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The 2013 AP Biology exam represents a significant milestone in the history of advanced placement science

education. It marked the first full implementation of the College Board&rsquo;s redesigned curriculum, which

pivoted from a broad, encyclopedic survey of biological facts toward a more focused, inquiry-based model

emphasizing deep conceptual understanding and scientific practices. For educators, students, and curriculum

specialists, the 2013 exam serves as the foundational blueprint for modern biological assessment, establishing the

technical standards for quantitative analysis, experimental design, and the integration of the "Four Big Ideas."

The Theoretical Framework of the Redesigned AP Biology Curriculum

To understand the technical nuances of the 2013 exam, one must first analyze the theoretical framework that 

prompted its development. The redesign was driven by the recognition that biology is an increasingly quantitative 

and interdisciplinary field. Consequently, the exam transitioned from assessing what a student knows to 

assessing what a student can dowith that knowledge. This shift is codified through the Seven Science Practices

and the Four Big Ideas.

The Four Big Ideas (BIs)

•  Big Idea 1: Evolution &ndash; The process of evolution drives the diversity and unity of life. Technical 

assessment focuses on natural selection, genetic drift, and mathematical models like Hardy-Weinberg equilibrium.

•  Big Idea 2: Energetics &ndash; Biological systems utilize free energy and molecular building blocks to grow, to 

reproduce, and to maintain dynamic homeostasis. This includes thermodynamics, enzyme kinetics, and cellular 

respiration.

•  Big Idea 3: Information Storage and Transfer &ndash; Living systems store, retrieve, transmit, and respond to 

information essential to life processes. This covers genetics, biotechnology, and cell signaling.

•  Big Idea 4: System Interactions &ndash; Biological systems interact, and these systems and their interactions 

possess complex properties. This examines ecology, organ system coordination, and community dynamics.

The Seven Science Practices

The 2013 exam was specifically engineered to test these practices in tandem with content knowledge:

1.  Using representations and models to communicate scientific phenomena.

2.  Using mathematics appropriately.

3.  Engaging in scientific questioning to extend thinking.

4.  Planning and implementing data collection strategies.

5.  Performing data analysis and evaluation of evidence.

6.  Working with scientific explanations and theories.

7.  Connecting and relating knowledge across various scales and concepts.

Technical Analysis of Section I: Multiple Choice and Grid-In Questions

Section I of the 2013 AP Biology exam consists of 63 multiple-choice questions and 6 grid-in questions. Unlike

previous iterations, these questions are rarely "stand-alone" recall items. Instead, they are typically grouped into

sets based on a shared stimulus, such as a data table, a description of an experiment, or a complex biological



diagram.

Mathematical Modeling in Grid-In Questions

The introduction of grid-in questions in 2013 required students to perform precise calculations and enter their

numerical answers into a grid. This necessitated a high level of technical proficiency in basic statistical and

mathematical operations. Key mathematical concepts tested included:

•  Water Potential (&Psi;): Calculating &Psi; = &Psi;p + &Psi;s to predict the direction of water movement in plant 

cells.

•  Standard Deviation and Standard Error: Interpreting error bars on graphs to determine if differences between 

data sets are statistically significant.

•  Chi-Square (&chi;&sup2;) Analysis: Determining if observed data fits an expected ratio (e.g., Mendelian 

genetics or animal behavior choices).

•  Growth Rates: Utilizing dN/dt = rN (exponential) or dN/dt = rmaxN((K-N)/K) (logistic) to model population 

dynamics.

Experimental Design and Analysis: The Choice Chamber Paradigm

One of the hallmark components of the 2013 assessment, as highlighted in the scoring guidelines, is the focus on 

experimental design. A recurring technical scenario involves the Choice Chamberexperiment, often used to test

animal behavior (taxis and kinesis).

Controlled Variables and Environmental Factors

In a technical setting, students are asked to design an experiment to test how specific environmental factors 

influence the movement of an organism (often terrestrial isopods or Drosophila). The 2013 guidelines emphasize

the manipulation of the following independent variables:



Environmental Factor Technical Implementation Biological Rationale

Glucose Concentration Varying molarities of glucose solution 
on filter paper.

Tests chemotaxis and metabolic 
preference.

Temperature Using cold packs vs. heating pads at 
opposite ends of the chamber.

Tests thermotaxis and metabolic 
optimization.

Light Levels Using opaque covers vs. high-
intensity lamps.

Tests phototaxis (positive or negative) 
and avoidance behavior.

Moisture/Humidity Wet vs. dry filter paper. Tests hydrotaxis and desiccation 
prevention strategies.

Procedural Execution for Experimental FRQs

When approaching the Free Response Questions (FRQs) regarding experimental design, the 2013 scoring

guidelines require a specific technical workflow:

1.  Hypothesis Generation: Formulate a null hypothesis (H0) stating that there is no significant difference 

between the control and experimental groups.

2.  Variable Identification: Clearly define the independent variable (the factor being changed), the dependent 

variable (the response being measured), and at least three controlled variables (factors kept constant).

3.  Data Collection: Describe the methodology for measuring the response. This must include sample size and 

duration of the experiment to ensure reliability.

4.  Statistical Verification: Mention the use of the Chi-Square test to compare observed results with expected 

values (usually a 50/50 distribution in a two-chamber setup).

Deep Dive into Section II: Free Response Question (FRQ) Strategy

The 2013 FRQs were divided into two long questions and six short questions. The scoring rubric for these

questions is rigorous, requiring not just a mention of a term, but an explanation of its mechanism.

The Long FRQ: Quantitative Interpretation

The long FRQs usually present a multi-part scenario. Part A typically asks for a description of a biological process.

Part B might require the construction of a graph from a provided data set. Part C involves an analysis of that graph,

and Part D asks for a prediction of what would happen if a variable were changed (e.g., an inhibitor were added).

Common Technical Terms in FRQ Prompts

Understanding the "action verbs" in the 2013 exam is critical for maximizing scores:

•  Describe: Provide the relevant characteristics of a specified topic.

•  Explain: Provide information about how or why a relationship, process, pattern, or outcome occurs, using 

evidence and/or reasoning to support the claim.

•  Calculate: Perform mathematical steps to arrive at a final answer, including algebraic expressions and proper 

significant figures.

•  Justify: Provide evidence to support, qualify, or defend a claim and/or provide reasoning to explain how that 

evidence supports or qualifies the claim.

Case Study: 2013 FRQ Question 1 - Fly Behavior



Question 1 of the 2013 exam provided a classic example of the new assessment style. Students were given a

scenario where fruit flies were placed in a choice chamber with one side containing a ripe banana and the other

side containing nothing (or a controlled alternative). The students had to analyze the behavior over time.

The Statistical Challenge

A technical pitfall in this question was the interpretation of the "null hypothesis." Many students incorrectly assumed 

the flies would choose the banana. While biologically likely, the statistical null hypothesis must state that the flies 

will show no preference. This distinction is vital for applying the Chi-Square test correctly. If the calculated

&chi;&sup2; value is greater than the critical value (from the provided table at p=0.05), the null hypothesis is

rejected, suggesting the behavior is indeed a response to the stimulus (taxis).

Scoring Dynamics for Experimental Design

To earn full points on Question 1, the response had to include:

•  A clear prediction of the movement (e.g., flies will move toward the glucose source).

•  A description of the control (e.g., an empty chamber or a chamber with water-soaked paper).

•  An explanation of the mechanism (e.g., chemoreceptors on the fly's antennae detecting volatile organic 

compounds).

Comparison of Assessment Models: 2012 vs. 2013

To appreciate the technical advancement of the 2013 exam, it is helpful to compare it to the previous year's model.

The following table illustrates the shift in evaluative priorities.



Feature Pre-2013 Exam (Traditional) 2013 Exam and Beyond (Inquiry-
Based)

Focus Content breadth and memorization. Conceptual depth and application.

Question Type Isolated multiple-choice questions. Stimulus-based question sets.

Mathematics Minimal; simple arithmetic. Heavy; requires formula sheet and 
grid-ins.

Lab Assessment Questions about "The 12 Labs." Questions about "The 13 
Investigations" (Open-ended).

FRQ Structure Broad essays on general topics. Structured prompts requiring data 
analysis.

Troubleshooting and Common Failure Modes in Assessment Performance

Based on the 2013 Scoring Guidelines and Reflection reports, technical writers and educators identified several

areas where students consistently underperformed. Addressing these "failure modes" is essential for mastering the

modern exam format.

Failure to Connect Scales

Students often struggle to connect molecular changes (e.g., a mutation in DNA) to physiological outcomes (e.g.,

enzyme dysfunction) and ecological consequences (e.g., reduced fitness). A high-scoring technical response must

bridge these gaps. For example, if discussing the impact of temperature on an ecosystem, one must mention the

kinetic energy of molecules, the denaturation of proteins, and the subsequent shift in population growth rates.

Misinterpreting Graphical Data

A common error on the 2013 exam involved the misinterpretation of error bars. If the 95% confidence intervals

(standard error bars) of two data points overlap, the difference between them is not statistically significant. Many

students incorrectly claimed a "significant increase" simply because one mean was slightly higher than the other,

ignoring the overlapping error bars. This indicates a lack of technical understanding of statistical variance.

Vague Biological Language

Using non-technical language like "the fly likes the sugar" instead of "the fly exhibits positive chemotaxis toward the 

glucose stimulus" leads to point loss. Professional technical writing in biology requires precise terminology (e.g., 

signal transduction pathway, ligand-binding, phosphorylation cascade, allosteric regulation).

Practical Field Guide for Exam Preparation

For those utilizing the 2013 exam as a study tool, the following technical checklist should be followed to ensure

comprehensive readiness:

1.  Review the Formula Sheet: Familiarize yourself with the AP Biology Equations and Formulas sheet. You do 

not need to memorize them, but you must know when and how to apply them (e.g., the difference between the 

standard deviation and standard error formulas).

2.  Practice Data Transformation: Take raw data and practice converting it into various graph types (line, bar, 

scatter, box-and-whisker). Ensure you always include units on axes.



3.  Analyze Scoring Rubrics: Read the official 2013 scoring guidelines. Pay attention to the "OR" statements 

(where multiple answers are acceptable) and the "Note" sections (where specific exclusions are listed).

4.  Simulate the Timing: The 2013 exam structure is grueling. Practice Section I in 90 minutes and Section II in 

90 minutes (including a 10-minute reading period) to build the necessary cognitive endurance.

Evolutionary Implications and the Future of Biological Assessment

The technical shift initiated by the 2013 AP Biology exam reflects the broader evolution of the biological sciences.

In the 21st century, biology is no longer a descriptive science; it is a predictive one. The ability to model complex

systems, analyze massive data sets, and understand the molecular basis of inheritance is what defines a modern

biologist.

By moving away from a curriculum that rewarded the memorization of the stages of the Krebs cycle and toward one

that asks students to predict the effect of a mitochondrial inhibitor on ATP production, the College Board aligned

the AP program with the expectations of higher education and professional research. The 2013 exam was the

catalyst for this change, setting a high technical bar that continues to challenge and inspire students to think like

scientists. Success on such an assessment requires more than just reading a textbook; it requires an active

engagement with the scientific process, a mastery of mathematical tools, and the ability to synthesize disparate

pieces of information into a coherent, evidence-based argument.

As biological technology continues to advance&mdash;from CRISPR gene editing to synthetic biology&mdash;the

foundational principles established in the 2013 redesign remain as relevant as ever. The emphasis on systems

thinking, the flow of genetic information, and the rigorous application of the scientific method ensures that students

who master this format are well-equipped to navigate the complexities of the modern scientific landscape.
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