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COMPILATION: AP physics disruptions & outcomes 
 
From: THOMAS EGAN in Illinois 
Date: Mon, 12 Sep 2016  
Subject: Learning to really appreciate modeling 
     I started the process of becoming a modeling practitioner about 15 years ago.  I had two 
colleagues who attended a workshop at Illinois State University, and after hearing their 
descriptions of what modeling was, I realized that this paradigm was answering questions that I 
had long had, but had never put to words outside my own mind.   
     I went to Tempe and took a workshop with Kathy and Dan Malone.  It was an epiphany.  I 
knew this would not be an overnight change, but I returned to the classroom with a great 
enthusiasm.   
     Over time, I got to work with a master teacher (Jack Marino) who began exploring this thing 
called modeling with me.  We were both old school teachers (and I kindly say that he is older 
school than me).  Every so often he would shake his head and say how we used to teach so much 
more, and I would remind him "but did they learn more?"  That kept him going.  It is that key 
idea:  the difference between teaching and learning that is one of the keys - just because 
you teach it doesn't mean they learn it.  Jack and I spent the better part of the last 15 years 
developing our course (a non-accelerated elective course for seniors).  We were left alone, and I 
thought we were on to developing something amazing.  To compare, my kids were far more 
accomplished at physics than I and my fellow students were at a highly academically competitive 
private school back in 1988 (and our physics teacher was a guy named Jim Stankevitz ... that was 
pre-modeling Jim Stankevitz who was already a phenomenal teacher).   
     I've taken two more workshops from Jim, and I couldn't express how much I valued those 
opportunities. 
 
     And then it all came crashing down.  Last year we were informed that our physics class was 
going away.  Colleges really want a physics class, and so for the 4 or so kids a year that wanted 
to take AP Chem or AP Bio and hadn't gone through the accelerated track, they were required to 
take my physics class with the AP class, and this small number of kids complained, and a few 
decided to bypass AP science altogether.  Since our school's ranking at the venerable educational 
publication US News and World Report was too low, our district began a crash course to get 
every kid they could into every single AP class they could. Accelerated Physics became AP 
Physics I, and our course was done away with, in the name of increasing the number of 
challenging courses that instill higher level problem solving. It sickened me too.  In its 
place would be a new physics course for juniors. 
     As we began planning the course, I was told by my colleagues that modeling would not be 
a part of this course, because they didn't agree with it, and would not get trained.  One of 
these teachers also teaches AP Physics I, and is waiting for them to change the test because 
"everyone" is doing poorly on this test. Because the units were stacked with learning targets that 
allowed for no time for meaningful discussion or any labs except for the cookbook variety, I was 
faced with little choice. 
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     We are now into the year, my first teaching physics without modeling in 15 years, and I 
couldn't imagine how much I would miss it.  Our course is all about covering everything, with 
lock-step common tests which means that we are teaching right to the test.  Meaningful 
conversations about what things mean and where they come from are gone.  It is back to simple 
memorization of algorithms to solve problems, and we pat ourselves on the back because the kids 
can score well on a test that, putting it mildly, is hardly worthy of the name. 
     I know it is close (enough) to Halloween, and this horror story is timely in that regard, but 
what I wish to pass on is that you should never take for granted what you have learned 
about Modeling.  Treasure the time you have put in, and if you have supportive 
colleagues and administrators, take some time to thank them for taking risks and being 
willing to explore, change, and do what is good for our students.  Take a moment and 
thank them for helping you to give greater meaning to your teaching.  Sometimes you 
only really appreciate this when it is taken from you. 
 ------------------------------- 
From: David Ennis 
Date: Wed, 14 Sep 2016  
     Thomas Egan wrote: “. . . I was told by my colleagues that modeling would not be a part of 
this course, because they didn't agree with it, and would not get trained.  One of these teachers 
also teaches AP Physics I, and is waiting for them to change the test because "everyone" is doing 
poorly on this test . . .” 
     That colleague of yours has a very long wait.  I just took an AP Physics I institute this 
summer, with a leader who was closely connected to the College Board.  She emphasized that the 
changeover to AP Physics I was driven by the complaints of college professors who were fed up 
with receiving hoards of students who had scored 3, 4 and 5 on AP B, but who didn't know 
anything.   
     Those key stakeholders are actually fine with the low percentage of 3 and better, and the exam 
will never be softened as long as they have their way.  The burden is on high schools to 
improve instruction if they want higher rates.   
     The need for a modeling approach was mentioned many times, but, oddly I thought, without a 
tip of the hat to Modeling Instruction™.   
     By the way, as you probably know, the 1-4 scores are assigned with a variety of 
considerations applied.  "If they just write their name, they get a 1."    The actual percentage of 
correct answers underlying the scores for the first two years of AP Physics 1 are more 
abysmal than the assigned scores reveal. 
 -----------------------------  
Kay Fincher, a Modeling Workshop leader in Texas 
Date: Tue, 13 Sep 2016  
Thomas, 
You need to tell your AP Physics 1 teacher that we are using Modeling Instruction to teach 
AP Physics 1 at Amarillo High School and our kids did pretty well on the exam. 60% of 
my students earned a 3 or better and 56% of our school’s testers earned a 3 or better. The 
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global average was right at 39% earning 3 or better. We’re a public high school in a suburban area 
and have no entrance requirements for AP Physics 1 other than Algebra 1 and Geometry. 
     Our students outperformed the other high schools in our district by a huge margin 
(some had NO passing scores). Now the other physics teachers in our district want to have a 
Modeling workshop in our city (if only we could get admin on board!). 
     Good luck and I hope your situation gets better with time. If not, you may want to look for a 
job elsewhere. 
 ----------------------------------------- 
Marc Reif , who leads AP physics summer institutes  
Date: Wed, 14 Sep 2016  
    Ditto Kay Fincher's message from me. We had 57% 3 and above in AP1 using elements of 
Modeling Instruction  and SBG (3 sections) and 84% in AP2 (1 section). Mostly we have 
good students (some very good), but it is a pretty open course (no prereqs, except Physics 1 on 
Physics 2) and there's a mix of everybody in there. 
     I believe your colleague is waiting in vain for the College Board to make substantial changes to 
AP 1 in the next few years More kids are taking the exam and more kids are earning scores of 3 
and above since the demise of AP Physics B. This would seem to be a double win from the 
College Board's perspective. 
 ------------------------------------  
Michael Tollefson  
Date: Thu, 15 Sep 2016  
     It saddens me greatly that Thomas had to abandon modeling to teach physics when it is the 
way to go.  I also teach AP Physics 1, and I use modeling to do so.  The structure of the AP 
Physics 1 curriculum aligns very well with modeling.  Trying to use canned algorithms to 
teach to the AP Physics 1 test is doomed to failure.  That test is written in a way that 
focuses on conceptual ideas behind physics and then how to apply them to solve problems.  
     I supplement the modeling materials with AP style problems, but the core of my class is 
taught following modeling.  We use Etkina's book and use problems from that and old AP 
Physics B and C tests.  I use the same or similar labs as modeling which prepares them for the 
open response lab question.  
      I had an 84% passing rate last year on the test, so I gotta say using modeling works 
well for AP Physics 1.  Sorry to hear that you are being forced to do it another way. 
 ------------------------- 
From: John Novak, in Minnesota 
Date: Fri, 16 Sep 2016 
Subject: Learning to really appreciate modeling - what do the kids get? 
Thomas, 
     Your story is all too common, I think.  I am under a similar situation.  "Need" to have a college 
level (College in the Schools or AP), course to remain competitive, but fear the loss of my fun 
physics course. 
     As my peer and I were looking at what the college course really achieved, it looked nothing 
more than a badge to put on their diploma. The AP got them a general science credit or maybe 1 
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term of the calc. physics if they scored a 3 or higher (some needed to be a 4).  The college in the 
schools course got the kids a 100 level physics that only serves non-college of science majors 
(i.e. business, art, social sciences - not the engineer want-a-be's who are in my physics class 
now).  Feel free to correct me if I wrong - just my observation of the Gopher state. 
     So next year we will offer a college in the schools course (which I may or may not be teaching 
- a different saga), and a general physics (modeling maybe, but the thought is to cover everything 
like an express train).  I see parents and kids flocking to the college course to get the "free" credits 
and skipping my course and I'll be done teaching physics.  (My peer has done AP at another 
school and has Masters in several different technical fields.) 
     So, when did HS become pseudo-college?  What are the kids getting out of the AP and CIS 
courses?  I know the universities are not losing money on it. 
 ----------------------------------- 
From: David Weaver, Community College faculty  
Date: Fri, 16 Sep 2016  
     John Novak wrote: “ So, when did HS become pseudo-college?  What are the kids getting out 
of the AP and CIS courses?  I know the universities are not losing money on it.” 
     In physics, in Arizona, the notion of dual enrollment (what we call college in the HS) grew out 
of a realization that many of our modeling-trained HS teachers were doing at least as good 
a job of preparing students as many college teachers. 
     The AZ Legislature (bless their hearts) decided that, if a HS course addressed the same topics, 
achieved the same competencies, and required similar instructor qualifications, there was no 
reason for AZ taxpayers to pay for the "same course" twice. 
     As a former math/science college division chair and dual enrollment coordinator, I can tell you 
that the best teaching I've ever seen has been in HS classrooms and I've been in hundreds of 
college and HS classrooms. 
     Our daughter graduated HS with 35 college credits which allowed her to spend her 4 
undergraduate years really exploring lots of intellectual options and avoiding the cattle call 
courses that typify freshman classes at Arizona State. 
     I'm a fan of dual enrollment. 
 


