
Refraction
Whenever light moves from a medium to another 
medium with a different refractive index, it will 
bend.  This is due to the change in velocity from 
one medium to the next, and its called refraction.
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Snell’s Law
Snell’s Law defines the relationship between the angle of 
refraction, and the velocity of light in the two media:

v1

v2
=

sini

sinr

Where v1 and v2 are the velocities which light travels 
at in medium 1 and 2 respectively, i is the angle of 
incidence, and r is the angle of refraction.

Note that light is travelling from medium 1 to 2
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Recap...
• Light moves at different velocities in different 

media.  This results in different refractive indexes 
for different surfaces.

• Because of this, light bends when it moves across 
the boundary from one medium to another (if 
they have different refractive indices).

• We call this refraction and we use Snell’s law to 
describe it:

v1

v2
=

sini

sinr
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Question:
Use the definition of refractive index (n = c / v) to 
rearrange Snell’s law.  Make it contain n1 and n2 
instead of v1 and v2.
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Snell’s Law cont...
Using the definition of refractive index, we can re-
arrange Snell’s Law to state:

Where n1 and n2 are the refractive indices of medium 
1 and 2 respectively.  Note that these two equations 
are equivalent.

n2

n1
=

sini

sinr
n2sinr = n1sini
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Questions

1. Light strikes crown glass at an angle of 32º to the 
normal.  If air has a refractive index of 1.001, at what 
angle will the light refract when entering the glass?

2. Light travels from pyrex into water.  What will be the 
angle of refraction if it enters at 40º to the normal?

3. Light travels from a diamond into water.  If the angle 
of refraction is 20º, what is the angle of incidence?

4. What are some everyday examples of refraction?
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