Overnight Crystals

To illustrate some of the ideas related to solutions, ionic solids, and saturated/unsaturated salt solutions, I have students grow and compare several “overnight crystals” of common salts.  Crystals are intrinsically interesting to many of my students because of their beauty, and it is amazing how easy it is to connect these ideas to their experiences with cooking, bath salts, hard water, etc.  And these are much faster than trying to use rock candy!

Terms:  saturated solution, unsaturated solution, precipitate,  crystal

Good salts for “overnight crystals”:  Table salt (NaCl),  Epsom salts (MgSO4), and Alum (Al SO4), all available at the grocery store or pharmacy.  Prepare a saturated solution.  Pipet a shallow layer of solution onto a clean Petri plate or plastic weigh-boat.  Allow to evaporate  over night or over a weekend; observe crystals with or without magnification; draw,  describe,  and compare.

Crystal notes:

1.  Crystals reflect the arrangement of the atoms or molecules that make them up.

2.  Crystals self-assemble according to the shapes, sizes, and charges of their components.

3.  X-ray crystallography has provided information about many complex molecules,  such as DNA.

Useful reference on ice and other crystals:  The Snowflake:  Winter’s Secret Beauty

See also Snowcrystals.com
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Related video:  Planet Earth, Caves

Related topics:  Geodes, agates, stalagmites, stalactities, gypsum

