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nsitized O-linked heptazine
polymer photocatalyst for the metal-free visible
light hydrogen generation†

Soumadri Samanta, Sunil Kumar, V. R. Battula, Arpna Jaryal, Neha Sardana‡
and Kamalakannan Kailasam *

Metal-free organic polymer photocatalysts have attracted dramatic attention in the field of visible light-

induced hydrogen evolution reaction (HER). Herein, we showed a polymeric O-linked heptazine polymer

(OLHP) decorated with S, N co-doped graphene quantum dots (S,N-GQDs) as a photosensitizer to

generate hydrogen upon quantum dot sensitization. Both of these heptazine-based systems show

effective photosensitization with strong p–p interactions and enhanced photocatalytic H2 generation

(24 times) as metal-free systems. Electrochemical impedance and optical measurements show effective

charge transfer kinetics with decreased charge recombination, which is responsible for the enhanced

photocatalytic activity. As a result, a significant high apparent quantum yield (AQY) with highest value of

10.2% was obtained for our photocatalyst OLHP/S,N-GQD10.
Introduction

Molecular hydrogen (H2) is considered as the most precious
renewable and environment-friendly fuel due to the fact that it
has high energy density and produces water as a by-product.1–7

Visible light semiconductor-mediated photocatalytic water
splitting is an inexpensive and environment friendly procedure
for H2 generation.8–12 However, the use of expensive Pt as co-
catalyst to bring down the overpotential of water splitting
reaction raises the cost-related concerns for commercial appli-
cations. Thus, the search for a precious metal-free photo-
catalytic water splitting system for hydrogen generation is
considered to be a noble mission for material science. The
utilization of g-CN as a sole photocatalyst for hydrogen
production has hastened the research to achieve metal-free
water splitting.13–19 However, photocatalytic systems that can
extract hydrogen from water without the expense of any metal-
based co-catalyst are less reported. Here, we developed
a quantum dot-sensitized polymer as a hybrid system which
functions as ametal-free photocatalyst for hydrogen generation.
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Polymeric carbon nitrides, g-CN, commonly known as g-
C3N4 (an N-bridged heptazine polymer) have become a research
hotspot as solar-to-hydrogen producing photocatalysts.13

During the past decade, major focus of research has been on
enhancing the photo-response of the polymeric g-CN prepared
mostly from the hetero atom containing alicyclic or triazine-
based precursors for enhanced photocatalytic activity.
Researchers have introduced structural modications on poly-
meric g-CN such as metal and elemental doping,20–23 exfolia-
tion,24,25 composite formation,26–31 and organic modication as
well as photosensitization of g-CN,32,33 and reported an
enhanced photocatalytic activity of the solar-to-hydrogen
conversion process in the search of metal-free efficient photo-
catalysts. Moreover, it was also shown that the employment of
heptazine-based precursors like melem and cyameluric acid
proved to be viable alternatives to synthesize only heptazine
containing g-CN as compared to alicyclic or triazine-based
precursors that have triazine and heptazine units altogether
in nal structures. A typical problem that most researchers
encounter is to control the formation of defective structures
that arise from incomplete polymerization to get nal triazine
or heptazine-based polymeric g-CN materials by using the
above-mentioned precursors.

In a very recent report, a photocatalyst comprised of poly-
meric g-CN and prepared from precursors dicyandiamide and
semicarbazide hydrochloride to yield a heptazine polymer
bridged through N and O atoms was reported with enhanced
photocatalytic activity.34,35 Following this work, Kailasam and
group reported the synthesis of true O-linked heptazine poly-
mer, OLHP (from cyameluric acid as a precursor) as an efficient
structural variant of g-CN with enhanced photocatalytic activity
RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29633–29641 | 29633

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d0ra03773g&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-08-10
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5931-7649
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0ra03773g
https://rsc.66557.net/en/journals/journal/RA
https://rsc.66557.net/en/journals/journal/RA?issueid=RA010050


RSC Advances Paper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

1 
A

ug
us

t 2
02

0.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 7
/2

9/
20

25
 1

2:
15

:4
1 

PM
. 

 T
hi

s 
ar

tic
le

 is
 li

ce
ns

ed
 u

nd
er

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s 
A

ttr
ib

ut
io

n-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online
for hydrogen evolution.36 It was argued that the presence of
bridging O-atoms in OLHP renders better charge separation
and a lifetime to charge carriers to be efficiently utilized in water
reduction reaction as compared to g-CN and as a result, OLHP
produces 41-fold higher H2 compared to g-CN. However, like g-
CN, OLHP required the presence of Pt-metal as a co-catalyst for
water splitting. As hydrogen energy provides a major solution to
the deepening environmental pollution problem, the material
design strategies which lead to the enhancement in hydrogen
production efficiency of known polymers/photocatalysts hold
great signicance. Since OLHP is a new member of the
heptazine-based g-CN family, the studies exploring the increase
in its photocatalytic activity are worth and warranted for arising
energy needs. We anticipate that photosensitization may
increase charge carrier concentration over OLHP which will be
adventitious to induce themetal-free photocatalytic activity. It is
to be noted that, alike g-CN so far, no reports studying the
photosensitization of OLHP with quantum dots have been
reported.

Generally, photosensitization has been employed to enhance
the photocatalytic activity of semiconducting materials with
large band gaps as photosensitization increases the photon
harvesting range as well as the number of electrons on semi-
conductor materials.1,37–39 The sensitizer molecules exhibit fast
charge recombination property and thus lack photocatalytic H2

generation activity. The charge recombination could be delayed
if these photo-generated charge carriers from sensitizer mole-
cules could be transferred to the low lying conduction band (CB)
of a semiconductor material and thereby improving the pho-
tocatalytic property of semiconductor materials. Qin et al.
prepared uorescein dye-sensitized Ag/g-C3N4 composite pho-
tocatalysts with improved photocatalytic H2 production under
visible light irradiation.40 Deng et al. prepared N-doped gra-
phene quantum dot-sensitized Ag/g-CN with enhanced photo-
catalytic activity.41 Recently, Qu et al. have reported S and N co-
doped graphene quantum dots (S,N-GQDs) which possess
smaller band gaps compared to pristine graphene sheets42

which were used to prepare the S,N-GQDs/TiO2 composite and
showed enhanced photocatalytic activity for dye degradation
application. Xie et al. have reported S,N-GQD-sensitized TiO2 for
visible light H2 production.43 It was proposed that prepared S,N-
GQDs act as an electron reservoir and accelerate solid-state
photo-generated electron transfer process. To add more, the
S,N-GQD/g-CN composite was also reported to enhance the
photocatalytic property of g-CN for dye degradation.44 However,
the potential candidature of these S,N-GQDs as a photosensi-
tizer has not been elucidated for enhancing the photocatalytic
H2 evolution activity of organic semiconductors. Moreover, the
ongoing efforts to increase the photocatalytic performances of
low visible-light absorbing photocatalysts prompted us to study
the effect of photosensitization on the hydrogen evolution
performance of organic semiconductor materials. To the best of
our knowledge, there are no reports on quantum dot-sensitized
OLHP with metal-free visible light-assisted photocatalytic H2

evolution. All these studies encouraged us to study the S,N-
GQDs photosensitization effect on the photocatalytic perfor-
mance of the OLHP photocatalyst.
29634 | RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29633–29641
The experimentally determined band position of S,N-GQDs
elucidated that these could function as a photosensitizer for
OLHP. The band position alignment of S,N-GQDs with the
OLHP photocatalyst prompted us to synthesize S,N-GQDs
decorated OLHP photocatalysts and study the photocatalytic
activity as metal-free photocatalysts for hydrogen evolution.
Thus, herein, we synthesized the sensitizer-based photo-
catalyst system by a one-pot hydrothermal process. The
developed sensitizer-decorated photocatalyst was studied
using basic characterization tools, and its optical properties
were established. To our surprise, the photocatalyst exhibited
water splitting activity even without the use of Pt as co-
catalyst.
Experimental
Chemicals and methods

All chemicals and solvents were of analytical grade and used
without further purication. Following are the chemicals and
their sources of procurement: citric acid, thiourea (TCI), trie-
thanolamine (TEOA) (Sigma Aldrich), sodium sulfate (Merck).
X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns were recorded on a Bruker D8
Advance diffractometer equipped with a scintillation counter
detector with a Cu Ka radiation (l¼ 0.15406�A) source operating
at 40 kV and 40 mA. DR UV-visible spectra were recorded on
a Shimadzu UV-2600 spectrophotometer. SEM images were
recorded on a JEOL 7600F instrument. EDX and elemental
mapping were recorded using XFlash 6130 Bruker. Photo-
luminescence (PL) spectra were measured using a Fluorolog
HORIBA instrument at an excitation wavelength of 420 nm.
Fourier transformation infrared (FTIR) analysis was done by
using a Bruker VERTEX70 instrument. Transmission electron
microscopy analysis was done by using a JEOL 2100 instrument
at an operating voltage of 200 kV. We quantied H2 through
a TCD detector using Shimadzu GC-2014. We performed the
XPS analysis of our sample using the instrument PHI 5000 Versa
Prob II.
Materials and sample preparation

All chemicals were of analytical grade and used without any
further purication. As the physical mixing of S,N-GQDs and
OLHP will result in a weak interfacial contact, a hydrothermal
method was used as an optimized strategy. Firstly, OLHP-550
was prepared using the previously reported method.36 S, N co-
doped graphene quantum dots (S,N-GQDs) were synthesized
following the reported method by Qu et al.42 Then with as-
prepared OLHP, a specic volume of S,N-GQDs was added
and then sonicated for 1 h. Finally, the suspension was trans-
ferred into a teon-lined stainless steel autoclave and kept at
100 �C for 6 h in an air oven (Fig. 1). We synthesized S,N-GQD-
decorated OLHP in 4 different weight percentages (5%, 10%,
20%, and 50%). Depending on the percentage of S,N-GQDs
used, the samples were named as OLHP/S,N-GQD5, OLHP/
S,N-GQD10, OLHP/S,N-GQD20, and OLHP/S,N-GQD50.
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 1 Schematic illustration of S,N-GQDs decorated OLHP preparation procedure.
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Photoelectrochemical measurement

Electrochemical measurements were carried out in a standard
three-electrode conguration with Ag/AgCl (in saturated KCl)
electrode as a reference electrode, platinum electrode as
a counter electrode, and 0.2 M Na2SO4 aqueous solution as the
electrolyte. The test results were recorded using Metrohm
Autolab (M204 multichannel potentiostat galvanostat). The
photocatalyst was coated on a standard glassy carbon electrode
and was used as a working electrode. For the coating purpose,
Naon solution was used as a binder (2 mg photocatalyst and 20
ml of 10 wt% Naon solution). For CV measurement, we took
0.3 mmol S,N-GQDs in 0.2 M Na2SO4 aqueous solution, and the
standard glassy carbon electrode was used as a working
electrode.
Photocatalytic H2 evaluation reaction

Hydrogen generation by photocatalytic water splitting was
carried out in a 50 ml round-bottom ask at ambient temper-
ature and atmospheric pressure. A 400 watt Xe lamp (Oriel OPS-
A100, Newport) with a 420 nm cut-off lter served as an irradi-
ation light source to perform the photocatalytic reaction, which
was positioned at a height of 10 cm from the ask. The focused
intensity of the Xe lamp on the ask was about 90 mW cm�2. In
a typical experiment, 10 mg of the photocatalytic material was
dispersed in amixed solvent containing 27 ml DI water and 3ml
TEOA. Before each experiment, the system was rst vented
using a vacuum pump and then, nitrogen gas was purged for
30 min. During the reaction time, continuous stirring was done
to keep the catalyst well dispersed. 2 wt% Pt as co-catalyst was
deposited on the catalyst using the in situ photo-deposition
method by directly dissolving chloroplatinic acid (H2PtCl6) in
the reactant suspension.
Fig. 2 (a) TEM images of S,N-GQDs (inset: particle size distribution
and HRTEM of S,N-GQDs); (b) TEM image of OLHP/S,N-GQD20 and
(c–g) the SEM elemental mapping of OLHP/S,N-GQD20.
Results and discussion

The TEM images of as-prepared S,N-GQDs, OLHP, and OLHP/
S,N-GQD20 are shown in Fig. 2. The TEM images revealed the
formation of S,N-GQDs particles with mean diameters 2.9 �
0.59 nm (Fig. 2a and inset). A representative HRTEM image
displays a lattice spacing of 2.4 �A which is similar to that of
graphite (100) facets (inset to Fig. 2a).42 Fig. 2b represents the
TEM image of the S,N-GQD-modied OLHP catalyst which
conrmed the presence of quantum dots over the surface of
OLHP. It can be seen that S,N-GQDs agglomerate on the surface
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
of OLHP but retain the size without affecting the lamellar
morphology of the OLHP catalyst. Further, to reassure the
loading of S,N-GQDs on the OLHP polymer, EDX analysis was
also carried out (Table S1†). The presence of sulfur atoms
indicated the decoration of S,N-GQDs which increased with an
increment in the wt% of S,N-GQDs on the OLHP polymer in
different samples. Elemental mapping also conrms the well-
dispersion of S,N-GQDs on the surface of OLHPs (Fig. 2c–g).

The crystallographic structures of the as-synthesized OLHP/
S,N-GQDs samples were revealed by powder XRD patterns
(Fig. S1†). As reported earlier, OLHP exhibits an intense
diffraction peak at 2q ¼ 27.1�, which has been indexed to the
(002) stacked plane of conjugated heptazine units as in
graphite.36 Aer decorating S,N-GQDs with different propor-
tions, no shi in the peak at 2q ¼ 27.1� was observed, which
signies that there is no effect on the stacking arrangement of
heptazine sheets in OLHP. In Fig. S1,† there is no characteristic
peak for S,N-GQDs instead a broad hump can be seen which
signies that the as-prepared S,N-GQDs are quantum-sized
having amorphous nature. As said, due to its amorphous
nature, no signicant characteristic peak appeared in S,N-GQD-
decorated OLHP.

FTIR spectra (Fig. 3a) identify the surface functional groups
of S,N-GQDs, OLHP, and OLHP/S,N-GQDs. For the S,N-GQDs,
RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29633–29641 | 29635
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Fig. 3 (a) FTIR spectra of S,N-GQDs, OLHP and OLHP/S,N-GQDs, (b) XPS full scan, high resolution XPS of (c) C 1s, (d) N 1s, (e) O 1s and (f) S 2p of
OLHP/S,N-GQD20.
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the broad absorption bands in the range 3000–3500 cm�1 are
assigned to the stretching vibrations of O–H and N–H and the
absorption peaks at 1662, 1564, and 1395 cm�1 can be assigned
to C]O, C]C, and C–N, respectively. The peak at 1084 cm�1 in
S,N-GQDs is attributed to the C]S group.42 OLHP shows
absorption peaks which correspond to the functional groups of
the tri-s-triazine structure (804 cm�1), heptazine heterocycles
(1633–1236 cm�1), and ternary hydroxyl group (3000–
3400 cm�1).36 The OLHP/S,N-GQDs exhibit an FTIR spectrum
with characteristics peaks of both OLHP and S,N-GQDs. The
presence of C]S stretching in OLHP/S,N-GQDs conrms the
decoration of S,N-GQDs on OLHP. X-ray photoelectron spec-
troscopy (XPS) was also employed to identify the composition of
OLHP/S,N-GQD20. The full scan XPS spectrum is shown in
Fig. 3b, where 4 peaks were observed with the binding energy
(BE) values of 531.8, 398.6, 288.6, and 164.2 eV, which corre-
spond to O 1s, N 1s, C 1s, and S 2p, respectively.45–48 High-
resolution spectra of C 1s can be tted into three peaks at BE
of 284.5, 286.6, and 288.2 eV (Fig. 3c). Two weak peaks at the BE
of 284.5 and 286.6 eV were ascribed to adventitious carbon C–C
and N–(C)3 bonds, respectively. The main peak at a BE of
288.2 eV was assigned to sp2 C atoms bonded to nitrogen,
C–N]C bond in the heptazine ring. Fig. 3d shows the high-
resolution spectra of N 1s. The deconvolution of N 1s gives
four peaks at 398.5, 399.4, 400.9, and 404.3 eV, which corre-
sponds to C–N]C, N–(C)3, C–N–H, and N–oxides bonds. As
shown in Fig. 3e, the deconvolution of O 1s renders two peaks at
531.4 and 532.3 eV, which corresponds to C]O (oxygen doubly
bonded to aromatic carbon) and C–O (oxygen singly bonded to
aliphatic carbon) bonds, i.e., C–OH groups, respectively.47 The
high-resolution XPS spectra (Fig. 3f) of S 2p of OLHP/S,N-
GQD20 clearly shows a peak at 164.2 eV, which corresponds
29636 | RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29633–29641
to S 2p of the sulfur atom (thiophene) present on the surface of
OLHP/S,N-GQD20 (Table S2†).

Furthermore, the effect on the optical properties of S,N-GQD-
modied OLHP was assessed by using UV-vis spectroscopy
(Fig. 4a). Individually, OLHP exhibits its characteristic absorp-
tion band edge at around 445 nm, while S,N-GQDs showed two
characteristic strong absorption bands at 440 and 595 nm. It
was found that OLHP/S,N-GQDs exhibited a blue shi in the
band-edge absorption of OLHP photocatalyst, and an additional
tailing in the visible region was observed. Though the band-
edge absorption peak at 595 nm is not visible, an absorbance
tailing due to S,N-GQDs is observed. This might be responsible
for a broad shoulder peak observed at 700 nm for OLHP/S,N-
GQDs. Moreover, the blue shi in absorption onset and
absorption tailing suggested the interfacial interaction between
OLHP and S,N-GQDs. The charge transfer and recombination
characteristics of photo-generated electron–hole pairs of all the
catalysts were compared by performing photoluminescence
(PL) studies (Fig. 4b). The PL spectrum of OLHP shows
maximum peak intensity at 460 nm (lexc¼ 420 nm), whereas the
S,N-GQD-decorated OLHP has an intense peak at 468 nm. Lower
intensity PL emission of the S,N-GQD-decorated OLHP signies
reduced recombination rate, which indicates that S,N-GQDs
form well interfacial contact with OLHP causing enhanced
electron–hole separation. As a result, photocatalytic activity is
improved signicantly.

The possible band position of S,N-GQDs was measured by
carrying out cyclic voltammetric (CV) measurement (Fig. 5a).
From CV, the HOMO level was calculated from the rst oxida-
tion onset.49 The oxidation onset was assessed at 0.39 V. The
absence of a reduction peak in the used potential window
prompted us to calculate LUMO using the optical band gap of
S,N-GQDs. The optical band gap was calculated to be 1.91 eV
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 4 (a) UV-vis spectra of S,N-GQDs, OLHP and OLHP/S,N-GQDs and (b) PL spectra of S,N-GQDs, OLHP and OLHP/S,N-GQDs.
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from the UV-vis spectra of S,N-GQDs (corresponding absorption
band edge at 648 nm) (Fig. 4a). Thus, the LUMO level could be
assessed at 0.39 V (vs. Ag/AgCl), which provided the HOMO level
at �1.52 V (vs. Ag/AgCl). The conduction band minima (CBM)
and valence bandmaxima (VBM) for OLHP lie at�1.32 V (vs. Ag/
AgCl) and 1.35 V (vs. Ag/AgCl), respectively, with an optical band
gap of 2.67 eV.36 The corresponding band positions for both the
photosensitizer and photocatalyst (with respect to NHE) are
shown in Fig. 5b, which clearly satises the requirement for the
possible feasibility of electron transfer through the dye sensi-
tization process as the CBM of S,N-GQDs lies just more negative
to the CBM of OLHP.36,50 This band arrangement favors more
electron injection onto the photocatalyst, which may enhance
the photocatalytic activity of OLHP for possible hydrogen
generation.

To reaffirm our band positions, we carried out the valance
band X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) of OLHP/S,N-
GQD20 (Fig. 6b). As shown in Fig. 6a, the valance band
maxima (VBM) of OLHP/S,N-GQD20 was measured at about
1.23 eV and combing the measured optical band gap (2.5 eV) of
OLHP/S,N-GQD20 (Fig. 6a), the conduction band minima
(CBM) was located at �1.27 eV. According to these results,
OLHP/S,N-GQD20 has a potential to achieve hydrogen evolution
through water splitting. The observed band structure of OLHP/
S,N-GQD20 is believed to be tuned according to the band
positions of its precursors (OLHP and S,N-GQDs).
Fig. 5 (a) Voltammogram of S,N-GQDs, (b) band energy diagram of S,N

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
Further, the photocatalytic performance of S,N-GQD-
decorated OLHP was investigated for H2 evolution through
water splitting under visible light (>420 nm) for 4 h with trie-
thanolamine (TEOA) as a sacricial reagent. Though OLHP and
S,N-GQDs didn't produce any H2 in the absence of Pt as co-
catalyst, but the OLHP/S,N-GQDs generated hydrogen without
the use of Pt as co-catalyst (Fig. 7). Further, the photocatalytic
H2 evolution experiments were also carried for the photocatalyst
with different wt% of S,N-GQDs loaded on the photocatalyst. It
was found that all S,N-GQD-modied OLHP photocatalysts
produced hydrogen efficiently compared to OLHP in metal-free
conditions (as shown in Fig. 7). It was also observed that with
the increase in the wt% of S,N-GQDs in OLHP from 5–20 wt%,
production of H2 increased from 13.6 to 23.9 mmol h�1 g�1.
Further, the increasing amount of S,N-GQDs (50 wt%), resulted
in a decrement in H2 evolution.

We interpret that, as the photocatalytic activity of OLHP is
enhanced by the strong absorption ability of S,N-GQDs in far
visible region combined with the synergistic effect of both the
systems for favorable metal-free H2 evolution. As S,N-GQDs and
OLHP are structurally similar having strong p–p interaction
between the heptazine units, they result in effective interfacial
heterostructure formation. It is also clear from the band
diagram (Fig. 5b) that S,N-GQDs can inject the photogenerated
electrons into the CBM of OLHP, which will populate the
conduction band of OLHP utilized for the reduction of protons
-GQDs and OLHP.

RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29633–29641 | 29637
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Fig. 6 (a) Tauc plot of OLHP and OLHP/S,N-GQD20 (b) valance band XPS of OLHP/S,N-GQD20.
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to hydrogen over OLHP surface. So, it was observed that with an
increase in the wt% of S,N-GQDs in OLHP from 5–20 wt%, the
production of H2 increased. But a further increasing amount of
S,N-GQDs (50 wt%) causes enlargement and aggregation of S,N-
GQDs on the surface of OLHP, thus S,N-GQDs loses its activity
as a photosensitizer. Accordingly, this results in the decrement
of photocatalytic activity and H2 evolution.

We anticipated to use Pt (2 wt% Pt) as a metal co-catalyst to
OLHP/S,N-GQDs for performing the photocatalytic H2 evolution
activity (Fig. S2†). The H2 production increased from OLHP/S,N-
GQD5 (138.3 mmol g�1 h�1) to OLHP/S,N-GQD10 (167.8 mmol
g�1 h�1). The higher H2 evolution for OLHP/S,N-GQD10 is 2.11
times more than that observed for OLHP (79.46 mmol g�1 h�1)
under similar conditions. Thus, it is understandable that when
Pt is used as co-catalyst, the electrons from the photosensitized
CBM of photocatalyst are easily transferred to Pt, and its high
electron conductivity and lower over potential reduce the H2O
molecules to generate H2 more efficiently. However, for OLHP/
S,N-GQD20 and OLHP/S,N-GQD50, we observed lower H2

production rates with 137.4 and 90.0 mmol g�1 h�1, respectively.
We have calculated the apparent quantum yield (AQY) for

our best photocatalyst under similar conditions without any co-
catalyst and with 2 wt% Pt as co-catalyst. The values of apparent
quantum yield depend on measurement methods, reaction
Fig. 7 Comparison of HER of (a) OLHP, (b) S,N-GQDs, (c) OLHP/S,N-
GQD5, (d) OLHP/S,N-GQD10 (e) OLHP/S,N-GQD20 and (f) OLHP/
S,N-GQD50.

29638 | RSC Adv., 2020, 10, 29633–29641
conditions, etc. In this experiment, 400 nm band pass lter was
used and the incident light intensity was measured with the
help of a Ray virtual radiation actinometer (Newport, Model:
91150V). The apparent quantum efficiency of H2 evolution was
calculated using the formula,

AQY ð%Þ ¼ number of H2 molecules evolved� 2

number of incident photons
� 100%

We got 10.2% AQY for the OLHP/S,N-GQD10 sample with
2 wt% platinum as co-catalyst. We have quantied AQY for
OLHP/S,N-GQD20 without using any co-catalyst and got 1.3%
AQY.

To ensure the catalytic charge transfer kinetics, electro-
chemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) measurements were
performed. Fig. 8 shows the Nyquist plot for OLHP and OLHP/
S,N-GQD20. It was observed that the arc radius of OLHP/S,N-
GQD20 is smaller than OLHP. Generally, smaller arc radius
represents higher facial charge transfer across the catalyst and
electrolyte.46–51 Hence the decrease in arc radius indicates more
facile transfer of charges on the catalyst interface of S,N-GQDs
and OLHP. Incidentally, UV-vis, PL, and EIS measurements
clearly reveal the role of the S,N-GQD-sensitized OLHP samples.
Thus, S,N-GQDs help causing absorption in wide visible spec-
trum, reducing charge recombination, and accelerating reac-
tion kinetics and suitable band alignment, which improved the
visible light-assisted photocatalytic H2 evolution.
Fig. 8 EIS Nyquist plot for OLHP and OLHP/S,N-GQD20.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 9 Stability cycle of H2 evolution of OLHP/S,N-GQD20.
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Further, in order to check the stability and robustness of the
photocatalyst, H2 evolution was monitored for 16 h in the
absence of co-catalyst without any further addition of TEOA
(Fig. 9). Aer every 4 h, the reaction vessel was evacuated and
purged with N2. The photocatalytic activity of OLHP/S,N-GQD20
showed constant H2 evolution even aer 16 h with a slight
decline in the activity which may be due to the decrease in
concentration of hole scavenger (TEOA). The stability of H2

evolution of the photocatalyst in the presence of 2 wt% Pt as co-
catalyst is also studied under the same conditions stated above.
The photocatalytic H2 evolution of OLHP/S,N-GQD10 showed
constant rate even aer 16 h with a slight decline in the activity,
which may be due to the decrease in TEOA concentration
(Fig. S3†).

Decorated S,N-GQDs on the surface of OLHP work as
a mediated route for electron passage from excited S,N-GQDs to
the conduction band (CB) of photocatalyst and then to Pt
particles. As Pt has low activation energy, it acts as a rich
hydrogen active site where the electrons split water to produce
H2 under visible light irradiation. The plausible mechanism of
hydrogen evolution from the aqueous TEOA solution using
OLHP/S,N-GQDs under visible light (l > 420 nm) irradiation is
given as follows:

OLHP/S,N-GQD / OLHP(hVB
+ + eCB

�)/S,N-GQD+ + e�

OLHP(hVB
+ + eCB

�)/S,N-GQD+ + e� / OLHP(hVB
+ + eCB

� +

e�)/S,N-GQD+

OLHP(hVB
+ + eCB

� + e�)/S,N-GQD+ + 2TEOA / OLHP(eCB
�

+ e�)/S,N-GQD + 2TEOA+

OLHP(eCB
� + e�)/S,N-GQD / OLHP/S,N-GQD + 2e�

2e� + 2H2O / H2 + 2OH�
Conclusions

A series of OLHP/S,N-GQDs photocatalysts were prepared by
a hydrothermal method. The band positions were determined
by UV-vis and Mott–Schottky analyses. Electrochemical and
optical measurements showed the photosensitizing ability,
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
facile transfer of charge carriers on the interface along with the
wide absorbance range in the visible region. The as-prepared
photocatalyst shows metal-free visible light-assisted photo-
catalytic water splitting for H2 evolution which is about 23.9
mmol g�1 h�1. Thus, this present work may open new avenues to
study the role and effect of other quantum dots as photosen-
sitizers for H2 production in metal-free conditions. Further-
more, in the presence of Pt as co-catalyst, H2 evolution becomes
2.11 times higher (167.8 mmol g�1 h�1) than that of pristine
OLHP with the AQY of 10.2%. We presume that this study
establishes the role of S,N-GQDs as an efficient photosensitizer
in the eld of energy conversion.
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