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Introduction

In the realm of organic chemistry, aldehydes, ketones, and carboxylic acids stand out as three of the most pivotal

functional groups. Their unique properties and reactivities make them indispensable in both academic laboratories

and industrial settings. For students and researchers alike, mastering the identification and analysis of these

compounds is essential. This guide offers a comprehensive, step-by-step exploration of laboratory tests—often

referred to as “lab answers”—that differentiate aldehydes, ketones, and carboxylic acids. By combining clear

explanations with practical procedures, you’ll gain confidence in interpreting results, troubleshooting common

pitfalls, and applying best practices for accurate, reproducible data.

Understanding Aldehydes, Ketones, and Carboxylic Acids

Aldehydes

Aldehydes contain the functional group –CHO, featuring a carbonyl carbon bonded to at least one hydrogen atom. 

This structure imparts a strong tendency toward oxidation, making aldehydes highly reactive toward oxidizing 

agents. Common examples include formaldehyde (HCHO) and acetaldehyde (CH ƒCHO). Their reactivity underpins

many laboratory tests, such as Tollens’ and Fehling’s reactions.

Ketones

Ketones are defined by the –CO–functional group, where the carbonyl carbon is bonded to two alkyl or aryl groups.

Unlike aldehydes, ketones lack a hydrogen attached to the carbonyl carbon, rendering them less susceptible to

oxidation. This difference is crucial when distinguishing between the two groups during analytical procedures.

Carboxylic Acids

Carboxylic acids feature the –COOHgroup, combining a carbonyl and a hydroxyl group. Their acidic character

allows them to donate protons, making them excellent candidates for acid-base titrations. Carboxylic acids also

exhibit distinctive reactions with halogenating agents, such as bromine water, which can be exploited in laboratory

identification.

Common Laboratory Tests for Organic Functional Groups

Distinguishing Aldehydes from Ketones

Because aldehydes oxidize more readily than ketones, oxidizing agents serve as a primary tool for differentiation.

Two classic tests are Tollens’ and Fehling’s. While both yield a silver mirror or a red precipitate, respectively, they

are more sensitive to aldehydes, offering a clear distinction.

Identifying Carboxylic Acids

Carboxylic acids can be confirmed through acid-base titration, where the acidic protons are neutralized by a base,

and by observing their reaction with halogenated solutions like bromine water. The decolorization of bromine water

indicates the presence of a carboxylic acid.

Use of Chromatography and Spectroscopy



Thin-layer chromatography (TLC) and gas chromatography (GC) provide rapid separation of functional groups.

Infrared spectroscopy (IR) offers a fingerprint of characteristic vibrational bands: aldehydes show a sharp C=O

stretch near 1720 cm {¹, ketones near 1715 cm {¹, and carboxylic acids near 1710 cm {¹ with a broad O–H stretch

around 2500–3300 cm {¹.

Lab Answers: Sample Procedures and Results

Test 1: Tollens’ Test

Purpose: Detect aldehydes by reducing silver ions to metallic silver, forming a silver mirror.

1.  Prepare Tollens’ reagent by mixing 0.1 /M silver nitrate with aqueous ammonia until a pale yellow solution 

forms.

2.  Heat the reagent to 50 /°C, then add the sample solution.

3.  Observe for a silver mirror on the inner wall of the test tube.

Result Interpretation:A silver mirror confirms the presence of an aldehyde. No mirror suggests either a ketone or

an insufficient aldehyde concentration.

Test 2: Fehling’s Test

Purpose: Identify reducing sugars and aldehydes through the reduction of Cu² z to Cu ‚O.

1.  Mix Fehling’s A (copper sulfate) with Fehling’s B (sodium potassium tartrate) and heat to dissolve.

2.  Heat the solution to boiling and add the sample.

3.  Look for a red precipitate of copper(I) oxide.

Result Interpretation:A red precipitate indicates an aldehyde. Clear solution suggests a ketone or no reducing

agent present.

Test 3: Iodoform Test

Purpose: Detect methyl ketones (CH ƒCO–) and secondary alcohols adjacent to a methyl group.

1.  Add sodium hydroxide and iodine to the sample.

2.  Stir until the mixture turns yellow.

3.  Observe for the formation of a yellow precipitate of iodoform (CHI ƒ).

Result Interpretation:A yellow precipitate confirms a methyl ketone or a secondary alcohol with a methyl group.

No precipitate indicates absence of the functional group.

Test 4: Bromine Water Test

Purpose: Identify unsaturated compounds and carboxylic acids through decolorization.

1.  Add a few drops of bromine water to the sample.

2.  Observe any color change.

3.  Record the time taken for the solution to clear.

Result Interpretation:Rapid decolorization signals a carboxylic acid or an alkene. Slow or no decolorization

suggests a saturated compound.

Test 5: Acid-Base Titration

Purpose: Quantify the acidity of carboxylic acids and compare with aldehydes and ketones.

1.  Prepare a standardized NaOH solution.



2.  Titrate the sample with NaOH until the endpoint (phenolphthalein turns colorless).

3.  Calculate the moles of acid present.

Result Interpretation:A measurable endpoint indicates the presence of a carboxylic acid. Aldehydes and ketones

typically do not titrate under these conditions.

Interpreting Lab Answers: What the Results Tell Us

Reaction Mechanisms

Understanding the underlying mechanisms enhances interpretation accuracy. For example, Tollens’ reagent

reduces the aldehyde to an alcohol while simultaneously reducing silver ions to metallic silver. In contrast, Fehling’s

test involves the oxidation of aldehydes to carboxylic acids, with Cu² z reduced to Cu ‚O. These pathways explain why

aldehydes are uniquely reactive in such tests.

Common Mistakes and Troubleshooting

•  Incomplete Reduction: Insufficient reagent concentration may yield a weak or absent signal. Ensure reagents 

are fresh and properly prepared.

•  Contamination: Residual metal ions can cause false positives. Rinse glassware thoroughly with distilled water.

•  Temperature Control: Overheating can degrade sensitive reagents, especially Tollens’ reagent. Maintain 

recommended temperatures.

•  Timing: Some reactions, like the Iodoform test, require precise timing to observe the precipitate before it 

dissolves or aggregates.

Practical Tips for Accurate Lab Answers

Preparing Reagents

Reagent quality directly impacts test reliability. Use analytical-grade chemicals, and prepare solutions immediately

before use to avoid decomposition. Store reagents in airtight containers, protected from light where applicable.

Maintaining Clean Equipment

Glassware should be free of scratches and residues. Rinse with distilled water, then with ethanol if necessary.

Clean instruments such as burettes and pipettes before each experiment to prevent cross-contamination.

Recording Observations

Maintain a detailed lab notebook. Note sample identifiers, reagent volumes, temperatures, and any deviations from

standard procedures. Photographs of key stages (e.g., silver mirror formation) can aid in post-experiment analysis.

Frequently Asked Questions

•  Can aldehydes be oxidized to carboxylic acids in the lab? Yes, mild oxidizing agents like Tollens’ reagent or 

Fehling’s solution will oxidize aldehydes to carboxylic acids, providing a clear indication of aldehyde presence.

•  What distinguishes a ketone from a methyl ketone in the iodoform test? Only methyl ketones (CH ƒCO–) react 

with iodine to form iodoform. Non-methyl ketones lack the requisite methyl group and will not produce the yellow 

precipitate.

•  Is bromine water a reliable test for carboxylic acids? Bromine water decolorizes rapidly in the presence of 

carboxylic acids, but unsaturated alkenes can also decolorize. Combining this test with other methods ensures 

accurate identification.

•  Why does Fehling’s test not work with ketones? Ketones are generally non-reducing under the conditions of 

Fehling’s test because the carbonyl carbon lacks a hydrogen to donate, preventing the reduction of Cu² z.



Conclusion

Mastering the laboratory identification of aldehydes, ketones, and carboxylic acids is foundational to organic

chemistry practice. By understanding the unique reactivities of each functional group, carefully preparing reagents,

and meticulously recording results, you can confidently interpret lab answers and avoid common pitfalls. Whether

you’re a student tackling coursework or a researcher validating experimental data, the methods outlined above

provide a robust toolkit for accurate, reproducible analysis. Armed with these techniques, you’ll be well-equipped to

navigate the complexities of organic functional group identification and contribute meaningful insights to your field.
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