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Setting time and after Setting ProPertieS of HigH CalCium fly aSH geoPolymerS  
witH different ConCentration of Sodium Hydroxide

setting time in geopolymers is known as the time taken for the transition phase of liquid to solid of the geopolymer system in 
which is represented in the initial setting and final setting. setting time is significant specifically for application in the construction 
field. this study intends to determine the setting time of high calcium fly ash geopolymers and the properties of the geopolymers 
after setting (1-day age). this includes the determination of heat evolved throughout geopolymerization using differential scan-
ning Calorimeter. after setting properties determination includes compressive strength and morphology analysis at 1-day age. high 
calcium fly ash was used as geopolymer precursor. Meanwhile, for mixing design, the alkali activator was a mixture of sodium 
silicate and sodium hydroxide (concentration varied from 6M-14M) with a ratio of 2.5 and a solid-to-liquid ratio of 2.5. from this 
study, it was found that high calcium fly ash geopolymer with 12M of naoh has a reasonable setting time which is suitable for 
on-site application as well as an optimal heat evolved (–212 J/g) which leads to the highest compressive strength at 1-day age and 
no formation of microcracks observed on the morphology. beyond 12M, too much heat evolved in the geopolymer system can 
cause micro-cracks formation thus lowering the compressive strength at 1-day age.

Keywords: high calcium fly ash geopolymers; setting time; heat evolved; early age properties; concentration of sodium  
hydroxide

1. introduction

inorganic polymeric materials with empirical formula of 
Mn{–(sio2)z–alo2}·wh2o where M is a cation (k+, na+, or 
Ca2+) and n is a degree of polycondensation is introduced as 
geopolymers by davidovits in 1970s. Geopolymers have been 
exposed in construction field as alternatives of ordinary Port-
land Cement, oPC due to its excellent properties as reported by 
previous studies including high compressive strength, good acid 
resistance and good fire resistance [1-10,12,13]. Geopolymers is 
also believed to help in reducing the emission of carbon dioxide 
(Co2) greenhouse gases. therefore geopolymers are commonly 
referred as ‘green’ material [8]. Geopolymers can be made by 
mixing any aluminosilicate materials and alkali activator and 
this process is called geopolymerization process. aluminosilicate 
materials that are commonly used as geopolymer precursors 
include fly ash, kaolin, and slag. Meanwhile, alkali activator 
usually has high alkalinity and consists of a combination of 

sodium hydroxide/potassium hydroxide (naoh/koh) with 
sodium/potassium silicate (na/ksi2o3). 

Geopolymerization is commonly described as having three 
essential steps; 1) dissolution of aluminosilicate precursor into 
monomers, 2) nucleation growth and polymerization and 3) poly-
condensation and reorientation of geopolymeric network [9]. to 
elucidate these reactions, a calorimetric technique has been used 
by monitoring the heat evolved throughout geopolymerization. 
this determination of heat evolved is known as a calorimetric 
method in which has been applied in measuring the heat of 
hydration in oPC by following astM C1702 [1]. Calorimetric 
method provides real-time information in terms of heat evolved 
during the process and have been widely reported by previous 
researchers in monitoring heat evolved [9,13]. therefore, the 
overall heat evolved obtained can be correlated to the increment 
in geopolymerization rate since the heat is monitored throughout 
the geopolymerization process. isothermal Conduction Calorim-
etry and differential scanning Calorimeter are commonly used 
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to monitor the heat evolution of a reaction in isothermal mode. 
according to previous studies, this method managed to prove that 
geopolymerization is an exothermic reaction as well as the forma-
tion of peaks of the reactions that occurred including dissolution 
peaks, gelation peaks, and polycondensation and reorganization 
peaks of geopolymerization [12]. however, excessive heat re-
leased during geopolymerization is harmful to the geopolymers 
produced as it leads to micro-cracks which occur due to uneven 
internal stress in the geopolymer system. therefore, an optimal 
heat evolved should be determined throughout geopolymeriza-
tion to ensure the geopolymers produced has excellent properties 
especially on strength properties. 

in this study, high calcium fly ash geopolymers were inves-
tigated in the duration of early age (1-day age) to determine the 
early properties including heat evolved, compressive strength, 
and morphology. high calcium fly ash geopolymers have been 
investigated for use as a repair material due to their reasonable 
setting time and hardening which can be applied in on-site ap-
plication such as repair materials and coating [13]. therefore, 
this study intends to provide further information on high calcium 
fly ash geopolymers in terms of the setting as well as early age 
properties (1-day age). in this work, the concentration of sodium 
hydroxide was chosen as a manipulative variable as it controls 
the hydroxide ions (oh–) which is significant specifically during 
the dissolution of aluminosilicate materials.

2. methodology

2.1. materials and mixing design

in this study, fly ash with high calcium content is used as 
aluminosilicate sources and according to the chemical com-
position obtained from x-Ray fluorescence, xRf, the fly ash 
used met the requirement of class C fly ash based on standard 
specification of american society for testing and Materials 
(astM) C618. the main chemical composition of the fly ash 
used includes silicon dioxides (sio2) = 30.80%, aluminium 
oxide (al2 o3) = 13.10%, Calcium oxide (Cao) = 22.30% 
and iron oxide (fe2o3) = 22.90%. as fly ash used is a waste 
product of thermal plant, this fly ash also consisted of other 
heavy metals including magnesium oxide (Mgo) = 4.00%, sul-
phur trioxide (so3) = 2.67%, potassium oxide (k2o) = 1.60%, 
titanium dioxide (tio2) = 0.89% and manganese oxide  
(Mno) = 0.21%.

a mixture of sodium hydroxide (naoh) and sodium silicate 
(na2sio3) was used as alkali activator in this study. naoh was 
required to be dissolved with distilled water to obtain desired 
concentration as it is in pellet form with 97% purity and must 
be prepared at least 24 hours’ prior usage. sodium silicate used 
was in form of solution with properties of Grade a53 with sio2 
= 29.43%, na2o = 14.26% and water = 56.31%. sodium hy-
droxide, naoh and sodium silicate, na2sio3 were used as alkali 
activator in this study. Combination of both naoh and na2sio3 
was fixed in ratio of 2.5 and this is known as alkali activator ratio 

or also called as ratio of naoh to na2sio3.the mix design used 
in this study was listed as in table 1. the same mix design was 
applied throughout the experiment.

table 1

Mixing design for setting time and heat evolved testing

molarity of Sodium 
Hydroxide, naoH (m)

Solid-to-liquid 
ratios (S/l ratio)

alkali activator 
ratio

6 2.5 2.5
8 2.5 2.5
10 2.5 2.5
12 2.5 2.5
14 2.5 2.5

3. testing procedure

3.1. Setting time and heat evolved testing using  
differential Scanning Calorimeter, dSC

a fresh high calcium fly ash geopolymers paste was pre-
pared with different concentration of sodium hydroxide (naoh) 
for setting time testing using vicat apparatus as followed from 
american society for testing and Materials (astM) C191. 
the same paste with minimal amount (less than 20 miligram 
in order to avoid excessive weight of geopolymer paste which 
will cause destruction to the dsC if sample is heavier than the 
specified weight) also being determined for its heat evolved 
throughout setting of the geopolymers using differential scan-
ning Calorimeter (dsC) at isothermal mode (30oC). the amount 
of heat evolved throughout geopolymerization was calculated 
using eq. (1) where dH/dt is the enthalpy change, or ∆H. t1 and t2 
are the time limits between the curve.
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3.2. after setting properties determination :  
density and compressive strength

Geopolymer paste with respective mix design as in table 1 
were moulded in a 50 mm×50 mm×50 mm molds and cured at 
an ambient temperature. density of 1-day age of the geopoly-
mers were measured using calculation of eq. (2). Compressive 
strength testing was carried out at 1-day age by following the 
standard test procedure, astM C109 using universal testing 
Machine (utM), shimadzu Japan, uh-1000 kni at the rate of 
load speed 0.6 n/mm2/s. surface morphology of the hardened 
geopolymer pastes at lowest, optimum and highest concentration 
of naoh were observed using scanning electron Microscope 
(seM) with magnification of 5000×.

 
Density, m

v
    (2)
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Where m is mass of the 50 mm cubic mass of the geopolymers 
(in gram) and v is volume of the 50 mm cubic geopolymers at 
1-day age.

4. results and discussions

4.1. Setting time of high calcium fly ash geopolymers

the setting time was recorded in term of its initial and final 
setting. the initial and final setting time of the geopolymers paste 
was recorded and presented as in figure 1.

fig. 1. setting time of high calcium fly ash geopolymers

according to figure 1, the setting time of geopolymer 
paste generally decreased with the increasing concentration of 
sodium hydroxide (naoh) used. the initial setting of class C 
fly ash geopolymers decreased from 6M (49.28 minutes) to 14M 
(20.26 minutes) which is associated with the contribution of 
hydroxide ions (oh–). oh– ions act as an initiator for geopolym-
erization as the oh– ions attack on the surface of fly ash particles 
with high alumina (al) and silica (si) species thus leads to the 
formation of monomers. it is believed that increment in degree 
of dissolution leads to more monomers formed thus reducing the 
time taken for polymerization to occur [14]. a similar observation 
was found with the final setting time of the geopolymers. final 
setting time of the geopolymers shown that class C fly ash ge-
opolymers required less than an hour to harden (except for 6M). 
6M took the longest setting time (70 minutes) for geopolymeriza-
tion as fewer oh– ions available for polymerization. Meanwhile, 
rapid hardening was observed at 14M (final setting:45 minutes) 
due to the high content of oh– ions available for polymerization. 
this fast setting of the geopolymers is advantageous for certain 
applications such as coatings application and this was supported 
by the previous finding of Cornelis et al. [15].

4.2. Heat evolved during setting of high calcium fly  
ash geopolymers

the heat evolved during the geopolymerization process of 
high calcium fly ash geopolymers was monitored throughout the 

setting and the enthalpy of heat obtained was calculated from 
the dsC curve obtained using eq. (1). increasing in molarities 
of naoh generally increases the amount of heat evolved from 
6M (–113.677 J/g), 8M (–140.310 J/g), 10M (–201.821 J/g), 
12M (–212.214 J/g) to 14M (–256.097 J/g). the lowest heat 
evolved was found at a concentration of 6M (–113.677 J/g) in 
which can be explained due to its insufficient hydroxide ions 
(oh– ions) for dissolution process in which was proven from its 
delayed setting time compared to other molarities [16]. increas-
ing in oh– ions increases the breakage of bonds for monomer 
formation therefore more heat was released as by-products of 
dissolution. this occurrence was confirmed by the highest heat 
evolved during geopolymerization at 14M (–256 J/g). excess 
heat was also produced from the nucleation and polymerization 
of the monomers produced. the heat also can be contributed by 
calcium (Ca) content in the geopolymer precursor. hydration of 
Ca might occur thus contributing to the heat evolution. during 
dissolution, along with the heat, water is released as a by-product 
as the hydrogen reacts with the oxygen from the alkali activa-
tor. it is believed that the water formed directly reacts with the 
excessive calcium content (Cao) in the geopolymer system, thus 
causing a certain amount of heat released [13]. in this study, 
heat evolution was found to be completed as beyond the setting 
of the geopolymers, no more observable heat was found as the 
dsC curve became stagnant. the heat evolved determination is 
believed to be beneficial specifically in determining the reaction 
kinetics of the geopolymerization process.

4.3. density of high calcium fly ash geopolymers

the density of high calcium fly ash with different con-
centration of naoh applied was presented as in figure 2. the 
densities were in the range of 2.00-2.241 g/cm3. the density 
of Class C fly ash geopolymers was generally increased with 
increasing molarities of sodium hydroxide (naoh) used. the 
highest density of geopolymers was observed when using 12M 
(2.241 g/cm3) meanwhile the lowest density was found at 6M 
(2.044 g/cm3). increasing concentration causing rapid dissolu-
tion thus led to an increase in geopolymers networks. this has 
caused an increase in compactness of the geopolymer system thus 
filling the voids in the geopolymer system. however, the density 
was slightly dropped at a concentration of 14M (2.224 g/cm3). 
it is believed that the geopolymerization occurred improperly. 
this can be inferred with the presence of its oh– ions contents. 
it is believed that too high oh– ions on the geopolymer system 
can cause a distraction to the geopolymeric network formation 
by hindering the polymerization process. 

the decrement in density at 14M also can be explained due 
to the microcracks observed from morphology analysis which 
can be inferred based on the high heat evolved obtained. high 
heat evolved indicates the rapid reaction of the geopolymeri-
zation process. however, excessive heat liberation can cause 
uneven internal stress of the geopolymer system thus leading 
to micro cracks. Microcracks are usually formed by the uneven 
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distribution of internal stresses/shrinkages due to internal heat 
liberation, resulting in low strength achieved. Meanwhile, unre-
acted fly ash particles were observed at the lowest concentration 
(6M) which can be inferred due to low oh– ions for the dissolu-
tion process to form monomers of geopolymers. the observation 
from morphology obtained explained the lowest density achieved 
by this concentration. in addition, the highest density at 12M 
found was in parallel with the compactness of the geopolymer 
matrix observed from the morphology. there were no observable 
microcracks found at concentration 12M, therefore, suggesting 
the high density obtained than the 14M.

4.4. Compressive strength of early age of high calcium  
fly ash geopolymers

Generally, the compressive strength throughout the aging 
days indicates the development of geopolymeric networks oc-
curring after the hardening of the geopolymers. the compressive 
strength of high calcium fly ash geopolymers was presented as 
in figure 3. from the figure, it can be seen that increasing the 
concentration of the naoh generally increases the strength of 
the geopolymers due to the increment in the geopolymerization 
rate. Compressive strength of 1-day age of high calcium fly ash 
geopolymers represented the initial strength of the geopolymers 
after setting as well as after heat evolution was completed. at this 

age, a small increment was observed from 6M to 12M as increas-
ing in molarities increased the geopolymerization rate, which was 
further confirmed by the heat evolved. the highest compressive 
strength obtained at this age was at 12M (17.66 MPa). it is be-
lieved that the compactness of the geopolymer system leads to the 
high compressive strength of the geopolymers [17-19]. however, 
a notable decrement (1.24 MPa) was observed at the compressive 
strength of high calcium fly ash geopolymers between 12M and 
14M. it is believed that the geopolymers system at 14M started 
to compact with too much oh– ions thus hindering the nuclea-
tion growth to occur with a minimal amount of fly ash articles 
available leading to a reduction in the compressive strength of 

fig. 2. density of high calcium fly ash geopolymers

fig. 3. Compressive strength at 1-day age
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the geopolymers at early ages. this was supported by azzahran 
et al. [20] suggesting that too high oh– ions on a geopolymer 
system can increase the geopolymerization growth rate but also 
can hinder the polymerization process. 

5. Conclusions

as a conclusion, the concentration of sodium hydroxide at 
12M was concluded as optimum concentration obtained in this 
study due to its reasonable setting time (initial setting: 31.12 min-
utes, final setting:50 minutes) which is suitable to be applied as 
repair materials application as well as for the on-site application. 
the heat evolved obtained (–212 J/g) was considered as optimal 
heat evolved produced due to the production of the geopolymers 
with the highest compressive strength (17.66 MPa) and highest 
density observed (2.241 g/cm3) with no micro cracks observed 
in morphology analysis. in addition, since the heat evolved dur-
ing setting is noted as by-product of geopolymerization process, 
therefore the heat evolved obtained can be directly correlated to 
the properties of the geopolymers after setting.
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