
 

Bending a Straw With Light  

 

You Will Need:  

- Water - Straw (or a pencil works too)  

- Clear Cup/Glass  

 

What to Do:  

Fill the glass with water so it is about 2/3 full. Hold the straw straight up and down in the 

glass so that it is touching the bottom. Take a look from the side. How does it look? It 

probably looks straight. Ask: What will happen if we lean the straw to the side of the cup? 

Will it still look straight?  

Now: Let the straw lean to the side of the cup. You don't need to hold it anymore. The 

top part of the straw should still be sticking out of the water. How does it look from the side 

this time? It's bent?!  

 

The Science of Refraction 

 

An interesting property of light called refraction just took place. When light enters the 

water, it can't move as fast and it has to slow down slightly. It's kind of like how if you are 

walking, you can walk at a normal speed but if you walk in water, you can't walk quite as 

fast. If light from the image enters the water straight, then the image looks normal - which 

was what you originally did when the straw was straight up and down. If the light enters the 

water at an angle, then the change in speed between the open air and water causes 

the light beam to bend away from its original path. When the straw was at an angle, the 

image was at a bigger angle in the water than in the air and made the straw look like it 

was bent. Our eyes are using light to see various objects all the time, but when this light 

travels through different mediums (such as water & air) it changes direction slightly. Light 

refracts (or bends) when it passes from water to air. The straw looks bent because you are 

seeing the bottom part through the water and air but the top part through the air only.  


