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How Sound Travels
Read the text. Level 1 · 344 words

1 Stretch a rubber band between two fingers and pluck it. You will hear a twang. If 
you look closely, you will see the band moving back and forth very fast. This quick 
back-and-forth movement is called a vibration. Every sound you hear starts with 
something vibrating.

Sound Moves in Waves
2 When something vibrates, it pushes on the tiny bits of air around it, called 

particles. Those particles bump into the particles next to them, and those bump 
into the next ones. In this way, the sound moves outward as a wave. The air itself 
does not rush across the room. Each particle only moves back and forth a little, 
but the wave travels a long way, carrying energy with it.

3 When the wave reaches you, it makes your eardrum vibrate. Your eardrum is a 
thin, tight piece of skin deep inside your ear. Tiny bones pass the vibrations along 
to the inner ear, and then your brain understands them as sound.

Through Air, Water, and Solids
4 Sound can travel through air, but it can also travel through water and through 

solids such as wood and metal. In fact, sound moves faster through water than 
through air, and even faster through most solids. Whales send sounds through the 
ocean that other whales can hear from far away. Try this: put your ear on one end 
of a table while a friend taps softly on the other end. You will hear the tap clearly 
through the wood.

5 Sound cannot travel through empty space, because there are no particles to bump 
into each other. Outer space is almost empty. That is why astronauts on a 
spacewalk talk to each other with radios.

Loud and Soft, High and Low
6 A strong vibration makes a big wave and a loud sound. A gentle vibration makes a 

small wave and a soft sound. How fast something vibrates changes its pitch, or 
how high or low it sounds. Fast vibrations make high sounds, like the squeak of a 
whistle. Slow vibrations make low sounds, like the boom of a big drum.
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How Sound Travels: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 What is the main idea of the whole text?

a. Whales can hear sounds from far away.

b. Sound is made by vibrations that travel as waves.

c. Astronauts use radios in space.

2 Find a word in paragraph 1 that means “a quick back-and-forth movement.”

3 When you hear a sound, the air from the sound’s source rushes 
all the way to your ear.

true false

4 Why can’t sound travel through outer space?

a. It is too cold.

b. Sound is too slow there.

c. There are too few particles.

5 Which kind of vibration makes the highest sound?

a. fast vibrations b. slow vibrations c. gentle vibrations

6 Sound travels faster through water than through air. true false

7 Summarize paragraphs 2 and 3: How does a guitar’s sound reach your brain?
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

How Sound Travels: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 What is the main idea of the whole text?

a. Whales can hear sounds from far away.

b. Sound is made by vibrations that travel as waves.

c. Astronauts use radios in space.

2 Find a word in paragraph 1 that means “a quick back-and-forth movement.”

vibration

3 When you hear a sound, the air from the sound’s source rushes 
all the way to your ear.

true false

4 Why can’t sound travel through outer space?

a. It is too cold.

b. Sound is too slow there.

c. There are too few particles.

5 Which kind of vibration makes the highest sound?

a. fast vibrations b. slow vibrations c. gentle vibrations

6 Sound travels faster through water than through air. true false

7 Summarize paragraphs 2 and 3: How does a guitar’s sound reach your brain?

The string vibrates and pushes on air particles. They bump into each other

and make a wave. The wave makes my eardrum vibrate, tiny bones pass it on,

and my brain hears it.
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