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VCE Physics Mr Mark Judd 

Unit 2, Option 2.9, Handout 1      Yr 11 Physics 

Section 1 – Reflection of Light 
 

Reflecting Light 
 

The light model used in VCE Physics assumes that:  

“Light travels in rays or beams in a straight line” 
 

When light strikes a material, it can either be transmitted, reflected or absorbed.  Usually all 

three processes occur to varying extents. 

 

 

Eg. A sheet of cellophane 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 
Basic Terminology 

Luminous Objects: Object which emit or produce their own light 

  Eg. a candle  

 

Non Luminous Objects: Objects which as seen due to reflection of light 

  Eg. the moon 

 

Opaque Material: Do not transmit any incident light 

  Eg. concrete 

 

Transparent Material: Allow a significant percentage of incident light to be transmitted 

 Eg. clear glass 

 

Translucent Material: Allow some incident light to be transmitted.  However the image 

will be distorted 

 Eg. frosted glass 

 

 

Absorbed beam 

(10%) 

Reflected beam 

(10%) 

Incident beam 

Transmitted beam 

(80%) 
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Plane Mirror Reflection 
 

Assumptions:  
 

 Light travels in straight lines unless acted upon by a material that changes its direction (ie. 

mirror or lens etc) 

 Light travels radially (ie. a 3D spread) outwards from a point source 

 Because of our distance from the sun we perceive light rays as parallel 

 

Terminology: 
 

Specular (Regular) Reflection 

Reflected light is ordered in the same parallel manner as the incident light 

 

 

Diffuse (Scattered) Reflection 

Reflected light is spread over a range of angles due to the surface variations 

 

Laws of Reflection for a Plane Mirror 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The angle of incidence (I) = The angle of reflection (R) 

 The image formed is virtual it cannot be captured upon a screen 

 The image formed in upright and is located as far behind the screen as the object is in front 

of the screen 

 The incident , reflected and normal rays are all located in the same plane. 

 

NB: The normal ray is an imaginary line that is perpendicular the mirror surface 

 

Task: Locating an image in a plane mirror 

 

Place a plane mirror upon a blank page in your book and trace its glass edge. 

Place a pin in front of your book. 

Place a second pin behind the mirror so that it aligns with the reflection of the first. 

Now move your head from side to side – does the 2nd pin perfectly align with the reflection of the 1st? 

Move the 2nd pin until it aligns with the reflection of the 1st from any position. 

 

Construct a statement about the distance from the mirror to the object and mirror to the image. 

Reflected Ray Incident Ray Normal 

R I 

Mirror Surface 
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Images 
 

All images, whether formed by a mirror or lens have the following classifications: 

 

 

Location:    distance and position (in front or behind mirror/lens) 

 

Size: Enlarged   image is larger than the object 

 Diminished image is smaller than the object 

 

Orientation: Upright  image is the “same way up” as the object 

 Inverted  image is “upside down” compared to the object 

 

Nature: Real  image can be captured upon a screen 

 Virtual  image cannot be captured upon a screen 

 

  

Task: Describe the four aspects of an image formed using a plane mirror. 

 Its image is: 

  Located behind the mirror 

  Neither enlarged nor diminished (ie. a magnification of 1.0) 

  Orientation is upright 

  Virtual in nature 

 

 

Plane Mirror – Ray Tracing 

 

When you see an image in a mirror, your eyes are receiving light from the object after reflection.  Your 

brain “traces” this reflected light ray behind the plane of the mirror and constructs a virtual image. 

 

 
This process produces a laterally inverted image (ie. left becomes right and vice versa). 

 

Task: Try writing your name on a piece of paper whilst viewing it only from a mirror. 

 


