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ABSTRACT 

A study of the effect of hot pressing variables upon a chemical 

reaction within a two-phase system .was undertal~er•. 'l;he reaction bet·Heen 

alumina and sodium disilicate glass to form nephelite (Na20•Al203·2Si02) 

was investigated. This reaction was studied uoing X-ray diffraction, 

electron microprobe, and petro~raphic techniques. The nephelite was 

found to nucleate at the surface of the alumina and grow into the glass 

matrix. 
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I. INTHODUCTION 

In recent years considerable work has been directed tmmrd the 

properties of two-phase systems and the effect of the dispersed phases 

upon the mechanical properties of compos:i.~.:.es. Physical aspects, such 

as volume fraction, particle geometry, and thermal expansion have been 

~ 

studied in an effort to enhance the mechanical properties. Little work 

has been done, however, on improving these mechanical properties by 

chemical techniques such as interfacial bonding or chemical reactions. 

Several studfes have shown that some physical properties, such as 

compressive strength, can be enhanced by hot ;pressing during a chemical 

1-5 reaction. Chaklader and McKenzie6 showed about a six-fold increase 

in the compressive strength of a fireclay when hot pressed during the 

dehydroxylization reaction with 20·, 000 psi as compared to 5000 psi. 

Chemical reactions can oc.cur during the normal process of hot 

pressing and can, in fact, occur at lower temperatures as a result of the · 

applied pressure. Carruthers and ~Tieat7 found mullite formation at 

650°C in a china clay hot pre~sed.during the dehydroxylization reaction 

with 30,000 psi applied. 
(• 

In order to better under.stand hot pressing of composite systerr~s 

and to control properties of the resultant product, a detailed knowledge 

.of any reactions occurring during the process must be known. Alumina 

(Al203)-sodium disilicate (Na20·2Si0 2 ) glass was chosen as a system for 

investigation. In this system the phases react athigh temperatures to 
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Fulrath
8 

has investigated the internal stresses in a glass-ce:rrurdc 

composite using powdered alumina and sodium disilicate glass. At hot

pressing temperatures of 850°C and higher it was found that a second 

phase, nephelite, was formed. The nephelite formation was found to 

directly influence the internal stress and was proposed as a possible 

mechanism of stress transfer. 

Pask9 studied the sintering of alumina-sodium disilicate com

positions. The formation of bridges between the alumina particles which 

stiffened the structure was observed. This stiffening was attributed 

to the formation of nephelite on the surface of the alumina which helped 

to hold the alumina particles together. These bridges would collapse 

at the carnegieite-alumina eutectic temperature of 1475°C. It was 

postulated that hot pressing would break the bonds in these bridges and 

yield nearly theoretically dense bodies. 

Sodium disilicate crystals and their nucleation and growth from 

the glass were studied by Scott and Pask10 using a high temperature. 

microscope. · Only heterogeneous nucleation, nucleation on container walls. 

at high temperatures and surface nucleation at low temperatures, \oTas 

found. The high temperature nucleation occurred between 450°C and the 

melting point of crystalline sodium disilicate at 874°C. The maximum 

rate was found to occur at approximately 600°C.. When the glass was ex

posed to air at temperatures of·from 25 to 375°C and then heated to 

about 800°C, surface nucleation occurred, Both the alpha and beta forms 

of sodium disilicate were observed as crystallization products. Growth 

occurred between 600 and 870°C for both forms. The maximum growth rates 
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were observed at 800°C. 

II • EXPERIYJENTAL PROCZDU:RE 

A.· ·class 

The so6.iu1n .disilicate glass used in this investigation was made in 

the laboratory from silica flou.r and re~,?.gent. grade sodium carbonate. 
~ 

The materials were dry mixed and then melted and refined in platinum 

crucibles at 1300°C in an electric furnace. Automatic rotation of the 

crucible on an inclined plane was used to increase the fining action. 

The glass was cast and·then crushed and ciry ground to -325 mesh in an 

alumina-lined ball mill with alumina pebbles: The density of the glass 

was 2.57 gm/cc. 

B.· 'Alundna 

Commercial sapphire boules were used as the source of alumina. 

The boules were thermally shocked into coarse size fractions by heating 

to 1000°C ~~d then QUenching into cold water. The resuiting particles 

measured a few milliTD.eters in dia..'lleter. This procedure also eliminated 

any possibility of contamination of the alumina by iron from a crusher. 

Final reduction was performed by:. using an alumina-lined ball mill with 

alw'llina pebbles. ·The ground particles were separated into several size 

fractions and t'hen·introduced into a commercial d-e plasma jet in order 

to spheroidize the particles. The spherical alw'llina that was obtained 

was X-rayed and found to be alrnost entirely o.-Al 203. A slight trace 

.. 
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C. Hot Pressing 

The glass and alumina spheres were weighed into .the proper volume ,, 

fractions, thoroughly mixed with isopropyl alcohol, and dri!3d. The 

use of isopropyl alcohol instead of water· prevented the attack of both 

the glass and the alumina by water. The measured densities of 3.97 and 

2. 57 for the alumina and sodium disilicate. glass, respectively, were 

used in calculating the required.volume·fractions. 

The hot-pressing arrangement is shown in Fig. l. The mixed powders 

were ioaded into a tungsten carbide die body and graphite plungers were 

inserted. The extreme fluidity of the glass at the hot-pressing 

temperatures made a tungsten carbide die body necessary. After loading, 

the die body was positioned in the vacuum chamber. A Pt-Pt, 10% Rh 

thermocouple was inserted in the die body and the system was evacuated 

to less than a micron pressure. 

Resistance heating was used with a 115 mil molybdenum heating coil. 

Rates of cooling from the maximum temperature were controlled by the 
. . 

furnace's free cooling rate.• A linear differential transformer attached 

·to the bellows was used as a measure of the compaction of the sample in 

the die. Hot pressing of the composite samples was done at temperatures 

greater than 750°C in order to obtain the nephelite phase while pre-

. venting crystallization of either the alpha or beta sodium disilicate. 

Preliminary investigations showed that the nephelite first appeared at 

750°C ,.,hile under the minimum pressure used. 

The hot-pressed samples were sectioned and mounted in a clear 

casting resin. All samples were polished with a set of silicon carbide 
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KEY 

1. Vacuum cover 

2. Top yoke 

3. Load bearing column 

4. Radiation shield 

5. Mo heating coil 

6. Sight window 

7. Insulating spacers 

8. Plunger 

9. Bottom support plate 

10. Vacuum port 

il.' Hydraulic ram 

12. Air inlet 

13. tinear variable differential transformer 

14. Vacuum gauge 

15. Pressure inlet 

16. Micrometer head 

17. Bellows 

18. Graphite plunger 

19. Graphite plug 

20. Sample .. 
21. Tungsten carbide die body 

22. Thermocouple 
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papers (240, 400, and 60~ grit) and then finished on a series of 

diamont paste laps (6, 2, and 1/2 micron diamond). Carbon was vapor 

deposited on the finished srunples to provide a conductive surface 

suitable for electron microprobe analysis. 

D. Electron Micr2.12robe 

·A Materials Analysis Company electron probe ;,;as used for the 

simultaneous analysis of aluminum and silicon. The characteristic 

radiation emitted by the elements in the specimen was resolved by 

properly positioned potassium acid phthalate (KAP) crystals and the 

intensities were measured with propOrtional detectors. A motor-driven 

gear mechanism moved the sample in a step-w·ise fashion relative to the 

electron beam. Integrated counts· vlere taken at various intervals along 

the radius of an alumina sphere and into the glass sufficient to give 

a smooth curve of concentration as a function of distance. The beam 

· diameter was 111 and ~he depth of penetration was a maximum of 3)l. These 

values are smali compared with the ~70\l Al 20 3 particle size. In order 

to minimize the instability of the alkali glass as a result of the 

electron beam heating, short counting times (10 sec.), a low sample 

current (0.02)JA), a low voltage (15 KV), and a relatively heavy carbon 

.coating were used. 

All data obtained from the proportional counters were corrected for 

background, absorption, counter dead time and non-linearity, fluorescence, 

and atomic number. In this case the counter dead time, fluorescence., and 

ator,lic number corrections are ngl_igi ble and the background can be 

accounted for by a simple subtraction. The absorption) however, re~uires 
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more careful consideration. Corrections were m.acle for several corn-

positions rangi.ng from pure glass to· pure alumina for ·ooth aluminu.'n. anci. 

silicon radiation. Detailed procedure and mas.s absorption coeffic.ients 

..L. 'I •. • ... "ll vere ~..aKen from Sm~ ~..h. . The electron microprobe vras equipped to take 

photomicrographs of.the s&~ple and to take photographs of the X-ray 

image of every ele~ent as displayed on an oscilloscope. 

III.. RESULTS A.''W DISCUSSION 

A.· x..;.Ray 

Sample~ of 40 vI 
0 

alumina spheres and 60 vI 
0 

glass were pressed· at 

800°C and 2060 psi for various holding These samples were then 

X-rayed to determine the extent of n~phelite :form~tion. · A sample spinner 

was used in order to insure that the.X-ray be&~ covered a representative 

portion of the srunple face. Peak.areas for b~th alumina (28 = 25.5~, Cu K ) 
C4 

and nephelite (28 = 23.1° Cu K )'were used to est.imate nephelite con-
. . ' C4 

centration. Care was taken to avoid s&~ples that showed any crystal-

lization of either form of sodiu.~ disilicate. The peak area was then 

plotted as a function of. holding time as seen ·in Fig. 2. The curve rose 

sharply and leveled off at a maximumnephelite content indicating that 

the reaction of the alumina with the glass is rapid .. This reaction rate 

for the overall reaction, however, is :no indication of the rate con.-

trolling.step in the r~action. 

A second set of . samples was hot. pressed under the sa..~e conditions, 

except that a particle size of -400 :(Ilesh was used' rathe,r than -2.70+325 

mesh in the· previous. set·. Peak. .area rr.easurements ·were .z;-.ad.e in the sa.rii.e 

manner: The resulting curve had the s&~e shape as the previous one, but 
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in the -400 mesh samples about twice as much nephelite was formed at 

. each corresponding. holdi.ng time, indicating that. surface area plays an 

·important part in the alumina-glass reaction. 

B. · Photomicrograph 

The formation of nephelite can be seen when the composite is viewed 

with transmitted light. A 40 v/ almnina srunple was cut and a thin 
0 . 

section was made. When viewed under transmitted light, ·laths and feathers 

of nephelite were seen in the vicinity of the alumina spheres. Ano.ther 

portion of the same sample was powdered. A refractive index of between 

1. 52 and 1. 55 for discreet particles of nepheJ:ite was measured using 

calibrated immersion oils. The particles showed the pleochroism that is 

characteristic of nephelite, changing from yellow to green under crossed 

Nicols. A representative photomicrograph showing the nephelite particles 

can be seen in Fig. 3. The nephelite grows radially from the sphere 

into the glass. 

Microprobe data showed the alumina concentrations in the matrix 

wt for this sample to vary from 12.0 to 19.5 I Al203. The Al and Si 
. 0 

profiles for one of these samples can be seen in Fig. 4. With this 

level of Al203 in the glass matrix the primary phase upon crystallization 

. 12 13 at the temperatures used in this work would be nephel~te. • This can 

be seen in Figs. 5'and 6. There was no indication of any step ln the 

curve at the alumina-glass surface, implying.that the nephelite is not 

formed as a shell around the almnina spheres. The alwnina spheres 

serve as nucleation sites for the nephelite crystallization and the 

crystals grow into the glass phase. Occasional nephelite crystals will 
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ZN-5572 

Fig. 3. Photomicrograph of thin section of 40v/o spheres composite 

(80C°C and 2000 psi). 
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be seen isolated in the matrix, but these are.believed to be a result 

of the sectioning process. 

C.· Electron Microprobe 

Samples made with 10 v/ alumina spheres.were X-rayed to attempt to 
0 

verify the formation of the nephelite phase. None of these samples 

·showed any trace of the main nephelite peals:. Samples pressed under the 

same conditions, but with 40 v/ alumina spheres, did show a marked 
0 

nephelite peak. Photographs of the X-ray image generated by aluminum 

as displayed on the oscilloscope were taken of both 10 v/ and 40 v;. 
0 0 

samples pressed at 850°C and 2000 psi for 10 minutes. These are shovm 

in Figs. 7 and 8. The aluminum content in the matrix increases with an 

increase in the volume fraction of alumina in the composite due to the 

increased surface area. 

Composites of 10 v/ alumina spheres formed at from zero to 3000 psi, 
0 

applied pressure between 775°C and 900°C, and from holding times of 10 

minutes to 4 hours were probed. Probing was done from the center of a 

sphere outvrard into the glass and silicon and alun1inum concentrations 

were measured at selected points. The values obtained for aluminum 

concent:i:·ations were corrected, converted to Al 20 3 concentrations, and 

plotted as·a function of distance from the center of the sphere. The 

concentration values formed smooth profiles in every case, indicating 

again.the lack of nephe;Lite formation under these conditions. 

Since· all other parameters--pressure, temperature, particle size, 

and holding time.,--were the same for both the 40 v/ and the 10 v/ 
0 0 

samples, the factor responsible for the presence of the nephelite must 
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ZN-5573 

Oscilloscope photograph of 10 vjo spheres composite (.Al 

radiation ~350X, 850°C, 2000 psi, 10 min.). 

ZN-5574 

Oscilloscope photograph of 40 vjo spheres composite (Al 

radiation ~350X, 850°C, 2000 psi, 10 min.). 
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be the level of alumina: in the glass matrix. Thus the reaction between 

.. the alumina and the glass is dependent upon the migration of alumina 

into the glass. Once a certain alumina level is reached, the reaction 

can proceed and the nephelite is.formed in the glass and not as a shell 

"· around the alumina sphere. 

IV .. SUMMARY 

Chemical reactions can occur in a two-phase composite during normal 

hot-pressing processes. The reaction between alumina and sodium disilicat 

glas.s to form nephelite was found to occur at hot-pressing temperatures 

of 750°C and higher. The nephelite was found to nucleate at the surface 

·of the alumina sphere and grow into the glass phase. 

L. 
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