
String Phone
SC.4.P.10.3 Investigate and explain that sound is produced by vibrating objects. (High) 

Description:   Step back in time and use some old fashioned technology to make a string phone while 
learning about sound waves with this fun science project.  All you need is some string, a sharpened 
pencil, and a few paper cups to get started. 

Make a String Telephone 

Materials you will need: 

 2 cups (medium paper or plastic cups)
 a sharp pencil or awl to help poke holes
 String (kite or fishing works well)
 2 paper clips

Procedure: (instruction) 
1) Cut a long piece of string, you can experiment with different lengths but perhaps 10 meters (or

about 11 yards) [1m = 3.28 feet] is a good place to start. 
2) Poke a small hole in the bottom of each cup.
3) Thread the string through each cup and tie knots around a paper clip at each end to keep it from

pulling through the cup (alternatively a small washer could be used to hold the string in place).
4) Move into position with you and a friend holding the cups at a distance that makes the string tight

(making sure the string isn't touching anything else).
5) One person talks into the cup while the other puts the cup to their ear and listens. Can you hear

each other?

What's happening? 
    Speaking into the cup creates sound waves which are converted into vibrations at the bottom of the 
cup. The vibrations travel along the string and are converted back into sound waves at the other end so 
your friend can hear what you said. Sound travels through the air, but it travels even better through solids 
such as your cup and string, allowing you to hear sounds that might be too far away when traveling through 
the air. 

More about phones – 
    Landline telephones feature microphones that transform sound energy into electric current that is then 
sent through wires and transformed back into sound waves by an earphone inside the telephone at the 
other end.   
    Phones have come a long way since Alexander Graham Bell was awarded the first electric telephone 
patent by the United States Patent and Trademark Office back in 1876. 
    Modern mobile phones use radio waves (part of the electromagnetic spectrum that includes microwaves, 
infrared, visible light, X-rays and others) to communicate with base stations (or cells) located throughout 
telephone networks. Hence the term Cell Phones.  Today’s cell phones are a marvel of modern 
technology, featuring not only the ability to make phone calls but to also surf the web, play music, view 
documents, and much more. 



String Phone
Things to try – 

1. Strike a tuning fork to make it vibrate. Touch the tuning fork to the telephone string. What do you
hear? 

2. Make a party line. Wrap the strings of two (2) string telephones together. Describe how many people
you can hear in your cup. 

Coat Hanger Gong - extra activity  

1. Using a metal coat hanger (from the dry cleaner), tie two strings (1 meter long) at the top of the
hanger on either side of the hook.

2. Next, tie a loop at the other end of each string, large enough to slip the loops over your ears so the
coat hanger rod hangs freely from your ears without touching it.

3. Lean forward so the coat hanger does not touch your body.
4. Strike the bottom of the coat hanger with a pencil.
5. Describe the sound you hear.
6. Compare the sound you hear when the loops of strings are around you ears with the sound the

coat hanger makes when you hold it with your hand, by the strings like a triangle in the band and
hit it with the pencil.  How are the sounds different? Why?
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Write the letter you think is the best answer in the My Answers box below. 

1. Sounds you hear through the phone cups are caused by _____.

a) pitch   b) vibrations   c) air   d) volume

2. What state-of-matter is the telephone string?

a) a gas   b) a liquid   c) a solid   d) plasma

3. Sounds travel the fastest through ______.

a) liquids   b) solids   c) gases   d) air

4. Which property of sound do the cups improve?

a) pitch    b) volume    c) tune    d) tambour

5. The string phone vibrations need ____ to travel.

a) light   b) energy    c) gravity    d) matter

My Answers 

1.________ 

2.________ 

3.________ 

4. _______

5. _______




