
Basic Electrical Circuits: Two Way Switching 

In the last post we had a look at how the lighting circuit works. This time round, let’s have a 

look at how we would set up two way switching. In case you are not familiar with this 

switching type, it is commonly used in an area where you would walk in and find the first 

switch to turn the lights, and as you walk out of the other side, there will be another switch to 

turn the lights off. The trick here is that if you turn around and come back, the switch you had 

used to turn the lights off can now be used to turn the lights on again. So, how does it work? 

Have a look at the following sketch: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Take a quick look at what we have here. The circuit breaker is the same as what we had 

discussed previously. The switches though are different. You will note the switch has 3 

contacts. One contact will be the common (moving contact). What this means is that when 

switched in one direction, you will have continuity from this common contact to one of the 

other two contacts. When switched in the other direction, you will break continuity between 

the common and the contact that had continuity before but you will now have continuity 

between the common and the other contact. Quite a mouthful to explain a 3 way switch! 
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The next thing you will note is that we have a wire from each of the fixed contacts to the 

corresponding fixed contacts of the other switch. These wires are commonly referred to as the 

“strappers” Now that we can see how that all ties together, let’s do the usual “walk through” 

of the circuit. 

Turn on the circuit breaker. This will mean you have power to the common of switch 1 and 

with the switch in the indicated position; you will have power to the top fixed contact of 

switch 2. Switch 2 is in the bottom position which means the light is off. Now switch switch 

1 to the bottom position. With it in the bottom position we will have power to switch 2 which 

is also in the bottom position and as such the light is on. Make sense?  

Now you move across to switch 2 and switch that to the top position. This will turn the light 

off as switch 1 is in the bottom position and switch 2 in the top position. Use a pen and paper 

to draw the switches as per our sketch and make a new sketch for every switch position to 

make it easier to follow. 

There you have it! You have just completed a two way switching circuit and it was not nearly 

as confusing as what it may seem right? The one thing to remember is that the active still 

loops from one switch to the next but not to switch 2. The common of switch 2 is connected 

to the light. So that means that in an installation that had more switches, the active would 

have looped from switch 1 to the next switch in the circuit and not to switch 2. 

Well I hope that makes sense and that you find it helpful. Till next time, yes you guessed it, 

stay safe and be proud of your work. 

By the way, just a reminder about the book Manual for Electricians Volume 1. If you have 

not had time to grab your copy, you will find it at www.lulu.com/spotlight/SparkyHelp  

http://www.lulu.com/spotlight/SparkyHelp

