
ap physics b vs c
ap physics b vs c is a comparison that many students and educators frequently engage in
as they navigate the Advanced Placement (AP) Physics courses. Understanding the
differences between AP Physics B and AP Physics C can significantly impact a student's
academic path, especially those intending to pursue science or engineering in college. This
article delves into the key distinctions, course content, examination formats, and the
implications for college readiness. By the end, readers will have a comprehensive
understanding of which course may be more suitable for their individual academic goals.
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Overview of AP Physics Courses

Advanced Placement Physics courses are designed to offer high school students a college-
level education in physics. AP Physics B was traditionally aimed at students looking for a
broader understanding of physics concepts, while AP Physics C is more specialized, focusing
on calculus-based physics. Each course is structured to provide students with a robust
foundation in physics, but their approaches and content differ significantly. This overview
will explore the history and evolution of these courses, emphasizing their relevance in
today's educational landscape.

The Evolution of AP Physics Courses

AP Physics B was one of the original AP courses introduced by the College Board, serving as
an introduction to various physics topics without a heavy emphasis on calculus. However, in
2014, the College Board discontinued AP Physics B and replaced it with AP Physics 1 and AP
Physics 2, which are now algebra-based courses. In contrast, AP Physics C remains a



calculus-based course targeting students who are prepared for more rigorous mathematical
applications in their studies.

The Purpose and Goals of AP Physics

The primary goal of AP Physics courses is to prepare students for advanced studies in
science and engineering fields. Students who successfully complete these courses often
gain college credit and advanced placement in their college physics courses. Both courses
emphasize scientific reasoning, critical thinking, and problem-solving skills, essential for
success in higher education.

Key Differences Between AP Physics B and C

When comparing AP Physics B and C, several key differences emerge, influencing student
choices based on their academic and career aspirations. Understanding these differences is
crucial for students contemplating which course aligns best with their goals.

Content Focus

AP Physics B covered a wide range of topics, including mechanics, electricity and
magnetism, waves, and thermodynamics, but did so without a calculus focus. In contrast,
AP Physics C dives deeper into similar topics but applies calculus to understand the physical
principles thoroughly. This distinction ensures that students in Physics C are well-equipped
for the mathematical demands of higher-level physics courses in college.

Mathematical Rigor

One of the most significant differences lies in the mathematical rigor required. AP Physics C
requires students to have a solid understanding of calculus, as many of the concepts and
equations in the course rely heavily on calculus principles. Conversely, while AP Physics B
may use some algebra and trigonometry, it does not require calculus, making it more
accessible to students who may not have completed calculus yet.

Course Content and Structure

The structure and content of AP Physics B and C reflect their intended audiences and
educational goals. A detailed breakdown of each course provides insight into what students
can expect.



AP Physics B Course Structure

AP Physics B aimed to introduce students to fundamental physics concepts through an
algebra-based curriculum. The course included topics such as:

Mechanics

Electricity and Magnetism

Waves and Optics

Thermodynamics

Modern Physics

This course focused on conceptual understanding and problem-solving strategies without
the complexities introduced by calculus. It was designed to be engaging, providing students
with laboratory experiences and practical applications of physics principles.

AP Physics C Course Structure

AP Physics C is divided into two distinct sections: Mechanics and Electricity & Magnetism.
Each section requires a thorough understanding of calculus and its applications in physics.
The topics covered include:

Newtonian Mechanics

Work, Energy, and Power

Systems of Particles and Linear Momentum

Rotation

Oscillations and Gravitation

Electrostatics

Circuits

Magnetic Fields

This course is much more mathematically demanding and prepares students for the type of



physics they will encounter in college-level courses, particularly in engineering and physical
sciences.

Examination Format and Scoring

Understanding the examination formats and scoring systems for AP Physics B and C is
essential for students as they prepare for their assessments. Each course has its unique
structure, reflecting its content and focus.

AP Physics B Exam Structure

The AP Physics B exam consisted of multiple-choice questions and free-response questions
that tested students' understanding of concepts and their ability to apply physics principles.
Scoring was based on the number of correct answers, with no penalty for guessing.

AP Physics C Exam Structure

In contrast, the AP Physics C exam is divided into two sections, one for Mechanics and one
for Electricity & Magnetism. Each section includes both multiple-choice questions and free-
response questions. The scoring for these exams also focuses on correct responses, with a
specific emphasis on calculus-based problem-solving. This distinction highlights the
different levels of preparedness expected from students in each course.

Who Should Take AP Physics B or C?

Deciding whether to take AP Physics B or C depends on a student's academic background,
future aspirations, and comfort level with mathematics. Each course serves a different
purpose and targets different student profiles.

Ideal Candidates for AP Physics B

AP Physics B is suitable for students who:

Have a strong interest in physics but may not have completed calculus.

Are looking for a comprehensive overview of fundamental physics concepts.

Plan to pursue fields where advanced physics is not a primary focus.



Ideal Candidates for AP Physics C

On the other hand, AP Physics C is ideal for students who:

Have a solid foundation in calculus and are comfortable applying it to physics
problems.

Intend to pursue science, engineering, or mathematics in college.

Seek a more rigorous and in-depth understanding of physics principles.

Conclusion

In the discussion of AP Physics B vs C, it’s clear that both courses offer valuable
experiences tailored to different student needs and career goals. While AP Physics B
provides a broad and accessible introduction to physics, AP Physics C challenges students
with a deeper, calculus-based approach. Ultimately, the choice between these courses
should align with the student’s interests, mathematical confidence, and future academic
plans, ensuring they are well-prepared for their next steps in education.

Q: What is the main difference between AP Physics B
and C?
A: The main difference is that AP Physics B is algebra-based and covers a broad range of
physics topics, while AP Physics C is calculus-based and focuses on more advanced topics in
mechanics and electricity & magnetism.

Q: Is AP Physics C harder than AP Physics B?
A: Yes, AP Physics C is generally considered harder due to its reliance on calculus and the
depth of understanding required for the topics covered.

Q: Can I take AP Physics C without taking AP Physics B?
A: Yes, students can take AP Physics C without taking AP Physics B, but they should have a
strong foundation in calculus and physics concepts.



Q: Which course is better for aspiring engineers?
A: AP Physics C is better suited for aspiring engineers as it provides a stronger foundation in
the calculus-based physics they will encounter in college.

Q: Do colleges prefer one AP Physics course over the
other?
A: Preferences can vary by college. However, many engineering and science programs
value AP Physics C more due to its rigor and calculus focus.

Q: How should I prepare for the AP Physics exams?
A: Preparation should involve reviewing key concepts, practicing problem-solving, and
taking practice exams. Utilizing AP review books and online resources can also be
beneficial.

Q: What topics are covered in AP Physics C?
A: AP Physics C covers topics in mechanics, such as Newton's laws, energy, and
momentum, as well as electricity and magnetism, including electrostatics and circuits.

Q: How is the AP Physics exam scored?
A: The AP Physics exam is scored based on the number of correct answers, with no
penalties for incorrect answers. Each course has its own scoring scale for multiple-choice
and free-response sections.

Q: Should I take AP Physics if I'm not pursuing a science
major?
A: If you have a strong interest in physics and enjoy problem-solving, taking AP Physics can
still be a beneficial experience, even if you don't plan to pursue a science major.
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