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Since 1984, the American Chemical Society has sponsored the partici-
pation of a U.S. team of four high school students in the International 
Chemistry Olympiad (IChO).  This summer, the U.S. team successfully 

participated in the 46th IChO in Hanoi, Vietnam, earning four medals; Robert 
Kao, from Edwin O. Smith High School, CT, won a gold medal, while Andrew 
Chen, from West Windsor Plainsboro High School South, NJ, Stephen Li, 
from Troy High School, MI, and Derek Wang, from North Allegheny Senior 
High School, PA, earned silver medals.  The members of the U.S. Chemistry 
Olympiad team were among 291 students from 75 countries that partici-
pated in the competition. 

The 2014 U.S. National Chemistry Olympiad (USNCO) finalists at the study 
camp were taught and tutored by three mentors, Melissa Barranger-Mathys 
(chemistry professor, Ursuline College, OH), Amiee Modic (chemistry teach-
er, Katy High School, TX), and Michael Danahy (chemistry professor, Bow-
doin College, ME); peer mentor Jacob Sanders (chemistry graduate student, 
Harvard University, MA); and the faculty of the Department of Chemistry of 
the U.S. Air Force Academy. The three mentors accompanied the U.S. team to 
Vietnam. ■

uSnCO Local 
Competitions

During the 2013–2014 academic 
year, 143 ACS Local Sections and 
two ACS International Chapters 
(Hong Kong and Shanghai) selected 
their nominees for the 2014 
USNCO competition. The competi-
tion engaged nearly 15,500 high 
school students from more than 
1,300 high schools in an array of 
activities and examinations at the 
school-system level.
In April, 1,011 national nominees 
took the ACS National Exam. The 
exam consisted of three parts: 60 
multiple-choice questions, eight 
complex problems, and two prac-
tical laboratory exercises. Many 
Local Sections honored their 
nominees at award banquets.  
Others presented their students 
with gifts such as monetary 
prizes, USNCO pins, and certifi-
cates. High Honors and Honors 
certificates were awarded to the 
top-scoring 158 students on the 
ACS National Exam. ■
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Left to right: Stephen Li, Andrew Chen, Robert Kao, Derek Wang
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ACS Indiana Local Section’s Providence 
Cristo Rey HS students and their chem-
istry teachers before the National Exam 
at Butler University in Indianapolis, IN.



Top row L to R: David Wang, Willie Zhu, Derek Wang, Ray Fu, Andrew Chen, Adit Chandra, 
Robert Kao, Stephen Chen

Middle row L to R: Jacob Sanders, Karen Singhal, Siddarth Seethepalli, Richard Wang, 
Bryce Cai, Soorajnath Boominathan, Yue Zhang, Stephen Li, Mike Danahy

Bottom row L to R: Amiee Modic, Michael Zuo, Junju Yang, Janice Ong, Stephanie Ren, 
Megan Zhao, Melissa Barranger-Mathys
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alpha Eta Team at the Study Camp

Statistical information from 2014 uSnCO

Grade in High School Intended College Major Ethnicity
  1% Freshmen 20% Chemistry/Science   1% African American
13% Sophomores 19% Pre-med/Biology 44% Asian
54% Juniors 37% Engineering/Physics/Math   5% Hispanic
31% Seniors 24% Other 47% White

  3% Other

Female students 25%

Male students 75%

Plan to major in chemistry 37%

Took AP chemistry course 86%

Positively view chemistry 68%
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Hiking in the mountains

In the USAFA laboratory

Study Camp closing banquet

November 2014 • www.acs.org/olympiad

Twenty of the top scoring stu-
dents participated in the USNCO 
Study Camp at the U.S. Air Force 

Academy (USAFA) in Colorado, June 
3–18, 2014. These students received 
intensive coaching in all branches of 
chemistry, including biochemistry, 
analytical, physical, inorganic, and 
organic chemistry, from three mentors 
and faculty of the USAFA Department 
of Chemistry.  Students’ abilities were 
tested in laboratory experiments, 
quizzes, problem solving exercises and 
a final examination.  At the end of the 
camp, six students were selected for 
the Alpha Eta team: 
Andrew Chen, Trenton Local Section
Robert Kao, Connecticut Valley Local 
Section
Stephen Li, Detroit Local Section
Derek Wang, Pittsburgh Local Section
and alternates:
Soorajnath Boominathan, Oklahoma 
Local Section
David Wang, Santa Clara Valley Local 
Section. ■
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Team uSa members reflect on the IChO
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Andrew Chen
“The 46th IChO was a beauti-

fully run chemistry competi-
tion that extended far beyond 
what it was on paper. On every 
leg of the journey, I was met with 
true kindness and compassion 
from my guide, the locals, and 
everyone in between. I visited 
cultural centers like Bat Trang 
Pottery village, a quaint town 
built around the age-old art of 
ceramics and kiln firing; had a 
chance to meet with high school 
students my own age at the 
Hanoi-Amsterdam International 
School, and bartered at Hanoi’s his-
toric Old Quarter. The tests them-
selves were very thought-provoking 
and well-designed. At the end of all of 
it, I learned the valuable lesson that 
I’m sure is being repeated across the 
world by everyone who attended the 
IChO. The International Chemistry 
Olympiad is not just a competition for 
students to compare themselves to 
each other, it is a learning experience 
and a chance for students to reach out 
to one another over borders, oceans, 
and geopolitical differences, and I will 
treasure and reflect upon it for the rest 
of my career.”

Robert Kao
“I felt honored to represent the 

United States in the IChO. This com-
petition is the climax of all of the high 
school chemistry the participants 
have learned, and to demonstrate 
our skills in the field of chemistry. 
Both the practical and the theoreti-
cal exams were challenging for me 
but a variety of excursions helped 
all students relax. Our guide, “Risky”, 
was very nice to us and showed the 
host country’s hospitality. We vis-
ited the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum, a 
memorial for the great former presi-
dent of Vietnam, and the Temple of 
Literature, Vietnam’s first university, 
and the Museum of Ethnology. We 
experienced the beautiful landscape 
of Trang An with its large Bai Dinh 
Pagoda, both of which were located in 

Ninh Binh Province. Meeting students 
from other countries was another im-
portant part of the trip. I would like to 
express my thanks to the host country 
and all the people who have made the 
event successful. I thank the ACS and 
USAFA for offering the opportunity for 
students to attend the study camp and 
the mentors for teaching me chemistry 
and making me a better chemistry 
problem solver.”

Stephen Li
“Exhausted from an entire day of 

flying I finally stumbled out of the 
Hanoi airport. Our guide and a crew 
of helpers warmly welcomed the 
team into Vietnam. Gazing from the 
window, I was dazzled by the various 
sights. The road traffic was a sight 
to behold, as throngs of motorbikes, 
buses, vans, and cars weaved their 
way erratically along the road markers 
much like ideal gas molecules. The 
excursions in the days ahead taught 
me much about Vietnamese culture. 
At the Temple of Literature, teams 
visited the beautiful thousand-year-
old center of learning and touched 
the heads of the stone turtles to bring 
good luck to the forthcoming exams. 
In the opening and closing ceremo-
nies, we were treated to traditional 
Vietnamese dance and music. A jaunt 
to the amusement park, with its 

dizzying rides, was enough to 
leave me feeling nauseous just 
after a relatively tame back-
and-forth swing ride. The two 
difficult five-hour exams left each 
team member feeling sufficiently 
dejected afterwards but at the 
closing ceremony, we were in for 
quite a treat, we had all pulled 
silvers and a gold. With the 
Vietnamese experience complete 
and new friendships from across 
the globe forged, I took the flight 
home with reluctance, my mind 
still buzzing from all the excite-
ment and energy from the past 

ten days. I had experienced nothing 
like this before, and certainly almost 
nothing in the future will come close.”

Derek Wang
“I fell in love with Vietnam, its 

people, and its culture. Everyone—
the bus drivers, tour guides, hotel 
staff, our guide “Risky”, lab atten-
dants, and so many more—was 
always welcoming. The highlights of 
IChO occurred when interacting with 
fellow chemistry-lovers from around 
the world. Technically, each student 
at IChO is competing against all the 
others, but it never seemed like that. 
From the start, everyone prioritized 
making friends and learning about 
each other’s cultures much more 
than even studying for the exams. 
For nine days, through dinners with 
the Thai team, bus rides with the 
Brits, card games with the Ukrainians, 
mascot wars with the Canadians and 
Swiss, and conversations with various 
competitors from countries spanning 
the globe, I felt the common lure of 
chemistry build friendships that tran-
scended cultural boundaries. I came 
to appreciate the connecting ability 
of this incredible event. The Inter-
national Chemistry Olympiad allows 
students from around the globe to 
become close, paving the road to fu-
ture collaborations that will advance 
the cause of chemistry and mankind 
itself.”  ■
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Team USA at the Hanoi Convention Center



46th IChO — Hanoi, Vietnam

Team USA with their 
Vietnamese guide 
Le Thi Giang.

American Chemical Society
U.S. National Chemistry Olympiad 
1155 Sixteenth Street, NW, Washington, D.C. 20036
1.800.227.5558, ext. 6328   FAX 202.833.7732
USNCO@acs.org

THank YOu!

The ACS Donald F. and Mildred Topp 

Othmer Chemistry Olympiad Endowment 

has been the primary sponsor of the U.S. 

National Chemistry Olympiad program.  

Additional support is received from:

The U.S. Air Force Academy

Advanced Chemistry Development

Carolina Biological Supply & Co.

Fisher Scientific Education

Flinn Scientific

Cengage Learning

McGraw-Hill

Prentice Hall Publishers

Sigma Aldrich Chemical Company

Texas Instruments Incorporated

John Wiley & Sons Publishers

University Science Books

Thank you for supporting the 
2014 USNCO program!

Arden Zipp, PhD, 
Distinguished 
Teaching Emeri-
tus Professor 
of Chemistry at 
SUNY, Cortland, 
NY, passed away 

December 17, 2013. He served as 
Chair of the USNCO Examinations 
Task Force from 1985–2013 and 
Chair of the USNCO Subcommittee 
from 2008–2011. His passion for the 
Chemistry Olympiad program and his 
devotion to strive for excellence in 
high school chemistry will be greatly 
missed. ■
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In MEMORIaM

Vietnam welcomed the 
participants of the IChO 
with a colorful and vibrant 

opening ceremony featuring tradi-
tional dances performed by the Tây 
Nguyên Music band, a symphony 
played on traditional instrument 
Đàn Đá, and a popular song “We 
are the world” sung by students 
from Hanoi –Amsterdam High 
School. Deputy 
Minister Nguyen 
Vinh Hien and 
Minister Pham 
Vu Luan gave 
opening remarks 
on behalf of the 
Ministry of Educa-
tion and Training, 
expressing their 
joy and pride at 
hosting the IChO 
in Vietnam. Both 
theoretical and 
laboratory exams were difficult and 
challenging for all students, making 
the very rich cultural program even 
more welcome. Students visited the 
ancient village of Bat Trang famous for 
its pottery, where they were encour-
aged to try sculpting and painting clay 
pots. Participants toured the Temple 

of Literature, One 
Pillar Pagoda, Thang 
Long Imperial Cita-
del and Ho Chi Minh 
Mausoleum, Muse-
um of Ethnology and 
historic Hanoi Old 
Town. The excur-
sion on row-boats 

through the Tràng An Scenic Land-
scape Complex allowed the students 
to admire caves, grottos and beautiful 
valleys along the river. Days were also 
filled with making friends from other 
countries, playing games, exchanging 
souvenirs, and sharing their passion 
for chemistry. ■
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U.S. Delegation at the 46th IChO closing  
ceremony.
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InVITaTIOn FOR STuDEnTS TO aPPLY FOR 
THE 2015 uSnCO!

The U.S. National Chemistry 
Olympiad Program provides 
opportunities to establish 
social and intellectual ties 
among students.

To participate in the USNCO, 
you must be a high school 
student and qualify at the local 
level to take the ACS National 
Exam.

Students must be U.S.  
citizens or Green Card holders 
of the United States to take 
the ACS National Exam.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, 
USE THE CONTACT INFORMATION BELOW


