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Introduction

For high �school students aiming to strengthen their physics foundation and earn college credit, the AP Physics C 

exam is a popular choice. While the multiple �choice portion is often the focus of many prep courses, the response 

sectioncarries a significant portion of the overall score and demands a deeper level of analytical thinking.

Understanding how to tackle these free �response problems—whether you’re preparing for Calculus AB or Calculus

BC—can be the difference between a solid pass and a stellar grade. This guide will walk you through the structure

of the response section, offer proven study strategies, highlight common pitfalls, and provide resources to help you

master the material.

What Is AP Physics C?

AP Physics C is a college �level physics course offered by the College Board that focuses on two distinct modules: 

Mechanics and E&M (Electromagnetism). Each module can be taken separately or together, and both are

available in Calculus AB and Calculus BC formats. The curriculum builds on concepts such as kinematics,

dynamics, energy, momentum, electric fields, magnetic fields, and AC/DC circuits, all while requiring students to

apply calculus to solve problems.

Calculus AB vs. Calculus BC

The difference between AB and BC lies primarily in the depth and breadth of calculus content covered. Calculus AB

focuses on foundational topics such as derivatives, integrals, and basic differential equations. Calculus BC adds

series, advanced integration techniques, and a deeper exploration of differential equations. For the response

section, both versions demand proficiency in calculus, but BC students may encounter more complex integrals and

series expansions.

The AP Physics C Response Section: An Overview

The response portion is divided into two main parts: Mechanics and E&M. Each part contains a series of

short �answer and extended �answer questions that require you to demonstrate not only conceptual understanding but

also the ability to perform detailed calculations.

Structure and Timing

•  Mechanics: 4–6 questions, 45 minutes total

•  E&M: 4–6 questions, 45 minutes total

•  Each question typically has a brief prompt (1–2 sentences) followed by a space for a written solution.

•  Students must show all steps, label units, and justify reasoning.

Scoring Rubric

The College Board assigns a point value to each question and evaluates responses based on:

1.  Correctness: Accuracy of the final answer.

2.  Completeness: Whether all required steps are shown.

3.  Clarity: Logical organization and clear labeling.



4.  Unit Consistency: Proper use of SI units.

Partial credit is awarded for correct intermediate steps, even if the final answer is incorrect. Therefore, writing clean,

step �by �step solutions is crucial.

Key Concepts Every Response Must Master

Below is a concise list of core topics that frequently appear in the response section. Familiarity with each will give

you a solid foundation for tackling any question.

Mechanics

•  Vector kinematics (velocity, acceleration, displacement)

•  Newton’s Laws and free �body diagrams

•  Work, energy, and power

•  Conservation of mechanical energy

•  Linear momentum and impulse

•  Rotational dynamics (torque, angular acceleration)

•  Simple harmonic motion and oscillations

•  Gravitational fields and orbital mechanics

E&M

•  Electric fields and potentials

•  Capacitance and dielectric materials

•  Kirchhoff’s laws and circuit analysis

•  Magnetic fields and the Lorentz force

•  Faraday’s law and inductance

•  Electromagnetic waves and propagation

•  Maxwell’s equations in integral and differential form

•  Boundary conditions and continuity equations

Preparing for the Response Section

Success in the response section comes from a blend of conceptual understanding, mathematical proficiency, and

test �day strategy. Below are actionable steps to help you build confidence.

1. Master the Calculus Toolbox

Calculus is the language of AP Physics C. If you’re struggling with derivatives, integrals, or differential equations,

consider a focused review before tackling response problems.

2. Practice with Past Exam Questions

The College Board provides free response questions from previous years. Working through these under timed

conditions mimics the real exam environment.

3. Develop a Consistent Problem �Solving Workflow

Adopting a systematic approach reduces errors and saves time. A typical workflow might look like:

1.  Read the problem carefully and identify what is being asked.

2.  Sketch a diagram or set up a coordinate system.

3.  List known quantities and relevant equations.

4.  Derive intermediate expressions step by step.



5.  Calculate the final answer and double �check units.

6.  Label the solution clearly and provide a brief explanation.

4. Focus on Units and Dimensional Analysis

Many students lose points simply because they forget to convert units or write the answer in the wrong format.

Always express your final answer in SI units unless the problem specifies otherwise.

5. Time Management Techniques

•  Allocate roughly 7–8 minutes per question in the Mechanics section and 8–9 minutes in the E&M section.

•  If you’re stuck, skip to the next question and return if time permits.

•  Keep a quick reference sheet for common equations to speed up calculations.

Sample Practice Problems and Solutions

Below are two representative problems—one from Mechanics and one from E&M—to illustrate how you might

approach a response question. Detailed solutions are provided to reinforce the methodology.

Mechanics Example

Prompt:A 2.0 kg block slides down a frictionless incline that makes a 30° angle with the horizontal. It starts from

rest at a height of 3.0 m. Determine the block’s speed at the bottom and the kinetic energy just before it reaches

the bottom.

1.  Use conservation of mechanical energy: \\(E_i = E_f\\). Initially, the block has only potential energy: \\(U_i = 

mgh = 2.0 \\times 9.81 \\times 3.0 = 58.86\\ \\text{J}\\).

2.  At the bottom, all potential energy converts to kinetic energy: \\(K_f = 58.86\\ \\text{J}\\).

3.  Relate kinetic energy to speed: \\(K_f = \\frac{1}{2}mv^2\\). Solve for \\(v\\): 

\\(v = \\sqrt{\\frac{2K_f}{m}} = \\sqrt{\\frac{2 \\times 58.86}{2.0}} = \\sqrt{58.86} \\approx 7.67\\ \\text{m/s}\\).

4.  Answer: Speed \\(v = 7.67\\ \\text{m/s}\\); Kinetic energy \\(K_f = 58.86\\ \\text{J}\\).

E&M Example

Prompt:A parallel �plate capacitor with plate area \\(A = 0.10\\ \\text{m}^2\\) and separation \\(d = 2.0\\ \\text{mm}\\)

is charged to a voltage of \\(V = 500\\ \\text{V}\\). The space between the plates is filled with a dielectric having \\(\

\kappa = 4\\). Calculate the capacitance and the stored energy.

1.  Capacitance with dielectric: \\(C = \\kappa \\varepsilon_0 \\frac{A}{d}\\). Plugging values:

\\(C = 4 \\times 8.854 \\times 10^{-12} \\times \\frac{0.10}{0.002}\\).

\\(C = 4 \\times 8.854 \\times 10^{-12} \\times 50 = 1.77 \\times 10^{-9}\\ \\text{F} = 1.77\\ \\text{nF}\\).

2.  Stored energy: \\(U = \\frac{1}{2}CV^2 = \\frac{1}{2} \\times 1.77 \\times 10^{-9} \\times 500^2\\).

\\(U = 0.5 \\times 1.77 \\times 10^{-9} \\times 250,000 = 0.221\\ \\text{J}\\).

3.  Answer: Capacitance \\(C = 1.77\\ \\text{nF}\\); Stored energy \\(U = 0.221\\ \\text{J}\\).

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

•  Skipping Diagram Steps: Even if a problem seems straightforward, drawing a diagram clarifies relationships.

•  Forgetting Units: Always convert to SI units; the College Board penalizes missing or wrong units.

•  Misapplying Equations: Double �check that the equation matches the scenario (e.g., using \\(v^2 = v_0^2 + 2ad\

\) only for constant acceleration).

•  Overlooking Vector Components: In E&M, electric and magnetic fields are vectors; neglecting direction can 

lead to wrong signs.

•  Time Management Errors: Spending too long on a single question can leave insufficient time for the rest.



Resources to Boost Your Response Skills

Below are curated tools and materials that can help you practice and refine your response section performance.

Official College Board Materials

•  Past free �response questions and scoring rubrics (available on the College Board website).

•  AP Physics C study guide and sample exam.

Textbooks and Review Books

•  College Board AP Physics C: Calculus-Based – includes practice problems and solutions.

•  5 Steps to a 5: AP Physics C Calculus AB & BC – focuses on test �taking strategies.

Online Platforms

•  Khan Academy – offers calculus refresher videos and physics problem sets.

•  Physics Classroom – provides interactive tutorials on key concepts.

•  Brilliant.org – offers problem �solving challenges in physics and calculus.

Study Groups and Tutoring

Collaborating with peers can expose you to different problem �solving approaches. If you need personalized help,

consider hiring a tutor who specializes in AP Physics C.

Building Confidence Through Repetition

Like any high �stakes exam, confidence stems from familiarity. The more free �response problems you solve, the more

comfortable you become with the format, the typical question types, and the timing required. Set a schedule: aim to

complete at least two full response sections each week leading up to the exam.

Final Thoughts

The AP Physics C response section rewards students who combine solid conceptual knowledge with precise

mathematical execution. By mastering calculus fundamentals, practicing with official past �exam questions, and

adopting a disciplined problem �solving routine, you can transform this challenging part of the exam into an

opportunity to showcase your physics prowess.

Remember: every practice session is a step toward mastery. Stay disciplined, keep revisiting the core concepts,

and most importantly, give yourself time to understand each solution before moving
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