
17A best practice guide

Arts, Humanities and Law

Like other aspects of diversity our attitudes to gender and sexual 
diversity have been demonstrated to be socially and historically 
constructed. They are influenced by discourse on a range of 
cultural and structural levels; through legal and policy frameworks, 
common cultural references and social representation. 

Exploring alternative cultural interpretations or 
encouraging students to critically analyse the 
way that the legal framework has reinforced 
social stereotypes of LGBTQ individuals as 
outside of the norm – and even in some cases 
criminal – develops a broader understanding 
of the way that heteronormativity has been 
privileged and how this can be used to 
underpin transnegativity and homonegativity. 
Within the arts, humanities and law we found 
numerous examples of the different levels and 
domains of inclusivity. 

In terms of language, students were quick 
to observe when lecturers used inclusive 
language (‘Language used is open/gender 
neutral. This includes consideration that 
characters and authors are not always straight. 
His ‘partner’ rather than ‘girlfriend’) or didn’t 
(‘When talking about sexual orientations 
teachers and students only say gay or lesbian. 
As a bisexual, this is extremely frustrating 
but I get tired of having to point it out all the 
time so often I don’t say anything’). Staff 
provided examples of additive approaches 
(‘If I use an example involving a couple, I will 
sometimes use names/pronouns indicating 
that it’s a same-sex couple’) and transformative 
approaches to language use (‘[I] encourage 
students never to assume that people are 
heterosexual and to be aware of sexual and 

gender diversity;  eg, in translation theory 
classes, I introduce issues of linguistic 
discrimination and choose examples that  
raise complex issues of representation.’).

Role models in the arts, humanities and law 
were valued by students and staff (‘having 
openly gay staff /management means that all 
staff straight or gay know that an atmosphere 
of tolerance prevails, which has to be good.’) 
and lecturers were able to draw on a rich 
history of LGBTQ thinkers (‘A number of 
contemporary and historical philosophers  
that I teach, including Princess Elisabeth of 
Bohemia and Turing, were/are LGBTQ.’).  
Role models can also be invited to the 
University, for instance, ‘Alexa Huang [English 
Professor, and trans woman of colour], who 
came and gave her first public lecture as a 
woman at our invitation’.

Arts, humanities and law staff were able 
to provide many examples where they 
incorporated awareness, additive and 
transformative approaches to inclusive 
content. It is relatively easy in this context, 
as one lecturer stated: ‘Ever tried teaching 
Twelfth Night while pretending the whole 
world has always and only been straight?’ 
For instance, an additive approach would 
be: ‘As part of my module on Gilgamesh, 

one essay question raises the issue of a 
possible homosexual relationship in the epic, 
and students are asked to discuss in class 
the relationship and articles pertaining to it’. 
Students cited this as specific reasons for 
choosing the University (‘One of the reasons 
that drew me into coming to study in the 
University of Birmingham was the range 
of topics discussed on my course... I had 
a selection of lectures exploring Medieval 
sexuality which I was able to dwell in a personal 
study for my assignment too which I thoroughly 
enjoyed. Many of my friends at different 
universities that study the same course as 
me aren’t fortunate enough to be able to learn 
about historical conceptions of gender and 
sexuality, therefore, I’m pleased that my course 
here offers this’). Transformative approaches 
to content are evident through discussion 
of activism (‘In terms of the value of political 
lobbying, this is discussed in my Queer Bible 
and Theologies module’).

In the case study which follows, Kate Nichols, 
a newly appointed early-career academic, 
demonstrates how she developed her own 
teaching in order to encourage students to 
reflect on and reconstruct cultural references 
in a Year 2 undergraduate module on ‘Victorian 
Art and the British Empire:
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CASE STUDY
QUEERING THE HISTORY OF ART 
CURRICULUM 

Dr Kate Nichols
I’m very much committed to making the 
classroom a welcoming and inclusive 
place for all students – and, as a new 
lecturer, wanted to try to put my ideas and 
philosophical commitments into teaching 
practice. Being involved in the Towards an 
LGBTQ-inclusive Curriculum project has 
helped me to focus on attempts to include 
one minority group of students, and to 
reflect on ways in which developing 
methods of inclusive, student-led teaching 
can contribute towards creating a learning 
environment that benefits everyone. It is 
relatively easy to include LGBTQ artists 
and critical approaches in the art history 
curriculum (additive inclusivity – an 
essential step!). A key point of discussion 
in my coaching sessions with Sean 
Russell, funded as part of the project,  
was how to design new modules to be 
transformative, not just additive – and to 
avoid the awkward sense that gender and 
sexuality (or indeed race and disability) 
have been added in in a tokenistic 
manner. In our first meeting, we discussed 
the importance of framing new ideas and 
content to help students understand why 

changes have been made. Practical questions 
such as: ‘what can I actually change?’ ‘Why do 
I want to add this material?’ ‘How can I work 
within/against limits?’ have been enormously 
helpful in reflecting on setting achievable 
teaching goals. The second meeting was more 
focussed. We discussed the possibilities and 
ways of introducing my proposed student-led 
case study approach to inclusive teaching and 
learning. We talked through ideas about 
intersectionality and inclusivity beyond one 
community, and practical means of keeping 
records of students’ feedback, which will be 
extremely useful when monitoring the module. 

I have taken a general umbrella approach to 
inclusivity, with a focus in content on including 
LGBTQ and BME students, and a focus  
on student-led delivery and fostering an 
environment which encourages all students to 
participate. I am aware of the limitations to a 
universalising approach to inclusivity, and 
encourage critical feedback from students.

Delivery: The cornerstone of the new module is 
a personal case study project which students 
will develop in seminars during the course of 
the module. The aim of this case study is to 
give students a sense of ownership and 
involvement in the development of the module, 
to foster an inclusive community in the 
classroom, to develop study skills, to enable 
them to develop a key case study to apply  

and test the theories and methods discussed 
on the module, and to prepare for their 
assessment. 

In the first week, students will select one of 
two key paintings at Birmingham Museum 
and Art Gallery; William Holman Hunt’s The 
Lantern Maker’s Courtship (1854–61) and 
Ford Madox Brown’s The Last of England 
(1855). Both will be useful starting points  
for discussions of gender, religion, race and 
identity. Their homework will be to spend  
one hour in the gallery looking at this image, 
noting down in detail their changing 
observations and the questions raised by 
these details. I will also ask them to write a 
brief reflective paragraph on the exercise 
afterwards. I will supply them with a list of 
questions to help guide this process, but  
it is intended to be an open and personal 
reflective undertaking. I will emphasise  
the importance of personal experience in 
students’ in-depth encounters with the 
painting. Connecting with students’ lives  
has been shown to be an important means  
of creating inclusive learning and teaching 
environment.10

In each week’s seminar there will be time 
allocated to applying the theories and ideas 
discussed in the lecture and seminar to their 
painting. By the end of term, students will 
have practised their visual analysis skills, 

Simeon Solomon (1864) Sappho and Erinna  
in a Garden at Mytilene
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have written short but applied pieces on  
the image, provided peer feedback on each 
other’s work, have used 19th-century online 
journals to discover primary source material, 
and evaluated this material in group 
discussions, building the community that 
bell hooks argues is central to  
inclusive learning. 11

Content: I was particularly worried about 
LGBTQ content appearing tokenistic. I’ve 
drawn on historian Antoinette Burton’s 
approach here; she argues that it is 
essential to embed underrepresented 
groups within the curriculum, so that these 
topics do not appear ‘epiphenomenal or 
worse, random, faddish or sensational’.12  
In naming imperialism as constitutive of 
British Art in the 19th century this module 
argues for a two-way relationship, where the 
cultures of colonised peoples are 
fundamental to the shape of British art.  
I will draw attention to this throughout the 
module, making the incorporation of a week 
on 19th-century Indian art not an awkward 
tokenistic bolt-on, but an essential part of 
understanding the art produced in Britain in 
the period. 

Another key theme is the relationship 
between art and imperial bodies. This theme 
makes integral to the module ideas about 
the role of art in the understanding and 

constitution of race, gender, sexuality and 
the ‘able’ body in an imperial context. I am 
thus situating subject matter that lends itself 
to a more diverse and inclusive curriculum 
as fundamental to the understanding the 
module, rather than tokenistic. Although I 
am only devoting one week exclusively to 
‘gender and sexuality’, both are woven 
though the module in its focus on the 
normative body. The week on ‘Gender and 
Sexuality’ will build on previous discussion 
of imperial bodies (topics including 
visualising race, warfare, gender and the 
disabled body). It introduces queer 
approaches to the body, based on a 
secondary reading which explores the 
queerness of Frederick Leighton’s paintings 
that emerged from his travels in Egypt in the 
1860s. This foregrounds the connections 
between race, gender and sexuality in the 
formation of the normative imperial body. 
We will examine the ways in primary texts 
are gendered and discuss sexual conduct, 
and talk about the ways in which this 
subject matter has been historically 
marginalised. Taking a more critical 
approach towards the curriculum, asking 
which stories are included and excluded 
should be beneficial to all students in  
the classroom. 

COMMENTARY

In this module, a transformative approach 
to curriculum content is taken – with 
issues of identity, equality and power 
actually framing the way the module is 
delivered and the topics covered. LGBTQ 
issues are not an add-on but in line with 
the whole rationale of the module. The 
opportunity to consider a range of subject 
positions avoid the risk that students 
would perceive a ‘hierarchy of oppression’ 
or feel that certain identity issues were 
being ‘shoehorned’ in. The personal case 
study approach fosters critical thinking, 
discussion and self-reflection for the 
students encouraging them to become 
aware of their own cultural frames and 
to explore and possibly challenge them. 
These pedagogical approaches would 
have potentially wider significance for  
the students – becoming transformative  
in their lives in so much as they are able  
to apply this kind of critical thinking to 
other topics. 


