Plane Mirrors
Putting “Plane Mirrors” in Recognizable terms: Mirrors are made of material able to reflect light. Plane mirrors are able to reflect what appears to be a ‘mirror image’ or ‘virtual image’.  These types of images are reflections that appear in locations where light does not really reach and often are reversed in the left/right direction of the original object.

Putting “Plane Mirrors” in Conceptual terms: Reflection occurs when a light wave encounters a boundary between two media and usually some or all of the wave bounces back from the second media into the first media. Most metals surfaces are able to reflect light in this way often bouncing it back with almost the full intensity of the original incoming wave. Often this is why they are chosen as the backing material for mirrors.

Putting “Plane Mirrors” in Mathematical terms: When a light ray strikes a plane mirror, it is reflected off at the same angle with which it strikes.  The angles are measured from the normal which is a line perpendicular to the mirror.  The incident angle = the reflected angle.   i angle = r angle. 


Unfortunately, vision processing in our brain does not comprehend the light rays bouncing off the mirror.  Instead from our experience, we perceive light traveling in straight lines. So, the virtual image appears to us as coming from behind the mirror rather than bouncing off the mirror. It, also, appears to be located the same distance behind the mirror as the object is in front of the mirror.

Putting “Plane Mirrors” in Process terms:  Virtual images are only light rays bouncing off a flat surface. Their light rays never converge (join together), but diverge or spread out from the mirror. Imagine specks of dust aimlessly covering a floor, they are difficult to see with the unaided eye, unless they are swept together using a broom in a concentrated pile. The same is true with light rays. If the light rays are not concentrated, then they diverge or scatter as in virtual images.  This is why virtual images cannot be projected or captured on a screen. 

Putting “Plane Mirrors” in Applicable terms: Plane mirrors are abundant.  They serve several functions in our everyday living; applying cosmetics, decorative displays, some optical instruments, and rear view mirrors in vehicles. This explains why lettering is reversed on the front of an ambulance, so it can be read in the mirror. 
normal line





i





r








© 2009 Board of Regents University of Nebraska


