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Both adsorption and photocatalysis are considered to be effective methods for removing organic

contaminants from dye wastewater. In this study, the construction of 3D skeletons based on the

nanoparticles ZnO and ABS/TPU/calcium silicate (CaSiO3) (shortened as ATC) were fabricated via fused

deposition molding (FDM) technology. Characterization by scanning electron microscopy (SEM),

transmission electron microscope (TEM), X-ray diffraction (XRD), X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS)

depicted that ZnO nanospheres had been successfully grown on the 3D skeleton surface with an

enlarged specific surface area. As the results of the RhB adsorption and photocatalytic degradation

experiments showed, the removal ratio of RhB onto the ZnO-ATC skeleton was as high as 97.94% and

the synergistic effect of adsorption and photocatalysis greatly shortened the RhB degradation time under

ultraviolet light irradiation. The nanocomposites synthesized in this study showed a significant removal

ability for organic pollutants, and could effectively overcome the limitation of the secondary removal of

photocatalysts.
1. Introduction

With the progress of technology, the associated environmental
pollution has become a global problem affecting human life and
health. In particular, the direct discharge of industrial, agricul-
tural, and domestic water outlets into rivers is resulting in
a decline in water quality. How to effectively remove the organic
pollutants from wastewater has received much attention. Pho-
tocatalysis is an effective method for the treatment of organic
pollutants. Compared with ltration or sedimentation, photo-
catalysis1–3 directly decomposes pollutants into environmentally
sound substances, which means it does not require complex
post-treatment procedures, thus greatly reducing the operating
cost in practical applications. Currently, semiconductor metal
oxides are still the main photocatalysts in many processes,
among which zinc oxide (ZnO, 3.37 eV)4–6 has been widely used to
degrade organic pollutants in wastewater due to its high photo-
sensitivity, high stability, relatively low toxicity, and low synthesis
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tion (ESI) available. See DOI:

1282
temperature.7,8 In addition, adjusting the precursor and reaction
time is a simple way to control the structure size andmorphology
of ZnO, as is increasing the specic surface area and crystallinity,
and synthesizing nanoparticles or a hierarchical assembly of
nanoscale structures (the most effective form of metal oxides),
which can provide a wide photo-response range because the
electron–hole pairs improve the separation efficiency.9

However, nanosphere ZnO powder has the following prob-
lems, same as for most other photocatalysts: (i) a high recom-
bination rate of photogenerated electron–hole pairs inhibits the
photocatalytic efficiency,10 (ii) a low concentration of organic
dyes in wastewater will directly affect the contact with the
photocatalysts,11 (iii) powder agglomeration leads to an easy
deactivation and difficulty in performing the separation and
recovery, which limit its practical application.12 To prepare
a supported nano-ZnO photocatalyst for overcoming the above
problems, a large specic surface area, strong adsorption
performance, and improving the catalyst carrier function of the
adsorbent can solve the problems related to the separation and
recovery of the catalyst, and overcome the shortcomings of easy
agglomeration along with the poor stability of the catalyst
particles. It has been reported so far that ZnO loaded on various
supports has certain adsorption effects, such as zeolite,13 acti-
vated carbon,14,15 clay,16,17 and graphene.18,19 Problems like (i)
and (ii) above could be solved if the carrier could transfer
photogenerated electrons and generate a substrate enrichment
environment on the surface of the carrier-ZnO composite,
which would improve the contact frequency of the target
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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pollutant with the ZnO. The removal efficiency of organic dyes,
such as garnet green and Congo red, indeed has been proven,
but most of the carriers are still powder, and problem (iii) above
still exists for those cases. For problem (iii), Soomin Son et al.20

grew ZnO on a polymer skeleton produced by 3D printing for
the photocatalytic degradation of methylene blue dye for the
secondary removal of nanoparticles. However, at present, there
is few literature reports on simultaneously immobilized adsor-
bents and photocatalysts in 3D printing and the use of a 3D
skeleton to achieve the synergistic effect of adsorption/
photocatalysis to remove organic pollutants and solve
problem (iii) above. Among these few reports, fused deposition
molding (FDM),21–23 as a 3D printing technology, has the
advantages of low cost, automation, and customization, and
gradually has become of interest in many interdisciplinary
elds. In the past few years, the technology has been widely
used in the preparation of catalytic, adsorbent, conductive, and
other materials.24–27 On the one hand, 3D printing technology
can expand the coverage of the overall catalytic/adsorbing
materials, and realize the macrostructure optimization and
active component control of the material. On the other hand, it
is benecial to strengthening the mass transfer/heat transfer
process in the adsorption and photocatalytic degradation
reactions, and the operation is exible and reliable, and so can
meet the requirements for experimental research.

In this study, adsorbent–photocatalyst composites were
prepared by 3D printing combined with a hydrothermal method.
Due to the poor polarity of 3D skeleton materials and the lack of
active sites for ZnO growth, the complex synthesis process has
restricted its signicant development and application. On this
basis, we adopted a nano-ZnO catalyst for the construction of
a CaSiO3-assisted 3D printing skeleton by a hydrothermal
method and used this to realize the synergistic removal of
organic pollutants by photocatalysis and adsorption and elimi-
nated the need for a secondary removal process of nanoparticles.
The effects of the adsorbent type, ZnO loading, and surface
groups on the adsorption and photocatalytic properties of the
samples were studied, and the relationships between the struc-
ture and properties of the composites was analyzed.
2. Experimental section
2.1 Materials

Commercial ABS AG10AP was purchased from Taiwan Chemical
Fiber Co. Ltd. TPU 5377A was obtained from Bayer of Germany.
Microporous calcium silicate (CSH) with a size of 100 meshes
was provided by Shanxi Yuzhu New Material Technology Co.
Ltd. Zinc acetate dihydrate, citric acid monohydrate, and
sodium hydroxide were provided by Sinopharm Chemical
Reagent Co. Ltd (Shanghai, China). Rhodamine B (RhB) was
obtained from Tianjin Fuchen Chemical Reagent Co. Ltd and
was used without further purication.
2.2 Preparation of the ABS/TPU/CaSiO3 3D skeleton

The ABS and TPU pellets were dried at 80 �C for 12 h, and the
CSH was dried at 100 �C for 12 h. The dried ABS, TPU, and CSH
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
with mass ratios of 8 : 2 : 0 and 8 : 2 : 3 were mixed uniformly.
Then, the mixtures were melt-extruded and granulated on a co-
directional parallel twin screw extruder (MEDI-22/40, Guangz-
hou Putong Experimental Analysis Instrument Co., Ltd., China).
The speed of the main screw was 190 rpm, and the temperatures
of the various sections were set as 100 �C, 120 �C, 145 �C, 165 �C,
175 �C, 185 �C, 175 �C, 170 �C, 160 �C, and 140 �C, respectively.
The obtained master batch was extruded into a lament with
a diameter of 1.75 � 0.5 mm on a desktop-grade lament
extruder (C type, ShenzhenMisida Technology Co., Ltd., China).
The extrusion temperatures were 175 �C and 185 �C, and the
screw speed was 15 rpm. The ABS/TPU or ABS/TPU/CaSiO3

laments were obtained.
The model of the skeleton was designed using a 3D CAD

program. Cura soware was used to slice and set the various
parameters. Then, the designed skeleton was fabricated on an
FDM printer (M2030, Shenzhen Soongon Technology Co., Ltd.,
China) using the ABS/TPU or ABS/TPU/CaSiO3 laments as
a raw material. The nozzle temperature was 200 �C, and the
platform temperature was 80 �C. The printing speed was 80 mm
s�1 with a layer thickness of 0.4 mm, 100% in-ll, and nozzle
diameter of 0.40 mm. The obtained skeletons were denoted as
AT and ATC.
2.3 Synthesis of ZnO nanosphere on the 3D skeleton surface

The ZnO@3D skeleton was synthesized by a hydrothermal
method. First, 1.2 g citric acid monohydrate and 1.0 g zinc
acetate dihydrate were dissolved in 60 mL deionized water and
20 mL 1 mol L�1 NaOH aqueous solution was slowly added
under vigorous stirring to obtain a mixed suspension. The 3D
skeleton was immersed into the solution for 60 min and then
the mixture was placed in a 100 mL reactor. The reactor was put
in an electric thermostatic blast drying oven (DHG-9070A,
Shanghai Zhongyou Instrument Equipment Co., Ltd., China)
and the hydrothermal reaction proceeded at 120 �C for 24 h.
Finally, the obtained sample was washed by absolute ethanol
and deionized water three times, respectively. The nal samples
were denoted as ZnO-AT and ZnO-ATC.
2.4 Characterization

The morphologies of the prepared samples were analyzed on
a JSM-7500F scanning electron microscopy system (SEMJEOL,
Japan) at an accelerating voltage of 5 kV and a Tecnai G2 F30
eld emission transmission electron microscopy system (USA
FEI) at an accelerating voltage of 300 kV. X-ray diffraction
(Bruker D8 Phaser l ¼ 0.179 nm, Cu Ka radiation) was used to
analyze the phase and crystallinity of the samples. XPS spectra
were recorded using a ESCALAB Xi+ spectrometer employing
a monochromated Al Ka X-ray source as described previously.
The specic surface area of the skeleton was calculated by the
Brunauer–Emmet–Teller (BET) method, while the Barrett–
Joyner–Halen (BJH) method was applied to determine the
pore size distribution based on the nitrogen adsorption–
desorption isotherm at 77 K obtained on a Bayer BELSORP
mini II.
RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 41272–41282 | 41273
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2.5 Adsorption experiment

In batch parallel experiments, about 1.0 g of the samples were
weighed and added to 50 mL, 50 mg L�1 RhB solution in
Erlenmeyer asks. The asks were sealed and rotated at a speed
of 250 rpm at the temperature of 25 �C in a thermostatic
oscillator (HNY-200B, Tianjin Onuo Instrument Co., Ltd.). The
residual RhB concentration in the solution at various adsorp-
tion times was measured based on the wavelength of 554 nm on
an UV-vis spectrophotometer. All the experiments were carried
out more than three times. The effects of the adsorbent and
adsorption time on the removal rate and adsorption capacity
were studied. The removal efficiency and adsorption amount
were calculated using eqn (1) and (2), respectively:

Re ¼ C0 � Ce

C0

(1)

q ¼ ðC0 � CeÞV
M

(2)

where Re is the removal efficiency, q (mg g�1) is the adsorption
amount, C0 (mg g�1) is the initial concentration of RhB, Ce (mg
g�1) is the concentration of RhB solution at the completion of
adsorption, V is the volume of the solution, andM is the weight
of the sample.
2.6 Photocatalytic degradation experiment

The RhB photocatalytic degradation experiment was conducted
in a 250 mL tubular quartz microreactor device. The reactor was
surrounded by four 4 W UV lamps (4 W, 365 nm, Royal Philips
Electronics of the Netherlands) used in tandem. The distance
between the lamp tube and the reactor was about 3 cm, and the
Fig. 1 SEM surface images of (a) AT, (b) ATC, (c) ZnO-AT, (d) ZnO-ATC.

41274 | RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 41272–41282
reaction temperature was controlled between 25 �C and 30 �C by
air cooling.28 Under UV irradiation, 1.0 g of the sample was
added to 50 mL of RhB solution with an initial concentration of
50 mg L�1 for the photocatalytic degradation experiments. The
RhB concentration was measured by a UV-vis spectrophotom-
eter at the maximum absorption wavelength of 554 nm, and the
degradation efficiency was calculated according to eqn (1). The
effects of different initial dye concentrations and photocatalytic
times on the degradation efficiency were investigated.
3. Results and discussion
3.1 Morphology studies

Fig. 1 displays the SEM surface morphologies of the 3D-printed
skeleton and ZnO-3D-printed skeleton. Fig. 1b and d show that
ATC skeleton and ZnO-ATC skeleton aer the hydrothermal
reaction. It was obvious that the surface of ZnO-ATC was
uniformly coated with a layer of nanosphere crystals. By
contrast, the AT skeleton without CaSiO3 showed no signicant
change in the SEM images aer the hydrothermal reaction, as
shown in Fig. 1a and c. Thus, the CaSiO3 played an important
role in the growth of the ZnO on the skeleton surface.

As shown in the inset images of Fig. 1d, the ZnO had a ower-
like morphology and its size was about 700 nm, which is
consistent with the TEM result in Fig. 2a. Fig. 2b presents the
HRTEM image of a single particle, in which obvious lattice
fringes are visible with a spacing about 0.28 nm, corresponding
to the (100) crystal face of ZnO. The elemental mapping (Fig. 2c–
e) showed the existence of three elements, namely Zn, O, and
Ca, while the uniform distribution of Ca elements indicated
that Ca was doped in the ZnO lattice. These suggest that the
formation of ZnO nanospheres on the ATC skeleton surface
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 2 TEM (a) and HRTEM (b) images of ZnO on the surface of ATC samples, and the corresponding elemental mapping results for Zn (c), O (d),
Ca (e).
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resulted from the large specic surface area of CSH and the
large number of active sites on the 3D skeleton.29,30 The pres-
ence of CSH enhanced the hydrophilicity of the skeleton surface
and provided favorable conditions for the growth of ZnO on the
skeleton surface.
3.2 XRD analysis

The phase and crystallinity of the synthetic composite samples
could be found from the X-ray diffraction patterns. As shown in
Fig. 3a, the wide diffraction peak at 2q ¼ 23.70� indicated the
amorphous nature of ATC. The characteristic peak of AT before
and aer the hydrothermal reaction was almost the same,
which indicated the unsuccessful growth of ZnO on the surface.
According to the standardized PDF 00-029-0331 and JCPDS-36-
1451, ATC corresponding to the (110) crystal plane at 2q ¼
29.2� was the typical XRD diffraction peak of CaSiO3.31 The
diffraction peaks of ZnO-ATC at 2q ¼ 31.69�, 34.54�, 36.21�,
47.57�, 56.74� 62.95�, 66.43�, 67.88�, and 69.14� were consistent
with the (1 0 0), (0 0 2), (1 0 1), (1 0 2), (1 1 0), (1 0 3), (2 0 0), (1 1
2), (2 0 1), and (2 0 2) orientation planes respectively,17,32,33

suggesting that the crystal loaded on the skeleton surface was
ZnO with a wurtzite structure. In addition, in the inset graph of
Fig. 3a, the peak shi from 2q ¼ 34.54� to lower degrees was
because of the ion size of Zn2+ (1.37�A) and Ca2+ (1.97�A). Also, it
indicated that aer the hydrothermal reaction, a small amount
of Ca2+ was doped in the ZnO lattice due to the gradual disso-
lution process of Ca2+.34 The crystal morphology of ZnO clearly
changed with the increased concentration of Ca2+ (Fig. S1†),
which was benecial to the formation of small nanospheres of
ZnO with a grain size on the 3D skeleton surface.
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
3.3 XPS analysis

To further prove the composition of the nanocomposite, we
performed X-ray electron spectroscopy (XPS) on the ATC and
ZnO samples, and the results are shown in Fig. 3b–d. Fig. 4b
shows the C spectra of the ATC and ZnO-ATC samples. There
were two binding energies of C in ATC at 284.6 and 286 eV,
which represented the hybrid orbitals of C–C and C–H from ABS
and C–N from TPU in the skeleton. The evident emerging peak
at 289.2 eV in the ZnO-ATC samples could be attributed to the
formation of C]O bonds caused by the interaction between
ZnO and the skeleton. Additionally, the broadened binding
energy domain of each peak implied that multiple functional
groups existed in ZnO-ATC, such as C–O, C]C, and C–O–C,
which also indicated a strong interaction between the ZnO and
the skeleton formed in the hydrothermal process.

Fig. 3c shows the O 1s spectrum of the ATC sample. The peak
positions at 530.6, 531.9, and 533.4 eV were, respectively,
attributed to Ca–O, O–Si, and O–C. Compared with ATC, the
shi peak position of O element in the ZnO-ATC sample cor-
responded to the oxygen element in the surface lattice, while the
oxygen element adsorbed on the surface was at 529.4 and
531.2 eV, respectively. Fig. 3d presents the Zn spectra of the
ZnO-ATC samples. The two peaks at 1021.1 and 1044.2 eV
belong to Zn 2p3/2 and Zn 2p1/2, respectively, which were almost
consistent with the binding energy of pure ZnO. These results
indicated that ZnO on the surface of ZnO-ATC had an excellent
binding ability with the skeleton.

3.4 BET analysis

Fig. 4 shows the adsorption–desorption curves and pore-size
distributions of the samples. In Fig. 4 and Table 1, the AT
RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 41272–41282 | 41275
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Fig. 3 (a)XRD peaks of the AT, ZnO-AT, ATC, and ZnO-ATC, XPS spectra of the ATC and ZnO-ATC, (b), (c), and (d) high-resolution spectra at C 1s,
O 1s, and Zn 2p state energies, respectively.

Fig. 4 (a) N2 adsorption–desorption isotherms and (b) pore size distribution curves of AT, ZnO-AT, ATC and ZnO-ATC.

Table 1 Textural and structural properties of the samples

Sample AT ZnO-AT ATC ZnO-ATC
SBET (m2 g�1) 1.194 4.267 5.161 14.270
Total pore volume (cm3 g�1) 0.001 0.010 0.010 0.077
Mean pore diameter (nm) 4.641 9.096 8.035 21.694
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skeleton showed almost no pores and a low adsorption capa-
bility. ATC gave higher values in terms of the pore volume and
specic surface area than AT because of the introduction of CSH
in the 3D AT skeleton. Meanwhile, ZnO-ATC possessed the
highest specic surface area, due to the presence of ZnO
nanospheres affording a large number of adsorption sites. The
41276 | RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 41272–41282 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 5 (a) Removal efficiency curves of RhB onto AT and ATC (adsorbent concentration was 50 mg L�1 and temperature was 25 �C). (b)
Degradation efficiency as a function of reaction time, under different materials for the 3D-skeleton for Rhodamine B (initial dye concentration ¼
50 mg L�1). (c) Degradation kinetics and (d) pseudo-first-order rate constants of time under different initial dye concentrations.
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N2 isotherm of ZnO-ATC could be classied as a type II
adsorption isotherm. It had only one inection point in the
initial stage, and the subsequent curve was concave, indicating
that the adsorbent was a typical mesoporous material. The pore-
size distribution of ZnO-ATC revealed that the pore sizes were in
the range of 3–10 nm.

3.5 Adsorption

The RhB removal efficiency of the ATC and ZnO-ATC skeletons
is given in Fig. 5a. It was clear that the RhB adsorption efficiency
increased rapidly with the adsorption time and reached equi-
librium at 24 h. The RhB adsorption efficiencies of ZnO-ATC
and ATC at adsorption equilibrium were 97.94% and 26.22%,
respectively. Therefore, the introduction of ZnO obviously
increased the RhB adsorption capability of the 3D skeleton due
to the improved specic surface area, pore volume, and
adsorption affinity.

The adsorption includes the processes of membrane diffu-
sion, diffusion of the adsorbate inside the particle, and the
adsorption reaction. The slowest of the three steps determines
the overall adsorption rate. Compared with the pseudo rst
order kinetics, the adsorption of ZnO-ATC and ATC adsorbents
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
onto RhB showed higher tting coefficients. It can be concluded
that chemical adsorption was the determining process, which
was caused by valence exchange and electron transfer between
the adsorbate and adsorbent.35,36 By further tting the intra-
particle diffusion model, it was found that ATC's adsorption of
RhB took place in two steps. The rst part was external surface
adsorption, because of the high initial RhB concentration and
large number of active adsorption sites. In the second part, until
the equilibrium stage, the decreased adsorption rate deter-
mined the slow adsorption process and the intraparticle diffu-
sion was further slowed down because of the decreased residual
RhB concentration in the solution37 (Fig. S2†).

3.6 Photodegradation

As shown in Fig. 5b, the degradation efficiency of RhB,
composed of the photocatalytic degradation efficiency and
absorption removal efficiency, gave different performances
under the different 3D skeletons. In Fig. 5a, the ZnO-AT skel-
eton showed a low RhB degradation rate due to the absence of
ZnO on its surface. The weak polarity and the absence of active
sites caused a low loading amount of ZnO on the surface of the
skeleton, resulting in its poor ability in adsorption and
RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 41272–41282 | 41277

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0ra06661c


Fig. 6 (a) Schematic diagram of the 3D skeleton recycling. (b) Degradation efficiency after the reuse cycles. (c and d) XPS and XRD spectra from
before and after 5 reusability cycles.
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photodegradation of the dye. Compared with the condition of
adopting UV irradiation for 8 h, the RhB removal efficiency of
ZnO-ATC skeletons increased from 75.78% to 97.80%. More-
over, the equilibrium time shortened from 48 h to 8 h, indi-
cating a synergistic effect occurred between the adsorption and
photocatalytic degradation. The skeleton adsorption did not
make the RhB enrichment environment closer to the skeleton,
but rather it facilitated the ZnO on the skeleton surface to fully
come into contact with the RhB dye molecules to promote the
photocatalytic degradation process. In addition, due to the
photocatalysis of ZnO, the dye concentration on the surface of
the adsorbent decreased. Through the analysis of the adsorp-
tion process, it could be found that with the changing concen-
tration on the surface of the adsorbent, the adsorption process
will be prolonged to promote the adsorption process.

The degradation mechanism of RhB on the surface of ZnO-
ATC skeleton was also studied and the results are given in
Fig. 6. The pseudo-rst-order model equation is as follows:

ln

�
C0

C

�
¼ kt (3)
41278 | RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 41272–41282
where, C0 and C, respectively, represent the initial and post-
reaction concentration of RhB dye, and k is the rate constant,
expressing the degradation efficiency. The k values of ZnO-ATC
were 0.00668, 0.00439, and 0.0035 at the RhB initial concen-
trations of 50, 80, and 100 mg L�1 (Fig. 5c), respectively. The
degradation rate was reduced with the increasing RhB
concentration due to the lower ratio of ZnO/RhB. Moreover, the
increased concentration of pollutants brought about some
intermediates to be adsorbed on the surface of the semi-
conductors. The slow diffusion of intermediates on the surface
of semiconductors may lead to the deactivation of the active
sites on semiconductors, and eventually reduce the degradation
rate. These results observed are consistent with those obtained
by other research groups.14,34,38,39
3.7 Reusability experiments

The stability and reusability of ZnO-ATC nanocomposites for
RhB removal were investigated and the results are shown in
Fig. 6. The adsorption and photocatalytic experiments were
performed for 300 min. The adsorbent was separated and
rinsed in deionized water for 24 h with a stirring speed of
200 rpm, and then dried at 70 �C for the next adsorption run.
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 7 Effects of different scavengers on the ZnO-ATC degradation
efficiency.
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The experiment was carried out for ve runs. As shown in
Fig. 6b, photocatalytic degradation efficiency showed a weak
decrease, revealing the excellent stability, reusability, and
recyclability of the ZnO-ATC 3D skeleton for RhB removal. The
rate gradually decreased with the increasing runs was due to an
incomplete desorption in the experimental process, destruction
of the adsorption site, and partial detachment of ZnO on the
surface of the skeleton. However, in general, the negligible
decrease in the reusability property of the composites synthe-
sized in this experiment was mainly due to the following two
points. On the one hand, except for the inferior processability of
the composite adsorbent, the improved adsorption perfor-
mance of the skeleton resulted from the growth of ZnO, while
the original performance could be maintained aer desorption
Fig. 8 Photocatalysis and adsorption mechanism of RhB on the surface

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
also mattered. On the other hand, it could be found for the
adhesion of ZnO on the skeleton surface aer ve runs, as
shown in Fig. 6a, that a layer of ZnO was still rmly adhered on
the skeleton surface, which could meet the experimental
requirements and so it displayed almost the same photo-
catalytic performance. Fig. 6b and d, respectively, present the
XPS and XRD spectra before and aer ve runs, and the results
clearly show that ZnO loaded on the 3D skeleton with a certain
adsorption function could be detected and showed a strong
combination and interaction.
3.8 Mechanism

The proposed mechanism is shown in Fig. 7, where the holes
produced by electrons released from the valence band to the
conduction band under UV radiation directly affect the photo-
catalytic activity of ZnO. The electrons in the conduction bands
reduce oxygen molecules and release superoxide radicals, while
the holes in the conduction bands react with hydroxyl ions to
form hydroxyl radicals. These strong oxidant free radicals can
convert organic dye molecules into CO2 and H2.17 The role of
ZnO in dye degradation can be expressed as per the following
equations:9,21,35

ZnO + hn / h+(VB) + e�(CB) (4)

h+(VB) + H2O / HOc + H+ (5)

h+(VB) + OH� / HOc + H+ (6)

e�(CB) + O2 / O2
� (7)

HOc/O2
� + organic pollutants /

CO2[ + H2O + other degradation products (8)
of the 3D skeleton.
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UV energy is higher than the band gap of ZnO and under the
excitation of ultraviolet light, electrons are transferred from the
valence band to the conduction band to form photoelectrons
(e�(CB)) and vacancies (h+(VB)) in ZnO. The holes and electrons
can react with H2O, OH

�, and O2 in the dye solution to form
strong oxidizing HOc and O2

�, respectively. Reacting with
organic dyes, raw water, carbon dioxide, and other degradation
products are produced in different ways. The hydroxyl radical
formed in ZnO degrades the organic dye RhB by strong oxida-
tion. The main active radicals in the process of ZnO photo-
catalysis were investigated by free radical trapping experiments.
As shown in Fig. 7, the degradation efficiency was inhibited by
varying degrees to 70.8% (benzoquinone BQ), 81.4% (potassium
dichromate K2Cr2O7), 87.1% (ammonium oxalate IPA), and
79.6% (ammonium oxalate AO), respectively, which were lower
than those without scavenger (93.2%) indicated that O2

�, e�,
HOc and h+ played a role in the process of photocatalysis, the
most obvious inhibitory effect of BQ indicates that the main free
radical in the photocatalytic process was O2

�.
Besides, the structure of the 3D printed skeleton was

controllable, providing a relatively effective specic surface area
and larger space. Therefore, the ZnO nanospheres could be
loaded on the skeleton with a large specic surface area from
the 3D printing contained CSH for the preferential adsorption
and to form a RhB enrichment environment on the skeleton
surface, which provided more opportunities for the diffusion of
organic molecules and hydroxyl radicals and proton transfer. In
the case of there being no skeleton, the RhB molecules collide
with ZnO accidentally and remain in contact to carry out the
photocatalytic reaction. If this requirement is not met, the dye
molecules or intermediate products will return to the solution,
and further reaction can only be carried out when they collide
with ZnO again.14 In this study, the adsorption effect of the
skeleton combined with the photocatalytic activity of ZnO forms
a synergistic effect, thus promoting the degradation of RhB
(Fig. 8).
4. Conclusion

In this paper, an enhanced synergistic effect of photocatalytic
and adsorption was realized through a system constructed of
ZnO nanoparticle loaded onto a 3D skeleton. The system ach-
ieved the immobilization effect and promoted combination
during the photocatalytic process. In contrast with the complex
and harsh condition and atmosphere acquired, the facile
reaction employing a hydrothermal technique eliminates the
demanding requirement in the procedure for recycling and the
3D skeleton loaded with ZnO could be utilized repeatedly aer
a simple aertreatment. Additionally, the diverse molecular
design and structural control of the ZnO-ATC skeleton could
enhance the application lifetime and its recycling life.
Furthermore, a new strategy was proposed to make the
adsorption and photocatalytic degradation work together and to
realize the powder immobilization, which may pave the way for
the design of new pollutant degradation materials and could be
41280 | RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 41272–41282
applied in the elds of wastewater treatment in large chemical
equipment and plants.
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