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Interesting Chemists
Helen Sharman CMG OBE had no idea while she was driving home from her job as an Industrial Chemist

with the confectionary company Mars, that when she heard an advert on the radio it would change her
life forever. The advert “Astronauts wanted, no experience required” certainly caught the attention of
Helen.

Helen was born in Sheffield in the UK and was educated at the local schools. After 6th form, Helen went
to study for a chemistry degree at The University of Sheffield. Although Helen worked as an Industrial
Chemist after graduating, she was open minded and knew that her chemistry degree could take her
career in many different directions. The opportunity to become an astronaut was an exciting challenge,
so she made her application along with 13,000 other applicants.

Helen was the person selected and then followed an intensive training programme. This meant that
Helen not only needed to move and work abroad, but also needed to learn Russian, a new language for
her new role. Helen successfully completed the training, became an astronaut and in 1990 was the first
Briton in space as part of Project Juno.

Topics: iodine, oxidation states, 
sublimation, space, careers, 
employability skills 

Helen Sharman at the RSC SaFE
Conference 2019

Source:  Ingeborg Buschmann

The 8 days that Helen spent orbiting the Earth and
visiting the MUI space station was a great opportunity
for her to use her scientific background to carry out a
number of exciting science experiments that could not
be done here on Earth.

Read more about Helen at: 

https://edu.rsc.org/resources/collections/faces-of-
chemistry

https://edu.rsc.org/feature/astronauts-wanted-no-
experience-required/3010749.article
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Element of the Month
Iodine, atomic number 53, was discovered by Bernard Courtois in 1811. It 

was named after the Greek iodes which means violet, and exists as diatomic 
molecules, I2 . At room temperature, iodine appears as a slate grey crystalline 
solid. Iodine sublimes very quickly when heated gently to give a violet gas. 
Sublimation is the name for the physical change that occurs when a solid 
changes directly to a gas without first forming a liquid.  When the purple gas 
come into contact with a cold surface beautiful crystals are formed.

Iodine is in Group 7 (17), and these elements are known as the halogens. 
Iodine is an important element for both organic and inorganic reactions due 
to its ability to form a variety of different oxidation states. In many organic 
solvents, a purple solution can be formed in the presence of iodine.  In 
aqueous solutions, iodine is not very soluble but solutions can be deep red or 
pale yellow.  Maybe you have used an iodine solution in your biology lessons 
to identify starch, seeing the blue/black starch/iodine complex forming.

Iodine can be extracted from seaweed, and is very important in our bodies, 
keeping our thyroid gland functioning well and the thyroid levels balanced.  
Some people need to take a daily supplement of “thyroxin” to balance their 
thyroid levels.  Thyroxin is an organic molecule that contains iodine atoms in 
its structure. Interestingly tadpoles may not turn into frogs if there is a lack of 
a little iodine in the water. 

Find out more about iodine at:

https://www.rsc.org/periodic-table/element/53/iodine
https://periodictable.group.shef.ac.uk/
http://www.periodicvideos.com/videos/053.htm
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Chemical Sudoku
Instead of 1 to 9, you have nine acid or alkalis, and their nine uses. Each 3x3 box contains either 

acids/alkais, or the uses. Each row/column will have a combination of all nine substances or the uses. HINT: 
Start by making a list of all the acids/alkalis and the uses and link them together.


