
READING COMPREHENSION

EXERCISES

INSTANTANEOUS SPEED

Unità 6 Il moto rettilineo

The concept of speed may seem intuitive, but its understanding 
has not always been simple; the tools of algebra and geometry 
that the ancient Greeks, Arabs and Babylonians had at their 
disposition were not sufficient to explain how to calculate 
the speed of a body, knowing its displacement and the time 
necessary to make it.

“We can find the speed in this way: We ask, how far do 
we go in a very short time? We divide that distance by 
the time, and that gives the speed. But the time should be 
made as short as possible, the shorter the better, because 
some change could take place during that time.” 1

This definition, given by Richard P. Feynman (1918-1988), 
introduces a new concept, unknown at the time of the 
Ancient Greeks, that of infinitesimal intervals (i.e. the very 
small intervals of which Feynman talks) of space and time. 
From the relationship between these two quantities it is 
possible to calculate the instantaneous speed: in particular, 
the smaller the time interval, the greater the accuracy of 
the value of the speed calculated. Instantaneous speed is 

therefore distinct from the concept of average speed, which, 
being calculated over larger time intervals, assumes that the 
speed may vary during the considered time.
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Autovelox (more common in cities) and Tutor (more 
diffuse on motorways) are two cars speed detection sys-
tems. Can you tell which speed does each system meas-
ure and can you explain why?

1 R.P. Feynman, R.B. Leighton, M. Sands – “La fisica di Feynman”, vol. 1, 
Zanichelli.

True or false?
a. The ancient Greeks, Arabs and Babylonians 

knew algebra and geometry sufficiently 
to calculate the speed of a body when its 
displacement and the time necessary to make 
it were known.

b. The accuracy of measurements of 
instantaneous speed is linked to the time 
interval in which it is measured.

c. Instantaneous speed is distinct from the 
concept of average speed.

d. Accurate measurement of instantaneous 
speed is important to motorists.

Complete with:
relationship • distance • shorter • speed • smaller • greater • 
short • accuracy • change • time • possible • intervals • 
instantaneous
“We can find the _______ in this way: We ask, how far do 
we go in a very ______ time? We divide that _________ by 
the _______, and that gives the speed. But the time should 
be made as short as ____________, the _________ the bet-
ter, because some ________ could take place during that 
time.” This definition introduces a new concept, unk-
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nown at the time of the Ancient Greeks, that of infinitesi-
mal __________ of space and time. From the __________ 
between these two quantities it is possible to calculate the 
__________ speed: in particular, the ________ the time 
interval, the _________ the __________ of the value of 
the speed calculated.

Match questions and answers.

QUESTIONS ANSWERS

A. What concept 
discussed above 
was unknown 
to the ancient 
Greeks, Arabs and 
Babylonians? 

1. They did not know the 
concept of infinitesimal 
intervals of space and time.

B. Why is it important 
that the interval be 
as short as possible?

2. The former is measured over 
the shortest interval of time 
possible whereas the latter 
is measured over longer 
periods of time.

C. What is the main 
difference between 
instantaneous speed 
and average speed?

3. Because some change may 
take place during the interval 
that diminishes the accuracy 
of the measurement.

A. _________   B. __________  C. _________
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