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[Note: this lesson is appropriate for students who have not yet had an 
introduction to Newton’s Laws of Motion. Rather than delving into the full-
fledged physics and algebraic manipulations, we’ll simply explore trends and 
observations they have through experimentation.] 
 
[Start off this lesson with a Hot Wheels demonstration. Set up the Hot Wheels 
track with a hill and loops (either one or two). Experiment with students 
changing the speed of the initial car and seeing how far the car makes in 
through the loop. If you have a large group of students (more than 10) you may 
want to have more than one track and let small groups experiment. The goal of 
this activity is to have students notice a general relationship between speed 
and the ability of the car to stay on the track.] 
 
So, we’ve already talked about roller coaster rides and what forces are acting. 
Imagine you're hurtling down the track, and hit a loop. You circle upside down. 
What force is holding you into your seat or pushing against you as you travel 
upside down? This is actually a bit of a trick question! If you remember our 
diagram [pull out the same force diagram from “Centripetal Motion” lesson], 
there is NO FORCE holding you in your seat! 
 
As you move along the track and the track curves upwards, the cars (and your 
body) want to keep moving in a straight line, and they try to. But the track 
curving upwards applies a force that pushes you into a loop.  
 
The yellow lines represent the straight path you and the cars want to continue 
following. The cars are moving very fast, so at some point, they want to head 
straight up! But the track continues to curve, applying a force and pushing the 
cars around.  
 
The question is not 'What's holding the cars up?' The correct question is 'What's 
keeping the cars from flying straight up?'. Do you remember which force it is 
that pulls on the cars toward the center of rotation represented by the orange 
arrows? [Centripetal Force] 
  
Staying in the Loop 
But, how do we ensure that our velocity is great enough to keep us in a roller 
coaster loop?  
 
Well, that gets us into energy...If I hold a marble five feet above the ground, is 
there any energy expended, or is there anything resulting from the fact that the 
force of gravity is pulling down on the marble? [No] But, there is potential, 



right? If I were to drop the marble, then gravity would pull the marble toward 
the ground, thereby causing the marble to go from an acceleration of zero to an 
acceleration greater than zero.  

This stored energy is the potential energy of the marble, the energy held by the 
object as it is held up in the air before the force of gravity acts on it. The higher 
I hold the marble, the greater the force of gravity when I drop it (remember the 
sand experiments); the greater the initial height of the object, the greater the 
potential force of gravity.  

But, what happens when the marble is actually dropped? That energy released 
by the movement of the marble is the kinetic energy of the marble. The faster 
the marble, or any body, moves due to gravity, the greater its kinetic energy. 
The greater the mass and speed of the object, the more kinetic energy it has.  

 
How does all of this energy relate to roller coasters? In the simplest type of 
roller coasters, there are no mechanical forces pushing the cars. Rather, the 
cars get pulled to the top of the first hill and then dropped over the other side 
and the work of gravity and the inertia of the cars move them along the track.  
 
If we were to examine a typical roller coaster, where would the most potential 
energy for the cars lie? Kinetic energy? (top of hill, bottom of hill, respectively). 
Now, try to create your own beginning hill and subsequent hill and find out 
how much potential energy you need at the beginning to have enough velocity 
to make it over the second hill. [For this activity, each student needs a piece of 
foam tubing sliced in half length-wise and a metal marble and tape to secure 
the coaster, or any other home-made roller coaster. I have students experiment 
for a while in small groups until they start to realize that the first hill must be 
higher than the second hill, otherwise the marble will never make it to the end. 
If groups finish early, have them experiment with loops in their coaster.] 
 
 
[After this lesson, my students take a trip to an amusement park for a Physics 
Day. Their job is to document all of the hill-type roller coasters in the park, 
label their points of kinetic and potential energy, find out the height of the 
various first hills on all of the roller coasters, and find three examples of 
centrifugal force (not all roller coaster loops) and document those while also 
writing a description of what it feels like to experience centripetal force in their 
own words. You can find all of this in the assessment file.] 
 


