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ABSTRACT: Camptothecin (CPT) is a promising anticancer drug, yet its therapeutic potential has been limited by poor water
solubility and facile hydrolysis of the lactone form into an inactive carboxylate form at neutral pH. In this work, a fundamental
synthetic methodology was advanced to allow for the preparation of well-defined functional polyphosphoramidate (PPA)-based
block copolymers that coassembled with CPT into nanoparticles, which underwent coincident acid-triggered polymer backbone
degradation, nanoparticle disassembly, and CPT release. Encapsulation of CPT by the PPA polymer inhibited premature
hydrolysis of CPT at pH 7.4 and enabled accelerated CPT release at pH 5.0 (ca. 4× faster than at pH 7.4). Two degradable
oxazaphospholidine monomers, with one carrying an alkyne group, were synthesized to access well-defined block PPAs
(dispersity, Đ<1.2) via sequential organobase-catalyzed ring-opening polymerizations (ROP). The resulting amphiphilic block
copolymers (PEOMP-b-PBYOMP) were physically loaded with CPT to achieve well-dispersed nanotherapeutics, which allowed
the aqueous suspension of CPT at concentrations up to 3.2 mg/mL, significantly exceeding the aqueous solubility of the drug
(<2.0 μg/mL at 37 °C). Cytotoxicity studies revealed enhanced efficacy of the CPT-loaded nanoparticles over free CPT in cancer
cells and similar toxicity in normal cells.

Polymeric systems with the ability to respond to external
stimuli, including pH,1 light,2 temperature,2,3 redox,4

electric fields,5 etc., have great potential for biomedical
applications. By taking advantage of such systems, strategies
are being pursued to achieve triggered drug release
preferentially at pathological sites to lead to higher accumu-
lation of drug in the targeted disease sites and, thus, enhanced
efficacy and decreased side effects.6 For instance, the higher
concentration of glutathione in cancer cells has been extensively
exploited to achieve triggered release of therapeutics from
reduction-responsive carriers.7 Similarly, the lower pH of cancer
and inflammation microenvironments has led to numerous
elegant pH-responsive systems.7d,e,8

Camptothecin (CPT), a topoisomerase II inhibitor discov-
ered from the Chinese tree Camptotheca acuminate over half a

century ago, would benefit greatly from such systems, due to
the facile hydrolysis of its therapeutically active lactone form
into an inactive carboxylate form at physiological pH (Scheme
1a) and low aqueous solubility (<2.0 μg/mL at 37 °C).9 In the
past several decades, a variety of responsive polymeric systems
have been developed to improve the therapeutic efficacy of
CPT, among which two major strategies were applied: (1)
conjugation of CPT onto polymeric systems through acid/
reduction-labile linkages10 and (2) physical encapsulation of
CPT into an acid/reduction-responsive polymeric system.11

Generally, the first strategy requires more synthetic steps and
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has less versatility for adaption to other therapeutics;
nevertheless, it effectively inhibits the premature release and
hydrolysis of CPT. In contrast, the second strategy requires less
synthetic effort and is more versatile; however, the premature
release of CPT is often unavoidable. As such, highly responsive
systems are desired to facilitate cancer-cell-specific delivery of
therapeutically active CPT.
Introduction of acid-labile linkages along a polymer back-

bone is anticipated to lead to rapid acid-triggered degradation,
given that even slight degradation of the backbone would
markedly decrease molar mass.12 In an earlier study, we
demonstrated that the polyphosphoramidate (PPA) poly(4S-2-
ethoxy-4-methyl-1,3,2-oxazaphospholidine 2-oxide) (PEOMP,
1) was highly water-soluble (>800 mg dissolved in 1 mL of
water) and that it was able to undergo accelerated degradation
under acidic conditions, due to the presence of acid-labile
phosphoramidate linkages along the backbone (Scheme 1b).13

With an interest in expanding this PPA backbone chemistry to
hydrophobic polymer blocks and amphiphilic block copolymers
that also carry reactive functionalities, we developed a synthetic
route to a well-defined amphiphilic diblock copolymer,
PEOMP-b-PBYOMP, 2, with acid-labile linkages along the
backbone. This block copolymer was afforded via a novel
oxazaphospholidine monomer bearing a side-chain alkyne
functionality upon controlled one-pot sequential organobase-
catalyzed ring-opening polymerizations (ROPs) and required
no further chemical modification to exhibit amphiphilic
character (Scheme 1d). Coassembly of 2 with CPT in aqueous
solutions yielded nanotherapeutics, which were evaluated in
vitro and revealed enhanced efficacy over free CPT in cancer
cells and similar toxicity in normal cells.
The monomer, (4S)-2-(but-3-yn-1-yloxy)-4-methyl-1,3,2-ox-

azaphospholidine 2-oxide (BYOMP, 3), was synthesized by
annulation of but-3-yn-1-yl phosphorodichloridate (BYPC, 4)
with (S)-(+)-2-amino-1-propanol in the presence of triethyl-
amine (Scheme 1c). Addition of but-3-yn-1-ol to phosphorus-
(V) oxychloride yielded 4, which was initially purified by
vacuum distillation prior to use in monomer synthesis.
However, given that the reaction proceeded quantitively, as
evidenced by only the peak of 4 at 7.55 ppm being observed in
the 31P NMR spectrum, annulation reactions were then
conducted with crude 4. Notably, the use of crude 4 afforded
little reduction of the yield of 3 and substantially increased the
overall yield of the two reactions from 29% to 70%. The
annulation reaction was highly efficient, and purification was
accomplished simply by filtration through a silica gel plug to
remove the slight excess of triethylamine to give 3 as a highly
viscous colorless liquid. The purity of 3 was confirmed by mass

spectrometry. The 31P NMR spectrum of 3 showed resonances
at 25.62 and 24.85 ppm, similar to the 31P chemical shift values
reported for EOMP (25.97 and 25.20 ppm), 5,13 and other
cyclic phospholane amidate structures.14 The two distinct
resonances were attributed to diastereomers formed during the
annulation. The 1H and 13C NMR spectra of the monomer also
showed two sets of resonance frequencies corresponding to the
two diastereomers. Resonances in the 1H NMR spectrum were
able to be distinguished through homonuclear correlation
spectroscopy (COSY) (Figure S1), and the intensities of the 4-
methyl proton resonances at 1.23 and 1.29 ppm, respectively,
revealed the two diastereomers to be present at roughly equal
proportions in the mixture (45:55).
Conditions to allow for controlled ROP of 3 were then

investigated. Initially, the polymerization was conducted in the
presence of the organocatalyst 1,8-diazabicyclo[5.4.0]undec-7-
ene (DBU), which had previously provided excellent control of
the ROP of cyclic carbonate and cyclic phosphotriester
monomers.15 However, similarly as observed in the ROP of
5,13 DBU failed to yield appreciable conversion of 3 to polymer
in dichloromethane (DCM), even at relatively high catalyst
loadings (10 mol % relative to monomer). Thus, DBU was
replaced by the more active catalyst 1,5,7-triazabicyclo[4.4.0]-
dec-5-ene (TBD), which has successfully mediated the
controlled ROP of several cyclic phosphorus-containing
monomers.13,15c,16 Using a TBD loading of 2 mol % with
respect to monomer and 4-methylbenzyl alcohol as the
initiator, ROP of 3 in DCM was studied, monitoring monomer
conversion and the growth of polymer chains as a function of
time by NMR spectroscopy and N,N-dimethylformamide size
exclusion chromatography (DMF SEC). Monomer conversions
were obtained from 31P NMR spectra on aliquots taken from
the polymerization mixtures. Subsequently, number-average
molar masses (Mn) were calculated from the 1H NMR spectra
after isolation of the polymers by precipitation from dichloro-
methane into diethyl ether, by comparison of the intensities of
the 4-methyl protons originating from the initiator on the α-
chain end resonating at 2.34 ppm with the methylene protons
adjacent to the alkyne on the repeating units resonating at 2.58
ppm. Molar mass distribution (dispersity, Đ) was measured by
DMF SEC calibrated using polystyrene standards. At 0 °C, the
polymerization proceeded to 94% conversion within 5 min
(entries 1−3, Table 1). However, broadening of Đ (1.2−1.3)
was observed at conversions exceeding 75%, indicating the
occurrence of adverse backbiting or transesterification reac-
tions. Hence, the reaction temperature was decreased to −78
°C (entries 4−6, Table 1). At this reduced temperature, the
polymerization reached >90% conversion within 30 min, and a

Scheme 1. (a) Hydrolysis of CPT, (b) Polymerization of EOMP, 5, to Afford PEOMP, 1, with Acid-Triggered Backbone
Degradation, (c) Synthesis and Polymerization of BYOMP, 3, to Afford Alkyne-Functionalized Polyphosphoramidates,
PBYOMP, 6, and (d) One-Pot Sequential Polymerization of 5 and 3 to Afford the Amphiphilic Diblock Copolymer PEOMP-b-
PBYOMP, 2
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narrow Đ (1.1−1.2) was achieved at monomer conversions
from 15 to 98%, indicating successful restriction of the side
reactions.
The kinetics of polymerization were then studied in detail

under these optimized conditions at −78 °C in the presence of
2 mol % TBD with a monomer concentration of 2.0 M in
DCM and a monomer/initiator feed ratio ([M]0/[I]0) of 100.
The linearity of Mn vs monomer conversion (Figure S2a)
suggested that the numbers of growing macromolecules in the
reactions remained constant during the polymerizations. Plots
of ln([M]0/[M]) vs time (Figure S2b) exhibited first-order
kinetics, also suggesting the characteristics of a controlled
polymerization. Further analysis by matrix-assisted laser
desorption ionization time-of-flight mass spectrometry
(MALDI-tof MS) of 6 (DPn = 8 by 1H NMR spectroscopy,
Figure S3) revealed two populations, each with a spacing of 189
m/z, equal to that of the expected monomer repeat unit.
Structurally, these two sets of signals were assigned to
populations having the same end groups but distinct
ionizations. The main peak in the major population at m/z =
1673 corresponded to a potassium-charged polymer chain of
DPn = 8 that had been initiated by 4-methylbenzyl alcohol and
terminated by protonation, further confirming the controlled
nature of the polymerization. Meanwhile, the main peak in the
minor population at m/z = 1444 was in agreement with a
proton-charged polymer chain of DPn = 7 having 4-
methylbenzyl oxy and protonated α- and ω-end groups,
respectively.
By controlling the [M]0/[I]0 and the reaction time, a series

of 6 with different molar masses were synthesized (ca. 2 to 18
kg/mol, Table 1 and Figure S2a). Across this range of molar
masses, the polymers were soluble in common organic solvents
but did not display water solubility. 31P NMR spectra clearly
indicated two chemically distinct phosphorus environments,
resonating at 9.88 and 9.04 ppm, corresponding to the chiral
phosphorus atoms. 1H NMR and 13C NMR spectra further
confirmed the structure of 6. Polymer 6 was a pale-yellow
viscous liquid at room temperature and exhibited a glass
transition temperature (Tg) of −12 to −8 °C (DPn = 20−98).
Compared to the Tg of −35 °C reported for an analogous
polyphosphoester with alkyne side chains (DPn = 50),15c the Tg
of 6 was higher, which was attributed to the phosphoramidate
linkages along the polymer backbone. Yet, the Tg of 6 was
significantly lower than that of 1 (DPn = 20−93, Tg = 32−36

°C),13 likely due to the increased free volume provided by the
larger butynyl side chains.
Having demonstrated that both 5 and 3 could undergo

controlled ROPs under similar conditions to afford hydrophilic
1 and hydrophobic 6, respectively, we then designed a synthetic
route to produce amphiphilic diblock copolymers that would
serve as acid-labile hosts for CPT in water. Given the high
water solubility and hydrophilicity of 1, it was expected that
hydrophobic chain segments derived from 3 should be of
greater relative length, to provide sufficient hydrophobicity to
drive the assembly process and create a hydrophobic domain to
maintain packaging of the drug molecules. After testing
different block ratios, a 1:2 block ratio of PEOMP to PBYOMP
was determined to yield aqueous assembly. The amphiphilic
diblock copolymer 2 was obtained via one-pot sequential ROP
of 5 and 3, in which the sequence of the polymerization was the
key to success (Scheme 1d). Due to the dilution of the solution
mixture of the first block, the decreased concentration of the
second monomer would likely result in a slower polymerization
rate and lower polymerization conversion. The 2-fold amount
of 3 used compared to 5 at this block ratio was also able to
compensate for the dilution and be polymerized at the
concentration of 2.0 M. Therefore, 3 was selected as the
monomer for the second block, the higher activity of which
further benefited these polymerizations. In contrast, selection of
5 as the second monomer suffered from dilution effects and
resulted in lower than expected conversion (ca. 40%). Using an
initially prepared 1 as a macroinitiator maintained as a reaction
mixture at −78 °C, addition of 3 as a solution in DCM to afford
a concentration of 3 at 2.0 M resulted in chain extension as
observed by the peak in the SEC trace shifting toward shorter
elution time relative to 1 (Figure S4). The increased molar
mass as measured by SEC was consistent with the increased
degree of polymerization determined by 1H NMR spectrosco-
py. Although the molar mass distribution remained narrow
(Đ<1.2), indicative of a well-controlled polymerization, there
was consistently a minor high molecular weight shoulder with
several synthetic runs, which may be due to mixing
complications because of the high viscosity of the polymer-
ization mixture. To limit the breadth of the molar mass
distribution and the presence of high molar mass impurities, the
solution of monomer 3 was precooled to 0 °C and added as
quickly as possible. This one-pot sequential synthesis of well-
defined diblock PPAs provides several advantages over chain
extension from purified macroinitiators, with fewer steps,
shorter experimental time, and higher yields.
Aided by the hydrophilic PEOMP block, 2 dispersed readily

into aqueous solution, while the alkynyl side chain groups on
the hydrophobic PBYOMP block promoted assembly into
core−shell micelles. CPT-loaded PPA nanoparticles (CPT@
PPA) were prepared in a facile manner (Figure 1a), by
dissolution of the polymer and CPT in ethanol, followed by
removal of ethanol in vacuo and resuspension in nanopure
water with sonication. The CPT concentration and loading
capacity were optimized by tuning CPT and polymer
concentrations. CPT loading was determined using high-
performance liquid chromatography (HPLC), while the size
and morphology of the loaded nanostructures were charac-
terized by dynamic light scattering (DLS) and transmission
electron microscopy (TEM). Preliminary experiments showed
loading of CPT in the PPA nanoparticles of up to ca. 40 wt %,
while for optimized stability of the system and inhibition of
premature hydrolysis of CPT, a loading of 10 wt % was selected

Table 1. Polymerization of BYOMP Catalyzed by TBD
under Different Conditionsa

entry T (°C) [M]/[I] conv.b Mn, NMR
c (kDa) Đd time (min)

1 0 100 60% 11.2 1.08 2
2 0 100 77% 14.2 1.26 3
3 0 100 94% 17.8 1.32 5
4 −78 100 98% 18.6 1.15 40
5 −78 50 98% 9.2 1.12 30
6 −78 25 96% 4.4 1.16 20

aPolymerizations were conducted with 4-methylbenzyl alcohol as the
initiator and TBD as the catalyst in anhydrous dichloromethane at a
monomer concentration of 2.0 M. bConversions (conv.) were
obtained from 31P NMR spectra of aliquots taken from the
polymerization mixtures. cMn,NMR was determined by end-group
analysis by 1H NMR spectroscopy of the polymer. dĐ was measured
by DMF SEC calibrated using polystyrene standards.

ACS Macro Letters Letter

DOI: 10.1021/acsmacrolett.8b00377
ACS Macro Lett. 2018, 7, 783−788

785

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsmacrolett.8b00377/suppl_file/mz8b00377_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsmacrolett.8b00377/suppl_file/mz8b00377_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsmacrolett.8b00377/suppl_file/mz8b00377_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsmacrolett.8b00377/suppl_file/mz8b00377_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsmacrolett.8b00377/suppl_file/mz8b00377_si_001.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acsmacrolett.8b00377


for morphological and biological characterization. DLS showed
unimodal size distributions of the CPT@PPA nanocarriers,
with a number-average hydrodynamic diameter (Dh(number)) of
17 ± 5 nm (Figure 1b). TEM images of CPT@PPA showed
circular structures, with an average diameter (Dav) of 24 ± 4 nm
(counting >50 nanoparticles, Figure 1c) suggesting the
formation of micelles. The low Tg of PBYOMP (DPn = 20−
98, Tg = −12 to −8 °C) promoted flattening of the micellar
structures in the dry state on TEM grids, leading to larger dry
state diameters than those observed in solution.
The drug release profiles of CPT from CPT@PPA were

measured in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS, pH 7.4) and citric
acid−Na2HPO4 (pH 5.0) at 37 °C over 2.5 days. As depicted in
Figure 2a, at pH 7.4, sustained release of CPT was observed
over 2.5 days, while at pH 5.0, burst release of CPT was
observed, with 98% of CPT released within 8 h. These distinct
release profiles at different pH values are consistent with the
acid-triggered degradation of the PPA backbone.13

The in vitro cytotoxicities of drug-equivalent loading CPT@
PPA were investigated in three cancer and one noncancer cell
lines and compared to cell viabilities for free CPT as a positive
control with each cell line (Figure 2(b and c) and Table S1).
The polymer micelles of 2 were found to be nontoxic at all
concentrations tested (up to 175 μg/mL). In human
osteosarcoma cells (SJSA-1), CPT@PPA exhibited a lower
IC50 (2.2 μM) compared to free CPT (4.6 μM), potentially
indicating a protection against hydrolysis of CPT into the open,
inactive carboxylate form. In addition, similarly lower IC50
values were observed for CPT@PPA in comparison to free
CPT in human ovarian adenocarcinoma cells (OVCAR-3) and
mouse leukemic monocyte-macrophage cells (RAW 264.7). In
contrast, in mouse osteoblast precursor cells (MC3T3), IC50
values were not calculable up to the concentrations of CPT in
both the CPT@PPA and free CPT formulations that had led to
the cancer cell killing. Taken together, these studies
demonstrate the advantages of CPT@PPA as anticancer
agents, highlighting the potential for reduced side effects in
healthy cells without sacrificing efficacy in cancer cells.
In summary, polymeric nanotherapeutics that display acid-

triggered release were successfully obtained via the coassembly
of PPA-based diblock copolymers and CPT into degradable,

functional nanocarriers. An alkyne-functionalized oxazaphos-
pholidine monomer was synthesized and polymerized in a
controlled manner by its organobase-catalyzed ROP. One-pot
sequential ROP yielded well-defined amphiphilic diblock
polymers with acid-labile linkages along the backbone, good
biocompatibility, and functionality. The alkyne-functionalized
block provided both hydrophobicity to promote aqueous
solution assembly and versatile reactive groups that allow for
future manipulations, such as attachment of a dye and/or cross-
linking of the core. Well-dispersed CPT-loaded nanoparticles
with a Dh(number) of 17 ± 5 nm were achieved through
coassembly of the diblock copolymer with CPT, which
exhibited sustained release of CPT at pH 7.4 and burst release
at pH 5.0. Cytotoxicity assays demonstrated the biocompati-
bility of the polymer and enhanced efficacy of the CPT-loaded
nanoparticles toward cancer cells, with minimal toxicity toward
healthy cells. Future studies, including further modification of
the polymer via alkyne groups and preparation of PPA-based
nanoparticles loaded with different drugs, are underway.
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Figure 1. (a) Schematic representation of the formation of CPT@
PPA by physical encapsulation of CPT into PPA. (b) Number-,
intensity-, and volume-based hydrodynamic diameter distributions of
CPT@PPA in nanopure water measured by DLS. (c) TEM images of
CPT@PPA negatively stained by 1 wt % phosphotungstic acid
aqueous solution (10 μL), Dav = 24 ± 4 nm (counting >50
nanoparticles). The dark spots are artifacts from phosphotungstic acid.

Figure 2. (a) Release of CPT from CPT@PPA (10 wt %) at pH 5.0
and pH 7.4 studied by a dialysis method over 2.5 days at 37 °C in citric
acid−Na2HPO4 and PBS buffers, respectively, measured in triplicates.
Cytotoxicity of CPT, PPA micelles, and CPT@PPA in (b) SJSA-1 and
(c) MC3T3 cells. Cell viabilities are reported as an average of three
measurements.
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