
The Tapping Finger 
 

 
 Objective:  To investigate sound waves and the mediums they travel through. 
  

Standards:  Structure of the Earth System (atmospheric composition and  
properties at different elevations), Properties and Changes in Matter (substance 
density), and Position and Motion of Objects (sound is produced by vibrating 
objects – how and why pitch changes). 

  
Materials:  A wooden table or desk top. 

  
Procedure: 

(1) Tap your finger on the surface of the table of or desk. 
(2)  Observe the loudness of the sound you hear. 
(3) Place your ear flat on top of the table or desk. 
(4) With your finger about one foot away from your ear, tap the table top 

again. 
(5) Observe the loudness of the sound you hear. 

 
Science Behind It:  The volume of the sound you hear with your ear on the desk 
is much louder than with it off the desk.  Sound waves are capable of traveling 
through many solid materials as well as through air.  The many solids, like wood 
for example, transfer the sound waves much better than air typically does because 
the molecules in a solid substance are much closer and more tightly packed 
together than they are in air.  This allows the solids to carry the waves easier and 
more efficiently, resulting in a louder sound.  The density of the air itself also 
plays a determining factor in the loudness of sound waves passing through it. 
  

*** This demo can also be done by placing a fully blown balloon next to your ear and 
tapping on it or by using a yardstick or ruler to press against a ticking clock and the 
outside of your ear.   With the balloon, the air inside of it is more tightly compressed and 
closer together than the air molecules in the rest of the room.  The air inside the balloon is 
then a better conductor than the air outside of the balloon.  The wooden yardstick is a 
better conductor of sound than air allowing you to hear the clock’s sound more easily 
through the yardstick.*** 


