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Dear Students, 

Happy New Year 2018! First a reminder that we have extended the deadline for receipt of soil samples to 

31st January 2018. If you haven’t already sent in your sample for analysis, you have until that date. Please 

feel free to also send photos from your sampling or classroom activities, either by post or email to: 

chemistry.environmental-teachers@strath.ac.uk. We’d love to see them! 

 

Debbie and Christine  

 

What’s happening to your soil sample? 

The samples you sent to the university are being analysed for their copper, 

lead and zinc content. Many steps are involved. First, the soils are allowed 

to dry at room temperature by spreading them thinly on plastic sheets. Then 

they are sieved. This makes it easier for our researchers to take what is 

called a ‘representative sample’ (a small portion that has the same 

composition as the whole soil) for analysis. 

The next step is to convert the soil 

sample into a solution. This is 

needed because the analytical 

technique we use to measure metal 

concentrations works on liquid 

samples. Can you guess how we 

convert a soil to a solution? In the 

old days, chemists used hotplates and stirrers to digest soil samples 

with mixtures of strong acids such as hydrochloric acid (HCl) and 

nitric acid (HNO3). This could take hours and was potentially quite 

dangerous because the acid could get spilled. So nowadays we use 

microwave ovens. These are faster and safer – though you must be 

sure not to put your lunch in with your soil samples! 

Finally, the concentration of metals is measured 

by a sophisticated analytical instrument called an 

inductively coupled plasma mass spectrometer. 

This uses a plasma (a very hot body of gas) to 

convert the sample into ions. The mass of the 

ions tells us which elements are present, and the 

number of ions tells us their concentration.  

We hope to have all our analysis done and to be 

ready to report the results back to you by June 

2018.  

mailto:chemistry.environmental-teachers@strath.ac.uk


The BGE Pupils Analysis of Soils in Scottish Schools project is funded by the Royal Society of Chemistry 

Meet the Researchers 

This month we feature Stuart:  

“Hi, my name is Stuart Stables, 22, and I am in my final year 

studying Pure and Applied Chemistry. 

At high school, the two main subjects I was most interested in 

were Geography and Chemistry. Undecided as which to pursue 

further, I chose to continue with Chemistry in the end due to the 

inspiration (strong guidance) of my chemistry teacher. I picked 

Strathclyde University as it is situated in Glasgow, a great city, 

and boasts an incredible Chemistry department.    

Throughout university I have learned of many chemistry 

applications and how important it is on a daily basis, this 

includes anything from food packaging to any deodorant or 

perfume used. However, the most interested thing I have found 

about chemistry is its environmental applications and how – 

through knowledge of the subject – local and global 

environmental problems can be resolved. 

Last year I was given a great chance to work for a pharmaceutical company in Stevenage, performing 

chemical analysis. The type of work and instruments I was exposed to during my time there made me want 

to be more involved with this project.  

Outside of studies, I am a long-distance runner, squash player and golfer. I also like to keep up with my 

football and support Arsenal. Alongside my sporting interests, I like to play video games as I find it a very 

good way to relax from studies.” 

Next month… 

…we shall be launching our Poster Competition. Watch out for details in the February 

newsletter.  

Word Search Answers 

How well did you do?    
   
 
ACID  ALKALINE 
COPPER  LEAD 
MINERALS NEUTRAL 
ORGANIC PLANTS 
ROCKS  SOIL 
ZINC 
  
       

 


