
   
                                                                                                                                             

 

 
 

 
  

  
     

    

 
   

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 

  

On Decolonizing US Education: Lessons from the Caribbean 
and South Africa 

Shan J. Sappleton Doug Adams 
University of Wisconsin-Platteville University of Wisconsin-Platteville 

US education is hardly divorced from systemic societal inequalities. Utilizing the cases of the English-
speaking Caribbean and post-apartheid South Africa decolonization efforts, we engage the settler coin 
concept to interrogate the popular notion that we can achieve systemic change in the US without fun-
damentally transforming the education system. What lessons might the US glean from other decoloni-
zation efforts in the Caribbean and South Africa?  How have the instrumental ideas and work of Car-
ibbean and South African scholars and educators shaped and advanced a decolonization vision?  An-
swering these questions requires considering the overall goals of the US education system relative to 
advancing a larger decolonization project. 
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Introduction 

The calls to decolonize the US education system are 
long overdue. It is incumbent on all educators from k-
12 to higher education to heed the clarion call to make 
education more appropriate, inclusive, and antiracist. 
Notably, conversations about systemic racial inequali-
ties in America tend to be brought to the fore of national 
subconscious when egregious violations of the civil lib-
erties and rights of minorities, especially African 
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1While there are meaningful distinctions between the var-
ious forms of colonialism (particularly between 
metropole/colony  and settler colonial, in which the latter, 
the metropole, sought not only territorial claims and direct 
governance but also settled the region with colonists from 
the colonizing power), we note the outcomes and effects 
were essentially the same—i.e., an established colonial 
structure, institutions, and practices that favor the colonist 
and relegate indigenous and other marginalized groups (and 
their structures, institutions, and cultural practices) to the 
bottom of the metaphorical colonial coin. As such, we make 
little note of distinguishing between what forms were spe-
cific to which cases referenced in our work. 

Americans, become politicized. A recent example is the 
horrific death of George Floyd by the Minneapolis Po-
lice in May 2020. Many watched the painful death that 
Floyd endured.  Public reaction was immediate and vis-
ceral. In part, this was likely due to the seemingly cal-
lous disregard of Floyd’s life by the Minneapolis police 
officers captured on video. Also, the Floyd case was the 
umpteenth in a long list of such incidents, horrific 
enough to garner national and international news cov-
erage. The incident set off a firestorm of protests that 
brought racism in the US and elsewhere to the fore and 
resulted in calls for systemic change to institutions 
grounded in historical racist structures and practices. 
Though law enforcement, specifically the policing in-
stitutions, has been the immediate focus, there have 
been calls for broader embrace and advancement of the 
decolonization project within US education. At the core 
is the issue of how the US education system facilitates 
and reinforces systemic inequalities in America, partic-
ularly in its failure to address the historical underpin-
nings of colonialism or challenge underlying eurocen-
tric notions and practices. As several scholars point out, 
education systems have historically been integral to ad-
vancing the colonial project in formerly colonized and 
settler colonial societies such as the United States1 

(Thiong’o, 1986; Kelley, 2000; Goodyear-Ka’opua, 
2013). Fault, therefore, lies in the education system it-
self and educators. This is particularly evident in the 
persisting colonial notions (ex. structural domination, 
patriarchy, white supremacy, and the plantation soci-
ety) that are actively replicated through pedagogy, cur-
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43 SAPPLETON AND ADAMS 

ricula, and other education traditions that favor West-
ern ethnocentric hegemony (i.e., eurocentrism)2. The 
result is an education system that not only separates his-
torically oppressed and marginalized students from 
their lived realities (past and present) but that is also 
wholly inadequate and inappropriate in creating a more 
inclusive and safer learning environment for all. 

In response, universities throughout the country 
have announced diversity initiatives and crafted state-
ments committing to challenging systemic racism and 
other forms of inequalities. As some scholars note, 
however, university administrators also often fail to 
make a substantive change to longstanding systemic 
barriers and processes or transform deeply embedded 
eurocentric cultural norms within their departments to 
effect desired emancipatory outcomes (Williams et al., 
2021). As such, antiracism and decoloniality scholars 
have cautioned against performativity and called on ed-
ucation practitioners to implement antiracism and de-
coloniality in actual practice (Davis, 1979; Kendi, 
2019, Tuck and Yang, 2012). There is no shortage in 
the academic literature of criticism regarding virtue-
signaling and tokenistic slogans that universities have 
employed in response to calls for antiracism efforts and 
decolonizing US education (Henry et al., 2016; Wil-
liams et al., 2021). As a popular trend for expressing 
outrage about injustice, virtue-signaling is more a 
means of elevating one’s symbolic social standing than 
effecting meaningful change (Smith, 2011; Desnoyers-
Colas, 2019). The concern is seemingly more about 
passing the proverbial “wokeness” test than really un-
doing the persisting harm of inherited colonial educa-
tion systems, particularly to historically marginalized 
groups (Kendi, 2019). Highlighting the parallel organ-
izational and cultural norms between many contempo-
rary higher education institutions and plantation eco-
nomic systems, Williams et al. (2021) note, for exam-
ple, that universities (particularly predominantly white 
institutions (PWIs) often take up the language of anti-
racism and use diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 
initiatives to maintain rather than disrupt longstanding 

2Ethnocentricism is the belief in cultural superiority. 
Methodologically it’s the advance of universalism 
grounded in and modeled after the European historical ex-
perience. Assumptions of European (Western EuroAmeri-
can) superiority become so engrained among citizens, in-
cluding education scholars and practitioners, they are 
treated as unchallenged truths and have not been suffi-
ciently subjected to critical scrutiny. What are generally 
opinions are often presented as objective universal truths 
without meaningful debate about the universal criteria 
should be.   

cultural norms. For antiracism scholars such as Kendi 
(2016, 2019), such initiatives, however well-meaning, 
do not constitute antiracism. Decoloniality scholars 
such as Tuck and Yang (2012) would likely consider 
these measures metaphorical at best.  

This is not to say that colonialism and residual co-
lonial norms have gone entirely unchallenged in the 
US. Most recently, The 1619 Project (Hannah-Jones, 
2019) has sought to (re)center the lived experiences and 
contributions of minorities, specifically African Amer-
icans, in recounting American history.  Still, this also 
does not mean that the hold of the dominant paradigm, 
which centers on eurocentrism, has been broken. Dis-
ciplines such as history, political science, philosophy, 
and education, for example, continue to rely on the pre-
dominantly eurocentric white male-centered scholar-
ship, textbooks, and related course material (Mbembe, 
2016). Additionally, the recent pushback against the 
study of race and racism at the k-12 grade levels in the 
south (Strunk, et al., 2021; Posey-Maddox et al., 2021), 
suggests that attempts to meaningfully revise and em-
brace inclusivity in course and curriculum development 
are hardly universal. In fact, not only have many US 
institutions, including those in the south, failed to in-
corporate proposed ideas for curricular changes or ped-
agogy, the Department of Education, at the directive of 
Betsy DeVos and the Trump Administration, launched 
the Patriot 1776 Project as a countermeasure. In tan-
dem, several mostly southern states have introduced 
legislation. In May 2021, for instance, Tennessee Rep-
resentative John Ragan (Republican) introduced an 
amendment to the House Bill 580 in the Tennessee 
State Assembly outlining penalties for institutions, ed-
ucators, administrators, and students engaging in Criti-
cal Race Theory (CRT) related discourses. Note: the 
bill does not use the term CRT. the initiative, which 
passed on May 5, 2021, nonetheless prohibits the teach-
ing about (race, class, and gender) privilege and the in-
tersection between the United States and racism (TN 
HB 580) and allows the state government to withhold 
funding from public schools that seek to address racism 
and racial inequities in the classroom (see Strunk et al., 
2021). Specifically, House Bill 580 states, 

If the commissioner of education finds that an 
LEA or public charter school knowingly vio-
lates the prohibitions described in (1)- (11), 
then this amendment requires the commis-
sioner to withhold state funds, in an amount de-
termined by the commissioner, from the LEA 



 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  
 

  

 
   

 
  

   

44 SAPPLETON AND ADAMS 

or public charter provides evidence to the com-
missioner that the LAE or public charter is no 
longer in violation (TN HB 580). 

While the US is hardly the only country for which the 
above realities hold true3, this resistance suggests that 
the vestiges of the inherited US education system may 
be more deeply ingrained in colonial, particularly set-
tler colonial, hegemony than generally assumed. How 
then can educators help to decolonize US education? 

We note that a number of countries have somewhat 
successfully4 engaged the decolonization project be-
yond the scope of a mere intellectual exercise, specifi-
cally prioritizing education. For example, the formal 
movement to dismantle Western colonial hegemony 
and decolonize the English-speaking Caribbean educa-
tion systems pre-dates 1940.  Specifically, as part of 
their transition to independence, English-speaking Car-
ibbean countries have sought to reimagine, restructure, 
and revamp their inherited education systems to func-
tion as a tool for decoloniality. This quest has also 
taken hold in post-Apartheid South Africa, particularly 
since 2015. Thus, what are the lessons from the decol-
onization projects from these postcolonial societies that 
could help inform the strategies and approaches of 
American educators and scholars in their own decolo-
nizing efforts? That is, what practices, challenges, and 
possibilities might the US glean from other decoloniza-
tion efforts, specifically in education reforms, and how 
have the ideas and work of Caribbean and South Afri-
can scholars and educators helped to shape and advance 
a new global decolonizing vision? Though much has 
been written on colonialism and attempts at decolo-
nizing education within the countries referenced, the 
focus tends to be rather insular.  Relatively few pieces 
offer a comparative context, particularly in the extrac-

3 The United Kingdom is similarly embroiled in calls for 
confronting its colonial past and residual colonialism. To a 
lesser extent, so too are Canada and Australia, albeit more 
specifically in terms of the treatment of indigenous popula-
tions. Since the end of Apartheid in 1991, South Africa has 
also been forced to confront what the decolonization pro-
cess in education should be in a country that is more than 
76 percent Black. 

4 We acknowledge that success is contestable, specifi-
cally in the inherent implication that an endpoint is achiev-
able. We note, for example, that countries may be at various 
stages of the decolonization spectrum--some further along 
having had earlier start times (ex. the English-speaking Car-
ibbean) while other, more nascent ones (ex. South Africa) 
lag. 

tive exercise of US educators deriving insights and les-
sons from non-US cases with similar backgrounds and 
colonial experiences.  This article seeks to bridge this 
gap. Highlighting what other countries, regions, and 
educational visionaries have achieved, we believe, can 
help inspire US educators and provide helpful ideas for 
decolonizing US education. Also, situating the US 
within the broader context of the decolonizing project 
juxtaposed with other like-cases presents an oppor-
tunity to interrogate colonialism– its global reach, un-
savory residual legacies (including within education), 
and the historical underpinnings to much of systemic 
inequalities that exist today. 

The article is structured as follows: a brief note on 
our research methods and conceptualizations followed 
by a discussion of the links between colonialism, sys-
temic inequalities and education within formerly colo-
nized and settler colonial societies. We then explore the 
cases of Caribbean and South Africa, careful to note the 
role, functions, and efforts to dismantle inherited colo-
nial educational systems. Lastly, we explore lessons 
from the cases and close with a few suggestions, par-
ticularly for educators eager to respond to the urgent 
need to decolonize US educational practices. 

A Brief Note on Methodology & Concepts 

In this article we draw on the examples of decoloni-
zation projects to problematize and explore the chal-
lenges and possibilities of disrupting entrenched sys-
tems of power and oppression. Specifically, we exam-
ine cases (the English-speaking Caribbean and post-
apartheid South Africa) with some common frame-
works to the US. These cases all have (a) a settler or 
metropole-colonial pasts, (b) inherited colonial struc-
tures and institutions, including education, and (c) em-
barked on decolonizing its education system.  This al-
lows us to situate the US within the broader context of 
the decolonizing project and critically examine coloni-
alism– its historical underpinnings, global reach, and 
unsavory residual legacies, including within education. 
In terms of the research, we relied heavily on qualita-
tive works that focus on (a) the centrality of education 
to the colonization projects (b) how various key actors 
have sought to challenge, dismantle, and reimagine ed-
ucational traditions to reduce harm to historically mar-
ginalized groups. These include a range of secondary 
sources on colonialism, education, and decolonization 
efforts in the English-speaking Caribbean, South Af-
rica, and the US. We also, however, assessed critical 
primary source materials pertinent to each case. These 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

45 SAPPLETON AND ADAMS 

include government and legislative initiatives, educa-
tion department memos and policy briefs, newspaper 
articles and reports, and various pedagogy and curric-
ula-related material. 

We also engage the settler coin framework (Pauly-
Morgan, 1996; Dixon, 2019) to interrogate the popular 
notion that we can achieve systemic change in the US 
without fundamentally transforming the education sys-
tem. A cursory review of the popular discourse of sys-
temic inequalities within the US reveals a particular 
difficulty that many Americans (especially colonial 
beneficiaries) have in discerning how embedded colo-
nial inequalities continue to permeate and inform our 
policies, laws, and actions today. This is evident, for 
example, in the frequent framing of related policy solu-
tions in terms of individual actions (ex. “the few bad 
apples” idiom) rather than targeting the broader and un-
derlying systemic forces at play.  This is not to say that 
individuals do not have a role to play in addressing sys-
temic inequalities. However, our concern here is that 
without a fundamental understanding of the origins, un-
derpinnings, and reinforcing nature of embedded sys-
tems of inequality and the role that education plays as 
a primary disseminator of the very norms, values, and 
knowledge base in perpetuating these systems, Ameri-
cans, including US educators (most of whom are them-
selves colonial beneficiaries) may continue to fail to 
grasp the need for the decolonizing work essential to 
reforming the US education system. 

The coin concept has been adopted and used by var-
ious scholars to explain systemic or structural inequal-
ities. It is particularly beneficial in explaining how sys-
tems embedded in colonial hegemony are established 
and can persist long after colonialism has formally 
ended, especially in countries that are unable or unwill-
ing to change inherited structures, processes, and cul-
tural norms. Pauly-Morgan (1996) for instance, first 
employed the concept to discuss the gender inequalities 
within education. Others, such as Dixon (2019), have 
since used the framework to reveal the roots and under-
pinnings of health disparities in settler colonial Canada 
and the US.  In the context of our article, the “coin” 
represents colonialism (both settler and metropolitan 
forms)– a system or the embedded framework within 
which the broad societal rules, structures, and policies 
are constructed. These rules, structures, and policies 
consistently benefit some groups (ex. colonists and 
their beneficiaries), often at the expense of others (ex. 
Indigenous and other marginalized groups).  In terms 
of positionality relative to the system or coin, those 
benefiting from the existing rules, structures, and poli-
cies rise to the top.  The groups disadvantaged by the 

system, in turn, are relegated to the bottom.  And, as the 
system becomes entrenched, group relationality and 
positionality become fixed, further reinforcing and per-
petuating the underlying system. 

Scholars have long grappled with the question of 
how to effect change from within. The argument is that 
as one becomes a part of a system, their viewpoints, 
calculations, and decisions, are informed by the exist-
ing rules and policies, which generally serve to rein-
force rather than disrupt or dismantle the system.   To 
explore the ideas informing decolonizing education in-
itiatives, we highlight decolonization itself is a con-
tested concept. There is no singular use or operational-
ization within the extant literatures, nor is there uni-
formity in the empirical experiences across previously 
colonized countries and regions. Accordingly, we con-
sidered a multiplicity of conceptualizations, measures, 
agendas, and practices– each at the core rejecting the 
perpetuation of dominant eurocentric views and in 
some way advancing (re)centering the experiences and 
voices of those historically marginalized by colonial-
ism and its residual forms. Incorporating these various 
perspectives into a more hybridized approach, we be-
lieve, better reflects the shared realities and effects of 
colonialism (whatever the form) across cases and helps 
to identify effective decolonizing efforts. 

First, we consider decolonization as both a global 
geopolitical and an intellectual process. Both processes 
are engaged in dismantling cultural, economic, and po-
litical artifacts within previously colonized and settler 
colonial areas. It entails confronting, interrogating, re-
sisting, and disrupting colonial endeavors (physically, 
psychologically, and ideologically). This includes a 
paradigm shift away from favoring eurocentric norms, 
views, and embedded social structures to (re)centering) 
the experiences and voices of the historically marginal-
ized. We consider the process to be active, and ongo-
ing– noting that countries may be at various stages of 
the decolonization spectrum, some farther along than 
others. We also view the process as intentional in its 
course correction and specific to the actual colonial ex-
perience on the ground. Therefore, we consider indige-
nous land restoration as one of, albeit not the sole meas-
ure of, decolonial success (see Tuck and Yang, 2012). 
Of particular concern in our conceptualization is the 
empirical challenge and sometimes impossibility of in-
digenous land restorations to formerly colonized popu-
lations, given colonial genocide and the near extermi-
nation of entire groups of indigenous nations (ex. much 
of the Caribbean region– Dei and Lordan, 2016; Garba 
and Sorentino, 2020). Broadening the conceptualiza-



 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

46 SAPPLETON AND ADAMS 

tion, we believe, helps move discussions of decoloni-
zation efforts, including measures of success, beyond a 
singular endpoint and highlights how truly global the 
colonial experience really has been.   

 Second, while decolonization is an older and much 
broader tradition than the relatively new antiracism em-
phasis, we consider these less as distinct or unrelated 
concepts. Rather, we view the latter as a mechanism for 
advancing the former. That is, we deem antiracism ef-
forts and actions inherent to the broader decolonization 
project. In challenging pervasive eurocentric societal 
norms and ideals within and through education, antirac-
ism efforts can functionally advance the overarching 
goal of the decolonization project—dismantle colonial 
hegemony. We do not view antiracism efforts as exist-
ing in isolation, but more so efforts requiring deliberate 
and calculated actions by educators to democratize ed-
ucation. As a process grounded in egalitarianism, de-
mocratizing education is itself a means via which to en-
gage in antiracism efforts. Therefore, we consider both 
the singular efforts and the strategic framework within 
which they operate integral to decolonizing education. 
In fact, we believe that the empirical examples of ped-
agogical antiracist democratization in the Caribbean 
and South Africa, can help to empower US educators, 
especially those in the southern states where the teach-
ing of Critical Race Theory has recently come under 
attack (Strunk et al., 2021). While the assumption is 
generally that African and Caribbean scholars and edu-
cators have a lot to learn from their Euro-North Amer-
ican counterparts, we believe the reverse is also true— 
US educators may also garner key insights and strate-
gies for decolonizing US education from their Carib-
bean and South African counterparts.   

The Decolonization Project: Confronting Colonial-
ism, Systemic Inequalities & Education’s Complicity 

Fundamentally, the real aim of colonialism was the 
subjugation and rule of a people and territory as if an 

5As Robinson (2017) notes for example, the British are 
largely still proud of their colonial endeavors. The British 
Empire and most Americans remain largely indifferent to 
the devastation the colonial project inflected on indigenous 
population. In 2017, Princeton Ph.D., Bruce Gilles, pub-
lished a piece, “The case for colonialism” in Third World 
Quarterly, which took the stance that colonialism was both 
legitimate and a force of good.  While the scholar and jour-
nal received immediate public backlash for the publication, 
the public discourse indicated that the sentiment remains 
more pervasive even in the 21st century. 

extension of a government. Though considered a be-
nign relic of the past5 and generally understood as an 
exercise in political domination and economic exploi-
tation, it is an all-encompassing political, economic, 
and cultural endeavor with persisting vestiges. The em-
pirical realities of the colonial system were, at the same 
time, physical, psychological, and ideological. Coloni-
alism included: the invasion and territorialization of 
foreign lands; the political, economic, and cultural sub-
jugation of indigenous peoples; and the development of 
infrastructure through which power and control are ex-
ercised by those at the top (i.e., the colonist and bene-
ficiaries) over the subjugated and marginalized groups 
(i.e., those relegated to the bottom). Together, these 
systems and structures (all undergirded by eurocentric 
cultural hegemony) inform group positionality and re-
lationality.   In the context of the settler coin model, the 
“coin” represents colonialism— a system or embedded 
framework, complete with a reinforcing infrastructure 
of structural dominance. This system, regardless of the 
various ways it was implemented and enforced across 
countries, effectively functioned the same– i.e., primar-
ily in service of preserving established white European 
power differentials politically, economically, and cul-
turally. The established rules, policies, and societal-
level norms help reinforce and perpetuate the inherent 
systemic inequalities, even as colonialism (at least in 
the form discussed above) officially ends. As both a 
mechanism for organizing and communicating 
thoughts, and more broadly, an agent of socialization 
that cultivates the attitudes, views, and beliefs that en-
able an established system to function and persist, edu-
cation systems in formerly colonized and settler colo-
nized society were very much a part of the colonializa-
tion process. Colonists established education systems 
not to liberate the subjugated. Rather they sought to un-
dergird and maintain colonial power structures, specif-
ically white European supremacy (Stein, 2018).  In fact, 
the education system was a tool for further subjugating 
and dehumanizing entire groups of people, diminishing 
their cultures, and disappearing their lived experiences 
and contributions from the annals of history (Kelly, 
2000; Stein, 2018).   In this vein, it is crucial to focus 
on the extent to which the purpose, approaches, meth-
ods, and educational traditions have changed over time. 
Highlighting the role of path-dependency in his analy-
sis of democratic changes in contemporary Africa, 
Steeley (2009) notes, for instance, that transitions to in-
dependence have resulted in little meaningful opera-
tional or structural change. He finds that colonial ar-
rangements remain a potent predictor of a country’s fu-
ture or current arrangements. To resist and dismantle 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
   

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

   
  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

47 SAPPLETON AND ADAMS 

entrenched systems of power and oppression, decolo-
nization, therefore, requires a paradigm shift and 
thoughtful, intentional course correction.  For educa-
tion, this means revisiting, challenging, unlearning, and 
rewriting the dominant historical accounts, educational 
traditions, and approaches to teaching and learning.  It 
also means re-imagining and reforming education in 
ways that avoid or resist educational practices that 
serve to perpetuate eurocentrism and hegemonic no-
tions. Educators must first be aware of how their own 
positionality and lived experiences (past and present) 
are shaped and informed by the very system in which 
they are embedded. They must confront and carefully 
interrogate the systemic forces at play that have (an 
continue to) advantage some groups and marginalizes 
others– specifically identifying ways or measures to 
avoid or resist educational practices that serve to per-
petuate eurocentrism and Western hegemonic notions. 
This includes centering the lived experiences, narra-
tives, knowledge systems, and contributions of histori-
cally marginalized peoples. 

The Decolonization Project: the Caribbean & South 
Africa Considered 

Caribbean countries and South Africa endured cen-
turies of European subjugation. In both cases (as is true 
of the rest of the colonized world), colonists established 
education systems to cultivate and spread of societal 
norms that valued and centered eurocentric views as 
universally objective and unchallenged truths, thereby 
undergirding the colonial power structure. Heleta 
(2018) notes for example that the colonial educational 
institutions in South Africa are among the most odious 
instruments used by European colonists to subjugating 
indigenous South Africans, and justify racial hegem-
ony. Indeed, she maintains that the entire higher educa-
tion system was in service of reproducing and main-
taining settler colonial hegemony—with white South 
Africans (British and Afrikaans) as beneficiaries on top 
and indigenous South African and other marginalized 
groups at the bottom (Heleta, 2018). South African 
schools for example, propagated textbooks, resources, 
and material that reinforce ideas of white supremacy. 
Subjugated groups were often depicted as sub-human 
at best, whose very humanizing was to the “white 
man’s burden.” This depiction often served as a ra-
tionale for denying the indigenous and black popula-
tions access to formal education in both cases. In fact, 
fewer than three schools in Jamaica were dedicated to 
the education of the black population prior to the mid-

1800s (Gordon, 1963). It was not until the late nine-
teenth century that any concerted effort was made to 
provide better elementary and secondary education 
available to the public throughout the Caribbean region 
(Gordon, 1963; Gordon, 1998). While the stated aim 
was to make education more universally accessible, 
there was no immediate development of a distinct cur-
riculum. The adopted curriculum offered a curriculum 
that maintained a predominantly eurocentric paradigm 
that was contrary to the lived experiences of the histor-
ically marginalized communities, and little regard for 
their backgrounds or values (Thiong’o, 1986).   Stu-
dents, for instance, had to learn “Queen’s English.” 
They were often punished by educators for speaking 
their own language (Thiong’o, 1986). Additionally, 
students, specifically at the secondary level, sat exams 
that were written and graded by the British-based Cam-
bridge Local Examinations, competing not only with 
fellow classmates and nationally, but also others within 
the region, as well as those in British. These exams per-
sisted until the 1950s when the General Certificate of 
education (GCE) replaced them at the Ordinary and 
Advanced levels. The latter, however, was merely an-
other form of the Cambridge exams. And even the Uni-
versity of the West Indies (UWI) itself, once estab-
lished, came under the auspice of The University of 
London (Millette, 2004). 

Internationally renowned Caribbean scholars, such 
as Marcus Garvey, Franz Fanon, Stuart Hall, Walter 
Rodney, Louise Bennett, and Eric Williams, have been 
incredibly influential to various aspects of the decolo-
nization project, including education. For Williams, the 
decolonization project entailed not only eradicating co-
lonial education but excising colonialism itself. As he 
cautioned: “the educational problem …not be regarded 
in isolation, but rather as merely a specific example of 
a general colonial problem” (Williams 1946; 11). He 
declared the process of inner and intellectual decoloni-
zation imperative to the postcolonial agenda. A process 
that would (a) center the struggles and contributions of 
Caribbean people and; (b), per Fanon (1963), dismantle 
the colonial education system that sought to distort the 
past and effectively destroy the future of the colonized. 
Education in its reformed state, for Williams, was piv-
otal to the broader decolonization project in that it dis-
lodges pervasive ethnocentric views and representa-
tions. He wrote: 

Education in the modern world is, more than 
anything else, education of the people them-
selves as to the necessity of viewing their own 



 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
   

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

48 SAPPLETON AND ADAMS 

education as a part of their democratic privi-
leges and their democratic responsibilities ...as 
is the teacher, so is the school (Williams, 1946; 
xi-18).

In particular, Williams was committed to challeng-
ing the pervasive colonial misrepresentation of Carib-
bean societies in extant scholarship, especially history. 
He advocated a vision for reconstructing histories by 
centering historically marginalized groups’ lived expe-
riences and contributions via education (Nettleford, 
2002; Palmer, 2006; Lavia, 2012).  Inherited colonial 
education systems, he maintained, separated students 
from their new path forward in the post-independence 
era. Thus, the decolonization process begins only after 
a careful yet aggressive interrogation of the historical 
record. As Williams notes, “Every age rewrites history, 
but particularly ours, which has been forced by events 
to reevaluate our conceptions of history and economic 
and political development” (Williams, 1944; ix). As 
such, students and scholars of Caribbean history must 
carefully interrogate the historical records better to 
acknowledge the contributions and lived experiences of 
the historically marginalized groups. They should also 
challenge the many claims by colonists of the benefits 
of slavery and the plantation economy. As he later 
stated, “a great responsibility rests on the educational 
system. Its role should be that of a midwife to the 
emerging social order. Instead, it is the chambermaid 
of the existing social order” (Williams: 1946; 10). 

Williams’s “reimagine education” charge mani-
fested in the careful rethinking of the entire educational 
system within the Caribbean since the 1960s. This in-
cludes primary curriculum, establishing new institu-
tions, teacher training, and approaches to teaching and 
learning. As an activist, he was instrumental in advanc-
ing political independence and influencing social 
change in the region. Williams not only forged his own 
political party, but he also secured the first premiership 
and led Trinidad and Tobago to independence from 
Britain in 1962 (Nettleford, 2002; Palmer, 2006; Lavia, 
2012). Among his acts as Prime Minister of independ-
ent Trinidad and Tobago, Williams leveraged his aca-
demic expertise to concretize the transformation of the 
education system by making education available to 
all—regardless of socio-economic status (Nettleford, 
2002). He established a series of junior secondary 
schools (seventh -ninth grade) to fill the existing gap 
between primary and secondary levels. The first of 
these opened at Chaguanas in 1972 (Nettleford, 2002, 
Palmer, 2006). For Williams, the region’s people 

would garner prosperity and improved quality of life 
via these institutions. 

Williams also firmly believed that the lived realities 
should inform the context of the texts studied within the 
classroom and at all levels of the educational system 
(Palmer, 2006). For example, he challenged the reli-
ance on classroom material that essentially offers an 
ahistorical eurocentric re-telling of the region’s experi-
ences. Additionally, he confronted the newly devel-
oped University College of the West Indies (later the 
University of the West Indies—UWI), which he saw as 
a non-independent entity under the auspice of London 
University that perpetuated colonial notions and prac-
tices. He posited that the region (and its people) is quite 
capable of building its own centers of artistic and cul-
tural excellence and must be grounded in Caribbean 
culture and shaped by its diversity. To this end, Wil-
liams sought the university’s Chancellorship, and with 
a shift in vision, steered UWI towards autonomy and 
guided UWI’s centering of Caribbean scholarship, cul-
ture, and thought (Palmer, 2006).  UWI’s break from 
the University of London’s stronghold in the early 
1980s also filtered in a movement throughout the re-
gion to revamp the curriculum to more carefully inter-
rogate the purpose of education within a postcolonial 
society (Miller, 2000; Nettleford, 2002). 

An early advocate of Williams’ decolonizing edu-
cation via public education approach was Louise Ben-
nett of Jamaica. Like Williams, Bennett was also a 
product and critic of Jamaica’s inherited British colo-
nial education system. Highlighting the disregard of 
the popular language spoken by the majority, Bennett 
challenged the pervasive linguistic prejudice and as-
sumptions about the value of non-European communi-
cative strategies.  She believed that the inherited colo-
nial education systems in Jamaica and the broader Car-
ibbean region had, for too long, failed to embrace the 
vast contributions of the enslaved peoples to the rich 
culture of the area (Morris, 2014). For Bennett, the lan-
guage of a society is the very vehicle to its culture. She 
maintained that relegating the common languages spo-
ken by entire groups of peoples to the playgrounds and 
advancing English as the mode and language of learn-
ing served to perpetuate problematic eurocentric views 
and beliefs– that the language and culture of the region 
lacked structure, depth, nuance, and scope.  To Ben-
nett, the common language (an amalgam of the dispar-
ate languages of various African ethnicities and groups 
and the language of their colonial oppressors) itself was 
an act of resistance and triumph that should be cele-
brated—not considered a source of embarrassment. 
Thus, within the traditions of her ancestors, Louise 
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Bennett pursued poetry written in the common tongue 
of Jamaica, not English. She also set out to teach the 
general public and introduce the common language of 
Jamaica into the classroom by engaging the oral tradi-
tions of the African ancestors: story-telling (ex. tales of 
Anansi), parables, work songs, and poetry.  Teachers 
would later add her poems and short stories to the Ja-
maican grade-school curriculum, where, perhaps for 
the first time, students got a chance to see and read in 
their native language. Additionally, Bennett adopted 
Williams’ public education charge by hosting a popular 
live television and radio program with the Jamaica 
Broadcasting Corporation (JBC) that reached even the 
most rural communities (Morris, 2014). Generations 
grew up with this programming, which scholars have 
noted has helped legitimize the culture of an entire peo-
ple-externally and internally. Today, English and cul-
tural studies programs worldwide, including the US, 
UK, Canada, and Africa, use Louise Bennett’s work. 
In effect, patois (Jamaican native tongue) is offered as 
stand-alone courses at major universities in Canada and 
the US (including Harvard). This is mainly due to 
Louise Bennett’s work as a poet, public educator, and 
cultural ambassador.   

However, Bennett’s efforts hardly went unchal-
lenged. She came under heavy criticism, both by Brit-
ish-based scholars and educators and those throughout 
the Caribbean region. Some considered Bennett’s work 
to be of little value—her writing a mere “bastardiza-
tion” of the Queen’s English and her teaching, trivial-
izing an otherwise severe “scholarly” approach to the 
teaching of history (Morris, 2014).  Concerns with Ben-
nett’s work stemmed directly from the fact that, though 
independent, the final exams for secondary schools in 
the region were set and graded in Britain (i.e., British-
based GCE Ordinary Level (11th-grade finals) and later 
A-Levels (pre-university final).  The curriculum was
established based on an inherited colonial education
system by the colonial agents from which the countries
had sought their independence. For Caribbean students
to find post-secondary success, they had to excel at the
British-based curriculum, even as the material was of-
ten divorced from (and in many ways contrary to) their
own experiences. However, though Bennett encour-
aged educators to elevate the common languages of the
Caribbean, doing so created political and educational
tension, particularly with the British Exam system. For
some Caribbean educators, therefore, exposing stu-
dents to the region’s historical realities– and via the lin-
gua franca of the countries no less– would unduly in-
terfere with the students’ ability to succeed at the exter-
nal exams, which are set and graded in Britain by the

British. This tension resulted in even stronger renewed 
calls to decolonize further the Caribbean education sys-
tems, particularly the curriculum, as a matter of re-
course. 

In answering the calls, academics, educators, and 
policymakers within the region sought to create a more 
regional curriculum that would allow for some individ-
ual grounding and country specificities but avoided the 
residual colonial education problem. The Caribbean 
Examination Council (CXC) was established for just 
this reason. Founded in 1972, the Council consisted of 
educators from the region working together on a com-
mon curriculum and examination standards to be 
graded internally, replacing the British-based GCE Or-
dinary Level and A-Levels examinations. The Council 
addressed the prior disregard to the values and back-
ground of the region by the British GCE curriculum and 
the problematic eurocentric assumptions to which stu-
dents of the region had been previously exposed. There 
are reports of a local newspaper, the Jamaica Daily 
News, in 1977 that featured a series of articles by a 
group of Jamaican history teachers expressing dissatis-
faction with the initial syllabus outline proposed by the 
Council (Jennings, 1994).  Of particular chagrin was 
the reductionist and ahistorical approach to the unit on 
African history, specifically the references to the region 
as the “dark continent.” As the history teachers aptly 
pointed out, such references indicate the need to move 
beyond minor changes to inherited colonial education 
systems. They also raised the long-term harm of per-
petuating such ahistorical claims on historically mar-
ginalized groups. The series was a watershed for the 
CXC, as the modifications made history syllabi less eu-
rocentric (Jennings, 1994).  Additionally, the Council 
offers educators guidance on contextualizing the “dif-
ficult” topics to minimize harm to students. For exam-
ple, a directive in the Jamaican History curriculum cau-
tions: “when delivering the unit...ensure not [to] focus 
on the history of Jamaica, but rather on Jamaica’s cul-
ture, which has been influenced by its history” (CXC 
Curriculum; 16). 

Other Caribbean scholars and educators such as Stu-
art Hall (1992) and McCarthy & Sealey-Ruiz (2010) 
have called for the democratization of the Western ed-
ucational traditions—allowing for Caribbean 
knowledge, thought, pedagogy, and scholarship to be 
on par with Euro-North American counterparts. This 
democratization effort resulted in 1998, the Caribbean 
Advanced Proficiency Examinations (CAPE) emerged 
to replace the persistent Cambridge Advanced Level 
(A-level) examinations. Notably, CXC and CAPE are 
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not only embraced and accepted throughout the Carib-
bean region, UK, US, and Canadian universities have 
also used the qualifications as part of their matricula-
tion requirements. The shift has also triggered what 
some would consider a revolution in the writing of local 
textbooks, most of which are high quality and pub-
lished by international publishing houses (ex. Ian 
Randle, Longmans). Still, rather than rely solely on 
manufactured textbooks, Caribbean educators utilize a 
plethora of supplementary material, including field vis-
its, experiential learning exercises, and artifacts, to in-
form their lessons in ways that balance a sordid histor-
ical past with a vision for a genuinely postcolonial fu-
ture. 

Walter Rodney was one of the early scholars to em-
brace Williams’ call for scholarship that challenged 
historical accounts and colonialism claims. Like Wil-
liams, Rodney was a student of a largely inherited co-
lonial education system, albeit in Guyana.  He, too, 
used his tenure at one of Britain’s premier higher edu-
cation institutions to focus on research that challenged 
long-held claims and assertions about the nature and ef-
fects of slavery as a capitalist economic system. Per-
haps his most well-known work, is How Europe Un-
derdeveloped Africa, was based on his dissertation re-
search. Using British primary and archival sources, 
Rodney advanced a historical economic account cen-
tered on the primary source of labor– the historically 
marginalized (Rodney, 1972). He deemed this a center-
periphery economic relationship, which he notes repli-
cated the settler colonial coin (i.e., with marginalized 
countries at the periphery). Like Williams, his work 
also focused on the Caribbean context. However, as the 
book title indicates, Rodney’s work more expansively 
included Africa. For Rodney, to understand and fully 
address development issues in Africa and the diaspora, 
we must first examine the implications of European im-
perialism, its colonial counterparts, settler colonialism, 
and the residual effects that persist long after the latter 
officially ended. Slavery, Rodney (1972) found, was 
the engine of industrialization and the basis of Western 
Europe’s development and global hegemony. cities 
such as Amsterdam and Liverpool, he maintains, would 
hardly have emerged as the financial capital of seven-
teenth and eighteenth-century Europe without Euro-
pean exploitation of African resources.  Thus, without 
understanding the purpose, functions, and aims of the 
colonial systems, we are not likely to affect the neces-
sary change. 

It is squarely within this tradition that the more re-
cent efforts to decolonize education in South Africa sit. 
In fact, given the Caribbean’s vigorous agitation 

against colonialism and direct calls for the ending of 
Apartheid, it is hardly surprising that South Africa’s 
quest to decolonize its inherited colonial education sys-
tems would be significantly influenced by the work of 
Caribbean scholars and activists, with Garvey, Fanon, 
Rodney, and Williams’ work heavily referenced by 
South African scholars working within the decoloniza-
tion framework. Indeed, in recognition of their role in 
the anti-Apartheid movement, Jamaica (the second 
country to ban all trade with Apartheid South Africa in 
1957) was among the first countries that Nelson Man-
dela visited after being freed in 1990. In his address to 
the Jamaica Parliament (July 1991), Mandela thanked 
the government, especially Prime Minister Michael 
Manley, for the longstanding support against Apart-
heid. The charge, led primarily by students in 2015, 
calls for the dismantling of eurocentric ideals rooted in 
colonialism and Apartheid, specifically the deconstruc-
tion of colonial education (Heleta, 2018, Mavunga, 
2019). They demanded the reconstruction of the South 
African education system to center the experiences of 
black South Africans (including pre-colonial histories, 
languages, social relations, and knowledge systems). 
As in other postcolonial settler societies, the inherited 
colonial systems and institutions in post-apartheid 
South Africa allowed minor meaningful changes or de-
coloniality. Home to what Smart calls “colonial univer-
sities,” the South African Apartheid administration 
viewed the higher education system as an extension of 
the broader state apparatus—designed, in effect, to rep-
licate and reinforce settler colonialism. The Bantu Ed-
ucation Act of 1953, for example, ensured racially seg-
regated schools and required Black South Africans to 
attend government schools where the curriculum was 
controlled, limited, and served mainly to fill positions 
the Apartheid government deemed fit. Though the Act 
was repealed in 1979, the system of racial segregation 
continued until 1996 with the passage of the South Af-
rican Schools Act. Much like the Caribbean (and else-
where that experienced settler colonialism), such insti-
tutions, institutional arrangements, and institutional un-
derstanding of the role of education persisted in South 
Africa years after Apartheid formally ended in 1994, 
with minimal transformation. South African scholars 
and activists have also pointed out that de facto segre-
gation in education persisted in post-apartheid South 
Africa, albeit in the form of high tuition costs and low 
admissions to the country’s most prestigious universi-
ties. Indeed, the student protests of 2015-2016 #No-
More Fees were about precisely this issue.  For the stu-
dents: 
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The inherited higher education system was de-
signed, in the main, to reproduce, through 
teaching and research, white and male privi-
lege and black and female subordination in all 
spheres of society. All [South African] higher 
education institutions, were in differing ways 
and to differing extents, deeply implicated in 
this. The higher education “system” was frag-
mented, and institutions were differentiated 
along with race and ethnicity. This was accom-
panied by the advantage of “historically white 
institutions” and the disadvantage of “histori-
cally black institutions “in terms of the finan-
cial resources that were made available and the 
social and academic roles that were allocated 
to each (Badat, 2004; 3-4). 

In line with their Caribbean counterparts, the charge by 
South African students and scholars, therefore, called 
for significant reforms centering Africa in teaching, 
learning, and research scholarship. Specifically, they 
maintained that: 

dismantling of the “pedagogy of big lies” 
rooted in colonialism and Apartheid... require 
a complete reconstruction of everything that 
[South African] universities do– from institu-
tional cultures to epistemology and curricu-
lum...[and] sensitizing students to the place of, 
and the issues surrounding South Africa on the 
African continent and in the world at large 
...free of Eurocentric views and approaches 
that have historically subjugated, denigrated, 
and exploited African peoples.” (Heleta, 2018; 
58). 

In terms of curricula changes, South African scholars 
and activists point to the need to revamp the k-12 and 
higher education curriculum to balance the past and re-
sidual colonial injustices in South Africa (and Africa 
more broadly). That is, to: “reconstruct the African 
story based on its past, in a manner that does not seek 
to engage in a feel-good, nationalist historiography but 
challenges the prevailing climate of falsehoods, distor-
tions and outright lies” about Africa and its peoples 
(Motlanthe, 2014; 21 cited in Heleta, 2018; 59).  Smart 
(2020) argues, for example, that without fundamental 
changes to the inherited eurocentric curricula and ped-
agogies, South African students, particularly the “born-
frees,” are likely to face persisting psychological 
trauma, which could hinder their ability to flourish in 
post-apartheid South Africa.    

The movement has yielded the following changes: 
the South African government offered aid to low-in-
come students to cover tuition costs; universities have 
implemented a zero-percent increase in tuition fees, are 
committed to more student support, and a range of in-
stitution-specific demands across the campuses, and to 
transforming the curriculum. Specifically, South Afri-
can academics across various disciplines have restruc-
tured their courses, syllabi, and pedagogical strategies 
to fit within the decoloniality (see, for example, Smart 
2020). In terms of research and scholarship, Heleta 
(2018) notes that few South African scholars focused 
on decolonization as a research focus before 2015; 
since then, there has been a notable increase in publica-
tions. Ramoupi (2014), Mbembe (2016), Radebe & 
Maimela (2020), and Smart (2020) have published a 
range of related high-profile pieces. In particular, Ben-
nett, Ramoupi (2014), and Radebe & Maimela (2020) 
tackle the linguistic prejudice in the continued use of 
English and Afrikaans as the medium of instruction at 
South Africa’s significant universities. Ramoupi 
(2014) argues that the neglect of South Africa’s lan-
guages in the curriculum and content of education per-
petuates the subjugation, conquest, and denial of social 
justice to the majority.   In terms of the country’s legal 
institutions and education systems, Radebe & Maimela 
(2020) document how the marginalization of South Af-
rican indigenous languages inherently marginalizes Af-
rican indigenous cultures. They note, for example, that 
the language in which customary law is generally 
taught at most South African universities is English, 
which is a practice that directly or indirectly establishes 
that the European language is hierarchically above the 
indigenous and local languages. What is more, they 
point out, this pedagogical practice demonstrates that 
the legal system does serve the benefit of indigenous 
African students and the predominantly non-English 
speaking South African litigants with cases before the 
court. Regardless of their particular focus, almost all 
academic scholars call for increased decolonization of 
South Africa’s education system. 

Although education reforms in both the Caribbean 
and South Africa indicate significant gains, albeit to 
varying degrees, this does not mean that the decoloni-
zation efforts have been entirely without drawbacks or 
problems. Escayg and Kinkead-Clark (2018), for ex-
ample, document the ongoing colonial notions and eu-
rocentric influences in the knowledge base of Carib-
bean early childhood education.  They point out that 
despite past and continued appeals, teacher education 
programs continue to draw predominantly on American 
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and eurocentric theories (ex. Philosophical underpin-
nings and bias towards the works of Bruner, Piaget, and 
Montessori). Similarly, South African academics con-
tinue to carefully document the varied ways that euro-
centrism and long establish hierarchies of power re-
main undisrupted for the most part, particularly at the 
historically white (“colonial’) universities in South Af-
rica. Recent examples highlight how much eurocen-
trism permeates, becomes internalized, and informs 
continual conformity to the persistent detriment of the 
historically marginalized. For example, (a) in 2020, a 
Jamaican Supreme Court case  (Virgo, Dale v ZV, 
Board of Management of Kensington Primary School, 
Ministry of Education, Attorney General of Jamaica, 
and Office of the Children’s Advocate) ruled in favor 
of blocking student’s admission to grade school be-
cause the  6-year-old student had locs and, (b) the sus-
pension of a black South African student in 2018 for 
having her hair in its natural form rather than chemi-
cally altering and straightening it per the school dress 
code. Still, these cases seem to be significantly further 
along in the active decolonizing process (physically, 
psychologically, and ideologically) than in the US. 

Lessons for US De-colonizing Project: On Confront-
ing a Difficult History & Decoloniality 

Though often not viewed as such by most Ameri-
cans, the US education system is grounded in colonial-
ism, specifically settler colonialism, and is informed by 
residual colonial notions and practices (Robinson, 
2017; Goodyear-Kaʻōpua, 2013). As Goodyear-
Kaʻōpua (2013) notes, one only has to examine the his-
tory and role of institutions such as Harvard in the 
Christianizing missions that resulted in the near erasure 
and subjugation of entire groups of people (see also 
Stein, 2018). Like Oxford, London, Cambridge, Har-
vard, and other US colleges were active tools of colo-
nization, “weapons for the conquest of Indigenous peo-
ples, and major beneficiaries of the African slave trade 
and slavery” (Wilder, 2013; 17). As in the Caribbean 
and South African contexts, colonial colleges in the US 
favored a largely eurocentric curriculum (Patel, 2016). 
For instance, Patel (2016) notes that the US colonial 
curriculum was often restricted to History (ancient 
Greek/Roman), Latin, geometry, and logic, effectively 
establishing what areas of study were considered legit-
imate and vital. Not only were lived experiences of 
marginalized groups such as Indigenous peoples and 
African Americans omitted from the historiography, 
but references to the latter were notedly cast as sub-hu-
man and uncivilized (Kelley, 2000; Patel, 2016). 

American history misses important truths about coloni-
alism as texts rarely discuss the genocide of Indigenous 
groups or the enslavement and the systematic oppres-
sion of people of African descent. Rather, US historical 
narratives remain largely framed within a “European-
civilized-victors" versus the “savages and uncivilized” 
context. In 2015, a 9th grade US geography textbook 
published by McGraw Hill Publishers referred to en-
slaved African Americans as workers and implied that 
enslaved Africans came to the US as economic mi-
grants. Though the publishers would later update the 
description, the incident showed that the decolonizing 
efforts require a rethinking of the purpose and role of 
education in light of acknowledging a sordid colonial 
past, residual colonial notions, and perpetuating prac-
tices. This endeavor requires the revisiting, relearning, 
and rewriting of historical accounts beyond the obliga-
tory checking of the diversity box or virtue signaling; 
critical questioning of unchallenged truths and stories 
told about ourselves and others; reflexivity as a tool of 
interrogation of those unchallenged truths– at the indi-
vidual, institutional, and societal levels; and a better 
grasp of societal influences and positionality and rela-
tionality in our educational practices. 

Other recent events highlighting the inequalities in 
the United States also demonstrate that systemic racism 
does not exist independently of the long history of co-
lonialism—that history is neither stuck in the past nor 
is it objective. In the dominant narrative of the Ameri-
can Revolution, early nineteenth-century George Ban-
croft (1818), for example, elevated those fighting for 
freedom to a near apotheosis state that glorifies the 
Founding Fathers. This produced a more nativist narra-
tive in which much of the US’ curriculum (especially 
history) became anchored. As in the Caribbean and 
South Africa, the educational practices within the US 
have been to provide a historical account that glorifies 
colonial conquest while simultaneously erasing the 
lived realities of its marginalized peoples. Hundorf 
(2001) notes, for instance, that the exploitation of In-
digenous identities in the US is an incredibly violent 
and sinister reality of the settler colonial project– one 
in which Indigenous cultures are positioned as a cul-
tural other (often in a highly romanticized way) and 
barred from popular historiography.  As the Caribbean 
and South African cases show, to resist and dismantle 
such entrenched colonial notions, US educators must 
establish a curriculum that would allow a more critical 
examination of how US identity, nationality, and his-
tory intersect to create a Bancroftian narrative to decol-
onize education successfully. They must engage a re-
constructed description of the American story based on 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

53 SAPPLETON AND ADAMS 

its actual past rather than nationalist historiography and 
pervasive distortions that recreate the settler colonial 
coin. This unreading of the widely popular Bancroftian 
narrative would mean understanding that colonists es-
tablished the hierarchical structures (political, eco-
nomic, and social), which, as we have pointed out, per-
sists in their residual forms today. Unpacking how the 
colonial system was constructed and the central role of 
educational institutions in its persistence would make 
for a more nuanced understanding of systemic inequal-
ities in the US.  As the Caribbean and South African 
scholars maintain, dismantling colonialism and its re-
sidual infrastructure and effects requires action, 
thought, and intentionality. Williams and others have 
aptly pointed out that educational institutions are the 
central dispenser and vehicle of overall cultural values, 
attitudes, and societal norms that undergird all existing 
structures and institutions, decolonizing education is 
critical. The challenge then is for the breadth of the ed-
ucation system (from K12 to higher ed, including edu-
cators and administrators) to view and subsequently use 
education not so much as a tool of the colonial project 
but rather the means via which to marshal in opposition 
to colonialism and its contemporary counterpart, resid-
ual colonialism. For US educators, this requires careful 
examination of educational material and pedagogical 
practices that confronts the country’s complex colonial 
history (particularly its implications for the lives of the 
country’s marginalized peoples) and revisiting how the 
system has persisted (i.e., residual colonialism) in the 
classroom. 

Controversies around teaching CRT in k-12 also in-
dicate that some Americans regard teaching about the 
negative impacts of colonialism, specifically on the in-
digenous and African American communities, as too 
political. This notion itself perpetuations the eurocen-
tric idea that history is neutral, arguably leaving 
grounds for educators to continue glorifying US colo-
nial conquest while simultaneously erasing realities of 
its devastating harm to marginalized peoples. We see 
this manifested in the recent nostalgic calls by the Re-
gan and Trump administrations to “Make America 
Great Again.” We also see it reproduced in the use of 
mascots across American institutions of higher educa-
tion, including in the south. Like Williams, both Jane 
Jacobs (1961) and Bloomly (2011) maintain that a no-
tion of civic responsibility begins with organic engage-
ments amongst all community members, including 
those historically marginalized. Accordingly, US edu-
cators should ask whether sterile curriculums focused 
on a Bancroftian ideal, is dismissive of the violence as-
sociated with settler colonialism, and that relegates 

slavery to a footnote (NYT, 2018), can, in fact, meet 
the needs of a diverse populace. What if, like the Car-
ibbean and South African cases, we aimed instead for 
decolonization through antiracist and democratization 
efforts in the classroom and viewed decolonization as 
more of a process than an endpoint? What if instead of 
asking, “how can we teach students as individuals to 
not be racist,” we asked, “how we destabilize and dis-
mantle Eurocentrism within the classroom and more 
broadly as a societal norm and ideal?”  Like the Carib-
bean educators, American educators could embrace 
“teaching beyond the textbook” as an intentional peda-
gogical strategy. Rather than rely solely on textbooks, 
which Ayers (2019) considers incomplete sources, US 
educators, like their Caribbean counterparts, could 
more rigorously incorporate supplemental primary and 
secondary source materials, oral histories, field site 
trips, and museum artifacts.  In this way, students are 
learning as much about the research process as they are 
about the content itself. As such, they would stand to 
know more about the parameters around what infor-
mation is included and what gets left out. Notably, 
while minimal in scope, this practice is hardly new in 
the US. One example is the renowned Freedom School 
Movement of the 1960s in Mississippi, which viewed 
teaching as a political act. The movement sought to ad-
dress the discriminatory and exclusionary schooling 
practice by introducing an emancipatory curriculum. 
Northern educators and Southern Black student activ-
ists allied to develop summer education programs de-
spite headwinds/retaliation stemming from the request 
for college integration. Institutions barred the educators 
and activists from petitioning the government for better 
schools and libraries. They subjected them to state-
sanctioned racial terror in Mississippi during the civil 
rights era.  Like Williams, the Freedom School teach-
ers advocated for a didactic method that encouraged 
students to identify problems and solutions within their 
communities unaddressed by the extant school curricu-
lum challenging the persisting eurocentric knowledge 
system. The curriculum mandated that the Freedom 
School teacher improvise. Rather than the typical text-
book coverage of the Gettysburg Address, Freedom 
School teachers required the students to situate their 
lived experiences within the dominant US historical 
narrative. Students produced a document reflective of 
such confluence drawing from the language of the arti-
fact itself. The resultant document, The Declaration of 
Independence in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, accordingly 
reads: 
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We…appeal to the government of the state that 
no man is free until all men are free. We do 
hereby declare independence from the unjust 
laws of Mississippi, which conflict with the 
United States Constitution” (Freedom Schools 
1960; 105). 

Thus, as these experiences in the Freedom Schools 
and those of the Caribbean and South Africa demon-
strate, while the process of unlearning, relearning, and 
intentionality on the part of educators can be slow and 
painstaking, it is achievable. Indeed, heeding Wil-
liams’ call for ingenuity and reimagining of the educa-
tion [Doug Adams], within his own secondary social 
studies curriculum, curated a reading list that highlights 
systemic racism in the US and cases of resistance and 
speculative futures. While some of the readings shifted 
throughout the semester, students were consistently en-
couraged to develop a critical pedagogy of place (Grue-
newald, 2003) that emphasized antiracism (Kendi, 
2016), which encouraged preservice teachers to curate 
their own inclusive materials. By elevating the con-
cepts of place, as a pause, and space, as movement 
(Tuan, 1979), preservice teachers were able to make 
cultural, geographic connections that simultaneously 
celebrate and critique the local.  They completed a se-
mester-long landscape geography project emphasizing 
cultural geography, which allowed them to grapple 
with race, racism, and settler colonialism. By the end 
of the course, preservice teachers became more aware 
of the intersection between place, history, and position-
ality and better positioned to challenge normative euro-
centric epistemologies, having engaged in thoughtful 
dialogues on Williams’ concept of emancipatory edu-
cation, “beyond the textbook,” and field site visits. Ad-
ditionally, [the authors] co-taught a special topics edu-
cation course that coincided with the education spon-
sored three-part lecture series, Equity in Education, in 
the Spring of 2021; specifically, addressing the need for 
changes to the inherited colonial education systems. As 
Williams (1946) suggested, we considered the educa-
tion problem as a specific example of a larger structural 
problem grounded in inherited colonial systems. This 
includes recognizing the residual colonial infrastruc-
ture, the deeply embedded ethnocentric ideals, and how 
the internalized experiences of the body polity rein-
force eurocentric norms and ideas. 

Conclusion 

How then can educators help decolonize US Educa-
tion? As Williams suggests, first, we must interrogate 

the inherited educational systems, specifically regard-
ing the underlying purpose of education in a truly post-
colonial American society.  As in the Caribbean and 
South Africa, this step requires (re)centering an educa-
tional system that both (a) confronts the harsh realities 
and acknowledges the pain and trauma endured by the 
marginalized and (b) recognizes their significant con-
tributions and the similar benefits to the colonists. As 
Williams advocated, redefining and re-orienting the 
purpose of education may generate this understanding 
among the US body politic and serve as a tool for ef-
fective decolonization and antiracism efforts that are 
enrolled as a civic responsibility. That is, restructuring 
education to continuously challenge and dislodge per-
vasive eurocentric notions and ideals.  Secondly, as ed-
ucators, we must also reconstruct the narrative repre-
sentations of the nation’s history. This necessarily re-
quires intentionality in complicating the extant model 
glorifying US colonial conquest while simultaneously 
erasing its realities for the historically marginalized. 
American scholar and Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction’s liaison, David O’Connor, suggests, for ex-
ample, that American educators embrace the Three Is 
of inclusive excellence: inclusion, integration, and in-
fusion in curriculum development and pedagogical 
practices. Doing so would incorporate the voices of 
those “silenced far too long” (Harvey, 1989) and move 
the teaching of their stories beyond the superficial one 
day or month coverage (ex. Black History in February, 
Indigenous People’s Day in October, and Women’s 
History in March) to year-round. The magnitude at 
which these voices are embedded into the curriculum 
becomes a marker for how inclusive the integration 
process is. Admittedly, adopting the Three Is raises le-
gitimate concerns about the danger of reproducing vio-
lence. This is particularly true of those who only focus 
on the structural, institutional, and other forms of sys-
temic violence, which in missing the human costs (par-
ticularly to the marginalized), end up removing the 
agency of the silenced, and therefore, reproduce vio-
lence (Said, 1978). Some recently reported cases in-
clude US k-12 grade-school teachers introducing as-
signments rife with historical inaccuracies about slav-
ery and enslaved peoples’ experiences in the US. Not 
only are these assignments generally regressive, ahis-
torical, and not based on a reality rooted in social jus-
tice, they are also harmful to African Americans in per-
petuating some of the inaccuracies about the institution 
of slavery in the US and its impact on enslaved com-
munities. For example, embedded stereotypes, such as 
the enslaved as lazy, vicious, childlike, lacking intelli-
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gence, and sub-human, generally further reinforce ra-
ther than dispel and change pervasive negative attitudes 
toward people of color. One particularly harmful impli-
cation of such faulty curricula and pedagogical ap-
proaches is the double victimization of students of 
color, who are often made to feel inferior and singled 
out by their peers. Like the majority population, minor-
ity populations internalize pervasive societal views, 
even those painting them in a particularly negative 
light. Their understanding of American history and pol-
itics are also informed by the lessons learned inside the 
classroom (k-12 and higher education). At least as 
framed within the “wokeness” framework, the popular 
discussion of unlearning generally focuses on the need 
for the majority population to awaken to the disparate 
lived experiences of minority people of color in the US. 
A missed component, which arguably facilitates resid-
ual colonialism, is the “unlearning” that needs to occur 
among the historically marginalized groups, which as 
the Caribbean and South African cases demonstrate, re-
quire embracing a truly antiracist and democratizing 
pedagogy to resist and undo long embedded and per-
sisting harm of inherited colonial education.  
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