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A B S T R A C T   

This paper reports an efficient fabrication of N-doped graphene quantum dots (GQDs) showing controllable 
chemical and fluorescence (FL) properties through infrared carbonization (IRC) of citric acid and urea. The GQDs 
prefer to form an equilibrium shapes of circle with an average particle size ranged from 5 to 10 nm. The N/C 
atomic ratio in GQDs can be precisely tailored in a range from 21.6 to 49.6 at.% by simply controlling the weight 
ratio of citric acid to urea. With increasing the urea content, the GQDs not only contain N-doped graphene but 
also incorporate with crystalline cyanuric acid, forming a binary crystallinity. The quantum yield of 22.2% is 
achieved by N-doped GQDs, prepared from the IRC synthesis of chemical precursor at the citric acid/urea at 3:1. 
Excessive N and cyanuric acid can lead to FL quenching, red shift and wide spectral distribution. The design of 
GQDs possesses a multiple chromophoric band-gap structure, originated from the presence of cyanuric acid, 
defect-related emissive traps, and functional group distributions. This work offers an effective and inspiring 
approach to engineering both chemical compositions and unique crystalline structures of GQDs, and will 
therefore facilitate their fundamental research and applications to optical, sensing, energy and biological fields.   

1. Introduction 

Graphene, as the two-dimensional (2D) monolayer form of sp 
[2]-hybridized carbon, has attracted wide-ranging interest due to its 
feasible applications in electronic devices [1], composite materials [2], 
and semiconductors [3]. By converting 2D graphene sheets into 
zero-dimensional (0D) graphene quantum dots (GQDs), GQDs serve as 
one type of 0D nanomaterials with characteristics derived from both 
graphene and carbon nanodots, regarded as small pieces of graphene 
[4–6]. Usually, GQDs, like small graphene flakes smaller than 100 nm in 
size and less than 10 layers in thickness, have interesting optical prop
erties due to quantum confinement and edge effects [6] and tunable 

surface chemistry [7]. As an emerging attractive carbon material, GQDs 
have shown their value-added function in electrochemical capacitors [4, 
8], solar cells [9,10], Li-ion batteries [11,12], photocatalysts [13,14], 
optical detection probes [15], and bio-imaging probes [16]. 

In the pioneer research on GQDs, tremendous efforts have been made 
to develop methods for the preparation of GQDs with controllable par
ticle size, high production yield, low cost, and adjustable surface func
tionalization [17–23]. Basically, the preparation methods of GQDs can 
be divided into two categories: top-down and bottom-up methods [5]. 
The strategy of top-down methods is to convert graphene sheets, carbon 
nanotubes, carbon fibers or graphite into small pieces of graphene sheet, 
whereas small molecules are employed as vapor-phase precursor to 
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construct GQDs in bottom-up methods. Recently, thermal pyrolysis of 
carbon precursors delivers a straightforward pathway to synthesize 
high-quality GQDs [24,25]. The thermal pyrolysis method takes ad
vantages of its low cost, time saving, and high yield, facilitating 
large-quantity production of GQDs [26]. To the best of our knowledge, 
there are few studies reporting as-prepared GQDs with a spherical form 
via thermal pyrolysis of carbon precursors under IR irradiation and 
exploring their properties. 

Herein this work proposes an efficient pyrolysis method to carbonize 
low-cost citric acid þ urea solid mixture under infrared (IR) irradiation. 
The IR-assisted carbonization (IRC) method is capable of synthesizing 
GQDs from solid precursors at low temperatures (i.e., 200 �C) within a 
short period (20 min). Interestingly, as-prepared GQDs not only behave 
O- and N-functionalization at edge, on basal plane or into C––C sp 
[2]-network but also associated with crystalline cyanuric acid. Accord
ingly, this work aims at exploring the influence of precursor recipe on 
both surface amidation/oxidation level and tunable fluorescence (FL) 
emission of GQDs at the first time. To describe the tunable FL, we 
speculate on key issues and multiple band-gap structure for tailoring FL 
emissions and quantum yields from functionalized GQD suspension. 

2. Experimental section 

2.1. IRC synthesis of N-doped GQDs 

The growth procedure of GQDs using the IRC method could be briefly 
described as follows. First, two kinds of precursors, citric acid (C6H8O7, 
molecular weight: 180, purity: 99%) and urea (CON2H4, molecular 
weight: 60, purity: 99%) were uniformly mixed in a 2D mixer at 500 rpm 
using Zr balls for 30 min. Five solid mixtures contained the weight ratios 
of citric acid to urea at 3:1, 2:1, 1:1, 1:2, and 1:3, which were designed to 
sample A, B, C, D, and E, respectively. Each sample (5 g) was carefully 
placed in thermally resistive glass pan (Pyrix glass) and then put it in a 
home-made IR furnace. The IR furnace was equipped with six medium- 
wave IR heater with near-IR wavelength region of 1.4–3.2 μm. Each IR 
filament was able to exhibit a maximum power density of 80 kW/m2. 
The heaters were composed of metallic wire as filament and quartz tube 
as cover. The near-IR heaters were capable of transferring energy to a 
body through electromagnetic radiation, i.e., no contact or medium 
between the two bodies for the energy transfer [27]. The IRC process 
was composed of three steps: (i) ramping from ambient temperature to 
200 �C at 6 �C/min, (ii) isothermal at 200 �C for 20 min, and (iii) natural 
cooling from 200 �C to ambient temperature. All steps mentioned above 
were carried out in air without introducing any gas flow. 

One thermal treatment in H2-containing atmosphere was adopted to 
purify all samples. All samples were placed in the IR furnace again and 
the thermal purification process was performed in vol.% H2 þ 95 vol.% 
Ar mixture gas. The thermal process consisted of three steps: (i) ramping 
from ambient temperature to 200 �C at 3 �C/min, (ii) isothermal at 
200 �C for 40 min, and (iii) natural cooling from 200 �C to ambient 
temperature. The thermally-treated samples were designated to sample 
F, G, H, I and J, originated from sample A, B, C, D and E, respectively. 
Prior to any test, all samples were slightly ball-milled and sieved through 
a stainless foil mesh (Type: 200 mesh). After that, all samples were 
individually dispersed and washed in distilled water. The samples were 
finally centrifuged and collected at 15,000 rpm for 10 min. 

2.2. Materials characterization of functionalized GQDs 

High-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HR-TEM) mi
crographs were taken using a FEI Talos F200s electron microscope at an 
accelerating voltage of 200 kV. Ultraviolet–visible absorption spectra 
were obtained using an Agilent Cary 60 spectrometer, in which the 
wavelength scan rate was set at 60 nm/min. Each GQD suspension was 
prepared by dispersing a solid (100 mg) into 1000 mL solvent. Fourier- 
transform IR (FT-IR) spectra were acquired on Nicolet 380 

spectrometer. X-ray diffraction (XRD) measurements were performed by 
an automated X-ray diffractometer (Rigaku, D/MAX 2500) with Cu-Kα 
radiation. The graphitization degree of GQD samples was analyzed using 
Raman spectroscopy (Renishaw Micro-Raman spectrometer). X-ray 
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS, Fison VG ESCA210) equipped with 
Mg-Kα radiation emitter, was used to characterize chemical composition 
of the samples. The C 1s, N 1s and O 1s spectra were deconvoluted by 
using a non-linear least squares fitting program with a symmetric 
Gaussian function. 

As to FL behavior, all GQD suspensions were ultrasonically vibrated 
in distilled water bath at ambient temperature for 10 min to ensure 
homogeneous dispersion. The GQD were super hydrophilic and all sus
pensions formed were very stable. The FL emission spectra of each 
suspension were acquired using a fluorescence spectrometer (Hitachi F- 
7000 FLS920P) at 360 nm. The quantum yield (η) of the sample was 
measured, referred to Coumarin (C9H6O2, molecular weight: 146) 
reference (η: 73% at 373 nm excitation). The η value of each GQD sample 

Fig. 1. FE-SEM images and HR-TEM micrographs of N-doped GQDs prepared 
by the IRC method using different precursors with the weight ratio of citric acid 
to urea: (a) 2:1, (b) 1:1, and (c) 1:2. The insets of Fig. 1(a), (b), and 1(c) show 
selected area diffraction patterns, focusing on their GQD samples. 
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was determined by the equation: 

η ¼ ηr � ½ðFL area=ODÞs
��

FL area
�

OD
�

r

�
�Φ2

σ
�

Φ2
r (1)  

where the s and r subscripts represent the GQD sample and the reference 
(i.e., Coumarin), respectively. Herein Փ represents the reflective index of 
solvent, and FL area and OD are the FL spectral area and absorbance 
value, respectively. 

3. Results and discussion 

To determine the possibility of mass production of functionalized 
GQDs, the production yield was evaluated by the weight ratio of as- 
prepared GQDs to chemical precursors. The production yield displays 
an increasing function of citric acid content in the precursor, i.e., sample 
A (43.2 wt%) > B (42.1 wt%) > C (40.7 wt%) >D (38.2 wt%) > E 
(35.7 wt%). Since the unit prices of both chemical precursors are low, 

this result demonstrates that the IRC method exhibits a commercial 
feasibility in producing highly added-valued GQDs in large scale. HR- 
TEM studies were carried out on the observation of spherical GQDs (i. 
e., sample B, C, and D), as shown in Fig. 1(a)‒1(c). The images reveal 
that a large number of GQDs tends to get good uniformity, in which each 
particle possesses a quasi-spherical shape with a diameter ranging from 
5 to 10 nm. Since all samples are found to have identical particle size, the 
influence of precursor recipe (i.e., the weight ratio of citric acid to urea) 
on the morphology of as-prepared GQDs seems to be insignificant. An 
average particle size of graphene-like shape is approximately 5–10 nm 
for all GQDs, indicating the carbon walls possibly consist of >20 gra
phene layers. HR-TEM micrographs of B, C, and D samples are also 
shown in the Electronic Supporting Information (see Fig. S1(a)‒S1(c)). 
The GQD particles display good crystallinity with a lattice distance of ca. 
0.22 nm, corresponding to the (1120) lattice fringes of graphene sheets 
[28]. The crystallinity of GQDs was characterized by selected area 
diffraction (SAD), as shown in inset of Fig. 1(a)‒1(c). The SAD patterns 

Fig. 2. Typical XRD patterns of (a) A‒E (with IRC synthesis) and (b) F‒J sample (with IRC synthesis followed by thermal treatment in hydrogen).  

Fig. 3. FT-IR spectra of (a) A‒E (with IRC synthesis) and (b) F‒J sample (with IRC synthesis followed by thermal treatment in hydrogen).  
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where only several circular rings are detected, indicates that all GQDs 
are of polycrystalline domain within the selected area. 

Typical XRD was employed to analyze the crystalline structure of 
GQD samples, as illustrated in Fig. 2(a) and (b). We observe that 1 d(002) 
main peak takes place at 26.6–27.1� (JCPDS Card No.: 41–1487) for all 
samples, confirming the presence of crystalline graphite-like structure. 
The peak intensity notably increases with decreasing the weight ratio of 
citric acid in precursor, implying an enhanced crystallinity with aid of 
urea during the IRC process. According to the calculation of Bragg’s 
Law, the interlayer spacing distances of as-prepared GQDs fall into the 
range between 0.328 and 0.334 nm, which are very close to that of 
perfect graphite: 0.335–0.340 nm [29]. It is worth noting that the 
crystallinity of A‒E samples shows a little influence as compared to that 
of F‒J ones, indicating that the thermal reduction in H2-containing at
mosphere is independent to the crystallinity and morphology of GQDs. 
Interestingly, two reflection bands appear at 19.6 and 29.5� for sample 
D, E, I and J, mainly originated from the (111) and (202) crystalline 
planes of cyanuric acid (JCPDS Card No.: 23–1637), respectively. This 
finding reveals that the (CNOH)3 crystals are prone to be grown at high 
urea content (i.e., weight ratio of citric acid/urea: 1:2 and 1:3) under IR 
irradiation. Accordingly, D, E, I and J samples not only contain func
tionalized GQDs but also incorporated with crystalline (CNOH)3, form
ing a binary crystalline composite of graphene dot and cyanuric acid. 

To further evaluate the crystalline structure, typical Raman spectra 
of the GQD samples are given in Fig. S2. Two main peaks are identified 
in the Raman spectra: the D band (1350 cm� 1) and the G band 
(1580 cm� 1). The Raman band observed at 1580 cm� 1 is ascribed to a 
single crystallite of graphite (G band), whereas the D band at 1350 cm� 1 

is commonly attributed to amorphous carbon or deformation vibrations 
of a hexagonal ring [30–32]. The intensity ratio of D to G bands can be 
considered as an indicator of the graphitic degree of carbon-based ma
terials. As shown, the D/G ratios of the GQD samples range from 0.99 to 
1.02. This result reveals that all the samples synthesized via the IRC 
method possess a similar crystalline microstructure, confirming a 
non-detrimental influence of the precursor configuration (i.e., the 
weight ratio of citric acid to urea) on the crystallinity. 

FT-IR spectra, as shown in Fig. 3(a) and (b), were obtained to confirm 
the presence of surface functional groups on all GQD samples. First, one 
transmittance peak occurring at ca. 1640 cm� 1 can be assigned to the 
presence of C––C stretching, which is frequently viewed on N-doped 
GQDs [33]. Second, one strong peak in the range of 1150–1300 cm� 1 

corresponds to C–O stretch of –COOH, indicating the existence of hy
droxyl and carboxyl functional groups [34–36] on GQDs. Third, one 
transmittance peak appears at approximately 1710 cm� 1, mainly origi
nated from the existence of C––N or C––O functional groups [37,38]. 
Finally, one weak band at ca. 3400 cm� 1 is ascribed to the physically 
adsorbed water molecules on the surface of GQD samples. From the 
analysis of FT-IR spectra, all samples possess surface oxygen and nitro
gen functional groups, attached to edge or basal plane of GQDs. 

XPS measurements were employed to uncover the chemical com
positions and distribution of surface functional groups induced by the 
recipe of chemical precursors. In survey-scan XPS spectra (see Fig. S3), 
we observe that all GQD samples consist of three elements: C 1s (ca. 284 
eV), N 1s (ca. 400 eV) and O 1s (ca. 532 eV) [39,40]. The variation of 
O/C and N/C atomic ratios with the weight ratio of citric acid to urea is 
depicted in Fig. 4(a). Both O/C and N/C atomic ratios show a decreasing 

Fig. 4. (a) Variation of atomic ratio with the weight ratio of citric acid to urea (C/U weight ratio). The N 1s spectra of (b) A, (c) B, (d) C, (e) D, and (f) E sample, 
deconvoluted by a multiple Gaussian function. 
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trend with an increase in the weight ratio. Within the entire range, the 
O/C ratio shows a slight decreases from 40.3 at.% to 36.5 at.%, whereas 
the N/C ratio delivers an obvious decreasing trend from 49.6 at.% to 
21.6 at.%. The O/C and N/C ratios, as expected, are found to have 
almost the same magnitude before and after thermal treatment in H2. 
This finding reflects that all GQDs contain a resemble oxidation level but 
different amidation extents. 

The distribution of functional groups can be verified by decomposing 
C 1s and N 1s peaks using a multiple Gaussian function. First, the C 1s 
spectra were decomposed into five peaks at 284.5 eV (C––C or C–C), 
285.8 eV (C––N), 286.6 eV (C–OH), 287.2 eV (O–C––O), and 

288.6 eV (C––O), referring to different bonding types to C atoms [40]. As 
shown in Fig. S4, the portion of C––N group still maintains within a 
range between 14.1 and 21.3%. This is reasonable because the urea 
precursor is major contributor to the N content in GQD samples. The N 
1s spectra, as illustrated in Fig. 4(e)‒4(f), were deconvoluted into three 
signals, corresponding to predominant pyridinic N (ca. 399.2 eV), pyr
rolic N (ca. 400.2 eV) and quaternary N (ca. 401.6 eV) [40]. Generally, 
the former two component is ascribed to the formation of aromatic 
C––N–C where N atom tends to bond with two carbon atoms or pyridine 
moiety, while the last one is assigned to create tertiary N‒(C)3 where N 
atom is bonded to three sp [2] carbon atoms, i.e., graphitic N [41]. The 
distribution of N functionalities on samples A‒E has been collected, as 
depicted in Fig. 5. The N-functional group distribution of sample A‒E is 
very similar to that of sample F‒J. It can be seen that the weight ratio of 
citric acid to urea at 1:1 is a critical point in affecting the formation of 
(CNOH)3 and graphitic N. The IRC process at the ratio <1 is prone to 
crystalline cyanuric acid associated with N-doped GQDs, whereas the 
IRC process at ratio >1 benefits the creation of graphitic N, accessible for 
the tendency of in-plane N substitution (i.e., quaternary N) over other 
in-situ doping steps such as pyrrolic and pyridinic N. 

On the basis of experimental results, one schematic diagram for 
growing N-doped GQDs through the IRC synthesis of citric acid and urea 
at 200 �C is proposed, as illustrated in Fig. 6. The IRC process is 
composed of two main steps: (i) thermal pyrolysis of citric acid (melting 
point: 156 �C) and urea (melting point: 135 �C) and (ii) vapor-phase 
growth of GQDs and sequent N-doping and O-decorating. In step (i), 
thermal pyrolysis of carbon precursors is capable of producing a large 
amount of free radicals such as methyl (CH3⋅), hydroxyl (OH⋅) and 
amino (NH2⋅) radicals under IR irradiation at their decomposition 
temperatures. The IR induction heat is a radiation that is a simple form 
of energy without direct energy losses to visible and ultraviolet light 
[42]. In IR reactor, the near-IR heater arrays are capable of emitting 
electromagnetic radiation [27]. The radiation power (Qir) of the IR 
emitters is proportional to the forth power of the emitter’s temperature, 
based on Stefan-Boltzmann law [43,44]. 

Qir¼AεσT4 (2) 

Fig. 5. The distribution of N functionalities on different N-doped GQD samples. 
Herein the C/U ratio indicates the weight ratio of citric acid to urea. 

Fig. 6. Schematic diagram illustrating the IRC synthesis of N-doped GQDs, consisted of two steps: (i) thermal pyrolysis under IR irradiation and (ii) vapor-growth and 
in-situ N-doping/O-decorating. Fig. 5. The distribution of N functionalities on different N-doped GQD samples. Herein the C/U ratio indicates the weight ratio of 
citric acid to urea. 
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where A is the surface area of radiating body, ε is the emissivity of 
radiating body, σ is the Stefan-Boltzmann constant (¼ 5.6704 � 10� 8 W/ 
m [2]⋅K), and T is the surface absolute temperature. Theoretically, the 
higher the temperature, the greater is the energy output, and the more 
efficient is the heat source. The radiant energy could be adsorbed, re
flected, and transmitted by the carbon precursors and IR reactor in the 
reactor. The IRC process is able to offer an efficient heat transfer without 
contact between the heat source and the carbon precursor, much 
different to the resistive heating. The spectral distribution of IR energy 
(E) emitted by a black body can be formulated by Planck’s law [44]: 

E¼C1λ� 5�� exp½C2
�

λ T
�
� 1
�

(3)  

where λ is the wavelength, and C1 and C2 are the radiation constants 
with the values of 3.742 � 108 W μm [4]/m2 and 1.439 � 104 μm [4] K, 
respectively. Thus, both the spectral distribution and radiant intensity 
are strongly governed by the wavelength and emitter temperature. With 
increasing T or reducing λ, the E value significantly increases within the 
electromagnetic spectrum of IR range, indicating the importance of type 
of IR emitters on the efficiency of radiant energy transfer during the ICR 

process. 
In step (ii), the carbon atoms start to build up spherical form of GQDs 

in vapor phase at this temperature (200 �C). Meanwhile, an in-situ N- 
and O-decorating or N-doping process also proceed, thus forming sp 
[2]-hybridized C–N, C–O, C––N and C––O bonds in as-stacked carbon 
architecture. The GQDs samples are possibly formed through two 
pathways, related to low and high content of urea precursor. At high 
urea content, the first pathway leads to the formation of N-doped GQDs 
and cyanuric acid, while the second one at high citric acid content in
duces to synthesize N-doped GQDs that consisted of pyr
idinic/pyrrolic/graphitic N groups. As shown in Fig. 1(d)‒1(f), all 
configurations are prone to form circular peripheries in thermodynamic 
equilibrium structures to minimize edge free energies, through atomic 
migration of uncombined and rearrangement of atoms (e.g., C, N, O), 
and reconstruction of crystallization [45,46]. 

Three main absorption bands in UV–vis spectra of all GQD suspen
sions (concentration: 100 mg/L), as shown in Fig. 7, can be viewed 
within the entire wavelength range from 200 to 450 nm. The absorption 
bands occur at ca. 200–250 nm, 300–350 nm, and 400–450 nm, mainly 
originated from the presence of π→π* transition of C––C of sp [2] 

Fig. 7. UV–vis spectra of different N-doped GQDs: (a) A, (b) B, (c) D and (d) E sample.  
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domain in sp [3] C matrix, n→π* transition of C––O, and surface mo
lecular center or an absorption edge induced by the (n→π*) transitions 
of non-bonding electrons of adatoms, respectively [47–49]. It is known 
that the absorption band can be inferred from the transition state of 
optical band gap due to the appearance of functional groups (e.g., C––O, 
C–N, and C––N) [50]. Accordingly, the localization of surface func
tionalities strongly induces the change of edge of band gap structures. 
Since all GQD sample behave an identical particle size, it suggests that 
surface heterogeneity (e.g., localized defect, adatom decoration, chem
ical bonding) would affect the band-gap configuration of GQDs, thus 
causing their optical and electrical properties. It is worth noting that C, 
D, and E samples display an additional band at ca. 250 nm, as compared 
to both A and B samples. This additional absorbance can be attributed to 
the presence of cyanuric acid, exhibiting a maximum at about 247 nm 
[51]. 

Fig. 8(a) and (b) show FL spectra of different GQD suspensions in 
distilled water excited at 360 nm. It can be seen that both A and B 
samples displays a quasi-symmetric peak ranging from 400 to 550 nm, 
whereas C, D, and E samples offers an asymmetric lump, composed of 
two peaks at ca. 450 and 520 nm and a slight tailing from 600 to 700 nm. 
This FL observation of sample A‒E is also identical with that of sample 
F‒J. This reflects that high N/C ratio is favorable for the red-shift 
behavior. 

Fig. S5 shows FL excitation spectrum, where there are three 

excitation peaks around 320, 335 and 360 nm from sample A. When 
excited at 360 nm, the N-doped CQDs exhibited strong FL emission 
centered at ca. 475 nm. The photostability of the GQD (i.e., sample A) 
suspension was performed by after storing all samples more than 3 
months. The photoluminescence spectra of all samples under 360 nm 
before and after 3 months were collected, as shown in Fig. S5. Herein the 
deviations of photoluminescence intensity for all samples are less than 
3.1%, confirming excellent photostability of GQD samples. 

As analyzed from Fig. 8(a) and (b), the maximal wavelength varied 
with the N/C ratio of GDQ samples is illustrated in Fig. 8(c). An obvious 
red-shift is observed at the N/C atomic ratio of 0.27, i.e., the weight ratio 
of citric acid to urea: 1:1. This critical point originates from the presence 
of cyanuric acid that contains a large number of C––N and C–N bonds in 
the binary crystals, leading to the red-shift behavior. The other concern 
evaluating the performance of GQDs is η value, which reveals a crucial 
index to determine the ratio of the number of photon emitted to the 
number of photon adsorbed during the radiation-induced process [52]. 
The variation of η value with the N/C atomic ratio is plotted, as shown in 
Fig. 8(d). The decreasing trend in η value reveals that the photon 
pathway from high energy adsorbing site to low energy emissive site is 
possibly retarded due to the presence of cyanuric acid and excessive N 
and O functional groups at edge sites. This is because the cyanuric acid 
partially blocks a conjugated π electron transferring through the most 
probable absorption, thus, resulting in the lower η value. In the words, 

Fig. 8. FL emission spectra of different N-doped GQDs: (a) A‒E and (b) F‒J sample, excited at 360 nm. Variation of (c) maximal wavelength and (d) quantum yield 
with the N/C atomic ratio of N-doped GQDs. 
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both D and E sample contain a number of deactivated zigzag-edge sites 
and ineffective energy transfer between N-/O-dopants and carbon sur
face [53]. In contrast, both A and B samples are found to exhibit high η 
values of 22.2 and 20.5%, respectively. The substitutional N (i.e., 
graphitic or quaternary N) in both A and B samples can serve as an 
essential role in more effective radiative emission. The highly efficient 
FL emission mainly originates from high electron-withdrawing possi
bility [33] without excessive N- and O-rich edge groups as major con
tributors in inducing the FL quenching. A comparison of η values form 
different GQD samples prepared by the IRC method and previous tech
niques was given. The η values of N-doped GQDs are 15.7% (from hy
drothermal synthesis folic acid and ethylene glycol at 180 �C) [54], 
32.4% (from hydrothermal synthesis of citric acid and dicyandiamide at 
180 �C) [55], 3.0% (from thermal pyrolysis of ethylene glycol at 185 �C) 
[56], and 23.3% (from thermal pyrolysis of citric acid at 200 �C) [57]. 
For comparison, the synthesized GQDs prepared from the pyrolysis of 
citric acid þ urea under IR irradiation exhibit quite comparable and/or 
better optical properties than other reported GQDs from various carbon 
precursors and heat sources. 

The optical photographs of all GQD suspensions in distilled water 
under UV illumination (365 nm) are collected, as shown in Fig. 9(a). 

Under the UV light, the GQD suspensions can emit different lights: deep 
blue (sample A), blue, (sample B), blue-green (sample C), green (sample 
D), and bright green (sample E). This color transition of all samples is 
well identical with the analysis of FL spectra. Since C, D and E samples 
possess a number of crystalline cyanuric acid, this specie can be slightly 
dissolved in water, thus enhancing the FL intensity at a wavelength of 
approximately 526 nm [58]. This is presumably one possible reason that 
the FL spectra of D and E samples emit a multiple emission within a 
wider wavelength range, as compared to that of sample A and B. 

As depicted in Fig. 8(a) and (b), a multiple FL intensity level of GQDs 
was observed. Accordingly, a schematic diagram of different electronic 
transitions on GQD suspensions is proposed, as shown in Fig. 9(b), where 
the individual transitions are indicated by arrows in a multiple chro
mophoric band-gap structure [14,59]. The doping of O and N atoms 
enables the creation of defect sites that introduce other energy levels and 
new electron transition pathways in inter-band structure of GQDs [38]. 
Under UV irradiation, the absorption of UV photons by the localized π 
electron in double bonds (mainly C––C) produces an electron‒hole pair 
(exciton) after electron transition. The exciton may emit blue light (path 
(i)) through radiative recombination after vibration relaxation. The 
excited electron possibly undergoes inter-band transition from a higher 
conduction band to a lower conduction band, subsequently emitting 
green and yellow light (path (ii) and (iii)) by radiative recombination 
[40]. Herein path (i), (ii) and (iii) can be considered as radiative 
recombination from different excited states: Cπ*, Oπ* and Nπ*, respec
tively. Due to their highly atomic heterogeneity on all GQDs, the excited 
electrons are believed to undergo simultaneously the three pathways. 
This inter-band structure provides an explanation why the GQD samples 
emit an asymmetric FL emission spectrum under 360-nm UV irradiation. 
As to the presence of cyanuric acid, this specie possibly offers an addi
tional UV-absorption path, resulting in other extra FL emissions, e.g., an 
additional emission at ca. 520 nm (see an arrow in Fig. 8(a) and (b)). 
Accordingly, this unique inter-band structure, induced by the 
co-existence of N-doped GQD and cyanuric acid, significantly causes a 
complicated and wide FL emission and an obvious tailing effect in the 
wavelength range. Thus, the appearance of cyanuric acid is unfavorable 
for emitting monochrome light with a narrow full-width at half 
maximum. According to the deduction, A and B samples can be 
considered as a monochrome light under an appropriate light illumi
nation (i.e., mainly path (i)), whereas the rest samples can be taken into 
account as an emitter for a whole wavelength light source (i.e., path (i), 
(ii) and (iii)), e.g., white light-emitting-diode device. 

4. Conclusions 

An efficient IRC technique has been developed to grow N-doped 
GQDs through thermal pyrolysis of citric acid and urea. High production 
yield of 43.2 wt% GQDs was achieved by the IRC synthesis method using 
the precursor with the ratio of citric acid to urea: 3:1. The GQDs were 
found to form an equilibrium shapes of circle with an average particle 
size ranged from 5 to 10 nm. The weight ratio of chemical precursor 
could serve as a crucial factor in controlling the crystallinity, functional 
group distribution and chemical composition of as-prepared GQDs. With 
increasing the urea content, the GQDs not only contain N-doped gra
phene but also incorporate with crystalline cyanuric acid, forming a 
binary crystallinity. The N/C atomic ratio in the GQDs could precisely 
tailored in a range from 21.6 to 49.6 at.% by simply controlling the 
weight ratio of citric acid to urea. The quantum yield of N-doped GQDs 
could attain as high as 22.2%. Excessive N and cyanuric acid imparted 
FL quenching, red shift and wide spectral distribution. One multiple 
chromophoric band-gap structure, having three pathways from different 
radiative sites, was proposed to describe the FL spectra of GQD samples. 
The graphitic N (A and B samples) served as an essential role in more 
effective radiative emission, whereas the presence of cyanuric acid (D 
and E samples) was unfavorable for emitting monochrome light with a 
narrow full-width at half maximum. Accordingly, we have demonstrated 

Fig. 9. (a) Photographs of different N-doped GQD suspensions at 360 nm and 
(b) schematic diagram of different electronic transitions on N-doped GQD 
suspensions. 
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an effective and inspiring IRC approach to engineering both chemical 
compositions and unique crystalline structures of GQDs, benefiting basic 
research and applications to optical, sensing, energy and biological 
fields in the near future. 
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