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JHIS HOLIDAY, we wanted 10

find a kid's gift that would really

. . make a bang. We wanted a chem-
istry set.

Though many adulis have fond mem-
ories of playing with sets that created
explesions or fires, seis are a little
safer these days. They have relatively
innocuous Hguids like alcohol and hy-
drogen peroxide, rather than lve and
sulfuric acid. Burners and glass bea-
kers used to he common, but many of

- today’s kits forgo heat and use plastic.
The Smithsonian Microchem X 5000
set says on the box: “only micro
amounis of chemicais needed to per-
form experiments.” In fall 2005, maker
Thames & Kosmos refeased the CHEM
C3000. The set has 400 experiments,
two dozen chemicals and an aleohol
urner, but the company says the
“safoty precautions and insiructions en-
sure safe experimentation.” Sales of its
science Kits are up 45% over a year
agoe.

Daoes safer mean less fun? We hit sei-
snce-related stores onkine for kits with a
recommended age range starting he-
tween ¢ {o 12, To help with testing, we
recruifed six science fans, age § to 16,
and high-school science teacher Linda
Wu of Parsippany, N1

Non-Newtonian Fluids

Bach set seemed safe enough for
the recommended age group--and each
had some engaging features. The $24
Young Scientists et 12 from Discover-
This.com, for ages 9 {c 12, kept our
younger testers happy: we watched pep-
per on water “jump” away when soan
is added. However, kids (or even par-

ents) might have a hard time geiting
throtgh all 17 experiments, because the
manual brought in some complicated
explanations for terms like non-Newto-
nian and ideal flaids.

The 86-page manual for the $40
Smithsonian Microchem Xm 50068, from
the Smithsonian Store, was easier io fol-
low.  had instrustions for an impres-

A
R

sive 1,500 experiments for children 10
and up, plus aboui two dozen chemicals
and a palr of gogples. Robert, 15, liked
the punch-out cardboard models of ions,
which help demonstrate how many of
each ion will fit together, Stil, many of
the experiments were variations on a
theme. They came in groups of ahout
o 1o sight (for example, cooling wa-
ter, sugar and alcohol solutions sepa-
rately) and required long stretches of
attention to make it to the end.

The skileraft Chemlab 1100, for $33
from Nature’s Odyssey, had over 1,100
experiments for ages 3 and up, from
classic (making rock candy by mixing
water and sugar) to tongher tasks such
a5 creating adhesives, The manual was
slightly confusing, though, sinee it eov-
ers two models, the 1300 and the 1500,
We wondered miefly where some of the
chemicals listed in the instructions were,
hefore realizing they weren't included.

The $40 Discovery Chem-X 1080 Lal,

Thames & Kosmeos
CHEM C3000

$199.85
thamesandkosmos.com
401-683-5535

Best Overall, Set, forages
12 and up, had 400 activi-
ties, an accessible manuai
and the most sophisticated
selectin of equipment.

We paid $8.90,
and the set arrived
in four business
days.

RETU
Within 30 days for
cradit. It must be in

new and unused condi-

tion, and shipping
costs aren't sefunded.

M EXBERIEN!
No problems ordering
off the Web site, from
the kit's manufachurer.
Product page has a lot
of helpful details.

Discovery Channek
Siores

Discovery Chem-X 1000
Science Lah, $38.95
shopping.discovery.com
800-627-9399

Best VYalue. A classic chem-
istry set with 1,200 experi-
ments for middle- and high-
school students (ages 9
and up). Includes 10 chem-
icals and a plastic case.

Standard shipping
cost $7.9%, within
thice to five busi-
ness days. Ours al-
rived in fous,

Within 30 davs, in naw
condition, After that,
for exchange or stowe
credit. Customer pays
shipping costs.

Stove i3 affiliated with
the cabla-TV channel.
Site has customer ie-
vigws on products, but
this item didn’t have
any.

Mature's Odyssey
Skilcraft Chemlab 1100
$34.95
naturesodyssey.com
408-596-2474

Kit was almost identical to
the Discovery kit, without a
case. Manual was more
confusing, since it covered
two different modets.

Wa paic $6.95,
and the set arrived
in seven husiness
days.

Returas must he sent
back within 30 days of
receipt, unopened andg
unused.

Acall to the shop was
answered by Michael

Harless, company presi-

dent. *It's a small com-
pany,” he said.

Shop selts lots of interest-
ing gadgets, toys and
DYD>s, plus other science
kits, like a hubble-gum lat
and a crystal-growing kit

Site: caries a range of
chemistry sets and has 2
neat collection of educa-
tional products, This kitis
cunently out of stock.

Smithsonian Store
Microchem Xm 5000
$39.99
smithsonianstore.com
800-322-0344

Had two dozen chemicals
and 1,500 experiments,
but some wese just varia-
tiens on the same theme.
Forages 10 and up.

Qur delivery, for
$8.95, came insix
Business days.

For rafund, repiace
ment or exchange, in
new condition oniy.

Shop sells items that
"refloct the vast colizc-
tions” in the Smithse-
nian Institution and the
Mational Zoo, site says.

[tem cost $43.99 when
we hought. It's on back
order until Jan, 12, The
company says kitis a "pe-
rennial customer favorite.”

DiscoverThis.com
Young Scientists Set 12
$23.95

866-438-8697

The relatively small number
of experiments (17) were
interesting. Some of the
axplanations were confus-
ing. Forages 310 12,

Shipping cost
$5.95; product ar-
rived in theze busi-
ness days.

Within 30 days of re-
ceipt, unopenad, -
used and in salable
condition, Customar
pays shipping.

Site carries over g
dozen chemistry sets,
including from Thames
& Kosmas, Smithso-
nian ang Skifcratt.

Setis part of 2 series. Re-
tailer says the kits have
Deean tested "exiensively”
at summer camps and af-
ter-sshool programs.

drom the Discovery Store, had a clearer

manual, with nearly identical experi-
ments and similar testing sguipment:
10 chemicals, test tubes with rack, fun-
nel, tweerers, pH paper, nite-volt bat-
tery cap, lab plate and more. Ms. Wu
liked the graduated cylinder, to mea-
sure liquids. Evervone liked the foam
pell=ts, which Warren, 11, mixed with
isopropyl aleohol until they partially dis-
solved. Charlie, 15, said he would have
liked o see bigger vials of chemicals,
but some experiments dida’t require
any special aquipment: One involved
shaking up a soda bottle, an illusira-
tion of a gas/tquid mixture. Untike the
skileraft, the set also came with a

handy plastic carrying case with han-
dle. For ages 9 and up, it's our Best
Value. _

For chiidrer 12 and up, the Thames
& Kosmos set came close to a real
high-school chemistry lab. The sel was
by far the most expensive, at §200, but
it was the most eomprehsnsive. Three
Styrofoam cases held about two dozen
chemicals and a wide variety of equip-
ment, from an Erlenmeyer fask to mul-
fiple test tubes. The color mannal, with
photos and graphics, had clear and
simple mstructions for 40 experi-
mneants.

The panel loved the range of chent-
cals, and began mixing them right

away -once they figured oul how to get
into the tough-to-open containers. (The
manfacturer says it's 4 safety precau-
tion.} They really had fun with the
magnesium strips that hurned brightly
when it on fire, The glassware and al-
cohol burner may require increased su-
pervision; earlier in the test, the teen-
agers dropped some of the plastic test
tubes on the floar. And not everything
was included. When we made luminol,
which glows blue in the dark, we had
0 go to the garage {o find lye. it was 2
success anyway, getling “ochs™ and
“aahs” from the entire panel. B's Best
Overall.

~Joanna L. Ossinger
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