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          CAN you make music?         [image: image2.png]



Why do different sized cans make different sounds?

What is Needed

· 5-6 clean cans each of  3 different sizes, such as soup cans, small & large coffee cans

· wide masking tape

· a can opener

What to Do

Begin your exploration with sound by striking or “bonking” single cans of various sizes, holding the closed side up.  How do the sounds compare with the different sizes?  

Now, separate cans into three different sizes.  Cut both ends off of all the cans in each set of cans, except one.  Leave the bottom on that one.  Stack the cans one atop of the other, leaving the one with that has the bottom on the bottom.  Tape 2-3 cans so that you make “tubes” of various lengths.  Once you have 3 tubes, each of a different size—small, medium, large, begin to explore the sound they make.  Holding the tube with the bottom (closed end) up, tap or bonk each tube up and down on a flat surface.  Compare the sounds that are made of cans the same size.  You’ll find that the longer tube makes a lower-pitched sound than the shorter tube.

What is Happening?

In general, anything that switches back and forth, to and fro, side to side, up and down is vibrating.  A vibration, then, is a repeating to-and-fro motion (an oscillation).  Sound is a vibration that propagates throughout a solid, liquid, or gas as waves.  The source of all waves is something that is vibrating.  For example, in a piano, violin, and guitar, vibrating strings produce the sound.  In a saxophone or clarinet, the reed vibrates.  Your voice results from vibration of your vocal cords.  In each of these, the sound starts with a vibration that stimulates the vibration of something else—a string, air columns within reeds, the air in the singer’s throat and mouth.  

So what causes high-pitched sounds to be different from low-pitched sounds in your cans?  For a vibrating body or medium, such as air, the number of vibrations per unit time is called the frequency.  When air inside a can vibrates very fast, it has a high frequency, and thus a high pitch.  Something that’s vibrating more slowly has a low-pitched sound.
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