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Developing Students’ Sense of Subject Through Threshold Concepts: Issues in Teaching and Assessment

Some implications of ‘threshold concepts’ approach (Meyer and Land, 2003) for teaching and assessment were described in Davies and Mangan (2007a, 2007b). These involved the design of learning activities for students that (i) highlight variation to provide a sufficient foundation of basic concepts, (ii) expose the way in which scholars in the discipline use procedures; (iii) help students to integrate their understanding through using key procedures in re-working their understanding of previously acquired concept; and (iv) help students to regard their understanding as provisional and to tolerate uncertainty.
During the academic year 2006-2007 learning activities reflecting these criteria were incorporated in the teaching of a first year economics for business studies students. This course is taught through a ‘lecture and workshop’ format. The lectures followed a similar pattern to previous years. However, for the workshops the cohort was split into two halves. One half of the cohort followed a teaching programme incorporating the activities designed by the Threshold Concepts project whilst the other half followed the pattern of teaching used in previous years. Some of the intervention workshops were recorded on tape to capture ways in which students responded to the activities. The end of year assessment was designed to include styles of question that had been typically used on the course in previous years and styles of question that were designed on the basis of the insights from the Threshold Concepts project. This paper presents evidence from students’ experience of the threshold concept activities, a rationale for the design of the assessment and a comparison of the end of the year performance of the intervention and control groups.
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