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Synthesis of a super-absorbent nanocomposite
hydrogel based on vinyl hybrid silica nhanospheres

and its propertiest
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Superabsorbent polymers as soft materials that can absorb water have aroused great interest in the fields of

agriculture and forestry. Water absorption and water retention performance of a hydrogel are important

indicators to evaluate its practical application. However, few reports show that hydrogels have both
excellent water absorption and water retention properties. To date, superabsorbent hydrogels with
a swelling capacity of more than 3000 g g~' have rarely been reported. In this work, a novel

superabsorbent poly(acrylic acid) (PAA)-based nanocomposite hydrogel (NC gel) was prepared via free

radical polymerization of acrylic acid by using vinyl hybrid silica nanospheres (VSNPs) as the cross-linking
agent. The PAA NC hydrogel achieved a great swelling ratio of more than 5000 times in deionized water
at 323 K, and the swollen hydrogel could hold 60% moisture when it was exposed to the air at 303 K for
42 h. Moreover, the hydrogel also obtained a good swelling ratio of 136 g g~* in NaCl solution. The PAA

Received 17th August 2020
Accepted 5th November 2020

NC hydrogel showed excellent repetitive swelling ability. The influences of variable factors (acrylic acid,

initiator and sodium hydroxide) on the swelling ratio of the NC hydrogel were researched. It can be
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1. Introduction

Superabsorbent hydrogels (SAH) as a new type of polymer with
a three-dimensional network structure that can absorb a lot of
water have been widely studied."® Due to its excellent water
absorption performance, SAH are extensively applied in various
industries, such as soil amendment, the construction industry,
responsive materials and wastewater treatment.>” Especially in
agriculture and forestry, SAH can be employed as water-
retaining agents to improve soil water retention.*® To date,
many novel superabsorbent polymers have been developed,
such as double network hydrogel,’*"* ring slip structure
hydrogel, topology structure hydrogel, nanocomposite hydro-
gel,® but cannot satisfy the current actual production
demand. The main reasons are that these existing hydrogels
lack good swelling ratio and water control performance.
Therefore, it is urgent to design a novel hydrogel with high
water absorption performance and water retention capacity for
meeting the needs of industrial development. According to
related reports, acrylic polymer shows high hydrophilicity due
to a large number of hydrophilic groups on their molecular
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speculated that the PAA NC hydrogel has potential application in agriculture and forestry areas due to its
excellent water absorption and water retention properties.

chains, which can greatly improve the swelling of hydrogels. Hu
et al. prepared a novel poly(acrylic acid) (PAA)-based nano-
composite (NC) hydrogel by using calcium hydroxide (Ca(OH),)
nanosphere with a diameter less than 5 nm as cross-linker, and
the NC hydrogel obtained a good swelling capacity (500 g g~ *).2°
Tally et al. prepared a porous absorbent by grafting poly(acrylic
acid-co-acrylamide) onto the sodium alginate backbone, which
showed a maximal swelling capacity of 1078 g g~ '.>* Shah et al.
prepared a super absorbent hydrogel with acrylic acid (AA) and
acrylamide (AM) via single step free radical polymerization, and
its SR could reach up to 1841 g g~ '.>> However, few literatures
reported that the PAA-based hydrogel adsorbents with
a swelling ratio (SR) exceeded 3000 g g '. This defect can be
attributed to the lack of suitable cross-linking agents.”® An
extremely increased swelling property and water retention
performance of hydrogel may be triumphantly obtained if a new
cross-linking agent can be used properly. Thence, the key
intention of this project is to mainly improve the swelling
property of PAA-based hydrogel by developing a suitable cross-
linking agent.

Recently, organic-inorganic hybrid materials have been re-
ported to ameliorate the property of polymer materials due to its
dual properties of physical toughness and chemical activity.”**®
In this work, vinyl hybrid silica nanoparticles (VSNPs) with
controllable particle dimension was prepared to effectively
increase the swelling property and water retention property of
the hydrogel. Through different process conditions, the silica

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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nanospheres with different sizes from 30 nm to 1000 nm were
creatively prepared,***” which were employed as a novel cross-
linker for poly(acrylic acid) PAA nanocomposite (NC) hydrogel.
The design principle of the hydrogel is to graft acrylic acid
molecules on the surface of silica nanospheres,” forming
a three-dimensional network structure. The structures of the
superabsorbent PAA NC hydrogel were characterized by TEM,
SEM, XRD, EDS, and FT-IR. This work may effectively provide
a new design concept for developing super hydrogel absorbents
with increased SR and WRR, which may be widely used in
agriculture and forestry areas.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Materials

Acrylic Acid (AA), sodium dodecyl benzenesulfonate (SDBS),
vinyltriethoxysilane (VTES), sodium hydroxide (NaOH), sodium
chloride (NaCl), urea (CO(NH,),), ammonium persulfate (APS)
and ammonium hydroxide solution (NH,OH) were all
purchased from Macklin Chemical Reagent Co. Ltd.

2.2. Preparation of VSNPs

The synthesis of VSNPs was mainly through an optimized sol-
gel method. The synthesis process was as follows: the measured
SDBS was dissolved in deionized water (30 mL), and then VTES
of 3.8 mL was added into mixed solution. After two hours, the
measured ammonia was added to the mixed liquor at 50 °C. The
prepared nanospheres were further purified through at least 5
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cycles of centrifugation and dispersion. The as-obtained puri-
fied VSNPs were dried for further use.”®

2.3. Preparation of PAA NC hydrogel

The above purified VSNPs were used as crosslinking agents for
the synthesis of the PAA NC hydrogel. The PAA hydrogel was
prepared through a free radical polymerization of AA mono-
mer and VSNPs. Initially, the measured NaOH was dissolved in
three-necked flask filled with 20 mL of deionized water at 0 °C.
And then, 10 mL of AA monomer and the weighed VSNPs were
added into the mixed solution under magnetic stirring. The
above process was carried out under N, atmosphere. After two
hours, the measured APS was added into the mixed solution,
and then the mixed solution was sealed in a syringe. Finally,
the PAA NC hydrogel was successfully prepared at 50 °C for
25 h.

2.4. Characterization

The shape and size of the VSNPs were characterized by trans-
mission electron microscopy (TEM). Scanning Electron Micro-
scope (SEM, ZEISS MERLIN Compact) was used to characterize
the surface morphology of the internal structure of the freeze-
dried PAA NC hydrogel. The elements of the VSNPs and the
PAA NC hydrogel was individually detected by employing
Energy-Dispersive Spectroscopy (EDS). Fourier transformed
infrared (FT-IR) spectra of the VSNPs and hydrogel samples
were recorded on a Thermo NicoletiS10 FT-IR Spectrometer via
employing KBr pellets. X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns of
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Scheme 1 Schematic diagram of PAA hydrogel. (a) VTES was added into SDBS solution; (b) VSNP was synthesized through the hydrolysis and
polycondensation of VTES by using the sol-gel method; (c) pure VSNP was obtained through 3 centrifugation processes. (d) Pure VSNPs and AA
were dispersed in NaOH solution with strong stirring under N, atmosphere; (e) the above mixed solution is sealed in a syringe and immersed in
water at 50 °C for 25 h; (f) formation of the cross-linked structure network diagram of the PAA NC hydrogel employing VSNPs as crosslinking

agent.
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Fig. 1 (a and b) the TEM images of VSNPs, (c) the EDS spectra of VSNPs.
VSNPs and dried hydrogel sample were recorded by using Cu-Ka N W=y
radiation. SR(gg") = W, &)

2.5. Swelling measurements of the PAA NC hydrogel

In this work, the swelling performance of the obtained PAA NC
hydrogels was systematically studied under different external
environments, including temperature, pH, NaCl and CacCl,
solutions. Firstly, the hydrogel sample was cut into regular cube
shape with size about 5 mm x 5 mm x 5 mm, and then the
sheared hydrogel sample was dried and recorded the weight
(Wy)- Secondly, the dried hydrogel sample was immersed in the
prepared solution until it reached swelling equilibrium. During
which time, the swollen hydrogel sample was taken out from
the solution to record the weight (W,) at a preset interval and Wy
refers the weight of dried hydrogel. The ultimate swelling ratio
(SR) of the PAA NC hydrogel can be calculated as the following
formula: (1)

41024 | RSC Adv, 2020, 10, 41022-41031

2.6. Water retention measurements of the PAA NC hydrogel

The water retention performance of the PAA NC hydrogel was
tested at 303 K with humidity around 50%. The swollen PAA NC
hydrogel sample was placed in a Petri dish to achieve swelling
equilibrium, and the surface area of the hydrogel samples were
exposed to the air. The weight of the hydrogel sample was
weighted at specified time interval. The water retention radio of
the PAA NC hydrogel was calculated as the following formula: (2)

W, — Wy

RR= ¢
W Wo — Wy

x 100% ()
where W, means the weight of the swollen hydrogel sample at ¢

time, Wy refers the weight of the dried hydrogel sample and W,
is the initial weight of swollen hydrogel sample.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Table 1 The different sizes of VSNPs under different synthetic
conditions

VSNPs average

VTES/mL NH,OH/mL SDBS/mmol size/nm
3 0.5 1.2 29 £4
4 0.5 1.2 30£3
5 0.5 1.2 78 £5
4 0.5 0.96 190 + 7
4 0.5 0.72 257 £ 8
4 0.5 0.48 566 + 13
4 2 1.2 866 + 21
4 1 1.2 567 + 16
4 0.8 1.2 324 £ 10
4 0.2 1.2 126 £ 6

3. Results and discussion

3.1. Mechanism of the PAA NC hydrogel formation

In this design, a novel super-adsorbent PAA NC hydrogel was
successfully developed by using VSNPs as crosslinking agent.
Scheme 1 shows the formation mechanism of the hydrogel.
Firstly, VSNPs was the key to the preparation of the hydrogel,
because the different sizes of VSNPs would cause different SR of
the PAA NC hydrogel. The synthesis principle of VSNPs can be
divided into two steps (Scheme 1a and b):** (1) VTES hydrolyzes
formed silanol bonds in SDBS solution, and then (2) VSNPs
were formed by the self-condensation of silanol bonds. Scheme
1c shows the purified VSNPs, which corresponds to the real
photograph (Fig. 1a and b). Secondly, the mixed solution of pure
VSNPs and AA were added to the three-necked flask to remove
oxygen under continuous nitrogen flow (Scheme 1d). After the
oxygen was exhausted, the mixed solution was sealed in
a syringe for undergoing polymerization of AA and VSNPs
(Scheme 1e). Scheme 1f shows the stable physical cross-linked
network of the hydrogel, forming by grafting PAA chains on
the surface of the VSNPs. Moreover, a mass of hydrophilic
groups on the acrylic chains can form hydrogen bonding with
each other,”® which can form a second cross-linking node inside
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the hydrogel. The double cross-linked structure of the hydrogel
can provide enough stress to allow the hydrogel to fully swell in
water. Even under high temperature (323 K) conditions, it can
still reach a swelling ratio of more than 5000 times without
collapse (ESI Fig. S1at).

3.2. Single variable reaction condition on the synthesis of
VSNPs

The size and dispersion of the VSNPs play a non-negligible role
in the synthesis of the hydrogel. Here we mainly focus the
factors on VTES, ammonia and SDBS. In the process, ammonia
as a catalyst can significantly promote the progress of the
polycondensation reaction and SDBS acts as a template
container for VSNPs generation. The different synthetic condi-
tions are shown in Table 1. According to Fig. 2, smaller nano-
spheres can build a well cross-linking density inside the NC gel
and improve its SR. Therefore, it can be concluded that the
optimal solution for the additive parameters is VTES (4 mL),
NH,4OH (0.5 mL), SDBS (1.2 mmol). As shown in Fig. 1a and b,
the TEM images show a regular round appearance and uniform
size about 30 nm of VSNPs and proves its good dispersion. The
uniform distribution of VSNPs in water without agglomeration
is the primary condition for the preparation of high-
performance PAA NC hydrogel. EDS analysis (Fig. 1c) shows
the content distribution of Si, O, C elements, which is in line
with their theoretical distribution values.*

3.3. Single variable reaction condition on the SR of the PAA
NC hydrogel

In order to prepare a novel adsorbent NC hydrogel with the best
swelling ratio, the influence of different monomer variables on
the SR of the PAA NC hydrogel was studied individually, and the
other variables were set as the optimal reaction conditions.
3.3.1 Effect of VSNPs size and content. The content and
size of the VSNPs have a great influence on the crosslink density
of the PAA NC hydrogel. Network diagram of the PAA NC
hydrogel is shown in Scheme 2. Acrylic polymer chains are
grafted on the surface of the VSNPs through covalent cross-
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(a) SR of the PAA NC hydrogel with different sizes and (b) the concentration of the VSNPs in pure water at 303 K.
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(a)
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Scheme 2 A network structure diagram of different crosslink density.

linking points. A large amount of vinyl groups exists on the
surface of the VSNPs, and these vinyl groups increase with the
increase of the size. In theory, the crosslink density of the PAA
NC hydrogel can be improved by the two ways: (1) increasing the
size of the microsphere and (2) increasing the number of VSNPs
to obtain more covalent crosslinking points for improving the
crosslinking density, resulting in satisfactory SR of the PAA NC
hydrogel. However, Fig. 2a shows that the smaller size has better
SR at the same quality of nanospheres and the SR reaches the
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maximum value when the size is about 30 nm. Whether the
nanospheres with smaller size have the same pattern remains to
be explored. This phenomenon indicates that the smaller cross-
linking agent is more conducive to dissipating the stress of the
polymer chains, thereby ensuring that the hydrogel will not
collapse when it is fully swollen. The result also echoes the
theory that smaller nanoparticles can effectively increase the
crosslink density of the hydrogel.** Under the condition of the
size is about 30 nm, the SR of the PAA NC hydrogel can achieve

(a)3300 (b)3300
3000 /
3000
/ 2700 f
® c &
202700 882400
=4 =4
7 { 7
2100
2400 % f
i 1800 | ¥
2100 . . : ; . 1500 . ; . : :
20 25 30 35 40 0.04 0.06 0.08 0.10 0.12
AA (Wt%) APS (Wt%)
(c)3300
3000
2700 § %
)
202400 -
e
7]
2100 %
1800 - ¥
1500 —— . . . :
3 6 9 12 15
NaOH (wt%)

Fig. 3 SR of the PAA NC hydrogel with different content of (a) AA, (b) APS, (c) NaOH.
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a maximum value of 3056 g ¢~ at 303 K when the concentration
of VSNPs is 1.0 wt% (Fig. 2b). The covalent cross-linking points
inside the hydrogel is insufficient when the content of the
VSNPs is less than 1 wt%. This situation will cause the hydrogel
to partially dissolve during the swelling process. It can be clearly
stated that excess or insufficient cross-linking agent could result
in poor cross-linking density. Thence, the selection of moderate
cross-linking agent is the key to prepare the high swelling ratio
NC hydrogel.

3.3.2 Effect of AA content. The impact of AA content on SR
is shown in Fig. 3a. With the AA content increasing, the SR of
the hydrogel shows a trend of increasing and then decreasing.
When the content of AA increases from 20 wt% to 30 wt%, the
SR of the NC hydrogel increases due to the decrease in cross-
linking density. However, when the content of AA exceeds
30 wt% and continues to increase, the crosslinking density will
decrease consistently, which causes partial dissolution of the
NC hydrogel in water.** Therefore, when the concentration of AA
is 30 wt%, the PAA NC hydrogel can achieve the best cross-
linking density and the maximum SR.

3.3.3 Effect of APS content. Fig. 3b shows the influence of
initiator content on the SR. It can be found that the SR of the
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PAA NC hydrogel increases as the content of the initiator
increases when the content of APS is low, and then the SR
begins to decrease when the SR reaches a maximum value of
3056 g g '. As the content of initiator increases, more free
radicals will form, as will the graft sites, leading to an increase
in the SR. However, excessive initiator will reduce the SR of the
NC hydrogel due to the excess radicals, leading to a sharp
acceleration of the polymerization ratio of AA monomer.
Therefore, this situation would reduce the length of AA polymer
chains, resulting in a poor SR of the PAA NC hydrogel.*>*
3.3.4 Effect of NaOH content. As shown in Fig. 3¢, NaOH as
a reagent that can adjust the degree of neutralization of the
solution, showing a great effect on the swelling ratio of the PAA
NC hydrogel. Excessive acidity will accelerate the polymeriza-
tion ratio, leading to an uncontrolled reaction process and
creating a chaotic cross-linked network structure. Therefore, as
the concentration of NaOH increases, a large number of
carboxyl groups in the solution are neutralized, reducing the
acidity of the solution. In addition, the electrostatic repulsion
between polymer chains inside the PAA NC hydrogel is
increased, thereby increasing the SR of the NC hydrogel.
However, when the concentration of NaOH exceeds 9%, a large
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Fig. 4
pattern of the PAA NC hydrogel.
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(a and b) the SEM micrographs of surface morphology of the freeze-dried swollen hydrogel sample, (c) the EDS spectra and (d) the XRD
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amount of Na* will occupy the adsorption sites on the polymer
network, reducing the hydrophilicity of the polymer network
and decreasing the swelling ratio of the PAA NC hydrogel.**

3.4. The PAA NC hydrogel structure characterization

The surface morphology of the freeze-dried PAA NC hydrogel
was characterized in Fig. 4a and b. It can be intuitively found
that the flabby internal morphological structure of the PAA NC
hydrogel is composed of these tough branches, and the pore
structure inside the hydrogel can act as a storage space for water
molecule. These tough branches can effectively distribute the
stress to ensure the stability of the network structure when the
hydrogel fully absorbs water. Moreover, there are a lot of
hydrophilic groups (-COOH) on PAA chains, which can increase
the hydrophilicity of the branches, thereby significantly
promoting the penetration of water molecules. EDS analysis
(Fig. 4c) shows the presence of Si, O, C elements and prove that
the extremely low concentration of VSNPs has participated in
the polymerization of the PAA NC hydrogel. XRD patterns of the
hydrogel samples were displayed in Fig. 4d. The XRD pattern of
the dried PAA hydrogel shows a weak peak at 39°, which is
caused by the partially crystalline structure of the NC gel. The
crystalline structure of the NC gel was attributed to the strong
intermolecular and intramolecular hydrogen bonds of the acid
molecular chains.”® Apparently, the peak at 22° of the PAA NC
hydrogel is attributed to the introduction of VSNPs.** This peak
shift illustrates that the addition of the VSNPs can improve the
crystallinity of the PAA hydrogel and increase the crosslink
density of the PAA hydrogel. However, excessive content of
VSNPs will lead to excessive crystallinity of the hydrogel,
resulting in a low swelling ratio of the PAA hydrogel in water.
Therefore, the high swelling ratio of the PAA hydrogel can be
obtained by the introduction of the appropriate content of
VSNPs.

To better confirm the preparation of the PAA NC hydrogel,
some typical functional groups were studied by FT-IR, as shown

PAA NC hydrogel

PAA hydrogel o
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T T T T T
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Fig.5 FTIR spectra of VSNPs, PAA hydrogel and the PAA NC hydrogel.
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Fig. 6 SR of the PAA NC hydrogel in deionized water with different pH
at 303 K.

in Fig. 5. The peak at 1050 cm™ " of SiO, was ascribed to the
stretching vibration of Si-O-Si. In VSNPs spectra, the two weak
peaks at (1148 cm™ ' and 1048 cm ™ ') of VSNPs were the asym-
metry structure of Si-O-Si and the peak at 1603 cm ' was
ascribed to the stretching vibration of C=C.***¢ The above
characteristic peaks proved the successful synthesis of VSNPs.
In the spectrum of the PAA NC hydrogel, the peak at 1666 cm ™
was the stretching vibration of C=0 and the peak at 1489 cm ™
was assigned to anti-symmetric vibration of -COO™. The two
weak peaks at 1112 cm ™' and 1095 cm ™" were the asymmetry
structure of Si-O-Si in the PAA NC hydrogel spectra. The
stretching vibration of C=C appears at 1603 cm™ " in VSNPs
spectra, but it did not appear in the PAA NC hydrogel spectra,
certificating that C=C has participated in polymerization.
Notably, the peaks at 1698 cm ™', 1452 cm™ ' and 1404 cm ™' of
PAA hydrogel shift to 1666 cm ™', 1489 cm ™' and 1406 cm ™' of
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Fig.7 SR of the PAANC hydrogelin NaCland CaCl, solutions at 303 K.
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Fig. 8 Water retention of the swollen PAA NC hydrogel at room
temperature (303 K) with humidity around 50%.

the PAA NC hydrogel respectively, resulting from the introduc-
tion of VSNPs. These characteristic absorption peaks strongly
prove that the PAA NC hydrogel has been successfully synthe-
sized in this work.

3.5. The PAA NC hydrogel property research

3.5.1 Swelling in buffer solution. The water absorption
property of the PAA NC hydrogel is extremely sensitive to pH,
and the SR was studied at 303 K in buffer solution. The buffer
solution with different pH value from 3 to 13 was neutralized by
HCl and NaOH. The pH-dependent swelling behaviors are
shown in Fig. 6, which illustrates two different trends under
acidic and alkaline conditions. This rapid changes in the
swelling behavior of this PAA NC hydrogel is related to ioniza-
tion of the -COOH groups on acrylic chains inside the hydrogel.
Under acidic conditions, the large amounts of -COOH groups
are generated by the protonation of -COO™. The hydrogen
bonding power among the COOH groups inside the hydrogel
are increased and the electrostatic repulsion between -COO™
groups are weakened, which can increase the hydrogen bonding
crosslink point inside the internal hydrogel network, resulting
in poor swelling performance. When the pH value increases,
more COOH groups will change into -COO™ groups and the
electrostatic repulsion of -COO™ groups will enhance. There-
fore, it can be concluded that the SR will increase with the
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increase of pH value from 3 to 7. However, the SR of the PAA NC
hydrogel shows a downward trend when the pH from 7 to 13,
which can be attributed to the charge shielding effect of Na*
counter. Notably, in alkaline solution, more Na" will occupy the
active sites with the PH value increases, thereby limiting the
anion-anion repulsions and resulting in a poor SR.** The
optimal SR is obtained when pH is equal to 7, which means that
the forces of electrostatic repulsion and hydrogen bonding are
in equilibrium.

3.5.2 Swelling in salt solutions. The sensitivity of the PAA
NC hydrogel to saline and cation were studied in NaCl and
CacCl, solutions. Fig. 7 shows the different SR in the solutions of
NaCl and CaCl,. It can be intuitively seen that the SR is signif-
icantly reduced and decreased with the increase in the
concentration of the same salt solution. This rule can be
ascribed to a charge shielding effect of excess cations, which
causes a reduced osmotic pressure difference between the
polymer network and the solution, leading to a poor water
absorption performance.*® Notably, under the same concentra-
tion, the PAA NC hydrogel achieved a worse swelling capacity in
CacCl, solution. It can be attributed to the formation of water-
insoluble calcium carboxylate.

3.5.3 Water retention property. The water retention
performance of hydrogel is an important indicator to evaluate
its practical application property. The water retention perfor-
mance of the as-obtained PAA NC hydrogel was investigated at
303 K with the humidity of the air around 50%. As shown in
Fig. 8, the water retention of the swollen PAA NC hydrogel
gradually decreases as time increases. It can still maintain
a water content of 60% or more after been exposed to the air at
303 K for 42 h. This satisfactory water retention property is
related to its good cross-linked structure and a mass of -COOH
groups inside the polymer. The good water retention perfor-
mance depends on the van der Waals force and H-bonding
between water molecules and the polymer. Water retention
property of this NC hydrogel and other super-absorbent
hydrogels are shown in Table 2 for comparing.

3.5.4 Reswelling ability. The repeated swelling property of
hydrogel is very important in its practical applications. Initially,
the swollen PAA NC hydrogel achieved the maximum SR at 303
K, and then it was placed in an oven to remove moisture at
80 °C. The above as-obtained dried hydrogel was used to study
the reswelling property. Fig. 9 shows the result of swelling/
drying cycle of the PAA NC hydrogel. It can be found that the
SR of the NC hydrogel decreased as the times of swelling/drying
increased. The result can be mainly attributed to the broken

Table 2 Swelling ratio and water retention property under different factors for reported hydrogel

Hydrogel Swelling ratio (g g~ ") Water retention property (%) Temperature (K) Time (d/h) Reference
CS/PAA 644 29 298 3d 19
NaAlg/P(AMPS-AA-AM) 822 70 298 6d 37
PVA-(AA/AM) 1250 65 313 7h 38
SLS 1328 64 298 6h 39
VSNPs/PAA 3056 60 303 42 h This work

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 9 The reswelling ability of the PAA NC hydrogel in deionized
water at 303 K.

cross-linked structure caused by the continuously swelling/
drying cycles. Despite this, the SR of the hydrogel can still
reach 2670 g g~ " after conducting the swelling/drying cycles for
8 times. The excellent reswelling ability shows its tough cross-
linked skeleton structure inside the hydrogel. The excellent
repeated swelling performance can save more cost in its appli-
cations, which shows its good application prospects in many
biomaterial fields.

4. Conclusions

A novel superabsorbent PAA NC hydrogel was successfully
prepared by grafting polymerization of acrylic acid onto the
surface of vinyl hybrid silica nanospheres via free radical
copolymerization. The nanospheres build a tough cross-linked
network structure inside the hydrogel without the participa-
tion of any other cross-linking agent. The chemical structure of
the as-obtained PAA NC hydrogel was characterized and verified
by TEM, SEM, XRD, EDS and FT-IR. The different variable
factors affecting the swelling ratio of hydrogels were systemat-
ically studied, such as VSNPs, AA, NaOH and APS. The hydrogel
can achieve a SR of 3056 g and 136 g ¢~ " in deionized water and
0.9% Nacl solution, respectively. In addition, the hydrogel also
shows excellent water retention and repeated swelling proper-
ties. Thus, the PAA NC hydrogel has huge potential practical
application in terms of soil water retention agent of agriculture
and forestry.
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