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Abstract: Graphene oxide (GO)-MIL-101(Fe) (Fe-based metal-organic frameworks (MOFs) with Fe(III)
as the metal anode and 2-aminobenzene-1,4-dicarboxylic acid as a ligand) sandwich composites
are designed and fabricated through a facile in situ growth method. By modulating the addition
amount of GO nanosheets, composites containing MIL-101(Fe) octahedrons with a tunable dimension
and density are achieved. The optimized ratio between individual components is determined
through adsorption experiments. Adsorption isotherms reveal an enhanced adsorption efficiency and
improved adsorption capacity of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) (GO dosage is 15 mg) in comparison with raw
MIL-101(Fe) nanocrystals. Experimental evidence indicates that the removal of U(VI) by the composite
is based on inner-sphere surface complexation and electrostatic interaction. The improved adsorption
performance originates from the optimized synergistic effects of GO and MIL-101(Fe) octahedrons.
In summary, this work offers a facile synthetic method to achieve cost-effective composites towards
the U(VI) capture. It also lays the foundation for the design of novel adsorbents with the full play of
component’s functionality.
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1. Introduction

The severe energy and environmental crisis calls for the development of green energy sources.
Nuclear power is an effective solution for this problem as a sustainable energy source with a high
efficiency. However, the radioactive contamination from the production process of nuclear energy can
cause potential ecological threats and biological toxicity [1–3]. In particular, uranium-contamination
is included in the major nuclide pollutants that are urgently required to be eliminated from the
polluted waters [4]. The widely used techniques for the removal of uranyl ions consist of solvent
extraction [5], ion-exchange [6], and adsorption. In particular, adsorption takes advantages of the rapid
and highly efficient treatment of uranium by developing adsorbent materials with programmable
functionalization [7]. Until now, much attention has been paid to the development of nanostructured
adsorbents for higher adsorption efficiency [8,9]. One of the most promising directions is the fabrication
of composite materials which combine the functionality of individual components into one [10,11].
The key point lies in the component selection and sophisticated structure design for the optimization
of synergistic effect inside the composite materials.

Among the various adsorbents, functional carbon nanomaterials including one dimensional
carbon nanofiber/nanotube, two-dimensional graphene oxide (GO) [12,13], and three dimensional
functionalized carbon nanostructures take the advantages of a large surface area and easy
functionalized capability, which endow them the great potential as novel adsorbents for uranium-based
nuclide species [14–18]. Zänker et al. reported that the adsorption of uranyl ions on pristine carbon
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nanotube (CNT) reached 5.0 mmol g−1 at pH = 5.0 under 298 K [19]. Wang et al. demonstrated the good
adsorption performance of GO towards U(VI) in aqueous solution [20]. The tedious and high-cost
synthetic procedures of CNT and GO promote the studies on the fabrication of CNT/GO-based
composites which maintain a good performance at a lower dosage of CNT and GO by the introduction
of other components and optimizing the synergistic effects [21,22]. Compared with CNT, fabrication of
GO-based composite materials benefits the adsorption properties in several ways. On the one hand,
the expansive surface of GO gives rise to the easy attachment of other nanomaterials, making them
excellent substrates. On the other hand, the formation of composites through surface growth method
helps overcome the aggregation problem of GO in solutions, which improves the exposure of functional
groups. In the past few years, various GO-based composite adsorbents with diverse functionalities have
been designed and fabricated, including a magnetic GO composite [23], GO-polymer composite [24,25],
GO-layered double hydroxides (LDHs) composite [26], etc.

Metal-organic frameworks (MOFs) are a series of crystalline hybrids based on the bridging
network between metal ions and organic ligand molecules [27]. Owing to their high surface area,
tunable porous structure, and versatile chemical functionality, MOFs have become high-profile
candidates in application fields of catalysis [28], adsorption [29–32], and membrane formation [33].
Very recently, MOFs have found new opportunities in the removal of uranyl ions [34,35]. MIL-101, as a
series of MOFs with different metal centers (Al, Cr, and Fe), has received much attention in the recovery
of uranium polluted waters due to its chemical stability in acid solutions [36–38]. Compared with
pristine materials, functionalized MOFs have shown optimized adsorption performance with enriched
binding sites [39]. The post-synthetic strategy is the commonly used method to introduce functional
groups on the MIL-101 host. However, the multistep post-grafting process is time-consuming and
usually involves polluting acid such as HNO3 [40]. One step or the in situ fabrication of MOF-based
composite is a more facile and environmentally benign synthetic method to achieve novel adsorbents
with a satisfying performance. Several previous studies have provided excellent examples for GO-MOF
composites as adsorbents [41,42].

Herein, we presented the fabrication of the GO-MIL-101(Fe) composite through in situ growth
method. Different ratio of GO and MIL-101(Fe) in the composite was tuned through changing
the addition amount of GO nanosheets. The size and distribution density of MOF polyhedrons
varied due to the interference of the functional groups on GO nanosheets towards the nucleation and
growth of MIL-101 seed. Morphology imaging based on scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and a
composition analysis from powder X-ray diffraction (XRD), Attenuated total internal reflection Fourier
(ATR-FTIR) and X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) measurements eVidenced the successful
synthesis of the composite material. Batch adsorption experiments further confirmed the much
better adsorption performance of the GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite than pristine MIL-101(Fe) with
larger U(VI) adsorption capacity and superior reusing ability. Mechanism analysis further illustrated
the importance of optimizing synergistic effects between individual components in improving
the adsorption performance. This work would benefit the design and development of composite
adsorbents with a versatile functionalization for the potential application in the effective recovery of
U(VI) pollution.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Chemicals

Graphite (CP grade, ≤300 mesh) was purchased from Sinopharm Chemical Regent, Beijing,
China. Iron(III) chloride hexahydrate (FeCl3·6H2O, 97 wt%), 2-aminobenzene-1,4-dicarboxylic acid
(NH2-H2BDC, 98 wt%), and N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF, 99.8 wt%) were provided by Alfa Aesar,
Shanghai, China. Polyvinylpyrrolidone (PVP, Mw = 30,000) was provided by Xilong Scientific Co.,
Ltd., Shanghai, China. Uranyl nitrate was obtained from Sigma Aldrich, Beijing, China. The graphene
oxide (GO) was synthesized based on the Hummers method [43].
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2.2. Characterization

The dimension and morphology of all the samples were obtained from scanning electron
microscopy (SEM) (Hitachi S4800, Tokyo, Japan). X-ray diffraction (XRD) D/max-TTRIII (Rigaku,
Tokyo, Japan) was used to provide the crystalline information of the samples. Attenuated total
internal reflection Fourier (ATR-FTIR) spectra were obtained on a Bruker TENSOR-27 (Bruker Optics,
Bremen, Germany). The surface composition and binding state information were achieved from X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) (Thermo Escalab 250Xi, Waltham, MA, USA). Pore information and
specific surface area were analyzed by a Micromeritics ASAP 2010 (Norcross, GA, USA). ζ potential
data were collected from a Zetasizer Nano ZS (Malvern Instrument, Worcestershire, UK). For measuring
the zeta potential, the pH values of the achieved samples (cNaCl = 10 mM) were adjusted to values
between 1 and 11 by adding HCl or NaOH, respectively.

2.3. Fabrication of the GO-MIL-101(Fe) Composite with Different GO Contents

GO-MIL-101(Fe) was synthesized with an in situ growth method. In a typical procedure, 10 mg,
15 mg, 18 mg, 20 mg of GO and 54.1 mg of FeCl3·6H2O (0.2 mmol) were dispersed in 6 mL DMF
and formed solution A, 18.2 mg NH2-H2BDC (0.1 mmol) and 4 mg PVP were dissolved in 6 mL
DMF to form solution B. Subsequently, solutions A and B were placed in a microwave vessel and
sealed. After reaction at 160 ◦C for 10 min, the solid products were collected by centrifugation at
5000 rpm for 10 min. The samples were washed twice with DMF followed by washing with ethanol
two times to remove residual DMF. Finally, the product was dried in vacuum overnight for further
use. The achieved composite was denoted as GO10(15, 18, 20)-MIL-101(Fe). MIL-101(Fe) materials
were fabricated according to the above method without the addition of GO. The mass ratio of GO
and MIL-101(Fe) was calculated to be 1:7.42 by measuring the mass of both GO15-MIL(101) and the
original added GO.

2.4. Batch Sorption Experiments

The adsorption properties of composite samples were studied by batch experiments.
Stock dispersions of adsorbents including MIL-101(Fe) and the GO10(15, 18, 20)-MIL-101(Fe)
composites were prepared with a concentration of 1.2 g L−1. U (VI) stock solution (0.2 g L−1) was
also prepared. Adsorption suspensions to perform adsorption experiment with different conditions
were prepared by diluting the stock adsorbent suspension and U(VI) solution with distilled water.
The adsorbent concentration in the adsorption suspension was 0.20 g L−1 except for the adsorption
experiment with different adsorbent doses. The initial U concentration of 10 mg L−1 is selected
to study the adsorption behavior of the GO-Fe MOF composite towards U(VI), which simulated
the example of industrial effluents with a relatively high U concentration. The effect of pH on the
adsorption efficiency was investigated by tuning the solution pH with a different concentration of
HNO3 or NaOH (0.01 mM~0.1 M), which guaranteed that the added amount of HNO3 or NaOH was
almost negligible in comparison with the volume of the adsorption solution. The pH modulation
process was monitored by a pH meter. The adsorption efficiency of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) under different
initial U concentrations (0.035 mg L−1, 1.3 mg L−1, 3 mg L−1) was also tested (pH = 5.5, T = 298 K).
These concentrations took reference from a previous study [6]. The adsorption isotherms were achieved
by performing adsorption experiment under different initial U(VI) concentrations (5 mg L−1~70 mg L−1

with 5 mg L−1 intervals) under pH = 5.5 at different temperatures (298 K, 313 K, 328 K). The pH of the
adsorption suspensions was tuned to 5.5 at 298 K and then the adsorption solutions were placed in a
shaker under different temperatures. Adsorption kinetics were performed at ambient temperature
(pH = 5.5). The influence of coexisting ions (cations from NaNO3, KNO3, Mg(NO3)2, Ca(NO3)2 and
anions from NaNO3, NaCl, Na(SO4)2, and Na(CO3)2, the concentration was 0.01 M) towards the
adsorption performance was further investigated. Particularly, the removal efficiency of U(VI) on
GO15-MIL-101(Fe) and MIL-101(Fe) was compared in simulated surface water and groundwater.
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The pH, composition, and related ion concentrations were determined based on previous studies
(Table S1) [44]. The suspension was agitated for over 24 h to achieve equilibrium. The concentration of
uranyl ions under equilibrium was confirmed by the Arsenazo III based colorimetric method. U (VI)
can form a binary complex with Arsenazo III. The uranyl ion content was determined by measuring
the absorbance of the complex at 656 nm. Samples with U(VI) concentration in ppb level were tested
via inductively coupled plasma optical emission spectrometry (ICP-OES) analysis. The adsorption
percentage (Adsorption, %) and adsorption capacity (qe, mg g−1) can be obtained based on the
following equations:

Adsorption =
(C0 − Ce)

C0
× 100% (1)

qe =
(C0 − Ce)× V

m
(2)

where, C0 (mg L−1) and Ce (mg L−1) correspond to the U(VI) concentration of the adsorption
suspension at the beginning and equilibrium, respectively. V (mL) and m (g) are the solution volume
and adsorbent dosage, respectively. Triplicate measurements showed that the relative errors were
within 5%.

2.5. Desorption and Reusing Studies

The reusing ability of the GO15-MIL-101(Fe) was studied through monitoring the adsorption
efficiency of the 8-cycles regenerated samples. U(VI) was desorbed from the sample through the
washing process of 0.1 M HNO3. The as regenerated sample was centrifuged and washed with
deionized water for the removal of acid. Then the dried powder was used in the next adsorption
process. The U containing HNO3 wastewater was collected by a professional liquid waste treatment
plant or stored to be reused as raw pollutant water in further U removal research.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Characterization of GO-MIL-101(Fe) Composite

As shown in Figure 1a, pure GO presented a two-dimensional morphology with lateral size up
to tens of micrometers. GO-MIL-101(Fe) composites were fabricated through a facile one-pot in situ
growth method. The component ratio was adjusted by tuning the addition amount of GO in the
synthetic precursor solution. Figure 1b–d confirmed the successful growth of nanosized MIL-101(Fe)
octahedrons on GO nanosheets. The negligible dispersed MIL-101(Fe) indicated that most MIL-101(Fe)
nanoparticles formed on the GO matrix. Moreover, MIL-101 octahedrons were well distributed on
both sides of the GO nanoplatelets, which guaranteed the synergistic interaction between individual
compositions. Notably, the dimension of MIL-101(Fe) octahedrons in the composite decreased with the
amount of GO increasing (460 nm for GO10-MIL-101(Fe), 350 nm for GO15-MIL-101(Fe), and 150 nm
for GO20-MIL-101(Fe)). It was reported that low concentrations of a monocarboxylic acid with
different pKa values (1.60~10.15) could modulate the crystal growth of MIL-101(Cr), with higher
pKa leading to smaller nanoparticles [45]. GO synthesized from Hummers method possessed many
oxygenated groups like carboxylic (pKa = 4.3 and 6.6) and phenolic groups (pKa = 9.8) [46]. Therefore,
both carboxylic groups and phenolic groups gave rise to the controlling of the size of MIL-101 in
GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite. Considering that most MIL-101 octahedrons nucleated on the surface
of GO, phenolic groups with especially high pKa played a dominant role. We postulated that GO
interfered with the nucleation of MIL-101(Fe) which led to smaller sized nanoparticles with the addition
amount of GO increasing.

As shown in Figure S1, all the XRD patterns of the composite materials showed peaks at 2θ = 5.88◦

and 9.08◦, which can be assigned to typical (531), (911) diffractions of MIL-101(Fe), confirming the
successful synthesis of the composite sample [47,48]. However, the decreased peak intensity in
GO20-MIL-101(Fe) indicated the reduction of MOF crystallinity, which was also reflected from the loss



Appl. Sci. 2018, 8, 2270 5 of 16

of the octahedron morphology. ATR-FTIR spectroscopy was used to identify the functional groups
of the GO-MIL-101(Fe) composite. The broad band in the range of 3000 cm−1~3500 cm−1 originated
from the hydroxyl groups of absorbed water molecules. The IR signals at 3475 cm−1 and 3345 cm−1 in
Figure 2a corresponded to the asymmetric and symmetric N–H stretching vibrations in amino groups
of MIL-101(Fe) [49]. Because of the low concentration of MIL-101(Fe) in the composite, these peaks
became negligible in Figure 2b,c. For the sample MIL-101, FT-IR signals at 1575 cm−1 and 1429 cm−1

were asymmetric and symmetric stretching of carboxylic groups in the organic ligand NH2BDC,
respectively [50,51]. The peak at ~1379 cm−1 obviously indicated the effect of the amino groups on
the symmetric stretching of carboxylic groups. C–N-stretching vibrations were clearly recognized
at 1257 cm−1 in IR spectrum of MIL-101(Fe) [40]. The spectrum peaks at 1501 cm−1 and 767 cm−1

can be attributed to the stretching vibration (C=C) and deformation vibration (C–H) of benzene,
respectively [52]. As shown in Figure 2b, the asymmetric stretching of O=C–O, C–N stretching,
and C–H deformation vibration were suppressed, which was more obvious with the GO increasing.
This result implied the modulation of GO towards the growth of MIL-101(Fe). The comparison of
FTIR spectra between GO15-MIL-101(Fe) and that loaded with uranyl ions can be used to deduce the
uranyl ions-composite interaction. As shown in Figure 2c, the peak at ~920 cm−1 can be assigned to
the stretching vibration of the linear structure of the UO2
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The XPS measurement provided the information of elemental composition and surface binding
condition of GO-MIL-101(Fe) composite. XPS survey spectra showed the typical peaks of Fe2p, C1s,
O1s, and N1s in GO-MIL-101(Fe) composites and additional U4f peaks upon the uptake of uranyl
ions (Figure 3a). The O auger signal (976 eV) was observed [54]. The Fe auger signals (893 eV, 841 eV,
and 786 eV) and U4d5/2 signal (740 eV) [55,56] were also recognized. XPS signals at 311 eV and
554.9 eV can be assigned to the C1s and O1s satellite peaks [57–59]. The negligible observation of
the characteristic signal of DMF molecules (C–N symmetric stretching at 866 cm−1 and the O=C–N
stretching mode at 659 cm−1) indicated the removal of residual DMF molecules in the system. The
C1s spectra of the composite materials can be deconvoluted into three peaks including C–C, C–O,
and C=O with the binding energy increasing. O1s spectra were composed of oxygen anion (OH−1)
at 530.9 eV, C=O (carboxylic group) at 531.5 eV and C–O in aromatic rings, phenols, and ethers at
533.4 eV [60]. The analysis of the XPS data for GO-MIL-101(Fe) samples before and after the uranyl ions
adsorption demonstrated the interaction between the adsorbents and U(VI). As shown in Figure 3b,
GO-MIL-101(Fe)-U(VI) exhibited typical U4f XPS peak which consisted of two doublet-peaks at 382 eV
(U4f7/2) and 392 eV (U4f5/2) [6]. The peak at 399.97 eV and 403.13 eV corresponded to the N1s XPS
signal with the former corresponding to the amine groups on MIL-101(Fe) and the latter peak indicated
the presence of N doping in the form of pyridinic N-oxide on GO. Such N doping may originate from
the DMF treatment under the solvothermal condition [61]. The decreased intensity of the N1s peak in
GO-MIL-101(Fe)-U in comparison with the raw sample indicated that the amino group of NH2BDC
ligand contributed partial adsorption performance. The decreased intensity of C–O and C=O peaks
of C1s as well as the decreased area of O1s peaks indicated the interaction between the uranyl ions
and different sort of functionalized oxygen groups on the composite. The XPS analysis eVidenced
the synergistic effect of GO and MIL-101(Fe) in the removal of U(VI), which agrees well with the
FT-IR results.

Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) analysis further provided the surface area and pore structure
information. MIL-101(Fe) showed a mixture of type I and IV adsorption-desorption isotherms with
the sharp N2 uptakes at low relative pressure (P/P0 < 0.1), indicating its micro/mesoporous structure
(Figure S2a) [62]. The pore size distribution result (Figure S2b) indicated the existence of 2.15 nm
and 2.52 nm mesocages and 1.26 nm microcages in MIL-101(Fe). In contrast, GO-15-MIL-101(Fe) also
exhibited characteristics of type II isotherms, which revealed that the introduction of macropores
in the composite (Figure S2c). The H3-type hysteresis loops implied that the sandwich structures
formed in the 2-D GO nanosheets-MIL-101 octahedrons composite gave rise to slit mesopores [47,63].
Figure S2d further showed enlarged mesocages of ~2.75 nm. Both isotherm observation and statistic
data (Table S2) showed that GO15-MIL-101(Fe) had a lower specific surface area and larger total pore
volume than that of pure MIL-101(Fe), which resulted from the formation of meso-macropores in
the composite structure. The pore texture analysis illustrated that the GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite
synthesized from the in situ growth method may modulate the pore structure of both individual
components, which may optimize the adsorption performance.



Appl. Sci. 2018, 8, 2270 7 of 16
Appl. Sci. 2018, 8, x FOR PEER REVIEW  7 of 16 

 
Figure 3. (a) The survey spectra obtained from X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) of GO15-MIL-
101(Fe) before and after the adsorption of U(VI), high-resolution spectra of U4f for (b) GO15-MIL-
101(Fe)-U, C1s for (c) GO15-MIL-101(Fe) and (d) GO15-MIL-101(Fe)-U, O1s for (e) GO15-MIL-101(Fe) 
and (f) GO15-MIL-101(Fe)-U. 

3.2. U(VI) Adsorption on the GO-MIL-101(Fe) 

Figure 4a showed the change of the adsorption efficiency of MIL-101(Fe) and GO-MIL-101(Fe) 
towards U(VI) as a function of pH. With pH varies ranging from 2.0 to 11.0, the adsorption percentage 
of uranyl ions increased slowly firstly (Stage I), followed by a rapid improvement (Stage II) and then 
it was maintained at a high level (Stage III). GO-MIL-101(Fe) composite materials exhibited decreased 
adsorption efficiency after Stage III. However, the pH turning point of Stage I–II and Stage II–III is 
different for MOF and GO-MOF composites. Pure MIL-101(Fe) and GO10-MIL-101(Fe) ended stage I 
at pH = 4, while that for GO15-MIL-101(Fe) and GO20-MIL-101(Fe) is pH = 3. Furthermore, pure MIL-
101(Fe) begins stage III at pH > 7.4. In comparison, GO-MIL-101(Fe) composite reached high level of 
adsorption efficiency at lower pH (GO10-MIL-101(Fe)/92.2% at pH = 7, GO15-MIL-101(Fe)/98.1% at 
pH = 6.5, GO20-MIL-101(Fe)/96.7% at pH = 7). Considering the complexity of contaminated water 
sources, the adsorption efficiency of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) was tested with different initial U 
concentrations. Under initial U(VI) concentration of 0.035 mg L−1, 1.3 mg L−1 and 3 mg L−1, the 
adsorption percentage was 40%, 93.1%, and 99.6% with 21 µg L−1, 89 µg L−1, and 12 µg L−1 U(VI) left 
in water (Figure S3), respectively. The lowered adsorption percentage at U(VI) concentration of 0.035 
mg L−1 may originate from the reduced driving force. The final U concentration upon treatment of 
contaminated waters with C0 = 0.035 mg L−1 and 3 mg L−1 by GO-MIL-101(Fe) can reach the 
requirement of the Chinese National Emission Standard (0.05 mg L−1) for discharged water and the 
US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) (0.03 mg L−1) for potable water. This result indicated that 
application potential of as-prepared composite samples in the treatment of U contaminated water in 

Figure 3. (a) The survey spectra obtained from X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) of
GO15-MIL-101(Fe) before and after the adsorption of U(VI), high-resolution spectra of U4f for
(b) GO15-MIL-101(Fe)-U, C1s for (c) GO15-MIL-101(Fe) and (d) GO15-MIL-101(Fe)-U, O1s for (e)
GO15-MIL-101(Fe) and (f) GO15-MIL-101(Fe)-U.

3.2. U(VI) Adsorption on the GO-MIL-101(Fe)

Figure 4a showed the change of the adsorption efficiency of MIL-101(Fe) and GO-MIL-101(Fe)
towards U(VI) as a function of pH. With pH varies ranging from 2.0 to 11.0, the adsorption percentage
of uranyl ions increased slowly firstly (Stage I), followed by a rapid improvement (Stage II) and then it
was maintained at a high level (Stage III). GO-MIL-101(Fe) composite materials exhibited decreased
adsorption efficiency after Stage III. However, the pH turning point of Stage I–II and Stage II–III is
different for MOF and GO-MOF composites. Pure MIL-101(Fe) and GO10-MIL-101(Fe) ended stage
I at pH = 4, while that for GO15-MIL-101(Fe) and GO20-MIL-101(Fe) is pH = 3. Furthermore, pure
MIL-101(Fe) begins stage III at pH > 7.4. In comparison, GO-MIL-101(Fe) composite reached high level
of adsorption efficiency at lower pH (GO10-MIL-101(Fe)/92.2% at pH = 7, GO15-MIL-101(Fe)/98.1%
at pH = 6.5, GO20-MIL-101(Fe)/96.7% at pH = 7). Considering the complexity of contaminated
water sources, the adsorption efficiency of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) was tested with different initial U
concentrations. Under initial U(VI) concentration of 0.035 mg L−1, 1.3 mg L−1 and 3 mg L−1,
the adsorption percentage was 40%, 93.1%, and 99.6% with 21 µg L−1, 89 µg L−1, and 12 µg L−1

U(VI) left in water (Figure S3), respectively. The lowered adsorption percentage at U(VI) concentration
of 0.035 mg L−1 may originate from the reduced driving force. The final U concentration upon
treatment of contaminated waters with C0 = 0.035 mg L−1 and 3 mg L−1 by GO-MIL-101(Fe) can reach
the requirement of the Chinese National Emission Standard (0.05 mg L−1) for discharged water and
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the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) (0.03 mg L−1) for potable water. This result indicated
that application potential of as-prepared composite samples in the treatment of U contaminated
water in a specific concentration range. Due to the highest adsorption percentage in the whole pH
range, GO-15 MIL-101(Fe) was selected as the model sorbent for further adsorption experiments.
Moreover, the deprotonating condition of surface functional groups can greatly affect the performance
of adsorbents. Figure 4b displayed the surface charge information of the GO-MIL-101(Fe) composites
and pure MIL-101(Fe). All the samples showed a decreasing trend from positive charges with pH value
increased in the range of 2.0–11.0. The positive zeta potential originated from protonation of amine
group in the organic linker of MIL-101(Fe), which were the dominant components of the composite
samples. Compared with pure MIL-101(Fe), the composite samples had a lower zeta potential due
to the introduction of GO. At each pH, GO15-MIL-101(Fe) exhibited the most negative zeta potential.
The isoelectric point of GO-15MIL-101(Fe) appeared at the lowest pH. The zeta potential result of
as-prepared samples agreed well with the effect of pH on the adsorption efficiency of the samples
towards U(VI). For GO15-MIL-101(Fe), the surface negative charging greatly improved with the
dissociation of oxygenated groups on GO nanosheets in the pH range of 3.0–7.0, which favored the
adsorption of U(VI) cations. As shown in Figure S4, negative charged UO2(OH)4

2− would dominate
in aqueous solution with pH > 9.0 [17]. The repulsion between the UO2(OH)4

2− species and the
composite gave rise to the decreased adsorption efficiency at high pH value. The change of adsorption
percentage with pH indicated the importance of the electrostatic interaction in the uptake of U(VI)
on the composite. Considering the dispersibility of the composite and adsorption performance of
adsorbents as well as the interference of complex hydrolysis product such as UO2(OH)2 precipitate
at higher pH, a pH of 5.5 was used as the condition for the adsorption experiments. Furthermore,
both samples presented improved adsorption efficiency towards U(VI) with the adsorbent dosage
increasing (Figure 4c). The increasing trend can be attributed to increased adsorption sites introduced
as the addition amount of adsorbents become larger. Further increasing the adsorbent dosage to 1 g
L−1 gives rise to an adsorption percentage of 96%. Satisfying the treatment result can be achieved
either by increasing the adsorbent addition or the adsorption steps. On the other hand, the dependence
of adsorption performance on the ionic strength was investigated to eValuate the application potential
of adsorbents. It is shown in Figure 4d that the amount of U(VI) adsorbed on GO-15MIL-101(Fe)
fluctuated slightly in the range of ±5% as the concentration of NaNO3 increased, while that of pure
MIL-101(Fe) showed an overall decreasing trend. Therefore, the uptake of U(VI) on GO-15MIL-101(Fe)
is controlled by inner-sphere surface complexation [8,64].

To eValuate the removal rate of uranyl ions on the MIL-101(Fe) and composite samples, the
adsorption percentage of U(VI) under different times was monitored. Figure 4e showed that both
GO-15-MIL-101(Fe) and MIL-101(Fe) exhibited a rapid increasing adsorption percentage of U(VI) in
the first 30 min and achieved it in 60 min. In comparison with the composite sample, the adsorption
efficiency of MIL-101(Fe) had much lower equilibrium adsorption efficiency (~26%). In order to further
understand the adsorption process, the adsorption kinetics were simulated by a pseudo-first-order
(Equation (3)) [65] and the pseudo-second-order models (Equation (4)) [66]:

Pseudo-first-order model:
ln(qe − qt) = ln qe − k1t (3)

Pseudo-second-order model:
t
qt

=
1

k2q2
e
+

t
qe

(4)

In Equations (3) and (4), qt and qe are the adsorption amount at time t and equilibrium, respectively.
k1 and k2 correspond to the rate constants for the pseudo-first-order model and pseudo-second-order
model, respectively. The kinetic plots of uranyl ions on both MIL-101(Fe) and the composite sample
can be better fitted by the pseudo-second-order model with the correlation coefficients (R2) close to
1 (Table 1). This was also confirmed by the almost linear plots of t/qt as a function of t (Figure 4f).
Therefore, chemisorption is one of the rate-limiting processes in the adsorption kinetics of U(VI) on
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GO-15-MIL-101(Fe). Moreover, the diffusion of U(VI) onto the surface of adsorbent also affected the
adsorption kinetics. The more rapid adsorption performance of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) in comparison with
MIL-101(Fe) may arise from the meso-macroporous structure and enlarged mesopore distribution,
which served as an efficient ion diffusion channel.
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Figure 4. (a) The adsorption efficiency of the MIL-101(Fe) and GO-MIL-101(Fe) composite towards
U(VI) as a function of pH (C0 = 10 mg L−1, T=298 K, m/V = 0.2 g L−1, and INaNO3 = 0.01 M), (b) the
effect of pH on the zeta potential of the GO10 (15, 20)-MIL-101(Fe) composite and MIL-101(Fe),
the effect of (c) adsorbent dose and (d) ionic strength on the adsorption efficiency of MIL-101(Fe)
and GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composites. (e) The amount of uranyl ions adsorbed on MIL-101(Fe)
and GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composites under different contact times. The experimental condition
is C0 = 10 mg L−1, pH = 5.5, T = 298 K, m/V = 0.2 g L−1, and INaNO3 = 0.01 M for (b–e).
(f) pseudo-second-order simulation result for the adsorption of the U(VI) on MIL-101(Fe) and
GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composites.

Table 1. The kinetic parameters for U(VI) adsorption on MIL-101(Fe) and GO15-MIL-101(Fe).

C0 (mg L−1)
Pseudo-First-Order Pseudo-Second-Order

k1 (min−1) qe (mg g−1) R2 k2 (g mg−1 min−1) qe (mg g−1) R2

MIL-101(Fe) 0.361 18.40 0.577 0.0485 18.88 0.999
GO15-MIL-101(Fe) 0.179 36.93 0.961 0.0117 38.46 0.999

The real uranium-contaminated water always had several coexisting ions which could interfere
with the adsorption of uranium on the adsorbents. Therefore, the adsorption percentage of uranyl
ions on MIL-101(Fe) and the composite was monitored to eValuate the effect of various cations and
anions (Figure 5a,b). According to the statistics shown in Table S3, GO15-MIL-101(Fe) showed an
overall improved adsorption performance in comparison with MIL-101-(Fe) under different coexisted
anions and cations. Especially, the adsorption of U(VI) on the composite samples was less suppressed
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in the presence of Ca2+ and CO3
2−, while that for MIL-101(Fe) was largely reduced. Several studies

have eVidenced that in the presence of Ca2+ and dissolved CO3
2−, the formation of Ca2UO2(CO3)3(aq)

can decrease the adsorption of U(VI) on adsorbents [67]. eVen in aqueous solutions without Ca2+,
the existence of CO3

2− with the concentration of 10 mM can greatly influence the speciation of
U(VI) [68]. (UO2CO3(aq)) become dominant U(VI) species at pH = 5.5, leading to the decreased
adsorption capacity. The slightly affected performance of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) indicated that the
synergistic effect between GO and MIL-101(Fe) could greatly improve the capability of the adsorbents
in resisting the interference of coexisted ions. The high retention of adsorption efficiency in simulated
groundwater and surface water (Figure S4) indicated the potential of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) in uranium
elimination from various wastewaters.
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Figure 5. The effect of different (a) cation ions and (b) anion ions on the amount of adsorbed U (VI) on
MIL-101(Fe) and GO15h-MIL-101(Fe) composites (C0 = 10 mg L−1, pH = 5.5, T = 298 K, m/V = 0.2 g L−1,
and INaNO3 = 0.01 M), (c) comparison of adsorption isotherms of MIL-101(Fe) and GO15-MIL-101(Fe)
composites, and (d) adsorption isotherms of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite under different temperature
(T = 298 K, 313 K, 328 K, pH = 5.5, m/V = 0.2 g L−1, and INaNO3 = 0.01 M). The solid and dashed lines
represent the Langmuir model and Freundlich model, respectively.

The maximum adsorption capacity of MIL-101(Fe) and composite samples were determined by
plotting the adsorption isotherms (qe vs. Ce) under pH = 5.5 and T = 298 K. Figure 5c indicated that
with the increasing of equilibrium U(VI) concentration, the equilibrium adsorption capacity increased
rapidly at first and then reached a saturated value. Obviously, the GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite
possessed much higher adsorption capacity than pure MIL-101(Fe). The adsorption isotherms
were simulated through the Langmuir model (Equation (5)) and Freundlich model (Equation (6)).
The Langmuir model describes monolayer adsorption onto the homogeneous surface with equivalent
active sites. In contrast, the Freundlich model refers to multilayer adsorption on a surface with a
heterogeneous surface.

qe =
bqmaxCe

1 + bCe
(5)

qe = KFC1/nF
e (6)

where qmax refers to the maximum adsorption capacity, b is the Langmuir constant (L mg−1),
KF and nF represent the Freundlich constants corresponding to the capacity and intensity of
adsorption, respectively. As listed in Table 2, the calculated qmax was 106.89 mg g−1 for the
GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite, which was much larger than that of MIL-101(Fe) (68.93 mg g−1),
respectively. The larger value of R2 indicated that the Langmuir model fitted the adsorption
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isotherms of both the GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite and MIL-101(Fe) better than the Freundlich model.
This analysis confirmed the monolayer adsorption nature of the U(VI) adsorption on the samples.
As summarized in Table S3, the GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite an exhibited competitive adsorption
capacity achieved from the facile one-pot synthetic process in comparison with other adsorbents.

Table 2. The simulated adsorption isotherm parameters of U(VI) on MIL-101(Fe) and GO15-MIL-101(Fe)
composites at 298 K.

T (K)
Langmuir Freundlich

qmax (mg g−1) b (L mg−1) R2 KF (mol1−n Ln g−1) n R2

MIL-101(Fe) 68.93 0.053 0.991 7.66 2.03 0.969
GO15-MIL-101(Fe) 106.89 0.132 0.989 24.96 2.824 0.973

As shown in Figure 5d, the thermodynamics of U(VI) adsorption on the GO15-MIL-101(Fe)
composite was studied based on the adsorption isotherms at different temperatures. The fitted
parameters based on Equations (5) and (6) are listed in Table 3. Clearly, qmax became larger with
temperature, indicating that the adsorption of uranyl ions on GO15-MIL-101(Fe) was endothermic [69].
To eValuate how temperature affects the adsorption process, the thermodynamic parameters including
the Gibbs free energy change (∆G0), the enthalpy change (∆H0), and the entropy change (∆S0) were
achieved from the following equations:

∆G0 = −RT ln K0 (7)

ln K0 =
∆S0

R
− ∆H0

RT
(8)

Firstly, K0, the equilibrium constant, was obtained from plots of lnKd as a function of Ce while
extrapolating Ce to zero (Kd = C0−Ce

Ce
× V

m ) based on the experimental data. ∆G0 under different
temperatures can be further achieved from Equation (7). Figure S5 showed a good linear relationship
between ln K0 and 1/T for GO15-MIL-101(Fe). The slope and intercept corresponded to ∆H0 (kJ
mol−1) and ∆S0 (J mol−1 K−1) of the adsorption, respectively. The negative ∆G0 and its increased
absolute value, as well as the positive ∆H0, illustrated that the uptake of U(VI) by GO15-MIL-101(Fe)
was spontaneous and endothermic (Table 4). This result manifested that the adsorbed heat for U(VI)
dehydration was larger than the energy which was released from the process of uranyl ions binding on
the surface of the adsorbents. The positive ∆S0 (104.34 J mol−1 K−1) and very negative ∆G0 indicated
the strong interaction between the GO15-MIL-101(Fe) and U(VI).

Table 3. The simulated adsorption isotherm parameters of U(VI) on GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite.

T (K)
Langmuir Freundlich

qmax (mg g−1) b (L mg−1) R2 KF (mol1−n Ln g−1) n R2

298 106.89 0.13 0.989 24.97 2.82 0.973
313 110.15 0.17 0.988 28.85 2.96 0.901
328 133.83 0.14 0.986 32.20 2.85 0.929

Table 4. The thermodynamic parameters for U(VI) adsorption on and the GO15-MIL-101(Fe) composite.

Adsorbents
∆G0 (kJ mol−1)

∆H0 (kJ mol−1) ∆S0 (J mol−1 K−1)
298 K 313 K 328 K

GO15-MIL-101(Fe) −23.16 −24.71 −26.29 7.96 104.34

The application potential of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) was investigated through several cycles of
regeneration and reusing experiments. The low adsorption efficiency of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) under
pH < 3 indicated that U(VI) ions may desorb from adsorbents by decreasing the solution pH.
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Therefore, nitric acid was used to desorb the uranyl ions in the regeneration experiment. As shown
in Figure 6, GO15-MIL-101(Fe) showed the negligible reduction of adsorption efficiency in the first
two reabsorption process. The adsorption decay became obvious after 4 cycles but gradually became
steady in further tests. The performance decrease may arise from the incomplete desorption of uranyl
ions and the partial aggregation of the composite sample (Figure S7). Because of the growth of
MIL-101(Fe) on the surface, the aggregation did not deteriorate further, giving rise to the gradually
steady reusing performance. After 8 cycles the samples still maintained ~75% of the original adsorption
efficiency. The results implied that GO15-MIL-101(Fe) was a promising composite adsorbent with a
good reusability.
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4. Conclusions

To conclude, the GO-MIL-101(Fe) sandwich composite was synthesized through a facile in situ
growth method. By changing the amount of GO precursors, the size and distribution density of
MIL-101(Fe) in the composites were easily tuned. Notably, batch adsorption experiments showed that
GO-15-MIL-101(Fe) possessed superior adsorption performance with enhanced adsorption efficiency
and improved adsorption capacity (106.89 mg g−1 at pH = 5.5, T= 298 K) compared with raw
MIL-101(Fe) (68.93 mg g−1 at same condition). The uptake of U(VI) by GO15-MIL-101(Fe) was
realized through the inner-sphere surface complexation as well as electrostatic interaction. FT-IR
and XPS analysis illustrated the importance of the synergistic effect between GO nanosheets and
MIL-101(Fe) octahedrons on the resultant adsorption performance. Moreover, the good reusing
capability of GO15-MIL-101(Fe) indicated the application potential of such a composite material.
Therefore, this work provided an effective route to design advanced composite adsorbents with
satisfying radionuclide uptake ability by giving play to the functionality of individual components.
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adsorption onto GO15-MIL-101(Fe). Figure S7: The morphology of regenerated composite sample after 4 cycles,
scale bar = 1 µm.
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