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Making sense of the relationships between interdependent variables is an important skill in physics. We
developed in-class activity in the junior-level thermodynamics course to help students with this covariational
reasoning. The students worked in groups, and were provided contour maps and plastic models representing
thermodynamic states of water vapor. We consider a sequence of prompts from the activity. We are inter-
ested in when and why the students chose to use a particular representation in response to the prompts, and
how the prompts elicited covariational reasoning. We find that the students preferred representations that were
more straightforward to interpret. Further, we find that the prompts elicited some direct statements about the
codependent nature of thermodynamic variables.
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