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Unlocking the Secrets of AP Biology: Diffusion and Osmosis Lab Answers

For many high �school students, the AP Biology exam is a gateway to college biology programs and a stepping stone

to a science career. One of the most common and challenging units is the study of diffusion and osmosis. These

fundamental processes underpin everything from plant water uptake to drug delivery in the human body. In this

guide, we’ll walk you through the entire lab experience, from setting up the experiment to interpreting your results.

We’ll also provide comprehensive answers to the most frequently asked questions about the AP Biology diffusion

and osmosis lab. Whether you’re a first �time AP student or a seasoned pro, this article will help you master the

material and ace the exam.

Why Diffusion and Osmosis Matter in AP Biology

Diffusion and osmosis are passive transport mechanisms that move molecules across cell membranes without the

expenditure of ATP. Understanding these processes is critical for several reasons:

•  Cellular Homeostasis: Cells maintain internal stability by balancing solute and water concentrations.

•  Plant Physiology: Water movement drives turgor pressure, enabling plant growth and nutrient transport.

•  Medical Applications: Osmotic gradients guide drug delivery, dialysis, and intravenous fluid therapy.

•  Exam Relevance: The AP Biology exam frequently tests concepts like membrane permeability, osmotic 

pressure, and concentration gradients.

Because of its importance, the AP Biology diffusion and osmosis lab is often a highlight of the course. It provides

hands �on experience with the same concepts you’ll see on the exam.

Lab Overview: Materials and Procedure

Below is a concise, step �by �step outline of a typical AP Biology diffusion and osmosis lab. Feel free to adapt the

protocol to your classroom or home �based experiment, but keep the core principles intact.

•  3–5 potato wedges (or celery stalks, eggplant slices)

•  Distilled water, 0.5 /M NaCl solution, 1 /M NaCl solution

•  Digital scale (±0.01 /g)

•  Water bath or temperature �controlled environment (25 /°C)

•  Timer or stopwatch

•  Labeling markers

•  Data recording sheet

1.  Preparation: Cut equal �sized wedges (~1 /cm³) from the potato. Label each wedge with a unique identifier.

2.  Weighing: Record the initial mass of each wedge using the digital scale. This will be your baseline.

3.  Solution Setup: Prepare three beakers: one with distilled water (control), one with 0.5 /M NaCl, and one with 

1 /M NaCl. Ensure each beaker contains the same volume (e.g., 100 /mL).

4.  Immersion: Place one wedge in each beaker, ensuring full submersion.

5.  Timing: Start the timer and record the mass of each wedge at 30 �minute intervals for a total of 3 /hours.

6.  Observation: Note any visible changes such as swelling or shrinking of the wedges.

7.  Data Analysis: Plot mass vs. time for each solution to visualize the rate of water movement.



Key Scientific Concepts Explained

Before diving into the lab answers, let’s revisit the core concepts that will help you interpret your results.

Diffusion is the passive movement of molecules from an area of higher concentration to an area of lower

concentration. In the context of the lab, water molecules diffuse across the semi �permeable potato cell membrane.

The driving force is the concentration gradient of solutes inside versus outside the cell.

Osmosis is a special case of diffusion where water is the solute moving across the membrane. The direction of

water movement depends on the relative solute concentration inside the cell compared to the external solution.

Osmotic pressure is the pressure required to prevent water from moving across a membrane. It is directly

proportional to solute concentration and temperature. In the lab, higher NaCl concentrations create higher osmotic

pressure, driving water out of the potato cells.

Potato cell membranes are semi �permeable: they allow water to pass but restrict ions like Na z and Cl {. This selective

permeability is why the cells experience swelling or shrinking when placed in different solutions.

Comprehensive Lab Answers for the AP Biology Exam

Below we answer the most common questions you’ll encounter on the AP Biology diffusion and osmosis lab. These

answers are tailored to help you explain your data, interpret trends, and connect the lab to broader biological

principles.

The potato cells contain a high concentration of intracellular solutes (e.g., sugars, ions). In distilled water, the

external solute concentration is essentially zero. Water flows into the cells by osmosis, increasing cell volume and

causing the wedge to swell. In a 1 M NaCl solution, the external solute concentration is much higher than inside the

cell. Water exits the cells to balance the concentration gradient, leading to cell shrinkage and a decrease in wedge

mass.

Use the van ’t Hoff equation:
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where <� is osmotic pressure, i is the van ’t Hoff factor ("H2 for NaCl), M is molarity, R is the gas constant

(0.0821 /L·atm /K {¹ /mol {¹), and T is temperature in Kelvin (298 /K at 25 /°C). Plugging in the values gives:
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Although this is a theoretical value, it illustrates the magnitude of the osmotic force driving water movement.

Several variables affect the rate:

•  Concentration Gradient: Steeper gradients (e.g., 0 /M vs. 1 /M) increase the rate.

•  Temperature: Higher temperatures increase kinetic energy, speeding diffusion.

•  Membrane Surface Area: Larger surface area allows more water to cross.

•  Cell Wall Integrity: Intact cell walls limit excessive swelling or shrinkage.

A plateau indicates that equilibrium has been reached. At this point, the rate of water entering the cells equals the

rate of water leaving, so the net change in mass is zero. This equilibrium reflects equal osmotic pressures inside

and outside the cells.

The 0.5 M solution has a lower external solute concentration than the 1 M solution, resulting in a smaller

concentration gradient. Consequently, the osmotic pressure driving water movement is lower, so the rate of mass

change is slower.



1.  Inconsistent Wedge Sizes: Use a ruler or a cutting guide to ensure uniform dimensions.

2.  Temperature Fluctuations: Keep all beakers in a temperature �controlled environment.

3.  Evaporation: Cover beakers with foil or use a water bath to reduce evaporation.

4.  Scale Calibration: Calibrate the digital scale before each session.

Osmotic regulation is vital in:

•  Plant Turgor: Water uptake maintains cell turgor, supporting plant structure.

•  Kidney Filtration: The glomerulus uses osmotic pressure to filter blood.

•  Intravenous Therapy: Clinicians adjust NaCl concentrations to match patient osmolarity.

Celery’s cell walls are more rigid, so you may observe less swelling in distilled water and a more pronounced

shrinkage in NaCl solutions. The overall trends remain the same, but the magnitude of mass change may differ.

Yes. By comparing the rate constants (slope of the mass vs. time curve) for each solution, you can estimate relative

permeability. A steeper slope indicates higher permeability to water.

Introduce a sugar solution (e.g., sucrose) and measure the uptake of sugar into the potato cells over time. Use a

fluorescent dye that binds to sugars to visualize active transport under a microscope.

Data Analysis and Visualization

Effective data analysis is key to turning raw numbers into meaningful insights. Below are steps to analyze and

present your results.

Create a table with columns: Time (min), Mass in Distilled Water (g), Mass in 0.5 M NaCl (g), Mass in 1 M NaCl (g).

Include the initial mass as a baseline.

Use a line graph with time on the x �axis and mass on the y �axis. Plot separate lines for each solution. This visual

comparison highlights differences in swelling or shrinking rates.

Compute the percent change from the initial mass:

Percent Change = [(Final Mass – Initial Mass) / Initial Mass] × 100%

This standardizes the results, allowing easy comparison across different experiments.

Use a t �test to determine if the differences between groups (e.g., distilled water vs. 0.5 M NaCl) are statistically

significant. A p �value 

Summarize key findings: “The potato wedge in distilled water increased in mass by 15% over 3 hours, indicating net

water uptake. In contrast, the wedge in 1 /M NaCl decreased by 12%, showing net water loss.”
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