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ABSTRACT: Extracellular polymeric substances (EPS) are microbial aggregates derived from waste sewage sludge accumulated in
sewage treatment plants, which provides natural, renewable, and abundant carbon, nitrogen, oxygen sources for the development of
carbon materials to achieve the value-added utilization of waste sewage sludge resources. In this work, a nitrogen-doped graphene
oxide (GO)-like material (N-GO) was simply produced using EPS as starting materials. A facile H2O2 oxidation-assisted method
(room temperature) was developed to synthesize nitrogen-doped GO-like quantum dots (N-GOQDs) with strong tunable
fluorescence from N-GO for the first time. This approach eliminates the conventional use of toxic chemicals, concentrated acids as
well as expensive equipment, and strict condition requirements, which provides new insights into the synthesis of N-GO and N-
GOQDs. In addition, this H2O2-assisted method was further demonstrated to prepare yellow fluorescent GO quantum dots
(GOQDs) from GO successfully. The as-prepared N-GO shows excellent adsorption capacity for removing organic matters
(malachite green, rhodamine B, and methylene blue) from water in 10 min. The water-soluble N-GOQDs were demonstrated to be
a low toxicity and good biocompatibility fluorescence probe for bioimaging.

1. INTRODUCTION
In the past decade, nitrogen-doped graphene1−3 and its
derivatives such as nitrogen-doped graphene oxide (GO)4,5

and nitrogen-doped GO quantum dots (GOQDs)6,7 have
attracted extensive attention. Like most graphene materials,
nitrogen-doped graphene and its derivatives have similar
excellent chemical and physical characters, such as large
surface area, low cytotoxicity, excellent biocompatibility,
unique optical property, and extraordinary electrical perform-
ance. What is more, it has been reported that nitrogen doping
can really enhance the properties of graphene such as
increasing the electrical conductivity, surface hydrophilicity,
adsorption, and catalysis ability.5,8,9 The abovementioned
characteristics have imparted nitrogen-doped graphene, nitro-
gen-doped GO, and nitrogen-doped GOQDs a wide range of
applications, ranging from photo/electrocatalysis,4,7,10 bio-
imaging,11 to biosensing,2 fuel cells, and so on.
To date, the preparation of nitrogen-doped GO mostly

depends on using GO as a precursor treated with ammonia via
a solvothermal process,4 hydrothermal method,5 or chemical
vapor deposition;12 these strategies are easy and feasible, but

also uneconomical to some extent. The precursor GO is
generally prepared by (modified) Hummers’ method,13,14

which has the risk of explosion and/or burning due to the
concentrated acid and strong oxidant treatment. Similarly,
various methods have been proposed to prepare graphene
quantum dots,15 GOQDs,16 and nitrogen-doped GOQDs. For
example, the “top-down” route involves the acid treatment,
addition of nitrogen-containing substances, and chemical
exfoliation of graphitic materials of large sizes (e.g., GO,
coal, carbon fibers, carbon nanotubes) into small fragments,
using modified Hummers’ method, laser irradiation, hydro-
thermal cutting, microwave-assisted cleaving, and so
forth.7,17−20 These methods slightly suffer from the disadvan-
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tages such as requirement of special equipment, pollution of
residual chemical agents, and complex synthesis process.
Sludge accumulates as a byproduct during sewage treatment

processes in plants.21 The continuously increasing quantity of
sludge has posed a worldwide environmental problem and thus
attracted great attention from environmentalists and chemists.
Therefore, it is of great significance as well as an urgent need to
utilize sludge as a renewable resource such as exploring
approaches to convert useful components in sludge into
valuable materials. For example, sludge is currently employed
in agriculture as a fertilizer, a source of energy, and so on.22

Extracellular polymeric substances (EPS) are one type of the
main components present in sludge, primarily composed of

high-molecular-weight substances such as proteins, polysac-
charides, humic substances, lipids, and nucleic acids, thus
making EPS rich in C, O, and N elements and excellent
precursors for nanomaterial synthesis.23−26 Recently, biomass
wastes have emerged as a potential precursor for the synthesis
of nanomaterials (e.g., carbon quantum dots and graphene
quantum dots) generally using hydrothermal treatment, due to
their abundant, renewable, cheap, and green characteristics;
these prepared nanomaterials exhibited various applications
such as metal ion sensing, cell imaging, and supercapaci-
tors.27−34 However, EPS derived from waste sewage sludge has
not been developed as green and renewable precursors to the
synthesis of nitrogen-doped GO and nitrogen-doped GOQD

Scheme 1. Schematic Illustration of N-GO and N-GOQDs Synthesis from EPSsa

aN-GO, N-GOQDs: nitrogen-doped GO-like quantum dots.

Figure 1. (A) TEM images of EPS (a), N-GO (b), and N-GOQDs (c). FTIR spectra of EPS, N-GO, and N-GOQDs (B). High-resolution XPS
spectra with a full range (a), C 1s peak (b), O 1s peak (c), and N 1s (d) of N-GO (C) and N-GOQDs (D).
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analogues, especially using mild methods instead of hydro-
thermal treatment.
Herein, we report an eco-friendly, nontoxic, low-cost, and

easy synthesis method using EPS as the starting materials,
which allows to synthesize nitrogen-doped GO-like material
(N-GO) and nitrogen-doped GO-like quantum dots (N-
GOQDs). As illustrated in Scheme 1, EPS powder was utilized
as the green C, O, and N source materials to produce N-GO at
550 °C for 2 h without strong acid treatment, which was faster
and simpler compared with classic strategies such as
solvothermal methods. N-GOQDs with tunable fluorescence
emission was synthesized from the as-prepared N-GO using
facile H2O2 oxidation at room temperature. The effectiveness
and generality of the H2O2 oxidation method was further
verified by converting GO into GOQDs with yellow
fluorescence emission. N-GO with a large surface area and
functional groups exhibited fast and excellent adsorption
capacity for toxic organics. Additionally, the water-soluble N-
GOQDs were successfully applied to cell imaging with good
biocompatibility and low toxicity.

2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

2.1. Synthesis of N-GO and N-GOQDs. N-GO was
directly synthesized in a tube furnace with a ramp rate of 5 °C
min−1 to 550 °C for 2 h in N2, where EPS acted as the starting
source (Scheme 1). The developed synthesis method of N-GO
offers many advantages, for example, EPS can be easily
extracted from sludge, which is a renewable and green resource
and rich in C, O, and N elements, thereby acting as an
excellent precursor for nanomaterial synthesis.23−26 Studies
have shown that graphene (oxide) quantum dots (GQDs/
GOQDs) can be synthesized from graphene (oxide);13,35−37

however, these synthesis methods mainly rely on strong acid

treatment, hydrothermal method, or expensive equipment
requirements. It has been reported that hydroxyl radicals
(•OH) dissociated from H2O2 could facilitate attack to the
carbon atoms connected with the hydroxyl and epoxide groups
and break carbon−carbon bonds that contribute to generation
of GQDs when using the hydrothermal method.38 Therefore,
we developed a one-step H2O2-based method for the
economical synthesis of N-GOQDs from N-GO at mild
conditions with a possible mechanism for the formation of N-
GOQDs for the first time. Briefly, the layered structure of N-
GO was destroyed into small fragments due to the oxidation
and exfoliation of H2O2. With continued processing, the
abundant nitrogen and oxygen groups of these small fragments
were gradually protonated and became hydroxyl, carboxyl,
amino, and so on. Finally, the nano-quantum dot structure of
defect-containing N-GOQDs was formed under magnetic
stirring (Scheme 1 and Figure 1A). The hydrophilic groups
make the N-GOQDs freely dispersed in water, offering good
applications, and the facile H2O2 oxidation-assisted method
(room temperature) provides a new strategy for the synthesis
of N-GOQDs.
To obtain the N-GOQDs with strong fluorescence, key

reaction conditions were optimized, such as the ratio between
N-GO and H2O2, reaction time, and temperature for
synthesizing N-GOQDs by H2O2 oxidation (Figure S1). As
shown in Figure S1A, a noticeable increase of fluorescence
intensity is observed when the addition of N-GO rises from 2
mg to 5 mg in 10 mL H2O2 solution; the reaction of 6 mg N-
GO obtained a weaker fluorescence intensity than 5 mg N-GO,
which may be due to the fluorescence quenching by excess N-
GO. Meanwhile, the color of N-GOQDs solution also changes
from light gold to gold under ambient light, which means that
an increase amount of N-GOQDs was produced. As the
reaction time increases, the fluorescence intensity of N-

Figure 2. (A) N2 adsorption−desorption curve of N-GO and (B) corresponding pore size distribution. The inset table presents the textural
parameters of N-GO. (C) UV−vis absorption of EPS, N-GO, and N-GOQDs in water. (D) Fluorescence emission spectra of N-GQQDs with
progressively longer excitation wavelengths (λex) from 330 to 470 nm in ultrapure water.

ACS Omega http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf Article

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.1c03804
ACS Omega 2021, 6, 24940−24948

24942

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsomega.1c03804/suppl_file/ao1c03804_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsomega.1c03804/suppl_file/ao1c03804_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.1c03804?fig=fig2&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.1c03804?fig=fig2&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.1c03804?fig=fig2&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.1c03804?fig=fig2&ref=pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.1c03804?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as


GOQDs increases significantly, until 56 h, when the reaction
reaches equilibrium (Figure S1B). Furthermore, the fluo-
rescence intensity decreases as temperature increases from
room temperature (25 °C) (Figure S1C). Figure S1D−F
illustrates the maximum fluorescence intensity of N-GOQDs
prepared under different ratios, reaction times, and temper-
atures, respectively. In conclusion, an optimized reaction
condition: the ratio of 5 mg/10 mL (N-GO/H2O2), 56 h
reaction time, room temperature (25 °C) was used for
preparing N-GOQDs.
2.2. Characterization of EPS, N-GO, and N-GOQDs.

The morphology and surface structures of the as-prepared
products were first characterized by transmission electron
microscopy (TEM). Figure 1Aa illustrates the TEM images of
EPS extracted from sludge using a steaming extraction method.
EPS are the natural high-molecular-weight polymers produced
from microorganisms. EPS comprise a mixture of poly-
saccharides, proteins, lipids, and nucleic acids (RNA and
extracellular DNA) with various functional moieties such as
carboxyl, phosphoryl, amide, hydroxyl, amino groups, and so
forth.24,25 Figure 1Ab reveals that the as-prepared N-GO had a
sheet structure (∼μm). Figure 1Ac shows that N-GOQDs
were monodisperse nanoparticles with a size of about 20 nm.
Fourier-transform infrared (FTIR) spectra of EPS, N-GO, and
N-GOQDs are depicted in Figure 1B; the strong bands at
∼3450 and ∼1405 cm−1 were attributed to O−H/N−H
stretching vibrations.6 The CC/CN/CO bonds were
observed in ∼1637 cm−1.39,40 The peaks of ∼1085 cm−1

indicate the stretching vibration of the C−O bond.11,18,41

The further X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) analysis
suggested that the as-prepared products are mainly composed
of carbon, oxygen, and nitrogen atoms (Figure 1C,D); Si
(∼100 eV) and Ca (∼350 eV) elements from the sludge are
also found in Figure 1Ca because the isolated EPS (precursor)
still contained a small amount of impurities from the sludge. In
high-resolution spectra [Figure 1(Cb),(Db)], the C 1s XPS
spectra of N-GO and N-GOQDs showed the peaks at high
binding energy (285−290 eV) due to the presence of the C−
C/CC bond (284.0−284.7 eV), C−N bond (285.1−286.1
eV), and O-rich groups, such as C−O (286.1−286.4 eV), C
O (287.2 eV), and O−CO (289.2−290.0 eV).5,6,10,11 The
high-resolution O 1s peak [Figure 1(Cc),(Dc)] manifests that
peaks at about 532.0, 533.0, and 534.2 eV are attributed to the
presence of C−O, CO, and C−O−H groups.42 The high-
resolution N 1s spectra of N-GO and N-GOQDs [Figure
1(Cd),(Dd)] revealed the presence of nitrogen species:
pyridine-like (398.6−398.8 eV), pyrrolic (400.1−400.2 eV),
and graphitic N atoms (401.0−401.5 eV).6,40 The contents of

C, O, and N elements in N-GO are 74.33, 20.21, and 5.47%,
respectively, and those in N-GOQDs are 67.06, 29.11, and
3.83% respectively. These results together demonstrated the
successful synthesis of N-GO and N-GOQDs from EPS.

2.3. Textural and Optical Properties. The textural
property of N-GO was characterized by N2 adsorption and
desorption measurements. The N2 adsorption/desorption
isotherms of N-GO present a type-IV isotherm as the
classification of the International Union of Pure and Applied
Chemistry (Figure 2A).43−45 The surface area calculated from
the Brunauer−Emmett−Teller (BET) curve indicates a surface
area of 71.424 m2 g−1 and pore volume of 0.14 cm3 g−1 (Figure
2B), which is similar to the reported values of GO.46 N-GO
exhibits an average pore width of 8.02 nm, indicating that N-
GO allows for the adsorption of accessible molecules onto the
surface and into the pore.
The UV−vis absorption spectrum of N-GOQDs displays an

absorption band at 270 nm corresponding to the n−π*
electronic transitions of a polyaromatic structure (Figure 2C),
which is consistent with previous reports,6,11 while EPS and N-
GO have no obvious absorption. Figure 2D shows that the
fluorescence emission peak of N-GOQDs gradually red-shifts
from 460 to 540 nm with the excitation wavelength increasing
from 330 to 470 nm, and the maximum emission is observed at
the wavelength of 460 nm. It can be concluded that N-GOQDs
have a noticeable excitation-dependent fluorescence emission
property, suggesting that surface defects might be involved in
the photoluminescence process due to the porous structure of
N-GO and the oxidation result of H2O2. The exact
photoluminescence mechanism of N-GOQDs may be the
result of doping, electron−hole recombination, quantum effect,
edge structure, and surface defects in the functional groups of
N-GOQDs according to previous reports.6,11 Moreover, the
fluorescence quantum yield (QY) of the N-GOQDs was
calculated to be 11.2%. The fluorescence behavior of the N-
GOQDs was found to be pH-dependent, and the maximum
intensity of the emission spectra decreases as the pH increases
from 3.0 to 11.0 (Figure S2). The pH-dependent fluorescence
property of the N-GOQDs may be that the increasing
concentration of OH− ions induce the significant change of
functional groups, and too much negative charge carried by N-
GOQDs might inhibit the excited states of the N-GOQDs.
Moreover, the N-GOQDs still maintain relatively strong
fluorescence intensity over the pH range 3.0−7.0, suggesting
that the N-GOQDs can be used in a relative wide pH range.

2.4. Applying H2O2-Based Method to the Synthesis of
GOQDs. The generality of this developed H2O2 oxidation-
assisted method was further verified by preparing GOQDs. 2

Figure 3. (A) Photographs of the as-prepared GOQDs under ambient light (left) and 365 nm UV irradiation (right). (B) Fluorescence emission
spectra and excitation spectrum of the GOQDs (0.33 mg mL−1) in ultrapure water with λex from 320 nm to 360 nm and λem at 560 nm.
(Photographs were taken by first author: Qiuyuan Lin.)
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mL of GO aqueous solution (2 mg mL−1) was mixed with 10
mL of H2O2 and reacted for 60 h with stirring at room
temperature. Surprisingly, yellow emission was obtained from
the final product, GOQDs (Figure 3A). As depicted in Figure
3B, the fluorescence peaks of GOQDs are located at 560 nm
and has a maximum excitation peak at 330 nm. It was also
observed that GOQDs exhibited excitation-independent
fluorescence characteristic, which is different from N-
GOQDs. Compared to GOQDs prepared at high temper-
ature,13 GOQDs prepared in this study show a red shift with
yellow emission, indicating that the reaction temperature can
affect the emission properties of as-synthesized GOQDs and
that lower temperature leads to a red shift, which is consistent
with the results of a previous study.18 Also, the oxidation of
H2O2 has a significant effect on the fluorescence generation of
GOQDs and N-GOQDs. Besides, the emission spectra of N-
GOQDs has an obvious blue shift compared to GOQDs; this
result could be attributed to the nitrogen-containing groups,
oxygen-rich groups, and the size and surface effects.6

Therefore, this result proved that the H2O2 oxidation method
provided a green, facile, and simple way to synthesize QDs
universally.
2.5. Adsorption Capacity of N-GO. The nitrogen doping

has been reported to create more active sites and enhance
many characteristics of graphene materials such as electro-
chemical catalytic activity, hydrophilicity, and the adsorption
capacity because of the greater electronegativity of nitrogen
than that of carbon, which offers a great number of
applications.3,5,9,47 For example, studies found that GO with
nitrogen doping greatly enhanced the adsorption ability for
removing bisphenols5 and boron ions.48 The adsorption
capacity was first increased and then decreased with the
increase of nitrogen doping, and when the atomic ratio of N/C
was between 0.062 and 0.073, nitrogen-doped GO reached its
strongest adsorption ability.48 Fe3O4 nanoparticle modification

was demonstrated to make GO an attractive adsorbent with
enhanced adsorption ability.49 Sulfur doping also contributes
to improving the adsorption ability of GO for removal of
cesium ions.50 Moreover, a large surface area with a porous
structure of the prepared N-GO was determined by BET,
which was reported to play an important role in the adsorption
ability of nanomaterials.51 Based on this, we test the adsorption
capacity of N-GO using malachite green (MG), rhodamine B
(RB), and methylene blue (MB) as adsorption targets. 50 mg/
L of MG, RB, and MB was mixed with different amounts of N-
GO powder and stirred for 10 min at room temperature. After
centrifugation, the absorption curves of these supernatants
were detected by a UV−vis spectrophotometer. Figure 4A−C
presents the adsorption of MG, RB, and MB changed with an
increasing addition of N-GO, respectively. We can observe that
these solutions became colorless. The variations of the
corresponding maximum absorption values and the final
equilibrium concentration of MG, RB, and MB are listed in
Tables S1−S3 respectively. The removal efficiency of MG, RB,
and MB was calculated according to the following equation:
removal efficiency (Re) = (C0 − Ce)/C0 × 100%,52 where C0
(mg/L) is the initial concentration of MG, RB, and MB (50
mg/L), Ce (mg/L) is the equilibrium concentration of MG,
RB, and MB after the addition of N-GO. Ce was calculated
from the established standard curve representing the relation-
ship between the concentration of MG, RB, and MB and
absorption (Figure S3). The results in Figure 4D−F show that
the removal efficiency of MG, RB, and MB sharply increased to
about 100% as the dosage of N-GO increased, due to the
abundant active adsorption sites and large surface area of N-
GO. The adsorption capacity qe (mg/g) was determined as: qe
= (C0 − Ce) × V/m according to previous reports.52,53 V (L) is
the total volume of the solution, m (g) is the dosage of N-GO,
and qe (mg/g) is the amount of MG (or RB or MB) adsorbed
per unit weight of N-GO. The adsorption capacity (qe) of the

Figure 4. Absorption spectra of 1 mL of 50 mg L−1 MG (A), RB (B), and MB (C) with increasing dosage of N-GO. The corresponding effect of
the dosage of N-GO powder on the removal efficiency of MG (D), RB (E), and MB (F) (temperature 25 °C, pH = 7 and reaction time 10 min,
Black line). The adsorption capacity (qe) of the increasing dosage of N-GO for adsorption of MG (D), RB (E), and MB (F) (red line). The inset
picture in (A−C) presents a practical adsorption result. Blank, ultrapure water. (Photographs were taken by first author: Qiuyuan Lin.)
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N-GO was 9.78, 22.95, and 7.68 mg/g when the dosage for
removing MG, RB, and MB was 2, 2, and 4 g/L, respectively.
The results showed that the prepared N-GO (atomic ratio of
N/C: 0.074) efficiently removed MG, RB, and MB from
aqueous solutions in 10 min, which were highly consistent with
previous report.48 Similar to biomass-based adsorbents,54,55 we
think that many other factors such as electrostatic interactions,
π−π stacking, and hydrogen bonding also contribute to the
adsorption efficiency of sludge-derived N-GO, which shows a
great potential in toxic organic chemical removal from
contaminated water.
2.6. Cellular Imaging. The toxicity of the as-prepared N-

GOQDs was evaluated by the 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-
diphenyltetrazolium bromide (MTT) assay before exploring
bioimaging applications. SGC 7901 and LoVo cells were
selected as models in this study. As shown in Figure 5, the

cellular viability of both SGC 7901 and LoVo cells remains
approximately 85% even with the concentration of the N-
GOQDs up to 200 μg mL−1. The result suggested that the N-
GOQDs had low toxicity and good biocompatibility, which
could be further used for cellular imaging. Then, SGC 7901
and LoVo cells were cultured for 4 h at 37 °C in 150 μg mL−1

N-GOQDs and subsequently analyzed under a fluorescence
microscope with the excitation of 488 nm. Figure 6 shows that
both SGC 7901 and LoVo cells were stained by the
fluorescence of N-GOQDs and exhibited a clear morphology
with green emission under a 488 nm excitation channel,
suggesting that the synthesized N-GOQDs act as a
biocompatible and economical probe for cell bioimaging and
labeling applications.

3. CONCLUSIONS

In summary, a facile synthesis method is reported to synthesize
N-GO and N-GOQDs with strong tunable fluorescence
emission from EPS for the first time. We proved that the
EPS-derived N-GO can serve as an excellent adsorbent for
removing organic pollutants in water with high efficiency. The
room temperature H2O2 oxidation strategy was developed to
prepare N-GOQDs and GOQDs, which show wide application
potential because of their advantages of being clean, easily
available, and low-cost. N-GOQDs were found to be low in
cytotoxicity and had excellent biocompatibility and were used
for cell imaging.

4. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
4.1. Reagents and Instrumentation. Sludge was

obtained from a sewage treatment plant in Shanghai, China.
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s media (DMEM), fetal bovine
serum (FBS), and phosphate buffered saline (PBS, pH 7.0)
were purchased from Solarbio Science & Technology Co., Ltd
(Beijing, China). An MTT cell proliferation assay kit was
purchased from Multi Sciences(lianke) Biotech, Co., Ltd
(Hangzhou, China). The human cell lines, SGC 7901 cells,
and LoVo cells were obtained from Chinese Academy of
Sciences Cell bank (Shanghai, China). MG, RB, MB,
hydrochloric acid (HCl), sodium hydroxide (NaOH), quinine
sulfate, H2SO4, and hydrogen peroxide (30% H2O2) were
obtained from China National Pharmaceutical Group Co., Ltd.
(Sinopharm) (Beijing, China). GO (2 mg mL−1, dispersion in
H2O) was obtained from Sigma-Aldrich. All chemicals were
used without further purification. Ultrapure water (18 MΩ
cm−1) was obtained from a Milli-Q gradient system for all
experiments.
UV−visible spectra were taken in a SMA4000 UV−vis

spectrophotometer. The fluorescence spectra were recorded
using an Agilent Cary Eclpse fluorescence spectrophotometer
(Agilent Technologies, USA). The size and morphology
studies of the as-prepared samples were performed by TEM
(JEM 2011) at an accelerating voltage of 120 kV. XPS as-
prepared samples were recorded on a PHI 5000C&PHI5300
spectrometer. The contents of elements of the prepared
materials were determined by a Vario EL elemental analyzer
(Analysemsysteme GmbH, Langenselbold, Germany). Fourier
transform infrared (FT-IR) spectra were recorded on a
Thermo Scientific Nicolet iS10 FT-IR spectrometer using
KBr pellets. The BET surface areas of the products were
acquired with Quadrasorb evo full-automatic adsorption
analyzer. The QY of the N-GOQDs was measured according
to a previous report.56 The absorption intensity was obtained

Figure 5. Cell viability assay of SGC 7901 and LoVo cells in the
presence of different concentrations of the N-GOQDs.

Figure 6. Bright field image (A), fluorescence image under the
excitation of 488 nm (B) of SGC 7901 cells incubated with N-
GOQDs for 12 h. Bright field image (C), fluorescence image under
the excitation of 488 nm (D) of LoVo cells incubated with N-GOQDs
for 4 h. Scale bar, 20 μm.
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on a SMA4000 UV−vis spectrophotometer. Quinine sulfate in
0.1 M of H2SO4 that has a standard fluorescence QY value
(54% at 360 nm) was chosen as a reference sample. The
adsorption isotherms of MG by N-GO were performed
referring to a previous study.52 The concentration of MG,
RB, and MB in the aqueous solutions was determined via a UV
spectrophotometer. Fluorescence imaging was performed with
an inverted fluorescence microscope (Nikon Eclipse Ti Series).
4.2. Extraction of EPS from Sludge. The steaming

extraction method proposed previously was used for extracting
EPS with some modification.57 200 g of sludge was dissolved in
1000 mL of ultrapure water with stirring. Then, the sludge
solution was steamed in an autoclave for 15 min and then
centrifuged at 10,000 rpm/min for 10 min. The obtained
supernatants were filtered through 0.22 μm cellulose acetate
filters to soluble fractions. EPS were dried in an oven at 50 °C
and ground into powder. EPS powder was sealed and stored at
4 °C.
4.3. Synthesis of N-GO from EPS. 1.0 g of EPS powder

was heated in a tube furnace with a ramp rate of 5 °Cmin−1 to
550 °C for 2 h in N2 to obtain N-GO by referring to previous
reports with some modifications.58−60 After the reaction, the
solid precipitates were ground into powder and dispersed in 6
M HCl solution to remove metal impurities.61 Then, the as-
prepared N-GO was washed with ultrapure water several times,
followed by drying at 60 °C.
4.4. Synthesis of N-GOQDs. N-GOQDs was one-step

synthesized from N-GO with H2O2 treatment. In brief, 0.005 g
of a N-GO-like material was dispersed in 10 mL of H2O2
aqueous solution through magnetic stirring at room temper-
ature for 12−56 h. Then, the light yellow solution was heated
to decompose excess H2O2. The light yellow solution was
dialyzed using a dialysis bag (3500 Da) soaked in ultrapure
water for 2 days to remove impurities. After dialysis, the
aqueous dispersion was centrifuged at 10,000 rpm/min to
remove any agglomerates. Solid N-GOQDs was obtained by
drying at 60 °C.
4.5. MTT Assay for the Cell Cytotoxicity. Both SGC

7901 and LoVo cells were cultured in DMEM medium with
10% (v/v) FBS and 1% penicillin/streptomycin at 37 °C in a
humidified 5% CO2 atmosphere. For the MTT assay, 100 μL
of SGC 7901 and LoVo cells were seeded into a 96-well plate.
After a 24 h interval, the culture medium was discarded and
the cells were treated with 100 μL fresh DMEM containing
various concentrations of N-GOQDs (0−200 μg mL−1) for 24
h. Then, 10.0 μL of MTT (5 mg mL−1) was added to each well
for 4 h. Finally, the culture medium was discarded and the cells
were cured with 100 μL formazan solvent. The optical density
of solubilized formazan salts was evaluated at 570 nm by an
automatic microplate reader (Thermo Scientific).
4.6. Cellular Imaging. The potential for cellular imaging

of the obtained N-GOQDs was tested by SGC 7901 and LoVo
cells. SGC 7901 and LoVo cells were incubated with N-
GOQDs (150 μg mL−1) at 37 °C for 12 h and washed three
times by PBS solution. Fluorescent images of cells were
obtained using a Nikon Eclipse Ti Series microscope with the
λex 488 nm.
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