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The first year of our project was spent developing and applying the theory of threshold concepts to economics.  In particular, we have developed a distinction between basic, discipline threshold concepts and procedural concepts.  We have also stressed that a web of concepts is drawn on in economics in understanding particular areas of the discipline and applications.  We had developed a relatively small number of teaching and learning materials that we felt reflected our approach.   From that position, during the second year our key tasks were:

(i) the advancement of the approach of threshold concepts and in particular the development of an appropriate pedagogy 

(ii) the development of teaching and learning activities that reflected this pedagogy and the results of our trials with our initial activities.

The advancement of the appropriate pedagogy 

Although work is being done in a number of different disciplines in the identification of threshold concepts, little has been done elsewhere on the implications for pedagogy.    We have considered the role of threshold concepts vis-à-vis other established approaches to learning in the education literature, such as variation theory, in order to pursue this development.  We have proposed four pedagogic principles and described three types of activity (reflective exercises, problem focused exercises and threshold network exercises) that seek to operationalise these principles.  

The development of the teaching and learning materials 

During last academic year we developed considerably more teaching activities and trialled a number of these with students at our partner institutions. We collected written evidence of the student’s engagement with these activities and used this in our evaluation and consequent revision of these materials.   We also got substantial feedback from our evaluators and the members of our project group which we are using to improving the exercises. We have been particularly concerned with two aspects: variation (were our exercises all important variation and/or were there redundant sections that did not pick up variation?) and whether our formative feedback was appropriate.

In the current academic year we have used the activities to embed threshold concepts in the curriculum in modules at the partner institutions and are evaluating their use by lecturer’s diaries and the recording of student group work on the activities.

Assessment

An important part of our current work is in considering the implications for assessment of our approach and from this producing some principles for assessment and practical examples of assessment questions. We will be trialling our ideas in our partner institutions this year. 

 Students’ subject experience

We conducted interviews that covered aspects such as students’ subject learning histories and their views on the threshold concepts activities they had participated in.  The interviews, 50 in total, were undertaken at all four partner institutions.  This work has informed our work on the pedagogy and the development of our learning materials, and has been the basis of a conference paper. 

Dissemination

We continue to consider it important to present and obtain feedback on our ideas from both the economics and wider academic community, initially through conferences and later through published papers.  

The conference paper we took to the EARLI conference in 2004 on threshold concepts in economics has been revised and accepted by Studies in Higher Education.  Our major conference dissemination activity to the wider academic community this year was our involvement in the organisation of the ‘Threshold Concepts within the Disciplines Symposium’ in Glasgow at the end of August.   Three papers by members of the project team (including one involving one of our international cascade partners) were presented at the symposium. The paper by our cascade partner used the conceptual framework we developed in our 2005 conference presentation in their analysis.  The symposium was attended by around 60 delegates from around the world.     A revised version of our paper has been accepted as a chapter in a book based on some of the presentations at the symposium.

We also organised a symposium at Society of Research in Higher Education Conference and have also presented papers (on threshold concepts and pedagogy, and on subject learning histories) at the British Educational Research Association Conference and at American Social Science Association Conference.   Our work has attracted attention form academics working outside of the UK who are interested in the project and this has lead to visits to us as well as email contact. 

A cascade partners’ workshop was held in Bristol last May to disseminate the work of the project and the activities in particular.   We also visited Oxford Brookes University to disseminate the activities.  

Transferability Funding

We have been successful in the award of transferability funding. The development of the project has increased our awareness of the need to tailor material to particular groups of students and we shall be continuing our work by embedding threshold concepts in economics modules on business and similar awards.    We will also disseminating our approach to new lecturers in economics through the subject network’s new lecturer workshop.  
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