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COMPILATION: AP physics without a textbook; Spiral Physics, free online textbook by Paul 
D’Alessandris, for AP & college 
 
From:    Bob Warzeski (LA) 
Date: 18 Dec 2014  
Subject: AP physics without a book? 
      Can you teach AP Physics B without a book? I'm preparing to teach AP Physics B for the 
first time next year, as a "two-year" course in two semesters of a 4 x 4 block system.  About 10 
students have signed up, all of whom have taken my (Modeling) Honors Physics course this 
year. 
      Apparently no one else in our district teaches AP physics, as one teacher at another of our 
Magnet Schools and I am the first.  We are supposed to collaborate on a syllabus to be submitted 
to AP Central.  She has selected Cutnell & Johnson, a book I've used in years past for teaching 
traditional Honors Physics (I have a copy of the 7th edition).  I was astonished to find that the 
eighth edition (which says it has benefited greatly from PER) costs $201 each!   The new Randall 
Knight et al book, recommended in some recent Listserv posts, goes for $151 via Amazon.com, 
or a minimum of $123 used. 
      We have been told there is zero money for new textbooks next year.  The students in my 
school couldn't begin to pay that much for a high school book.  Quandary. 
      Is there any precedent for going text-free with an AP Physics course?  Would the AP people 
be willing to accept a syllabus/audit that proposed doing so?  I'd consider using online resources,  
Modeling materials and old AP exams for the kids, and teach the course using Modeling as much 
as possible.  I'm familiar with Sadler & Tais' findings that having used a book in their high school 
course was actually a negative factor in students' performance in college physics.  I just don't 
know if the AP people are. 
  ********************************** 
Re: AP physics without a textbook 
From: Matt Greenwolfe  
Date: Thu, 18 Dec 2014  
     I've done it successfully for years.  About five years ago our program shifted from B to C, but 
I've done it with both.  The key is models.  Focus in on the key models, have the students do 
model summaries and concept maps (re-inforcing how all of the models fit together) and solve 
problems by applying as small of an amount fundamental concepts as you can get away with. 
 ------------------------------------------------- 
From:    Matt Greenwolfe (NC) 
      Use the modeling materials on electricity and magnetism, mechanical waves and models of 
light.  They are excellent. Thermodynamics is available from [the AMTA website, for members 
only: http://modelinginstruction.org .  [Matt developed the thermodynamics unit. JJ] 
     Make sure they get plenty of practice solving symbols-only problems and applying scaling 
arguments to the final formula.  I don't use a book for AP and have found this to be sufficient 
topical coverage for students to do well on the exam.  ... 
  ***************************************** 
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From:    Clark Vangilder (AZ) 
      Though I'm only generally familiar with what AP Physics requires (seems like the standard 
University Physics mostly), I am familiar with a free textbook called Spiral Physics that can be 
downloaded from http://web.monroecc.edu/spiral.  Your only cost is printing. 
      I DO NOT think that the Knight book is as modeling-friendly as many say it is.  It supports 
a few of the things that modeling promotes, but past that it is just like any other textbook.  The  
other online textbooks like Motion Mountain and Light and Matter are "good" only in the sense 
that they are free ... they don't aid you in any way other than being a free reference.  The 
Modeling Method works different than that ... but I preach to the choir? 
      Spiral Physics gives a simple presentation of physics in terms of the four main models and 
some of their applications.  Most of the textbook is activity sheets that come in the form of 
standard problems and task ranking.  In my opinion, it gives a modeler a basic textbook and 
plenty of latitude with regard to the modeling method. It comes in two forms (Algebra- & 
Calculus-based). 
      I use Spiral Physics for my algebra-based physics and Matter & Interactions (not cheap) for 
the calc-based course; however, I do incorporate many of the Spiral activities into the calc-based 
course as well.  The only thing that I'd like to see in Spiral Physics (well, any curriculum for that 
matter) are problems that come in the form of statements that lend themselves to modeling, rather 
than questions that beg for a standard formulaic approach.  But the Compadre thing on the web 
has a boatload of problem statements, and it's free too. 
 -------------------- 
From: Kathy Harper, Ohio State University. Modeling Workshop organizer & leader since  1998 
Date: Thu, 8 Nov 2012  
  Goalless problems were invented by Paul D'Alessandris of Monroe Community College in 
Rochester, NY.  He's quite modest and doesn't publish as much as he should about things, but 
here is a document where he talks about them and the spiral physics approach (which also 
originated with him): 
 ------------------------ 
 
[Jane’s notes:  
1) A permanent weblink to SPIRAL PHYSICS is at the ASU modeling legacy website, on the 
‘weblinks for modelers’ webpage, in the section on modeling-friendly resources by others. 
http://modeling.asu.edu/modeling/weblinks.html  
2) Matt Greenwolfe made many goalless problems specifically for Modeling Instruction; they are 
free from AMTA members, on the AMTA website: http://modelinginstruction.org  Matt’s 
introductions are at http://modeling.asu.edu/Projects-Resources.html in the section on Discourse 
in the Modeling Classroom. ] 


