
MaterialsIntroduction

Air resistance, also known as drag, can be a friend or foe. 
When designing jets and fast cars, engineers work to 
overcome drag, but when designing parachutes or hot air 
balloons, they use it to slow descent in order to land gently in 

to land as slowly as possible onto a target.

Grades 
6–12 

60
minutes

Slow It Down

5 sheets of paper (8.5 x 11 
inch)

transparent adhesive tape

1 index card (3 x 5 inch)

4 paper clips

scissors

sketching materials

PER TEAM:

• 
at least six feet of height.

• 
circle of 36" diameter, or adjust as preferred to make it more 
or less challenging.

• 

PREPARATION

that stays airborne for as long as possible when dropped from 
above a target area.

Give students the specs:

• Must be dropped from a height of six feet (or more, 

• Must land within the target area

• Can only use the materials provided

DEFINE THE PROBLEM

Instructions

1

2

llarney
Typewritten Text
Posted April 1, 2021

llarney
Typewritten Text
Due by April 30, 2021

llarney
Typewritten Text



Find more activities at:
www.DiscoverE.org

How might you fold your 
paper to slow its fall? 
How do the locations of 
the paper folds make a 
difference?

Does your aircraft drop 
more slowly or quickly if 
it is designed to spin?

How can you use paper 
clips to stabilize the 
falling aircraft's pathway 
into the target?

Guiding 
Questions

BRAINSTORM SOLUTIONS
Divide students into small teams. Distribute the materials. Tell 
them to plan and/or sketch ideas to help determine their best 
design, and test some ideas by having one student stand on a 

complement of materials.

improve them to take longer to fall or land more accurately.

Once everyone has had a chance to test their design, hold a 

Tell students to gather another set of materials and try again. 
Encourage them to incorporate ideas from other teams whose 

might slow down the paper’s descent or speed it up. Ask:

• 
These are the ones to rule out.

• 

• 

swaying feather.

EVALUATE AND REDESIGN
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Air may be invisible to us, but it is made of molecules that get pushed out of the way as objects move 
through it. The faster the object, the more the air resists because more molecules of air are being 

maximize or minimize drag, depending on the speed they are aiming for.

Parachutes work against gravity, which otherwise quickly pulls a person in freefall to Earth. The air 

force, or air resistance, slows the descent to create a safe landing. The larger the parachute, the more 
air resistance, and the longer it takes to reach the ground.

Maple seeds, known as samaras, have long wings that balance the weight of the seed. The wings get 
wider farther away from the seed. When a seed falls from a tree and starts spinning, the air moving 

a tall tree.

SCIENCE AND ENGINEERING CONNECTIONS




