characteristics of a degree in Criminology, detailed 
lists of the subject matter should be included (2022: 4–5). As a discipline, 
the development of programmes and the delivery of modules must take 
the sensitive nature of the topics into account. 
There has been some consideration of teaching particularly sensitive 

areas within Criminology by Scriver and Kennedy (2015). They explore 
the teaching of sexual violence within social and health sciences while 
acknowledging the need for teaching such topics, they also acknowledge 
the ‘often present realities in the lives of students and those with whom 
they will work following their education’ (2015: 195). The authors 
acknowledge the lack of education, prior to HE, that the students 
will likely have engaged in concerning sexual education, consent, rape, 
healthy relationships and sexual activity. This, indeed, forms part of
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their arguments supporting the considered inclusion of teaching of 
sensitive topics areas in health and social science courses. This lack of 
previous education, combined with a contemporary acknowledgement 
of the prevalence of sexual offending within society, means that students 
are coming into the classroom with a mix of missing or inaccurate 
knowledge and/or personal experience of trauma. The Crime Survey for 
England and Wales reports for the year to March 2020, around 1.8% of 
adults (773,000 individuals) aged 16–74 years experienced sexual assault, 
which include offences such as ‘rape…assault by penetration, indecent 
exposure and unwanted sexual touching (Stripe, 2021: 3). This further 
highlights the need to engage with these topic areas, but in a manner 
that does not cause further harm to our students. 

As previously discussed, one specific area within my own institution 
that is defined as ‘automatically’ sensitive is terrorism. Alakoc (2019: 
218) considered the challenge of teaching terrorism within the class-
room as a ‘risky endeavour’. As to why terrorism poses specific challenges, 
they summarise the issue is ‘a value-laden, contentious and provocative 
topic, which is difficult to define comprehensively, and challenging to 
discuss in an objective and constructive manner’ (ibid: 220). However, 
Alakoc does outline how students engage in the debate with discussions 
being multi-faceted. Students come into the class with ‘strong opinions’, 
which are ‘not always the most informed, substantiated, or supported by 
evidence, but they are nonetheless surprisingly rigid and inflexible, which 
again adds another layer of difficulty for instructors’ (ibid: 220). This is 
a particular challenge in the teaching of sensitive topic and will be the 
next area this chapter will address. 

Given the challenge of defining sensitive topic areas, our practice as 
teachers needs to develop in such a manner to ensure that we teach mate-
rials that have the potential to be deemed as sensitive in a professional 
manner. As Heath et al., (2017: 6) argue, as teachers, our ‘professional 
competency requires capacity to address sensitive issues’. In their inter-
disciplinary discussion, drawing upon law, psychology, midwifery, social 
work and veterinary science, it is made clear that students need to engage 
with a range of sensitive materials to allow students to ‘be prepared for 
dealing with such challenging situations in their future professional prac-
tice’ (ibid: 6). It is further acknowledged that particular subjects may
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trigger a stress reaction in students or a ‘profound sense of responsi-
bility for the welfare of others facing trauma, cruelty or violence’ (ibid: 
6) but that this should not be avoided. Instead, it should be handled 
professionally by those teaching. 

Students Prior Knowledge and Engaging 
Participation 

Acknowledging personal experience, diverse backgrounds and personal 
views on contentious issues of our students are integral in the process 
of preparing and delivering teaching and learning. The QAA (2022) 
subject benchmark acknowledges that those delivering programmes in 
Criminology ‘must ensure that students feel a sense of belonging, and a 
recognition that their experiences will enrich their learning rather than 
be a barrier to their success’ (QAA, 2022: 6). The creation of the sense of 
‘belonging’ is key to a productive learning community and environment. 
Owens (2007: 37) outlines the traditional sense of knowledge as ‘existing 
independently of the learner’ and forms the idea that ‘understanding 
can be transmitted from one person to another…Knowledgeable experts 
are expected to transmit their knowledge to their students, who…are 
seen as empty vessels waiting to be filled by the teacher’. Contempo-
rary pedagogical literature from Lea (2015) acknowledges that this is not 
the case, with Owens considering the role of problem-based learning 
and how, through a constructivist approach to learning, the develop-
ment of learning is through ‘an assimilation of new knowledge with 
existing knowledge and consequently a changed perception and under-
standing of the world by a learner’ (Owens, 2007: 31). Lea (2015: 
114–115) notes, when considering the ‘nature of academic knowledge’, 
work by Barnett and Coate (2005) on the three purposes of higher 
education, and summarises it as the interplay between being, knowing 
and acting. Such considerations of knowledge must be at the heart of 
developing our teaching and learning, as bell hooks (1994), writes in 
Teaching to Transgress, being in the classroom and sharing ‘as much as 
possible the need for critical thinkers to engage multiple locations, to
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address diverse standpoints, to allow us to gather knowledge fully and 
inclusively’ (hooks, 1994: 91) developing the metaphor of baking bread, 
but discovering you have no flour. The flour, while not sufficient alone, 
becomes important—‘[t]his is a way to think about experience in the 
classroom’ (hooks, 1994: 91–92). All the background knowledge and 
understanding of our students adds to the classroom. However, there are 
times to challenge and explore it. 

I will offer an example of one such challenge of working with existing 
knowledge and opinions. On starting to deliver a module, that focused 
solely on sexual offending and victimisation ‘Sex Crimes: Criminal Justice 
and Civil Measures ’, it became clear that the challenge was two-pronged. 
On the one hand, existing opinions and previous trauma and on 
the other hand experience (considered in the next section). For most 
students, the challenge did not appear initially to be previous personal 
experience and trauma, but instead it was addressing pre-existing views 
and opinions that clearly reflected the societal prevalence of myths 
concerning rape and sexual offending (see Crown Prosecution Service, 
2020; Rape Crisis, no date, a) as well as the challenges of attitudes and 
perceptions of such offending (as considered by Bradbury & Martel-
lozzo, 2021 and Harper et al., 2015). Comments from students indicated 
not that the students were malicious or intentionally derogatory about 
sexual offending but, instead, that their understanding at the start of 
the module was based on the information available to them through 
peers and family, as well as mainstream media. For example, explaining 
that there is no defined criminal offence of specifical paedophilia in 
England and Wales, despite mass media reporting, often comes as a 
surprise (instead it would come under the Sexual Offences Act 2003 
within offences against children under 13), as well as explaining that 
paedophilia concerns attraction to children within specific age ranges 
causing some surprise amongst the students. Exploring the lower preva-
lence of stranger sexual offending, as opposed to offending often being 
committed through someone the victim knows, particularly when the 
victim is defined as a child, is also equally of surprise. It is therefore 
essential to work critically with the broad range of available research, as 
well as social/media representations, as a class, unpicking why certain
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attitudes and perceptions exist and how they are (often) in conflict with 
the real experience of those targeted. In sum, engagement is the key to 
the success of such an approach. 

Delivering Engagement 

Anyone who has taught in any classroom runs the risk and probably has 
the experience, of the challenge of engaging students. Where students 
are concerned about the subject matter, or they are unsure about their 
own knowledge, engagement can indeed be a challenge. One student, in 
a class about immigration, challenged me about how they were supposed 
to engage with the class when it did not acknowledge and support views 
that sat further towards the right-wing scale of politics. We discussed 
what they meant by such opinions, explored the prevalence of such 
debates and what the political outcomes at the time represented in terms 
of political positioning. We all learned a lot from such engagement, 
but that highlighted the nature of the material I had set ahead of the 
session and whether it encompassed a sufficient range of positions and 
perspectives. 

One of the elements of teaching sensitive materials is allowing the 
students to prepare themselves ahead of the session. Zurbriggen (2011: 
224) speaks to the need to prevent secondary traumatisation and speaks 
to considering the intensity of the material you are choosing to utilise. 
For example, they state that the nature of the material is important, is it 
a first-hand account or a journal article based on a study? Is it possible 
for media material such as videos or films be viewed in a less public 
space than the classroom? Zurbriggen reasonably argues that ‘first-person 
accounts (guest speakers, personal memoirs, filmed interviews) might 
be especially symptom-provoking’ (Zurbriggen, 2011: 224). However, 
she goes on to reaffirm that ‘[t]eaching about trauma to undergradu-
ates…is a worthy goal’ (ibid: 227). The teaching of sensitive topic areas 
in Criminology is a necessity, but it can be handled with care. 
There are number of approaches that can be taken with such prepa-

ration. In my institution there is a university expectation of posting 
materials at least 24 hours ahead of a teaching session, as part of the
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support for inclusive learning. Given the nature of the modules I have 
taught, the posting of materials also offers the opportunity for students 
to explore the content of the session ahead. This allows students to 
prepare themselves, as well as make informed decisions as to whether, 
and how, to engage with that particular session. This reflects Zurbriggen’s 
(2011) point about the ability to engage in material in a place that is 
safe for them. It also offers the students the opportunity to make an 
informed choice about attending a particular session. Another element 
of preparation was indicating areas or questions that would be the basis 
of discussion, to allow students to think about the responses they wish 
to contribute. This is generally good practice to assist engagement with 
students who are a little quieter in the classroom setting. By offering 
questions ahead of the session does not preclude additional or wider 
questions, but it does offer a framework to aid learning. Heath et al., 
(2017: 8) support this stating that ‘[g]iving students the information 
they need to emotionally prepare for classes, including making the class 
aware that ‘hidden survivors’ will be present in class and orienting them 
toward care for one another can make the class a safer environment for 
everyone’. By offering preparatory opportunities, all can contribute and 
be part of the learning environment. 

Generating discussion and debate is at the heart of learning and 
engaging teaching. Students sharing perspectives and opinions on sensi-
tive topics allows for challenging and exploring of positions taken. As 
previously discussed, hooks (1994) places this engagement at the heart 
of the learning environment. The preparation suggested previously can 
provide confidence to students to know what they want to contribute 
and how to frame their thoughts. Such discussions have the potential 
for a great learning opportunity, but also the potential for a session to 
descend into something akin to chaos, without control from the facili-
tator. There is a fine line here, particularly in terms of sensitive subject 
areas. As a rule, I will deliver content that offers context and starts to 
address potential misinformation ahead of a discussion session, to offer 
some foundation understanding. The aim of the content is not to impose 
my position or opinion on the students, but to offer knowledge and 
understanding to support their contributions.



10 Reasonably Uncomfortable: Teaching Sensitive Material Sensitively 209

My experience informs me that in every room, there will be students 
with contentious opinions and positions, and they should participate 
in discussions. Understanding why individuals take such positions, 
however, is part of the learning process. How that debate is handled 
is important. In an era of emphasis on freedom of speech, as seen in 
recent HE policy decisions (Department for Education, 2021), open 
discussion is important, and all voices should be heard and explored. 
Grant and Hewlett (2020) conducted research with HE students and 
the general public exploring freedom of speech. Overall, the study found 
that ‘students are broadly supportive of freedom of expression…but there 
is a legitimate and concerning issue around the ‘chilling effect, where 
students holding particular views feel intimidated in raising them on 
campus’ (Grant and Hewlett, 2020: 14). When discussing sensitive topic 
areas, there may be students in the room who do not feel they have 
the space to express what are viewed as unpopular opinions, as in my 
previous experience of the student in Politics of Crime. By offering an 
open discussion space, views can be aired, discussed and understood. 
Developing an environment where students could feel comfortable 

sharing a range of viewpoints on sensitive topics poses a challenge. This 
is where educational software can be useful (Department for Education, 
2019). There is a good range of different platforms, notably Socrative, 
Kahoot and Padlet, all of which offer different functionality. One of 
the central functions of such software is that of anonymous contribu-
tions, which presents both an opportunity and a challenge. Scales (2017: 
113) argues that such technological opportunities can ‘improve atten-
tion, cognitive activity, engagement and attendance’ and that it can 
assist students to ‘be engaging with a topic at a deeper level, rather 
than passively listening to the lecture’. Conversely, it is acknowledged 
that anonymity, especially in online forums, has allowed individuals to 
post deeply offensive material, threaten violence and troll individuals 
(see Bentley & Cowan, 2021; Howard et al.,  2019). This can happen 
at a classroom level without boundaries. However, experience has also 
shown, that students will generally be respectful in such a space. Where 
they have not, it is an opportunity to directly challenge such postings. 
There is a balance to be had here, and this is one I learned during an 
exercise on freedom of expression in social media early in my teaching
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career. This went slightly sideways in a competitive approach amongst 
the students to find the most outrageous post they could to post onto 
a private Padlet. Allowing such a confidential space to share, similar to 
a discussion session, arguably needs some boundaries. However, educa-
tional interactive software, such as those mentioned above, can allow for 
engagement with some topic areas to start out, and responses offered can 
be the basis of a debrief and trigger wider conversation, leading students 
back to the content previously delivered. As Brown (2015: 56) states, 

it is archaic to expect students to sit physically present in the same as 
the lecturer, passively listening to and noting what is said, and thereby 
absorbing content…students are making mind-aps on previously pasted-
up presentations, Googling unfamiliar words or Tweeting about the 
subject of the lecture. 

If we can utilise the technology that our students have (while being inclu-
sive and allowing for the fact that not everyone will have that technology) 
to support them engaging in sensitive topic areas, it allows us to build an 
effective learning environment. 
While the challenges of first-person accounts were raised by 

Zurbriggen (2011) are a valid consideration, utilising case studies in 
teaching sessions offers a focus for theoretical discussions concerning 
sensitive topic areas. Drawing upon case studies in the public domain 
also offers the opportunity to explore how they are represented, as well 
as humanising the sensitive topic concerned. For example, when deliv-
ering the Level 6 module on sexual offending as discussed previously, 
I utilised the documentary Sex, Drugs & Murder: Life in the Red Light 
Zone (2016) when discussing sex work. This highlighted some of the 
complexities of those involved in sex work through their own words. 
When delivering the Level 4 module on victimology, looking at high 
profile public cases such as Operation Yewtree, the prosecution of Brock 
Turner and the treatment of victims such as Frances Andrade by the 
criminal justice system allows for the analysis of challenges in addressing 
sexual violence and offending. This can be achieved through the experi-
ence, without sharing personal experiences (something considered in the
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next section). However, there are indeed challenges with the represen-
tation of sensitive topics through mass media, including documentaries, 
with sensationalism and inaccuracies. By utilising a range of case studies, 
there is the potential for developing a well-rounded module approach, 
that includes experiences that ‘represent and value diversity’ and adopts 
approaches that should be ‘encouraged and nurtured’ in collaboration 
with the students themselves (McDuff et al., 2020: 116). 

Overall, encouraging constructive engagement with sensitive teaching 
material is to the benefit of our students and underpins the required topic 
areas as indicated in the Criminology QAA Benchmark Statement (2022: 
6). Teaching these areas offers a chance to explore and challenge social 
inequality and poor practice within the criminal justice system and wider 
social systems. However, it is imperative that the pedagogical design of 
courses considers how the content is discussed: 

Students should be supported to express their ideas and beliefs across a 
range of sensitive and controversial subject areas within the discipline, in a 
collaborative, safe and collegiate environment, as well as being supported 
to reflect on how their own experiences may be shaping their views. 
(QAA, 2022: 6)  

Ensuring Boundaries 

Encouraging engagement needs to be balanced with ensuring bound-
aries. This poses a particular challenge that delivering boundaries can 
be silencing experience, stopping debate and directly challenging opin-
ions. There are some steps that can be taken to support the building of 
boundaries, whilst also supporting engagement. One of the first steps 
can be to agree to a code of conduct, or ground rules, at the start of the 
module or teaching session. This works best when agreed as a commu-
nity of learning together, rather than only relying on an institutional 
wide student conduct charter that may be in place in your institution. 
Lea (2015) refers to the nature of academic knowledge and how to 
engage with students in generating different forms of knowledge. He 
suggests tutors ‘begin to draw a knowledge demarcation line’ as part of
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the way you can ‘deal with student contributions, specifically how you 
deal with unwelcome contributions’ (Lea, 2015: 113). This can come 
in different forms, however, an initial discussion, collectively agreed, 
can offer a chance to set a starting point of expected behaviour. Exam-
ples of expected behaviours were relatively obvious, such as listening 
when one person is speaking, but also an agreement to challenge an 
opinion but not the person, avoiding trying to make it too personal. 
Other elements of the agreement included terms and language that were 
deemed not acceptable and where those boundaries were. This agreement 
assisted in bringing the group together at the start of the module while 
ensuring boundaries from the outset. Engaging with such behaviour 
setting processes offers the potential for a safe space for the learning 
community to discuss and debate. 
Inaccuracies need to be addressed because that forms part of unpicking 

misinformation. Pappas (2022) speaks to the challenge of misinforma-
tion within the teaching of psychology, identifying that teaching around 
the debunking of misinformation is central to developing students and 
is a key skill that they need. They highlight an exercise delivered in 
the Stanford Graduate School of Education in which a seemingly trust-
worthy website is considered by students which, in fact, belongs to a 
group identified by the American College of Paediatricians as a fringe 
hate group. The exercise speaks to the vulnerability of our students to 
misinformation. However, as a lecturer there are several ways in which 
you can challenge and address such misinformation and inaccuracies. 
There have been situations where I have directly addressed students in 
terms of the point they have raised. Always in a constructive manner, 
for example, inaccurate statements over the level of ‘false’ allegations of 
sexual offending, usually considered to be much higher than they are, 
students are referred to research such as Kelly et al. (2005) and Hester 
and Lilley (2016) exploring the estimated level of allegations along with 
research concerning victim attrition. However a subtler approach has 
proven to be more successful. For example, when considering issues 
around consent, considered to be causes of sexual violence (women’s 
dress, drinking, etc.), one example draws upon a social experiment 
conducted by the BBC (2015), which presented a video and supporting 
information on sexual activity between two young people at a party
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on which the participants of the experiment were asked whether they 
believe consent had been given or not. This was a good focus to be 
able to explore consent from a range of perspectives and to offer some 
guidance on understanding consent in a scenario which is familiar to 
them. By looking at the misinformation and inaccuracies from a range 
of viewpoints, it allows for the development of critical thinking as well 
as deepening students’ understanding of a given topic. 
Working with students’ previous knowledge and promoting engage-

ment is an important element of our roles as lecturers. Bringing students 
together to engage in sensitive topic materials allows for the opportunity 
to add depth and accuracy to existing knowledge. However, one other 
important element to consider is the role of students’ personal experience 
of trauma. 

Working with and Acknowledging Student 
Experience 

As mentioned previously, there is a strong potential for people in your 
classroom to have been personally affected by sensitive topic matter. 
My experience was with delivering a session on euthanasia where we 
considered the role of organisations such as Dignitas, and the session 
ended with several students in tears over recent bereavement of family 
members. Klein (2017: 12) speaks to some of the challenges concerning 
engagement with particular sensitive topics: 

University students exhibit reluctance to discuss controversial topics such 
as sexual activity, and abusive behaviours. In teaching this type of content, 
it has been clear that the instructor must take additional steps to ensure 
that the students are comfortable and feel safe enough to discuss sexual 
victimisation in a group setting. 

Understanding and acknowledging that students, in the room, may have 
had experience of the sensitive topic area you are discussing is important. 
Earlier in this chapter, I referred to the latest figures from the Crime 
Survey of England and Wales, approximately 773,00 individuals had
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been a victim of sexual assault in the year to March 2020 (Stripe, 2021). 
In accordance with statistics from Rape Crime England & Wales (no 
date, b), 1 in 5 women have been raped or sexually assaulted as an adult, 
1 in 6 children have been sexually abused and 1 in 20 men have been 
raped or sexually assaulted as an adult. According to the ONS, in the 
year to March 2021, 845,734 domestic abuse crimes were recorded by 
the police (Elkin, 2021). The prevalence of such offending means that 
there are likely to be individuals directly or indirectly affected within 
your classroom. How to address this is a matter of working with your 
students, but also your academic judgement. 

One important consideration would be the support available for those 
affected by the sensitive topic area. In my experience, support frame-
works have formed an important part of delivering teaching on sensitive 
subject areas. In a recent report from UCAS (2021), it was identified 
that 3.7% of all UK applicants have declared a mental health condi-
tion (2021: 3). In accordance with wider understanding of the decision 
of students to not declare a mental health condition, it is estimated 
that 74,000 students with such a condition entered HE (2021: 3).  As  
HE institutions, there is a duty of care to offer support to our students 
and where we are teaching sensitive topics, this duty of care is evident. 
Offering support to students ahead and after such teaching can assist, for 
example, when delivering modules on sexual offending or victimology, 
the first session included Student Services coming into the session to 
remind students of the support available. In addition, information on 
organisations who offer support to those affected by the subject matter 
are shared at the start of the module, reiterated throughout and included 
in the VLE. Ensuring that the students know that there is help available 
has proven to be very important over the period of delivery. The offer of 
support from the outset can ensure a supportive environment to engage 
fully in the teaching and learning on sensitive subject areas offered. 
The last section of this chapter discusses the support for you as a 

lecturer. As a lecturer who delivers materials on sensitive topic areas, there 
is potential for you to become a person that a student may feel comfort-
able disclosing their own experience to you. Your own knowledge of the
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support mechanisms for students allows you to signpost students to avail-
able support, which has the opportunity for you to maintain your own 
boundaries, while supporting the student. 

One debated area of preparation and support is the role of trigger 
warnings (see Dalton, 2020). This can be a tool to acknowledge the back-
ground experience of your students with research by Sanson et al. (2019: 
778) suggesting that utilising trigger warnings was ‘neither meaningful 
helpful nor harmful’. Jones et al. (2020) argue that ‘trigger warnings are 
not helpful for trauma survivors’ and further state that ‘[u]sing unvetted 
interventions is irresponsible to victims of trauma’ (2020: 915). These 
are contentious positions given the acknowledgement of mental health 
and support needs of our student bodies. Kafer (2016) argues that the 
use of trigger warnings, when engaging with disability studies, offers an 
entry point to engaging with such theories and discussions, with Bentley 
(2017) and George and Hovey (2020) summarising the differing sides of 
the debate, covering perspectives in England and North America respec-
tively. There is a balance to be had between understanding the experience 
of students and allowing them to make informed choices to address 
sensitive topic areas. In Criminology the debate concerning trigger warn-
ings, concerns what form they take and when they should be used. For 
example, if, materials must be posted in advance they can act as a trigger 
warning, based on inclusive practice policies. Where this is not the case, 
utilising the virtual learning environment (VLE) to let students know 
about topics ahead of sessions is generally good practice. 

However, part of the debate is on the labelling of a trigger warning, 
which has the potential to cause anxiety-inducing material. Teaching 
during my career has the potential to be triggering for individuals to 
address this, I post materials and preparation on our VLE ahead of time 
and utilise trigger warnings sparingly, not using that label, when there are 
first-hand accounts (sometimes written, sometimes in video) which have 
the potential to cause anxiety (as discussed in Zurbriggen, 2011). This 
takes the form of a message outlining the week ahead, letting students 
know where they will find the content of potential concern. Utilising 
trigger warnings is part academic judgement, part student support and 
as you deliver modules, when to use such warnings will become clear to
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you. This is where talking to colleagues who have potentially delivered a 
given module before or are delivering similar topics can be of use. 

One of the more challenging approaches around addressing student’s 
previous personal experience is the sharing of those personal experiences 
in classroom and how to develop boundaries in the learning environ-
ments. There are arguments for and against students sharing their own 
experiences of sensitive topic areas (see Bohannon et al., 2019; Carello & 
Butler, 2015). My dilemma supporting disclosure has two sides. On one 
hand, once something is shared, it cannot be unshared. Those students 
making the disclosure is making the experience public. There may be 
supportive repercussions from this which is positive, however, there is 
also the potential for the risk of feeling targeted in contentious debate. 
However, silencing victims has long been the mainstay of the crim-
inal justice system with the sharing of experiences shedding light on 
previously hidden offending and trauma (see Harding, 2018). If I, as 
a lecturer, tell someone not to share, then I am possibly reinforcing 
the denial of their experience. This is a call that needs to be made by 
you as a lecturer, potentially in conjunction with your community of 
learning. Personally, I took the decision to not encourage the sharing of 
personal experience in the classroom setting and, instead, ensured that 
support networks were visible to students who wished to seek support, 
either directly or through speaking to me. The balance has never sat truly 
comfortably with me either way, but this is a judgement you will make 
based on the knowledge of your own students. However, the impor-
tant matter is acknowledging the likelihood that students may have 
experienced the sensitive topics personally that you are teaching. 
When discussing sensitive topic areas, it is understandable that debates 

and discussions have the potential to become heated. Time out and 
taking scheduled breaks can assist in giving everyone space to reflect. It 
also allows individuals who are personally affected by the subject matter 
concerned to give themselves some space. Knowing when to intervene 
and when to allow the conversation to continue is a call to be made in 
the room. However, it is important to address the reason(s) the debate 
became heated and see this as an opportunity to understand the positions 
being taken by the various perspectives. Race (2020: 251) argues for the
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ability to ‘legitimise respectful conflict’ in group work, which applies to 
teaching groups and the importance ‘to acknowledge that people don’t 
have to agree all of the time’, but also to allow for ‘agreed processes by 
which areas of disagreement can be explored’ or in the alternative, can 
be ‘agreed to remain areas of disagreement’. This process is important 
as leaving them unaddressed runs the risk of generating future conflict 
and/or animosity amongst the students in future teaching sessions. 

Self-Care and Protection as a Teacher 
of Sensitive Topics 

The importance of self-care should not be underestimated, especially 
when teaching sensitive subject areas. Much of the teaching literature 
focuses on the impact of sensitive materials on the student (Ahearne, 
2021; Lowe,  2014; Lowe & Jones, 2010), but there are also challenges 
around mental health that educators can face (see Boynton, 2021). It has 
been shown to be prevalent in a sector that has put increased focus on 
a ‘customer’ culture as well as the increasingly prevalent issues of mental 
health amongst the student body (see Berry & Cassidy, 2013, Tunguz, 
2020). In a recent report, Supporting Staff Wellbeing in Higher Education 
(Wray & Kinman, 2021: 3), HE employees reported significantly lower 
levels of mental wellbeing than in population norms, and reported poor 
‘perceptions of the psychosocial safety climate in UK universities’. Given 
this environment, we need to take care of ourselves, and it is essential, 
that as lecturers, we consider the impact on ourselves in those spaces. 
I have built professional barriers, and being passionate and committed 

to teaching materials is as important as the need to take care of myself. 
It is acceptable to be affected by material, but it is how we deal with 
it in the classroom that matters. I remember watching a guest lecturer 
on interviewing of convicted contact sexual abusers of children. In one 
recording, a participant described, how they had groomed parents before 
the children to gain access to vulnerable children. I prepared the students 
with all relevant trigger warning but I had failed to prepare myself in 
that space. I felt anger so strongly that I struggled to move back into the 
role of lecturer for the rest of the session, with the sense of uneasiness
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staying with me for days afterwards. Now, I would argue, being affected 
by listening to such an account is human and it is. However, in teaching 
such materials across a number of modules, self-care is important. 

Another dimension to this is that teaching such topics, and being a 
female academic, I found myself in the role of students approaching 
me to share their experiences. I am not a trained counsellor or thera-
pist, and the risk of me doing more harm than good was considerable. 
I cannot emphasise enough the importance of building strong support 
networks both within and outside of the university. Being able to speak 
to colleagues, friends, family and support worker of some description is 
important. Being able to stay attached to something outside of the work 
that we do as lecturers is important. The ability to give yourself some 
space is the key. 

Conclusion 

I have discussed some of the key approaches taken in delivering teaching 
that has focused on sensitive issues. At the centre must be the under-
standing of the background of our diverse student body. High-profile 
cases highlight the issues in other sensitive subject areas, such as systemic 
racial inequality, challenges concerning socio-economic status alongside 
inequalities through gender assignment, sexual orientation, religion and 
disability. Increasingly, students entering our programmes are aware of 
the issues which underpin much of our discipline-based teaching such as 
systemic inequality, the impact of social and political processes and the 
role of activism and outrage. What we offer students, as HE institutions, 
is the opportunity to learn more, become critical independent thinkers 
and to be able to effectively express their positions and opinions. This 
goes hand in hand with our awareness, as lecturers, of the diversity of 
experience and background of our students in our endeavour to create 
inclusive learning environments. 

A robust support framework is an essential element of university life 
for students, which becomes especially so when teaching subject mate-
rials that have the potential to trigger anxiety or revisit trauma. Ensuring 
that students have access to relevant services should they choose to speak
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to them, the support framework could include optionality in assess-
ment content and the access to materials ahead of sessions, as well as 
wellbeing support outside of the curriculum. Clear communication of 
content ahead of sessions, as a content/trigger warning and/or session 
outlines allows students choice and opportunity to prepare for engage-
ment. The support network needs to extend to yourself as a lecturer as, 
you need to be prepared for potential student disclosure. The referral 
to full and professional support is crucial for students who may be 
disclosing experience for the first time. 
Teaching sensitive material is essential in a discipline such as Crimi-

nology. However, so is acknowledging the lives of our students and what 
they bring to the communities of learning they part of. The balance 
between these two competing requirements is a challenge, but with 
preparation, a shared sense of purpose in the classroom and the building 
of trust in a community of learning, it is definitely achievable. 

Top Tips: Teaching Sensitive Material 
in Criminology

• Taking care of yourself and preparing yourself for sessions covering 
sensitive materials is as important as any student preparation. Try to 
identify those networks for you.

• Set boundaries through group agreement including considerations on 
the use of language. Do this at the start of a module or a discrete 
session and revisit this.

• Allow students to prepare ahead of sessions to help set boundaries 
and engagement for the session. Provide students with the informa-
tion to make informed decisions about their participation and that a 
supportive environment exists in the classroom.

• Acknowledge the potential and probable background and experience 
of your students. Students have a whole life before they entered univer-
sity and this needs to be considered when thinking about support 
mechanisms and approaches to be taken.

• Make good links with relevant support services within your institution 
to offer support to students.
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Introduction 

One of the most disturbing realities of modern criminal justice in 
Australia is the staggering rate of incarceration of Aboriginal people 
(NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics & Research, 2020). Aboriginal and
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Torres Strait Islander people reportedly suffer under the highest rate 
of imprisonment in the world, with 2039 Indigenous people currently 
imprisoned per 100,000, compared to 163 per 100,000 in the non-
Indigenous population (Australian Law Reform Commission, 2018). By 
comparison, Gramlich (2020) records  that  the comparable US rate for  
African American people in 2018 was 1501. The Aboriginal experience 
is not limited to imprisonment. For many Aboriginal families, the arm 
of the law reaches preferentially into their households almost on a daily 
basis, in practices of stop and search, predictive policing, police raids, 
traffic stops and routine apprehension and questioning. 
This chapter is based on an extended conversation between us three 

and radio/podcast academic Helen Wolfenden, employing knowledge-
generation processes integral to Aboriginal knowledge systems, or what 
Aboriginal people call ‘yarning’ (Bessarab & Ng’andu, 2010; Cunneen, 
2018; Leeson et al., 2016; Shay,  2021; Yunkaporta,  2019). It is an 
attempt to include you in the story of our experience, an invitation 
for you to yarn with us about what happened in CRIM2031 Indige-
nous Perspectives in Criminology, and what could happen a lot more often 
in other places and with other subjects. To be consistent with Aborig-
inal knowledge systems, it really should be two-way, a journey we go on 
together, and for you to share your experience and struggles, and for us 
to sense what knowledge you are ready for and what will be useful to 
you. We will have to imagine that, imagine you sitting down with us, 
talking about how to tell a blackfeller1 story in that most whitefeller of 
all places, the university. 

Background Context/Setting the Scene 

For several years, the criminology department at the University of New 
South Wales has attempted to educate its students about these reali-
ties. In 2018 circumstances brought together Aboriginal justice officer 
and criminology masters graduate Carly Stanley and ex-prisoner, youth 
worker and advocate Keenan Mundine with veteran youth worker and 
academic Howard Sercombe to teach Criminology students (and others)
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about how Aboriginal people understood crime, criminals and the social 
conditions of their production. 

Some clever design, and a little horse-trading and generosity on the 
part of the university, allowed the three of us to co-teach the course. 
It brought together the academic depth of the discipline with first-
hand, up-close familiarity with the NSW criminal justice system and 
the experience of growing up poor and Aboriginal and, in Keenan’s 
case, orphaned, on the streets of Sydney. The course took students on a 
journey through the Aboriginal experience of colonisation, institutional-
isation and incarceration, informed by Keenan’s insightful, emotionally 
present and sometimes stinging commentary on the world of criminal 
justice. Carly’s initial supporting role quickly expanded to being a pivotal 
part of the process, bringing her extensive experience from inside and 
outside the system, and her experience as a First Nations woman, into 
the conversation. 
We had a sense early on that something special was happening in the 

room. Students began talking to us about how the course was changing 
them, changing the course of their lives. We wanted to record that, and 
to put some foundation to our own conversations about the epistemo-
logical challenge of doing black and doing white, in the same space, on 
a university campus. 

Who Is Here 

In Aboriginal knowledge systems, who we are is important. 
In academic knowledge generation, in principle, it should not matter 
who says something: the knowledge is supported by the data and by the 
corpus of verified discourse that surrounds it. In the academy, we speak in 
the third person, and we avoid the personal pronoun, to give the illusion 
that this knowledge is authorless, that it exists independently of who it is 
who knows. Scientific discourse is de-subjectified, ‘objective’ knowledge. 

Aboriginal knowledge is relational. Knowledge is understood to 
inhabit a person as the person is understood to be worthy of the knowl-
edge that inhabits them. Knowledge is instantiated in the person, and
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the person instantiated in their people, their community, their Country. 
We would begin any conversation by talking about who our people are, 
where we come from, our Country, and by acknowledging you and your 
people and Country and finding our connections to you (they will nearly 
always be there). So, we will begin with introductions. 

Keenan (KM) is a Biripi/Wakka Wakka man in his mid-thirties, with 
lines of ancestry to northern New South Wales and southern Queens-
land. His grandparents moved to Sydney in the great urban migrations of 
the 1960s and 70s, so he grew up in Redfern, a key foothold for Aborig-
inal people in inner-city Sydney, and also a place of poverty, drug use 
and crime. He was orphaned at the age of seven. His mother passed of 
a drug overdose, and a short time later, his father, who had struggled 
for years with alcoholism, hanged himself. He and his two brothers were 
separated, and a series of compromised foster and care arrangements put 
him on the street as a young teenager. 

KM: I first went in the juvenile justice system at the age of 14; and then 
in and out for most of my juvenile years. Then I turned 18 in the boys’ 
home; I got released and then went on to adult imprisonment and spent 
my 18,19, 20, 21st birthdays in prison. Then I was out for six months. 
Then I spent another two and a half years in, then I was out, I met Carly 
and I went back in for another two and a half years. 

Keenan now runs Deadly Connections2 with Carly, his wife. Deadly 
Connections is an Aboriginal run NGO providing support and advocacy 
to justice-involved Aboriginal people in Sydney. 

Carly (CS) grew up in Newtown, just a couple of kilometres from 
Redfern. She is a Wiradjuri woman, with lines of ancestry back to the 
western plains of New South Wales. An only child, she was brought up 
by her single mother and grandmother, but with a large extended family 
who was well known in Newtown. She had a daughter in her teens, and 
the responsibility of that took her back to study, finally graduating with 
a master’s degree in criminology. She met Keenan at a party, in one of 
the brief periods of time in his twenties that he wasn’t in prison and 
saw something in him. He went back to prison, but they kept in touch, 
and when he came out, they were both ready to do some work. She is a
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committed, enormously hard-working advocate for Aboriginal people in 
contact with the law. 

CS: I just think… you know obviously Keenan and Howard have their 
own wealth of experience, but they’re two men! [laughs] But yeah, you 
know, having a female perspective is really important. I don’t have lived 
personal experience of going to jail, but I did work for Corrective Services 
for a number of years in New South Wales, and having family members 
and a husband who’s been involved in the justice system, but then also 
working in the actual justice system. 

Howard (HS) is not Aboriginal. His family migrated from England in 
the 1960s to work with Aboriginal people in Wangkatha country near 
Kalgoorlie in central Western Australia, so he was embedded within 
Aboriginal community as a child and as a teenager (his parents were 
missionaries, in the evangelical tradition). In his twenties, he worked 
as a youth worker on the street with Aboriginal boys in social housing 
estates in Perth before being recruited to teach in one of Australia’s first 
youth and community work degree programmes. After fifteen years as 
an academic, he went back to work as a youth worker in outback WA, 
mostly with Aboriginal kids, and then founded an Aboriginal youth 
service in Kalgoorlie. He returned to academia in 2005, teaching at 
an Aboriginal university college in Darwin before taking up a Chair in 
Community Education in Glasgow. He came back to Australia in 2017. 
The combination works. The course is about the translation of Aborig-

inal experience into the criminological categories and back, and all three 
of us are fortunate to have spent most of our lives trading across the 
border, code-switching, moving between Aboriginal and European regis-
ters, Carly and Keenan from the blackfeller side, Howard from the 
whitefeller side, fluent in both. 

HS: I think it is remarkable, because before our first week we had spent 
what? Half an hour? Yeah. It was just like we’ve been working together 
for years.
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CS: We had one meeting for a coffee at Redfern and then we taught the 
next time we saw each other. This year will be four years: after the end 
of this semester, you’ll be known as Uncle Howard (laughter). 

Speaking of knowledge, we ought to share the theoretical foundations 
that we grounded the course in. 

In a course like this, we need immediately to confront the question 
of knowledge. We begin the course by introducing students to the idea 
of epistemology, and then to the idea of multiple epistemologies, first in 
their own way of operating in the world and then in other worlds of other 
peoples. We look at the different ‘ways of knowing’ that you might use if 
you wanted to make and test a vaccine, or decide if your lover really loved 
you, or whether you should buy this house that you have been looking at, 
or what you think about a piece of music, or whether there is a God (see 
Sercombe, 2015). And we discover, through talking about how we know 
in these very different situations, that we use all sorts of epistemologies 
all of the time, running them in parallel, switching between them, trying 
to fit the right knowledge system to the right kind of situation. 
This is, of course, a political problem. Knowledge is power. The ability 

to establish a monopoly on truth-making, whether that is the fifteenth-
century Church or twentieth-century Science, brings with it massive 
influence and the resources that follow. The capacity to rule on the 
conditions for the establishment of truth is the key to the kingdom. 
They are jealously guarded, and competitors and challengers are vocif-
erously seen off. Truth is singular, says the dominant fundamentalism. 
Other spheres of knowledge, the arts, for example, may be tolerated or 
even encouraged. But epistemic violence, the attempt to extinguish other 
knowledges and to silence those who bear them, is common where there 
are interests in play. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in the process of colonisation (Seth, 

2009). Colonisers cannot afford for the knowledge of Indigenous peoples 
to be recognised as truth. So Indigenous knowledge is traduced as super-
stition or witchcraft or folk tale or myth or nonsense. Or is silenced, 
passing without recognition: they have no law, no culture, no science, 
no agriculture. They are creatures of instinct, beasts of the field.



11 Decolonising the Curriculum: Who is in the Room? 231

Indigenous Perspectives is an academic programme of study, taught at 
a university. Universities have long history of establishing the condi-
tions for underwriting knowledge, for credentialling people who know, 
for creating and testing and validating claims to truth and putting the 
institutions in place to safeguard it. This has resulted in an enormously 
powerful intellectual engine, with massive consequences in terms of tech-
nology and the capacity to control our environment. The epistemology 
of the academy is disciplined and powerful and has been incredibly 
effective. 
We don’t denigrate the rigours and disciplines of science at all in the 

programme. This is typical of Aboriginal ways. Even in the processes 
of colonisation, there were always attempts to accommodate, to make 
room, to share (see the Uluru Statement from the Heart, 2017). We 
don’t try and tear academic criminology down. It is a perspective, and 
the truth that it tells is the truth that it tells. 

It is also partial . If this course is to be taught as criminology , as the  
scientific inquiry into crime and criminals and the social conditions 
of their production, then the experience of offenders is located within 
the academic discourse, even if it’s an Indigenous person teaching it 
(Johnson, 2020; Ogbu, 2004). Western Criminology will accept certain 
objects as being significant, and certain voices as being authoritative. 
That won’t generally include the voices of criminals, especially Aborig-
inal criminals. Indeed, it won’t generally include the voices of Aboriginal 
people, unless they are accredited by the academic world. Early in 
the course, we get students to read Frederick Roth’s review of Chris 
Cunneen’s Aboriginal Perspectives on Criminal Justice (1994). Of course, 
all the chapters that he likes are written by white criminologists and 
all the chapters he doesn’t like are written by Aboriginal community 
members and activists. He can’t hear the truth of what they say. It’s 
low-status material, it’s not worthy, it’s not useful. 

As a counter-example, in the first week or two of the course, we screen 
Prison Songs, a musical documentary set in Berrimah Gaol, in Darwin. In 
the production, Aboriginal prisoners tell their stories and work through 
a series of numbers, some playful, some serious, and some tragic (see 
https://prisonsongs.com.au/thefilm/). The truth of the documentary is 
patent. In numbers like ‘What you learn from your mum and dad’

https://prisonsongs.com.au/thefilm/
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or ‘Doing the white man’s time’ or ‘Living in the middle’ Aboriginal 
prisoners are doing criminology. Working with students with the docu-
mentary invites students to read the criminology in this very unacademic 
form. 
What we are wanting to do is introduce students to these other 

epistemologies, these other knowledges: particularly, the knowledge of 
Aboriginal people. It recognises that there are Aboriginal epistemolog-
ical frameworks that make sense of reality in profoundly different ways 
to that of academic inquiry. Perhaps obviously, given the penetration 
of the criminal justice system into Aboriginal people’s lives, Aboriginal 
knowledges include knowing about crime and criminals and the social 
conditions of their production. 
This is more than just a confrontation with ‘lived experience’. Lived 

experience does not make sense of itself. It can be a feedstock for a range 
of epistemologies, including academic ones, and becomes knowledge in 
the process. Aboriginal offenders have a range of epistemologies available 
to them to make sense of their experience, and there may be a wide 
variety in how they and their people do that. But Aboriginal ways of 
truth-making, Aboriginal epistemologies, will be a part of that. So will 
the fact that Aboriginal lived experience occurs in the continuing crucible 
of colonisation. 
If students are to understand, then they need to hold the criminology 

and the knowledge that Aboriginal people have about the Criminal 
Justice System in parallel with each other. Our experience is that the 
criminological discourse is limited in terms of changing the world, and in 
providing a transformative moment for the students. It is in the dialogue 
between these ways of knowing that students are confronted, are faced 
with the truth of both of them and face the requirement, under the glare 
of that truth, to change. 

Pedagogically speaking, that’s the core of the programme. How it 
works in the classroom is that often Howard will introduce the mate-
rial in a fairly orthodox way, with a powerpoint presentation perhaps, 
often with some audio-visual content. Then Keenan and/or Carly will 
interrupt or interject, or Howard will say, ‘So, Keenan. What do you 
think about that?’ Or ‘How does that connect with your experience?’.
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KM: I’m decoding that within my sort of language to be able to apply 
it to my experience and a majority of my people and my community’s 
experience. And I do that on the run. 

HS: And that’s that is the way it often happens in the space. We use a lot 
of video and we are lucky in Australia that there’s a lot of Aboriginal voice 
on film and on video. So we will use a variety of sources. We’ll use poetry. 
We’ll use fiction. We’ll use documentary, or use music. I think one of the 
key things about the unit is teaching students to hear (and we do this 
right from the beginning, right?) getting students to hear criminology in 
a whole range of different kinds of sources and voices. 

KM: Yeah, even though Howard in terms of the educational back-
ground holds a higher status it’s not visible in the classroom. There’s that 
mutual respect for my knowledge and mutual respect for his knowledge 
and Carly’s knowledge and there’s no one dominant knowledge in the 
classroom. 

And then the students will get involved in the conversation, sometimes 
with Aboriginal students sharing their experience or the experience of 
their families, and we’ll drop some other content in, or gather up points 
and make the theoretical connections. And then we run out of time. 

Obstacles 

Before we could get started, there were a few challenges that needed to be 
overcome. The first was that, as far as the university is concerned, Keenan 
is completely unqualified. He left school at fourteen. The second is that 
he has a criminal record, which includes violence. When we started, he 
hadn’t been out of jail that long. There were reputational risks to be 
managed, and vulnerable students to protect. We were able to manage 
that to the satisfaction of the university because Howard does have a 
PhD and he and Keenan would always be working together. 
The other problem was cost. We needed to have two people in the 

room—in fact we often had three. That requires that the university pays 
two salaries where normally they would only pay one. We had to do
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some creative accounting: we only taught nine out of the twelve weeks 
with students doing online independent learning on the others, and one 
of us would be on a lecturer rate and the other on a demonstrator rate, 
on alternate weeks. Carly and Keenan unofficially shared a salary and 
worked out between them who would do what. But the School agreed 
to it, after some haggling, and we have worked roughly on that formula 
ever since. 
The critical element of that was the advocacy of Phil Wadds, the 

Undergraduate Director. He negotiated with us, checked the politics 
and steered it through. When conflict has arisen, as it does from time 
to time (because those issues have not gone away) his support has been 
unwavering. It is difficult to see how we could have progressed without 
someone on the inside relentlessly pushing and pushing back. 

The Programme 

The curriculum for the course, after the introduction to multiple episte-
mologies, involves three main elements, and two special features. 
The first major element is a confrontation with the history of colonisa-

tion in Australia. Most Australians have been brought up with a bleached 
view of our history, in which Australia was discovered by Captain Cook. 
Over the next century, settlers arrived and took up land. In the process, 
the original inhabitants were (‘unfortunately’) displaced and European 
diseases took a heavy toll. There were isolated ‘clashes’ with groups of 
Aboriginal people in response to the murder of settlers or the slaughter of 
their livestock, but the intentions of the colonisers were generally benign. 
Aboriginal people have not adapted well to the changing world, but the 
change was always coming, so the narrative goes, whether at the hands 
of the French or the Dutch or the Germans or the British. 
It is clear now, and extensively documented, that this is a white-

wash. The process was near-genocidal, with groups of settlers supported 
(and often led) by the police, moving through country shooting every 
Aboriginal person that they came across, and using hostile or captured 
Aboriginal people to find home camps and kill every man, woman and 
child in them. Documentary evidence now indicates over 270 recorded
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massacres through the nineteenth century and into the twentieth (the 
last recorded event was in 1928), and the work of unearthing them is 
unfinished (Sentance, 2020). 

After the resistance was suppressed, a process of institutionalisation 
and child removal continued the genocide through into the 1960s. Many 
argue that current rates of child removal, under discourses of child 
protection, are not much different, and that the genocide continues 
(Douglas & Walsh, 2013). 
The process of colonisation is not over, we argue. Sometimes it is 

expressed overtly, as in the Northern Territory Intervention (Altman & 
Russell, 2012). Sometimes the expression is more covert, as in the 
Suspect Target Management Plan (Bastable & Sentas, 2016). The laws, 
the police and the courts are all pivotal in this process. Aboriginal urban-
isation has been accompanied by their criminalisation, by policing and 
surveillance. 
Some students have come across a little of this material before, in 

history lessons at school. Most have not. Very few have heard it from 
Aboriginal people. It is a difficult story to tell, and to hear. But the crim-
inological consequences are clear. For Aboriginal students, you can hear 
the sigh of relief as the air rushes in to make sense of their extended fami-
lies’ experience with the system. Non-Aboriginal students are often angry 
that their history has been hidden from them, sometimes ashamed that 
they have not taken more responsibility for knowing about the origins of 
their relative wealth and the clear consequences for the first inhabitants 
of this country. 
The second element is an engagement with the very real social issues 

that Aboriginal communities face, like alcohol and other drug use, 
violence (including domestic violence), child removal, mental ill-health, 
school disconnection, poverty, community breakdown. Students learn 
how it feels to have to find a meal for your younger brothers and sisters, 
every day, and then get yourself to school. Or the police going through 
your house in the middle of the night, perhaps repeatedly. Or your dad 
disappearing into the system for months or years at a time. We discuss 
the role of the criminal justice system in producing these effects, the 
way that the police and the courts are mobilised to deal with things like 
drunkenness and public displays of anger, and the way that these issues
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also funnel Aboriginal people into the criminal justice system, attended 
by another generation of child removal as social workers step in to protect 
children from their criminal parents. 
The third element is a focus on the experience of Aboriginal women 

both as victims of crime, especially violence, but also as offenders, and 
of children and young people who are also criminalised early and in 
large numbers. We explore how the system repeatedly fails women who 
turn to it for protection, too often by arresting them for unpaid fines 
or disorderly behaviour, and/or by removing their children because the 
household is unsafe. 
The two special features are the viewing of the Prison Songs musical 

documentary mentioned above, along with Keenan’s commentary on it, 
and a walking tour of Redfern, Keenan’s home community. Redfern 
is a now-gentrifying inner suburb of Sydney which was a ‘zone of 
transition’ (Burgess, 1923), and a key urban foothold for Aboriginal 
people in Sydney or for people moving to the city, notably after de-
institutionalisation following the citizenship referendum in 1967. 

KM: That was a highlight for most of the students, because not many of 
them would be comfortable to walk through my community. 

CS: From the accounts that we’ve gotten it’s been really, really important, 
a vital component of the unit that we’re teaching. I think, you know, just 
us being a part of that community, and bumping into people along the 
way as the tour is going on you know. It’s really powerful. Just to see 
like how connected we all are. Sometimes it’ll be a handshake, sometimes 
it’ll be a hug, sometimes it’ll just be a nod, but there’s that as well. That 
happens every two hundred yards without fail, you know, and every five 
minutes. If it’s not him, it’s me, or both of us combined, you know? 

KM: They might have manoeuvred through that community in a taxi, or 
public transport, and just went ‘Oh, this is a suburb called Redfern’. But 
until they went on the walk with me, then they got to see the Aboriginal 
community of Redfern. 

CS: Yeah, and how visible we are, but you’re not seeing it unless you’re 
open to seeing it.
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The thing about the Redfern experience is that it embodies Aborig-
inal ways. We are moving through space, through physical geographical 
space, and we are moving in a blackfeller way through that space. We 
are on foot. We aren’t in the main street: we move through routes 
that connect Aboriginal spaces and avoid exposure. We cross the road 
from the railway station, past the unmarked police car that is perma-
nently parked at the threshold of the Block, the Aboriginal quarter 
where Keenan grew up, past Junkie’s Alley, past the boxing club, past 
the multi-storey with the police station in the top floor, with cameras 
and telescopes overlooking the Block. 
The places on the route that Keenan leads us through are full of 

remembrances, full of events and full of people. One of the things that 
we talked about in the unit is the way that Aboriginal epistemologies are 
much more focused on space than on time. The students start to get a 
feel for that, for how white people would see the death of this person as 
now fading because it happened years ago, but as Keenan moves through 
the space, the death of this person was at that place, and it’s vivid now. 
So, in the  physical  space  of  it, students start  to  get an idea of what an  
Aboriginal life might be like in the city, outside the ‘tribal’ way of life. 

HS: It is that confrontation, which once they get it they go ‘Yeah, of 
course.’ That culture is a living breathing thing. Aboriginal culture now 
isn’t the same as it was in 1788. How could it be? But it is still Aboriginal 
culture. What Aboriginal culture means now in Redfern becomes visible 
for them. 

KM: I think one of the biggest things for me was a mature age student, 
reading their reflection and her saying they feel like they’ve failed because 
they weren’t taught this stuff earlier. 

CS: I think it wasn’t even a reflection. It was a handwritten note that 
she’d given to us at the final class. She said like I’m sorry for not… she’s 
apologizing for not either seeking that information out or having that 
information given to her prior to her 40 -something years 

HS: She’d grown up in Redfern, right? I think so. A white woman and 
she just didn’t know that there was this other kind of layer.
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The Subaltern Voice: In the Room Where It 
Happens 

An essential part of decolonising the curriculum for us was decolonising 
the space. That meant re-inhabiting it, moving Aboriginality into the 
room. As is typical for Aboriginal ways of knowing, that is embodied, 
incarnate: two Aboriginal bodies in the space, plus usually about half a 
dozen, four or five, Aboriginal students among the student body. There 
are things that they say and reflections they make and stories they tell, 
but the particularity of this experience in the context of an academic unit 
on criminology is powerful. 

CS: I think with any university unit it’s always academic focused, you 
know? I think the difference between other units and the delivery of 
this unit really is the lived experience of having two Aboriginal people, 
a man and a woman, … I guess we share many similarities in terms of 
our experiences of over policing and the way that our community views 
police. And I guess the way that the criminal justice system is intersected 
with our life - from babies. In different ways. 

I think a lot of the students would not have access to somebody like 
Keenan or me in any other scenario, and the fact that they’ve got us in 
the classroom where it’s a safe space for learning, for asking questions, for 
gaining knowledge, for passing knowledge on is really unique. 

KM: I think just having Carly and myself in the university is part of 
decolonizing that space in terms of bringing culture and First Nations 
people to the forefront of learning about the things that affect us. For 
me, trying to understand my experience whilst being a part of this course 
has validated why it was the way it was. Because things were so designed 
for me to be in that experience. There were parameters outside of me and 
my family that we had no control over which was structurally designed 
to keep us in these spaces. 

The academic world works on abstractions, on statistical representations 
of things. The objective in academic practice is for the knowledge to tran-
scend its particularity, to become universal and context free (Wolfenden
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et al., 2019). Academics take the data and rework it so it loses its speci-
ficity and becomes more than ‘just anecdotal’. Individual conflicts are 
aggregated into new, abstract objects like ‘the crime rate’. 
The students generally have a reasonable handle on the objective posi-

tion of Aboriginal people in the Criminal Justice System. They know 
all the statistics before they come to class. They know about the over-
representation of Aboriginal people. They know about over-policing and 
the rate at which Aboriginal people are given community orders versus 
detention, compared to the rest of the community. But they don’t know 
Keenan’s story, they don’t know Carly’s story. And the particularity of 
that breaks open the statistics. 

HS: Keenan’s contribution to this is profound. Around a third of the 
prison population is Aboriginal, so there’s no shortage of people with 
experience of poverty and bereavement and incarceration. But what is rare 
is the capacity to be articulate about that, to talk about that experience in 
ways that are emotionally present, that connect. There isn’t anybody who 
isn’t damaged by that kind of trauma, but Keenan has remained human 
and connected and expressive about it. When Keenan talks about losing 
his mum and dad as a seven-year-old, and his dad hanging himself in the 
little park, the vacant site that he had to pass to go to school: you can see 
that little kid in the room. There’s a little kid here: he’s lost his mum and 
dad, and he’s poor, and he’s trying to go to school, and being bounced 
around from family and into institutions. Finally some bigger boys look 
after him. And they look after him by introducing him to the criminal 
economy. You can feel that. 

For the students, it’s shocking. Here are two real live human beings with 
emotion and with feelings, people who’ve lost members of their family, 
and had people close to them killed by police, or died in custody. They 
are here in front of you. That’s not the story of an academic unit. An 
academic unit can be taught by any qualified academic and the literature 
is represented in such a way that in principle it doesn’t matter who wrote 
it. But here you have this sharp-edged particularity with the human story 
present .
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Confronting Emotion 

There is no doubt that the academic context and the practice of deper-
sonalisation limits personal costs. An academic epistemology seeks to 
eliminate the emotion from the analysis, concentrating on how we think 
about something, not how we feel about it. Emotional response to 
the material might happen, but it needs to happen somewhere else. 
Academics generally can choose to limit their own personal engagement: 
indeed, some disengagement from the emotional response to the material 
is more or less required. 
In this course, the emotion is in the room. Keenan and Carly have to 

pay a higher price: the personalisation of knowledge comes at a cost. It 
takes generosity to be able to be prepared to give that back—and to give 
that back to the people who have been part of the system that has created 
those injustices. 

KM: It’s a double-edged sword. I have to relive my trauma, but as part 
of my healing process i need to acknowledge my experience. 

CS: I think also for me, as difficult as it is, we’ve grown significantly as 
individuals over the last couple of years, and learned how to take better 
care of ourselves. When we started we were just all in, and we’ve felt the 
effects of not taking care of each other or ourselves as individuals, and it 
impacts on everything. So we’ve learned some hard lessons. We’re much 
better at acknowledging that and taking care of ourselves. I think for me 
the reason I’m happy to do that is because I have heard and understand 
the impact that it has on the students. We know that they’re going to be 
our future leaders, like they’re going to be our future politicians and our 
future you know whoever, lawyers. Also the reach that we get, like we 
would never get to the kids that are… There might be you know some 
underlying bias or racism. We’ve had that a couple of times, with some 
students where they’ve expressed some - but we’re able to… they’re open 
to changing their mind and that’s what makes the difference, yeah. 

HS: I have been a bit concerned from time to time. I mean Keenan’s expe-
rience is so distressing: deep injustice and violence and just tragedy. And 
he is so raw in the way that he tells that story. I have been watchful and
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checking with him, saying, you know, ‘Is this okay with you?’ I think 
there’s lots of unique and powerful things about the way that Keenan 
works, but - I don’t know if you call it the zen of him - using the 
disclosure also for healing - so the double edge of that I think has been 
reassuring. I mean I still do worry from time to time but we do keep an 
eye on it in the  space.  

Being emotionally present with the story in the room also has implica-
tions for students. There are revelations about the nature of their world 
and their country that they have never had to deal with before. 

KM: I’m very mindful of it. I equate it to my own experience of having 
my world ripped open, like when losing my parents or being taken from 
my family. Some of the stuff that they do learn in here is going to reshape 
their reality. It’s also going to make them a little bit angry and infuriated 
at the systems that didn’t teach them earlier on this stuff. 

CS: I think we always pre-empt the unit with self-care: if things are 
distressing you can leave the room, we always do that, right Howard? 

HS: But we also want them to feel. 

CS: Yeah, yeah, 

We don’t want to protect them from the emotional impacts of this. We 
want them to feel them: because the world view of everyday Australians 
needs to change around this. We perpetuate a number of national 
mythologies about ourselves that need to be destroyed. That’s painful and 
the pain is okay. So we also don’t want to protect students from feeling 
and therefore from change. But we need to manage that. We have no 
interest in perpetuating trauma ourselves. 

A growing body of research connects emotional connection with 
personal and social change (Flam & King, 2007; Jasper,  2011; 
Lemmings & Brooks, 2014; Nos Aldas & Pinazo, 2013). If the purpose 
of criminology is to not only interpret the world, but to change it, the 
opportunity for connection to anger, to shame, to compassion, to grief,
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to collective guilt, and also to joy and relief and pride and admiration is 
critical. 

So What Did We Want Students to Learn, 
in the End? 

For every course, there is a list of learning outcomes written down in the 
course materials. In practice, the process of listening and interacting with 
students and working with the literature and the other course materials 
creates its own list, which might tally with the one in the course docu-
ments and might not. Each of us had our own take on this. For Keenan, 
the key learning outcome was that nobody should be written off, but 
that is precisely what the system does. 

KM: I think, from my point of view, that all the evidence and the 
research around experiences like mine comes to the conclusion that once 
an individual is in there they cannot make it back. 

But here I am. I show them how even though I’m not a part of that world 
anymore, it still impacts me every day. That real life human element to 
what one individual, in terms of those stats, has to go through. And then 
what they have to go through to come out of it. And then how that 
impacts his immediate family, his community, everything that I do. 

The main thing that I want them to learn is that this system is not broken, 
it’s well designed. Its been deliberately designed. We’re throwing billions 
of dollars at incarceration, and nothing at rehabilitation, or giving people 
opportunities when they come back into the community to get accom-
modation, housing. It is so well designed that once you go to prison, 
when you come out, you’re still a part of that system. 

For Carly, it is about shifting the fundamentals. 

CS: I think for me it’s more about understanding. First, that locking 
people up doesn’t make communities safer, that’s a huge one. Then that 
there are systemic things in play that lead to the over representation.
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We’re not locking up people that are bad, we’re locking up people that 
are traumatized, that are poor, that are mentally unwell, and that are 
black. 

For Howard, the key thing is that wants students to learn to listen. 
Academic approaches are so frequently about telling. 

HS: I really want them to learn that the academic stuff is powerful, 
important, disciplined. It needs to be honoured, but it’s partial, it’s 
limited. So being able to see criminology in Redfern Now (Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation, 2012) or Charlie’s Country (De Heer & 
Gulpilil, 2013) or some of the brilliant novels that have come out of 
recent years written by Aboriginal people, you know? To be able to do 
that intelligent translation and recognition of truth across those sources. 
To be able to listen. 

Student feedback was consistently indicating that we might actually be 
succeeding. We would like to be able to paste in all the student comments 
that we have received, but the following two are, for different reasons, 
representative. 

Student 1: The content of the course was often times hard to hear but 
was unbelievably important to learn. The course completely shifted my 
view of the history of Australia and the workings of the criminal justice 
system. It was an incredibly motivating course and inspired activism and 
a desire for change in myself. The firsthand stories from Keenan were 
crucial in this. This course has had the most significant impact on me 
throughout my time at UNSW. 

Student 2: This course was the most respectful course I have ever done at 
UNSW and being an Aboriginal woman I felt respected, acknowledged, 
appreciated and felt safe. They both worked so well and effectively along-
side each other. This course should be a compulsory subject, because the 
way they both teach is real, knowledgeable, respectful and important for 
people to actually understand, acknowledge and learn about Aboriginal 
culture and history by such knowledgeable, influential people.



244 H. Sercombe et al.

Conclusion 

Criminology in Australia, as a discipline, is stridently critical of the treat-
ment of Aboriginal people within the criminal justice system. Study after 
study, report after report, details in excruciating detail the processes by 
which Aboriginal people are fast-tracked into justice involvement and 
ultimately incarceration, with ongoing consequences for their families 
and communities. Yet the rate of Aboriginal incarceration continues to 
climb and policies of intervention designed to coerce Aboriginal people 
into more compliant (and, also, less destructive) ways of living merely 
provide another set of reasons to arrest and charge and remove the 
children. 

KM: There is knowledge that the university holds which makes it very 
cynical for me. They know the problem, but nobody’s coming with solu-
tions. I can’t comprehend that the smartest minds within our nation just 
keep telling us problems, not actually using their time and resources 
to come up with alternatives, to come up with solutions, to come up 
with processes to combat and to end the mass incarceration of Aboriginal 
people. 

Nothwithstanding the anger of criminologists, and often their 
committed activism about this, criminology has its own case to answer. 
Postcolonial theory would argue that academic criminology shares with 
other branches of scientific endeavour the universal, objective preten-
sions of colonialist knowledge (Jazeel & McFarlane, 2010), pointing 
out the epistemological violence involved in the unilateral imposition 
of Western science, and the way that the university silences voices that 
are not scientific. 
This is not a necessary position for Western science, including crimi-

nology, to take. Already, universities are host to multiple epistemological 
perspectives, even from within their own walls. Nobody believes there is a 
single valid epistemology anymore. The recognition that there is truth in 
Aboriginal thinking about crime and criminalisation, and the capacity to 
stop and listen, not talk over, not talk for Aboriginal people, might open 
up the conversation and generate new possibilities for change.
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CS: And I guess that’s the point, yeah? Academia has been pretty impo-
tent when it comes to driving change, criminology included, or to making 
a real difference. The studies mount up and the problems roll on, you 
know? Where change has happened it’s because people reached out. And 
like, were prepared to let other knowledges invade and challenge. Chal-
lenge the idea that all the truth is in the stats. Decolonise the academy a 
bit (laughs). That’s when you see change. 

This chapter is the story of when a university opened up a little, 
held its breath about its reputational risk, and was prepared to put a 
little more money than the minimum into resourcing this learning. It 
created a space where it was possible to hear the ongoing human, social 
consequences of colonial dispossession and genocide (Behrendt, 2001; 
Cunneen, 2009). It helped students see the contemporary expressions of 
colonial power through the criminalisation of Aboriginal communities as 
an ongoing colonial project (Altman & Russell, 2012; Cunneen, 2020; 
Veracini, 2015). But especially, it allowed the colonised to speak back to 
power (Spivak & Riach, 2016). For the first time for these criminology 
students, Aboriginal people were leading the conversation in the room 
where it happens. 

Top Tips: Decolonising Learning and Teaching

• Have Aboriginal/subaltern people in the room. A criminal record is a 
qualification, not a disqualification.

• Doing this well will cost a bit more. But the wealth of universities in 
the West is built on stolen land, stolen human beings, stolen resources. 
The case is good: drive the bargain.

• Actively explore epistemological pluralism, including the power and 
limitation of academic epistemologies and the inclination towards 
epistemological violence. Practice epistemological equivalence in the 
way that Aboriginal voices are heard and honoured. Develop skills of 
epistemological translation.

• If possible, take people out of the classroom into Aboriginal/subaltern 
spaces.
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• Don’t be afraid of emotion. Emotion is what changes things. 

Notes 

1. ‘Blackfeller’ is often the way that we as Indigenous Australians speak 
about ourselves. 

2. ‘Deadly’, in Aboriginal English, means ‘really good’. 

References 

Altman, J., & Russell, S. (2012). Too much “dreaming”: Evaluations of the 
northern territory national emergency response intervention 2007–2012. 
Evidence Base: A Journal of Evidence Reviews in Key Policy Areas, 3, 1–28. 

Australian Broadcasting Corporation. (2012). Redfern Now, produced by  
Jimmy McGovern, directed by Rachel Perkins, Wayne Blair, Leah Purcell, 
Catriona McKenzie, Adrian Russell Wills, Beck Cole on ABC Television. 
Distributed by ABC Content Sales. 

Bastable, E., & Sentas, V. (2016). Overpolicing Indigenous youth: The suspect 
target management plan. Human Rights Defender, 25 (3), 16–18. 

Behrendt, L. (2001). Genocide: The distance between law and life. Aboriginal 
History, 25, 132–147. 

Bessarab, D., & Ng’andu, B. (2010). Yarning about yarning as a legitimate 
method in Indigenous research. International Journal of Critical Indigenous 
Studies, 3(1), 37–50. 

Burgess, E. W. (1923). The Growth of the city: An introduction to a research 
project. The Publications of the American Sociological Society, 18, 85–97. 

Commission, A. L. R. (2018). Pathways to justice: Inquiry into the incarceration 
rate of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (ALRC Report 133). AGPS.  

Cunneen, C. (2009). Indigenous incarceration: The violence of colonial law 
and justice. In P. Scraton & J. McCulloch (Eds.), The violence of incarceration 
(pp. 209–224). Routledge Taylor and Francis.



11 Decolonising the Curriculum: Who is in the Room? 247

Cunneen, C. (2018). Indigenous challenges for southern criminology. The 
Palgrave handbook of criminology and the global south (pp. 19–41). Palgrave 
Macmillan. 

Cunneen, C. (2020). Conflict, politics and crime: Aboriginal communities and 
the police. Routledge. 

De Heer, R., & Gulpilil, D. (2013). Charlie’s country. Directed by Rolf de 
Heer, produced by Rolf de Heer, Peter Djigirr, Nils Erik Nielsen. Produc-
tion of Adelaide Film Festival, Bula’bula Arts Aboriginal, Screen Australia, 
The South Australian Film Corporation, Vertigo Productions, distributed by 
Gem Entertainment. 

Douglas, H., & Walsh, T. (2013). Continuing the stolen generations: Child 
protection interventions and indigenous people. The International Journal of 
Children’s Rights, 21, 59–87. 

Flam, H., & King, D. (2007). Emotions and social movements. Routledge. 
Gramlich, J. (2020). Imprisonment rates have declined across racial and ethnic 

groups: Especially among black Americans. Pew Research Centre. https:// 
www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/05/06/share-of-black-white-hispanic-
americans-in-prison-2018-vs-2006/ft_20-05-05_imprisonmentrates_1/ 

Jasper, J. M. (2011). Emotions and social movements: Twenty years of theory 
and research. Annual Review of Sociology, 37 , 285–303. 

Jazeel, T., & McFarlane, C. (2010). The limits of responsibility: A postcolonial 
politics of academic knowledge production. Transactions of the Institute of 
British Geographers, 35 (1), 109–124. 

Johnson, A. (2020). Throwing our bodies against the white background of 
academia. Area, 52 (1), 89–96. 

Leeson, S., Smith, C., & Rynne, J. (2016). Yarning and appreciative inquiry: 
The use of culturally appropriate and respectful research methods when 
working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women in Australian 
prisons. Methodological Innovations, 9, 1–17. 

Lemmings, D., & Brooks, A. (2014). Emotions and social change: Historical and 
sociological perspectives. Routledge. 

Martin, K. (2015). Prison Songs. Directed by Kelrick Martin, produced by 
Kelrick Martin and Harry Bardwell, music composed by Casey Bennetto 
and Shellie Morris, production by Spearpoint Productions, Shark Island 
Productions, Screen Australia, ScreenWest, the Documentary Australia 
Foundation, and SBS, distributed by the Special Broadcasting Service. 

Nos Aldas, E., & Pinazo, D. (2013). Communication and engagement for 
social justice. Peace Review, 25 (3), 343–348.

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/05/06/share-of-black-white-hispanic-americans-in-prison-2018-vs-2006/ft_20-05-05_imprisonmentrates_1/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/05/06/share-of-black-white-hispanic-americans-in-prison-2018-vs-2006/ft_20-05-05_imprisonmentrates_1/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/05/06/share-of-black-white-hispanic-americans-in-prison-2018-vs-2006/ft_20-05-05_imprisonmentrates_1/


248 H. Sercombe et al.

NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research. (2020). Aboriginal over-
representation in the NSW Criminal Justice System. https://www.bocsar.nsw. 
gov.au/Pages/bocsar_pages/Aboriginal-over-representation.aspx 

Ogbu, J. U. (2004). Collective identity and the burden of “acting White” in 
Black history, community, and education. The Urban Review, 36 (1), 1–35. 

Roth, F. (1994). International criminal justice review. In C. Cunneen (Ed. and 
Rev.), Aboriginal perspectives on criminal justice (pp. 80–81). Sydney: The 
Institute of Criminology. 

Sercombe, H. (2015). The Watchmaker’s Chainsaw: Why new public manage-
ment is the wrong tool for youth work (and most of the professions). Journal 
of Applied Youth Studies 1, 1.  http://cayr.info/jays-v-1n-1/. 

Seth, S. (2009). Putting knowledge in its place: Science, colonialism, and the 
postcolonial. Postcolonial Studies, 12(4), 373–388. 

Sentance, N. (2020). Genocide in Australia. Sydney: Australian Museum. 
https://australian.museum/learn/first-nations/genocide-in-australia/. 

Shay, M. (2021). Extending the yarning yarn: Collaborative yarning method-
ology for ethical Indigenist education research. The Australian Journal of 
Indigenous Education, 50, 62–70. 

Spivak, G. C., & Riach, G. (2016). Can the subaltern speak? Macat Interna-
tional Limited. 

Uluru Statement from the Heart. (2017). First nations national constitutional 
convention. https://ulurustatement.org/the-statement. 

Veracini, L. (2015). The settler colonial present . Palgrave Macmillan. 
Wolfenden, H., Sercombe, H., & Tucker, P. (2019). Making practice publish-

able: What practice academics need to do to get their work published, and 
what that tells us about the theory-practice gap. Social Epistemology, 33(6), 
555–573. 

Yunkaporta, T. (2019). Sand talk: How Indigenous thinking can save the world . 
Text Publishing.

https://www.bocsar.nsw.gov.au/Pages/bocsar_pages/Aboriginal-over-representation.aspx
https://www.bocsar.nsw.gov.au/Pages/bocsar_pages/Aboriginal-over-representation.aspx
http://cayr.info/jays-v-1n-1/
https://australian.museum/learn/first-nations/genocide-in-australia/
https://ulurustatement.org/the-statement


12 
Conclusion: Pedagogical Principles 

for Criminology and Criminal Justice 

Suzanne Young and Katie Strudwick 

Introduction 

The changing landscape of higher education (HE), along with the 
growth of criminology and criminal justice as a field of study, brings with 
it unique challenges. This edited collection has addressed some of these 
challenges by reflecting upon the work of educators and learning expe-
riences from the perspectives of students. Considering such challenges 
through the key themes of the text, this chapter addresses what the future 
of teaching criminology and criminal justice might hold and how we can 
continue to address these challenges. Debates around criminology as a
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standalone discipline have been well documented (see Carrabine, 2016; 
Cohen, 1988; Garland, 2011; Hannah-Moffat, 2011). Scholars note that 
criminology has roots in multiple disciplines, including (but not limited 
to) sociology, law, psychology, biology, economics, history, and geog-
raphy, and over the years this has expanded to include health studies 
and information technology. Whilst many celebrate this expanding inter-
disciplinary identity, it comes with its own challenges of designing and 
delivering learning and teaching. 
Given the diversity with what is taught on criminology and criminal 

justice programmes, alongside the amended current benchmarks (QAA, 
2022), it would be foolish to suggest a linear one-dimensional crimino-
logical pedagogy that would apply to all aspects of a curriculum design, 
syllabus, and provision. However, by drawing upon the three key themes 
of this edited collection, we have identified four pedagogical princi-
ples that can be applied to addressing some of the challenges faced by 
educators and students. We argue that these principles should underpin 
criminology and criminal justice programmes in the design and devel-
opment stages and through modifications. This chapter will discuss each 
of these pedagogical principles in turn and address how these can help 
shape the future of teaching criminology and criminal justice. First, we 
will discuss the importance of creating pedagogical principles. 

Pedagogical Principles for Criminology 

Pedagogical principles are essentially those that underpin the practice 
of teaching criminology and criminal justice. Criminology and crim-
inal justice programmes have unique challenges, whereby they incor-
porate the academic intellect of multiple disciplines, epistemological 
pluralism, whilst also dealing with topics often regarded as highly 
emotive, contentious, and sensitive. The diverse nature of criminology 
and criminal justice as a discipline is one that is, and should be, cele-
brated for its timeliness and currency, mapped against historical tenets 
of justice and morals. As a subject, criminology and criminal justice have 
also been advantageous in addressing current tensions and challenges in 
society through its interdisciplinary roots. Meeting some of the drivers
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that have emerged from legal, philosophical, moral, and social debates, 
those that teach or are taught criminology should not shy away from 
tackling such complex, diverse, and fluid dilemmas of in the triad of 
criminology (Case et al., 2021: 8).  

Such complexity has however led to this field of study being ques-
tioned in terms of its purpose and position with academia (Garland, 
2011). Contemporary discussions regarding the purpose and future of 
criminology (Loeber & Welsh, 2012; Sparks,  2020) have not addressed 
the future of teaching criminology and criminal justice, and yet they call 
for criminology to become more interdisciplinary and more global. It 
is therefore crucial we consider how we teach a growing and evolving 
subject area that has the potential to become more interdisciplinary, and 
ensure that as criminologists we continue to address the challenges this 
poses for educators. 
The external pressures in the UK in relation to graduate employ-

ability and student outcomes (see Department for Education, 2022) 
further add to these learning and teaching challenges, and it is there-
fore apparent that we need to consider not only what we teach students 
but how we teach them. There has to date been limited scholarship 
on the teaching and scholarship of criminology in the UK, in compar-
ison to other subjects such as Law, Politics and Sociology (exceptions 
internationally include Palmer, 2021 and the Journal of Criminal Justice 
Education). The explanation may be that criminology does not have a 
discipline specific identity, which comes from the subject being iden-
tified as hybrid or a fusion area, whilst being firmly framed within 
social sciences. We proclaim that, as the subject grows in popularity with 
students, and the subject broadens its scope, now is the time to consider 
what makes a criminology course unique and how best to design our 
learning in teaching. 
The chapters in this edited collection have addressed different chal-

lenges in relation to transforming the learning environment for students, 
addressing key themes and topics for both those teaching and those 
being taught. Drawing upon these discussions, we argue that all crimi-
nology and criminal justice programmes should consider the approaches 
outlined to deliver sensitive, emotive topics, whilst developing key trans-
ferable skills all the while to offer an authentic learning experience. We
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have identified four pedagogical principles, which are discussed in the 
remainder of this chapter: 

1. Creating authentic learning environments 
2. Diversifying the learning opportunities 
3. Encouraging difficult conversations 
4. Creating opportunities within and beyond the university. 

Create Authentic Learning Experiences 

The first principle for criminology and criminal justice is authenticity. 
Creating authentic learning environments that bring students closer to 
core issues of criminology and criminal justice are key to enhancing their 
understanding of real-world crime, justice and victimisation. Chapters 
by Johnson and McAlister and Campbell-West demonstrate the benefits 
of offering students the opportunity to apply their theoretical under-
standings to real-world contexts. Creating learning tasks and assessments 
whereby students can apply conceptual understanding to real-world 
settings enables students to construct their own learning (Jonassen, 
1999; Kolb,  1984), enhance their problem-solving skills (Herrington 
and Herrington, 2006) and become ‘encultured into the discipline’ 
(Lombardi, 2007: 9). When designing assessments and learning tasks 
we should consider the transferable skills being learnt and in what envi-
ronments these skills will be most beneficial. Furthermore, applying the 
content to real-world contexts brings the subject matter alive, ensuring 
it is relevant and addresses contemporary issues. This in turn can 
help educators and students practice a more public criminology in the 
programmes (Hamilton, 2013). 
We also ought to, where possible, create authentic learning environ-

ments, to ensure flexibility and adaptability, by being responsive and 
reactive in how we teach criminology. This may mean removing some 
of the barriers within our practice, both physical and metaphorical. For 
example, taking students to different settings (such as local commu-
nities, courtrooms, or prisons) or bringing people in from different 
environments (such as guest speakers, practitioners, alumni, and external
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learners). By offering and valuing experiential authenticity (Young & 
Tullo, 2020), it enables students to engage with people beyond their 
own social spaces, and in turn ensures that criminology and crim-
inal justice are more than academic discussions and become live issues. 
Discussions presented by Sercombe et al. and Nichols and Humphrey 
stress the importance of incorporating authentic voices into the learning 
environment, such as those who have lived experiences of the criminal 
justice system. In Sercombe et al.’s example we see the move beyond the 
traditional guest lecture experience to one whereby authentic voices are 
embedded within the curriculum, and Nichols and Humphrey identify 
the need to use authentic resources for hard-to-reach voices to be heard. 
These authentic practices enable students to engage with voices beyond 
the academy, which in turn creates meaning learning opportunities. 

Diversifying the Learning Opportunities 

The second principle for criminology and criminal justice is diversifica-
tion. The chapters in this text, particularly by Long, Stockdale et al. and 
Sercombe et al., have all evidenced the importance of diversifying the 
criminological voices, so that students appreciate the benefits from being 
exposed to different experiences and different knowledge. Decolonisation 
has become a fundamental strategy across the higher education land-
scape in Western societies (see Adefila et al., 2022; Liyanage, 2020), with 
awareness that other knowledge from the likes of Africana (see Agozino 
et al., 2020) Southern (see Carrington et al., 2016) and Asian Crim-
inology (see Liu, 2021) are imperative to ensure students understand 
the creation and silencing of different knowledges. In our endeavour in 
higher education to have global graduates we need to ensure we break 
down global barriers and educate students on different forms of knowl-
edge. Criminology has its strengths in epistemological pluralism, and 
moving forward this should be expanded to ensure not just Western 
epistemologies are applied in learning and teaching. Embedding diverse 
knowledges can also be taken in different formats, whether that be in the 
use of reading material (as Stockdale et al. discuss in this text), discus-
sions during teaching (as highlighted by Long in this text) or in the way
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the course is taught (such as the approach Sercombe et al. discuss in this 
text). The challenge that comes with this is that, for many of us who 
educate, we ourselves have to confront our own knowledge and biases 
first, before we can begin to help students learn in the same way. This is 
a pedagogical challenge that will take time, a shift in mindsets, but one 
that will benefit both educators and students in the long term. 
We also have a duty to ensure that students themselves can diver-

sify conversations and debates on a course. Every student who studies 
criminology and criminal justice brings with them their own indi-
vidual story, their experiences, their identities, and their cultural beliefs. 
This highlights the importance of understanding the diversification of 
the student body and seeking to embrace the widening participation 
agenda as discussed by Peake’s chapter of this text. If learning activities 
are enhanced by diverse knowledge and a diverse student population, 
then criminology ought to ensure it increases its own diversity in the 
classroom. By opening learning environments to understanding such 
intercultural awareness acknowledges and respects the drive for this 
diversification of knowledge. In sum, if we can enhance our student’s self 
of belonging, empowering them to have their voices heard and valued 
though our teaching, we are enriching their lives through learning. 

Encourage Difficult and Uncomfortable 
Conversations 

Critical thinking is a skill that is embedded within all social science 
disciplines and is a key graduate skill for all students studying crim-
inology (QAA, 2022). We suggest criminology can enhance criticality 
through difficult and uncomfortable conversations. The chapters by 
Long, Harding, Duggan and Bishop, and Sercombe et al. all expressed 
the importance of putting students in difficult situations by breaking 
them out of their comfort zone to engage in challenging conversations. 
Criminology as a subject must deal with emotive topics such as discrimi-
nation, destitution, abuse, and harm, and students can engage in critical 
thinking if they are exposed to the realities of these issues. Enabling
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students to recognise their own positionality, whether that is one of priv-
ilege, or disadvantage, and to have open conversations about how these 
impact upon their knowledge and relationship to society will strengthen 
their ability to be empathetic, open minded, courageous, and considerate 
of others. 

Boler (1999) calls this a pedagogy of discomfort whereby we ought to 
create safe environments for students to feel uncomfortable and oppor-
tunities to reflect on their experiences (see Nichols and Humphreys in 
this text; Walker & Palacios, 2016). Engaging in difficult conversations 
is challenging, and some educators may choose to avoid controversial 
or sensitive topics to protect students from uncomfortable situations. 
However, criminology and criminal justice have historically focused 
upon challenging topics that spur debate and controversy, therefore 
engaging students in these issues enhances their learning. Creating rules 
and boundaries in our learning and teaching (as discussed by Harding in 
this text) whereby you can set out the expectations in advance and facili-
tate conversations in a meaningful way, (as outlined by Long in this text), 
ensures a safe environment for learning. Uncomfortable learning can 
indeed be transformative, enabling students to step out of their comfort 
zone and enhance their self-awareness and emotional intelligence. 

Create Opportunities for Students Within 
and Beyond University 

The final principle for criminology and criminal justice is to offer 
students opportunities beyond the university to apply their knowledge 
and develop their skills. Jones and Johnson provide examples of students 
engaging with communities through assessments and employability in 
their chapter discussions. As educators we need to emphasise the value 
of embedding such opportunities, through work experience and volun-
teering, and highlight how these experiences can create opportunities for 
engaging in public criminology (Hamilton, 2013). By providing students 
with opportunities beyond the curriculum we open the possibilities for 
their learning journeys to have the potential to be transformative. Crimi-
nology has the remit and purpose to explore the extra curricula aspects of
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learning, through partnerships with external stakeholders, and students 
being the producers of their own knowledge. This can be achieved 
through models such as Student as Producer (Neary et al., 2014) framed  
upon values of discovery, collaboration, engagement and production, or 
Student as Partners, highlighting elements of co-creating, co-producing, 
co-learning, co-designing, co-developing, and co-researching (Healey 
et al., 2014: 21) in learning. 

It is indeed our responsibility through teaching criminology that we 
democratise the learning process for our students. This can be achieved 
by facilitating sustainable practice for opportunities for students to 
engage in research and teaching communities. We have the purpose as 
educators to re-connect teaching, learning and research, through our 
practice, to ensure we are developing active engagement and collaborative 
relationships as part of the holistic nature of student experience within 
Higher Education. Such practice also needs to go further to ensure that 
it is institutionally embedded in core curricula and programme design. 
Taking this approach gives us the opportunity to re-addresses the rela-
tionship between research and teaching, students and teachers, in essence 
tackle the ‘disconnect’ between these relationships. This may require a 
transformative mindset, dare we say a less risk adverse approach to crim-
inology programme design, but it could enable “… an exploration of 
the reshaping of core elements of engagement and participation” (Strud-
wick, 2017: 82) for students in the teaching of criminology and criminal 
justice. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the importance of setting out pedagogical 
principles for criminology and criminal justice programmes based on 
the key themes covered in the edited collection. We support Thurgood’s 
(2020) proposal for a transformational pedagogical approach in crimi-
nology and criminal justice, one that specifically focuses on authenticity, 
diversity, and criticality. As educators we ought to ensure students are 
not only given the knowledge of the subject matter of criminology and
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criminal justice, but that they can develop the tools to make a differ-
ence in the communities and spaces (professional and social) they occupy 
when they graduate. Taking a student-centred approach to learning and 
teaching (Friere, 1970; Sadler, 2012) through actively engaging students 
in diverse knowledges and authentic learning tasks enables students to 
become more critical reflective learners. To achieve this, we need to be 
prepared to engage students in uncomfortable conversations and emotive 
topics, and give them the space to reflect on their own position and the 
experiences of others. This means that as educators we may also need to 
step outside our comfort zone to reflect upon our own practices and how 
we can best embed these pedagogical principles in our courses. 
This edited collection has highlighted just some of the contempo-

rary challenges we face in teaching and learning, and offers suggestions 
on how to overcome and think critically about these challenges. Crim-
inology and criminal justice are fluid subjects, constantly evolving as 
crime, criminal justice, and victimisation changes. As educators we know 
the importance of ensuring the content of our courses is relevant and 
contemporary, but we should also ensure the ways in which we design 
and deliver learning and teaching continuously evolve too. As an inter-
disciplinary subject we need to adopt interdisciplinary pedagogies that 
combine the elements outlined in this chapter, this will ensure that 
students can contribute meaningfully to their learning journey both 
within and beyond the university. 
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