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A threshold concept can be considered as a conceptual gateway or portal. Passing through it is transformative 
and frequently leads to an increased self-esteem. The learner feels different. This is significant since the 
liminal space leading up to the conceptual portal can be a place of confusion and anxiety (Meyer and Land, 
2006) (Perkins, 2006). 
 
Within a number of disciplines threshold concepts have been recognized and strategies for teaching and 
learning explored (biology,Taylor and Cope, 2007 and Ross and Tronson, 2007), (geosciences, Drennan 2008), 
(economics, Davies and Mangan, 2007), (engineering, Flanagan, Taylor and Meyer, 2010), (mathematics, 
Nesbit and Adescope, 2006). A threshold concept in Biology has been identified in the UNSW Foundation 
course that has not been specifically encountered in the literature. This is the distinction between the 
existence of chromosomes in pairs in cells and the strands within chromosomes. We have found that learners 
frequently think that they understand this distinction but the teacher does not often use a strategy to explore 
these alleged understandings. 
 
One key insight in my approach, as a teacher, to this conflict in understanding is that the use of experiential 
learning using collaborative and inclusive techniques, the use of a simple model and verbal interaction is 
effective. It has helped students to recognize misunderstandings and use an iterative process to progress 
(using the model) in the light of their new understandings. It has also assisted me, as facilitator, to receive 
feedback on students’ thinking. Hence it is diagnostic and also remedial and recursive (Land et al, 2006). The 
learners have been placed at the centre of the process of discovery. I have employed a conversational method 
to enable students to produce the model and then question their understanding of the concepts represented 
by the model. Then I can guide the learners through an iterative cycle of learning through modeling. 
 
In this workshop, a short presentation will be followed by a “classroom experience” of the use of the model. 
Students, who have been involved in teaching and learning using this approach, will be present for a 
discussion. This will enable a second key insight to be examined by illustrating students’ own reflections on 
their thinking within the liminal space. Participants will also be given the opportunity to work in small groups 
to suggest the development of models or other experiential classroom strategies that can be used to clarify 
threshold concepts and to further consider the two insights raised by the presenter. 
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