
Learning by Accident 

Learning by Accident is an ongoing STAOBlog feature, in which real-life lab accidents or incidents 
are recounted and explained. The goal is to highlight the consequence of ignoring safety rules so 
that science educators will be further encouraged to become knowledgeable, and to take appropriate 
action, in areas of safety that effect their daily activities in the science classroom. Submissions are 
encouraged. If requested, anonymity will be guaranteed.  Please send written descriptions to 
info@stao.org. revised 2014. 

Don’t Eat The Chemicals 

A substitute science teacher was conducting a common introductory lab in the grade nine applied 
chemistry strand, identifying unknown chemicals (salt, baking soda, chalk, sodium nitrate, and sodium 
thiosulphate) in numbered containers using physical properties. Prior to the activity the teacher was 
very careful to go over all the safe ways to observe a chemical such as, don’t touch with your hands, 
don’t smell, and don’t taste She even commented that two of the chemicals were toxic. Once the pre-
lab talk was completed, the chemicals and safety equipment were distributed and the students began the 
experiment. After a period of time one of the students approached the teacher and asked if the chemical 
in jar three (the sodium thiosulphate) was sea salt because it looked like it, but didn’t taste salty. 

Comments from the STAO Safety Committee 

This example shows the necessity for constant observation of students even during minor lab activities 
that do not present an immediate risk. Even with correct instruction, student behaviour must be 
monitored consistently during any activity where chemicals are involved.  In addition to indicating 
what a student should, not do (don't taste), the teacher should indicate what the student should be 
doing. For this activity this may include wafting odours, using a spatula to check for crystalline vs 
powder texture, solubility, and making a note of the colour and state of the substance. With a data table 
to drive the activity, student will more likely do what is asked of them. 

 Do not leave any lab activity involving chemicals as part of a coverage since the substitute teacher 
may not know of proper handling or know how to read and understand Material 
Safety Data Sheet (MSDS) information in the event of an accident. Supply teachers generally do not 
know student names or the location of safety equipment. Quite often they have no experience or 
knowledge of chemical properties. Leaving lab work would lead to classroom management and safety 
issues. Supply work should involve video worksheets, project work (opinion papers), and end of 
chapter questions, test review sheets etc. 


