
Teaching for Learning Network 

Identifying Threshold Concepts: 

Reviewing Course Documents  

This is probably best undertaken as an introductory activity and may provide useful focus 
material for interviews, ranking activities and other techniques covered in other elements of 
the toolkit. The ease with which these activities can be carried out may depend on the way in 
which the course under review is conceived and described. For example, the outline of a 
course informed by broadly constructivist approaches may well highlight key concepts to be 
grasped, while others may focus on the skills to be developed or on clearly operationalised 
behavioural objectives. This list is not intended to be exhaustive; the questions here are 
starting points. 
 

Course Objectives 

• Are course objectives expressed in terms of behavioural outcomes, 'skills, knowledge 
and understanding', or experiences which students should have?  

 
• Do outcomes include discussion of the epistemological basis of the subject covered 

(this might be couched in terms of alternative explanations, the role of evidence, the 
problematic nature of knowledge, methodological debates, the role of consensus 
etc)? 

 
• Are there specific references to specific concepts and their explanatory power (the 

'integrative' aspect of Threshold Concepts), or to 'big ideas' in the subject? Are there 
references to 'revisitation' or 're-evaluation' of prior ideas (the 'transformative' aspect 
of Threshold Concepts)? 

 
• Are there specific references to ways of thinking and practicing, professional practice 

and 'authenticity' (these map to the notion that Threshold Concepts are 'bounded 
and bounding') 

 

Lecture Content 

• Do lecture notes/handouts/presentations explicitly 'flag' Threshold Concepts and 
stress their importance? 

 
• Do lecture notes/handouts/presentations encourage revisiting of prior content in 

the light of new concepts? 
 

 



• Do lecture notes/handouts/presentations present students with cognitive conflicts, 
dilemmas, or alternative explanations and perspectives? 

 
 

Adapted from: 

Transforming Perspectives: Technology to Support Teaching and Learning of Threshold Concepts. 
Transforming Perspectives is an ESRC/EPSRC project and part of the Teaching and 
Learning Research Programme. The project web site is at http://www.caret.cam.ac.uk/tel/  
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