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The research 

As academic developers who provide workshops for supervisors, we approach supervision as a 

practice, like other teaching practice, needing to be learned. This led us to ponder whether there 

might be threshold concepts (Meyer & Land, 2005) entailed in such learning, what they might be, 

and whether they are inflected by discipline difference (given that research differs quite 

substantively across disciplines). Meyer and Land (2005) encouragingly observe that often learner 

discomfort is a necessary part of deep-learning. Certainly, threshold theory has given helpful traction 

to better understanding of postgraduate student learning (Kiley & Wisker, 2009), so it may also be 

useful applied to supervisory experience of the postgraduate teaching and learning experience. We 

have been interviewing supervisors [n.11 to date] and gathering questionnaire data [n52], and do 

have some interesting findings to share in the first ten minutes. But is threshold concepts the best 

theory to apply to our findings? Both literature (Grant, 2010) and experience tell us that the 

supervisory relationship is multi-layered, complex, and vulnerable to conflicting understandings and 

mismatched expectations. Specifics of culture, social background, life experience, race, gender sit 

behind the personal values held by student and supervisor, values likely to inflect their research 

inter-relationship. Having created a small forest of rich data, we want you to direct us regarding 

threshold concept theory: are we barking up the wrong tree? 

Why understanding supervision is important 

Good supervision is critical to student success (Golde, 2005; Lovitts & Nelson, 2000): it matters to 

institutions keen for timely completions (Rowland, 2006) and for students themselves, particularly 

doctoral students locked in to four years of intense study. Institutions generally accept that they 

have some responsibility for the well-being of supervisors themselves, who partner this intense 

relationship; most institutions provide some supervisory inductions and seminars of the sort that we 

provide at our institution. While our initial investigation was launched by our desire as teachers to 

understand our topic better, if we are able to produce useful models, both theoretical and practical, 

of use to supervisors themselves, such a contribution to understanding would be likely to be 

welcomed. 

Design for the session 

We will briefly explain our research and findings to date (10 minutes), angling the presentation 

towards the questions we will pose in the remaining 45 minutes. Our interest in interactive 

discussion is a genuine goal for direction concerning threshold concept theory and its link to our 

methods. In terms of interactivity, we will  

 First organise one (two or three, depending on interest) fishbowl conversation/s on their 

own experience of supervision challenges. The fishbowl/s will draw in groups of under ten, 

whereby one of us begins talking to a single partner in the middle of the circle, and then 

those forming the circle ‘fishbowl’ cut in by tapping one person when they want to take over 



the conversation position. All involved are to say something. This activity is to take 10-15 

minutes. 

 Secondly, we will ask them individually to relate what they have heard in the fishbowl 

personal accounts to the idea that there are threshold concepts in the learning that 

supervisors undertake to become experienced and capable. Each participant will comment 

briefly as to whether they think threshold concept theory may be of use or not (and maybe 

what other theoretical frame might be better, or good as well) on post-it notes that we will 

gather and cluster on the wall while the third activity takes place. (5-10 minutes) 

 Finally, we will ask for advice regarding what we see as the limitations of our methods in 

relation to threshold concept theory. This will entail new groupings to discuss the following 

questions: 

The small number of questionnaire participants—should we try harder and how? 

The initial choice of interview participants—how do we capture the experiences we want 

without biasing the interviews?  
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