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Abstract  
 
News and media reports indicate that the perceived value of university education is 

declining amongst students – one of the indicators being an increase in apprenticeships. 

As educators, we need to identify the reasons for this and ask ourselves whether we 
provide holistic education to students. Based on this rationale, this forward-looking and 

solution-focussed opinion article invites the educators to think beyond the subject-specific 
threshold concepts and teach students the ‘threshold concepts for life’. This proposed term 

implies, includes, and collates teaching-learning of multiple concepts that are often outside 
the discipline/subject-specific boundaries of several curricula, but can help develop life-

skills and thought-processes that promote mental, physical, and societal well-being. To 

enable such teachings, six domains of education can be embedded within the curricula of 
ALL disciplines. These domains include education on sustainability, equality, diversity and 

inclusion, arts, resilience, moral science/personal integrity, and physical activity. To support 
the inclusion of these domains, this article discusses the significance of each domain and 

provides evidence of the positive impact of its application on students. Logistics of 

embedding these within the curricula of ALL students have been suggested and the core 
benefits of including these domains in university education are mentioned.  
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Context and the rationale for this piece 
 
News published in the Independent in May 2010 revealed that one sixth of 16,000 

students surveyed regret going to the university (Garner, 2010). In 2017, The Telegraph 

published that one out of five students regretted their choice of university (Yorke, 2017). 
Similarly, in July 2018, data published using Barclays’ apprenticeships indicated that half of 

students/graduates regretted going to university (Muller-Heyndyk, 2018) and about 50% of 
university students were not prepared for employment, according to Prospects (2021). In 

2024, Forbes newsletter revealed that students’ confidence in the value of degrees has 

decreased and the value of job training has increased (Reilly, 2024). This attitude is not 
confined only to the US but is also prevalent in the UK where apprenticeships increase 

every year (Gov.UK, 2024). 
 

This indicates that the students’ faith in university education is dwindling and it’s not as 

high as we expect. Why is that? What does university education not provide? Are 
universities providing valuable education? Does it teach moral values, personal integrity 

and help character building? Or life skills that prepare students to lead a mentally and 
physically healthy life while making a positive contribution to the society?  

 

If we wish to make higher education valuable and desirable, then we need to broaden our 
thoughts, make alterations and additions to the curricula, and prepare students for life. 

This forward-looking and solution-focussed article invites educators to think beyond 
subject-specific threshold concepts and provide all-rounded education to ALL students that 

they can be proud of and find useful even 30-40 years after graduation.  

 
 

Broadening the concept of ‘threshold concepts’ to ‘threshold concepts 
for life’  
 
First described in 2003 by Meyer and Land (2003), threshold concepts refer to the 

concepts that are essential and core for understanding a particular subject and that 

transform the way students understand that subject while building a foundation for further 
understanding. To understand the core concept of a subject/topic, the student needs to 

enter a transition/intermediate/liminal state of thinking (Olaniyi, 2020). Thus, a threshold 
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concept is characterised as being transformative, likely irreversible, integrative, bounded, 

reconstitutive, sometimes counter-intuitive, and discursive (Jones and Hammond, 2022).  

 
Usually, threshold concepts are applied or discussed in a subject-specific context. For 

example, there are threshold concepts in Health professions education (Liljedahl, 
Palmgren and McGrath, 2022), Medical education (Hall and Chae, 2022; Jones and 

Hammond, 2022), Biochemistry (Loertscher et al., 2014), Radiation Physics (Hudson, 

Engel-Hills and Winberg, 2018), Physiology (Horrigan, 2018), Neuroscience (Sandrone 
and Alavian, 2021), and Geographical Systems (Srivastava, 2013).  

 
To restore, maintain and increase students’ faith in university education, educators should 

think beyond subject-education, cater to the holistic nature of ‘Education’, lift the subject-

specific boundaries of threshold concepts and expand these to the idea of ‘threshold 
concepts for life’. The latter term is coined for the first time in this article (to the author’s 

knowledge). It implies, includes and collates teaching-learning of a range of concepts 
outside the prescribed discipline/subject-specific curriculum to develop demonstratable 

life-skills and thought-processes in ALL students and thereby promote mental, physical, 

and societal well-being.  
 

The questions that arise are: Teaching of which concepts/domains can help students learn 
the threshold concepts for life? What do these threshold concepts encompass? Table 1 

proposes six domains of education that can be incorporated within the curricula of ALL 

disciplines to help ALL students learn these threshold concepts for life. These include 
education on sustainability, equality, diversity and inclusion, arts, resilience, moral 

science/personal integrity, and physical activity. This article refers to the learnings offered 
by these domains as threshold concepts for life, and the foundation for providing and 

gaining holistic education.  
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Table 1. Six domains of education for learning threshold concepts for life.  

Domains of 
education  

Important for: Mostly or only studied as a 
core part of curriculum by 

students on: 

1. Sustainability Societal health Natural Sciences, 

Environmental Sciences, 

Marketing, Business or 
Management courses.  

2. Equality, diversity, 
and inclusion 

(EDI) 

Societal health Humanities, Social Sciences 
courses, and to some extent 

on Medicine/Healthcare-

related degrees. 

3. Arts  Students’ 

mental 
wellbeing, 

Societal health 

Performing Arts-related (e.g., 

music, dance), and Fine Arts-
related courses. 

4. Resilience  Students’ 
mental 

wellbeing 

None of the university 
courses.* 

5. Moral science/ 

Personal integrity 

Students’ 

mental 

wellbeing, 
Societal health 

None of the university 

courses.* 

6. Physical 
education/activity  

 

Students’ 
physical and 

mental 

wellbeing 

None of the university 
courses.* 

*To the author’s knowledge  

 
The following sections discuss the proposed six domains and provide literature-based 

evidence of the significance of these domains in the context of students.   
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Domain-1: Education on sustainability  
Sustainability involves practices that maintain environmental, social, and economic health. 

It is on the national agenda of several countries, and for the successful implementation of 

its practices, it is important that the youth is engaged with it. However, the concept of 
sustainability is usually studied within the curricula of only certain disciplines (Table 1). For 

example, research conducted by a Spanish university revealed that there is very low 
presence of sustainability within the curricula of Science of Education degree courses, but 

both teachers and students show interest in sustainability teaching-learning (Solís-

Espallargas et.al., 2019). Sustainability concepts should not be restricted to a small set of 
students of a certain discipline, but these should be taught to students of all disciplines so 

that students can take responsibilities towards the environment and the society.  
 

Sustainability learnings do make a positive difference, for example, data collected on 
perceptions/opinions on sustainability from students on a Management Engineering 

programme at an Italian university revealed that by the end of the term, these students 

held more and improved sustainable attitudes. These students demonstrated their 
potential to problem solve and therefore could help accelerate the green transition. 

Moreover, students’ engagement in such real-world projects can benefit them, and give 
them more confidence for tackling complex real-life issues (Biancardi, Colasante and 

D'Adamo, 2023).  

 
 

Domain-2: Education on equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) 
There are several issues that fall under EDI, for example, gender pay-gap and racism. The 
European Commission states that in the European Union, in 2021, the gender pay-gap 

existed and women earned 13% less per hour than men (European Commission, 2022) . 

In the UK, the HMRC data reveals that the mean gender pay-gap is 10% (Gov.UK, 2022). 
Concurrently, in 2021 The Guardian reported that UK schools recorded >60,000 incidents 

of racism in five years (Batty and Parveen, 2021). In higher education, black students face 
overt and covert racism (Osbourne, Barnett and Blackwood, 2023). On yet another 

occasion, BBC news reported an apology from a UK university over racist slurs in class 

(McInnis, 2023). 
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Where and how do such attitudes emerge? It is partly because the educators are not 

delivering appropriate training to young adults. Conscientious educational institutions offer 

EDI courses and training to staff to make them aware of the legal and institutional 
regulations around EDI, and such interventions do have positive outcomes (Hill Weller et 

al., 2024). In providing training, the underlying thought is to create a positive working 
environment where the staff respect, and are sensitive to, others’ attitudes and thoughts. 

While this training exists for staff members, it is important that the students also receive 

such training, and that these values are inculcated in the early phases of life. Indeed, 
studying cultural competency (which upholds the values of EDI) has been a trend in recent 

times, but its concepts are taught as compulsory modules only to a limited/specific group 
of students that study a particular discipline, while for other students, these are either 

offered as optional modules or not offered at all. Regular EDI training should be made 

mandatory for all students.  
 

 
Domain-3: Arts education  
Performing arts, fine arts or making arts; any form of art can help with students’ 

engagement, enhance their creative thinking, and improve mental and physical wellbeing 
(Fancourt and Finn, 2019). Engagement with arts in those aged 18 to 28 has been shown 

to increase flourishing, a positive state of mind that involves feeling good and functioning 

well (Bone et al., 2022). For example, a study conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
revealed associations of music activities (for example, listening to music or playing a 

musical instrument) with low anxiety levels and high resilience levels (Chen et al., 2022). 
Listening to music has been found to reduces stress and reduce blood glucose levels 

(Finn and Fancourt, 2018). Creative Arts therapy involving art, music, dance/movement, 

and drama therapy has been shown to reduce stress (Martin et al., 2018).   
 

 
Domain-4: Resilience training 
It is generally known that the mental health of university students is not optimal. There is a 

high prevalence of stress, anxiety, and depression in university students (Wang et al., 

2020; Basheti et al., 2023), and suicides in college/university students have been reported 
(Office for Students, 2022; Zhai and Du, 2022).  
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Resilience involves acceptance of an adverse situation and then successfully adapting to 

it. The idea of building resilience through mindfulness, cognitive behaviour therapy, 

psychoeducation and other activities has gained attention in recent times (Brewer et al., 
2019), and resilience interventions can make a positive impact on individual resilience 

(Joyce et al., 2018). For example, in a group of healthcare professionals, interventions with 
workshops and one-to-one coaching sessions were well-received and effective (Johnson 

et al., 2020). Anger outbursts and irritability in young people can be regulated by building 

resilience (Singh, Hu, and Miklowitz, 2021). University students that participated in 
coaching enjoyed the process and showed increased confidence and motivation, along 

with improved self-efficacy towards initiating a behaviour change and attaining goals 
(Bleck et al., 2022). 

 

 
Domain-5: Personal integrity  
The development of personal values and a good character is essential. Moral education 

helps to live with dignity and integrity, and it is related to human happiness (Yan and Ke, 
2022). Not only is this important to make good citizens, but it is also important for 

academic learning because personal values influence learning approaches and academic 
achievement (Gamage, Dehideniya and Ekanayake, 2021).  

 

In current times, educators are battling plagiarism due to Open AI platforms, as reported 
by Forbes (Westfall, 2023), and a rise in plagiarism on university applications is reported 

by The Times (Kendix, 2024). The main driver of plagiarism in higher education is thought 
to be easy access to information technology and the Web (Jereb et al., 2018). Thus, there 

have been instances when students have admitted to cheating in online exams (Malik et 

al., 2023). There is no denial that academic dishonest is highly prevalent (Baran and 
Jonason, 2020). On the other hand, Mastroianni and Gilbert defy the generic notion of 

decline in morals and suggest that the perception of moral decline in current times is an 
illusion (Mastroianni and Gilbert, 2023). This is great news. However, for this idea to 

remain an illusion and ensure that it does not turn into a reality, it is important for the 

educators to make efforts and ensure that moral science is learned by all university 
students. Educators need to include moral values in the set of graduate attributes. This is 

because students’ values will determine how they perceive themselves and interact with 
others. There is evidence that moral education interventions work. For example, a study 

https://dictionary.apa.org/resilience
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with students in Turkey revealed that a mandatory ethics and moral education course had 

the effect of decreasing schadenfreude (pleasure derived from somebody else’s 

misfortune) (Cerit, 2024). Similarly, in college students, participation in volunteer services 
was found to positively relate to students’ performance of moral education and their mental 

health (Lv, Ying and Chen, 2024).  
 

 

Domain-6: Physical education/activity 
Selection of an unhealthy lifestyle such as a preference for high fat and sugar foods 
means obesity is highly prevalent amongst university students throughout the world 

(Tapera et al., 2017; Wan Mohamed Radzi et al., 2019; Telleria-Aramburu and Arroyo-
Izaga, 2022). It is believed that the prevalence of obesity in this group is between 20% to 

40%, which poses a significant public health problem (Ilić, et al., 2024). World health 
organisation guidelines recommend about 150 to 300 minutes of moderate physical 

activity or 75 to 150 minutes of vigorous physical activity per week for university students, 

but a significant proportion of the student group does not meet these recommendations 
(Johannes et al., 2024). In the UK, only 36% of universities have physical activity 

programmes, with only a few UK universities offering related interventions to students 
(Malagodi et al., 2024). Indeed, several universities do offer dance and sports clubs that 

involve physical activity, but this is not accessed by all students. Alongside, data clearly 

indicates that physical activity interventions can improve students’ quality of life, improve 
mental health, and promote weight loss in some cases (Plotnikoff et al., 2015; Donnelly, 

Penny and Kynn, 2024). Such interventions in university students have been found to be 
effective: i.e., these have found to increase the total and moderate-to-vigorous physical 

activity after the intervention compared to control groups (Yuan et al., 2024). Moreover, 

researchers have identified interventions (domains of environmental context and 
resources, social influences and goals) that can make a difference and increase/enhance 

physical activity amongst university students (Brown et al., 2024).  
 

 

What the educators can do: The logistics  
 

1. Embed ALL these domains within ALL curricula at small or large scale, as appropriate, 
so that ALL students benefit.   
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2. Present these domains as core rather than optional. 

3. Highlight to students the threshold concepts for life that each domain teaches/offers, 

and thereby encourage their involvement and engagement in learning these domains.    
4. To teach these, schedule short sessions over a long period of time so that the idea is 

reinforced.  
5. Teach these domains to the students for their entire duration of study at the university.   

6. No exams or assessments on these domains but make attendance compulsory.  

 
 

Core benefits of including these domains in university education  
 

Figure 1 presents an overview of how the proposed six domains (that can help learn the 
threshold concepts for life) influence personal and societal health.  

 

Fig.1 Six domains that will help learn threshold concepts of life. 

 
EDI: Equality, diversity and inclusion. 

 

The figure showcases the influence of the six domains of education (sustainability, EDI, 
physical, moral, arts and resilience education) on students’ physical and mental health, 

and the society.  
 

Inclusion of these domains within curricula can provide several benefits, for example:  

 
a) Facilitate the provision of well-rounded multidisciplinary education.  



Mehta       Expanding the concept of ‘threshold concepts’:  
     threshold concepts for life 
 
 

Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 31: September 2024        10 

b) Increase the time students spend on campuses and so: i) help in increasing their 

attendance on academic courses, ii) increase their sense of belonging to the university, 

iii) provide more opportunities to connect with fellow students and build real-life 
relationships outside their social media/virtual accounts, and iv) promote appreciation 

of the value of university education for several decades after graduation. 
c) Provide more job opportunities as this inclusion will require recruitment of experts from 

various fields, thereby benefitting the society.  

 
 

Summary  
 

For university education to be valued, these proposed six domains should be included 
within the curricula of ALL disciplines so that ALL students benefit. These domains will 

facilitate the learning of sustainability, EDI, arts, resilience, moral science, and physical 

activity and bring mental, physical and societal benefits. Undoubtedly, this inclusion will 
pose challenges (for example, in the context of resourcing, quality assurance, mode of 

delivery, political challenges of implementing non-subject-specific curricula), but it will 
increase the value of higher education and better prepare students for real life.   
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