
  Research Article   doi: 10.12973/eu-jer.9.4.1723 

 

European Journal of Educational Research 
Volume 9, Issue 4, 1723 - 1734. 

ISSN: 2165-8714 
http://www.eu-jer.com/ 

Students’ Concept Image and Its Impact on Reasoning towards the 
Concept of the Derivative  

Budi Nurwahyu* 
Hasanuddin University, INDONESIA 

Georgina Maria Tinungki  
Hasanuddin University, INDONESIA 

Mustangin 
Universitas Islam Malang, INDONESIA 

 

Received: April 4, 2020 ▪ Revised: July 8, 2020 ▪ Accepted: October 9, 2020 

Abstract: The aim of this study was to identify and classify the student’s concept image and its influence on the reasoning of the 
problem-solving of the derivative. The research used a qualitative description approach and used eight research subjects. From the 
answers collected upon the given problems, we obtained several variations of students’ concept images, thus it showed how 
students’ concept image influenced the reasoning. In order to clarify and classify the characteristic of the obtained answers, we 
summarized there were three categories of the concept image of the derivative, namely symbolically related to a basic formula of the 
derivative of a function, limit of the ratio of difference value of the functions, and the properties of the derivative of the functions. 
Furthermore, our study suggested that each student’s concept image affecting the reasoning of the derivative. In addition, we found 
some misperceptions in answering the problem and misconception in the use of the basic formula of the derivative of the functions 
among the students’ answers. 
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Introduction 

Mathematics is a daily ability that could develop logic skill and it is thought to be important to enhance the reasoning 
skill in mathematics, including in analyzing and abstracting as well as to use an appropriate strategy to solve the 
problem. Even in Pahrudin et al. (2019), also stated that the students with higher learning motivation is considered 
to have higher mathematical reasoning ability than students with lower learning motivation. According to Lithner 
(2008), the reasoning was defined as ” A line of thought adopted to produce assertions and reach conclusions in task 
solving”. Lithner distinguished mathematical reasoning into imitative reasoning and mathematical creative founded 
reasoning. Imitative reasoning is often used as reasoning in proving theorems, while mathematical creative founded 
reasoning is commonly used as reasoning on problem-solving.  

Understanding the derivative is a need by mathematics students or students who are studying calculus at the 
undergraduate level. In general, encouraging students to learn calculus in mathematics will likely support their 
ability to solve problems since it strengthens the understanding and reasoning. 

Even the students need to be encouraged in mathematical proving activities due to its advantage in constructing 
students’ reasoning. The proof is derived from deductive reasoning, not from inductive or empirical arguments. In 
this regard, reasoning refers to using logical and coherent arguments to draw conclusions, inferences, or judgments 
(Ross,1997) in Aineamani (2011). Deductive reasoning is a logical thinking process from true known premises then 
derived the conclusions (Yopp, 2009). A diagram method to describe deductive reasoning consists of three 
components, both teacher and students provide case as data, result as a claim that should be proved by students, the 
rule is provided by teacher (Toulmin, 2003). The Toulmin’s diagram is described in Figure 1. 

Reasoning can also be understood as a process of drawing a conclusion based on the evidence and the assumptions 
(Ross, 1997) in Aineamani (2011). Based on Mckenzie (2001) and Kilpatrick et al. (2001), understanding in 
mathematics is based on mathematical reasoning, and it is beneficial for solving problems. Even, Mueller and Maher 
(2009) stated that the reasoning is very important for developing the students’ mathematical knowledge. Therefore, 
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students can use mathematical reasoning and apply mathematical ideas to develop their problem-solving skills. 
Without reasoning allows students the difficulty of producing the correct conclusions. By applying the reasoning, the 
students will be able to generalize and make a conjecture and justification logically based on already-understood 
ideas in their problem-solving activities. In mathematical problems-solving, in fact, in real-world problems, people 
often need reasoning to get a satisfactory solution. In this regard, the reasoning is a thinking process to draw 
conclusions from true known premises. There are three components of the reasoning process: conjecturing, 
generalizing, justifying. Conjecturing is the alleged statements that can be true or false; Generalizing as induction from 
something particular to something general by looking at the common things or extending the reasoning beyond the 
range in which it originated; Justification is a logical argument based on already-understood ideas (Lannin et al., 
2011). 

Meanwhile, the students’ reasoning in mathematics often used the concept image in students’ minds rather than on a 
formal mathematical concept (Vinner & Dreyfus, 1989). The students’ understanding of a mathematical concept is the 
construction of two mental entities in the mind of the students: concept image and concept definition (Vinner & 
Hershkowitz, 1980; Tall & Vinner, 1981). Based on Vinner (1983), mathematical reasoning can be described as an 
interplay between concept image and concept definition, it is shown in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 1. Toulmin’s diagram of deductive 
reasoning 

Figure 2. Interplay between concept definition and concept 
image 

According to Tall and Vinner (1981), Concept image is defined as “total cognitive structures including all mental 
pictures, properties and processes associate of the concept” (p. 152). Therefore, from this definition, all mental 
pictures include words and symbols or pictures associated with the mathematical concept in the individual's mind. 
Concept definition means a statement in words used to specify the concept. Nevertheless, in mathematics education, 
definitions of concepts are important issues to be addressed. There may be difficulties encountered by some 
mathematics educators when making definitions (Altun & Konyalioglu, 2019).  

Concept image is personal, dynamic and continue to evolve depending on daily student’s experiences for learning in 
the classroom, activities in problem-solving, mathematical projects, or daily mathematics activities. The concept 
image is not something verbal in students’ mind associated with the concept. However, it can describe the cognitive 
structure of the students’ understanding that associated with the concept, that includes all mental pictures, 
properties, and processes that may be associated with the concept. The knowledge that the students have been 
obtained in or outer the classroom will be brought in their mind in the form of mental pictures, including the 
properties, and processes associated with the concept. To analyze students’ understanding of the concept, it can be 
used “constructs” of students’ concept image (Vinner, 1991). Even, students’ beliefs in solving of the calculus 
problems are influenced by their concept image of the concepts of calculus (Nurwahyu & Tinungki, 2020). In general, 
university mathematics students or mathematics education students have concept images in proving mathematics 
(Moore, 1994).  

The concept image can be seen from students in making explanations, procedures, or sequence of steps. The 
formation of a concept image and concept definition may be a result of students memorizing a formal definition 
without connecting meaning to it (Edwards & Ward, 2004; Vinner, 1983). Usually, the students like to memorize this 
concept definition rather than understand it. In this regard, the formal mathematical concept definition is the 
mathematical concept accepted by the mathematician or mathematical community. In this regard, the formal 
mathematical concept definition is the mathematical concept accepted by the mathematician or mathematical 
community. Furthermore, a student’s concept image may or may not include the formally correct mathematical 
definition, because the students’ concept image is defined as a personal concept definition, and it can be different 
from the formal concept definition. Therefore, the student's ability to understand a mathematical concept can be 
measured from the wide gap between the student’s concept image and the formal mathematical concept. If the gap 
between students’ concept image and the formal mathematical concept is closer, students' understanding of the 
mathematical concept is more correct.  

Students in the first semester generally obtain calculus as an exact science introductory course. Calculus includes the 
limit of the function, continuity, derivative, and integral. The derivative is very important for undergraduate 
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mathematics students or other undergraduate students, because the concept of the derivative is useful to solve 
certain quantity problems like its application in physics, engineering, or economic.  

In Indonesia, the current problem in teaching calculus (derivatives) in undergraduate students is that teachers have 
difficulty embedding derivative concepts in their students, students prefer to memorize and use formulas of the 
derivative such that students are only able to solve derivative problems that are directly related to these formulas 
(using procedural knowledge and solving of the problem with finding similarity by previous problems). Meanwhile, 
problems of derivative whose answers cannot be directly related to the formula tend not to be successful in solving 
them because the students lack making connections and lack of imagining concepts in other areas. Related to it, Tall 
(1993, 1997) stated that difficulties in learning derivatives among undergraduate students are due to their weakness 

in solving problems involving the concepts. For example, students will face a difficulty if asked to solve 
     

     
 if 

      | | with         or if         with        . According to Tall (1997), this happens because the 
students' concept image and concept definition of the derivative is still weak. Thus, the pedagogical aspects of 
teaching derivative at the undergraduate level are how the teacher encourages students to develop methods in 
mathematical modeling, enhancing connection skills, and strengthen students' concept images of the concept of the 
derivative. Therefore, the focus of this study is to investigate the types of students’ concept images and their impact 
on students' reasoning in solving problems related to the concept definition of the derivative. 

Generally, the lecturers or teachers teach derivative of function covering the concept of the derivative        of a 
variable x is not merely a measure of the rate at which the value of the function   of the function changes with respect 
to the change of the variable x. However, also as a slope or gradient of a tangent line at a point on a curve. They also 
give a definition of the derivative of a function as a limit of the average rate of change of function      in the form as 
follows: 

      
     

  
    

   

           

 
 

Even sometimes the teachers give in general form 
     

     
       

           

           
, for increasing       

In general, when a lecturer teaches derivative of a function, the lecturer explains the notion of the derivative of the 

functions in the form as follows: 
     

  
       

           

 
 and its geometric interpretation (Varberg et al., 2007). The 

lecturer gives some examples for a certain function and some basic formulas of derivative such that the students will 
familiar use formulas in the practices. However, when observed, some teachers still do not provide interesting 
examples or challenging exercises to build student’s reasoning. Teachers’ ability in selecting suitable mathematical 
examples was strongly related to their mathematics content knowledge for teaching (Rowland et al., 2005). Watson 
and Mason (2002) stated that learning mathematics can be seen as a process of generalizing from specific examples. 
Examples are therefore paramount in mathematical teaching and learning. Even according to Kent (2017), 
responsive teaching involves a deeper exploration into the content of mathematics at the core of the lesson based on 

the students’ understandings and interpretations. For example, how the students solve 
     

   , or 
     

     
 for increasing 

function       To solve 
   

   , it can be used 
     

     
       

           

           
, or 

     

     
 

     

     
 , or by using derivative of 

composition of function 
     

     
 

        

     
 (Varberg et al., 2007). 

In this study, concept image is a cognitive structure that includes mental pictures, properties, and processes 
associated with the concept. The aim of this study is to describe and classify the types of the concept image of the 
derivative and its influence on mathematical reasoning in solving the problem related to the concept of the 
derivative. 

Theoretical Framework 

In the research, we drew a theoretical framework for the derivative of Zandieh (2000). Zandieh stated that the 
concept of the derivative can be seen as a function whose value at any point   is the limit of the ratio of differences 

            
           

 
  Such that according to (Zandieh, 2000), the derivative has three layers: ratio, limit, and 

function. We drew the theoretical framework for the concept image based on the notion of concept image (Tall & 
Vinner, 1981; Vinner, 1983; Vinner & Dreyfus, 1989; Vinner, 1991; Vinner & Hershkowitz, 1980; Sfard, 1991), which 
draws on the notion of reasoning (Lithner, 2008; Vinner & Dreyfus, 1989). In this case, Vinner and Dreyfus (1989) 
claimed that the reasoning is the process of thinking in conclusion in the problem-solving activities and the reasoning 
frequently based on the concept image. 
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Theoretically, this research method is based on someone who has studied a concept, then, in his/her mind, will keep a 
concept image (Vinner, 1993). This concept image continues to develop as the person's experience increases, then from 
the concept image is used to build reasoning in solving problems (Vinner & Dreyfus, 1989). 

Student’s concept image may or may not include the formally correct mathematical definition. Concept images are 
not formed merely by definition but by all experiences of students, but concept images are quite personal and 
experiential. In learning mathematics, students will construct concept images through in some varieties. These 
include, but are not limited to, classroom instruction, exploration of examples, working problems, and applying the 
formal definition (Vinner & Dreyfus, 1989). According to Tall and Vinner (1981), the students' reasoning does not 
base on the concept definition, but on their concept image, even though they realize of these definitions and can 
recite and explain them.  

In this study, although all participants come from some anonymous universities in Sulawesi, Indonesia, they have 
been familiar with the derivative concept as undergraduate students. They were asked to define that concept in a 
given task. Upon solving the tasks, there will be various arguments about the concept of the derivative of a function 
depending on their mathematical understanding of that concept and mathematical reasoning skill. Mathematical 
understanding is a process that transforms a mathematical object to become a mental object (Sfard, 1991). 
Meanwhile, objects are stored in students’ minds as a concept image associated with the concept (Tall & Vinner, 
1981). 

The research emphasizes the disclosure of the concept image of a specific concept of a derivative and its impact on 
reasoning in problem-solving on a specific derivative of a function. 

The following research questions are fundamental for this study: 

1. What are the concept images created by the students when working with the derivative? 

2. Is it possible to classify students’ concept images in distinct categories? 

3. What is the impact of the concept image on reasoning in problem-solving of the derivative? 

Methodology 

This part of the study is a qualitative descriptive approach to get a picture of the student concept images of the 
derivative. The limited number of participants is not statistically sufficient, but it is rather the type of information 
given in the answers than the quantity being evaluated and analyzed. This study was conducted in Makassar, 
Indonesia in September – December 2019 for undergraduate students. The undergraduate students who have passed 
calculus or basic mathematics course I. This study used a descriptive qualitative research approach. Two problems 
were issued to all participants, and the answers to the problems generate conceptions or misconceptions of the 
concept of the derivative of functions. The problems were designed to provide students with an opportunity to 
express thoughts and conceptions of the derivative. The analysis is based on the answers obtained from the given 
problem. 

Participants 

The participants of the research are undergraduate students who have taken and passed of Basic Mathematics Course 
I or Calculus I from four anonymous universities in Makassar, South Sulawesi, Indonesia at the latest in the last two 
years. The number of students was 60 undergraduate students consist of 39 female students and 21 male students. 
All participants were voluntary and acquired on 10 – 24 September 2019, through membership of WhatsApp groups 
of undergraduate students, where they had learned Basic Mathematics Course I or Calculus I at their respective 
universities in the last two years.  

Procedure 

From 60 selected participants, the researcher formed a WhatsApp group. In order to reach the goals of the research, 
two individual questions in the additional instrument of the research were sent to 60 participants of this study via the 
WhatsApp group on 30 September 2019. The problems were open and not given as mathematical tasks. Each student 
was given one hour to answer the problems and the written answers were photographed and sent via the WhatsApp 
groups. The written answers to the problems were then analyzed carefully and thoroughly such that it will generate a 
number of types the students’ answers. From all participants’ written answers, the researchers categorized the written 
answers in some type of answers. It is based on the fact that each student has different experiences, so their concept 
image may be different. Therefore, researchers will categorize students' answers in order to see the category of the 
concept image of the students. To obtain deeper information about the reasoning of the students, then from each 
category of the answer of problem 2 obtained, one participant was selected as the subject for the unstructured written 
interviewed by the researcher. The unstructured written interview for the subjects was conducted by the researchers 
via WhatsApp.  
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Instruments 

In descriptive qualitative research, the researchers are the main instrument to obtain a guarantee of the validity and 
credibility of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It means that the researchers are the main data collectors and always 
focus on their research objectives and have many opportunities to make in-depth observations of data on all selected 
subjects, through written tests, structured or unstructured interviews, and through other documents related to the 
focus of their research. The researcher created an additional instrument, collected data through the additional 
instrument, observed and interviewed some needed subjects, and analyzed it. For that, in this study was needed an 
additional instrument. The additional instrument consists of two problems used to collect data, namely:  

Problem 1. Prove that if          then 
     

  
    

Problem 2. If        , calculate 
     

    

The additional instrument was validated by 2 (two) lecturers of Basic Mathematics I. The instrument was tested on 
other students (31 students) as a trial test to obtain the instrument's reliability. Each question gave a score of 0-50 
points. The reliability test used correlation coefficient test Alpha Cronbach with significance level 95 % and obtained 
a correlation coefficient           greater than          (from table Alpha Cronbach). So the instrument was 
reliable (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008) 

Analyzing the Data 

In this research, the researcher used document data analysis for collecting the data. Document analysis in qualitative 
research collects and analyzes the data concerning the research by gathering documents, records of interviews, and 
various materials (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The data collection is needed for interpretation because the qualitative 
approach's interpretation is important to a drawn conclusion.  

After collecting the quantitative data from the written task, a further stage is to collect the qualitative data through the 
unstructured interview with the selected subjects. The qualitative data were analyzed by using data collection, data 
reduction, display data and data verification. All the data collected from the written test were compared with the 
results of data interviews by meta-analysis. The stages of the meta-analysis are grouping, defining, and determining the 
connection and consistency among each data, the final conclusion was drawn based on the strong connection among 
groups of data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). 

In this study, data analysis was carried out by collecting the results of written answers to problems in the additional 
instrument, interviewing each subject selected from each type of student's answer, conducting a process of reducing 
irrelevant data, coding data, mapping data relationships. Data reduction was carried out on data that was not relevant 
to the focus of the study. Data verification is done by matching written data from the subject's answers, subject 
interviews, related documents and expert opinions. The process of interpreting data is carried out by understanding 
the data, linking the data, linking it with related theories, and asking for expert opinion, then drawing conclusions. The 
meta-analysis process is carried out by comparing the data from existing research results and related concept images to 
other mathematical concepts. 

Data were analyzed using the theory of concept image and concept definition. In this study, concept image is defined as 
a collection of all mental pictures, processes, and properties associated with the concept of the derivative that is in the 
students’ minds. The components of the concept image are defined, such as in Table 1.  

Table 1. Component of Concept Image 

Component of 
Concept Image 

Explanation 

Mental pictures All pictures in the minds of the students are used the student to explain the concept or how 
the students to describe or create the pictures in solving the problem associated with the 
concept. 

Processes All procedures, ways, or steps are used by the student to describe the concept or in solving 
the problem associated with the concept. 

Properties All axioms, definitions, lemmas, theorems, or formulas are used by the student to describe 
the concept or in solving the problem associated with the concept. 

Validity and Reliability Analysis  

To obtain the validity and reliability of data, researchers used a time triangulation method for all subjects. Three days 
after the subjects sent their answers via WhatsApp, the researchers asked subjects again to answer similar problems 
via WhatsApp, such that until consistent data is obtained. Triangulation is a process to obtain the accuracy and 
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consistency of the data. Time triangulation is done by comparing information or data at different times. The basis of 
this time triangulation is that the data's consistency can be seen at different times in a certain period. If the researcher 
is still unsure about the consistency of students' answers, the researcher will use triangulation at the different times or 
another type of triangulation (method triangulation, data source triangulation, or theory triangulation) so that 
consistent data are obtained. 

Findings/Results 

Students’ Perception of Problem 1 

Problem 1 aims to look at students’ perceptions in understanding the problem of the derivative of a function. From the 
perception and their answers to problem 1, it will be investigated their concept image of the derivative. 
Sixty students have given the answers for problem 1, there exist three categories of student’s perceptions to answer 
problem 1 as follows: 

1. Forty-six (76.7 %) students have a perception that the problem should be answered using formula if         

then 
     

  
       

2. Ten (17.3 %) students have a perception that the problem should be answered using definition of the derivative 

as follows: 
     

  
       

         

   
 

3. Four (6.7%) students have a perception that the problem should be answered using definition of 
     

  
    This 

means:            such that if   |   |      |
         

   
  |    

Students’ Conception of Problem 2 

Problem 2 aims to evoke mathematical reasoning based on students’ concept image of the derivative. In the following 
step, some ways of how the students solve the problem 2 are categorized. From the participants’ written answers were 
obtained 8 (eight) types of participants’ answers {A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H}. Therefore, the researchers selected one 
participant from each type of participants’ answers. So, there are 8 (eight) participants as subjects in this research. To 
further clarify all subjects’ written answers, the researchers conducted written interviews with subjects via WhatsApp. 
Researchers have conducted in-depth unstructured written interviews via WhatsApp with all subjects related to 
derived concepts and with the subject's written answers to problems that have been previously given to researchers. 
So, the statement of the interview results below between the researcher and the subjects is the conclusion made by the 
researcher from the results of written interviews via WhatsApp with the subjects. So, the researchers obtained 8 (eight) 
types of the participants’ answers as follows: 

A. Twenty-one (35 %) of the students change the variable x into    such that the variable in the derivative of a 
function should be equal, as shown in Figure 3.  

 

Figure 3. A Student’s answer that changes the variable x into    

From the written interview, the subject stated that the answer of the problem 2 was a form of substitution of the 
basic formula of the derivative. 

B. Eleven (18.5 %) of the students used a concept of the derivative that is the ratio of the derivative each the 

function, namely 
     

     
 

     

     
 as shown in Figure 4.  

 

[Let        , then … ] 

Figure 4. A Student’s answer used the ratio of the derivative each the function 

From the written interview, the subject said that problem 2 can be solved using a quotient of the derivative of two 
functions. 
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C. Nine (15%) of the students used a concept of the derivative, that is a limit of the ratio of difference value of the 
function as shown in Figure 5.  

  

 

Figure 5. A Student’s answer used the ratio of difference value of the function 

From the written interview, the subject believed that problem 2 can easily be solved using a definition of the 
derivative. 

D. Four (6.7 %) of the students used a concept of the derivative as a limit of the ratio of change value of the function 
with change value of x, as shown in Figure 6, there is a misconception to the use of the concept of the derivative 
of a function. 

 

 

Figure 6. A Student’s answer used the concept 
     

  
        

            

  
 

From the written interview, the subject claim to be misconception of the definition of the derivative. 

E. Five (8.3 %) of the students answered 
     

     , derivative of function         does not contain variable    as 

shown in Figure 7, there is a misconception to the use of the properties of the derivative. 

 

         does not contain     

Figure 7. A Student’s answer that the function      does not contain    

From the written interview, the subject believed that because the function does not contain     then the derivative of 
a function with respect to    is 0. The subject also said that    was assumed as a constant. 

F. Four (6.7 %) of the students gave the answers that 
     

    can’t be differentiated of   .  

 

 
     

    can’t be differentiated] 

Figure 8.A Student’s answer that the function      is not differentiable into    

From the written interview, the subject said that function      is only differentiable into    so derivative of 
     

    is not 

exist.  
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G. Three (8.3 %) of the students used the third derivative of     as shown in Figure 9, there is a misperception to 
the problem 2. 

 

Figure 9. A Student’s answer used third derivative of      

From the written interview, the subject believed that 
     

    is as the third derivative of       

H. Three (8.3 %) of the students did not answer problem 2, but they gave only the answer of problem 1 using a basic 
formula of the derivative. 

From the students’ answers of problem 1 and problem 2, the distribution of linkage between students’ perception of 
the problem1 with the students’ conception of the problem 2 as shown in Table 2.  

Table 2. Distribution of Perceptions of the Problem1 with Conceptions of the Problem 2 

Students’ Conception of 
Problem 2 

Students’ Perception Of Problem 1 
Total 

1 2 3 
A 19 1 1 21 
B 11 0 0 11 
C 0 6 3 9 
D 1 3 0 4 
E 5 0 0 5 
F 4 0 0 4 
G 3 0 0 3 
H 3 0 0 3 

Total 46 10 4 60 
Percentage 76.67 17.3 6.7 100 

From Table 2 shows that the conception of 46 students (76.67%) to solve the problem 2 influenced by perception 1 of 

the problem 1, i.e. they used reasoning that the problem 2 can be solved by using the basic formula 
     

  
       for 

         Wherefrom perception 1, the majority of the students (21 students or 35%) used the reasoning of 
conception A.  

From ten students (17.3 %) who have perception 2 of the problem 1, there are 6 students used the reasoning of 
conception C to solve the problem 2, and from 4 students (6.7 %) who have perception 3 of the problem 1, there are 
also 3 students used the reasoning of conception C to solve the problem 2.  

Category of concept image 

From the data analysis, then the researchers decided there exist three categories of students’ concept image. These 
categories are: 

1. Symbolically related to a basic formula of the derivative of a function, namely if         then 
     

  
       

2. Symbolically related to limit of the ratio of difference value of a function, namely 

 
     

  
       

           

 
 . 

3. Symbolically related to the properties of the derivative. 

The students’ perception for category (1) was based on their concept image of the derivative, namely that a derivative 

of a function related to a formula of derivative, namely if         then 
     

  
      . Likewise, for students’ 

perception for category (2), they have a concept image that the derivative of the function is a gradient of tangent line at 

point   on curve      formulated by 
     

  
       

         

   
. Meanwhile, four students are category (3), they have a 

concept image that the derivative is a limit of a ratio of the difference, namely       
         

   
  . Their answers to 

problem 1 were based on the experience of how to prove               Results show that different concept images 
will evoke different mathematical processes. The students of category (a) and (b) only have a perception to answer 

problem 1, namely how to solve 
     

  
, if        , not to prove why 

   

  
   . This is different for students with 
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category (c), they have a perception that the statement of the symbol in problem 1 is as a concept of the derivative of a 
function. 

Impact concept image on Reasoning 

Students’ reasoning to solve problem 2 is described as follows: from row 1 (A), row 2 (B), and column 1(1) in Table 2, 
it shows that perception 1 greatly affects the conception of students to solve the problem 2. It indicates that the 
mastery of the concept of a basic formula of the derivative by the students strongly affects the student to solve the 
problem based on the formula. From row 3 (C) and column 2 (2), column 3(3) there exists 9 students who have a 
concept image of the derivative as a limit of the ratio of difference of function      with respect to  . So the students 
of category A, B, and C have a true solution. It indicates that teaching the concept of mathematics is less desirable to 
the students. By using the reasoning Vinner’s diagram and Toulmin’s diagram, the students’ reasoning to solve 
problem 2 described in Figure 10 as follows:  

 

Figure 10. Students’ reasoning in solving of problem the derivative of a function for true solution 

From row 4 (D) there are 4 students using the concept of the derivative as a limit of the ratio of difference of function 
and its variable (in perception 2 and 3), but they do not understand the concept. They do not realize that in such a 

way the solutions will be equal as using 
     

  
 for all functions. However, the results show that students’ concept image 

has a role to build up the conception and reasoning of students. Meanwhile, row 5 (E), row 6 (F), and row 7 (G) show 
that the students have a concept image of the derivative of a function as a derivative basic formula (column 1). 
However, they do not understand the notion of the derivative. It indicates that students who know a formula but do 
not understand the concept, they tend to have a weak concept image of the concept and it seems difficult to establish 
their mathematical reasoning. Students of category D and G have misperceptions and students of category E and F 
have misconceptions, this is illustrated in Figure 11. So, students of category D, E, F, and G have the wrong solution. In 
general, misconception often arises during the initial stages of students learning or in problem-solving. For students 
in category H, they have perception 1 of problem 1, but they gave irrelevant answers, they are considered not to 
know how to solve problem 2. 
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Figure 11. Students’ reasoning in solving of problem the derivative of a function for wrong solution 

Discussion 

The data analysis obtained three categories of students' concept image, namely symbolically related to a basic formula 
of the derivative of a function, symbolically related to a limit of the ratio of difference value of a function, symbolically 
related to the properties of the derivative. This is following Tall and Vinner(1981) that the concept image can be in the 
form of a collection of mental pictures, processes, or properties associated with the concept. 

In interviews with the subjects who answered the problem correctly, they generally said that the solution of the 
problem was based on their previous experiences and also had understood the concept of the derivative. This fact is in 
line with the results of Vinner and Dreyfus(1989) that a specific student’s concept image of a particular concept is 
influenced by all of this student’s experiences associated with the concept. The results show that students’ experiences 
of the derivative become the basis for the formation of their concept image and it becomes its main ability in problem-
solving of the derivative of the functions. This inline with Vinner and Hershkowitz (1980), who stated that reasoning in 
mathematics is not only based on mastery of mathematical definitions and concepts, the more important thing is to 
have an adequate concept image. Even, Vinner and Dreyfus (1989) stated that students’ mathematical reasoning is 
frequently based on their concept images rather than on a mathematical concept definition. 

Some cases appear in the results, some students can’t answer the problem correctly due to misperception in the 
mathematical symbols in the question and misconception to solve the problem. So they have no confidence to solve the 
problem. Students who have a correct perception and conception of mathematics problems, then their confidence in 
problem-solving significantly increases (Wismath et al., 2014). When the students were faced with a mathematical 
problem, then what should be understood statements of the problem as a concept and how the processes used to solve 
the problem Chin(2008). Chin stated that the statements of a theorem or a mathematical question can be understood as 
a symbol. This symbol may evoke a proof deduction as a process. The general notion of the theorem or question is as a 
concept. Gray and Tall (1994) suggested the notion of the procept, which was taken to be characteristic of mathematical 
symbols. According to Gray and Tall, in a mathematical symbol contains two entities, symbol as process and symbol as a 
concept.  

Conclusions 

The purpose of this study is to contribute to the role of concept image in the minds of students on evoking the 
students in mathematical reasoning. Reasoning in mathematics is an important thing for exploring mathematics. The 
students are encouraged to always improve their concept image, so that can think and reason in mathematics 
exceeding their previous owned knowledge. From the results, the students when asked to prove a concept of the 
derivative of a function (problem 1), 93,3 % of the students have a perception that problem 1 is solved by procedural 
ability with the simple answer using a basic formula (conception 1 and 2), and only 6.7 % of the students expressed 
their answer using a conceptual ability. However, upon the discussion above, the students’ concept image of the 
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derivative affects the students’ mathematical reasoning in problem-solving of the derivative. Students’ concept image 
on the derivative has the role to build up of conception and reasoning of the students in problem-solving of the 
derivative. The discussions show that if the students have the correct perceptions and conceptions of the problem 
and have an adequate concept image, then the students will have a great opportunity to build reasoning and solve the 
problem correctly. Conversely, if the students have a misperception or misconception of the problem or unsuitable 
with their concept image, then the students will have a wrong solution. In the results, the majority 93.7% of the 
students (56 out of 60 students) have an ability of the process than the conceptual understanding. 

Recommendations 

Based on the conclusions of this study, the researchers suggest to the mathematics teachers that the teachers have to 
give particular attention to the perception of their students to the given problems, and always observe the students’ 
concept image related to activities on the problem- solving. The teachers are expected to improve students’ 
perceptions and the concept images related to the solution of the given problems, such that the students will solve 
the problem correctly. It is because the level of students’ understanding of a mathematical concept can be seen from 
the level of their concept image of the formal mathematical concept. For further research, suggested how the concept 
image can influence the students’ belief in problem-solving activities of the derivative.  

Limitations 

This study revealed the concept image only based on participants’ written answers to questions in the additional 
instrument of research, the researchers did not keep an eye on students in answering the questions. The answers 
were sent via WhatsApp to the researchers. It has not seen yet the overall mental pictures of the participants in their 
minds related to the concept of the derivative. However, from their concept image based on the participants’ written 
answers, can be obtained some mental pictures, properties, and processes associated with the concept of the 
derivative. Therefore, the participants’ reasoning to solve the problems in the task was limited only to the concept 
image. 

Acknowledgement 

The authors thank all colleagues of the mathematics education research group at the department of mathematics, 
Hasanuddin University, and the anonymous referees for their valuable suggestions and comments. 

References 

Aineamani, B. (2011). Communicating Mathematics Reasoning in Multilingual classrooms in South Africa  [Unpublished 
master's thesis]. University of the Witwatersrand 

Altun, S. D. G., & Konyalioglu, A. C. (2019). The influence of mistake-handling activities on mathematics education: An 
example of definitions. European Journal of Educational Research, 8(2), 467–476. https://doi.org/10.12973/eu-
jer.8.2.467 

Chin, E. (2008). Mathematical proof ss formal procept in advanced mathematical thinking. Mediterranean Journal for 
Research in Mathematics Education, 7(2), 121–133. 

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2008). Introduction: The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative Research. In K. D. Norman 
& Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research (3rd ed.). Sage Publication Inc. 

Edwards, B. S., & Ward, M. B. (2004). Surprises from mathematics education research: Student (mis)use of 
mathematical definitions. American Mathematical Monthly, 111(5), 411–424. https://doi.org/10.2307/4145268 

Gray, E. M., & Tall, D. (1994). Duality, ambiguity, and flexibility: A “Proceptual” view of simple arithmetic. Journal for 
Research in Mathematics Education, 25(2), 116–140. https://doi.org/10.5951/jresematheduc.25.2.0116 

Kent, L. (2017). Examining mathematics classroom interactions: elevating student roles in teaching and learning. 
International Journal of Educational Methodology, 3(2), 93–102. https://doi.org/10.12973/ijem.3.2.93 

Kilpatrick, J., Swafford, J., & Findell, B. (Eds.). (2001). Adding it up: Helping children learn mathematics. National 
Research Council. 

Lannin, J., Ellis, A., Elliott, R., & Zbiek, R. M. (Eds.). (2011). Developing essential understanding of mathematical reasoning 
for Teaching Mathematics in Grades Pre-K-8. National Council of Teachers of Mathematics. 

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. . (1985). Naturalistic Inquiry. Sage Publications. 

Lithner, J. (2008). A research framework for creative and imitative reasoning. Educational Studies in Mathematics, 
67(3), 255–276. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10649-007-9104-2 



1734  NURWAHYU ET AL. / Impact of the Concept Image on Reasoning 
 

Mckenzie, F. (2001). Developing children’s communication skills to aid mathematical understanding. ACE Paper, 11, 7–
16. fc_mckenzie@hotmail.com 

Moore, R. C. (1994). Making the transition to formal proof. Educational Studies in Mathematics, 27(3), 249–266. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01273731 

Mueller, M., & Maher, C. (2009). Learning to reason in an informal math after-school program. Mathematics Education 
Research Journal, 21(3), 7–35. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03217551 

Nurwahyu, B., & Tinungki, G. M. (2020). Concept image and its influence on beliefs : Case study on undergraduate 
engineering students in solving of calculus concept problems. International Journal of Advanced Science and 
Technology, 29(5), 2227–2243. 

Pahrudin, A., Ahid, N., Huda, S., & Ardianti, N. (2019). The effects of the ECIRR learning model on mathematical 
reasoning. European Journal of Educational Research, 9(2), 675–684. https://doi.org/10.12973/eu-jer.9.2.675 

Rowland, T., Huckstep, P., & Thwaites, A. (2005). Elementary teachers’ mathematics subject knowledge: The knowledge 
quartet and the case of Naomi. Journal of Mathematics Teacher Education, 8(3), 255–281. 

Sfard, A. (1991). On the dual nature of mathematical conceptions: Reflections on processes and objects as different 
sides of the same coin. Educational Studies in Mathematics, 22(1), 1–36. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00302715 

Tall, D. (1997). Functions and calculus. In A. J. Bishop et al. (Ed.), International Handbook of Mathematics Education (pp. 
289–325). Kluwer. 

Tall, D. (1993). Students’ difficulties in calculus. In C. Gaulin, B. R. Hodgson, D. H. Wheeler, & J. Egsgard (Eds.), 
Proceedings of working group 3 on students’ difficulties in Calculus, ICME-7 (pp. 13–28). Les Presses de l'Universite 
Laval. 

Tall, D., & Vinner, S. (1981). Concept image and concept definition in mathematics with particular reference to limits 
and continuity. Educational Studies in Mathematics, 12(2), 151–169. 
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00305619 

Toulmin, S. E. (2003). The uses of argument (Updated ed.). Cambridge University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511840005 

Varberg, D., Purcell, E., & Rigdon, S. (2007). Calculus (9th ed.). Pearson College DivPublication. 

Vinner, S. (1983). Concept definition, concept image and the notion of function. International Journal of Mathematical 
Education in Science and Technology, 14(3), 293–305. https://doi.org/10.1080/0020739830140305 

Vinner, S. (1991). The role of definitions in the teaching and learning of mathematics. Advanced Mathematical Thinking, 
June, 65–81. https://doi.org/10.1007/0-306-47203-1_5 

Vinner, S., & Dreyfus, T. (1989). Images and Definitions for the Concept of Function. Journal for Research in Mathematics 
Education, 20(4), 356–366. https://doi.org/10.2307/749441 

Vinner, S., & Hershkowitz, R. (1980). Concept images and common cognitive paths in the development of some simple 
geometrical concepts. In R. Karplus (Ed.), Proceedings of the 4th conference of the International Group for the 
Psychology of Mathematics Education (pp. 177–185). University of California. 

Watson, A., & Mason, J. (2002). Extending example spaces as a learning/teaching strategy. In A. Cockburn & E. Nardi 
(Eds.), Proceedings of the 26th Conference of the International Group for the Psychology of Mathematics Education, 
(Vol. 4, pp. 378–385), PME. 

Wismath, S., Orr, D., & Zhong, M. (2014). Student perception of problem solving skills. Transformative Dialogues: 
Teaching & Learning Journal, 7(3), 1–17. 

Yopp, D. A. (2009). From inductive reasoning. Mathematics Teaching in the Middle School, 15(5), 286–291. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41183358 

Zandieh, M. J. (2000). A theoretical framework for analyzing student understanding of the concept of derivative. CBMS 
Issues in Mathematics: Research in Collegiate Mathematics Education, 8, 103–127. 

  


