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Light Path Detectives
Trace straight paths and changes when light meets materials.

SC.3.P.10.3  “Demonstrate that light travels in a straight line until it strikes an object or travels from one medium to another.”

NAME DATE

1 READ AND MARK Read it twice

YOUR JOB Underline each word or phrase that tells where light travels in a straight line. Circle each
word or phrase that tells light strikes an object or moves from air into water, and if marks
overlap, you may both underline and circle the words.

Maya Tests a Flashlight

At sunset, Maya aimed a flashlight across a dark room. In the clear air, the beam traveled from the

flashlight to the wall in a straight line. She placed a piece of cardboard in the beam. The cardboard

was opaque, so light could not pass through it. The bright spot on the wall disappeared because

the cardboard blocked the light after the beam struck it.

1

Next, Maya shone the flashlight toward a clear bowl of water. Light moved in a straight line

through the air above the bowl. At the water's surface, the light traveled from air into water. Her

teacher drew a diagram showing the path changing direction at that surface. The drawn path

looked bent; the beam itself was not visible sideways in the clear water. Light can change direction

when it travels from one medium, such as air, into another medium, such as water.

2

Maya also noticed a shadow behind the cardboard. The cardboard stopped some light from

reaching that area of the wall. The shadow showed that light had been traveling along straight

paths before it struck the cardboard. A mirror can send light in a new direction after light strikes

it. In each test, Maya traced where the light traveled before and after it met something.

3
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2 ANSWER WITH EVIDENCE Use the passage

1 How did the flashlight beam travel through the clear air in Maya's room?

2 What happened when the flashlight beam struck the opaque cardboard?

3 At the surface of the bowl, what two media did the light travel between, and what happened to its
path?

4 What observation showed that light had traveled in straight paths before it struck the cardboard?



3 YOUR TURN Your own words

First demonstrate a light path with your teacher. Teacher supplies a flashlight, three upright cards
with same-height small holes and a white screen. Align the holes between flashlight and screen;
observe the light spot. Move only the middle card sideways until its hole is out of line; observe.
Realign it, then put an opaque card across the path; observe again. Record the spot for Aligned,
Misaligned and Blocked on extra paper and explain what this shows about straight travel and
objects. Then make the two-panel sketch: Panel 1 shows your flashlight path and opaque card; Panel
2 models a beam changing direction from air into water. Use arrows and one explanatory sentence
under each. Panel 2 is a model from the passage, not a claim that you saw the beam in clear water.
Never shine light into eyes.
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PART 1 · READ AND MARK

Underline each word or phrase that tells where light travels in a straight line. Circle each word or phrase
that tells light strikes an object or moves from air into water, and if marks overlap, you may both underline
and circle the words. Accept any marking that follows this job and points at the right text.

PART 2 · ANSWERS

# QUESTION ANSWER

1 How did the flashlight beam travel through
the clear air in Maya's room?

It traveled in a straight line.

2 What happened when the flashlight beam
struck the opaque cardboard?

The cardboard blocked the light, so the bright
spot on the wall disappeared.

3 At the surface of the bowl, what two media
did the light travel between, and what
happened to its path?

It traveled from air into water, and its path
changed direction.

4 What observation showed that light had
traveled in straight paths before it struck
the cardboard?

The shadow behind the cardboard showed
that light had traveled in straight paths before
striking it.

PART 3 · YOUR TURN (SAMPLE ANSWER)

Panel 1: A sketch shows a straight arrow from a flashlight through air to an opaque book. The light travels
straight through air until the book blocks it.
Panel 2: A sketch shows a straight arrow in air that changes direction after entering water. The light
changes direction when it enters the water.

Accept answers that state that light travels straight through one medium until it strikes an object or enters
another medium. For the sketch, accept any accurate opaque object and arrows that show a straight path
in air and a changed path at the air-water boundary. Teacher prepares stable cards with equal-height
holes, a low-power flashlight and white screen, pretests short spacing in a dim room and holds
flashlight/cards still except the middle card. Check aligned holes yield a spot, shifting a hole
blocks/reduces it, and the opaque card blocks it again; support actual observations and trial repetition if
stray light obscures the result. Holes sample a straight path even though a flashlight emits a widening
beam; learners need not see light from the side in clean air. Require their three observed spot records
and explanation. The air/water panel remains a correctly labeled conceptual extension; at oblique entry a
ray bends toward the perpendicular, while perpendicular entry need not bend. NASA Powered and
Pumped Up, Supporting Investigation 3, supports straight travel and reflection concepts:
https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/edc-03-powered-and-pumped-up-faciliation-guide-
glenn-dc-508.pdf .
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