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Abstract

Numerical simulations based on a conjugate heat transfer solver have been carried out to analyze
various gas quenching configurations involving a helical gear streamed by an air flow at atmos-
pheric pressure in a gas quenching chamber. In order to optimize the heat transfer coefficient dis-
tribution at key positions on the specimen, configurations involving layers of gears and flow ducts
comprising single to multiple gears have been simulated and compared to standard batch confi-
gurations in gas quenching. Measurements have been performed covering the local heat transfer
for single gears and batch of gears. The homogeneity of the heat transfer coefficient is improved
when setting up a minimal distance between the gears (batch density) and when introducing flow
ducts increasing the blocking grade around the gears. An offset between layers of the batch as well
as flow channels around the gears plays a significant role in increasing the intensity and the ho-
mogeneity of the heat transfer in gas quenching process.
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1. Introduction

In the automotive industry, in order to achieve a sufficient hardness distribution (corresponding to a martensitic
microstructure) or shape quality [1], specific heat treatment processes are applied in the manufacturing process
of parts. Gas quenching has been developed over the past years as an environmentally and economically friendly
solution to replace conventional liquid or salt-based quenching [2]. Whereas conventional oil-based quenching
provides heat transfer coefficients ranging from 1000 to 5000 W/(m?-K) [3], the polluting effect of oil requires a
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specific safety level and cleaning the specimen after treatment [4]. Fluid-based quenching has the major incon-
venience of facing changes in its liquid phase-state and heat transfer; from film boiling to bubble boiling and fi-
nally pure convection [5]. Gas quenching defined in [6]-[8] aims at reducing the distortion potential caused by
the high variations in the heat transfer intensity due to the liquid evaporation occurring during conventional lig-
uid-based quenching.

In comparison to quenching techniques using liquids, the impact of the gas flow on the heat transfer between
the quenching gas and the element to be quenched is of major importance [9]. This influence can be scaled ac-
cording to the dimension of the system: at the micro scale, the solid workpiece is streamed by a complex gas
flow depending on the structure of the batch (meso scale) comprising many layers of workpieces as well as
racks creating a pressure drop to the incoming flow. The use of flow control elements at meso scale has been
discussed in [10] for application to shaft-shaped specimen. At the macro scale of the quenching chamber, partic-
ular flow patterns arise, depending on the technical aggregates (heat exchangers, recirculation of the gas) and the
geometry of the chamber (dead flow zones, chamber inlet/outlet).

Heat transfer in industrial gas quenching is described by the heat transfer coefficient h, independent of the
quenching medium temperature and the specimen temperature and material properties. In industrial gas quench-
ing, the heat transfer coefficient has been derived as [11]:
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where ¢, is a factor related to the quenching chamber geometry.

1.1. Measurement in Industrial Gas Quenching

The heat transfer in gas quenching is analyzed using a local and an integral method to determine the heat trans-
fer coefficient on helical gear specimen. The local determination of the heat transfer coefficient is done through
measurement of the local heat flux on the specimen surface using a 5 x 5 mm Captec sensor with integrated
thermocouple to monitor the specimen surface temperature [12]. The integral determination of the heat transfer
is performed assuming the lumped capacitance approach described below for the gear to be investigated. The
lumped capacitance assumption requires a Biot-number
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where | is taken as the streamwise length of the gear [13].

Quenching conditions involving small heat transfer coefficients for material of high heat conductivity (copper,
aluminum) lead the effect of internal conduction to overcome the effect on the external heat transfer by convec-
tion so that the temperature distribution is considered uniform at any time in the solid. Thus the integration of
the heat equilibrium equation,
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can be reduced to a time-depending integration.

In that case, the temperature can be monitored at any point within the specimen and the integral or mean heat
transfer coefficient may be calculated. Three specimen helical gears of thicknesses 20, 25 and 30 mm made of
EN-AW6082 to minimize the Biot-number have been investigated during the quenching process.

The gas velocity in gas quenching process is measured using a pressure-based 7-hole, pitot probe whose
orientation and calibration allow the measurement of the 3 velocity components in a 72° cone in relation to the
incoming flow [14].

1.2. Simulation in Industrial Gas Quenching

The simulation of the heat transfer process in gas quenching requires accurate modelling of the quenching envi-
ronment (flow velocity, turbulence and chamber geometry), at the macro and meso scales. The accurate model-
ling of the micro scale, that is, the helical gear itself, ensures a valid computation of the heat transfer coefficient
on its surface. The simulation library Open FOAM 2.0.1 provides an existing steady-state, coupled heat transfer
simulation solver. The computation of the gas flow is based on Reynolds-averaged Navier-Stokes (RANS) equ-
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ations using the SIMPLE-algorithm (Semi-IMplicit Pressure-Linked Equations) and the energy equation for the
fluid. It provides the temperature field around the solid specimen that is used to solve the heat conduction pro-
cess for the selected regions to be quenched.

Heat transfer problems simulations at large scale are ([15] [16]) a challenging task when defining the grid ac-
curacy around the specimen in relation to a relevant turbulent model. [17] provided an improvement of the k-w
SST turbulence model using near-wall functions increasing the independency of the turbulence model to the first
near-wall grid point distance y+. In addition to combining the k- turbulence model for y+ < 200 with the
free-stream k-¢ model for y+ > 200, near-wall functions provide a blending of the viscous and log formulations
of the flow depending on the first near-wall grid point. For applications in industrial heat transfer process, this
near-wall treatment has demonstrated its effectiveness for grid structures at 100 > y+ > 0.2 [18] [19].

While the gas quenching chamber geometry is directly meshed within Open FOAM, flow ducts and the heli-
cal gears are implemented as. stl geometries in the mesh with finer resolution, so that the average grid cell num-
ber remains below 30 million cells. Inlet boundary conditions are fitted to the complex flow from the heat ex-
changer as velocity and turbulence components that are extrapolated from measurements in order to accurately
model real gas quenching conditions. Figure 1 illustrates simulation results from steady-state coupled heat trans-
fer with respect to measurements at 3 different positions (front side, tooth and rear side) on the helical gear using
the heat flux sensors. A grid independency test has been carried out to validate the choice of the turbulence
model. The various grid refinement levels are indicated in Figure 1 (right) from finer (green) to coarser (red)
meshes. As y+ values from the viscous to the log-layer are used, the heat transfer coefficient remains almost
constant with similar values as in the measurements. Local variations of the heat transfer coefficient are ob-
served in areas undergoing a strong pressure gradient (recirculating flow after impinging onto the top of the
gear).

2. Investigation
2.1. Flow Characteristics in Top-to-Bottom Flow Quenching Chambers

Top-to-bottom flow quenching chambers are found in industry for quenching process of gears [21]. These con-
figurations ensure a homogeneous distribution of the main flow on the first layer of the batch, impinging directly
onto the top side of the gears. The application of top-to-bottom gas quenching is done for single parts [22], 2-
dimensional [21] layers of parts and conventional 3-dimensional [7] batches. The structure of a typical top-to-
bottom quenching chamber is presented in Figure 2, with the investigated quenching chamber displayed on the
left and a simplified sectional view of a top-to-bottom quenching chamber on the right.

Flow distribution characteristics in the gas quenching chamber are evaluated using the pressure probe. The
probe tip is pointed towards the main flow direction (along the z-axis). The probe is mounted on a positioning
system scanning the investigated planes (1 - 3) shown in Figure 3. In an empty quenching chamber (without
load), the flow characteristics have been evaluated using air flow at atmospheric pressure. Three planes are
measured, Plane 1 (Figure 3) corresponds to the inlet flow condition, Plane 2 is the place above the batch and
Plane 3 is the flow condition when reaching the outlet.

The comparison of the velocity distributions is presented in Figure 4, for planes 1 to 3 respectively from the
top (inlet/heat exchanger) to the bottom (outlet) of the chamber. While the gas velocity distribution on Plane 1
obtains locally inhomogeneous distribution, presenting horizontal patterns where the velocity magnitude varies
from high to low values (attributed to the heat exchanger located above this plan), the homogeneity of the dis-
tribution increases as the gas flows downwards. On Plane 3 (outlet), higher velocities are found in the front and
the rear area of the chamber, where respectively the quenching chamber and furnace doors are located. These
characteristics of top-to-bottom quenching chambers are due to the void or dead zones that are located besides
the plane.

Numerical simulations have been performed based on the gas velocity distribution on Plane 1 as boundary
conditions. The main velocity component (along the z-axis), the coefficient of variation, defined as VarCo =
Sig/X and the turbulent kinetic energy have been detected and compared to simulation results for the empty flow
chamber. A simulation involving a two-layer batch of helical gears has been related to the simulation/measure-
ment in the empty chamber. The results are shown in Figure 5. The blue lines in all three diagrams display the
empty chamber and the red lines the chamber with a batch. Empty markers indicate measurement and simulation
in the empty chamber while half-full ones indicate simulations in batch-mode. Considering the streamwise ve-
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Figure 1. Flow around a helical gear; velocity magnitude and heat transfer coefficient distribution on the
surface from simulation (left) and heat transfer coefficient distribution over the tooth length from simula-

tion and measurement (right).
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Figure 2. Investigated quenching chamber (left) and a sectional view of a top-to-bottom flow-type
quenching chamber (right) [20].
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Figure 3. Position of the planes in the empty quenching chamber (left) compared to a batch located in
the quenching chamber (right).

locity measured in the center area of the chamber, simulation and measurement in the empty chamber show an
increase in the mean value as the gas flows to the bottom, while the velocity decreases when the chamber con-
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Figure 4. From left to right: velocity magnitude distribution in sections of the quenching chamber from
top to bottom; measured.
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Figure 5. Results of the z-velocity, coefficient of variation and turbulent Kinetic energy at various planes
(1 to 3, top to bottom); measured and simulated.

tains a batch. Supposing the mass flow rate to be constant through the chamber, this decreasing value is due to
the diversion of the flow on top of the batch, thus transmitting the flow momentum in the transverse directions.
The increasing value in the center as no flow resistance is encountered is also described in [23].

The increase in streamwise velocity for both empty cases in an empty chamber is due to the increase in flow
uniformity shown in Figure 4, as the influence of the transverse velocity components reduces from the heat ex-
changer to the chamber outlet. This trend is also seen within the coefficient of variation (VarCo), increasing in
the simulated case with batch. The complex batch structure is influencing the flow by increasing the velocity
fluctuations while the uniformization of the flow seen in the empty chamber is characterized by a decreasing
coefficient of variation. The turbulent kinetic energy (tkE) demonstrates an almost constant behavior, though the
flow is becoming more homogeneous. Considering the chamber with batch, the turbulent kinetic energy is al-
most constant above the batch and strongly decreases through the batch itself, as the large turbulent eddies size
decreases through the batch complex structure.

2.2. Influence of Flow Ducts on the Heat Transfer

Simulations have been performed for a single helical gear in various flow configurations involving flow ducts
around the specimen. The influence of the flow duct dimension on the local heat transfer at 4 key positions of
the helical gear is investigated. The top surface (disc front) and the bottom surface of the gear (disc gear) as well
as the streamed surface (tooth front) and the reverse side of the tooth (tooth rear) are investigated as the intensity
and the uniformity of the heat transfer coefficient distribution over those surfaces play a major role on achieved
quality of the workpiece in the heat treatment process. Figure 6 presents the results of the simulation involving
configurations of flow ducts as: 1) without flow duct; 2) with a 160 mm-diameter cylindrical flow duct, then
varying the diameter to 3) 140 mm and 4) 130 mm.

The velocity distribution around the flow duct and the gear is displayed around the gear. Such a recirculation
area (Figure 1) behind the helical gear without flow duct is also observed in [15]. Introducing a flow duct and
reducing its diameter decreases the size and the intensity of the recirculation zone (Figure 6). The velocity is in-
creasing and more uniformly distributed in the tooth area. In Figure 7, the effect of flow uniformization and in-
tensification correlates positively with an improved heat transfer.
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The heat transfer on the specimen surface is evaluated in Figure 7 by the mean heat transfer coefficient left
and the coefficient of variation right. The introduction of flow ducts intensifies the heat transfer except for the
rear surface of the gear, with the smallest cylinder diameter obtaining the best improvement. The homogeneity
of the heat transfer distribution (low coefficient of variation) is found best for the 130 mm-diameter cylinder. In
the flow ducts investigation at batch level, the 140 mm-diameter cylinder was used as compromise between high
and homogeneous heat transfer coefficient distribution for the investigated regions of the gear.

2.3. Batch Density

Considering a single layer of helical gears in gas quenching, the packing density of the batch has been evaluated,
aiming at obtaining a homogeneous local heat transfer coefficient distribution at all gear wheels. At a high batch
density, the distance between a gear and its neighboring specimen is low, as represented in Figure 8, so that the
local flow-interaction between gears is high, leading to stronger variations of the heat transfer coefficient from
one tooth to another as the density increases. On the other hand, a too large distance between gears thus reducing
the batch density is energy inefficient.

Therefore, the influence of the distance between gears is investigated for the two sides of the critical gear tooth
situated closest to a neighboring gear (Figure 8). The gear side exposed to the flow is represented in red while
the rear side is in blue. For gear distances ranging from 0 (gears in contact) to 20 mm, the heat transfer coeffi-
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Figure 6. Velocity magnitude distribution around a helical gear with flow-duct configurations of reducing
diameters; simulated.
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Figure 8. Local heat transfer coefficients along the front (left) and rear (right) side of a helical gear tooth for various
batch densities (distance between gears in mm); simulated.

cients are plotted in Figure 8 (right) from top to bottom. At the two gear sides (front and rear), a good homo-
geneity and high quenching intensity are found for small distances (0 and 2 mm), while at increased distances,
larger heat transfer coefficients at the top and eventually bottom part of the tooth are formed.

The flow is producing intense recirculations at higher distances, thus creating intensive heat exchange at the
top, low heat exchange into the eddy in the middle of the tooth and eventually reattaching at the bottom, thus
re-intensifying the heat transfer. The influence of the gear distance in the batch is displayed in Figure 9 (left)
with the averaged heat transfer coefficient and corresponding standard deviations. The influence of the distance
between the gears is large in the tooth area while the top and bottom sides of the gear are undergoing a less se-
vere variation of the heat transfer intensity. As also confirmed by simulation in Figure 9 (right), a minimal gear
distance between 5 and 10 mm is requested in order to ensure the most homogeneous quenching in all regions of
the helical gear.

2.4. Flow Ducts Integration in Batch Configurations

Three configurations of batches involving staggered helical gears have been investigated using flow and heat
transfer simulation as seen in Figure 10 (left). Confining flow ducts around helical gears may improve the
quenching homogeneity in key regions of the workpiece such as the teeth. A 200 mm-height cylinder as shown
in Figure 6 was investigated comprising 3 helical gears per cylinder unit. As seen in Figure 10, the integral heat
transfer coefficient severely drops from the first layer to the second and third layer due to the blocking caused by
the first layer in the confinement. In comparison to 200 mm-height, the 30 mm-height confinement allows a par-
tial regeneration of the impacting flow from layer to layer. The highest heat transfer coefficients are found on
the first layer with a progressive decrease to the lower layers.

An offset between parts is used (transverse in one direction) on the second layer for the third configuration of
the batch in Figure 10 (bottom) utilizing the dynamic of the main flow between gears in subsequent layers.
Combined with the 30 mm-height confinement, this configuration demonstrates the best results in terms of in-
tensity and homogeneity of quenching. When considering the local quenching of the front side of a tooth from
the first layer in Figure 11, the best compromise between high quenching intensity and high local homogeneity
is achieved for quenching configurations with 30 mm-height cylindrical confinement.

The influence of confinement on the specimen heat transfer in gas quenching involving 2 to 3 layers in a batch
with second-layer offset is summarized in Figure 12. The 30 mm-height flow ducts provides best results for the
three layers in terms of quenching homogeneity and intensity. The third layer demonstrates good homogeneity but
fails to reach the same level of quenching intensity when introducing a 1-directional offset at the second layer.

3. Conclusion

Measurements and simulations for evaluation of quenching heat transfer in batch configurations in industrial gas
quenching of helical gears have been reported. A combination of adapted flow confinements with a layer dispo-
sition involving an offset of the second layer is improving quenching homogeneity and intensity of the quench-
ing for the whole batch. The introduction of confinements improves the local homogeneity of the heat transfer
coefficient in the tooth region of the helical gear specimen.
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