Threshold Concepts for the Information Profession

What are Threshold Concepts?

Threshold Concepts are specific ideas within an academic discipline that
require the student to cross the threshold of liminality in order to better
understand an 1dea within a discipline or the entire discipline itself.

A threshold concept 1s typically described as having five different
characteristics:

* Once a concept 1s learned, it transforms a student’s\

understanding of a subject or a phenomena within
the discipline

* Represents how people think about a specific
discipline or how they experience a specific idea
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 Students will not forget what they have learned,
nor will they be able to unlearn

 Students will no longer be able to think in the way

Irreversible

they could before they crossed the threshold
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* Hidden, interrelated phenomena are exposed

: » These concepts integrate several 1deas to move the
| nteg rative student toward understanding the bigger picture of
the 1idea or entire discipline
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« Concepts are often bounded, or contained, within a
specific subject area — they demarcate and define

Bounded specific academic disciplines
« Sometimes they boarder other threshold concepts

and direct students to new 1deas /
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» Seemingly foreign or alien concepts, one that
might be counterintuitive and conflicts with the

Troublesome student’s own belief system

* These ideas may cause the student to feel

uncomfortable until they have been learned
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Where else have |
heard about Threshold Concepts?

In February the ACRL Information Literacy Competency Standards for
Higher Education Task Force released the first draft of the Framework for
Information Literacy for Higher Education. This taskforce 1s charged with
reviewing and making recommendations to improve the Information
Competency Standards. The first draft of the framework contained three
Threshold Concepts for information literacy. The second draft contained
additional Threshold Concepts and sample scenarios.

The drafts highlight changes in higher education since the first set of
standards were created 1n 2000, including changes to the demographic
landscape of higher education and academic culture. Trends noted in the
report include the rise of collaboration in student work, an increase in student
creation and publication of research products and presentations at
conferences. Other trends focus on various aspects of pedagogy including a
heightened presence of information technology and hands-on, collaborative
approaches to learning.

Information Literacy Threshold Concepts

* Scholarship 1s a Conversation

* Research as Inquiry

* Format as Process

* Authority 1s Constructed and Contextual
* Searching is Strategic

For more information on the new ACRL standards and the taskforce see
http://acrl.ala.org/ilstandards/

Why Threshold Concepts?

In 2011 R. David Lankes published The Atlas of New Librarianship outlining the profession of librarianship, reaffirming our roots, and showing us
new ways of thinking. His 1deas include openness, participatory librarianship, and knowledge creation.

I believe “new” librarianship 1s represented with Threshold Concepts, phenomena that structure our profession — the CORE concepts. These are the
building blocks in which we learn our discipline, and 1deas that transform each of us as we become professionals. They are the keys to our
discipline, unlocking the doors to ways of thinking and the community of practice that is librarianship.

Purpose

The purpose of this work 1s to identify Threshold Concepts in librarianship through dialog with other professionals. According to Peter Davies,
“ways of understanding a phenomena are generated through reflection by communities on those phenomena and the creation of a new way of
understanding may be influential in establishing a new sense of community i1dentity’”” (Davies 2006, p 71). As a profession, if we 1dentify and agree
on what threshold concepts structure our profession, then we can produce better librarians and increase the value of the library profession.
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Share your ideas by taking the survey!

Teaching Threshold Concepts to the
Information Profession

The LIS Student Learning Experience

Introduction to the

profession includes rituals,

classes, and a new
vocabulary

Characterized by excitement,
but confusion about new

1deas and possible new

identity

» Beginning

iddle of the program
where students have one
foot 1n the library world and
one foot out

Characterized by oscillation ° |_| m | N al |ty
& regression; feeling

“stuck” and resisting new
ideas

Students realize they are
starting to think, talk, and act
like a librarian

» Crossing the
Threshold

Characterized by an
acceptance of the new ideas
and joining the community
of practice

Continuing Education

Moving from “traditional” library paradigm to a new, active librarianship
model with new roles, concepts, and phenomena
Threshold concepts are the keys that unlock communities of practice, and the
world of librarianship is very much a thriving community with 1ts own
standards, phenomena, and vocabularies
* These new roles and concepts confirm that we need new ways of
teaching LIS students and current professionals
* This may be troublesome because current knowledge both in LIS
programs and held by established professionals may be ritualized,
inert, conceptually different or alien

How do we cross the threshold?

Librarians must form a new identity
Welcome new grads into the practice through professional and social
channels by giving them the keys to the door — Threshold Concepts
Create a fluid “liminal environment” rather than a static “holding
environment”
* Space to allow professionals to take risks, learn, and grow
* Threshold concepts operate at a high level of abstraction; this
environment connects abstract concepts to real-world situations
Engage new and current professionals through mentorship
* Librarians are more likely to think and practice like professionals
if they are explicitly assisted rather than left to their own devices
to figure out how to cross thresholds on their own
* Create a professional dialog about what should be taught, and
learned in LIS programs — involve current professionals who hire
new grads
* What do we need to know?
*  What knowledge are we not graduating with?
 How can we better think and practice like a
librarian?
* Mentorship is a reciprocal relationship allowing new and current
professionals to learn from each other
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