Letters to the editors

Can knitting lead to better chemists?

∙ Lew Brubacher’s excellent article, “Chemical in the news —
Polonium-210,”1 was most timely for chemical educators in that
it linked the recent poisoning death of Alexander V. Litvinenko, a
former Russian KGB officer and outspoken critic of the Kremlin,
with historical and chemical information on this radioactive
element, along with possible student activity. In a just-published
article, “The Troubled Story of Polonium: An Early Controversy
in Radiochemistry,”2 we have used the chemical literature and
French archives to explore in detail the first conflict in the young
science of radiochemistry that arose more than a century ago,
when the discovery of this element by Pierre and Marie Curie3
was questioned. We recount the doubts about its existence,
and we briefly discuss the Litvinenko case cited by Brubacher.

Knitters have been found to have significantly better space
perception than the average individual,1 and now there is
evidence of the benefits of knitting to first year chemistry
students. In an April 2007 study, first year university students
who are active knitters, scored significantly higher on a
chemistry aptitude test than a control group of chemistry
students.2 Even when controlled for gender and age, knitters
scored higher on questions relating to atomic structure,
molecular modeling and geometric isomers. The researchers
reasoned that knitters develop an increased ability of space
perception and therefore transfer these skills to an understanding of three-dimensional structures. The lead researcher
and avid knitter was Emily Litre. (See also page 8.)
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Ironically, Litre is a descendant of Claude Émile Jean-Baptiste
Litre, from whom the volume unit originates.3 Litre also states
since space perception is an essential skill in chemistry,
chemical educators should consider developing knitting
programs. Some universities have already started to
incorporate a knitting component into their first year curriculum.
These pilot programs have met with some success with students
increasing their understanding in structural chemistry while also
producing a pair of socks or mittens.
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∙ Just a comment about Lew Brubacher’s excellent article on

polonium 210 in the February Chem 13 News. I don't think there
is any such thing as 'pure lead' (Activity 2). The CRC Handbook
has natural abundances, but does not mention that lead from
different ores has different isotopic compositions. I think the
main reasons are that there are two decay chains leading to
lead — one from thorium and the other from uranium, if I
remember correctly. Isotopic signatures are popular with
archaeologists and I recall that some years ago the environmental
lead in a number of places in the world, deriving from leaded
gasoline, was identified as coming from ... Broken Hill, Australia.
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PromoScience grant continues for 2007
Earlier this year, the PromoScience program of Canada’s
Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council announced
its continuing financial assistance to CHEM 13 NEWS by
releasing the payment for 2007. This is the second payment,
$10,000, following a payment of $20,000 in 2006. We
appreciate this support, which lightens the load on the University
of Waterloo’s Chemistry Department.
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