Simple Chromatography to Find “Hidden Chemicals”
( Detecting chemical colors “hidden” from sight)

Impurities, contaminants, exist in water, and many cannot be seen with the human eye, especially chemicals that have dissolved in the water.  Contaminants in drinking water can be odorless, tasteless, and invisible.  Several lab processes and techniques exist to detect and monitor chemicals dissolved in water that might otherwise be undetected by the human eye or nose!


 Interesting graphics of chemical contaminants in drinking water can be found at:
 http://rainmaker.com.my/things-that-you-cant-see-in-water.html 



 In this lab the student will realize that a “dark mixture” has covered up, or masked, individual colors within the mixture. 

For this lab, prepare ahead of time: 
In a small mixing chamber/cup,  combine 4 drops of coloring taken from different food coloring bottles (purchased at grocery)—this will create the “dark solution” to be used for making the “dot” in the chromatography lab 

Materials and Procedures

1. Gather a coffee filter, a pencil, small straw/stirrers,  a clear cup, and some water
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small straw/stirrers—or toothpicks  



2. Cut a strip of the coffee filter out. (about 6 “ x 1 “) it should not be about as long/high as the clear cup you are using

3. Use a toothpick or very small straw and place a tiny amount (a very small ‘dot’) of “dark solution” in the center of the filter strip, about ½ inch from the bottom. AIR DRY
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4. Tape the TOP end of the filter paper strip to a pen or pencil, making sure the strip hangs straight down.

5. Place the coffee filter inside the cup, with the pen or pencil resting atop the cup. 

6. Carefully add water down the side of the beaker or the cup- adding only enough water to reach the dangling filter strip’s bottom. Do NOT have water reach the ‘dot’. 

7. Be patient…the water will ‘flow’ up the filter paper and the individual colors will start separating out. TAKE THE PAPER OUT OF THE WATER before the absorbed water reaches the top of the paper.   AIR DRY.  



General Discussion with Students:
1. For additional “proof “ for students to understand invisible contaminants- use a pH strip and measure the pH of the solution.  Record
 2. Release one drop of a food coloring dye/food coloring from grocery store  into 100 ml of tap water. What happens to the food coloring?  Test the pH and record
3. ask students: (a) can they detect the one drop of food coloring in the water?   Did the pH change with/with out the addition of the one drop of food coloring?   
--both answers should be “ NO “  there are NO DETECTABLE changes to the water with/with out the food coloring .

lesson to be learned: there are changes to our drinking waters that are not detectable to un aided human perceptions.
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