Dear Future AP Biology Student,
I am very pleased to have you as a member of what promises to be an excellent class.  I just wanted to get in touch with you before the course begins so that you might understand what you are getting into and what you might expect to get out of it.

The Advanced Placement Program of the College Board is designed to let students in high school obtain college credit.  This is a program of credit by examination.  The College Board hires the Educational Testing Service (ETS) to write and grade the AP Biology Exam.  Grades are assigned on a basis of 1-5 with a 3 as a “passing” score.  About 97,000 students take the exam each spring, and about 60% of them got a 3 or better.  Most of this year’s exam is based on a conceptual approach.  This approach covers all subject parts of biology as a mesh of unifying themes.  About 25% of the exam is based on laboratory exercises.  The college board has mandated 12 labs that must be performed during the school year.  At least one of the essay questions has something to do with one of the labs.  This year it was Biotechnology and cloning (Lab 6).

AP Biology is a college course taught in the high school.  Colleges expect a student to have an “equivalent” experience to their freshman course, including the laboratories, and to have mastered its content.  Many colleges give credit for a score of 4 or 5.

Because Fairmont Preparatory Academy is focused on college preparation, we offer many AP and IB courses.  It is of vital importance that you choose your classes and your activities wisely.  There are only so many hours in a day and you need to be careful as to not over-tax yourself.

It is important for you to consider why you are taking this course.  If your primary reason is a desire to accept and tackle a difficult intellectual challenge, to take a superior course, and/or just to take and “pass” the AP exam, then AP biology at Fairmont Prep can help you meet these goals.  If, on the other hand, your primary goal is to obtain credit for a biology course, then you should contact the colleges to which you are likely to attend and find out if they accept AP courses for credit.  It is important to note that only at Liberal Arts Colleges will a 4 or a 5 on the AP exam potentially exempt you from the Major’s introductory Biology class.  At large Universities, a 4 or a 5 is will only potentially exempt you from the introductory course offered to non-majors.  You should also bear in mind that even if you score high on the exam, you may elect to take Intro Biology in college.  We will have some great labs, but we cannot match college facilities.

To be successful in this class you must understand and accept unusually heavy demands on your time and energy.  There is an extraordinary amount of material to cover, a lot of work to do and very little time available, even with the new arrangement of the block scheduling and the combination AP biology/Honours Anatomy and Physiology.  Each student and parent should not be surprised by course requirements that are in excess of what you expect of a normal AP/IB HL course.  It is not unusual for a student to be responsible for several levels of assignments at the same time.  For example, there will be regular reading assignments, labs to write up, occasional articles to read and summarise, and a quiz or exam for which to prepare.  Also, some students accustomed to making A’s will make B’s or even lower on tests and start to doubt themselves, their teacher and the course because they forget that they are taking a college level course with standards higher than usual.

In my estimation, the greatest challenge is the requirement that my students remain consistent throughout the year.  In regular courses, a bright, high-ability student can let his or her effort slide a little from time to time and make up for it with a big push right before the test.  Other students may work very hard for one semester and then may let their efforts slide in the spring.  These strategies will threaten even the most gifted student’s chances of passing the AP exam.
Although extra-curricular activities should be chosen wisely, past AP students have been able to participate fully in athletics, student government, clubs and student publications, but they need to plan their time carefully.  The athletes in particular are prone to missing many classes.  They should be aware of their game schedule and keep me notified of anticipated absences.

Also, the priority you give the course is important.  I know that many of you are taking more than one AP/IB course.  Your priorities are your business, but please remember that 4’s and 5’s are very hard to get and require great effort, as does an A in this class.

Once you have read this letter carefully, please sign it and have your parent(s)/guardian(s) sign it below, and show it to me on the first day of school when you turn in your Summer assignment.  It is worth 5 points.  Parents, if you have any questions or concerns, please contact me: sheydler@fairmontschools.com.

I look forward to working with you and the rest of the members of such a capable class this coming year, and feel sure that we will all learn a great deal.

Regards,

Susan Heydler

Fairmont Prep AP Biology Teacher
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