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Definition of Sensemaking

“A dynamic process of building or revising an 
explanation in order to ‘figure something out’—

to ascertain the mechanism underlying a 
phenomenon” (Odden & Russ, 2018)
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Sensemaking Study

Goal: Document and analyze episodes of sensemaking 
in physics

Method: Interviews with pairs of students in an 
introductory E&M course

Key Finding: Sensemaking was focused around 
certain key questions…
…and students repeatedly returned to these 
questions

Why?



Example: Ruth and Emma

Emma

Ruth

Parallel Circuit



Emma’s Question

Why is the net current bigger in a 
parallel circuit than a series circuit?

(Assuming same circuit elements)



Example: 
Current in Series and Parallel Circuits



Emma’s Recurring Question

Why would a current be bigger, 
just coming out of the volt—out of 
the battery?

Coming out of the battery, 
why wouldn't it be the same 
current to begin with?

…whether it's parallel or in 
series, why wouldn't that 
current be the same?



Two Claims

1. The question is vexing to the Emma

2. The questions fulfill particular 
conversational functions

That sucks, that’s super counter-
intuitive. Why would a current be 
bigger, just coming out of the 
volt—out of the battery?



Roles of Recurring Questions

In this case:
• Express dissatisfaction with the explanation
• Zero in on the inconsistency



Recurring question in the case
Coming out of the battery, why 
wouldn't it be the same current to 
begin with?

Because here 
the resistance is 
smaller. […]

I know, but what I'm saying is […] 
before you're looking at anything here, 
whether it's parallel or in series, why 
wouldn't that current be the same?
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Zeroing in on the inconsistency
Coming out of the battery, why 
wouldn't it be the same current to 
begin with?

Because here 
the resistance is 
smaller. […]

I know, but what I'm saying is […] 
before you're looking at anything here, 
whether it's parallel or in series, why 
wouldn't that current be the same?



Questions Sustain Sensemaking

In this case:
• Express dissatisfaction with the explanation
• Zero in on inconsistency

Other cases:
• Get back on task
• Try something new (after getting “stumped”)

Each of these can 
prolong sensemaking!

Continue the 
conversation!



Why is this important?

For researchers:
• Could be used to identify sensemaking

For teachers:
• Could be used to support sensemaking



Thank You!

Questions?
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