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The Electric Potential 
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Foothold idea: 
Fields 

•  Test particle  
–  We pay attention to what force it feels. 

We assume it does not have any affect on the source 
particles. 

•  Source particles 
–  We pay attention to the forces they exert and assume  

they do not move. 
•  Physical field 
–  We consider what force a test particle would feel if it were 

at a particular point in space and divide by its coupling 
strength to the force. This gives a vector at each point in 
space.  
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Explore the potential near a point charge 
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https://phet.colorado.edu/sims/charges-and-fields/charges-and-fields_en.html 



The electric potential 
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•  The electric potential is a tricky concept.  
•  The electric potential at a given point is NOT  

the “electric energy per charge”. 
•  It is the EXTRA  

electric energy  
added if a test  
charge is placed 
at that given point  
divided by  
the amount 
of that charge. 
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Foothold ideas: 
Electric potential energy and potential 

•  The potential energy between  
two charges is 
 

•  The potential energy of 
many charges is 
 

•  The potential energy added  
by adding a test charge q is 
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