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Concepts of today’s Module 
• Refraction and Total Internal Reflection. 
• Lenses. 
• Reflection. 

 
 

Ray Optics, Activity 3 
 
 

This activity uses the “Ray Box” feature of the PASCO Basic Optics Light Source.  Place 
the light source flat on the table or on your notebook so it is sitting on its four little legs 
and plug it in.  There is a wheel to select one, three or five parallel rays projected onto the 
table.  If you place it on your open notebook the rays will be easier to see and you can 
trace them with a pen or pencil. 
 
You also should have a transparent glass trapezoidal prism, a small protractor and a ruler. 

Trapezoidal prism:  
 
 

A. Select the 1-ray and shine it on an open page of your notebook.  Place the 
trapezoidal prism in the beam.  You should see that part of the ray is refracted 
through the trapezoidal prism, but there also is a reflected ray.  Adjust the angle of 
incidence.  How does the brightness of the reflected ray vary with the angle of 
incidence? [Note, the angle of incidence is defined as the angle between the 
incident ray and the normal from the surface which emerges at the point where the 
ray touches the surface.] 
 

B. Choose an angle of incidence, and carefully sketch and label the incident ray, the 
reflecting surface of the trapezoidal prism, and the reflected ray.  Use the ruler 
and protractor to sketch and label the normal to the surface at the point where the 
ray reflects.  Measure the angle of incidence and angle of reflection.  Is the Law 
of Reflection obeyed to within your errors?  Repeat for twice for a total of three 
different incident angles.  What is the largest source of error in measuring these 
angles? 
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C. Select the 1-ray and shine it on an open page of your notebook.  Place the 
trapezoidal prism in the path of the ray so that: 

• the angle of incidence is at least 45°, and 
• the ray emerges from the other side of the trapezoidal prism.  The side 

from which the ray emerges should be parallel to the side into which the 
beam enters.  You should note that the emerging ray is parallel to the 
incident ray.   

Sketch and label the incident ray and the surface of the trapezoidal prism through 
which you are refracting, the emerging ray, and the surface of the trapezoidal 
prism from which the ray emerges.  Remove the trapezoidal prism, use the ruler to 
clearly mark all three parts of the ray, including the ray when it is inside the 
trapezoidal prism.  Note that if you sketched the sides of the trapezoidal prism by 
running a pen along the surface, the line you drew will be about 1 mm in front of 
the actual  glass surface; you should correct for this.  Use the ruler and protractor 
to sketch and label the normals to the surface where the ray enters and exits the 
trapezoidal prism.   Measure the angle of incidence and the angle of refraction for 
the ray when it first enters the trapezoidal prism.  Use Snell’s Law to determine 
the index of refraction of the glass.   

 

Ray Optics, Activity 4 
 

Here is the URL of a Flash animation of a ray of light traveling between air and glass. 
 
http://www.upscale.utoronto.ca/PVB/Harrison/Flash/Optics/Refraction/Refraction.html 
 
Open the animation. There are two scenes you can toggle through: the first is of a ray 
traveling from air into glass, and the second is of a ray traveling from within some glass 
out into air.  You may set the index of refraction of the glass within the range n = 1.25 to 
n = 1.75. 
 

A. In the Air to Glass scene, set nglass = 1.5, and explore various angles of incidence.  
Record what happens for angles of incidence θ = 0°, 5°, 40°, 50°, 85° and 90°.  
Note the strengths of the reflected and refracted rays, if they exist, and the angle 
of refraction. 

 
B. In the Air to Glass scene, set the angle of incidence to θ = 45°, and explore 

various indices of refraction of the glass.  Record what happens at the minimum 
nglass, and what happens as you increase nglass. 

 
C. In the Glass to Air scene, set nglass = 1.5, and explore various angles of incidence.  

Record what happens for angles of incidence θ = 0°, 5°, 40°, 50°, 85° and 90°.  
Note the strengths of the reflected and refracted rays, if they exist, and the angle 
of refraction. 
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D. In the Glass to Air scene, set the angle of incidence to θ = 45°, and explore 
various indices of refraction of the glass.  Record what happens at the minimum 
nglass, and what happens as you increase nglass. 

 
   

Ray Optics, Activity 6 
 
 

This activity uses the “Ray Box” feature of the PASCO Basic Optics Light Source.  Place 
the light source flat on the table or on your notebook so it is sitting on its four little legs 
and plug it in.  There is a wheel to select one, three or five parallel rays projected onto the 
table.  If you place it on your open notebook the rays will be easier to see and you can 
trace them with a pen or pencil. 
 
You also should have a flat glass convex lens, a flat glass concave lens, and a ruler. 

Convex Lens: 
 

Concave Lens:
 

 
A. Select the 5-rays and shine them on an open page of your notebook.  Take the 

convex lens and focus the rays, so that the focal point is on your page.  Sketch the 
five rays and the exterior shape and position of the lens.  Label the focal point.  
Measure the focal length of the lens, which is the distance between the centre of 
the lens and the focal point for initially parallel rays. 

 
B. Select the 5-rays and shine them on an open page of your notebook.  Take the 

concave lens and de-focus the rays.  Leave enough room on the page so that you 
will be able to sketch the rays backwards to the virtual focal point from which 
they appear to be emerging.   Sketch the five rays and the exterior shape and 
position of the lens.  Remove the lens and use a ruler to trace the rays backward to 
the spot from where they all seem to be emerging.  Label the virtual focal point.  
Measure the focal length of the lens, which is related to the distance between the 
centre of the lens and the virtual focal point for initially parallel rays.  Is the focal 
length for this lens negative or positive? 

 
C. Switch the wheel to the red, green and blue thick beams. Using the lenses and 

these coloured beams, can you create white light? 
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If you have time: Ray Optics Activity 1 
 

A. Imagine a room that 
contains a light source, L, 
a plant P, and an observer 
with an eye, E, as shown.  
Sketch the situation in 
your notebook and some 
rays that will allow the 
observer to see the plant.  
If light is reflected, 
indicate if the reflection is 
diffuse or specular. 

 
 
 
B. Imagine a room that 

contains a light source, L, 
a plant P, an observer 
with an eye, E, and a 
mirror, M, as shown.  
Sketch the situation in 
your notebook and some 
rays that will allow the 
observer to see the plant 
in the mirror. If light is 
reflected, indicate if the 
reflection is diffuse or 
specular. 

 
Last revision to this write-up: July 8, 2009 by Jason Harlow. 
 
This Ray Optics Module Student Guide was written by Jason B. Harlow, Dept. of Physics, Univ. of 
Toronto, in the Fall of 2008. Part C of Activity 2 is by David M. Harrison, Dept. of Physics, Univ. of 
Toronto. 
 
 


