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ABSTRACT: Teethlike homojunctions BiOCl (001) nanosheets with
tunable photoresponse were constructed by selective etching with
triethanolamine and allowed fast charge separation across the interfaces
to facilitate photocatalysis. The unique microstructure exhibits a
superior photocatalytic activity that can be ascribed to the combined
interaction of the high UV/vis light harvest, high photogenerated
charge separation efficiency, and the fast interfacial charge-transfer rate
based on the unique homogeneous topotactic structure. We believe that
the creation of this new model junction may be a great aid in the design
and preparation of efficient semiconductor based photocatalysts and a
new understanding of the essential relation between the junction and
the photocatalytic activity.
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Two-dimensional (2D) nanosheets have attracted consid-
erable attention recently because of their unique optical

and electronic properties,1 as well as their promising
applications in solar cells, environmental purification, and
water splitting.2,3 Among various 2D nanosheets, the BiOCl
nanosheet, a novel layered ternary semiconductor, has been
drawn much attention for its remarkable photocatalytic
performance, which is comparable to or even better than that
of TiO2 because of its open crystalline structure.4−10 However,
the efficiency of BiOCl nanosheets is still far from satisfaction
owing to the rapid recombination of photogenerated excitons
and the indigent harvest of sunlight. In practice, the
achievement of the photoconversion efficiency generally
necessitates the spatial integration of two semiconductors
with different properties to form surface heterojunction, so as
to optimize the harvest of light, facilitate the accumulation and
separation of charge at the interfaces and improve surface
catalytic kinetics.11 Recently, many kinds of heterojunction
semiconductors (such as antisotype p-n, isotype n-n, and
crystal-phase junctions)11−18 have been gradually extended to
the field of photocatalysis for environmental decontamination
and water splitting. However, fabricating efficient junctions for
the photocatalytic reaction still remains a challenge since the
construction of efficient junctions between two well-matched
semiconductors is not only governed by their crystal structure
but also by other properties (e.g., electronic structure, band
position, and work function).19

The pioneering works have found that the thickness of
BiOCl nanosheets exposing (001) facets is easily tuned by facile
chemical methods based on the stacking of [Bi2O2]

2+ layers
between two slabs of Cl− along with c axis and exhibits different

properties, including band position and work function.20

Stimulated by band alignment strategy, the integration of two
different thickness BiOCl (001) nonosheets will be a promising
approach to enhance the photoconversion efficiency. On the
one hand, such a topology-induced staggered band offers an
extra chance for the facile engineering of isotype junctions
based on BiOCl semiconductors, without depending on
adventitious materials. Importantly, the identical crystal
structure is able to supply barrier-free tight contact at interfaces
which is different from traditional heterojunctions. On the
other hand, ultrathin BiOCl (001) nanosheets can diminish the
light blocking effect, thus improving the light utilization. It is
particularly noteworthy that the creation of this new model
junction may be a great aid in the design and preparation of
efficient semiconductor based photocatalysts and a new
understanding of the essential relation between the junction
and the photocatalytic activity.
In this communication, we fabricated a new type of

photocatalyst, i.e., teethlike layered BiOCl (001) nanosheets
(denoted as T-BiOCl (001)), in which large number of
teethlike ultrathin nanosheets are integrated to a thick
nanosheets without any traditional heterojunctions. To achieve
the unique topotactic structure, the fringe planes of thick
nanosheets are etched using triethanolamine (TEA) without
damaging (001) plane. The detailed preparation and material
characterization are listed in the Supporting Information.
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A typical SEM image (Figure 1b) displays that the surface
morphological feature of T-BiOCl (001) consists of plentiful
thin-scale teethlike nanosheets attached to the fringe planes of
large-scale nanosheets, which is quite different from that of pure
smooth BiOCl (001) (Figure 1a), indicating that the selective
etching with TEA can significantly change the texture of BiOCl
(001). And the thickness of ultrathin BiOCl nanosheets is
roughly estimated below 10 nm according to SEM image. The
detailed morphology of as-fabricated T-BiOCl (001) is also
characterized by TEM, as displayed in Figure 1. The high-
resolution TEM (HRTEM) images (Figure 1c, d) reveal the
crystalline and clear lattice fringes projected along the [001]
zone axis both in ultrathin teethlike nanosheets and thick
nanosheets. Two sets of lattice fringes with the same interplanar
lattice spacing of 0.275 nm correspond to the (1−10) and
(110) atomic planes of BiOCl. The angle between the (001)
and (110) facets is 90° for the tetragonal structure of
BiOCl.5,9,10,20 It means that the set of diffraction spots can be
indexed as the [001] zone axis, which agrees well with the XRD
results. In addition, the homojunction is constructed by
selective in situ etching on one substrate to obtain two
components with different properties, rather than conventional
commixture via exogenous process,12−14 so there should not be
disordered interface. The consecutive lattice fringes indicate the
tight contact between ultrathin nanosheets and thick nano-
sheets without any barrier. The virtually identical XRD patterns
(see Figure S2 in the Supporting Information), Raman
spectroscopy (see Figure S3 in the Supporting Information)

and FT-IR spectra (see Figure S4 in the Supporting
Information) of BiOCl (001) and T-BiOCl (001) indicate
that this etching method does not change the bulk crystal
structure of BiOCl (001) and no residual TEA molecules exist
on T-BiOCl (001) surface. These findings will scientifically
disclose the mechanism for the formation of the unique
morphological feature.
It is of great interest to propose the formation mechanism of

the T-BiOCl (001), as is illustrated in Figure 2. Experimental
and theoretical researches have demonstrated that the surface
of BiOCl (001) atomic planes mainly consists of terminal
oxygen atoms, and the other fringle planes are surrounded by
terminal bismuth atoms and other atoms (see Figure S5 in the
Supporting Information). Triethanolamine [N (CH2−CH2−
OH) 3] as a complexing agent to arrest Bi3+ has been reported
(see Figure S6 in the Supporting Information).21 Bi (III)
combined with TEA is via nitrogen-donor. Thus, the fringe
planes of BiOCl (001) exposing terminal bismuth easily
combine with TEA and then rapidly dissolve to solution.
Meanwhile, the BiOCl (001) planes are perfectly retained
because the electrostatic repulsive interaction between TEA ion
and terminal oxygen atoms on (001) planes. This unique
topotactic structure will possess some particular properties as
compared to smooth bulk, suggesting great potential in
photocatalytic applications.
The distinguishing optical properties and valence band (VB)

of BiOCl (001) before and after treatment are characterized by
UV/vis absorption spectra (Figure 3a) and XPS valence spectra

Figure 1. (a) SEM images of BiOCl (001), (b) SEM images, (c) TEM image, and (d) HRTEM images of T-BiOCl (001).
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(Figure 3b), respectively. It can be observed that the band gap
of T-BiOCl (001) is similar to BiOCl (001). The BiOCl (001)
display a VB with the edge of the maximum energy at about

2.34 eV (Figure 3b). However, for the T-BiOCl (001), the VB
maximum energy up-shifts by 0.36 to 1.98 eV compared with
that of BiOCl (001), which can be ascribed to the introduction
of ultrathin BiOCl nanosheets that possessing higher VB energy
than thick ones (Figure 2 bottom right).20 The staggered band
positions20 of ultrathin BiOCl nanosheets and thick ones which
would introduce a new internal electrical field to increase the
charge accessible tunnel and lessen the barrier for charge
transfer, thus reducing the recombination of the photo-
generated excitons. These advantages are confirmed by the
following experiments. Moreover, the UV and visible
absorption intensity of T-BiOCl (001) is obviously stronger
than BiOCl (001). This enhancement in entire wavelength is
most likely due to the multi reflection of light in the teethlike
morphology22 and diminishing of the light blocking effect on
ultrathin layer (Figure 2 right up), suggesting it a probable
higher photocatalytic activity for target reactions by harvesting
more light.
Remarkably, the unique topotactic structure which has the

identical lattice constants of ultrathin and thick nanosheets, can
sustain the formation of homogeneous structure and boost the
interfacial charge transfer by the electron tunnelling effect. This
photogenerated charges separation efficiency can be confirmed
by the photoluminescence (PL) spectra (Figure 3c) and
fluorescence decay curves (Figure 3d). Obviously, the T-BiOCl
(001) show significantly diminished PL intensity as compared
to pure BiOCl, indicating a remarkable decline in charge
recombination. The experimental decay profiles of BiOCl (001)

Figure 2. Tentative formation mechanism of the T-BiOCl (001) (left)
light paths within the teethlike structure (right up) and the possible
charge separation process between thick and ultrathin nanosheets6

(bottom right).

Figure 3. (a) UV−visible DRS, (b) valence-band XPS spectra, (c) photoluminescence spectra, and (d) fluorescence decay curves of BiOCl (001)
and T-BiOCl (001).
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and T-BiOCl (001) are fitted as a multiexponential function
(see Table S1 in the Supporting Information). The T-BiOCl
(001) show a longer average lifetime (⟨τ⟩) of 0.22 ns than that
of BiOCl (001) (0.19 ns). This occurrence is attributed to the
efficient interfacial charge transfer in fringe homogeneous
structure of T-BiOCl (001), thus leading to an improvement in
the separation efficiency and lifetime of the photogenerated
carriers. This photogenerated charge separation efficiency can
also be further confirmed by electrochemical measurements.
Electrochemical measurements are conducted in a typical

three-electrode cell. A photocurrent when photogenerated
charge carriers are transferred between the surface of the
electrode and the underlying substrate. Both electrodes are
prompt in generating photocurrent with a reproducible
response to on/off cycles (Figure 4a), but the T-BiOCl

(001) film electrode exhibited a higher photocurrent than the
BiOCl (001) film electrode, indicating the more efficient
interfacial photoinduced charge separation and transfer by the
electron tunnelling effect in T-BiOCl (001). The charge
transfer rate in the dark was studied by electrochemical
impedance spectroscopy (EIS; Figure 4b) and the expected
semicircular Nynquist plots for BiOCl (001) and T-BiOCl
(001), with a significantly decreased arc for T-BiOCl (001), are
obtained. This result implies that T-BiOCl (001) indeed has
improved photocatalytic kinetics compared to the BiOCl (001).
The photocatalytic degradation of toxic pollutants or organic

dyes, which is significant in environment purification,
represents a generally utilized approach to evaluate the
performance of photocatalysts. The photocatalytic activities of
T-BiOCl (001) are evaluated under UV light illumination with

Figure 4. (a) Transient photocurrent responses and (b) Nyquist impedance plots of (1) BiOCl (001) and (2) T-BiOCl (001).

Figure 5. (a) Time profiles of photocatalytic degradation of MO over the samples under UV light irradiation. (b) Time profiles of adsorption of MO
over the samples in the dark. (c) Nitrogen adsorption−desorption isotherm of the samples. (d) Comparison on the reaction rate constants for
photocatalytic degradation of MO over the samples.
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MO as probe molecules in aqueous solution, and the
corresponding activities for the BiOCl (001) nanosheets is
likewise supplied for comparison. The photodegradation of
MO is carried out via a direct semiconductor photoexcitation
process under UV irradiation. The photodegradation of MO is
negligible in the absence of photocatalyst under UV irradiation
(Figure 5a). The photolytic fade in the presence T-BiOCl
(001) and BiOCl (001) in the dark is only approximately 4.1%
and 5.9% after 60 min (Figure 5b). As illustrated in Figure 4a,
the photodegradation percentages of MO are 95% and 33% for
T-BiOCl (001) and BiOCl (001) after ultraviolet illumination
for 60 min. The N2 sorption analysis results (Figure 5c) show
that the BET specific surface areas for the as-sythesized BiOCl
(001) and T-BiOCl (001) are ca. 1.4 m2 g−1 and ca. 1.6 m2 g−1,
confirming that the higher adsorption capacity of T-BiOCl
(001) could be attributed to the surface area factor. In order to
describe the photocatalytic performance more accurately, the
initial reaction rate of photocatalytic degradation is investigated.
For the low concentration of the original solution, the catalytic
activity are supposed to accord with a first-order reaction
kinetics model and the result is illustrated in Figure S7 in the
Supporting Information.23 The degradation constant of T-
BiOCl (001) (k′ = 3.0 × 10−2 g min−1 m−2) is much higher
than BiOCl (001) (k′ = 4.5 × 10−3 g min−1 m−2) after
normalized with surface areas (Figure 5d). The results above
clearly demonstrate that the superior photocatalytic perform-
ance of T-BiOCl (001) should be associated with the unique
topotactic homogeneous and teethlike structure rather than
surface area.
In summary, a novel teethlike layered homogeneous

structural BiOCl (001) nanosheets is sythesized by selective
etching using TEA. Structural and compositional analyses show
that the products are constructed via large number of ultrathin
teethlike BiOCl nanosheets attached to the fringe planes of
BiOCl (001) and (001) plane perfectly retained. With respect
to BiOCl (001), T-BiOCl (001) exhibits a superior photo-
catalytic activity which can be ascribed to the combined
interaction of the high UV/vis light harvest, high photo-
generated charges separation efficiency, and the fast interfacial
charge-transfer rate based on the unique homogeneous
topotactic structure. Because layered 2D semiconductors are
quite common in nature, an atomically homogeneous junction
in one a single 2D semiconductor with different thickness can
be conveniently fabricated by etching or exfoliating. The
approach of homogeneous junction described here will open a
new avenue for the development of efficient photocatalysts.
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