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Abstract  

Bias in education can be presented in various forms, not all of which are directly identifiable. 

Thus, before addressing bias, it must first be determined. In the case of university reading lists, 

assessing the diversity of authors is the first step towards debiasing education. The purpose of 

this study is to examine and compare diversity of author ethnicity in the two universities’ 

reading list. Moreover, this work investigates the claim that "Western authors dominate the 

university curricula". The analysis of reading lists of Arabic, Islamic and Middle Eastern 

Studies at the University of Leeds shows evidence of ethnicity bias – supporting the claim. In 

this study, we present an initial analysis of undergoing PhD research. Several questions remain 

to be answered regarding the students' and lecturers' perspectives on reading lists and their 

understanding of diversity and decolonising the curriculum, which will be investigated in future 

research. 
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1. Introduction 

In the history of university education, starting from the 1990s, the calling for diversity and 

inclusivity in the curriculum has started by demanding change in gender inequality 

(Higginbotham, 1990; Carter, 1995). According to Morgan and Houghton (2011), an inclusive 

curriculum can be defined as “one where all students’ entitlement to access and participate in 

a course is anticipated and taken into account”.   

 

The growing body of international students in British universities was the initial drive toward 

the direction of inclusive and diverse curriculum (Hubble and Bolton, 2021). However, Black, 

Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) students in the UK feel inadequately represented and that 

their historical narratives are overlooked from conventional discourse (Abou El Magd, 2016; 

Schucan Bird and Pitman, 2020). Investigating diversity in education is a continuing concern 

within the universities in the UK. Students' campaigns, such as "Why is My Curriculum 

White?" (National Union of Students, 2019) and #LiberateMyDegree (Bhambra et al., 2018), 

are challenging the domination of " Eurocentric curricula" and the "male-centric structure" in 

education and are calling for "Decolonising the Curriculum".  
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The appearance of the phrases “Decolonising the University" and " Decolonising the 

Curriculum" started in 2011 after the international conference on "Decolonising our 

Universities", which was held in Penang, Malaysia (Charles, 2019). Keele University (2018) 

defines decolonising the curriculum as "creating spaces and resources for a dialogue among all 

members of the university on how to imagine and envision all cultures and knowledge systems 

in the curriculum, and with respect to what is being taught and how it frames the world". 

 

Previous research (Schucan Bird and Pitman, 2020; Phull et al., 2019), found that white, 

Eurocentric/Western and male authors dominate the textbooks at British universities. If the 

students are not provided with diverse reading lists and are told to read only books written by 

a Western authors, this could bias their learning. According to Charles (2019), students began 

to demand change in the curriculum through the student unions in different UK universities, 

including the University of Cambridge; the University of Oxford; Goldsmith University; Keele 

University; the University of Kent; the University of Leeds; the University of London and 

more. 

 

Decolonising the curriculum can be approached in several ways. Schucan Bird and Pitman 

(2020) argue that the diversity of the university reading lists plays a significant role in 

decolonising the universities, since students see the reading list as a crucial learning tool that 

gives them access to the 'key' literature in each discipline (Stokes and Martin, 2008; Siddall, 

2016; Siddall and Rose, 2014; Brewerton, 2014). In the case of university reading lists, we 

believe that assessing the diversity of authors does not always accurately predict the various 

conceptual viewpoints in the curriculum. However, it is the first step towards decolonising 

education and creating an inclusive curriculum. 

 

To investigate the theory that British universities' curricula are dominated by 

“Eurocentric/Western authors”, we examine the authorship of a reading list at a leading UK 

research university. We assess the diversity (i.e., gender and ethnicity) of the authors in the 

"Arabic, Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies" reading lists at the University of Leeds. Further, 

we compare it to the reading list of Islamic studies at a leading institution in the Islamic-Arab 

world, Imam Mohammad Ibn Saud Islamic University in Saudi Arabia.  

 

2. Related Work 

Schucan Bird and Pitman (2020) investigated two reading lists from a British university’s 

modules in science and social science. They focused on the authors' gender, ethnicity and 

geographical/institutional affiliation. Their findings showed an equal number of female and 

male authors in the social science reading list. However, most authors, 70%, of the science 

reading list were male. For the authors' ethnicity in both reading lists, the majority were 

classified as white, whereas 7% were not white. The geographical/institutional affiliation 

showed that 90% of the authors from the science reading list and 99% of the social science 

reading list were from European, Australian or North American universities. Their study's 

findings support the allegations that white, male, and Eurocentric authors dominate the 

university reading lists in the UK setting. 

 

More recently, Atwell (2022) examined a reading list with 47 items of a module under the 

Quran and Hadith at Leeds University. This study classified the authors' names in the reading 

list into Arab or Western. Atwell (2022) found that 12 of the authors in the reading list were 

classified as “Arab name" and 33 as "Western name", which suggests a bias toward Western 

in the content of the reading list. 
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Our method (explained in detail in section 3) is based on Schucan Bird and Pitman's (2020) 

research. However, we only focus on the author's gender and ethnicity without 

geographical/institutional affiliation. 

 

3. Experiments  

To investigate the theory that British universities' curricula are dominated by 

Eurocentric/Western authors, we start examining the authorship of a reading list at a leading 

UK research university. Additionally, we compare the reading list with another list from a 

different university outside the UK that specialises in the domain we selected.  

Our goal is to examine the diversity of authors on the reading list of the department of Arabic, 

Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies at the University of Leeds. Further, we compare it to the 

reading list of Islamic studies at a leading institution in the Islamic-Arab world, Imam 

Mohammad Ibn Saud Islamic University in Saudi Arabia.  

 

3.1 Datasets  

3.1.1 AIMESRL Dataset 

The Arabic, Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies Reading List (AIMESRL) at the University of 

Leeds, UK. We created the AIMESRL dataset by extracting the reading lists of three modules. 

The dataset includes 212 items categorised as articles, books, reviews, websites, newspaper 

articles or documents.   

 

To examine the diversity of the reading list we needed information about the gender and the 

ethnicity of each author. However, the university only provided information about the type of 

each reading list item, title, author name, publisher and place of publication. Therefore, the 

author's gender and ethnicity were identified manually using the information on the web. We 

searched the web using each author name and we collected the information about their gender 

and ethnicity from websites such as online profiles (e.g., LinkedIn). We classified the authors' 

genders into male, female or unclear based on the names, pronouns, or pictures we found online 

then we categorised the ethnicity. We have six categories, Asian, North American, European, 

African, Middle Eastern (i.e., authors who are either Asian or African and under the Middle 

East region) or unclear in case there was no Information found. Figure.1 (below) shows a 

snippet of the final dataset. 

 

 
Figure.1: A snippet of AIMESRL dataset 

 

3.1.2 QSIERL Dataset 

The Quran sciences and Islamic education at Imam Mohammad Ibn Saud Islamic University, 

Saudi Arabia. The QSIERL dataset includes only 73 items, which is surprising as we extracted 

the reading lists of twenty-seven modules to create this dataset. However, this may be due to 

some lecturers preferring to provide the readings to students directly in lectures instead of 

uploading them to the university library system. The university library system provided the 

title and the author’s name of each reading list item. We gathered information about the gender 
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and ethnicity of the authors using the same method we applied to the AIMESRL dataset, 

moreover we collected information about the languages available for each reading list item. 

Figure.2 (below) shows part of QSIERL dataset. 

 

 
Figure.2: A snippet of QSIERL dataset 

 

3.2 Findings  

Figure.3 (below) presents the authors' demographics of the AIMESRL, displaying a high 

percentage of unclear information related to ethnicity and gender as it is challenging to identify 

them from unreliable online data. 

 
Figure.3: Authors demographics of the AIMESRL 

 

Unlike AIMESRL, we managed to identify most of the authors’ gender and ethnicity of 

QSIERL. Figure.4 (below) shows the authors' demographics of the QSIERL.  
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Figure.4: Authors demographics of the QSIERL 

 

3.2.1 Ethnicity and Gender 

AIMESRL dataset 

One hundred and six ethnicities were unclear; (50%) therefore, we have excluded them from 

the analysis, leaving one hundred and six with known ethnicities to explore. According to 

Figure 3, 44.34% of the authors were North American, 36.79% European, 11.32% Middle 

Eastern, 6.6% Asian and 0.94% African.  

 

Thirty-one genders were unidentifiable. Accordingly, we excluded them, leaving us with one 

hundred and eight identified genders. According to Figure 3, unequal numbers of male and 

female authors were present. The majority of the reading list's authors, 82.87% were male, 

while 17.13% were female. Further, 48% of the male authors are North American or European. 

 

QSIERL Dataset 

For the QSIERL dataset, 84.72% of the authors were Middle Eastern, 9.72% African and 2.78% 

Asian. The absence of ethnicities, such as North America or Europe is due to all reading items 

in the list being in Arabic. Some items are available in English (translated), though were 

primarily written in Arabic. For the gender in this dataset 95.83% were male, and 2.78% were 

female.   

 

3.2.2 AIMESRL and QSIERL Compared  

Before comparing the datasets, we want to explain the point of the comparison, which is 

identifying the differences in the authors' demographics, focusing mainly on the ethnicities for 

the selected domain (i.e., Arabic and Islamic studies). Imam Mohammad Ibn Saud Islamic 

University is considered one of the leading institutions in Arabic and Islamic studies in the 

Arab world; therefore, we selected their reading list to build the QSIERL dataset.  

 

From the findings in the AIMESRL dataset, the two major ethnicities of authors are either 

North American or European. While in the QSIERL dataset (i.e., domain-focused dataset), the 

majority were Middle Eastern, followed by African. In contrast to QSIERL, AIMESRL has 
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fewer Middle Eastern (6.6%) or African authors (0.94%). On the other hand, unlike AIMESRL, 

QSIERL does not include any authors who are either North American or European. As 

mentioned previously, this may be attributed to all reading list items in this dataset being 

written in Arabic and by Arabic-speaking authors. Both QSIERL and AIMESRL datasets have 

a small number of Asian authors. 

 

In the analysis of the QSIERL dataset, we computed the number of reading list items available 

in English. We found that twenty-five were translated into English, while forty-seven were 

only available in Arabic. We searched the AIMESRL dataset for the reading list items that were 

available in English from the QSIERL dataset – yielding no matches. The comparison showed 

that there are differences between the datasets in terms of the ethnicities of the authors. It is 

interesting to note that the datasets did not share any reading list items. 

 

3.2.3 Discussion  

The domination of Western authors is evident (with few exclusions) in the reading lists of 

Arabic, Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies at the University of Leeds. This finding broadly 

supports the work of other studies in this area such as the study by Schucan Bird and Pitman 

(2020).  

 

This analysis shows the diversity in the gender and ethnicity of the authors. However, the 

categorization was based on assumptions drawn from the web. More importantly, the diversity 

in gender and ethnicity cannot capture the diversity in points of view. Therefore, detailed 

information about the authors' background, upbringing and social beliefs cannot be fully 

reflected based on their digital footprint. It is challenging to accurately assess the diversity of 

all authors without further, more extensive knowledge about each individual. While this is a 

good inception, many additional areas might also be worth examining. 

 

Moreover, this is an ongoing project, as there are other aspects that you will consider in the 

case of Islamic and Arabic studies, such as the religion, and mother tongue of the author, place 

of study or university from which the author graduated, worked, lived in, or travelled to Arab 

or Muslim countries. Other aspects to be investigated for research in different areas could 

include the abstracts of the books which may contain some information about the author's 

viewpoints. In addition, information can be found in any of the authors' previous publications. 

 

3. Conclusion 

Reading lists have a pivotal role in student education, they influence how knowledge is 

received and communicated.  If the students are not provided with diverse reading lists, this 

could bias their learning. In this study, we examined the diversity in gender and ethnicity of 

the authors of the Arabic, Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies reading lists at University of 

Leeds. This list was then compared against the reading list of Imam Mohammad Ibn Saud 

Islamic University. The investigation of reading lists showed evidence for the claim that, with 

the exceptions of a few cases, Western, male and white authors dominate the university 

curricula.   

 

However, it is still unclear how gender bias in reading lists impacts university students' quality 

of education. Do authors' affiliations influence the content of their work? Therefore, 

investigating the bias in the content of the learning materials is a crucial step we plan to work 

on in future research. 
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