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Chemistry Test: Functional Groups – Chapter 23

Organic chemistry is often described as the study of the carbon atom and its myriad bonding possibilities. Among 

the many concepts students encounter, functional groupsstand out as the defining features that dictate a

molecule’s reactivity and properties. Chapter 23 of most high �school and introductory university textbooks focuses

precisely on these groups, offering a systematic approach to identifying them through classic laboratory tests. This

article dives deep into the chapter’s core ideas, outlines the most common tests, and provides practical exam �ready

strategies. Whether you’re preparing for a midterm, final, or standardized test, understanding these functional group

tests is essential for mastering organic chemistry.

Understanding Functional Groups in Context

Functional groups are specific arrangements of atoms that confer characteristic chemical behavior on organic

molecules. They act like “molecular fingerprints,” allowing chemists to predict how a compound will react with acids,

bases, oxidizing agents, and more. Chapter 23 introduces the most frequently encountered groups—alcohols,

ethers, aldehydes, ketones, carboxylic acids, esters, amides, amines, halides, phenols, and nitro compounds—

alongside the classic qualitative tests that reveal their presence.

Key Functional Groups Covered in Chapter 23

•  Alcohols – compounds with a hydroxyl (-OH) group attached to a saturated carbon.

•  Ethers – molecules containing an oxygen atom bonded to two alkyl or aryl groups.

•  Aldehydes – compounds with a formyl group (–CHO) attached to a carbon that is also bonded to at least one 

hydrogen.

•  Ketones – carbonyl groups (C=O) where the carbon is bonded to two alkyl or aryl groups.

•  Carboxylic Acids – functional group with a carbonyl and hydroxyl (–COOH) attached to the same carbon.

•  Esters – derived from carboxylic acids and alcohols, featuring a carbonyl bonded to an oxygen that is also 

bonded to an alkyl group.

•  Amides – similar to esters but the alkoxy oxygen is replaced by nitrogen.

•  Amines – nitrogen-containing groups that can be primary, secondary, or tertiary.

•  Halides – organohalogen compounds containing a covalently bonded halogen atom.

•  Phenols – aromatic compounds with a hydroxyl group directly attached to the benzene ring.

•  Nitro Compounds – molecules containing the nitro group (–NO ‚).

Classic Tests for Functional Group Identification

1. Alcohols

Alcohols are tested using acid–base indicators and oxidation reactions. A common test involves adding a few

drops of phenolphthalein to the alcohol solution; if the solution turns pink, it indicates the presence of an acidic

proton. For oxidation, sodium dichromate or potassium permanganate solutions will change color, demonstrating

the conversion of the alcohol to a carbonyl compound.

2. Ethers



Ethers are typically identified by their non �reactivity toward strong acids. A practical test is to mix the ether with 

concentrated HCl; the mixture remains clear, indicating no reaction. In contrast, alcohols would form salts. Ethers 

may also be confirmed by a solubility test in organic solvents such as diethyl ether or dichloromethane.

3. Aldehydes

To detect aldehydes, the Fehling’s test and Tollens’ testare classic. Fehling’s solution turns from blue to brick �red

upon oxidation of the aldehyde to a carboxylic acid. Tollens’ silver mirror test produces a silver mirror on the test

tube’s inner surface when aldehydes are present.

4. Ketones

Ketones generally do not react with Fehling’s or Tollens’ reagents. However, they can be identified using the acidic 

chromic acid test, where the solution turns from green to orange or red, indicating the oxidation of the ketone to a

carboxylic acid.

5. Carboxylic Acids

Carboxylic acids are tested with basic solutions such as sodium bicarbonate. A bubbling effervescence confirms 

the release of CO ‚. The acid–base indicator test with phenolphthalein also turns pink, indicating acidity.

6. Esters

Esters are identified by the Fischer esterification test, where heating an alcohol with a carboxylic acid and an

acid catalyst yields an ester and water. A more straightforward test involves adding a few drops of aqueous NaOH;

the ester remains largely unchanged, unlike carboxylic acids, which form salts.

7. Amides

Amides show slow hydrolysisin acidic or basic solutions. They are often distinguished from esters by adding

aqueous NaOH; the solution turns clear, indicating the presence of an amide rather than an ester.

8. Amines

Amines react readily with acidic solutions, forming colored ammonium salts. A simple test involves adding a few 

drops of dilute HCl; a colored solution confirms the presence of an amine. The ninhydrin testturns purple for

primary and secondary amines.

9. Halides

Halides are detected by adding silver nitrate solution; a white precipitate indicates the presence of halide ions. For 

organic halides, a haloform test can be used, producing a yellow precipitate of haloform (CHX ƒ).

10. Phenols

Phenols give a purple color when treated with sodium hydroxide and a few drops of sodium hydroxide solution. The 

Friedel–Crafts alkylation test also works, as phenols undergo alkylation under Lewis acid catalysis.

11. Nitro Compounds

Adding a reducing agent such as iron powder and acid to a nitro compound results in the formation of a brown

precipitate of iron(III) oxide, confirming the presence of a nitro group.

Step �by �Step Practical Test Procedures

1.  Gather Materials: Ensure you have the appropriate reagents—Fehling’s solution, Tollens’ reagent, 

phenolphthalein, sodium bicarbonate, silver nitrate, and others.



2.  Safety First: Wear gloves, goggles, and lab coat. Work in a well �ventilated area.

3.  Prepare the Sample: Dissolve the organic compound in a suitable solvent (often ethanol or water).

4.  Perform the Test: Add the reagent slowly, observing any color changes, precipitate formation, or 

effervescence.

5.  Interpret Results: Compare the observed changes with the expected outcomes listed in the test table.

6.  Document Findings: Record the test name, observed change, and conclusion in your lab notebook.

Exam Strategies for Chapter 23

Mastering functional group tests is not just about memorizing reactions; it’s about developing a systematic

approach to problem �solving. Here are some proven strategies:

•  Recognize Structural Patterns: Quickly identify functional groups by visual inspection of the chemical structure.

•  Match Tests to Groups: Keep a mental or written chart of which test corresponds to which functional group.

•  Use Process of Elimination: When faced with multiple possible groups, eliminate those that do not react in the 

test.

•  Practice with Flashcards: Create cards that list a functional group on one side and its characteristic tests on 

the other.

•  Simulate Real �World Scenarios: Work through past exam questions and practice tests to build confidence.

Sample Test Questions

1.  Identify the functional group in the following compound: CH ƒCH ‚OH.

2.  Which test would you use to confirm the presence of a carboxylic acid in a mixture?

3.  Explain why aldehydes produce a silver mirror in Tollens’ test.

4.  Describe the difference in reactivity between esters and amides when treated with aqueous NaOH.

5.  What is the outcome of adding silver nitrate to an organic compound containing a bromine atom?

Common Mistakes & How to Avoid Them

•  Confusing Aldehydes and Ketones: Remember that aldehydes will react with Fehling’s and Tollens’ reagents, 

while ketones will not.

•  Misreading Color Changes: Some tests produce subtle color shifts; using a color chart can help.

•  Ignoring Safety Precautions: Some reagents, like dichromate solutions, are hazardous; always wear protective 

gear.

•  Skipping Solubility Tests: Solubility in organic solvents can be a quick way to differentiate between functional 

groups.

•  Not Accounting for Mixtures: Real samples may contain multiple functional groups; a series of tests is often 

required.
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