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PROPERTIES OF WAVES 
Refraction

When waves enter a different medium, their speed can change. This effect is called 
refraction, and it can have two other effects: 

The wavelength of the waves can increase or decrease. 
The waves can change direction. 

 

 If the waves slow down the waves will bunch together, causing the wavelength to 
decrease. The waves will also start to travel closer to the normal. 

 If the waves speed up then they will spread out, causing the wavelength to increase. The 
waves will also turn slightly away from the normal. 



Diffraction 
When waves pass through a narrow gap, the waves spread out. This effect is called 
diffraction. 

 

 Diffraction, as shown above, only generally happens when the gap is smaller than the 
wavelength of the wave. 

 As the gap gets bigger, the effect gradually gets less pronounced until, once the gap is 
much larger than the wavelength, the waves no longer spread out at all. 
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