Age
7-9
years

Phizzi practical
Seeing sound vibrations
Introduction
Tuning forks are a great resource for investigating
how sounds are produced and how they travel.
These simple practical activities help to make abstract
ideas more concrete by enabling children to see the
vibrations that are causing the tuning fork to create a
sound. With a bit of performance, both of these
activities could be demonstrations to provide the
hook for a lesson or alternatively children could work
in small groups to make the observations first hand.

Scientific explanation
Sound waves are mechanical vibrations which
travel from the source of the sound through a
medium (material) to our ears. The vibrations that
cause the sound waves that travel from a tuning
fork come from the long metal prongs of the fork
but they are often vibrating too quickly for
children to be able to see the movement.
The volume of the sound we hear depends on the
size of the vibrations that cause the sound waves.
If we hit a tuning fork harder, we cause bigger
vibrations and a louder sound will be produced.
The pitch of the sound we hear depends on the
number of vibrations a second that are causing the
sound waves. Tuning forks with different length
prongs will vibrate with different frequencies and
create sounds of different pitch.

Equipment needed
• A tuning fork
• A bowl of water
• A piece of string
• A ping pong ball
• Tape

Method
1. Fill a bowl or cup with water up to the rim, ask an observer
to lean in close so that they can see the surface of the water
clearly.

2. Take a tuning fork and tap it on the edge of the desk; hold
it above the surface of the water and gently lower it until
one of the prongs just touches the surface. The observer will
notice that the vibrations from the prongs have been passed
to the water in the bowl.

3. Tape a ping pong ball to the end of a piece of string and
suspend it so it is hanging freely. Use a clamp stand if you
have one available or if not, a child could hold it with their
arm outstretched.

4. Take a tuning fork and tap it on the edge of the desk and
then hold it next to the ping pong ball so that one of the
prongs just touches the side of the ball. Observers will notice
that the vibrations from the prongs will cause the ping pong
ball to move.

Working scientifically
Both of these practical activities could be developed into
pattern seeking enquiries where children change the force
with which they hit the tuning fork and observe differences
in how both the water and the ping pong ball behave.
Challenge the children to think of things they could measure
to help them record their observations and look for patterns.
Once children understand that sounds are caused by
vibrations, they can develop their identifying and classifying
skills by exploring all of the different types of musical
instruments in the school to find out what is vibrating to
cause the sounds they produce. Children can use their
observations to organise instruments into groups. With each
type of instrument, they could also explore the factors they
change to change the volume and the pitch.

Teaching tip
Encourage children to record their observations from these
experiments as labelled, annotated scientific diagrams. They
should use a pencil and ruler to create a clear 2D diagram
with neatly drawn arrows to name equipment.

