How Light is Produced in Spectra

A spectrum comes from the Latin word spectare, which means to make a display out of something.  A spectrum organizes a range of data to make it easier to interpret.  The plural of spectrum is spectra. 

1. Continuous Spectrum – Shows all of the colors in the rainbow and is produced by white light.  This is the same spectrum produced by raindrops when you see a rainbow.
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2. Emission Spectrum – Electrons can gain energy and move to a high energy level, but this is not stable.  The electron will move from the higher energy level to a lower energy level and give off (or “emit”) the extra energy.  Light is energy, and so that energy shows up as a color of light.  The color depends on the amount of energy emitted (produced) by the electron’s movement.  
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3. Absorption Spectrum – When white light passes through a gas, the atoms in the gas absorb some colors so that the electrons can move from a lower to higher energy level.  The remaining colors that pass through the gas and are not absorbed are what you see in an absorption spectrum.
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