
FYSP103/3 Refractive index of water 

Goals of measurement 

 To illustrate the refraction of light at the surface of water  

 To apply theory from lectures to determine the refraction index 

 To  rehearse minuting in the laboratory during the measurement and writing a 

report afterwards 

Refraction of light is already familiar to everybody from school and they will be 

rehearsed during the course FYSP103. In this laboratory work you are going to plan a 

measurement aimed for determining the refractive index of water. 

Background 

Before coming to the laboratory you have to prepare a written plan for intended 

measurements and deliver it (by e-mail) to the supervisor (person responsible for 

evaluating the report of this laboratory work can be found on the Finnish web pages of 

the student laboratory, under course FYSP103). The plan should be send 7 days before 

measurements (to reserve time for the feedback). The plan should contain 

 an explanation how you are going to perform the measurements 

 what are you going to measure 

 how to get the wanted values from the measured ones (formulas and 

explanations are included in this section) 

 plan for error analyses 

 

The supervisor may give you some proposals how to improve measurements. You may 

also get some hints if you get stuck somewhere. Thus nobody is forced to skip this 

measurement only because at some point he/she doesn’t know what to do. 

 

 



The measurements 

The task is to determine experimentally the refractive index of water. The following 

items can be used: water, a metallic can, two small masses with wires, a stand for 

hanging the masses, a wooden plate, a measuring tape, a rectangular box of transparent 

plastic (bottom dimensions 8 cm 11 cm), draft paper and  pins. Most of the items are 

shown in fig. 1.  

 

Figure 1. Some items for the given task. The plat includes a stand that holds it upright 

 

You don’t need to use all the items listed above. By using them it is possible to plan 

different ways the given task. During the measurement shift you are also allowed to test 

other solutions not mentioned in your measurement plan. 

  

During preparations you should also think the way(s) to perform the error analyses. Think 

e.g. weather you are going to perform the same measurement once or many times or will 

you repeat the same measurement by changing the set up little every time. 

 

While doing the measurements, check already in the beginning that you get reasonable 

results. If you get results that don’t make sense, you should have plenty of time to find 

out what is wrong in the measurement – and modify it. 

A proper report is written and laboratory notes (and other appendices) are attached. The 

assistant includes the original pre-plan to your report and rates it as a part of the report. 


