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A tutorial from ScienceBySimulation 
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Introduction 
While thermodynamics can be used to predict whether a reaction will occur, an understanding of 

chemical kinetics is required in order to quantify how fast a reaction will proceed. In this article, we will 

run a set of virtual experiments using our free online chemistry simulation app, ChemReaX, to 

demonstrate the basic concepts related to reaction kinetics. The examples in this article can be used as a 

template for designing course-specific virtual lab activities and exercises to investigate chemical kinetics 

further in a classroom setting. 

Brief Theory of Chemical Kinetics in a Virtual Lab Context 
Chemical kinetics is the study of reaction rates and is complementary to the thermodynamic 

considerations of whether a reaction is spontaneous. The rate of a reaction (i.e., how fast it proceeds) at 

constant temperature depends on the concentrations or partial pressures of the reactants and products, 

and can be modeled by differential equations called rate laws. The rate also depends on catalysts which 

do not appear in the balanced equation.  In practice, the reaction rates -- including the overall order -- 

can only be determined by experiment under specific conditions and then fitted to an appropriate 

model. 

There are many different forms of integrated rate laws/models which express the rate of a reaction in 

terms of the reactant and product concentrations. A generalized integrated reaction rate model used in 

ChemReaX is:  Rate v = k * [R1]X * [R2]Y * [R3]Z, where R1, R2 and R3 are the reactants.  

The square brackets in our notation denote either concentration (units: moles/L) or partial pressure 

(units: bars). The constants k, X, Y and Z must be experimentally determined for a given reaction at a 

given temperature, and are inputs to ChemReaX. The coefficient k is the rate constant for a reaction, 

and its units are chosen so as to convert the product of concentrations (each raised to some power) into 

a rate expressed as a change in concentration divided by time. A larger rate constant implies a faster 

reaction. The overall order of a reaction is X+Y+Z. Only the reactants are included in this particular rate 

model since the product concentrations do not vary independently and are dependent on the reactant 

concentrations at every point in time. For a reaction aA + bB ⇌ cC + dD, the rate of change of each 

concentration can be related to the overall reaction rate v as follows: v = (-1/a) ∆A/∆t = (-1b) ∆B/∆t = 

(1/c) ∆C/∆t = (1/d) ∆D/∆t. 

The rate model is a differential equation that can be difficult to integrate analytically, especially as the 

reaction order increases. ChemReaX uses simulation to numerically integrate the differential equation 

and makes investigations of chemical kinetics easier. 

The half-life of a reactant is the time taken for the concentration of that reactant to fall to half its initial 

value as the reaction progresses, and is independent of its initial concentration in a first-order reaction. 

The half-life does depend on the initial concentration of a reactant in second and higher-order reactions. 

http://www.sciencebysimulation.com/
https://www.sciencebysimulation.com/chemreax


 

Copyright © 2017 by Science By Simulation. All rights reserved.          Contact: info@sciencebysimulation.com                                                      2 

 

Reaction Order 
We will use this exothermic reaction as an example to illustrate the kinetics of various reaction orders: 

H2 (g) + I2 (g) ⇌ 2HI (g) 

This reaction can be set up as shown in the ChemReaX dashboard below, where the reactants and 

products are selected from the dropdown lists. The reaction must be balanced by setting the 

stoichiometric coefficients and initial compositions of all species must be specified. The reaction rate is 

set in the top right corner of the dashboard. 

 

 

The ChemReaX results panel below shows the simulation results after clicking “Run the Reaction”: 
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In addition to the final state and the kinetics chart above, ChemReaX also generates a detailed table of 

the simulated composition (partial pressures of the reactants and products in this case) over time as 

shown below. These tables can be copied and pasted into Excel spreadsheets for further manipulation 

and analysis. They are the sources of the data for all of the Excel graphing used in this article. 

 

The reaction in the example above can be run with different values of X and Y to model various reaction 

orders (order = X + Y). The data from these runs have been graphed in Excel as follows to illustrate the 

same reaction simulated using reaction orders ranging from 0 to 3. As the reaction order increases, the 

shape of the curves change considerably. For higher orders, the slope of the concentration or partial 

pressure vs. time is sharper earlier on and then the rate of change slows down significantly leading to a 

long “tail”. The time needed to reach the final state of the reaction increases with the reaction order. 
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Effect of the Rate Constant 
The rate constant k has a direct impact on how fast a reaction proceeds. Consider the exothermic 

synthesis of methanol from carbon monoxide and hydrogen, which has been set up in the ChemReaX 

dashboard below: CO (g) + 2H2 (g) ⇌ CH3OH (g) 
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Based on data from running multiple simulations with values of the rate constant k, we can see from the 

graphs below that that the reaction clearly speeds up as the rate constant increases. 
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Half Lives of Reactants 
We can now demonstrate the characteristics of the half-life of a reactant for first-order vs. higher-order 

reactions using the synthesis of ammonia as an example: N2 (g) + 3H2 (g) ⇌ 2NH3 (g). This reaction has 

been set up in the ChemReaX dashboard below as a first-order reaction. H2 is the limiting reagent in this 

case, so we will use the partial pressure of H2 as one of the variables in our virtual experiment. The 

other variable is the order of the reaction (specifically the parameter Y in the rate model). 

 

H2 is the limiting reagent in this case, so we will use the partial pressure of H2 as one of the variables in 

our virtual experiment. The chart below depicts the kinetics for a first-order reaction with the initial 

partial pressure of H2 at 1 bar and 2 bars. The half-life is the time taken for the partial pressure of H2 to 

reach half its initial value – it is clear from the curves that this occurs at about 0.225 second (indicated 

by the black arrow) regardless of the initial partial pressure of H2. 
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Now if we repeat the experiment as a second-order reaction, the results below show that the half-life of 

H2 does depend on the initial partial pressure of H2. By interpolation using the data table, it can be 

seem that the half lives are 0.266 second for an initial H2 partial pressure of 1 bar and 0.313 bar for an 

initial H2 partial pressure of 2 bars (both indicated approximately by black arrows in the charts below). 

The half life is larger for the case with a higher initial partial pressure. 

 

 

Conclusion 
We have used ChemReaX as a virtual lab to illustrate three specific concepts related to chemical kinetics: 

the reaction order, the rate constant, and the half lives of reactants. After running virtual experiments 

through simulation, we have used the data generated by the simulations to produce Excel charts for 

further analysis. This method of running multiple simulations and graphing the resulting data can 

provide students with significant additional insight into the subtleties of kinetics and other chemistry 

concepts that might otherwise remain highly theoretical. Additional investigations of kinetics and other 

topics can be undertaken through ChemReaX simulations using the examples and approach in this 

tutorial article as templates. 
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