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Linear motion – basic terms 
 

Definitions of basic terms 
 
1. Distance is the total distance along the path of an object, however convoluted 

the path. The distance can be in any consistent units, i.e. m or km. 
 
2. Speed is a scalar quantity referring to the rate at which distance is covered in 

m/s. 
 
3. Average speed is the distance covered divided by the time taken (seconds, 

minutes  or hours): 
average speed = distance travelled 

              time taken 
 
4. A constant or uniform speed occurs when equal distances are covered in 

equal intervals of time, however small the time interval. 
 
5. Displacement is the distance in a straight line between the start and end 

points of some movement.  The displacement can be in any consistent units, 
i.e. m or km. 

 

6. Velocity is the rate of change of distance with respect to time. 
 

Velocity is a vector quantity and has the basic unit m/s. 
 
7. Average velocity is the displacement occurring in a time interval divided by 

that time interval. 
average velocity =  displacement occurring 

time taken 
 
8. A constant or uniform velocity occurs when equal distances are covered in the 

same straight-line direction in equal intervals of time, however small the time 
interval. 

 

9. Acceleration is the rate of change of velocity with time.   
It is a vector quantity and has the basic unit m/s2.  The term retardation or 
deceleration is used to describe negative acceleration, i.e. when the object is 
slowing down or decreasing in velocity, and is denoted by a negative value for 
acceleration. 

 
10. Average acceleration is the change of velocity occurring over a time interval 

divided by that time interval. 
 

average acceleration =    change of velocity 
    time taken 
 

11. A constant or uniform acceleration occurs when the velocity changes by equal 
amounts in equal intervals of time, however small the time interval. 


