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Speed of a Wave 
Lesson Notes 

 
Learning Outcomes 
• What is wave speed and how is it calculated? 
• What variables affect the speed at which waves move? 

 
What is Wave Speed? 

 
 

Accounting for Echoes and Wave Reflection 
A wave is known to reflect when it confronts an obstacle or the end of its medium. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



An Experiment with Wave Speed 

 
 

Factors Affecting Wave Speed 

 
 
• The speed at which mechanical waves travel through a medium is NOT affected by the 

properties of the medium. 
• The speed of a mechanical wave depends upon the properties of the medium through 

which it is moving. 
 

Wave Speed and Medium Properties 
Example 1: Speed of Sound Waves in Air 
The speed of sound waves (v) in air depends on the Celsius temperature of air (T). A 
simplified formula is: 

v = 331 m/s + 0.60 * T 
 

 
Example 2: Speed of Waves in a Guitar String 
The speed of waves (v) in a string or wire depends on the tension of the string (T) and the 
linear density of the string (µ). The formula is: 

v = √ (T / µ) 
 


