
Parachutes

Materials:
Cups   Tape
String   Paperclips
Tissue paper  Stop watch

What to Try:

1. Cut the string. This will attach the tissue paper to the cup. You can 
experiment with different lengths of string and the number of strings 
you use to attach the tissue paper.
2.  Tape the string to the plastic cup. Do you want 2, 3, or 4 strings 
attaching the parachute to the cup?
3. Find a place to drop your parachute. Time how long it takes for your 
parachute to reach the ground.
4. Experiment with adding paperclips to the parachute. Does it drop 
faster or slower?

What’s Going On?

Everything that moves through the air experiences drag. Drag is when air molecules strike an object and 
take away some of it’s energy, slowing it down. People that design things like planes and cars try to mini-
mize the amount of drag the plane or car has. 

With parachutes, we try to increase the amount of drag. Parachutes are used to slow things down as they 
fall to earth. As the parachute falls down, air is captured in the parachute and pushes it up. Do you think a 
bigger or smaller piece of tissue paper would capture more air to slow down the parachute?

When you add paperclips to the parachute, it falls faster. The amount of air you capture to push up on the 
parachute doesn’t change, but now there’s more weight for it to slow down. What could you do to make the 
parachute fall more slowly even if you add weight?

Did you know?
The first parachute was designed 
even before airplanes were 
invented! Leonardo DaVinci 
sketched a parachute design in 
1485. The design was tested in 
2000 and actually worked!


