
DEPARTMENT OF PHYSICS 
MAR THOMA COLLEGE FOR WOMEN, PERUMBAVOOR 

Rheostat Department of Physics, MTCW 

 

 

 

 

RHEOSTAT 
 

 

 

 

 

 

A rheostat is an adjustable resistor used to control the flow of electric current in a circuit. It is 

a variable resistor with two or more terminals, and its resistance can be manually adjusted to 

regulate the current passing through it. Here are some key points to understand about 

rheostats: 

1. Variable Resistance: A rheostat provides variable resistance, allowing you to change the 

opposition to the flow of electric current in a circuit. This can be useful for dimming lights, 

adjusting the speed of a motor, or controlling the intensity of an electrical device. 

2. Construction: Rheostats are typically constructed with a resistive wire or a resistive 

element, often made of a material like nichrome. This element is wound around an insulating 

core, and a movable contact, known as a wiper, slides along the resistive element. The wiper's 

position determines the amount of resistance in the circuit. 

3. Terminals: Rheostats have at least two terminals - one at each end of the resistive element. 

In a simple rheostat, the current flows through the resistive element between these two 

terminals. 
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4. Adjustment: By turning a knob or a shaft connected to the wiper, the user can change the 

position of the wiper on the resistive element. This, in turn, alters the length of resistive wire 

through which the current must pass, thereby changing the total resistance in the circuit. 

5.   Applications: Rheostats find use in a variety of applications, including controlling the 

brightness of lamps, regulating the speed of electric motors, and adjusting the heating 

element in some appliances. They are often used when a variable control of current or 

resistance is required. 

6. Limitations: Rheostats can dissipate a significant amount of power as heat, especially when 

used to control high currents. As a result, they are less efficient than other electronic 

components designed for power control, like transistors or electronic voltage regulators. 

7. Potentiometer vs. Rheostat: A potentiometer is another variable resistor but often has three 

terminals and is used as a voltage divider, whereas a rheostat usually has only two terminals 

and is used to control current. However, the terms "rheostat" and "potentiometer" are 

sometimes used interchangeably, depending on the context. 

Rheostats are particularly valuable in situations where precise manual control of current or 

resistance is required, and they have been used historically in various electrical and electronic 

systems. However, in many modern applications, solid-state components like transistors or 

electronic voltage regulators are preferred due to their greater efficiency and control. 


