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ABSTRACT: Graphene quantum dots (GQDs) are very precious,
widely used, and face significant challenges in preparation methods.
In this study, three mechanical methods are investigated for the
preparation of GQDs. All of these methods are green, cost-effective,
and simple. In fact, Graphite, as a main source of GQDs, is
exfoliated and fragmented under mechanical forces by sonication
and ball milling. This mechanical exfoliation method is effective for
converting large flakes of graphite into quantum dots. Additionally,
the proposed methods are simple and faster than other top-down
GQD fabrication methods. High-power sonication is applied to
graphene flakes by using the liquid-phase exfoliation method. The
liquid phase consists of ethanol and water, which are completely
eco-friendly. Exfoliation and fragmentation of graphene flakes are performed using different sonication and ball-milling times. The
obtained results from the analysis of the synthesized GQDs exhibit pristine graphene’s distinct structural, chemical, and optical
properties. Several analyses, such as X-ray diffraction (XRD) and Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy, were applied to study the
product structure. Dynamic light scattering (DLS) and field emission scanning electron microscopy (FESEM) were used to examine
product size and morphology, which confirmed the nanosize of GQDs. The smallest observed size of GQDs is approximately 23 nm.
It is estimated that 95% of the nanoparticles are between 0.001 and 0.1 μm in size (41 nm). The optical properties of GQDs were
investigated by using ultraviolet−visible and photoluminescence (PL) techniques. The PL peak wavelength is approximately 610 nm.
Eventually, the results proved that the combined use of two methods, ultrasonication and ball milling during liquid-phase exfoliation,
will be a simple, cheap, and suitable method for the production of GQDs.

1. INTRODUCTION
Graphite has a layered structure. If graphene monolayers are
placed on top of each other, a graphite structure is created.1

Philip Wallace2 first wrote about graphene in 1947, and since
then, many efforts have been made to synthesize it easily. In
2004, two scientists from the University of Manchester were
able to prepare this material with a simple method for the first
time.3 In other words, they showed that graphene can be
experimentally prepared as the first two-dimensional material.
Currently, graphene, with its unique properties, has become
one of the subjects of discussion and research in the field of
physics and material science. It is expected that this magical
material can create a wide revolution in the manufacture of
new electronic devices and be considered as a replacement for
silicon in future electronics.4,5 Graphene has revolutionized
sensors6,7 and energy storage8,9 devices. In addition, graphene-
based transistors10 are also suitable for extreme temperatures
and environments such as poles and space. When the
dimensions of a material are continuously reduced from large
to small scale, the properties of the material initially remain
constant but gradually change as the dimensions approach the
nano range (range between 1 and 100 nm).11 One observation
when the size of materials is reduced to the nanometer scale is

the restriction on the motion of electrons due to the quantum
confinement effect. This leads to the discretization of the
electron energy level depending on the size of the material
constraint. This obtained nanostructure shows remarkable
electronic, physicochemical, mechanical, and magnetic proper-
ties not shown by large structures of the same material. Proper
control over the dimensions and composition of such materials
leads to profound features and responses commensurate with
the development of new devices and technologies.12,13 GQDs,
which are small pieces (less than 100 nm) of graphene, have
been developed in recent years.14 In general, GQDs are 3−20
nm, and the thickness of their layers is 0.5−5 nm.15 These
nanomaterials are zero-dimensional, usually have a polycrystal-
lized structure, and the single-crystalline type has good optical
properties.16 In contrast to graphene, these materials have
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band gaps, and theoretical calculations as well as optical and
electrical experiments have shown the existence of this band
gap in them.17,18 Two factors called the edge effect and the
quantum confinement effect are the basic characteristics of
GQDs.19 Moreover, the GQDs have better solubility than
carbon nanotubes, which is due to their large edge effect,
which can be modified by functional groups on their surface.20

Unlike carbon nanotubes, which are limited to one-dimen-
sional properties, GQDs are converted from two-dimensional
graphene to zero-dimensional materials. This leads to quantum
constraints and edge effects that significantly change the
electron distribution due to the reduction of the crystal size to
nanometers.21 Their band gap energy can be adjusted by
changing the size or chemical properties of the surface due to

the quantum effect of the conjugate π spheres and the edge
effect.22,23 Until now, different synthesis methods for GQDs
have been investigated.24,25 There are many restrictions, such
as complex synthesis methods, high cost, toxic materials such
as strong acids or oxidants, and expensive tools that may
damage the main structure of the graphitic source and produce
many defects and functional groups on the GQD′s surface. As
a result, it is important to develop a simple, green, and
economical route for the synthesis of GQDs. Liquid-phase
exfoliation is often one of the most convenient methods in
GQD production.26 This approach has been used for a large
range of layered materials, including graphene. It applies
ultrasound27 or high shear force28 to layered materials in
suitable solvents for the production of nanosheets and

Figure 1. A schematic presenting the fabrication process of GQDs with (a) ultrasonic, (b) ball mill, and (c) combination of ultrasonic and ball mill.
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quantum dots. The simplest way to disperse graphite is with
the appropriate solvents. After the layers are removed, if steric
and electronic factors are allowed to penetrate, the solvent
molecules can be placed between the layers. Depending on the
ability of the solvents to stabilize the sheets, the exfoliated
materials may be stable or aggregated. If great stabilization is
obtained from the interaction between the material and the
solvent, then the stability of the dispersed state after exfoliation
is good. Therefore, it is important to choose a suitable solvent
that maintains the dispersed state of suspension and prevents
reaggregation during liquid-phase exfoliation. For most
solvents, dispersion using ultrasound is rapidly followed by
aggregation and sedimentation. Until now, many main organic
solvents (NMP, DMF, GBL, DMEU, IPA, and THF) have
been used for graphene exfoliation.29−31 Research has
demonstrated that the liquid surface tension is the most
significant factor in graphene dispersion. The basis of this
approach is to modify the surface tension of the liquid near the
energy between the graphite layers. The energy between the
graphite layers is estimated to be around 40 mN m−1. As a
result, solvents such as water and ethanol32 with a surface
tension of 72 and 23 mN m−1, respectively, are incapable of
dispersing graphene alone. Thus, when using solvents, a
mixture of them should be applied. By combining a certain
percentage of these solvents, the surface tension of the liquid
phase can be adjusted between 40 and 50 mN m−1. Similar to
the ultrasound method, the high energy of ball milling has also
shown the ability to exfoliate layered materials such as
graphene into nanosheets and quantum dots in the liquid
phase.33 Until now, many research groups have tried to prepare
graphene nanosheets and quantum dots using the ball
mill31,34−41 and ultrasound methods.42−46

Herein, green, low-cost, and simple methods for preparation
and dispersion of such GQDs in the liquid phase are
represented. This approach is achieved by mechanically
exfoliating graphite in an ethanol/water mixture and forming
a stable dispersion of monolayer and few-layer GQDs. It is well
known that the long reaction time associated with oxidative
cleavage and hydrothermal/solvothermal methods is one of the
most common problems. Conversely, the ultrasonic-assisted
technique is widely used to prepare GQDs by a rapid method.
As a result of ultrasonic waves, many small bubbles form in the
liquid phase. These bubbles create high pressure and energy.
As they grow and collapse, the C−C bonds are destroyed.
Besides, it can reduce reaction time and improve production
yield. These ultrasonic-assisted methods avoid the conven-
tional use of strong oxidants and surfactants; therefore, the
graphitic structure is well maintained without destruction.
Moreover, benefiting from the use of ethanol and water, it does
not need any special post-treatment to remove the impurity,
which could be great for potential applications in electronic,
optical, and energy areas.

2. EXPERIMENT
2.1. Materials. The graphite powder (Product No.

332461) and ethanol (99%) used in all experiments were
purchased from Merck. Deionized water was used throughout
the experiments.
2.2. Procedure. Generally, for the preparation of GQDs,

ultrasonic and ball-milling techniques were used. GQDs were
prepared by three different methods: ultrasonic, ball mill, and a
mixture of both. An attempt was made to produce quantum

nanoparticles by using three different methods. Each method is
described below.

2.2.1. Preparation of GQDs Using Ultrasonic. As illustrated
in Figure 1a, 1.25 g of pure graphite was initially added to 250
mL of ethanol/water combination in a 20:80 ratio. The
resultant black suspension was subjected to ultrasonic waves of
the greatest strength (400 W) for 10 h in order to create flaked
graphite, graphene layers, and quantum dots. Every 30 min, 0.5
mL of the suspension was collected and mixed with 50 mL of a
20:80 ethanol/water combination. Sampling was carried out in
order to collect data for analysis.

2.2.2. Preparation of GQDs Using Ball Mill. As shown in
Figure 1b, 1.25 g of pure graphite was poured into a 20 mL
container. Then two small steel balls were used to exfoliate the
material inside the container. The rotation speed was
controlled at 20 Hz. The graphite was subjected to the
shearing force of the mill at medium speed for 10 h. Every 30
min, 0.0025 g of the ball mill powder was picked up and added
to 50 mL of a 20:80 ethanol/water mixture. The dispersed
sample was kept for analysis.

2.2.3. Preparation of GQDs Using a Combination of
Ultrasonic and Ball Mill. This method employs both
ultrasonic waves and a ball mill. As shown in Figure 1c,
initially, 1.25 g of pure graphite is added to 250 mL of ethanol/
water mixture in a ratio of 20:80. After stirring, the resulting
black suspension is exposed to ultrasonic waves with a power
of 400 W for 30 min. The resulting suspension is then dried in
an oven at 70 °C for 15 h. After collecting, the resulting
powder is added into the mill container and placed under the
shearing force of the ball mill at 20 Hz speed for 30 min. The
dispersed suspension is then added to 50 cc of ethanol/water
combination in a 20:80 ratio for 5 min under ultrasonic waves
with maximum power (400 W). This process is repeated for 10
h, and the samples are collected for analysis.
2.3. Characterization. UV−vis spectra were recorded by

using quartz cuvettes with an optical path length of 1 cm on a
Shimadzu 2550 (220 V) spectrophotometer at wavelengths
ranging from 200 to 400 nm. A Philips PW1480 diffractometer
was used to collect X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns (Cu Kα
radiation). The scanning electron microscopy (SEM) inves-
tigations were carried out with the aid of a field emission
scanning electron microscope (FESEM, Tescan Vega3) with a
20 kV acceleration voltage. The samples were sputtered with
gold before SEM analysis. A Raman spectrometer (Firstguard)
equipped with a 532 nm laser excitation was used to record
spectra in the wavenumber range of 0−4000 cm−1. Fourier
transform infrared (FTIR) spectra were collected with a
(PerkinElmer 1720-x) FTIR spectrophotometer by using the
KBr pellet method. DLS analysis was performed using a
Nanoflex 180.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. UV−Vis Absorption Analysis. UV−vis spectroscopy

is the most fundamental method for characterizing colloidal
dispersions. This analysis can provide information about the
structure of the quantum dots. GQDs show a broad absorption
peak in the ultraviolet−visible range. The UV−vis spectrum of
GQDs includes two absorption peaks. The peak at 250−280
nm was related to the π → π* band of sp2 carbons in the
aromatic structure of GQDs.47 Moreover, the peak found in
the 310−370 nm wavelength region could be related to n →
π* transitions, originating from C�O bonds (COOH groups).
The absorption intensity may be used to calculate the
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Figure 2. UV−Vis absorption spectra of GQDs produced from three exfoliation techniques: (a) ultrasonication (400 W, 2.5 h, 8.5 h), (b) ball mill
(7, 10 h), (c) combination of ultrasonication and ball mill (1.5, 4.5 h).

Figure 3. (a) Infrared spectrum of optimal samples of GQDs (up) and (b) XRD patterns of ultrasonication sample (8.5 h) and combination of
ultrasonication and ball mill (1.5 h) (down).
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concentrations of these nanoparticles in the solution.
Examining the results reveals one peak in the UV spectra of
these nanomaterials. In this work, a peak at 270 nm is related
to the π → π* transition of aromatic ring C�C bonds. In
addition, the disappearance of the n-π* peak can be shown in
the synthesized samples, which is related to the absence of
oxygenated functional groups. It was observed that with the
increase in the number of quantum dots, the intensity of the
absorption peak also increases. The absorption spectra of
optimum samples containing GQDs generated utilizing three
exfoliation processes (ultrasound, ball mill, and a combination
of both) are shown in Figure 2a−c. This figure depicts a graph
showing the amount of absorption of all GQDs generated by
ultrasound at various periods (Figure 2a). The absorption peak
of all samples was seen at 270 nm due to the transition
between the π → π* bands, indicating that graphene in the
ethanol/water solution has no perturbation in the electrical
structure. This performance is compatible with the absorption
spectra of the GQDs reported results. Furthermore, the lack of
the absorption peak at 229 nm, which is associated with
graphene oxide, verifies the absence of graphene oxide in the

samples.48 We concluded that the optimal samples (8.5 h of
ultrasound, 10 h of ball milling, and 4.5 h of the combination
of ultrasound and ball milling) obtained the most quantum
dots and showed the highest absorption in the ultraviolet
spectrum after examining the results and comparing the graphs
of the three exfoliation methods (Figure 2b,c).
3.2. FTIR Analysis of GQD Samples. IR spectroscopy,

which is a rapid and straightforward approach for studying the
chemical functional groups contained in synthesized GQDs, is
the second most frequent technique for the characterization of
GQDs. There should be no peaks in the spectra of pure
graphite and graphene due to the lack of particular functional
groups. Peaks in the infrared spectra of graphite and graphene
are commonly observed due to the absorption of solvent
molecules and moisture. According to Figure 3a, the strongest
peak of the GQD spectra is situated at around 3447 cm−1 and
may be attributed to the stretching vibrations of hydroxyl (O−
H) groups. Considering that the test was conducted in liquid
phase, this peak is extremely intense. The occurrence of (C�
C) bond vibration at 1638 cm−1 in the FTIR spectra of GQDs
is connected to the honeycomb structure of graphene.

Figure 4. Diagram related to the fluorescence spectrum of (a) ultrasonication, (b) ball mill, (c) optimal samples of GQDs, and (d) Raman
spectrum of samples of GQDs (zoomed D and G peak in the inset).
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Exfoliated graphite has a rather significant peak at around 670
cm−1, which is associated with aromatic compounds (C−H).
As evidenced by the IR spectra, it is inferred that no chemical
functional groups exist in the produced GQDs.
3.3. XRD Pattern. An XRD pattern can be used to

investigate the crystal structures of GQDs. Figure 3b depicts
the resulting XRD patterns of the synthesized GQDs. Harsh
sonication and ball milling were used to prepare these samples
(1.5 h mix and 8.5 h u). In these two samples, the sharp peak
of the (002) basal planes in graphite has mostly vanished.
These nanoparticles’ diffraction peaks are like those of primary
graphite (Figure S1), indicating that their crystalline structure
is preserved after exfoliation. Because of the reduction in the
crystal size and layer thickness, the diffraction peaks of GQDs
are wider than those of graphite. GQDs have a fairly broad
peak around 2θ = 25°. Graphite’s X-ray diffraction pattern also
shows a sharp peak at 26°. The peak width at half the
maximum height has an inverse relationship with the grain size,
according to the Scherrer equation (L = Kλ/β·cos θ).49 In this
equation, λ is the X-ray wavelength, is the peak width at half
the maximum height (should be replaced in radians), θ is the
peak diffraction angle, and L is the crystallite size. K is a
constant that varies with crystallite shape and is usually taken
to be 0.9. As the grain size decreases, the width of the peak
increases, and its intensity decreases. As a result, the peaks of
the nanoparticles are easily distinguished from the raw
materials. It should be noted that the broadening of the
peaks is affected by other factors such as the presence of stress
in the sample, machine error, and X-ray nonuniformity, and all
possible factors are considered when interpreting the results.
The crystal size of the synthesized GQDs is approximately 20
nm, according to this equation.
3.4. Photoluminescence Analysis. GQDs exhibit an

excitation-dependent photoluminescence (PL) activity. GQD
fluorescence is affected by the size and the preparation
method.48,50 When external energy is applied to GQDs, they
emit light, which can be precisely adjusted to produce a variety
of colors as a result of a change in the GQDs’ size. As an
electron transitions from the maximum valence band to the
minimum conduction band, a band edge emission occurs. On
the other hand, phonon-assisted emission occurs when an
electron loses energy to a phonon before relaxing to the
ground state. Changing the band gap based on GQD size is
especially important for solar cell applications.51 The band gap
of GDQs is essentially determined by the size, shape, and
number of sp2−sp3 hybridized domains in them. Figure 4a,b
compares the photoluminescence (PL) spectra of GQDs
synthesized by using various techniques and at different times.
The highest occupied molecular orbital and the lowest
unoccupied molecular orbital play essential roles in the PL
properties of a compound. This electronic transfer may be
related to the n-orbitals of oxygen atoms in GQDs, that is, the
electrons in their n-orbitals are excited by light and transferred
to the π* orbitals of the graphitic structure of quantum dots.
As shown in Figure 4a,b, the fluorescence spectra of all samples
of graphene quantum dots prepared by ultrasound and ball mill
are shown. A maximum emission of 610 nm was observed at
8.5 h, which corresponded to the optimal sample. In addition,
the maximum emission in ball mill spectrum occurs at 614 nm,
which corresponds to an optimal sample (7 h). Figure 4c
shows the fluorescence spectrum of the optimal samples of
GQDs. The emission spectrum has a sharp peak at 610 nm and
a shoulder at 830 nm. This double-peak photoluminescence is

common in polyaromatic structures.52 The formation of the
intrinsic state in GQDs is attributed to the red emission and a
strong absorption peak on the higher energy level observed in
this study.
3.5. Raman Spectroscopic Analysis. Raman spectrosco-

py, which suggests an individual fingerprint of the lattice
vibrations and crystalline structure, was also widely used in this
study. This analysis looks at the number of structural defects as
well as the quality of the quantum dots. For graphite as the
source, three bands have been identified: D, G, and 2D.53 The
amount is represented by the ratio of the intensity of the D
band to the intensity of the G band (ID/IG). The D peak in 2D
carbon structures is observed due to a lack of order in these
structures. The G peak is caused by the stretching of the C−C
bond in graphite structures.54 The degree of structural disorder
in graphene sheets can be estimated by the intensity ratio (ID/
IG). The smaller the ID/IG value, the better the crystal quality
of the structure.55 As evidence, the Raman spectrum was
extracted from the original graphite powder (Figure S2) and
then compared with the GQDs. From the optimal samples
prepared by all three methods, which included GQDs with the
smallest size, the Raman spectrum was taken, and the results
are presented in Figure 4d. Hydrogen bonding plays a
substantial part in forming the structure of water−ethanol
solutions. The behavior of the OH stretching band in water−
ethanol solutions is essentially influenced by hydrogen
bonding. In the water−ethanol system, the extremely wide
broad band of OH-groups of water−ethanol molecules extends
from 2900 to 3800 cm−1. In the region 2800−3000 cm−1, the
stretching lines of CH-groups overlap with a wide band of OH-
groups.56

Peak D in the 2.5 and 8.5 h ultrasound samples is located at
1280 cm−1, indicating carbon atom vibrations with sp3 hybrid,
whereas G peak at 1457 cm−1 is related to carbon atom
vibrations with sp2 hybrid. The relative intensities (ID/IG) in
the 2.5 and 8.5 h samples are 0.181 and 0.65, respectively,
indicating that GQDs have a regular structure similar to
graphite. Peak D at 1281 cm−1 and peak G at 1457 cm−1 in
samples ball milled for 7 and 10 h are shown in Figure S3b.
The relative intensity of the D and G peaks (ID/IG) is 0.2 in
the 7 h sample and 0.36 in the 10 h sample. Figure S3c shows
that in samples of 1.5 and 4.5 h resulting from the combination
of ultrasonic and ball milling methods, peaks D and G are
observed at 1280 and 1457 cm−1, respectively. The relative
intensity of peak D and G (ID/IG) in the sample of 1.5 h is
equal to 0.17, and in the sample of 4.5 h, it is equal to 0.20.
According to the Raman results, it is concluded that the
intensity of all of the spectra D bands is significantly higher
than that of the initial graphite powder, which indicates the
creation of defects during the process of preparing GQDs. We
can divide such defects into two main types: plane defects,
such as point defects on the base plane, and edge defects.
Because ultrasonic waves cut the original large plates into
smaller pieces, edge defects are unavoidable during the
processing process. The number of edge defects increases
because these smaller pieces have more edges per unit mass.
Raman spectroscopy, on the other hand, determined that long-
term ball milling and ultrasonic-based exfoliation cause a high
degree of defect. Despite the high efficiency of high-power
ultrasound in preparing quantum dots, one of its weaknesses is
the presence of defects and the small lateral size of the final
products.
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3.6. DLS Analysis. Figures 5−7 show the results of the
DLS analysis. The size distribution graphs of the synthesized

GQDs with ultrasonication, ball milling, and combination
methods are observed. The particle size distribution of optimal

Figure 5. Particle size distribution diagram (a) after 2.5 h, (b) after 8.5 h of ultrasonication, and (c) of all samples after 10 h ultrasonication.

Figure 6. Particle size distribution diagram (a) after 7 h, (b) after 10 h of ball mill, and (c) of all samples after 10 h of ball mill.
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samples (2.5 and 8.5 h) using the ultrasonic method is
depicted in Figure 5a,b. The valuation of the results shows that
after 2.5 h of ultrasonication, the size of quantum dots reaches
83 nm, and %95 of the particles have dimensions between
0.1−1 μm. As the exfoliation process continued, after more
than 8 h, the number of particles with sizes of about 0.1 μm
increased noticeably. To better investigate the exfoliation
process with the ultrasound method, the time−size graph for
all samples was drawn during the DLS measurement (Figure
5c). For more details, Figure S4 is provided in the Supporting
Information.

Figure 6a,b depicts the particle size distribution of optimal
samples (7 and 10 h) prepared using the ball mill method. The

graphs show that after 7 h of using the ball mill machine, a few
GQDs reach a size of about 60 nm, and 95% of them reach a
size of about 365 nm. The size of more quantum dots gradually
decreases as the ball-milling time increases. The time−size
graph for all samples was drawn during the DLS measurement
to better investigate the exfoliation process using the ball mill
method (Figure 6c). For more details, Figure S5 is provided in
the Supporting Information.

Figure 7a,b depicts the particle size distribution using a
combination of ultrasonic and ball mill methods. The graphs
show that the quantum dots reach their smallest size, which is
23 nm. In this case, 95% of the particles have dimensions
ranging from 0.001−0.1 μm (about 41 nm). The particle size

Figure 7. Particle size distribution diagram (a) after 1.5 h and (b) after 4.5 h of combination method of ultrasonic and ball mill (c) of all samples
after use of both exfoliation methods (ultrasonic and ball mill).

Figure 8. (a−c). FESEM images related to the sample of (a) ultrasonication of sample for 2.5 h, (b) ball milling of sample for 7 h, and (c)
combination of ultrasonic and ball milling at high magnification for 1.5 h.
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changes when the time is increased to 4.5 h, and approximately
95% of them are between 0.1 and 1 μm. It can be seen that the
graphene particles are very small in the early hours, and in fact,
using both methods for exfoliation increases the efficiency and
speed of the final production. The particle size distribution of
GQDs (Figure 7a) showed that the synthesized GQDs had a
polydispersity index (PDI) of 0.43. As the exfoliation time
increases, the GQDs aggregate to form large particles. The
particle size distribution of the 4.5 h sample with a PDI equal
to 0.82 (Figure 7b) proves the formation of aggregates. In
other words, this PDI value indicates a very broad particle size
distribution. To better investigate the exfoliation process by
the combined ultrasonic and ball-milling methods, the time−
size diagram for all samples during the DLS measurement is
also drawn (Figure 7c). For more details, Figure S6 is provided
in the Supporting Information.
3.7. FESEM Images. Figure 8a−c shows FESEM images of

GQDs at various scales and times. Due to the difference in the
preparation of samples and the use of two methods, ball mills
and ultrasound, the images of the particles are different. Due to
the flexible structure of graphene, folds and wrinkles are
created in its structure as a result of the pressure that comes
from the balls of the grinding machine and the ultrasonic
waves. A ball mill can destroy the aggregate state of graphene
powder to create a multilayered state. The structure of the
obtained graphene was investigated to clarify the effect of ball
milling and ultrasound. The thickness of all graphene samples
decreased, indicating graphite exfoliation to graphene. GQDs
have a spherical structure, and the boundary between the
particles is well defined. The SEM images show that the GQDs
are initially produced, and then the produced nanoparticles are
quickly adhered together again and thus accumulate due to the
high energy produced during ultrasound and ball milling. The
defect of graphite plates can be attributed to ultrasound waves
using the method of preparing quantum dots by ultrasound.
Waves are generated in this method by the collapse of bubbles
in the liquid, which causes a local increase in the pressure and
temperature. The waves travel from the solvent to the liquid−
solid interface, where they can be converted to sound waves in
graphite. Figure 8a shows a FESEM image of GQDs prepared
by the ultrasound method at high magnification. As can be
seen in this image, the uniformity of the size of the quantum
particles is greater than that with the previous method. The
lower amount of energy given in the exfoliation operation with
the help of ultrasound waves in less time (2.5 h) probably
caused more uniformity of the particles, so that the gaps
between the spheres when using both an ultrasonic device and
a ball mill are not seen here. Figure 8b shows a high-
magnification FESEM image of GQDs prepared by the ball-
milling method. As can be seen in this image, it is not possible
to distinguish the exact boundary between the particles, which
is probably due to the energy and pressure that are created
during the long period of time used in the ball mill machine.
Figure 8c shows an FESEM image of GQD nanoparticles
prepared by combining ultrasound and ball-milling methods at
high magnification. As it is clear in the images, it is impossible
to distinguish the exact boundary between the particles. In fact,
the high temperature and pressure that occur during the
preparation of quantum dots, both through ultrasound waves
and during crushing due to the impact and friction of the balls
in the ball mill machine, can cause the accumulation of these
nanoparticles. Figures S7−S9 provide additional information.
Agglomeration of particles was observed in samples, which has

two reasons; one of them is magnetization attraction between
particles. Based on our previous studies,57,58 pressure has
changed the electronic structure of graphene and led to
inducing magnetism inside graphene flakes. In these methods,
pressure from the mechanical forces could lead to weak
magnetization that increases the attraction between the
particles and also increases the agglomeration, and the other
reason is the time gap between sample preparation and their
imaging records by FESEM, which has several days. During
this time, particles have reaggregated to each other, leading to
an increased level of agglomeration, despite the application of
ultrasonics during sample preparation.

4. CONCLUSIONS
In summary, we report cost-effective, environmentally friendly
methods for producing graphene quantum dots (GQDs) using
graphite as the carbon precursor. GQDs require exfoliation of
the carbon source to achieve quantum dots in the liquid phase.
Three methods are used for the preparation of GQDs based on
mechanical exfoliation techniques in two solvents, water and
ethanol, resulting in GQD-U, GQD-B, and GQD-Mix.
Graphite was easily exfoliated in low-boiling-point solvents
without the use of a surfactant. In addition, water offers
benefits as a solvent: being economical, abundant, and
nontoxic. The appropriate method and the most optimal
time for preparing GQDs were determined. Exfoliation benefits
and efficiency can be increased by combining the methods,
resulting in a faster and more efficient process. The graphs
show that GQD-Mix has the smallest size at 23 nm. It is
estimated that 95% of the nanoparticles are between 0.001 and
0.1 μm in size (41 nm). Additionally, the relative intensity of
peak D and G (ID/IG) in the sample of 1.5 h combination of
both ultrasonication and ball milling is equal to 0.17. Also,
these nanoparticles show excellent photoluminescence proper-
ties. The research on GQD is still in its early stages, yet the
number of applications for this material keeps rising. It is
hoped that this article will be a helpful resource for chemists
working on the design and production of advanced GQD
materials and products.
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