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Permission to Reprint Statement 

The Advanced Placement Program intends this publication for non-commercial use by AP 
teachers for course and exam preparation; permission for any other use must be sought from the
AP Program. Teachers may reproduce this publication, in whole or in part, in limited print 
quantities for non-commercial, face-to-face teaching purposes. This permission does not apply
to any third-party copyrights contained within this publication.

When educators reproduce this publication for non-commercial, face-to-face teaching purposes,
the following source line must be included:

Measuring Primary Productivity, Teacher Lab Template.  Copyright © 2004 by
the College Entrance Examination Board.  Reprinted with permission.  All rights
reserved.  apcentral.collegeboard.com.
This material may not be mass distributed, electronically or otherwise. This 
publication and any copies made from it may not be resold.

The AP Program defines “limited quantities for non-commercial, face-to-face teaching purposes”
as follows:

Distribution of up to 50 print copies from a teacher to a class of students, with each student
receiving no more than one copy. 

No party may share this copyrighted material electronically — by fax, Web site, CD-ROM, disk,
e-mail, electronic discussion group, or any other electronic means not stated here.  In some
cases— such as online courses or online workshops — the AP Program may grant permission for
electronic dissemination of its copyrighted materials. All intended uses not defined within 
“non-commercial, face-to-face teaching purposes” (including distribution exceeding 50 copies)
must be reviewed and approved; in these cases, a license agreement must be received and signed
by the requestor and copyright owners prior to the use of copyrighted material. Depending on
the nature of the request, a licensing fee may be applied. Please use the required form accessible
online. The form may be found at: http://www.collegeboard.com/inquiry/cbpermit.html. For
more information, please see AP’s Licensing Policy For AP® Questions and Materials. 
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Correlation to Topic in Course Description

Flow of Energy
sources sinks, conversions 

The Cycling of Matter

The Biosphere
ecosystems and change, biomass, energy transfer, succession

Renewable and Nonrenewable Resources

Environmental Quality

Correlation to National Standards

Science As Inquiry

Physical Science

Life Science

Technology (with use of national databases or marine adaptation)

Materials/equipment

Grass 
• Flats (approximately 20 by 40 cm) containing potting soil for each laboratory

group. If preferred instead of growing grass seeds, sod may be bought and cut to
fit flats.

• Flats should be sown thickly with grass seeds and grown to approximately 2-3
cm in height before the experiment. If grass height varies significantly, plants
may be clipped to a standard height before the start of the experiment. Grass
should be watered thoroughly at least one hour before each data-collecting ses-
sion. This will give more accurate wet weight comparisons between the grasses,

3

MEASURING PRIMARY PRODUCTIVITY
Teacher Lab Template Dr. Angela C. Morrow

Copyright © 2004 by College Entrance Examination Board. All rights reserved.
Available at apcentral.collegeboard.com

http://www.apcentral.collegeboard.com


as each then should contain approximately the same amount of water. After
grass has grown, divide flats into three columns and three rows for a total of
nine equal plots.

• Balances

• Scissors 

• Newspaper

• Fertilizer (any plant fertilizer)

• Light sources

• Water 

• Drying oven or blotting paper and plant press for drying of plant material

• Aluminum foil 

• Spoons or indoor garden spades to remove grass plants

• String or other marking method to delineate plots

• Other supplies that could be used to vary growth conditions

Marine Adaptation 

• Light source (grow light). This is helpful, but a sunny window will work. 

• Dowel rods (for holding the neck of the bottle) 

• Distilled water

• Two bottles with caps (size 50 ml to 100 ml suggested), or test tubes with caps
may be used if you wish to use smaller amounts of media. 

• Alga-Gro Seawater Medium (Carolina Biological or similar media from another
supply house)

• Aluminum foil
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• Marine diatom cultures (Carolina Biological), a culture per bottle (suggested
diatoms: Cyclotella, Thalassiosira, Phaeodactylum, or a mix of Thalassiosira and
Cyclotella)

• Pipettes (size to measure 2.5 ml)

• Nutrient additives such as Mg, P, N, Si, etc.

• Weighing paper, filter paper, or blotting paper (Line a funnel with paper and
pour culture through. The paper may then be dried and weighed.)

• Drying oven or cabinet, or blotting paper and a plant press may be used.

• Optional: photometer, calorimeter cups and burner, colorimeter, probe for 
measuring TOC (total organic carbon), equipment for measuring dissolved 
oxygen and carbon dioxide

Introduction to Laboratory

During the growing seasons, tropical and temperate regions receive approximately 8,000 to
10,000 kcal/m2 each day. Of this energy, only a small amount (about 1-3 percent in the most
productive zones) will be trapped by green plants through the process of photosynthesis.

6CO2 + 6H2O + light energy => C6H12O6 + 6O2

Photosynthesis results in the production of glucose, which can later be converted into other
products in the plant and provide for the growth of the plant. This results in an increase in 
biomass. Another term, which is used to describe this process more quantitatively, is gross 
productivity, the amount of biomass produced by photosynthesis per unit area over a specific
time period. 

Gross productivity can be measured indirectly using grass plants. Why indirectly? The answer is
due to the metabolic needs of the plant itself. That is, as the plant is producing glucose through
photosynthesis, at least one-half of this glucose is used to meet the plant’s own energy needs
(cell respiration). So what will be measured in this laboratory exercise is the net primary 
productivity (NPP), and the gross primary productivity (GPP) will be determined through 
calculations. In order to establish the GPP, another quantity must be determined: the respira-
tion rate of the plants. Read through the lab procedure and determine how the respiration rate
will be derived.

5

MEASURING PRIMARY PRODUCTIVITY
Teacher Lab Template Dr. Angela C. Morrow

Copyright © 2004 by College Entrance Examination Board. All rights reserved.
Available at apcentral.collegeboard.com

http://www.apcentral.collegeboard.com


Group Size 

Four to five students per experimental group. Groups may then share data for lab reports.

Suppliers

Carolina Biological
www.Carolina.com

Labx.com (used lab equipment)

Fisher Scientific
www.Fisherscientific.com

Lab Length

One to two weeks

Preparation and Prep Time

Grass Plants: two weeks prior to lab, sow flats of grass.

Marine Adaptation: order cultures to arrive one to two days before lab.
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Safety and Disposal

Use normal clean-up procedures.

Teaching Tips 

• Link to Student Assignment (Grass Plants or Marine Adaptation)

• Gross productivity can only be determined by calculations. The students will set
up the experiment to provide the respiration rate (covered plots), and the net
primary productivity from which the gross productivity can be calculated.

• Not all the plots manipulated in the clipping part of the experiment will pro-
vide data that will be needed to do calculations. The students should recognize
this as they began to perform the calculations.

General Tips (relating to procedure or process)
• Encourage students to use variable conditions for growing grass or diatoms.

Examples would be: vary soil or culture minerals, use different light conditions,
use different temperatures, use varying amounts of water, use colored cello-
phane, or use plastic wrap to simulate green house effect. 

• If the soil is very wet, plants may be rinsed to remove soil before weighing.

• This procedure could be used as a class demonstration for the purpose of meas-
uring productivity.

• Marine adaptation may be used in addition to grass procedure for further study
or instead of this procedure.

• Use real-time data from various links to enhance activity or for further study.

Potential Problems
• Failure to grow. If sufficient growth of grass or diatoms is not demonstrated in

one week, the experimental time for growth may be extend.

• Failure to cover plants for measurement of respiration

• Mistakes in weighing
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• Mistakes in calculations

• Failure to make initial measurements

Possible Variations
• Marine variation: see the student lab template.

• Grass procedure could be used as a classroom demonstration for the measure-
ment of primary productivity.

• Students could use grass procedure with outdoor plots.

• Instead of varying conditions of grass growth, students could choose different
types of grass to grow and begin their own flats.

• Use real-time data from Web source (several marine sources provided).

Sample Data

A. Week Wet Weight Dry Weight

Week 1 51 g 23 g (uncovered grass) 

Week 2 76 g 31 g

Week 2 49 g 24 g (covered grass)

76 – 51  =  24 g net productivity

49 – 51  =  -2 g respiration (cost)

Total 26 grams gross productivity. Covered plants should lose mass due to the need to use
stored biomass for respiration. Therefore, adding that loss to the grams gained by the photo-
synthesizing plant gives the gross productivity.
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B. Week Wet Weight Dry Weight

Week 1 14 g 9 g

Week 2 19 g 11 g (uncovered) 

Week 2 12 g 8 g (covered)

11 – 9 =   2 g net productivity

8 – 9 =  -1 g respiration 

2 + 1 =   3 g gross productivity

A third set of plots is not used in this analysis. Can your students determine another analysis that could
be performed using those third plots?

Data Graphing and Analysis

Questions and answers:
1. Why in part A was one set of plots harvested and the weight of the grass taken at the

beginning of the experiment? This figure is the starting biomass of the grass plants.

2. What do the plots with the foil covering represent? Nonphotosynthesising plants, which
would only be respiring.

3. How would variations in respiration rates change your results? Under what conditions
would you expect the plants’ respiration rates to increase? Unlike in animals where oxygen
concentrations would be the major factor, in plants temperature is the major factor. An increase
in temperature of 10 degrees C (between 5 and 25° C) may double the respiration rate.
Decrease? Colder temperatures would lower the rate, although other factors may be responsible,
such as darkness.

4. Compare the difference in appearance between the foil-covered and the noncovered
grass. If there is a difference in appearance, explain the difference. Grass that is covered has
become yellowed due to loss and lack of continued production of chlorophyll. 

5. If there was growth in the covered plots in part B, account for why that growth might
have taken place even though there was no sunlight reaching the plant. Any growth that
might have occurred would have been done using the plant’s carbohydrate store; however, this
growth should be very slight, if at all. Most typically, the plant tips will be somewhat reduced
and curled.
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6. In part A, entire grass plants were harvested in contrast to part B, where the grass was
only trimmed. Why might the data from part A give you a more complete picture of pro-
ductivity versus the data in part B? Part A provides all the plant’s biomass versus just the grass
leaf.

7. What units should be used to express productivity? Grams per week.

8. In your calculations, was there a significant difference between the dry weights and the
wet weights? Probably. Which of the two calculations would provide you with a more cor-
rect rate for gross productivity? Dry. Why? Most of the plant is water, and this water amount
varies depending on the availability of water; therefore, if the amount of water in the plant can-
not be controlled (which it really can’t be), then the wet weight would not be an accurate repre-
sentation of the biomass. 

9. If you were a field scientist and needed a quick answer, how could you minimize this
difference? Various answers.

10. Standing biomass is the organic matter of the living organisms in an area. Due to the
movement of animals, this term is most often associated with just the plants of an area.
The terms net productivity and standing biomass are often mistakenly used interchange-
ably. Why would these terms not be interchangeable? Net productivity measures the rate
that the plant is able to photosynthesize and add to the plant’s biomass while it continues to use
some of the products of photosynthesis to carry on the needed metabolic processes of the plant.
This rate should be a relatively constant rate if all variables are held constant. However, plants
in the real world don’t have all variables held constant, and the standing biomass would reflect
this.

Postlab Analysis and Typical Discussion Questions

• Review answers to the questions in the analysis section. These were designed to
help guide students in better understanding measuring primary productivity as
well as standing biomass.

• Have students present their graphs of the class results.

• Discuss class results.

• Discuss the use of technology to measure primary productivity.
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Possible Assessments
• Lab report consisting of calculations, answered questions, graphs, and discus-

sion of graphs

• Class discussion

• Oral presentation

• Grading bases

• Correctness of calculations

• Correctness of question answers 

• Ability to graph data and provide a reasonable interpretation of graphs

• Ability to define and explain terms 

• Ability to apply concepts to another plant type or ecosystem

• Ability to determine other methods or problems with methods to determine
primary productivity

References and Resources

Web Sites

PhysicalGeography.net: Primary Productivity of Plants
http://www.physicalgeography.net/fundamentals/9l.html

Oak Ridge National Laboratory (ORNL) Distributed Active Archive Center (DAAC)
http://www-eosdis.ornl.gov/NPP/npp_home.htm

Net Primary Productivity Estimation: Using Boreal Ecosystem Productivity Simulator and
Remote Sensing Inputs
http://www.ccrs.nrcan.gc.ca/ccrs/rd/apps/landcov/npp/npp_e.html

Terrestrial Net Primary Productivity: A Worldwide Database
http://www.esd.ornl.gov/research/olson_highlight.html
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Net Primary Productivity of North America’s Vegetation Rises Substantially from 1982 to 1998
http://www.co2science.org/journal/2003/v6n10b2.htm

Ocean Color From Space: Primary Productivity
http://daac.gsfc.nasa.gov/CAMPAIGN_DOCS/OCDST/ocdst_primary_productivity.html

Ocean Primary Productivity Study: Rutgers
http://marine.rutgers.edu/opp/

Books

For additional thought problems with calculations:

Burton, Richard F. Biology by Numbers: An Encouragement to Quantitative Thinking, 
pp. 69-80. Cambridge University Press, 1998.
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