
In the Laboratory

www.JCE.DivCHED.org • Vol. 82 No. 12 December 2005 • Journal of Chemical Education 1833

Proposed by Sharpless et al. in 2001 (1), click chemis-
try presents an exciting opportunity for undergraduate chem-
istry students to work at the forefront of modern organic
synthesis. Defined as a fast, modular, process-driven approach
to molecular discovery, the term “click”, like the snapping of
a lock, is an apt description of the rapid, irreversible connec-
tions of the substrates involved in click reactions. Click chem-
istry uses only the most reliable reactions to build complex
molecules from olefins, electrophiles, and heteroatom link-
ers. Many of the qualities of click reactions are those of great-
est importance in undergraduate laboratories of the 21st
century: readily available modular substrates; benign solvents;
high yields; inoffensive byproducts easily removed by non-
chromatographic methods; insensitivity to air and water; and
regio- and stereospecificity. Examples of reactions meeting
these criteria are many of the pericyclic reactions including
1,3-dipolar cycloadditions and hetero Diels–Alder reactions,
especially those using imines and oxime ethers as dienophile;
nucleophilic ring openings of epoxides and aziridines; and
the epoxidations and dihydroxylations of alkenes.

The copper(I)-catalyzed azide–alkyne ligation is currently
the premier example of a click reaction (2). A variation on
Huisgen’s azide–alkyne 1,2,3-triazole synthesis (3), the addi-
tion of the copper(I) catalyst strongly activates terminal acety-
lenes toward the 1,3-dipole in organic azides, exclusively
forming the 1,4-disubstituted regioisomer (Scheme I). 1,2,3-
Triazoles have demonstrated diverse biological function (4)
and recent applications of this reaction include cell surface
engineering (5), in vivo activity based protein profiling (6),
dendrimer synthesis (7), carbohydrate microarrays (8), and
syntheses of lead discovery libraries (9).

This copper-catalyzed reaction is high-yielding, requires
no chromatography, is easily monitored by TLC, and displays
distinct signals in 1H-NMR spectroscopy. Virtually all prod-
ucts precipitate, and with just a few different starting blocks

every student, or pair of lab partners, can produce a unique,
“clicked” compound. Below are two procedures for copper(I)-
catalyzed triazole formation in the undergraduate laboratory.

General Procedures

Procedure A
The reaction between benzyl azide and various terminal

alkynes is  intended specifically for introductory organic stu-
dents to produce the corresponding triazoles (Scheme II). The
reagents are commercially available and the reactions go to
completion within two hours and give analytically pure prod-
ucts after filtration. Sodium ascorbate reduces the copper(II)
sulfate pentahydrate to copper(I), the active catalyst in this
reaction. The presence of copper often results in intensely
colored reaction mixtures, but a few drops of aqueous am-
monia draws the residual copper into the aqueous solution.
The series of digital images in Figure 1 demonstrate the
procedure’s ease and economy, as well as its final reward.
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Scheme I. Copper(I)-catalyzed triazole formation.
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Figure 1. Reaction progress of benzyl azide and phenyl propargyl
ether: (A) before addition of CuSO4, (B) 30 min, (C) 120 min, and
(D) after dilution with water and addition of aqueous ammonia. (A
color version of this figure is in the table of contents on p 1747.)
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Scheme III. Procedure B: Triazoles formed from acetylenes and in situ-generated azides. Conditions: CuSO4 (5 mol %), sodium ascorbate
(10 mol %), H2O/tBuOH (1:1), 0.3 M, 60 °C, 2–3 h.
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Scheme IV. Copper(I)-catalyzed triazole formation from in situ-generated azide.
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Scheme II. Procedure A: Copper(I)-catalyzed triazole formation from benzyl azide and various acetylenes. Reaction conditions: CuSO4 (5
mol %), sodium ascorbate (10 mol %), H2O/tBuOH (1:1), 0.3 M, 60 °C, 2 h.

N

O

O

O

N

NN

N

O

O

O

N3

O

O

N

NN

N

N
NN

N

N

HO

N

N
N

HO

92%
mp 127–128 °C

94%
mp 132–134 °C

100%
mp 112–114 °C

93%
mp 129–131 °C

http://www.jce.divched.org/Journal/
http://www.jce.divched.org/Journal/Issues/2005/
http://www.jce.divched.org/


In the Laboratory

www.JCE.DivCHED.org • Vol. 82 No. 12 December 2005 • Journal of Chemical Education 1835

Scheme V. Procedure C: General procedure for phenol
propargylation.
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Figure 2. 1H-NMR spectra of the indicated triazole product.

All reactions are easily monitored by TLC using various
standard hexane–ethyl acetate solvent systems. Benzyl azide
has a distinct azide peak at 2092 cm�1 in the IR, and the dis-
appearance of this signal can be used to determine reaction
progress or completion. The triazole products do not have
characteristic IR peaks; however, the filtered products give
clean 1H-NMR spectra with distinct, easily assignable sig-
nals (Figure 2). The triazole proton “e” is always a singlet
between 8.5–7.5 ppm and the methylene signal “d”, formed
when benzyl azide is the substrate, is a singlet between 6.0–
5.5 ppm (The equivalent methylene signal in the products
shown in Scheme III is found between 6.5–6.0 ppm).

Procedures B and C
Simple procedures and high yields make click reactions

ideal for creative undergraduate laboratory investigations.
Rather than purchase the above mentioned alkynes, students
can take advantage of simple procedures for in situ azide for-
mation (procedure B) and phenol propargylation (procedure
C) to develop their own unique blocks for the copper-cata-
lyzed triazole formation reaction (Scheme III). Significantly,
by forming and reacting the azide in one pot (10), the po-
tentially dangerous organic azide is never isolated (Scheme
IV). The propargylation procedure is general and high-yield-
ing for many commercially available phenols (Scheme V).

The applications of this reaction are far broader than the
specific procedures presented here, which are limited to eas-
ily obtainable substrates giving solid products in 2–3 hours.
However, with a slightly more advanced group of students
(comfortable with aqueous workups and able to run reactions
overnight at room temperature), the possibilities for experi-
mentation and discovery are greatly enhanced.

Hazards

Sodium azide is a rapidly acting, potentially deadly
chemical. When mixed with acid, sodium azide changes rap-
idly to hydrazoic acid, a toxic gas with a pungent (sharp) odor.
The mixing of sodium azide with any acidic solution must
be avoided at all times. Any azide-containing waste solutions
should be handled separately from other chemical wastes.
Phenylacetylene and benzyl azide are flammable and should
be kept away from flames. Phenylacetylene is a cancer-sus-
pect agent and proper handling in a fume hood is necessary.
The scintillation vial caps do not need to be fully sealed.
Goggles, lab coat, and gloves should be worn throughout this
experiment.

WSupplemental Material

Experimental details for procedures A, B, and C; notes
for the instructor;  and 1H-NMR spectra for all isolated com-
pounds are available in this issue of JCE Online.

Acknowledgements

The authors thank the Grinnell College Chemistry De-
partment, the National Institute of General Medical Sciences,
the National Institutes of Health (GM 28284), the National
Science Foundation (CHE-9985553), the W. M. Keck Foun-
dation, the Skaggs Institute for Chemical Biology for finan-

cial support, and United States–Norway Fulbright Founda-
tion for a research scholarship. We are grateful to professors
K. Barry Sharpless, Valery V. Fokin, and Hartmuth C. Kolb
for helpful discussions.

Literature Cited

1. Kolb, H. C.; Finn, M. G.; Sharpless, K. B. Angew. Chem., Int.
Ed. Engl. 2001, 40, 2004–2021.

2. Rostovtsev, V. V.; Green, L. C.; Fokin, V. V.; Sharpless, K. B.
Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. Engl. 2002, 41, 2596–2599.

3. Huisgen, R. In 1,3-Dipolar Cycloaddition Chemistry; Padwa,
A., Ed.; Wiley-Interscience: New York, 1984; pp 1–176.

4. (a) Hartzel, L. W.; Benson, F. R. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1954, 76,
667–670. (b) Noriis, P.; Horton, D.; Levine, B. R. Hetero-
cycles 1996, 43, 2643–2656.

5. Link, A. J.; Tirrell, D. A. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2003, 125, 11164–
11165.

6. Speers, A. E.; Adam, G. C.; Cravatt, B. F. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
2003, 125, 4686–4687.

7. Wu, P.; Feldman, A. K.; Nugent, A. K.; Hawker, C. J.; Scheel,
A.; Voit, B.; Pyun, J.; Fréchet, J. M. J.; Sharpless, K. B.; Fokin,
V. V. Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. Engl. 2004, 43, 3928–3932.

http://www.jce.divched.org/
http://www.jce.divched.org/Journal/Issues/2005/
http://www.jce.divched.org/Journal/
http://www.jce.divched.org/Journal/Issues/2005/Dec/abs1833.html


In the Laboratory

1836 Journal of Chemical Education • Vol. 82 No. 12 December 2005 • www.JCE.DivCHED.org

8. (a) Fazio, F.; Bryan, M. C.; Blixt, O.; Paulson, J. C.; Wong,
C.-H. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2003, 125, 14397–14402. (b) Bryan,
M. C.; Fazio, F.; Lee, H.-K.; Huang, C.-Y.; Chang, A.; Best,
M. D.; Calarese, D. A.; Blixt, O.; Paulson, J. C.; Burton, D.;
Wilson, I. A.; Wong, C.-H. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2004, 126,
8640–8641.

9. (a) Brik, A.; Muldoon, J.; Lin, Y.-C.; Elder, J. H.; Goodsell,

D. S.; Olson, A. J.; Fokin, V. V.; Sharpless, K. B.; Wong, C.-
H. ChemBioChem 2003, 4, 1246–1248. (b) Lee, L. V.;
Mitchell, M. L.; Huang, S.-J.; Fokin, V. V.; Sharpless, K. B.;
Wong, C.-H. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2003, 125, 9588–9589.

10. Sharpless, K. B.; Fokin, V. V.; Sharpless, W. D.; Wu, P.;
Hansen, T. V. The Scripps Research Institute, La Jolla, CA,.
Unpublished work, 2003.

http://www.jce.divched.org/Journal/
http://www.jce.divched.org/Journal/Issues/2005/
http://www.jce.divched.org/

