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Difficulty in understanding threshold concepts may leave the learner in a state of ‘liminality’, a suspended 
state of partial understanding, or ‘stuck place’, in which understanding approximates to a kind of ‘mimicry’ 
or lack of authenticity. Insights gained by learners as they cross thresholds can be exhilarating but might 
also be unsettling, requiring an uncomfortable shift in identity, or, paradoxically, a sense of loss. A further 
complication might be the operation of an ‘underlying game’ which requires the learner to comprehend 
the often tacit games of enquiry or ways of thinking and practising inherent within specific disciplinary 
knowledge practices.  Liminal states: This space is likened to that which 

adolescents inhabit: - not yet adults; not quite 
children. It is an unstable space in which the 
learner may oscillate between old and 
emergent understandings just as adolescents 
often move between adult-like and child-like 
responses to their transitional status. But once a 
learner enters this liminal space, she is engaged 
with the project of mastery unlike the learner 
who remains in a state of pre-liminality in which 
understandings are at best vague. The idea that 
learners enter into a liminal state in their attempts 
to grasp certain concepts in their subjects 
presents a powerful way of remembering that 
learning is both affective and cognitive and that 
it involves identity shifts which can entail 
troublesome, unsafe journeys. Often students 
construct their own conditions of safety through 
the practice of mimicry. In our research, we 
came across teachers who lamented this 
tendency among students to substitute mimicry 
for mastery. In short, there is no simple passage in 
learning from ‘easy’ to ‘difficult’; mastery of a 
threshold concept often involves messy journeys 
back, forth and across conceptual terrain. If 
viewed as a journey through pre-liminal, liminal 
and post-liminal states, the features that 
characterise threshold concepts can now be 
represented relationally (see diagram below). 

THE CONVERSATION 
Sunday Supper Supplement

Poem of the Week: 

Nikki-Rosa 
BY NIKKI GIOVANNI 

childhood remembrances are always a drag    
if you’re Black 
you always remember things like living in Woodlawn    
with no inside toilet 
and if you become famous or something 
they never talk about how happy you were to have    
your mother 
all to yourself and 
how good the water felt when you got your bath    
from one of those 
big tubs that folk in chicago barbecue in    
and somehow when you talk about home    
it never gets across how much you 
understood their feelings 
as the whole family attended meetings about Hollydale 
and even though you remember 
your biographers never understand 
your father’s pain as he sells his stock    
and another dream goes 
And though you’re poor it isn’t poverty that 
concerns you 
and though they fought a lot 
it isn’t your father’s drinking that makes any difference    
but only that everybody is together and you 
and your sister have happy birthdays and very good    
Christmases 
and I really hope no white person ever has cause    
to write about me 
because they never understand 
Black love is Black wealth and they’ll 
probably talk about my hard childhood 
and never understand that 
all the while I was quite happy
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https://www.barrierisman.com/blog/living-in-liminality
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Cryptic Crossword C(s)OTW:  
I can’t answer, I’m here and there (6) 
Teach where the pupils are? (6) 
Nothing to boast about in the cooler (3,2,3) 

Art of the week

“Untitled” 
Jean-Michel 
Basquait (1981)

The dichotomy of outward 
appearance and inner life. The 
zombification and reflexive 
impotence wrought by, 
imposed by, necessitated by 
the structures and demands of 
present conditions; battled 
against furiously and internally. 
A struggle against something 
we feel, recognise, and 
respond to, but a struggle that 
we know cannot be won. 
Constructing new internal 
topology, neuro-topology. 
New facades, neither 
perfidious nor duplicitous, 
intended for public 
presentation, but facades of 
palaces, memory palaces 
where ‘well lit’ images shine 
with meaning. Creating soon 
to be well trodden pathways of 
synaptic connection. Ladders 
of thought ascending to the 
riches of an inner life.
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