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Determination of Thermal Diffusivity of Solid Materials 
Near the Melting Point 
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The paper deals with the determination of the thermal diffusivity of solid 
materials near the melting point by studying the unidirectional propagation of a 
solidification front through the melts. The method is based on Neumann's  
thermal analysis of the liquid/solid interface during a solidification process. 
Measurements are given and the thermal diffusivity is determined for ice, 
mercury, and aluminum. The results are in fair agreement with reference data. 
An attempt is also made with data from the literature to calculate thermal 
diffusivity in very rapidly quenched metals, namely, tin, lead, and zinc. The 
calculated values are substantially lower than for the solid metals under normal 
conditions, a result that may reflect the glassy structure of the materials attained 
by quenching. 

KEY WORDS:  Aluminum; melting point; mercury; thermal diffusivity; water 
(ice). 

1. I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Thermal diffusivity is a property of a material. Its unit is length squared 
divided by time, or the equivalence of a velocity times the length of a 
distance over which the velocity appears. This means physically that the 
thermal diffusivity is a measure of how fast a characteristic temperature 
will move by heat conduction under given conditions. 

Thermal diffusivity of a solid material can be determined experimen- 
tally by several methods. The literature on the subject is comprehensive, a 
survey of which is given by Danielson and Sidles [1] and by Touloukian et 
al. [21. 
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The methods fall mainly into two groups, according to the boundary 
conditions which they incorporate in experiment and the mathematical 
treatment. One group assumes a transient heat flow through the specimen 
and the determination of temperature response a certain distance down- 
stream. Methods in the other group make use of a periodic heat flow 
superposed upon a stationary temperature field in the specimen. 

Both methods imply that the specimen is kept at the testing tempera- 
ture for a certain time, minutes to hours. In other words, the experiments 
impose a substantial heat treatment to the specimen. Heat treatment may 
alter the crystalline structure and thereby also the physical properties of a 
material. It is desirable that the available data for physical properties are 
relevant to actual structure and state of a material. In evaluating processes 
that involve solidification of a liquid/melt, it is, for example, important 
that thermal diffusivity of the solid phase be known at temperatures up to 
the melting point. This will be of special interest for very rapidly quenched 
materials whose glassy structure exists at high temperature only during the 
quenching [3]. If the quenched material had to be heated above a certain 
temperature for measurements, the specific structure would be lost, and the 
measured values for thermal diffusivity would not be relevant to the 
quenching process. 

The methods for the determination of thermal diffusivity as reported 
in the literature seem therefore not to be quite adequate at temperatures 
near the melting point. Data for the property may also be lacking at 
corresponding temperatures for many materials. To make adequate mea- 
surements, it is necessary to restore the actual crystalline structure and 
thereby the relevant conditions for the thermal diffusion. This can be done 
by repeating the solidification process and by making proper measurements 
while the melt solidifies. 

The following method describes how thermal diffusivity in the solid 
phase can be determined simultaneously with the formation of the solid 
phase. The method is based upon the pioneering analysis of solidification 
processes in 1862 by Neumann [4], who formulated mathematically the 
propagation of a solidification front through a melt. 

From Neumann's analysis, an expression for thermal diffusivity can be 
derived which includes the measurable quantities of motion of the charac- 
teristic temperature, including the freezing point (in German: Tempera- 
turleitzahl). If the heat of solidification is given specifically by volume, the 
formulation will also lead to an expression for thermal conductivity, where 
the heat of solidification is the relevant heat flow. The property that can be 
best evaluated from measurements is therefore dependent upon the avail- 
able data for the heat of solidification, specific heat, and density in the 
solid phase at the melting point. 
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2. MATHEMATICAL FORMULATION 

The propagation of a solidification front through a melt was first 
studied theoretically by Neumann. His work is widely referred to in the 
literature [5, 6]. Neumann formulated the transport of heat in a semiinfinite 
body, initially at a temperature above the melting point. At a certain time, 
the surface temperature was assumed to drop to a steady value below the 
melting point. The melt then starts to solidify, first at the surface, and then 
solidification unidirectionally propagates into the melt. At the interface 
between solid and liquid, the following condition was formulated: 

where T is the temperature, x is the length coordinate perpendicular to 
interface, s(t) is the location of the interface relative to a fixed point, p is 
the density, h is the heat of solidification referred to unit mass, t is the time, 
and the indices s and l indicate the solid and liquid state, respectively. 

Equation (1) expresses the balance of heat conducted through the 
liquid phase toward the interface and heat released by solidification at the 
interface on one hand, and the heat conducted through the solid phase 
away from the interface toward the cooled surface on the other hand. 

When the assumptions are made that liquid temperature is kept at the 
melting point and that density is not changed by the solidification, then Eq. 
(1) simplifies to 

k(drs) dx 
st ax = oh-37 (2) 

or in the difference form, 

AT Ax 
ks A-X-x = ph A-7 (3) 

in which the differences are coupled quantities in the solid phase at the 
interface. These are to be measured. 

Equation (3) gives the following expressions for thermal diffusivity, of 
alternatively, thermal conductivity: 

Oc c - ~  - ~  (4) 

o r  

(5) 
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where c is specific heat. Thermal diffusivity or conductivity can be evalu- 
ated from the expressions above when the heat of solidification, specific 
heat, and density are known and the difference quotients are measured. 

Equation (3) leads to the relationship: 

aAt h 
( )-Ax -2 - F~ = Phs-  cAT (6) 

where the Fourier number Fo, and the Stefan number Ph, are defined at 
the interface by unidirectional solidification of the liquid at the melting 
point. The relation confirms that the heat released by solidification and the 
heat conducted into the considered volume element of the solid phase are 
identical. 

The relation (6) can further be written as 

a k Ax lA t  (Ax/At)  2 

h /c  - ph - A T / A x  - AT /A t  (7) 

which states that the velocity of the solidification front divided by the 
temperature time derivative in the solid phase at the front is a constant for 
the given material, expressed by its physical properties. Equation (7) also 
gives the result that the quenching speed AT/At  is proportional to the 
square of the velocity of the solidification front. This is in agreement with 
the findings by Ruhl [7] in his study of cooling rates by rapid quenching of 
metals. 

Since the freezing speed at the interface is to be recognized as the free 
variable, we have from Eq. (7) that the dependent variable A x / A t  is 
proportional to the property group (ac/h) 1/2. For most metals, this group 
has a value of about 2-5 • 10-4; for water it is an order of magnitude less. 
This means that the actual method may be preferable for materials like 
metals. 

The assumption that the density of the material is constant during 
freezing implies an error in the evaluated thermal diffusivity. Generally, the 
density changes on freezing, by a few percent for metals, typically, and by 
about 10% for water. The assumption makes the Fourier number in Eq. (6) 
too high [6]; correspondingly, the thermal diffusivity is evaluated at too 
high a value Eq. (4). The error is, however, estimated to be of the order of 
1%, i.e., small enough to justify the assumption. 

3. E X P E R I M E N T A L  

The condition expressed by Eq. (2) can, in principle, be realized by a 
simple experiment. The melt/liquid to be studied is first brought to the 
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melting point and then allowed to solidify/freeze in a given direction where 
the temperature is to be measured. In the following, experiments are 
described where the technique is tested on water and mecury as materials. 

3.1. Apparatus 

For experiments on water or mercury, an apparatus was used consist- 
ing of a cylindrical container with a plane bottom and with dimensions 
65 mm in diameter and 120 mm in length. The side wall of the container 
was insulated on the inside by polyurethane, 7 mm thick. An open ended 
tube of acrylic (28 mm in diameter and 34 mm in length) was mounted 
concentrically in the container, touching its bottom. Through bores in the 
tube wall, six shielded thermocouples of 0.5 mm o.d. were mounted radially 
from the outside extending into the axis. The axial distance between 
successive elements was about 5 mm and could be measured to within 
_ 0.1 mm. The lower element was located about 1 mm above the bottom of 
the container. 

3.2. Technique 

The experiments were started by cooling container and liquid to the 
freezing point of the actual liquid. Using distilled water, the liquid was 
placed under vacuum for air removal after cooling. It was than stored 
under vacuum until the experiment continued. Then it was poured into the 
container to 3 / 4  of its volume. For mercury, the liquid was first frozen in 
the container, subsequently heated until completely melted, and then was 
kept at the melting point until the experiment continued. 

The solidification process was started by lowering the container into a 
dewar that was partly filled with a cryogenic fluid (CO2-ice, or liquid 
nitrogen), until the bottom rested on the ice, or about 2-3 mm into the 
liquid nitrogen. At the same time, a pen recorder was started to register the 
output of the thermocouples. 

The experiments resulted in sets of curves showing the emf, i.e., the 
temperature, as a function of time as the freezing front passed the respec- 
tive thermocouples. A slight subcooling could be observed in water before 
the temperature dropped into the solid phase. 

From the curves, the difference quotient of temperature versus time 
could be evaluated at the freezing point. Knowing the distance between two 
thermocouples, the thermal diffusivity could be calculated from Eq. (4), or 
alternatively, the thermal conductivity from Eq. (5). 

3.3. Evaluation of Data 

Two values for thermal diffusivity were evaluated from each run, one 
for the solidification front when propagating from the third to the fifth 
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thermocouple, and the other for the front moving from the fourth to the 
sixth thermocouple, counted from below. The mean velocity of the front 
was determined as an integral mean value between the actual ther- 
mocouples. 

Measured quantities entered into Eq. (5) would give values of thermal 
diffusivity to an estimated accuracy of about 3%. The overall accuracy 
depends further on the quality of data for the physical properties in the 
expression. The actual data are given in Table I as taken from reference 
sources [8], [9], [10], and [11]. With these data, Eq. (5) gives an estimated 
accuracy for thermal diffusivity of the order of 5% for ice and of the order 
of 10% for mercury. 

4. RESULTS 

4.1. From the Experiments 

4.1,1. Ice 

Thermal diffusivity as determined for ice is given in Table I. The 
experimental values are the mean of the two values obtained in each run. 
The values are in good agreement with estimated reference values. From 
the literature, only two measurements seem to be reported. Neumann [12] 
found the value 1.36 • 10 -6 (m 2. s -1) at 0~ Laikhtman et al. [13] report 
values that are about 25% lower, 1.1 x 10 -6 m 2- s -1 at approximately 
-14~  with an accuracy of 20%. The experimental values for thermal 
conductivity are on the average 1 - 2 %  higher than the values found by 
Jakob and Erk [14]. The difference may tentatively be referred to the error 
introduced by the assumption of constant density on freezing. 

4.1.2. Mercury 

Thermal diffusivity as determined for solid mercury is given in Table I. 
The mercury was analyzed to be of 99.9 +_ 0.5% purity. No experimental 
values were found in the literature for the diffusivity of mercury at the 
actual melting temperature. Provisional values, based on estimated data for 
thermal conductivity, specific heat, and density, are, however, given accord- 
ing to orientation of crystalline structure [2]. Table I quotes values for high 
purity mercury at the given temperatures. The present method involves, in 
general, diffusion parallel to the axis of the crystalline structure. The 
experimental mean value lies between the estimated value for polycrystal- 
line mercury and the estimated value for solid mercury parallel to the 
crystalline axis. Further investigations are desirable to confirm the findings, 
whether they can be referred to crystalline character or to impurities in the 
test material. 
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4.2. From Data in the Literature 

The method has been applied to data on aluminum, found in ref. [15], 
and on the quenched metals, tin, lead, and zinc, found in ref. [16]. 

4.2.1. Aluminum 

Results from some experiments by undirectional solidification of alu- 
minum were available. One run with aluminum of 99.996% purity permit- 
ted the evaluation of thermal diffusivity from Eq. (4). The result is given in 
Table I. The value is the mean of four derived from data of the temperature 
curves. The single values deviated _+ 10%, probably due to deviations from 
nominal distance between successive thermocouples, 25 mm. The mean 
value, 68.9 • 10 -6 (m 2- s-1), is in good agreement with the recommended 
value 70.0 • 10 -6 (m 2. s-1) for the actual temperature, 615~ [2]. 

For alloys that solidify in a certain temperature interval, it can be 
shown that the present method for determination of thermal diffusivity can 
be applied [17]. It is thereby necessary to determine the solidus temperature 
on the curve for temperature versus time. The velocity by which the solidus 
temperature propagates through the solid phase, is then, together with the 
temperature gradient in the solid at that temperature, the basis for evaluat- 
ing the thermal diffusivity at solidus. 

4.2.2. Rapidly Quenched Metals, Tin, Lead and Zinc 

Pond and Winter [16] made experiments by quenching liquid metals 
using several methods. The applied Mobley-Maringer method yields a 
undirectional solidification of a thin filament of the materials. From their 
data, the velocity of the solidification front through the filament, Ax/At,  
can be estimated approximately. With the referred data for quenching rate, 
AT~At, the thermal diffusivity can be evaluated. The results are quoted in 
Table I. For comparison, diffusivity values for metals of common structure 
are given at the mean temperatures. It is seen from the data that estimated 
values for thermal diffusivity are substantially smaller for quenched metals 
than for metals at common conditions. This was to be expected due to the 
glassy structure of the metals attained by quenching. The values are even 
smaller than for the liquid state, which was not to be expected. The reason 
may be that the difference quotients are here estimated separately and 
without the proper consistency. A more detailed analysis of the temperature 
field in the filaments during quenching is therefore a necessity. It might 
also be worthwhile to look for methods to measure the temperature at the 
surface of the filament in contact with the quenching wheel. The method 
seems, however, to be promising even for the extreme solidification process 
of rapid quenching of metals. 
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5. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The method for determination of thermal diffusivity as presented in 
this paper has been shown to be usable for materials at temperatures near 
the melting point. It adds to the spectrum of available methods a mr 
that involves a relatively simple experiment at temperature conditions 
where other methods face considerable problems. 

The method will also be useful for the determination of thermal 
diffusivity at other exo- or endothermic transition processes. The basic need 
for the method is to acquire data for the heat of transition and for the 
specific heat at the actual temperature. 
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