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Abstract:   
An understanding of surface area to volume ratio is critical for understanding size dependent properties 
of matter. This talk will review results of a series of research studies conducted at Northwestern 
University on undergraduate students’ conceptions of surface area to volume ratio. Typical conceptions 
of surface area to volume ratio will be presented. These range from relatively unsophisticated 
conceptions where students see no connection between surface area to volume ratio and properties, to 
more sophisticated conceptions where they see property changes as being dependent on changes in 
surface area but not volume, to the most sophisticated conceptions where students relate changes in 
both surface area and volume to property changes. Implications for developing instructional approaches 
for teaching surface area to volume ratio will be discussed. 
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