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Chapter 25: Vibrations and Waves – IONA Physics Overview

When students first encounter the world of oscillatory motion and wave phenomena, Chapter 25 of the IONA

Physics curriculum serves as a gateway to a deeper understanding of how energy travels and transforms. This

section of the textbook, titled “Vibrations and Waves,” covers a spectrum of topics—from simple harmonic motion to

the intricate behaviors of sound and electromagnetic waves. In this article, we break down the core concepts,

present key equations, and offer practical study strategies to help you master the material.

Why Vibrations and Waves Matter in Physics

Vibrations and waves are ubiquitous. From the gentle sway of a pendulum to the far �reaching vibrations of seismic

waves, these phenomena provide a unifying theme across mechanics, acoustics, optics, and even quantum

mechanics. By understanding the principles behind wave propagation, interference, and resonance, you can predict

the behavior of systems ranging from musical instruments to fiber �optic cables.

Key Concepts Covered in Chapter /25

Chapter 25 is structured to build a logical progression: start with the fundamentals of oscillatory motion, then

explore the mechanics of waves, and finally examine real �world applications. Below is a detailed outline of the main

topics.

•  Simple Harmonic Motion (SHM) – The basis for all oscillatory systems.

•  Wave Equations and Wave Speed – Mathematical descriptions of wave propagation.

•  Mechanical Waves – Transverse, longitudinal, and surface waves.

•  Sound Waves – Pressure variations and human perception.

•  Electromagnetic Waves – Maxwell’s equations and the light spectrum.

•  Wave Behavior – Reflection, refraction, diffraction, and interference.

•  Standing Waves & Resonance – Resonant frequencies and energy transfer.

•  Applications – From musical instruments to seismic analysis.

1. Simple Harmonic Motion (SHM)

SHM describes the motion of a mass attached to a spring or a pendulum swinging with small angular displacement.

The key characteristic of SHM is that the restoring force is directly proportional to the displacement and directed

towards the equilibrium position.

1.1 Mathematical Representation

The general form of SHM is:

x(t) = A /cos(<—B�ò²�óÆ)

where:

•  A – Amplitude (maximum displacement).
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1.2 Energy in SHM

The total mechanical energy in a frictionless system remains constant and is split between kinetic and potential

energy:

E_total = ½ /k /A² = ½ /m /v_max²

Here, k is the spring constant, and m is the mass.

2. Wave Equations and Wave Speed

Waves transport energy without transporting matter. The wave equation provides a mathematical framework for

describing this transport.

2.1 General Wave Equation

For a one �dimensional wave traveling along the x �axis:

"�²y/"�x² = (1/v²) /"�²y/"�t²

where v is the wave speed.

2.2 Determining Wave Speed

The speed depends on the medium’s properties:

•  For a stretched string: v = "�(T/;Â’Â�v†W&R�T is tension and ;Â�—2�Ö�72��W"�Væ—B�ÆVæwF‚à

•  For sound waves in a gas: v = "�(;2�õ"�õBôÒ’Â�v—F‚�³ the heat capacity ratio, R the universal gas constant, T the 

absolute temperature, and M the molar mass.

•  For electromagnetic waves in vacuum: v = c "H 3 /× /10 x /m/s.

3. Mechanical Waves

Mechanical waves require a material medium. They can be classified based on the direction of particle

displacement relative to wave propagation.

3.1 Transverse Waves

Particle displacement is perpendicular to the direction of travel. Examples include waves on a string or surface

waves on water.

3.2 Longitudinal Waves

Particle displacement is parallel to the direction of travel. Sound waves in air are a classic example.

3.3 Surface Waves

These waves involve both transverse and longitudinal motion, often observed at the interface between two media

(e.g., water waves).

4. Sound Waves

Sound is a longitudinal wave that propagates through compressible media. Understanding sound involves both

physical equations and human perception.

4.1 Sound Intensity and Sound Pressure Level



The intensity Iof a sound wave is proportional to the square of its amplitude. Sound pressure level (SPL) in

decibels is:

SPL = 20 /log • €(p/p €)

where p is the sound pressure and p € is the reference pressure (20 /µPa).

4.2 Frequency and Pitch

The frequency of a sound wave determines the perceived pitch. Human hearing typically ranges from 20 Hz to

20 /kHz.

5. Electromagnetic Waves

Electromagnetic (EM) waves consist of oscillating electric and magnetic fields. Maxwell’s equations unify electricity,

magnetism, and optics.

5.1 Maxwell’s Equations (Wave Form)

In a vacuum, the wave equations for electric E and magnetic B fields are:

"�²E = ;Â��µ € /"�²E/"�t²

"�²B = ;Â��µ € /"�²B/"�t²

These equations lead to the conclusion that EM waves travel at speed c = 1/"�(;Â��µ €).

5.2 EM Spectrum

The electromagnetic spectrum ranges from radio waves (low frequency) to gamma rays (high frequency). The 

wavelength ;° and frequency f are related by:

c = ;²�ö`

6. Wave Behavior: Reflection, Refraction, Diffraction, and Interference

These four phenomena describe how waves interact with boundaries and obstacles.

6.1 Reflection

When a wave encounters a boundary, part of its energy reflects back. The law of reflection states that the incident

angle equals the reflected angle.

6.2 Refraction

When a wave passes from one medium to another, its speed changes, causing a change in direction. Snell’s Law

governs this behavior:

n • /sin;‚���Ò�â�"�÷6–ã¸ ‚

where n is the refractive index.

6.3 Diffraction

Diffraction occurs when a wave encounters an obstacle or slit comparable in size to its wavelength. The resulting

bending and spreading can be analyzed using the Huygens–Fresnel principle.

6.4 Interference



When two waves overlap, they superimpose. Constructive interference occurs when peaks align, while destructive

interference occurs when a peak meets a trough.

7. Standing Waves & Resonance

Standing waves arise when two waves of the same frequency travel in opposite directions. Resonance occurs

when a system is driven at its natural frequency, amplifying oscillations.

7.1 Conditions for Standing Waves

For a string fixed at both ends, standing waves exist at frequencies:

f_n = (n /v)/(2L)

where n is an integer (mode number), L is the string length, and v is wave speed.

7.2 Resonance in Acoustic Systems

Resonance in pipes or cavities leads to enhanced sound at specific frequencies. The fundamental frequency for an

open–closed pipe is:

f • = v/(4L)

8. Applications of Vibrations and Waves

The concepts in Chapter 25 are not limited to the classroom. They have practical applications across science and

engineering.

•  Music & Musical Instruments – Understanding standing waves on strings explains how different notes are 

produced.

•  Seismology – Analyzing seismic waves helps predict earthquake impacts.

•  Medical Imaging – Ultrasound relies on mechanical waves to visualize internal body structures.

•  Optics & Fiber Optics – Manipulating light through refraction and interference enables high �speed data 

transmission.

•  Noise Control – Designing materials that dampen vibrations reduces unwanted noise.

9. Key Equations Summary

Below is a quick reference of the most frequently used equations from Chapter /25.

1.  SHM Displacement – x(t) = A /cos(<—B�ò²�óÆ)

2.  Wave Speed on String – v = "�(T/;Â•

3.  Sound Speed in Gas – v = "�(;2�õ"�õBôÒ•

4.  Wave Equation – "�²y/"�x² = (1/v²) /"�²y/"�t²

5.  EM Wave Speed – v = c = 1/"�(;Â��µ €)

6.  Snell’s Law – n • /sin;‚���Ò�â�"�÷6–ã¸ ‚

7.  Standing Wave Frequency – f_n = (n /v)/(2L)

8.  Resonant Frequency (Open–Closed Pipe) – f • = v/(4L)

9.  Sound Pressure Level – SPL = 20 /log • €(p/p €)
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