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Abstract: Projectile motion is a fundamental topic in physics, typically taught under idealized conditions such as the 

absence of air resistance. However, real-world scenarios—such as basketball shooting—show significant deviations from 

these idealized trajectories. In this study, we investigate the effects of air drag on basketball trajectories, focusing on how 

it alters the projectile’s path, the effective drag coefficient, and the optimal launch angle for maximum range. We assume 

standard conditions: gravitational acceleration at 9.8 m/s², air density at 1.225 kg/m³, and negligible Magnus effect. Despite 

limitations in our model (discussed later), it successfully reveals the differences between ideal and real trajectories, 

estimates the average drag coefficient (~1.15), and identifies a realistic optimal launch angle (lower than the ideal 45°). 

This research encourages further refinement of the model and highlights the complexity of real-world physics beyond 

textbook assumptions. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Projectile motion is a cornerstone of classical mechanics because it exemplifies two-dimensional motion. A solid 

grasp of this concept enables students to explore more complex three-dimensional kinematics. This research paper delves 

into realistic projectile motion through the use of video analysis software and Java-based simulation, offering deeper 

insights into the dynamics of a basketball in flight. 

 

Under ideal conditions, a projectile launched at a given velocity follows a parabolic trajectory governed by 

constant gravitational acceleration [6] and zero air resistance. This simplification allows for the derivation of clean 

mathematical equations to describe the projectile’s position [5]. However, this model fails to capture the actual behavior 

of objects like basketballs traveling through air. 

 

In real scenarios, air drag significantly affects the projectile’s motion—especially for objects with relatively low 

mass and large surface area, such as basketballs. The drag force is proportional to the square of velocity [4] and depends 

on air density, cross-sectional area, and a drag coefficient determined by the object’s shape and texture [3]. This force 

reduces the height and range of the trajectory, causing deviation from the ideal path. 

 

Understanding these deviations has implications for athletes [1], engineers [2], and physics educators. For 

instance, optimizing launch angles is valuable for sports like javelin throwing or artillery simulations. Academically, 

modeling non-ideal projectile motion encourages students to apply Newtonian mechanics to real-world situations, 

enhancing computational and analytical thinking. 
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This study assumes :-  

Gravity g = 9.8 m/s²  

• Air density ρ = 1.225 kg/m³ 

• Negligible Magnus effect 

 

Our investigation comprises four main stages: 

1. Derivation of the ideal trajectory model based on real-world video data 

2. Residual analysis comparing the ideal and actual trajectories. 

3. Estimation of the drag coefficient using horizontal motion data. 

4. A Java-based simulation to identify the optimal launch angle considering air resistance. 

 

Despite observed flaws in our velocity estimation method, the ideal model retains value in verifying experimental 

data and estimating initial conditions. The study also emphasizes the importance of precision in data collection and 

encourages further refinements using more accurate tools. 

𝐹𝑑 = 0.5 ∗ 𝐶𝑑 ∗ 𝜌 ∗ 𝐴 ∗ 𝑉2(Eqn 1) 

 

RESULTS 
To derive the ideal trajectory, we first used Logger Pro's internal functions to identify the ball's launch position, 

extract realistic trajectory equations, and generate a position-time data table (Figure 1), after establishing a 2D coordinate 

system on the video (Figure 2). The launch position was at (0.2345, 1.966), and a quadratic curve fit of the ball's real path 

produced the equation for the realistic trajectory (Eqn 2). 

𝑌(𝑥)𝑟 = −0.2768𝑥^2 + 1.326𝑥 + 1.663(Eqn 2) 

 

 
Figure 2: Video analysis set-up. The mutually perpendicular yellow lines represent the 2-D coordinate of the 

scene, and the green lines represents the calibration for the scene, which represent this amount of length 

corresponds 1 meter in the real life. The uninterrupted blue dots represent the basketball’s track, and the realistic 

track equations that logger pro created is based on this track 

 

To determine the ideal trajectory (i.e., without drag), we averaged the first three frames of velocity data (Figure 

1) to calculate the initial velocity components: vyi = 4.284 m/s, vxi = 3.9016 m/s. With these and assuming gravitational 

acceleration of 9.8 m/s², we derived a system of parametric equations (Eqn 3), and then eliminated time t to convert the 

equations into standard y-x form (Eqn 4). 

𝑥(𝑡)𝑖 = 0.2345 + 3.9016𝑡 (Eqn 3) 

 

𝑦(𝑡)𝑖 = 1.966 + 4.284𝑡 − 4.9𝑡^2(Eqn 3) 

 

𝑦(𝑥)𝑖 = 1.966 + 1.098(𝑥 − 0.2345) − 0.3223(𝑥 − 0.2345)2(Eqn 4) 
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Figure 1: Data table. As shown on the table, the first three frames’ velocity for y and x are 4.384439012, 

4.277890333, 4.189773212 and 3.797782344, 3.926390632, 4.113712763 respectively. In addition, the column t’ 

locate at the right most of the table means “time since released” 

 

A residual analysis was performed by subtracting the ideal model from the realistic trajectory (Eqn 5). The 

resulting graph (Figure 3) shows that for most values of x, the realistic trajectory lies above the ideal one, with the residual 

increasing along the x-axis. 

 

𝑅𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑑𝑢𝑎𝑙 = 𝑅 = 𝑦(𝑥)𝑟 − 𝑦(𝑥)𝑖(Eqn 5) 

 

 
Figure 3: Residual Graph. As shown in the graph, the differences between the height of realistic track and height 

for ideal track are mostly positive, and the value of the residual increase as the x (displacement from origin) 

increase. The equation we used to perform the residual analysis is shown at (Eqn 5) 
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To quantify the drag force, we focused on x-direction motion, where the only force acting is air resistance. Using 

x-velocity data from Logger Pro, we estimated acceleration by computing the rate of change between consecutive velocity 

values. Applying Newton’s Second Law and rearranging the drag equation, we calculated drag coefficients for each time 

interval (Eqn 6). Only positive values were used to mitigate the effect of noise. The average drag coefficient obtained was 

approximately 1.15. 

𝐶𝑑 =
−2∗𝑚∗𝑎𝑥

𝜌∗𝐴∗𝑣2
(Eqn 6) 

 

Finally, we developed a Java simulation using Euler’s method to evaluate how drag impacts the projectile’s range. 

Assuming a constant speed of 5.78 m/s and launch point (0.2345, 1.966), we tested launch angles from 20° to 60° in 1° 

increments. The simulation revealed that the maximum horizontal range (~4.476 m) occurred at a launch angle of 

approximately 33°. 

 

DISCUSSION 
The residual analysis (Figure 3) yielded a surprising result: the ideal trajectory lay below the realistic one, 

contradicting expectations that drag should reduce projectile height. Upon reviewing our methodology, we identified that 

the initial vertical velocity was underestimated due to missing early-frame data. This highlights the importance of capturing 

the precise moment of launch in video analysis. Next, in the part of drag coefficient estimation, we also find some model’s 

limitation. Our calculation produced an average drag coefficient about 1.15 which substantially higher than published drag 

coefficient values for a basketball which about 0.47-0.54 [7,8]. This discrepancy likely results from a combination of 

factors: Frame-to-frame velocity noise inflated acceleration estimates; air drag was assumed to be the only horizontal force; 

and data resolution limited the ability to capture smooth velocity decay. Rather than being dismissed as erroneous, this 

inflated value served a useful role in our Java-based simulation. By assuming a stronger drag force, the model remained 

conservative, ensuring that any overestimation of range was minimized. 

 

In the last part of our investigation, optimal launch angle simulation, our simulation revealed a launch angle of 

33° as the best angle for maximize the horizontal range. This degree is significantly below the ideal 45°, and thus validate 

that the actual optimal angle to acquire maximize range is deviate from the ideal condition. Although our incorrect 

established model may cause error in the simulation, but the result still reveals the trend that the optimal angle should be 

lower than 45º. The detail that worth to noticed is that we have used a fixed value of drag coefficient in our simulation of 

optimal angle for simplicity, to acquire more accurate angles, future investigations can try to incorporate more dynamic 

factors, such as velocity-dependent changes in drag or the effect of ball spin.  

 

For these students aiming to replicate or extend this study we suggest they should consider examining the effect 

of varying ball size, mass, or surface texture, all of the factors which may influence the drag. Furthermore, we sincerely 

suggest these students that have ability to use other experimental instruments other than logger pro to use other way to 

analyze this investigation, because it is hard to ensure the video shooting angle is hundred percent horizontal to the plane 

of projectile, and any deviation of the degree will result errors in the software analysis. 

 

Overall, this investigation ultimately revealed that while simple physics models offer a foundational understanding 

of projectile motion, they can still fall short when applied to real-world conditions without careful calibration. The ideal 

model failed to predict the trajectory accurately, as seen in our residual analysis (Figure 3), but this failure provided valuable 

insight into the limitations of early-frame velocity extraction. The drag coefficient, although higher than expected, helped 

us construct a more conservative simulation that remained directionally accurate. Most notably, the simulation identified 

33° as the optimal launch angle for maximum horizontal range which far from the theoretical 45°, which reveals the 

simulation clearly shaped by the presence of air resistance. Collectively, these findings show that even with imperfect data 

and assumptions, a thoughtfully structured approach using video analysis, mathematical modeling, and numerical 

simulation still can yield meaningful physical conclusions.  

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 
Video Recording and Calibration: The motion of a size 7 basketball (mass: 600g, diameter: 22.5 cm) was recorded at 60 

frames per second from a fixed side view. A meter stick placed in the plane of motion provided scale for calibration. Efforts 

were made to ensure minimal camera tilt.  

 

Position and Velocity Extraction: The ball’s center was manually tracked frame by frame. Logger Pro generated x- and 

y-position versus time data (Figure 4), which were used to derive velocity components. Only data captured after complete 

release from the hand were used. 
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Figure 4: x and y position-time graph generated by logger pro. The two graphs show above correspond to the x-t 

and y-t graph respectively, and the best fit-line information could automatically create by the logger pro since you 

choose the type of function that you like to fit 

 

Ideal Trajectory Derivation: 

The ideal model assumed constant gravity (9.8 m/s²) and no drag. Initial velocity components were averaged over 

the first three frames. The parametric equations (Eqn 3) were converted to y(x) form (Eqn 4) by eliminating time.: 

𝑥(𝑡)𝑖 = 0.2345 + 3.9016𝑡 (Eqn 3) 

𝑦(𝑡)𝑖 = 1.966 + 4.284𝑡 − 4.9𝑡^2(Eqn 3) 

𝑡 =
𝑥−0.2345

3.9016
 (derive from x(t)) 

𝑦(𝑥)𝑖 = 1.966 + 4.284(
𝑥−0.2345

3.9016
) − 4.9 (

𝑥−0.2345

3.9016
)
2

(plug t in to y(t) equation) 

𝑦(𝑥)𝑖 = 1.966 + 1.098(𝑥 − 0.2345) − 0.3223(𝑥 − 0.2345)2(simplify, Eqn 4) 

 

Residual Analysis: 

A second-degree polynomial fit the realistic y(x) data. Residuals were computed as the difference between realistic 

and ideal y-values across x-values (Eqn 5). 

 

Drag Coefficient estimation: 

Acceleration was calculated from changes in consecutive x-velocities. Newton’s Second Law in the x-direction 

was applied to estimate the drag coefficient (Eqn 6): 

𝐹𝑥𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 = −𝐹𝑑 = −0.5 ∗ 𝐶𝑑 ∗ 𝜌 ∗ 𝐴 ∗ 𝑉2 = 𝑚𝑎𝑥 

𝐶𝑑 =
−2∗𝑚∗𝑎𝑥

𝜌∗𝐴∗𝑣2
(Eqn 6) 
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Simulation-Based Optimal Angle Model: 

Using a Java program, we simulated trajectories for angles between 20° and 60°. Constants used were: mass (0.6 

kg), air density (1.225 kg/m³), cross-sectional area (0.0398 m²), and drag coefficient (1.15). Each simulation ran until the 

ball returned to the ground. Maximum range was identified. 
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Figure 1: code content 
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