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Trigonometric functions can be used to model periodic phenomena that occur in the physical 
world - that is, real-life situations that can be modelled by a function 𝑓 where 𝑓(𝑥 + 𝑏) = 𝑓(𝑥) 
for all 𝑥 and some non-real real number, 𝑏. The constant 𝑏 is the period of the function. Average 
monthly temperatures, seasonal climate variations, sound waves, variation in tides and the 
phases of the moon are all real phenomena that display periodic behaviour and can be modelled 
by the sine or cosine functions. 

In these situations, the independent variable on the graph is typically time rather than an angle. 
Because of this, the scale on the horizontal axis will usually not be represented in units that are 
exact fractions or multiples of 𝜋. 

It is useful to sketch a graph of the trigonometric function and it may be necessary to determine 
the axes intercepts: 

• to find the 𝑦-intercept, let  𝑥 = 0  to find the corresponding 𝑦 

• to find the 𝑥-intercept(s), let  𝑦 = 0  and solve for 𝑥 
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