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Assessing Troublesome Knowledge

The analytical framework of threshold concepts and troublesome knowledge (Meyer and Land 2006) has pointed to the variation in progressive stages of a student's journey towards, through and beyond particular conceptual gateways. Such journeys involve passage through 'liminal' states of transformed understanding (Meyer and Land 2005). Such transformations, it is argued in this paper, require a more nuanced and generative model of assessment to help us purposefully identify variation in progress and understanding at preliminal, liminal, postliminal and subliminal stages of conceptual and epistemological fluency (Meyer, Land and Davies 2007). The liminal state is the point at which many students 'get stuck' and modes of assessment which can identify sources of conceptual difficulty, at the point and time at which it is experienced, would seem to offer helpful forms of support to the learner. The paper argues, from analysis of empirical data gathered from UK funded projects implementing the thresholds framework, that such reconsidered assessment practice offers important dimensions to identify at which points, and in what ways, individual students might experience conceptual difficulty and experience barriers to their understanding. Used as a set of analytical lenses we argue further that these modes of variation and revised assessment criteria present an insightful conceptual basis for developing new and creative methods of assessment and can inform course (re)design in a generative and sustainable fashion.
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