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Students’ preconceptions in introductory mechanics
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Data from written tests and videotaped problem-solving interviews show that many physics
students have a stable, alternative view of the relationship between force and acceleration. This
“conceptual primitive’ is misunderstood at the qualitative level in addition to any difficulties that
might occur with mathematical formulation. The misconception is highly resistant to change and
is remarkably similar to one discussed by Galileo, as shown by comparison of his writings with
transcripts from student interviews. The source of this qualitative misunderstanding can be traced
to a deep-seated preconception that makes a full understanding of Newton’s first and second laws
very difficult. In such cases learning becomes a process in which new concepts must displace or be
remolded from stable concepts that the student has constructed over many years.

INTRODUCTION

Physics is commonly considered to be a difficult subject.
When one searches for sources of the difficuity that stu-
dents encounter in physics, one can identify many contrib-
uting factors such as abstractness of the material, degree of
logical precision required in problem solving, sophistica-
tion in the types of reasoning required (including formal
reasoning in the Piagetian sense), and mathematical skills
required. This paper discusses another source of difficulty
that has been acknowledged but that has been insufficiently
analyzed in the past, namely, the presence in physics of
inherently difficult conceprual primitives. These include: (i)
key concepis such as mass, acceleration, momentum,
charge, energy, potential difference, torque, etc.; and (ii)
Jundamental principles and models such as Newton’s laws,
conservation laws, the atomic model, electron flow models
for circuits, etc. The term conceptual primitive will be used
here to refer 10 a mental construct, the understanding of
which is a basic prerequisite for many higher-order con-
cepts. It is easy to underestimate the leaming difficulties
that these “root concepts™ present to the student. Many
science-oriented students have difficulty understanding
these concepts at the qualitative level in addition to any
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difficulties that occur with quantitative formulation. Diffi-
culties at the qualitative level may go undetected, however,
because a student’s superficial knowledge of formulas and
formula manipulation techniques can mask his or her mis-
understanding of underlying qualitative concepts.

In some cases, difficulties with conceptual primitives ap-
pear to originate in intuitive preconceptions that the stu-
dent develops on his own before entering courses. This pa-
per discusses a particularly strong qualitative
preconception in the area of force and motion. A particu-
larly difficult conceptual primitive is the relationship be-
tween force and acceleration, summarized in the equation
£ =ma. An understanding of F = ma is made more diffi-
cult because it conflicts with the beginner’s intuitive pre-
conceptions about motion. In the real world, where friction
is present, one must push on an object to keep it moving.
Since friction is often not recognized as a force by the begin-
ner, the student may believe that continuing motion im-
plies the presence of a continuing force in the same direc-
tion, as a necessary cause of the motion. Empirical evidence
will be presented indicating that many beginners apply this
point of view to various simple mechanics problems. In
fact, the misconception shows up in a wider diversity of
problem situations than one would expect, and appears fo

© 1932 American Association of Physics Teachers 66

This paper was supported by National Science Foundation Grant NSF #SED78-22043.



Physticist's AnSwer: Typical lncarrect Answer:

ey
- ~ -

o~
.
- -~ ~—

A ANy
I 8 | = EY
Fig. 1. Correct and incorrect answers to pendulum problem.

still be present in many students after they have completed
a course in mechanics. It therefore appears to be a major
stumbling block in the physics curriculum. Related mis-
conceptions have been studied by Driver,' Viennot,? Law-
son et al.,* and DiSessa.* It is shown here that preconcep-
tions can be studied using problems of minimum
complexity that help to isolate the source of the ecrors.

“MOTION IMPLIES A FORCE”
PRECONCEPTION

The error pattern described in Example 1 below was ob-
served in a large number of course laboratory write-ups
from students taking introductory mechanics after they
had worked with penduiums in the lab. A typical incorrect
solution to the pendulum probiem is shown in Fig. 1.
Example I: pendulum problem

(a) A pendulum is swinging from left to right as shown
below. Draw arrows showing the direction of each force
acting on the pendulum bob at point 4. Do not show the
total net force and do not include frictional forces. Label
each arrow with a name that says what kind of force it is.

{(b}In a similar way, draw and label arrows showing the
direction of each force acting on the pendulum bob when

it reaches point B.

Typical incorrect explanation: F,, is the force that makes
the pendulum swing upward. If F,, weren’t there, the pen-
dulum could never move up to the top of its swing.

Here, F,, is seen as one of the forces acting on the bob
and is often described as the force that “makes the pendu-
lum go up on the other side.” We also noticed that students
drawing foree diagrams for an object sliding down a track,
or for an object in orbit, would often include a force in the
direction of motion. These classroom observations led us to
suspect that many students were applying the idea that
continuing motion implies the presence of a continuing
force in the same direction as the motion. We call this the
“motion implies a force™ misconception. This type of belief
shows up in pre-Newtonian theories of motion such as an
impetus force injected into an arrow and traveling with it,
or the Aristotelian explanation of the horizontal motion of
an arrow after release from the bow via forward forces from
air currents.’ What is surprising is the pervasiveness of the
belief and the wide diversity of situations in which it shows

-up, once one begins to listen to students’ common sense
theories.

In an effort to further isolate the source of this type of
error, we designed the problem shown in Fig. 2, and pre-
dicted that it might produce a similar type of error in spite
of its extreme simplicity.

Example 2: coin problem

A coin is tossed from point 4 straight up into the air
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and caught at point £. On the dot to the left of the draw-
ing draw one or more arrows showing the direction of
each force acting on the coin when it is at point 8. {Draw
longer arrows for larger forces.)
Typical incorrect answer: While the coin is on the way
up, the “force from your hand” F,, pushes up on the coin.
On the way up it must be greater than F,, otherwise the
coin would be moving down.
The coin problem was given to a group of engineering stu-
dents on a diagnostic test early in their first semester in a
class required of all engineering majors.® These students
had not had college physics, but most had had high school
physics. As shown in Table I, the students did very poorly,
with 88% giving an incorrect answer. Virtually all (90%) of
the errors in this case involved showing an arrow labeled as
a force pointing upwards at position B. Eleven students
were interviewed while solving this problem aloud, five of
whom had taken a physics course in mechanics for scien-
tists and engineers. Three students solved this problem cor-
rectly, while seven students drew an upward arrow at point
B, referring to it as the “force of the throw,” the “upward
original force,” the “applied force,” the “force that I'm
giving it,” “velocity is pulling upwards, so you have a net
force in this direction (points upwards),” “the force up
from velocity,” and “the force of throwing the coin up.”
Another student gave a questionable response, referring to
“‘a momentum force...acting up” that doesn’t belong in *a
formal free-body diagram” but “is definitely a force.” The
latter three responses were from students who had taken
the mechanics course. All of these students were engineer-
ing majors. Again, we see that it is difficult for the student
to think about an object continuing to move in one direc-
tion with the total net force acting in a different direction.
These findings supported our hypothesis that the “motion
implies a force” preconception was involved in the stu-
dents’ responses to these problems.

Another example is provided by the rocket problem
shown in Fig, 3.

Example 3: rocket problem
(a) A rocket is moving along sideways in deep space, with

Table i. Performance on coin and rocket problems.

% corract P correct
before course after course % correct*

Coin 12% 28% 30%
problem (& =344 (V== 43) ¥N=137)
Rocket (Part a) 11% 23% 35%
problem {¥ = 150) (N =43) (N=137)
(Part b} 38% 2% 65%
¥M=150) (N=43) (N ==37)
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“For engineers with two semesters of physics at a second institution.
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Fig. 3. Correct and incorrect an-
swers to rocket problem.

Typital Incorrect
Answer )

its engine off, from point 4 to point B. It is not near any
planets or other outside forces. Its engine is fired at point
B and left on for 2 sec while the rocket travels from point
B to some point C. Draw in the shape of the path from B
to C. {Show your best guess for this problem even if you
are unsure of the answer.)
{b) Show the path from point C after the engine is turned off
on the same drawing.
Typical incorrect answer: The force of the rocket en-
gine combines with whatever was making it go from 4 to
B to produce path BC. After C, whatever made it go from
4 to B will take over and make it go sideways again,
causing the rocket to return to its original direction of
motion.
Results from written testing on this problem with a repre-
sentative group of 150 pre-physics engineering students are
shown in Table I. 89% drew an incorrect path for part (a) of
the rocket problem while 629 missed part {b}. A summary
of the responses to the rocket problem is given in Table IL
The curved path from B to C is a detailed aspect of the
motion that the uninitiated student will rarely reproduce.
A more surprising and significant difficulty than this, how-
ever, is the tendency in many students to actually draw the
rocket’s motion returning to a horizontal direction after
the engine is shut off at point C. The student’s prediction
that the rocket will return to a horizontal path is usually
accompanied by a reference to some influence acting on the
rocket from 4 to B that “takes over” again after C. This
behavior can be explained by assuming that, for the stu-
dent, the presence of constant motion from 4 to B implies
the presence of a continuing force in the same direction,

Table I1. Response categories for rocket problem.

even though the problem states that no outside forces are
present. Note also that students usually show the direction
of motion changing instantaneously in a noncontinuous
manner, apparently to correspond to instantaneous
changes in the direction of applied force.

Taped interviews were conducted with 18 of the above
students. Five of the seven students who had responses of
type 3 or 4 in Table II made a specific reference to the idea °
that “whatever was making it go to the right before will
take over again after point C.” (See Appendix for example
of a rocket problem transcript.) These interview results,
and the consistent error pattern both within each problem
and across the problems indicate that most errors are not
due to random mistakes but rather are based on a stable
misconception that is shared by many individuals.

DISCUSSION OF SIMILAR ARGUMENTS IN
GALILEQ’S WRITINGS K

Twotypical transcript excerpts from freshman engineer- ;
ing students working on the coin problem are shown below:

Transcript of 81

S1:Sothere’sa force going up and there is the force of gravity
pushing it down. And the gravity is less because the coin
is still going up until it gets to C. (Draws upward arrow
labeled (“force of the throw"} and shorter downward ar-
row labeled “‘gravity” at point B in Fig. 2.) ...if the dot
goes up the force of throw gers to be less and less because
gravity is pulling down on it, pulling down.

Interviewer: Okay, what about the length of this arrow
(“force of the throw™). If we use that to represent how
strong the force is, would it be stronger than gravity at
point 87

S1: Yeah, because the ball is still going up, so the force of
the throw is still overcoming the force of the gravity that
wants to make it go down.

Transcript of 52

S2: At B there’d be two—that I could think of. The upward
force—the upward original force that was given to the
coin to make it fly in the air... (draws upward arrow at
B)...and the gravitational. (Draws downward arrow at -
B.) But the reason that the coin is going up is because the’

n=150 n=4a3
Entering freshman After mechanics
engineers course
{1) Correct 14 9% 3 199
(2} Partially correct
490 27% 16 37%
(3) Returns 10 horizontal
62 41% 9 2%
46% 2%
{4) Returns partially to 8 5% 2 5%
horizontal
(5) Other
26 17% 3 19%
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original is greater than the gravitational.

The italicized statements indicate that the students be-
lieve that a force is acting upwards on the coin at point 8,
and that the coin is continuing to rise because the upward
force is greater than the gravitational. This is evidence for
the “motion implies a force™ belief, in this case with refer-
ence to the sum of forces acting on the body.

After these student explanations were analyzed we dis-
covered that Galileo had made some similar arguments in
his manuscript De Moru {On Motion). In explaining the
motion of an object thrown upwards he states:

The body moves upward, provided the impressed mo-
tive force is greater than the resisting weight. But that
force, as has been shown, is continuously weakened; it
will finally become sc diminished that it will no longer
overcome the weight of the body and will not impel the
body beyond that point... .

As the impressed force characteristically continues to
decrease, the weight of the body begins to be predomi-
nant, and consequently the body begins to fall... .

This is what I consider to be the true cause of the
acceleration of motion.”

His explanation that *‘the impressed motive force is
greater than the resisting weight”’ is similar in many ways
to the students’ explanations. 82 explains that the “upward
original force...is greater than the gravitational,” and S1
explaing that the “force of the throw...is...overcoming the
force of gravity.” Indeed, it is remarkable how similar the
statements are, given the fact that the speakers are separat-
ed culturally by over 300 years. In each case, they describe
a continuing upward force acting on the coin as a cause of
motion, and state that the upward motion requires that this
force be larger than the force of gravity.

Of course, Galileo thought much more deeply about
these issues in his ingenious thought experiments than stu-
dents do. When he published Two New Sciences much later
in his career, Galileo presented essentially the above argu-
ment, but was unwilling to endorse or refute it.* He as-
signed the argument to Sagredo, the “middleman” in the
dialogs, rather than to either Salviati, the spokesman repre-
senting himself, or to Simplicio, whose views are closest to
Galileo’s Aristotelian adversaries. Following Sagredo’s
presentation, in Two New Sciences, Salviati says:

The present does not seem to me to be an opportune
time 10 enter into the investigation of the cause of the
acceleration of natural motion...it suffices our Author
that we understand him to want us to investigate and
demonstrate some atiributes of a motion so accelerated
(whatever be the cause of its acceleration) that the mo-
menta of its speed go increasing, after its departure from
rest, in that simple ratio with which the continuation of
time increases... .*

One of Galileo’s strengths, in contrast to the philosophi-
cal generalists of his age, was that he was able to make deep
progress by intentionally restricting his field of inquiry (in
this case to kinematics). But the quotations from Galileo
indicate that real conceptual change in this area is an ex-
tremely difficult task that should not be underestimated. '®
The fact that Galileo propounded a careful and well-articu-
lated impetus theory during part of his career, and the fact
that present-day students give explanations that are very
similar in their basic aspects to that theory, is supporting
evidence for the strong, intuitive attraction of the “motion
implies force” belief. The students’ errors appear not to be
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simply capricious; the belief appears to be plausible theory
that has been constructed by students on the basis of exper-
ience. This historical comparison makes the high error
rates for students on these problems somewhat less
surprising.

SUMMARY OF CHARACTERISTICS FOR THE
“MOTION IMPLIES A FORCE” PRECONCEPTION

By studying the error patterns discussed so far, we can
summarize what appear to be the most common character-
istics of the “motion implies a force” preconception:

(1) Continuing motion, even at a constant velocity, can
trigger an assumption of the presence of a force in the direc-
tion of motion that acts on the object to cause the motion.

(2) Such invented forces are especially common in expla-
nations of motion that continues in the face of an obvious
opposing force. In this case the object is assumed to contin-
ue to move because the invented force is greater than the
opposing force.

(3) The subject may believe that such a force “dies out”
or "builds up” to account for changes in an object’s speed.

The diversity of situations in which this preconception
surfaces suggests that it is a major source of the difficulties
encountered by students in understanding the physical
principles associated with the equation F = ma.

POST-COURSE RESULTS

In order to determine the effect of a physics course on
these misconceptions we also-tested two groups of students
who had taken mechanics. The students in post group A
were paid volunteers who agreed to take a diagnostic test
before their final exam in a standard, one-semester intro-
ductory mechanics course for engineers and science ma-
jors. Most of these students were sophomores and they
were from the same institution as the freshman group re-
ported on earlier. The teacher of the course has received
consistently high praise in written evaluations from stu-
dents for his clarity of presentation, helpfulness, and genu-
ine interest in teaching. The average grade in the course for
these volunteers happened to be significantly higher than
the course mean. The students in post group B were sopho-
more, junior, and senior engineering majors enrolled in an
upper-level enginecring course at a second institution. All
had previously taken mechanics.

Scores of the post-course students were somewhat better
than those of the pre-physics students, but an alarmingly
high number of students still gave wrong answers of the
same kind on these very basic problems, as shown in Table
L. This was in spite of the fact that none of the problems
require advanced mathematical skills. What they do re-
(quire is an adequate knowledge of the basic qualitative
model for how forces affect motion,

On the rocket problem, these students did somewhat bet-
ter in avoiding the most blatant error: the misconception
that the rocket wiil return to a horizontal path. However,
on the coin problem, the percentage of error only changed
from 88% to 75% for group A, a rather disturbing result.
In this problem, almost all errors were again in the form of
an upward arrow. Additional data for this group show
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Fig. 4. Student’s drawing for rocket
problem,
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APPENDIX: EXAMPLE OF A TRANSCRIPT FROM
THE ROCKET PROBLEM

Student S3

One student answered the rocket problem (Fig. 4} as
follows:

I: OK, can you describe the motion and tell me what the
rocket did?

S: OK. The rocket was moving towards here {points to
right}~—a force acting upon it here {pointsto B ) to drive it
down—so in effect it would be driving it at an angle
because there’s two forces acting upon it.

I: And after the engine shuts off?

S: Right here (points to C }—and with the same force acting
upon it—motion—it'd continue along this path (hori-
zontally to the right).

This subject apparently believes that a force is needed to
cause the initial movement at g constant velocity with the
off. ‘After thae engine is fired and turped off, this
“same force acting upon it” horizontally causes the rocket
to return to the horizonta] path. Notice that the student’s
ideas are quasiconsistent in this case. A belief that a con-

'R. P. Driver, Ph.D. dissertation, University of Hlinois, Urbana-Cham-
paign, 1973,
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