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Abstract.
The concept of pyramid volume has been studied at the starting of the elementary
school (SD) level and studied more deeply in junior high school (SMP). However, many
students make mistakes in solving problems related to the volume of pyramids. This
study aims to identify the ontogenic and epistemological obstacles of students in
understanding the concept of pyramid volume. This is a qualitative research using a
Didactical Design Research (DDR). Sixteen students of grade IX in Bandung who had
studied the concept of pyramid volume participated in the study. Data were obtained
by analyzing respondents’ ability tests and interviews to solve problems related to
the volume of pyramids. Characteristics of ontogenic and epistemological obstacles
were found in students’ knowledge in solving problems related to the concept of
pyramid volume. The results showed that students experienced several ontogenic and
epistemological obstacles which resulted in errors in problem-solving.

Keywords: epistemological obstacles, pyramid volume, students’ ontogenic.

1. INTRODUCTION

Geometry is an essential branch of school mathematics in Indonesia because in the
Indonesian 2006 curriculum for junior high school units, geometry has about 42% of
the total content of mathematics material seen according to competency standards [1]. In
Indonesia, geometry material in junior high school mathematics includes lines, angles,
plane figures, congruences, solid figures, and the Pythagorean theorem [2]. In solid fig-
ures, there is a chapter on polyhedrons. According to Blanco in [3], students can still not
recognize polyhedrons. Junior high school students learn in polyhedron, starting from
the characteristics and nets. By firstly studying the traits and nets of the polyhedrons, it
is hoped that students will be able to distinguish various polyhedrons as initial capital
in understanding the concepts of surface area and volume of a polyhedrons.
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Students’ low ability in the polyhedrons part of the geometry material can also be
caused bymisconceptions about understanding the area of plane figures and difficulties
in applying formulas [4]. This condition will negatively impact students in studying the
next topic because students do not know enough to know the rules/procedures that
must be done to plan a solution. If students do not understand the correct concepts
about applyingmethods in solving problems, students will bewrong in solving problems,
including no routine problems [5].

One of the volume concepts of the polyhedron is the volume concept of a pyramid
that sixth grade elementary school students must master and study in more detail at
the junior high school grade eight, as stated in the junior high school mathematics
competency [6]. In Silver, Senk, and Thompson state that, in general, teachers first
explain mathematical formulas, and students accept the explanation and then work on
the problems given [7, 8]. This pattern may cause students to have difficulty in solving
problems with different pyramid volumes like the examples given earlier because
students are only trained to solve many questions without deep understanding [9, 10].

The results showed that students had difficulty solving problems related to the volume
of pyramids (Figure ??) due to the gap in the difficulty of the questions given and
students’ mental readiness [10].

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Problem 1: volume of the pyramid.

As for other research in the mathematics textbook used, there is the use of algebraic
processes in constructing the surface area and volume of pyramids that are not following
the thinking abilities of junior high school students because they are still at a concrete
level, students have not been able to recognize the relationship between pyramid
elements (understanding the concept of pyramids)—not owned by students as a whole
[11]. Another study showed that students knew the formula for the volume of a pyramid
but could not use it because they did not understand the Pythagorean theorem [3].
Meanwhile, more than 70% of students got the volume formula wrong and determined
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the volume of the pyramid because they did not know the properties and characteristics
of the pyramid.

A study conducted on grade eight junior high school students showed obstacles
in the surface area and volume of a pyramid [8]. It was caused by students having
difficulty understanding the prior knowledge, namely the Pythagorean theorem, even
though this prior knowledge was beneficial in understanding the concepts of surface
area and volume of a pyramid. Students will have difficulty understanding the concepts
of surface area and volume of a pyramid when the prerequisite concepts have not been
understood and will also only memorize all the formulas without interpreting what they
know.

Based on previous research and based on the statement of Turk and Arslan that stu-
dents’ new knowledge construction cannot be separated from epistemological obsta-
cles, thus overcoming epistemological obstacles is one of the critical points in closing
the gap between students’ knowledge and understanding, the authors aim to identify
ontogenic obstacles and epistemological obstacles for junior high school students in the
pyramid volume material so that they can develop a didactic design that can minimize
student learning obstacles to achieve learning objectives [12, 13].

According to Duroux, learning obstacles are part of knowledge or conception, not
a lack of knowledge resulting in wrong responses (out of context) [14]. Brousseau [14]
divides learning obstacles based on their sources into three types, namely:

1. Ontogenic obstacles relate to students’ mental readiness and cognitive maturity
in receiving knowledge.

2. Didactical obstacles are learning obstacles caused by sequence factors or stages
of material presentation.

3. Epistemological obstacles caused by limited contexts used the first time a concept
is studied.

2. RESEARCH METHOD

This research is qualitative. The research design used was Didactical Design Research
(DDR). According to Suryadi [15], DDR consists of three stages, namely:

1. A didactic situation analysis was conducted before learning in the form of a study
of learning obstacles.
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2. Metapedadidactic analysis, namely the analysis of the teacher’s ability to iden-
tify, analyze and relate thought processes before learning, during learning, and
reflection after learning.

3. Retrospective analysis is an analysis that links the results of the hypothetical
didactic situation analysis with the results of the metapedadidactic analysis.

This research is the first step, namely the analysis of the didactic situation, which
will later be used as a reference in designing and developing the didactic design. The
subjects of this study were 16 grade nine students of one of the junior high schools
in Bandung Regency who had experience learning the concept of volume pyramids.
This condition was chosen because the researcher will know the students’ ability to
understand the concept of pyramid volume so that ontogenic and epistemological
obstacles can be analyzed.

Data was collected through respondent ability test and interviews. First of all, students
filled out the respondent ability test, which consisted of four questions related to
the volume of the pyramid. Then, the researcher checked the students’ answers and
selected several students to be interviewed. Interviews were conducted to determine
the extent to which students understand the volume of pyramids and to confirm the
ontogenic and epistemological obstacles that students might experience based on their
answers on respondent ability test. The real data that has been obtained is processed
qualitatively; namely, all data is analyzed for each participant, interpreted, and identified
learning obstacles experienced by students on the topic of pyramid volume based on
test results and interviews. Then the writer takes some of the results of student answers
based on the difficulties identified and takes the main points by selecting a sample of
students based on the type of difficulty. After the data is reduced, the data is presented
in narrative text and images. Through the presentation of these data, the authors relate
test answers and interview results. The next step is concluding. This conclusion is
expected to clarify the author’s findings.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The data in this study were obtained after 16 students completed the test, which
consisted of 3 questions regarding the volume of pyramids following the applicable
curriculum and interviews. The data obtained were in the form of written answer sheets
from the test result and the results of interviews. Furthermore, the data that has been
received is analyzed to identify ontogenic and epistemological obstacles experienced
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by students by looking at the answers and results of interviews. Problems 1a and
1b, listed in Figure 2, aim to examine students’ knowledge about the properties and
characteristics of pyramids. Point c aims to see if students can show the height of the
triangle and the pyramid’s height as a prior concept for the volume concept of a pyramid.
Point d aims to see if students can name plane figures that can form a pyramid as a
prior concept for the volume concept of a pyramid.

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Problem 1 about the properties and characteristics of pyramids [16].

Figure 3 is the response of S5 listed on the TKR. S5 states that the name of the
shape presented in the problem is a square pyramid, which has eight edges, states that
lines and TG are the height of the perpendicular plane of a square pyramid, the
line TE is the height of a square pyramid, describes the nets of the pyramid and states
that there is 1 square and The four isosceles triangles that make up the square pyramid
are presented in problem 1. S5 can solve problem 1 conceptually well so that S5 can
understand the nature and characteristics of the pyramid.

 

Figure 3: Description of answer S5 in solving problem 1.

It understands the property and characteristics of pyramids obtained from test
answers and the results of interviews with S13, as listed in Figure 4. In answering
problem 1a, S13 knows that the shape of the space presented in the question is a
pyramid, for a more detailed naming of pyramids, S13 understands as a triangular
pyramid because, according to S13, the plane figures that form more pyramids are
triangles, so the name of the shape presented is a triangular pyramid. This erroneous
understanding resulted in the steps of working on the answers to questions number
3 and 4 is wrong. S13 always uses the terms base (a) and height (t) to determine the
area of the pyramid’s base because S13 feels that the base is also a triangle. When
answering problem 1c, S13 was confused in choosing the height of the rectangular
pyramid and the height of the square pyramid; S13 also included the edges of the
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rectangular pyramid as the height of the square pyramid. S13’s answer to problem 1
shows that he does not understand the nature and characteristics of the pyramid, even
though S13 has been able to determine the plane figures that make up the presented
square pyramid.

 

                   

 

 

 

 

 

                    

Figure 4: Description of student 13 (S13) answers in solving problem 1.

When the interview was conducted with S13, he felt that the solid material was more
difficult than other mathematics materials, so he was less enthusiastic about studying
it.

The following description is the student’s response to problem 2, listed in Figure 5.
Problem 2 is structured to understand further the height of the pyramid and the students’
initial understanding of the concept of the Pythagorean theorem and the area of the
plane figures as a prerequisite concept for the volume of the pyramid. The question
was presented by giving a regular rectangular pyramid, knowing the length of the side
that forms the base of the pyramid and the length of the hypotenuse that forms the
perpendicular plane of the pyramid. Students are asked to determine the area of the
perpendicular pyramid and the area of the triangle formed in the pyramid—figures 5
and 6 show student responses containing answers to solving problem 2.

 

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Problem 2 on the pythagorean theorem and the area of a triangle [11].

Figure 6 is the response of S2 listed in the TKR. S2 first analyzes the presented image;
he knows that to determine the area of , it is necessary to find the length
of the line as the height of . Then S2 uses the Pythagorean theorem
to determine the length of the line so that the length of
and the area of is The length of the line is needed
as the height of to determine the area of ; then S2 reuses the
concept of the Pythagorean theorem to determine the length of so that the length
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of , and the area . When
determining the length of the line, S2 already understands how to simplify the
root form so that he can solve problem 2 correctly and conceptually, and procedurally.
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Figure 6: The response of S2 listed in the TKR.

The understanding of the Pythagorean theorem is obtained from the answers of TKR
(Figure 7) and the results of interviews with S1. To solve problem 2, S1 understands that
before determining the area of and , he must first determine the
height of and the height of using the concept of the Pythagorean
theorem. S1 is correct in determining the height and area of , but he is wrong
in stating the unit of area. It should be . When S1 determines the height of

, it stops working on and does not continue to determine the area
of . When interviewed, S1 admitted that he did not understand how to
work on because he rarely found it in the sample questions. This is caused by
the concept of the square root, which has not been fully understood by students and
because students often complete the form of the square root, which is routinely studied.
This finding shows that to understand the concept of the volume of a pyramid, it is not
enough to understand the Pythagorean theorem and the area of a plane figures, but
skills in the concept of square roots are needed.

Problem 3, listed in Figure 8, aims to identify students’ understanding of the volume
of pyramids. The problem presentation is that it is known that a rhombic pyramid with
diagonal lengths of and , the height of the pyramid ,
then the diagonals of the base and height of the pyramid are extended three times
their original length. Students are asked to determine the change in the volume of
the pyramid before and after being extended three times folding. Various answers are
shown in Figure 8 and Figure 9 as student responses when solving problem 3.

Conceptual understanding of pyramid volume is obtained from TKR’s answer (Figure
9) and interview results on S15. When interviewed, S15 admitted that he often got
confused about determining formulas when solving problems because he memorized
too many formulas, especially for plane figures and geometric shapes. This recognition
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Figure 7: The Pythagorean theorem is obtained from the answers of TKR.

              

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

Figure 8: Problem 3 about the volume of pyramids [11].

aligns with S15’s answer in solving problem 3. S15 made an error when determining the
area of the base of a rhombus pyramid, after multiplying diagonal one and diagonal

2, he did not multiply by . Even though S15 was correct in understanding problem 3,
because he did not understand the concept of the area of a plane figures and only
memorized the formula, S15 could not solve problem 3 perfectly. The expected answer
to problem 3 is that students can determine the change in the volume of the two
pyramids (before and after diagonal 1, diagonal two and the height is extended three
times its original length) with the help of the concept of area of a plane figure. Not only
S15, but 56.25% of students who did the TKR made the same mistake. This finding
shows that memorizing the formula alone is not enough to solve the problem correctly
but must be accompanied by understanding it conceptually.

S15’s answer shows that he is able to solve problem number 3, but S15 has a poor
memory of the volume of pyramids. This S15 error is indicated because he only remem-
bers at that moment without understanding what he learned. Based on the responses
given by students to answer number 3, the writer can conclude students’ understanding
of the volume of pyramids. Students need help understanding the concept of area of a
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Figure 9: Description of student answers 15 (S15) in solving problem 3.

plane figure and concept of pyramid volume, students tend to memorize formulas, so
when students forget formulas, errors occur.

4. CONCLUSION

Students experience several ontogenic and epistemological obstacles. The ontogenic
obstacles that exist in the pyramid volume concept are as follows:

1. Lack of student motivation in studying the concept of pyramid volume because
students view the flat-sided geometrical material as more complex than other
mathematical materials.

2. Lack of understanding of students regarding prerequisite materials, such as the
concept of plane figures, Pythagorean theorem, and square roots.

Epistemological obstacles that exist in the concept of volume pyramids are as follows:

1. Students do not understand the concept of simplifying the square root.

2. Students do not understand the concept of plane figures area.

3. Students do not understand the concept of unit area.

4. Students tend to memorize formulas from the concept of the volume of a pyramid,
causing them to misunderstand the concept as a whole.

Each identified obstacle is expected to be considered by the teacher in designing
the pyramid volume concept learning in the classroom. Teachers can provide contexts
that develop students’ understanding of the volume pyramid concept and some other
mathematical concepts related to it. The teacher needs to provide a context that can
encourage students to build new knowledge about a rule or formula. The given context
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must vary how the volume of the pyramid is applied. Thus, this research can be expected
to be a consideration to overcome or minimize ontogenic and epistemological obstacles
in learning the volume concept of pyramids in the classroom.
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