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Important vocabulary for the eye 

Part Description Function 

Cornea Front part of the tough 
outer coat, the sclera. 
It is convex and 
transparent. 

refracts light - bends it as 
it enters the eye 

Iris Pigmented - decides the 
colour of your eyes - so 
light cannot pass 
through. Its muscles 
contract and relax to 
alter the size of its 
central hole or pupil. 

controls how much light 
enters the pupil 

Lens Transparent, bi-convex, 
flexible disc behind the 
iris attached by the 
suspensory ligaments to 
the ciliary muscles. 

focuses light onto the 
retina 

Retina The lining of the back 
of eye containing two 
types of photoreceptor 
cells - rods - sensitive to 
dim light and black and 
white - and cones - 
sensitive to colour. A 
small area called the 
fovea in the middle of 
the retina has many 
more cones than rods. 

contains the light 
receptors 

Optic 
nerve 

Bundle of sensory 
neurones at back of 
eye. 

carries impulses from the 
eye to the brain 

Important Vocabulary for light 
Filter - allows certain colours of light through. 
Prism – a transparent 3D shape. 
Concave – a lens which curves inwards. 
Convex – a lens which curves outwards. 
Visible spectrum – the 7 colours that make up light. 
Refraction – the change in the speed of a wavelength while 
it passes through a material. 
Reflection - when light bounces off a surface, changing the 
direction of a ray of light. 
Wavelength – light behaves like a wave. Each colour has a 
different wavelength therefore travelling at a different speed. 

Long sighted – eyeball too 
short or wrong shaped lens

Image is focused behind the 
retina, not on it 

Short sighted – eyeball too 
long or wrong shaped lens

Image is focused in front of 
the retina, not on it 

Short and long-sighted

 

Refraction 
Light waves travel at a different speed when they go 
through other transparent materials, such as water or 
glass. This causes the rays of light to change direction and 
bend. This is known as refraction. Refraction creates 
illusions. Because light bends when it travels between air 
and water or glass, objects seen through these materials 
look bent or distorted.  

How is light reflected? 
Reflection is when light bounces off a surface, 
changing the direction of a ray of light. All objects 
reflect light; smooth and shiny surface reflect all the 
rays of light at the same angle, rather than 
scattering the rays of light like rough or dull 
surfaces. The light ray that hits the mirror or other 
object is described as the incident ray, and the ray 
of light that bounces off is known  
as the reflected ray. When rays of light reflect, they 
obey the law of reflection: The angle of incidence 
always equals the angle of reflection.

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Famous Scientist – Newton 

Isaac Newton (1642 – 1727) was a famous scientist 

and mathematician.  He was the first to discover the 

spectrum of colour. People believed that colour was 

caused by a mixture of light and dark and, that red 

was the lightest colour with the least amount of dark 

added to it, while blue was the darkest colour, the 

last step before black.  They also thought that prisms 

actively coloured light.  Newton set out to prove this 

view wrong.  He directed a beam of light into his 

room, and refracted this beam using a prism.  He 

was then able to see the spectrum of colours form 

and then used another prism to refract the 

separated rays of coloured light back into a ray of 

white light.  This proved that light is made is made 

up of colours; the prism simply allows them to be 

seen. Newton first used the phrase “the colour 

spectrum” and he chose to split the spectrum into 

the seven colours of the rainbow, as we know them 

today. He was able to show that each colour has its 

own angle of refraction (wavelength). 

 

 

 

 

Light travels in a straight line from a light 

source. We can see this if we shine a torch 

across a dark room. When an object passes in 

front of a beam of light, the light can be blocked, 

making a shadow. 

• Opaque objects let no light through. 

• Translucent objects let some light through. 

• Transparent objects let all light through. 
 

Seeing colour 
White light is actually made up of all the colours of the rainbow. This is called the ‘visible spectrum’. When a 
ray of white light shines on an object, the object absorbs some colours and reflects others. An apple reflects 
the red light and absorbs the other colours of light. It is only the red light that bounces back into our eye. 
The apple looks red to our eyes! 

                                                                                                
Filtering light                                                                  
A filter only allows certain colours of light through. For example, a green filter allows green light through, 
but absorbs the other colours. So if you look at a green pear through a green filter, it will still look green, 
because the green light will get through the filter to your eyes. But if you look at it through a red filter, it 
will look black, because there is no red light reflecting off the pear, and the green light that is reflecting off it 
will be absorbed by the filter. 
 
 


