
ap physics b or c
AP Physics B or C are advanced placement courses designed for high school students to earn
college credit while mastering fundamental concepts in physics. These courses are rigorous and
provide an in-depth understanding of physical principles, preparing students for higher education in
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields. While both courses cover essential
topics in physics, they differ significantly in content, depth, and focus. This article will explore the
nuances of AP Physics B and C, their curriculum, examination formats, and the skills students can
expect to develop through these courses.

Overview of AP Physics B and C

AP Physics B was offered until 2014, while AP Physics C is still a part of the College Board’s Advanced
Placement program. The two courses cater to different interests and academic goals.

AP Physics B

- Course Description: AP Physics B was a calculus-based course that focused on a broad range of
topics in physics. It aimed to provide students with a solid understanding of the physical principles
governing the natural world.
- Content Areas: The curriculum covered topics such as mechanics, thermodynamics, waves,
electricity, magnetism, optics, and modern physics.
- Target Audience: This course was suitable for students with a strong interest in general physics but
who may not be pursuing a rigorous calculus path.

AP Physics C

- Course Description: AP Physics C is a calculus-based course that delves deeper into mechanics and
electricity/magnetism.
- Content Areas: The curriculum is divided into two sections:
- Mechanics: This portion covers topics including kinematics, Newton’s laws, work, energy,
momentum, circular motion, and oscillations.
- Electricity and Magnetism: This section explores electric fields, circuits, magnetic fields, and
electromagnetic induction.
- Target Audience: AP Physics C is intended for students who are planning to pursue science or
engineering majors in college, and it is recommended that students have a strong foundation in
calculus.

Curriculum Breakdown

Understanding the curriculum for AP Physics B and C is crucial for students to determine which course



aligns with their academic goals.

AP Physics B Curriculum Breakdown

The AP Physics B curriculum is structured around several key concepts, including:

1. Kinematics: Study of motion, including displacement, velocity, acceleration, and the graphical
representation of motion.
2. Dynamics: Analysis of forces, Newton’s laws of motion, friction, and circular motion.
3. Energy and Work: Concepts of kinetic and potential energy, conservation of energy, and the work-
energy theorem.
4. Momentum: Exploration of impulse, conservation of momentum, and collisions.
5. Thermodynamics: Laws of thermodynamics, heat transfer, and kinetic theory of gases.
6. Waves and Sound: Properties of waves, sound waves, and the Doppler effect.
7. Electricity and Magnetism: Basic introduction to electric charges, electric fields, circuits, and
magnetism.
8. Optics: Reflection, refraction, lenses, and optical instruments.
9. Modern Physics: Basic concepts in quantum mechanics and atomic theory.

AP Physics C Curriculum Breakdown

The AP Physics C course is more specialized, and the curriculum consists of two main parts:

1. Mechanics:
- Kinematics: Detailed study of motion in one and two dimensions.
- Newton’s Laws: In-depth analysis of forces and their applications.
- Work and Energy: Advanced topics, including conservation principles and energy transformations.
- Systems of Particles: Center of mass, rotational dynamics, and torque.
- Oscillations and Waves: Harmonic motion and wave properties.

2. Electricity and Magnetism:
- Electrostatics: Electric charges, Coulomb’s law, electric fields, and potential energy.
- Circuits: Analysis of direct current (DC) circuits, resistance, capacitance, and Ohm’s law.
- Magnetic Fields: Interaction of currents and magnetic fields, and applications of electromagnetism.
- Electromagnetic Induction: Faraday's law, inductors, and applications in technology.

Examination Format

Both AP Physics B and C examinations assess students through a combination of multiple-choice
questions and free-response sections.

AP Physics B Exam Format



- Multiple Choice: Consists of approximately 70 questions. Students must demonstrate their
understanding of concepts and problem-solving skills.
- Free Response: Typically includes 3–4 questions requiring detailed explanations and calculations.
Students are expected to show their work and reasoning.

AP Physics C Exam Format

- Multiple Choice: Comprises about 35 questions, focusing on both mechanics and
electricity/magnetism.
- Free Response: Usually contains 3 questions, one from mechanics and two from
electricity/magnetism. The free-response section requires students to apply calculus in their solutions.

Skills Developed Through AP Physics B and C

Regardless of which course a student chooses, they will develop a wide range of skills that are
invaluable in both academic and real-world settings. These skills include:

- Analytical Skills: Students learn to analyze complex problems and break them down into
manageable parts.
- Mathematical Proficiency: A strong emphasis on calculus in AP Physics C allows students to apply
mathematical concepts to physical problems.
- Critical Thinking: The courses encourage students to think critically and creatively to find solutions
to challenging questions.
- Experimental Skills: Students gain hands-on experience through lab activities, learning to design
experiments, collect data, and analyze results.
- Communication Skills: Writing clear and concise explanations of physical concepts is emphasized,
preparing students for academic writing in college.

Conclusion

In summary, AP Physics B and C are rigorous and rewarding courses that offer students the
opportunity to delve into the fascinating world of physics. While AP Physics B provides a broad
overview of various topics, AP Physics C offers a more in-depth, calculus-focused study of mechanics
and electricity/magnetism. Both courses equip students with essential skills applicable in STEM fields
and beyond. By engaging in these courses, students not only prepare for college-level physics but
also develop a deeper appreciation for the natural laws that govern our universe. Choosing between
AP Physics B and C ultimately depends on a student's academic goals, interests, and readiness to
tackle calculus-based physics.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the main differences between AP Physics B and AP
Physics C?
AP Physics B covers a broader range of topics but is less mathematically intensive, while AP Physics C
is focused on mechanics or electricity and magnetism and requires calculus.

Which AP Physics course is more suitable for students
planning to major in engineering?
AP Physics C is generally more suitable for engineering majors because of its calculus-based approach
and emphasis on mechanics and electricity.

What prerequisites should a student have before enrolling in
AP Physics C?
Students should have a strong foundation in algebra and trigonometry, and it is highly recommended
to have completed or be concurrently enrolled in a calculus course.

Is the AP Physics B exam still offered?
No, the AP Physics B exam was discontinued after the 2013-2014 school year, and students are now
encouraged to take AP Physics 1 and AP Physics 2 instead.

What types of colleges typically accept AP Physics C for
credit?
Many engineering and science-focused colleges accept AP Physics C for credit, especially if a student
scores a 4 or 5 on the exam, but policies vary by institution.

How should students prepare for the AP Physics C exam?
Students should practice solving calculus-based physics problems, review past exam questions, utilize
AP prep books, and take practice exams to build familiarity with the test format.

Are there any notable changes in the AP Physics curriculum
recently?
Yes, the College Board has made updates to the AP Physics curriculum to better align with college-
level courses, emphasizing inquiry-based learning and real-world applications.
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