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[bookmark: _Hlk207634469]Introduction. Postgraduate pharmacology education is becoming increasingly complex, with students from diverse backgrounds often struggling to master foundational knowledge. These challenges are compounded by the integration of pharmacology into interdisciplinary programmes delivered within limited timeframes. Unlike undergraduate curricula, Master’s level courses lack a clear core framework, creating challenges for both learners and educators.
Aims. This study aimed to identify and analyse core and troublesome concepts in Master’s level pharmacology as perceived by educators. Using the threshold concept framework, it sought to define essential core concepts, highlight troublesome areas for students, and explore their implications for signature pedagogy and curriculum design.
Methods. A mixed-methods approach was employed, combining concept mapping, an online questionnaire, and semi-structured interviews. Concept mapping with 25 educators at a British Pharmacological Society event generated initial lists of Core Concepts (fundamental knowledge and skills), Troublesome Concepts, and Defining Concepts (shaping professional identity). A follow-up questionnaire (439 distributed; 10 respondents) asked educators to rate concepts by difficulty, importance, and relevance. Finally, 9 interviews with the educators were conducted to validate and expand these findings. Data were analysed thematically and through morphological/structural topology.
Results. Pharmacodynamics and pharmacokinetics emerged as central core concepts, while critical thinking, independent learning, statistics, and cohort building were identified as essential skills. Statistics, pharmacokinetics, and drug–receptor interactions were consistently described as troublesome, alongside experimental design, scientific writing, and adapting to independent study at master’s level. Exploration of signature pedagogy emphasised the development of “habits of mind, hand, and heart,” integrating disciplinary knowledge, critical inquiry, and interdisciplinarity into pharmacologists’ professional identity.
Discussion. The findings highlight the need for postgraduate pharmacology curricula that intentionally scaffold students’ progression through both core and troublesome concepts. Addressing these transformative areas can support students in moving beyond knowledge acquisition towards the development of professional identity. Explicitly identifying threshold concepts within postgraduate pharmacology presents an opportunity to design targeted pedagogies that enhance student learning and improve the overall effectiveness of Master’s level education.
