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absorbents†

Tian Qiu, ab Jian-Guo Yang,*ab Xue-Jie Baib and Yu-Ling Wangb

Herein, synthetic graphitematerials with hierarchical pores and large specific surface area were successfully

prepared by one-step impregnation with lignite as the carbon source, sulfuric acid (H2SO4) as the oxidant,

and phosphoric acid (H3PO4) as the activator. The microstructural characteristics of synthetic graphite were

investigated via X-ray diffraction (XRD), Raman spectroscopy, scanning electron microscopy (SEM), and

transmission electron microscopy (TEM). Moreover, the pore parameters were studied by nitrogen

adsorption–desorption. The results showed that synthetic graphite had a perfect orderly layered

structure with high graphitization degree and a well-developed multistage pore structure with pore sizes

ranging from nanometer to micrometer. The specific surface area and pore volume were 415.29 m2 g�1

and 0.67 cm3 g�1, respectively. The results of Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR) and X-ray

photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) showed that the impregnation pretreatment provided polar groups

containing oxygen to the surfaces. These unique characteristics make synthetic graphite possess good

adsorption capacity for dye pollutants (the adsorption rate of the methyl orange solution was 99.9%

within 60 min at 50 �C, and the pH value of the solution was 3). The effects of temperature and pH value

on the adsorption capacity were studied. The repeatability of the adsorption performance was also

tested, and the adsorption rate was 84.6% of the initial adsorption rate after five cycles.
1. Introduction

With the continuous improvement of the degree of industrializa-
tion in the world, a series of pollution problems have been brought
about, among which water pollution has become amajor problem
affecting the human living environment.1 In particular, the
wastewater discharged from the printing and dyeing industry is
seriously polluting the water environment. Wastewater is charac-
terized by difficult degradation, high chromaticity and high
content of organic poisons,2–4 which may cause environmental
pollution or direct harm to human health if it ows directly into
rivers and seas. Therefore, how to detect and deal with industrial
wastewater efficiently and reasonably has become a hot research
topic.5–9 The common wastewater treatment methods include
chemical precipitation, redox reactions, biological metabolism
and adsorption;10–15 among them, adsorption has become one of
the most potential methods for controlling water pollution
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because of its practicality, convenience, environmental friendli-
ness and many other advantages.16–22

As a functional carbon material, expanded graphite has many
superiorities such as multiple layers, abundant pore structures
and large pore volume and specic surface area. Therefore,
expanded graphite is an excellent adsorption material.23–26 In
addition, expanded graphite is basically composed of pure
carbon and is non-toxic; thus, it would not cause any secondary
pollution to the environment.27 At present, to obtain expanded
graphite, most researchers are employing natural ake graphite
as a raw material, which is treated by an intercalation agent and
oxidant before being expanded at high temperatures.28–30

However, although there are abundant natural graphite
resources in the world, the purity of raw graphite ore is relatively
low; this makes the separation and purication process of
graphite complex and costly.31 Therefore, it is necessary to nd
a cheaper raw material and a simpler preparation process for
graphite with high adsorption property to substitute expanded
graphite. In fact, coal-based graphite materials have been
successfully prepared by several researchers and have been
applied in many elds.32–36 However, most researchers employ
high-rank coal, such as anthracite and bitumite, as raw materials
to prepare coal-based graphite. Moreover, only few studies have
been reported on the preparation of graphite from low-rank coal.
RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 12737–12746 | 12737
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As is well-known, lignite, a low-rank coal, is considered as
a poor-quality energy source due to its high water content, high
oxygen content and spontaneous combustion ability.37

However, its porous structure is one of the main characteristics
that distinguishes lignite from high metamorphic coal,38,39

making lignite a very promising sorptive material. Due to the
fact that researchers have successfully prepared activated
carbon materials from lignite,40–42 the preparation of porous
graphite materials with large specic surface area from lignite is
a very economical way.

In this study, lignite was used as a raw material for high-
temperature graphitization heat treatment aer impregnation
with an oxidant (H2SO4) and an activator (H3PO4) to obtain
synthetic graphite with a cellular microstructure. The micro-
structure and pore morphology have been discussed based on
the microstructural analysis performed by a scanning electron
microscope (SEM) and a transmission electron microscope
(TEM). The degree of graphitization and the crystallinity
parameter were characterized by X-ray diffraction (XRD) and
Raman spectroscopy. The surface chemical composition of
synthetic graphite materials was characterized by Fourier
transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR) and X-ray photoelectron
spectroscopy (XPS). According to the adsorption characteristics,
the specic surface area, pore volume and pore diameter
distribution of synthetic graphite were obtained. Subsequently,
the adsorption performance was investigated in an aqueous
solution of methyl orange at different temperatures and pH
values by an ultraviolet spectrophotometer (UV-vis).
2. Experimental
2.1. Materials

Sulfuric acid (H2SO4) (AR), phosphoric acid (H3PO4) (AR), sodium
hydroxide (NaOH) and sodium chloride (NaCl) were purchased
from Aladdin Industrial Corporation, Shanghai, China. Methyl
orange was obtained from Beijing Chemical Reagent Company,
China. Lignite, obtained from Inner Mongolia of China, was used
as the starting precursor for the preparation of synthetic graphite
materials. The raw coal was ground to powder and then sieved
into a particle size of less than 74 mm. Lignite powder (LC), H2SO4

and H3PO4 were proportionally mixed (LC (g) : H2SO4 (mL) : H3-
PO4 (mL) ¼ 1 : 0.1 : 5). The mixture was stirred at 60 �C for 24
hours and ltered to obtain a sample of impregnated lignite
(ILC). The proximate analysis and ultimate analysis results of LC
and ILC are listed in Table 1.
Table 1 Proximate analysis and ultimate analysis results of the lignite
samplea

Sample

Proximate
analysis (wt%) Ultimate analysis (wt%, daf)

Mad Ad Vdaf C H O N S

LC 1.81 24.17 22.97 75.24 4.76 17.34 1.92 0.74
ILC 1.26 3.05 19.41 79.39 4.51 13.86 1.25 0.99

a Mad: moisture (air dry basis); Ad: ash (dry basis); Vdaf: volatile (dry and
ash-free basis); daf: dry and ash-free basis.

12738 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 12737–12746
In the pickling process, most of the minerals in lignite were
removed; thus, its ash content was signicantly reduced. The
removal of some hydrated minerals also resulted in a slight
decrease in its moisture content. However, pickling does not
have a signicant impact on the carbon skeleton of lignite, and
only a few active aliphatic hydrocarbon branched chains are
removed by pickling; thus, there is no signicant change in the
volatile matter.

2.2. Graphitization process

The graphitization treatment process was carried out in
a graphite furnace at high temperatures. During the graphiti-
zation process, the pressure in the furnace cavity was 40 kPa
higher than that in the normal atmosphere, and high purity
argon (99.99%) was used as the protective gas. The furnace was
heated to the desired temperature (ranging from 1200 to 2700
�C) at the heating rate of 20 �C min�1 and maintained for 3
hours. The prepared synthetic graphite samples derived from
impregnated lignite were denoted as ILG-X, where X repre-
sented the graphitization temperature. Similarly, the synthetic
graphite samples obtained by direct heat treatment of lignite
without impregnation were dened as LG-X.

2.3. Characterization of the synthetic graphite materials

X-ray diffraction (D8 Advance, Bruker, Germany) with CuKa
radiation was used for XRD measurements under the following
conditions: l ¼ 0.1542 nm, 40 kV tube voltage, 100 mA tube
current, 50–60 �C temperature, and scanning range of 10–80�,
and high-purity silicon used as an internal standard.

The interlayer spacing (d002) was determined using the Bragg's
eqn (1), the graphitization degree (g) was determined using the
Franklin eqn (2), and the crystallite size (La) and the stacking
height (Lc) were evaluated using the Scherrer formula (3).32

d(002) ¼ l/2 sin q(002) (1)

g ¼ [(0.3440 � d(002))/(0.3440 � 0.3354)] � 100% (2)

La ¼ k1l/[b(100) cos q(100)] and Lc ¼ k2l/[b(002) cos q(002)] (3)

where k is the Scherrer parameter (k1 ¼ 1.84, k2 ¼ 0.94),
b represents the full width at half maximum (FWHM) of the
diffraction peak, q stands for the Bragg angle corresponding to
the diffraction peak, and 0.3440 and 0.3354 are the carbon layer
spacings (nm) of original carbonaceous materials and ideal
graphite crystal, respectively.

The morphological characteristics were investigated using
SEM (Quanta 250, FEI, USA) and TEM (Tecnai G2 F20, FEI, USA).
The Raman spectra were obtained by French JY LabRam HR800
under a 632.8 nm (He–Ne laser, 1.96 eV) laser excitation. The
BET surface area and pore size distribution were measured
using an auto N2 adsorption instrument (ASAP 2010, Micro-
metrics, USA). The specic surface area was calculated by the
Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) method. The total pore volume
was calculated by the N2 adsorption amount at the relative
pressure P/P0 ¼ 0.99. Moreover, the pore diameter distribution
was calculated by the Barrett–Joyner–Halenda (BJH) method.
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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The concentration of the dye was determined using a UV-visible
recording spectrophotometer (UV-3100, Shimadzu Co. Japan). A
Fourier transform infrared spectrometer (Vertex 80v, Bruker,
Germany) was used for the characterization of polar groups on
the surface of materials. X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS)
was conducted using a multi-functional X-ray photoelectron
spectrometer (ESCALAB 250Xi, Thermo Fisher, USA) with the
pass energy of 29.35 eV and a MgKa line excitation source. The
binding energy of C1s (284.8 eV) was used as a reference.
Fig. 1 XRD patterns of the impregnated lignite and synthetic graphite
samples.
2.4. Adsorption and desorption experiments

Methyl orange was used as the target adsorbent. The methyl
orange solution (0.1 g L�1, 200mL)mixed with a certain amount
of the obtained synthetic graphite was added to a beaker, which
was placed in a constant temperature water bath and continu-
ously stirred. The pH value of the solution was adjusted by 20%
H2SO4 and 20% NaOH. The pH of the adsorption system was
measured by the PHS-3C meter (Shanghai Precision and
Scientic Instrument Co. Ltd, China) at room temperature. The
absorbance was measured by an ultraviolet spectrophotometer
(UV-260, Shimadzu Co. Japan) aer adsorption for a certain
time followed by centrifugation and ltration.

NaCl dissolved in distilled water was used as the desorption
solution. For each experiment, the desorption solution was
taken at a certain concentration in a conical ask and placed in
a constant temperature water bath oscillator. The pH value was
adjusted, and certain amounts of samples to be desorbed were
added. The concentration of methyl orange in the supernatant
was determined every 10 min followed by centrifugation.

Calculation formula of the adsorption rate:

WA ¼ [(C0 � Cat)/C0] � 100% ¼ [(A0 � Aat)/A0] � 100% (4)

Calculation formula of the desorption rate:

WD ¼ [CDt/(C0 � Ce)] � 100% ¼ [ADt/(A0 � Ae)] � 100% (5)

where C0 and A0 represent the initial concentration and absor-
bance of the methyl orange solution at 462 nm, corresponding
to maximum absorption wavelength; Cat and Aat stand for the
concentration and absorbance of methyl orange solution at
462 nm aer a certain adsorption time; CDt and ADt are dened
as the concentration and absorbance of the methyl orange
solution at 462 nm aer a certain desorption time; Ce and Ae are
the adsorption equilibrium concentration and absorbance of
the methyl orange solution at 462 nm, corresponding to
maximum absorption wavelength.
3. Results and discussion
3.1. Microstructure characteristics of synthetic graphite
materials

The XRD patterns of synthetic graphite samples prepared at
various graphitization temperatures from impregnated lignite
are shown in Fig. 1. For the impregnated lignite, before heat
treatment, the XRD pattern exhibits a broad and weak diffrac-
tion peak at about 26.3�, which corresponds to the reection in
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
the (002) plane of aromatic layers, and a peak is barely visible at
about 42.3�, which corresponds to the reection in the (100)
plane of aromatic layers. In the X-ray diffraction spectra of
graphite, the (002) peak is attributed to the orientation of the
aromatic ring carbon reticulated layers in three-dimensional
arrangement; the (100) peak is attributed to the degree of
condensation of the aromatic ring, that is, the size of the carbon
mesh slice of the aromatic ring. The narrower and the higher
the (002) peak, the better the orientation of the aromatic layer
slice. The narrower and the higher the (100) peak, the larger the
size of the aromatic layer slice.43 Based on the abovementioned
theory and the XRD results, it is shown that there are some very
small graphite microcrystalline structures in the impregnated
lignite. Note that the ash content of lignite is greatly reduced
aer impregnation; however, the XRD patterns of LG-2700 and
ILG-2700 show that there is no apparent difference among them
(Fig. S1, Table S1 and more related discussion in ESI†); this is
one of the purposes of impregnation. Aer graphitization at the
heat treatment temperature of 1200 �C on the impregnated
lignite, the intensities of the (002) and (100) diffraction peaks
are much higher than those in the case of impregnated lignite;
this indicates that the stacking structure of the aromatic layers
in the carbonized coal is enhanced. This enhancement is
attributed to the decomposition of various aliphatic chains;
moreover, the degree of aromatic ring condensation increases
during the heat treatment process and then causes the two-
dimensional microcrystalline to grow gradually along the
a and c axes. Note that the (002) and (100) diffraction peaks start
to become sharp, and the diffraction peaks corresponding to
the (101), (004) and (110) planes of graphite carbon44 start to
emerge when the temperature reaches 1700 �C. In addition, the
diffraction peaks constantly shied to higher angles as the
temperature increased. Furthermore, the peaks grew narrower,
and their intensity became higher; this indicated that the
number of parallel carbon layers increased, and the aromatic
RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 12737–12746 | 12739

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c9ra00343f


Table 2 Structural parameters of synthetic graphite at different heat
treatment temperatures

Sample d002 (nm) g (%) La (nm) Lc (nm)

ILG-1700 0.3381 68.6 9.74 19.05
ILG-2200 0.3374 76.7 16.29 21.30
ILG-2700 0.3369 82.6 178.56 110.43
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carbon grid layer became orderly arranged. Hence, it can be
estimated that the graphite microcrystalline layer spacing (d002)
is getting smaller. The structural parameters g, La and Lc of the
microcrystals can also be calculated according to the eqn (1)–(3)
to further understand the graphite crystalline structure of the
synthetic graphite materials. The results are listed in Table 2.

It is observed that the crystallite size and stacking height of
synthetic graphite enhances gradually with an increase in the
treatment temperature. The values of La and Lc are of the same
order of magnitude, showing polycrystalline characteristics. As
the graphitization temperature increased, the interlayer spacing
of the synthetic graphite materials decreased. At 2700 �C, the
d002 of synthetic graphite decreased to 0.3369 nm, close to that
of ideal graphite (0.3354 nm). Hence, the degree of graphitiza-
tion for ILG-2700 is 82.56%, comparable to that of other
synthetic graphite samples.36,45

Fig. 2 shows the Raman spectra of the synthetic graphite
samples. For the vast majority of carbonmaterials, there are two
peaks in the rst-order scattering of Raman spectrum: one
stretches at around 1580 cm�1 and the other around 1350 cm�1.
The former is usually called the G peak, which represents the
ordered structure and defect-free graphite, whereas the latter is
always named the D peak, which symbolizes a disordered
Fig. 2 Raman spectra of the synthetic graphite samples: (a) first-order Ra
La; and (d)–(g) peak-differentiating-imitating analysis of the second-ord

12740 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 12737–12746
structure and graphite with defects. The intensity ratio of the
two peaks (ID/IG) reects the order degree of the crystal when
compared with that of graphite.46

As shown in Fig. 2(a), the intensity of the D peak gradually
decreases, whereas the intensity of the G peak increases with an
increase in temperature; this indicates that the structural
defects of carbon gradually disappear and are replaced by
perfect crystal lattices during the graphitization process. In
addition to the variations in the peak intensity, as the temper-
ature increased, a red shi and a blue shi occurred in the D
peak and the G peak, respectively, both of which turned to be
narrow and sharp. The main reason for the red or blue shi of
the spectra was the changes in the chemical bonds (the
migration of electron clouds caused by variation in the inter-
molecular bond force and distance). Therefore, it could be
deduced from the Raman spectra that higher heat-treatment
temperatures led to an increase in the intermolecular bond
force of the coal-based graphite and a decrease in the spacing
between carbon layers. Based on a theory proposed by Tuinstra
and Koenig,47 the crystallite size (La) could also be determined
by the equation: La ¼ 4.4/(ID/IG), where ID and IG stand for the
intensity of the D peak and G peak, respectively. The calculation
results are shown in Fig. 2(c), which are highly in accordance
with those of the XRD analysis.

As shown in Fig. 2(b), all synthetic graphite samples have
a second-order Raman peak at around 2700 cm�1. When the
second-order peak is a single peak, that is, when no obvious
peak splitting occurs, it indicates that the synthetic graphite has
developed a two-dimensional graphite lattice, but the develop-
ment of a three-dimensional lattice is imperfect. When the
second-order peak has a splitting phenomenon, it indicates that
the three-dimensional graphite lattice has been developed, and
man spectra; (b) second-order Raman spectra; (c) ID/IG and the value of
er Raman spectra.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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the perfect degree of the three-dimensional graphite lattice
development is proportional to the degree of spectral peak
splitting and the intensity ratio of the splitting peaks.48 It can be
seen from Fig. 2(d)–(g) that with an increase in the heat treat-
ment temperature, the splitting degree of the second-order
Raman peak and the ratio of the splitting peaks intensity
gradually increase. This result further indicates that a higher-
temperature treatment is advantageous for the development
of ordered graphite crystallites during the graphitization
process. The Raman spectra of the graphitized products ob-
tained without the impregnation pretreatment are shown in the
ESI (Fig. S2†).

To demonstrate the effect of the impregnation treatment on
the morphology of synthetic graphite samples, SEM analysis
was carried out, and the corresponding images are shown in
Fig. 3. It can be seen that there are manymineral components in
raw coal (Fig. 3(a)). Aer impregnation (Fig. 3(b) and (c)), the
minerals are removed, andmany pores and cracks are le in the
coal. Aer graphitization treatment at high temperatures, the
synthesized graphite, i.e., both LG-2700 (Fig. 3(d)–(f)) and ILG-
2700 (Fig. 3(g)–(i)), display a highly ordered lamellar structure.
Moreover, the orientation between the lamellae is different; this
results in the development of some micron-sized pores.
However, the difference is that the graphite sheet of LG-2700 is
at, and the surface is smooth without pores, whereas the
graphite sheet of ILG-2700 is folded, which provides more
secondary micropores for the material, and, more importantly,
Fig. 3 SEM images of lignite, impregnated lignite and synthetic graphite s
(i) ILG-2700.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
there are many defects and nanopores on the surface. These
nanopores enable ILG-2700 to perform better in adsorption
applications.

In the TEM images of ILG-2700 (Fig. 4), abundant and
widespread layered graphite sheets can be found. Moreover,
defects and nanopores are observed, as indicated in Fig. 4(c)
and (d). The high-resolution TEM image shown in Fig. 4(d)
clearly reveals that ILG-2700 contains a highly ordered graphite
crystalline structure mixed with a small amount of amorphous
carbon. The diffraction had an annular pattern instead of
a typical hexagonal speckle shape, and the diffraction rings of
002, 004, and 006 were clear and sharp, meaning that the ILG-
2700 belonged to polycrystalline graphite.
3.2. Pore parameters of synthetic graphite materials

For solid adsorbents, the interface is the main place where
adsorption occurs, and the surface area is one of the important
factors affecting the adsorption performance. Therefore, the
pore parameter characteristics of the obtained synthetic
graphite materials were further investigated by low-temperature
nitrogen adsorption.

According to Fig. 5(a), the trends of the two isotherms are
similar. The adsorption amount is less in the low-pressure
area and increases sharply in the high-pressure area. In
accordance with the IUPAC classication, the adsorption
isotherms of LG-2700 and ILG-2700 belong to the type-III
amples: (a) lignite; (b) and (c) impregnated lignite; (d)–(f) LG-2700; (g)–

RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 12737–12746 | 12741
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Fig. 4 TEM micrographs of synthetic graphite ILG-2700: (a), (b) and (c) TEM; (d) HRTEM and the diffraction pattern.

Fig. 5 N2 adsorption–desorption isotherms (a) and pore size distribution (b) of LG-2700 and ILG-2700.
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adsorption isotherm, and the hysteresis loop of ILG-2700 is
type H3. This hysteresis loop is generated by the adsorption of
a aky material or a slit porous material, which is consistent
with the morphology of the sample shown in the SEM images
(see Fig. 3(g)). The adsorption isotherm of LG-2700 also
showed adsorption hysteresis in the low-pressure area, but no
hysteresis loop is formed. This may be due to the intercalated
adsorption of nitrogen molecules on the graphite sheets and
the difficulty of desorption in a low-pressure area. The BET
specic surface area and total pore volume for LG-2700 and
ILG-2700 are 7.03 m2 g�1 and 0.079 cm3 g�1 and 415.29 m2 g�1
12742 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 12737–12746
and 0.67 cm3 g�1, respectively, which are much higher than
those of anthracite-based graphite materials and natural
graphite.32 The pore size distribution was evaluated by the BJH
method (Fig. 5(b)). Compared with the case of LG-2700, the
macropore in ILG-2700 is well developed, and some meso-
pores also appeared. This fully indicates that the impregnation
process is of great help in the formation of a developed
multistage pore structure. Aer impregnation, more new pore
structures can be created, which lay the foundation for the
improvement of the adsorption performance of LG-2700.
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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3.3. Surface chemical composition of synthetic graphite
materials

The surface polar groups of adsorbents favor the adsorption of
dyes. To introducemore polar groups on the surfaces of the lignite-
based synthetic graphite material, the material was treated with
impregnation pretreatment. The FTIR technique was used for
characterization (Fig. 6(a)). The absorbance peaks at about
3600 cm�1 and 1600 cm�1 correspond to the –OH stretchingmode
and –CO vibration mode of the keto form, respectively. It can be
clearly seen that these peaks of ILG-2700 are signicantly stronger
than those of LG-2700. This indicates that the anticipated polar
groups have been introduced on the surfaces of the lignite-based
synthetic graphite material via the impregnation pretreatment.

Although there was no evident change in the XRD patterns of
ILG-2700 and LG-2700 (see Fig. S1(b)†), it is clear via the XPS
analysis that the surface oxygen element content increased, and
the surface carbon element content decreased with the
impregnation pretreatment (Fig. 6(b)). This also indicated that
the polar groups containing oxygen were introduced; this was
consistent with the FTIR analysis results.
Fig. 6 FTIR spectra (a) and XPS survey spectra (b) of LG-2700 and ILG-

Fig. 7 Influence of adsorption temperature (a) and pH value (b) on the a

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
3.4. Adsorption and desorption performances of synthetic
graphite materials

The adsorption performances of the synthetic graphite ILG-
2700 were studied. The methyl orange solution (0.1 g L�1, 200
mL) mixed with 0.1 g (the required amount of adsorbent was 5
� 10�4 g mL�1, which was much lower than that of coal y
ash49) ILG-2700 was injected into the beaker, which was placed
in a constant temperature water bath and continuously stirred.
Fig. 7 shows the effect of the adsorption temperature and pH
value on the adsorption rate. The adsorption rate between 20 �C
and 50 �C increased with an increase in the temperature
(Fig. 7(a)); this was attributed to the fact that the increase of
temperature could effectively increase the migration rate of
methyl orange, reduce the reaction activation energy and
increase the number of activated molecules, which was the
“solvent displacement” theory in liquid phase adsorption.50

When the temperature is higher than 50 �C, the vibration
frequency of methyl orange at the active site increases; this
results in an increase in the desorption rate and a decrease in
the adsorption rate.
2700.

dsorption rate of the methyl orange solution.

RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 12737–12746 | 12743
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The form of methyl orange in the aqueous solution changes
with a change in the pH value.51 Therefore, a change in the pH
value will affect the adsorptionmechanism and adsorption rate.
In Fig. 7(b), it can be obviously seen that the adsorption rate is
signicantly improved under acidic conditions, and it increases
from 64% to 99.9% at 50 �C. Under acidic conditions, one end
of the sulfonate is negatively charged, and methyl orange has
a quinone structure (Fig. S3(a)†), which can easily form chem-
ical bonds; this will increase the adsorption of methyl orange to
a certain extent. However, under alkaline conditions, methyl
orange has an azobenzene structure (Fig. S3(b)†), which is not
conducive to the adsorption of methyl orange by the synthetic
graphite ILG-2700. When the adsorption equilibrium is reached
for a period of time, the adsorption rate slightly decreases. It is
estimated that the structure of expanded graphite is destroyed
by long-time stirring; this leads to the desorption of methyl
orange.

For adsorption materials, the purpose of desorption and
regeneration is to reuse these materials. Aer repeated
adsorption–desorption cycles, the desorption rate and the effect
of repeated adsorption are important indicators for the
performance of material recycling. In the desorption experi-
ments, a 0.5 mol L�1 NaCl solution with a pH value of 9 was
chosen as the eluent (Fig. S4, discussion on the optimization
process of eluents is provided in the ESI†). The effect of multiple
adsorption–desorption cycles of ILG-2700 for methyl orange is
shown in Fig. 8. It can be seen from Fig. 8 that the adsorption
rate of ILG-2700 for methyl orange slightly decreases with an
increase in cycle number. Aer 5 adsorption–desorption cycles,
the adsorption rate remained above 84%, and the desorption
rate basically remained around 66%. This indicates that ILG-
2700 has a better recycling performance and economic value
compared with other adsorption materials.52–55 The gradual
decrease in the adsorption capacity may be due to the fact that
methyl orange without desorption occupies the adsorption site;
this results in a slight decrease in subsequent adsorption or
change in the ILG-2700 structure during desorption and
regeneration. Therefore, further studies are required to improve
the desorption rate to ensure that the surface of ILG-2700 aer
desorption has less residual methyl orange.
Fig. 8 Effect of the recycle number on adsorption and desorption.

12744 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 12737–12746
4. Conclusions

In the present study, synthetic graphite materials with cellular
microstructure meant to remove dye pollutants from water were
successfully prepared via a simple, economical, and one-step
impregnation method. XRD, Raman spectroscopy, SEM and
TEM results show that the microstructures of synthetic graphite
materials are strongly dependent on the graphitization
temperature. The obtained synthetic graphite graphitized at
2700 �C (ILG-2700) has a perfect orderly layered structure with
high graphitization degree and relatively large surface area with
well-developed pores. Moreover, the impregnation pretreat-
ment provides polar groups containing oxygen on the surfaces
of ILG-2700. Due to these excellent characteristics, it is
demonstrated that the synthetic graphite has outstanding
adsorption performances such as a high adsorption rate (99.9%
within 60 min adsorption time). The pH value and temperature
have a signicant effect on the adsorption rate. The lignite-
based graphite has a better ability to absorb methyl orange
under the conditions of low pH value and higher temperature as
compared to the conditions of high pH value and lower
temperature. The regenerated adsorption has a good repeat-
ability aer ve cycles.
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