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Visualizing and Understanding the Chain Rule in Calculus 
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We demonstrate how the chain rule can be introduced using graphical, numerical, and dynamic 

methods to increase the level of understanding for most students. In the process, this provides 

many opportunities to reinforce most fundamental behavioral characteristics of sinusoidal 

functions. Simultaneously, it provides opportunities to reinforce key concepts on the nature and 

interpretation of the derivative of a function as both the rate of change and the slope of the 

tangent line at a point using dynamic spreadsheets. To accomplish this, we use a carefully 

selected series of examples of increasingly more complicated functions to help students see the 

underlying pattern rather than the more usual scattershot of all manner of functions. 
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