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Two years after explicit instruction, 
physics students’ ideas about 
sensemaking range from
context-specific to expansive. 

Students’ Sensemaking Skills and 
Habits: Two Years Later

MacKenzie Lenz, Kelby T. Hahn, Paul J. Emigh, & Elizabeth Gire

QR	CODE

Shane: A process used to 
understand physics questions

Mathew: Comparing your 
expected results to your 
actual results to make 
sense of your answer

Thomas: Using multiple 
methods to check 
reasonableness

“[Sensemaking is] 
using orthogonal
methods to determine 
if your answer is 
reasonable or not.”

“You could say 
sensemaking is how 
you know whether 
or not you've done 
something right.”

Austin: An algebraic process used 
to check your answers

“[Paradigms] just 
kind of kept... the 
ball rolling with 
sensemaking.”
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RESARCH QUESTIONS 
1. What do these students think 

sensemaking is two years after taking a 
sensemaking focused course?

2. What experiences helped form these 
students’ ideas about sensemaking?

INSTRUCTIONAL CONTEXT
• Techniques of Theoretical Mechanics is a 

course designed to explicitly emphasize 
sensemaking.

CONCLUSIONS
• Explicit emphasis on sensemaking was 

highly influential.
• Sensemaking is valued by these physics 

students and helped some students 
achieve a sense of belonging.

“[Ph335] was when 
it was first laid out 
in front of me...I 
kind of consider 
that class the 
beginning of my 
identifying myself 
as a physicist.”

Gabe: A set of strategies used to 
compare your answer to what you 
expected to be your answer

Charles: A collection 
of strategies used to 
evaluate 
reasonableness

“I use something very 
similar when I’m rock 
climbing…I should not be 
detached from the wall at 
any point unless I’m 
trying to get frisky…how 
[I’m] sensemaking is I 
say… what do I have to 
do to...make sure I’m 
never detached?”

Brett: Checking to make 
sure your assumptions hold 
throughout your problem 
solving

“[When 
you're done 
solving a 
problem] you 
can look at it 
and go ‘okay 
was this what 
I expected?’”

“To be honest I haven’t 
done sensemaking in a 
little bit, quite a bit of 
time.”

Find out more


