
Graphs 
Graphs are very important in physics, in fact, we have an entire unit devoted to reading things 
from graphs that you have probably nearly looked at before. So it is important to know the 
significant things you need to look for on a graph and how to properly make a graph.  
 
I. Make the subject of your graph clear 
The first things you should look at on your graph are the 
axis and the title (if there is a title). If you haven’t looked at 
these, you have no idea what the subject is. Are you talking 
about displacement and time, velocity and time, Force and 
acceleration, or voltage and current? Many students look at 
the numbers first and those are meaningless unless you 
know what the numbers mean. The first thing you need to 
put on your graph is the axis and the label for that axis. All 
graphs with actual numbers (I’m not talking about a sketch 
that only shows the shape of a graph) MUST be on graph paper. A sketch on notebook paper or 
printer paper where you have put “tick marks” is not good enough and will not be accepted. 
 
II. Size 
Your graph needs to cover most of the page. The point of 
the graph is to get some information from it, preferably 
accurate information. You can’t do that with an itty-bitty 
graph. Also, you must adjust your scale so that the data 
covers most of the page. 
 
III. Scales 
The scales on the axis are extremely important. Although there 
are certain conditions where the scales don’t have to be linear 
and don’t have to start at 0, that will not be the case for the 
graphs we use in this class. For all graphs in this class, you must 
start each axis with 0. Each square must be the same size as all 
the other squares on the axis. Pay special attention to the size 
of the first square or first size marking. All the rest of the scale 
markings need to be the same size. Look at the graph on the 
right, count the squares, and check the labels. Notice that the 
first two and a half squares represent .02 kg while the next two 
and a half squares only represent another .01 kg. The scales are even more off vertically. 

Excellent 

Don’t do this. 



Graphs 
IV. Best fit lines 
Do not play connect the dots!!! Instead, take a 
ruler and draw a straight line that best fits the 
data. Just “eyeball it”. About half the data 
points should be above the line and about half 
should be below the line (at both the top 
portion of the line and at the bottom portion of 
the line). The first graph on this paper it a great 
example of how to do this. Notice that it is okay 
for the data points to not touch the line. The 
important thing is to draw a straight line unless 
it is very clear that the data will not be linear.  
 
We will do other things with the graphs, but that is a whole additional unit and this is enough 
for the summer assignment. 


