
Calculus Challenge  #13      Solutions due May 20 
 
Skydiving:  How fast do we really fall?     
 
 Data collected by the United States Parachute Association of a sky diver in free fall is 
shown in Table 1.   
 

Time (secs) 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
Distance (ft) 0 16 62 138 242 366 504 652 808 971 1138 1309 1483

Table 1:  The distance and time for a skydiver in “free fall” 
 

The classical free fall model to describe the location of the skydiver in “free fall” is 
21

2x gt=  with 232.2 ft / secg = .   The reason the free fall model is poor that it ignores the 
resisting force of the air.  We are interested in finding a model that includes air resistance which 
will match the data given in Table 1.  Two theories of the effect of air resistance during the free 
fall have been proposed.    
 

• Theory 1 says that the resistance is proportional to the velocity of the sky diver.   
 

• Theory 2 says that the resistance is proportional to the square of the velocity of the skydiver.    
 
Both theories have been shown to model objects falling through various mediums.  Which is 
correct for a skydiver falling through air?  Our goal is to determine which of the two theories 
gives solutions that match the data. 
 
1.  Theory 1 assumes the air resistance is proportional to the velocity of the skydiver, that is,  
 

dv kvg
dt m

= − . 
 

The differential equation can be written as ( )dv g V v
dt V

= −  where V is the terminal 

velocity.    This revision gives us an equation in terms of parameters we care about.  By rewriting 
the equation in terms of V  rather than the arbitrary constant k/m, our final solution will be more 
easily interpreted.   
 

 a)   Starting with the differential equation ( )dv g V v
dt V

= − , find the velocity v as a 

function of time t.     Do you see how the introduction of the parameter V helps with interpreting 
the results of your work?   Call your solution to the differential equation with linear resistance 
( )1v t .   

 
 b)   As time passes and the skydiver approaches terminal velocity, the velocity should 
approach V.  Does your function ( )1v t  indicate that this is true? 
  



 c)   Use  ( )1
1

dx v t
dt

=   to solve for distance as a function of time..     i)    As time passes, 

the distance should be increasing linearly.  Does this models describe a linear growth in distance 
as t →∞ ? 
 
2. Theory 2 assumes the air resistance is proportional to the square of the velocity of the 
skydiver, that is,  

2dv kvg
dt m

= − . 

 
 a)     Rewrite this differential equation in terms of the terminal velocity  V .    

 b)   Show that under these conditions, ( )
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.    Does the skydiver approach 

terminal velocity as time passes?    
 

 c)   Use ( )2
2

dx v t
dt

=   to solve for distance as a function of time.     As t →∞ , the distance 

should be increasing linearly.  Does this model describe a linear growth in distance? 
 
 
3.   Use the data to estimate the terminal velocity V .  With this value of V, graph the two 
distance functions ( ( )1x t  and ( )2x t )  against the data.  Which best describes the values given by 
the United States Parachute Association? 
 


