
Scientific play 

Look at the reflective side of a CD, 
DVD or Blu-Ray. What do you see? 
What happens as you rotate the disc? 
What changes can you see? What is 
causing them? 

How does white light get split up into a spectrum of 

colours? 

This often happens when white light passes through a 
transparent material and refracts (bounces) off the far side. 
Each colour refracts at a different angle, causing a ray of 
white light to spread out into a spectrum of colours. 
 
Why do different colours refract at different angles? 

Light is a wave, much like a wave in the ocean. Different 
colours of light have different wavelengths - red is shorter 
than violet. The wavelength of the light determines the angle 
at which it refracts. Our vision system (eyes and brain) 
interprets short wavelength light as ‘red’ and long wavelength 
light as ‘violet’, with all of the other colours in between. 
 
Activity 1 - splitting white light into coloured light 

You will need a torch, a glass prism, a darkened room and a 
sheet of white paper. Place the prism on a sheet of white 
paper. Shine the torch through the prism and observe what 
appears on the paper. Can you change the pattern of light? 
What colours appear, and in what order? Does the order of 
colours change? Can you explain why? 

The light spectrum 

What we call white light is composed of a range, or 
spectrum, of different colours. 

Very often, when we see this spectrum of colours, it is 
caused by white light being split up. The colourful shine on the 
back of a CD and the colours in a rainbow are both caused by 
splitting white light. 

The light spectrum 
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Learning Objective 

I can explain how white light is made up of a 
spectrum of different colours. 

National Curriculum Statutory Requirements 

6D3 - explain that we see things because light travels from light sources to our eyes or from light sources to objects 

and then to our eyes The light spectrum 
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Activity 2 - combining coloured light into white light 

Carefully cut out the spinner on the other side of the page. 
Is possible, stick it onto a sheet of card and cut it to size. 
Colour the six sections in as shown. To make your spinner 
spin, you can use either a pencil or string. 
 
Using a pencil 

Carefully use scissors to pierce a small hole in the middle 
hole. Push a pencil through the hole to complete your spinner. 
Spin the pencil on a flat surface. 
 
Using string 

Carefully pierce the two smaller holes. Thread a piece of 
string through and tie the ends together to form a loop. Twist 
the string several times and then gently pull with both hands. 
Gradually stretch and release the string. 
 
What do you see? What happens to the colours? Can you 
explain what is happening? Does the order of the colours on 
the spinner affect the result? 

Colour spinner with pencil Colour spinner with string 


