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Paper Chromatography Science Buddies: A Beginner’s Guide to Colorful 
Discovery

Have you ever wondered how scientists separate the tiny components of a mixture without fancy machines? One of 

the simplest yet most powerful tools in the laboratory is paper chromatography. This technique, which uses 

ordinary filter paper and a small amount of solvent, can separate pigments, dyes, and even complex mixtures like 

coffee or ink. In this article, we’ll explore the science behind paper chromatography, its everyday applications, and 

how you can turn it into a fun experiment with your paper chromatography science buddies. Whether you’re a

student, a teacher, or a curious hobbyist, this guide will give you the knowledge and confidence to conduct your

own colorful separations.

What Is Paper Chromatography?

Paper chromatography is a type of thin-layer chromatography (TLC)that relies on a paper substrate as the

stationary phase. The basic principle is simple: a sample is spotted on the paper, and a solvent (the mobile phase)

travels up the paper by capillary action. Different components of the sample travel at different speeds, causing them

to separate into distinct spots.

Think of it like a mini race track. The paper is the track, the solvent is the wind that pushes the runners (the

molecules), and each molecule’s speed depends on its size, shape, and how strongly it interacts with the paper

and the solvent. The result is a visual display of separated components that can be measured or identified.

History and Evolution of Paper Chromatography

Paper chromatography was first developed in the early 20th century by the Russian chemist Mikhail Tsvet, who

used it to separate plant pigments. Tsvet’s groundbreaking work earned him a Nobel Prize in 1910. Since then, the

technique has evolved, becoming a staple in both educational settings and research laboratories.

Today, paper chromatography is valued for its simplicity, low cost, and minimal environmental impact. All you need

is a strip of filter paper, a solvent, and a few basic laboratory tools. This accessibility has made it a favorite among

science enthusiasts, especially for “paper chromatography science buddies” who enjoy exploring chemistry

together.

Key Components of a Paper Chromatography Experiment

1. Stationary Phase: The Paper

Filter paper is the most common stationary phase. Its cellulose fibers provide a large surface area for interactions

between the solvent and the sample. The paper’s thickness, pore size, and composition can affect separation

efficiency, so choose a paper that matches your experiment’s needs.

2. Mobile Phase: The Solvent

The mobile phase is a liquid that carries the sample up the paper. The choice of solvent depends on the sample’s

chemical properties. Common solvents include water, ethanol, acetone, or a mixture of water and methanol. The



solvent’s polarity and strength will determine how far each component travels.

3. Sample: The Mixture to Separate

Samples can range from natural dyes (e.g., plant extracts) to synthetic pigments (e.g., ink). The sample is applied

as a small spot near the bottom of the paper strip. Proper spotting technique is crucial to avoid overlapping spots.

4. Development Chamber

A sealed chamber (e.g., a jar with a lid) maintains a constant solvent vapor environment, preventing the solvent

from evaporating too quickly. The paper strip is placed inside, with its bottom end just above the solvent level. The

solvent rises by capillary action, carrying the sample along.

5. Visualization Tools

After the solvent has traveled a sufficient distance, the paper is removed, dried, and visualized. Some spots may be

invisible to the naked eye, so you may need to use a UV lamp or a staining reagent to make them visible.

Step-by-Step Procedure for Beginners

1.  Prepare the Workstation: Lay out filter paper, a ruler, a pencil, and a solvent container. Ensure you have a 

clean, flat surface.

2.  Mark the Starting Line: Using the ruler, draw a horizontal line about 1–2 /cm from the bottom of the paper. This 

line will be the spot for your sample.

3.  Spot the Sample: With a capillary tube or a small dropper, apply a tiny droplet of your sample along the line. 

Let it dry completely before proceeding.

4.  Set Up the Development Chamber: Place the paper strip on a wooden or plastic support so that the bottom 

edge is just above the solvent level. Cover the container to create a humid environment.

5.  Run the Chromatography: Allow the solvent to rise until it reaches about 1–2 /cm from the top of the paper. 

Remove the strip and let it dry.

6.  Visualize the Spots: Use a UV lamp or a staining reagent to see the separated spots. Measure the distance 

traveled by each spot relative to the solvent front.

7.  Calculate Rf Values: Rf (retention factor) = (distance traveled by spot) / (distance traveled by solvent front). 

Rf values help identify components by comparing them to known standards.

Common Applications of Paper Chromatography

1. Educational Demonstrations

Paper chromatography is a staple in high school and university chemistry labs. It introduces students to concepts

such as solubility, polarity, and the separation of complex mixtures. The visual results captivate learners and

reinforce theoretical knowledge.

2. Forensic Science

In forensic labs, paper chromatography can help analyze trace evidence, such as inks, dyes, or paint chips. By

comparing Rf values to known substances, investigators can identify unknown samples or confirm the authenticity

of a document.

3. Food and Beverage Analysis

Chefs and food scientists use paper chromatography to detect pigments in foods, ensuring quality control and

authenticity. For example, it can help verify the presence of natural dyes in beverages or detect adulterants in

spices.



4. Environmental Monitoring

Scientists can analyze pollutants in water samples by separating and identifying organic contaminants. Paper

chromatography’s low cost and minimal chemical waste make it an attractive option for field studies.

Choosing the Right Solvent System

Selecting an appropriate solvent system is crucial for effective separation. Here are some guidelines:

•  Polar Solvents (e.g., water, methanol) are good for polar compounds like sugars or amino acids.

•  Non-Polar Solvents (e.g., hexane, diethyl ether) work well for lipids and hydrocarbons.

•  Mixed Solvents (e.g., water/ethanol) provide intermediate polarity, useful for a broader range of substances.

Experimentation is key. Try different solvent mixtures and observe how the spots change. Document your results to

refine your technique over time.

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

1. Over-Spotted Samples

Applying too much sample can cause spots to merge, making separation difficult. Use a fine capillary tube and

apply a single, small droplet.

2. Inconsistent Solvent Levels

If the solvent level is too high, the solvent front may travel too fast, leading to poor separation. Keep the solvent

level low enough that the paper’s bottom edge is just above it.

3. Drying Too Quickly

Removing the paper from the chamber before the solvent has fully traveled can freeze the separation. Allow the

solvent to move until it reaches the desired distance, then carefully lift the strip.

4. Not Using a Development Chamber

Running the chromatography on a dry surface allows the solvent to evaporate quickly, affecting separation. A

sealed chamber maintains a humid environment, ensuring consistent results.

Safety Precautions

While paper chromatography is generally safe, it’s essential to follow basic laboratory safety guidelines:

•  Wear gloves and goggles when handling solvents.

•  Work in a well-ventilated area to avoid inhaling fumes.

•  Dispose of solvent waste according to local regulations.

•  Keep flammable solvents away from open flames.

How to Turn Paper Chromatography into a Group Activity

Working with paper chromatography science buddiescan transform a solitary experiment into a collaborative

learning adventure. Here’s how to organize a group session:

1.  Plan the Experiment: Decide on the sample (e.g., coffee, ink, or plant extract) and the solvent system. 

Prepare a worksheet with instructions and questions to guide the activity.

2.  Divide Roles: Assign tasks such as sample preparation, spotting, setting up the development chamber, 

measuring Rf values, and documenting results.



3.  Encourage Observation: Have each member observe the solvent front and spots, noting any color changes 

or unexpected results.

4.  Discuss Findings: After the experiment, analyze the data together. Compare Rf values, hypothesize about 

the identity of each spot, and discuss potential real-world applications.

5.  Document the Process: Create a shared report or presentation that includes photos, Rf tables, and 

conclusions. This encourages accountability and reinforces learning.

Advanced Variations and Enhancements

1. Using Different Paper Types

While filter paper is standard, other papers like chromatography paper or even paper towels can be used. Each

type offers different fiber structures, affecting separation quality.

2. Adding Detection Reagents

To detect specific functional groups, you can spray the dried paper with reagents such as sulfuric acid, ninhydrin, or

iodine. These reagents react with certain compounds, producing visible color changes.

3. Coupling with Mass Spectrometry

For more precise identification, spots can be scraped off the paper and analyzed by mass spectrometry. This

technique provides molecular weight information, confirming the identity of separated compounds.

4. Digital Analysis

Using a scanner or a smartphone camera, you can capture high-resolution images of the chromatogram. Image

analysis software can measure spot areas and distances automatically, improving accuracy.

Paper Chromatography in the Classroom: A Lesson Plan

Below is a sample lesson plan that teachers can adapt for high school or college courses. The plan emphasizes

hands-on learning and critical thinking.

Objective

Students will understand the principles of paper chromatography, perform an experiment, and interpret results.

Materials

•  Filter paper strips

•  Solvents (water, ethanol, or mixed solvents)

•  Samples (coffee, ink, plant extracts)

•  Capillary tubes or pipettes

•  Development chambers (plastic containers with lids)

•  UV lamp or staining reagents

•  Rulers, pencils, lab notebooks

Procedure

1.  Students spot the sample on the paper.

2.  Set up the development chamber.

3.  Run the chromatography.

4.  Visualize spots and measure distances.

5.  Calculate Rf values.

6.  Discuss results and relate them to real-world applications.



Assessment

Students will submit a lab report
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