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ABSTRACT: Stereolithography has become increasingly popular
in scaffold fabrication due to automation and well-controlled
geometry complexity, and consequently, there is a great need
for new suitable biodegradable photocrosslinkable polymers.
In this study, a new type of photocrosslinkable poly(ester
amide) was synthesized based on e-caprolactone and L-alaninederived depsipeptide and was applied to fabrication of threedimensional (3D) scaffolds by stereolithography. 1H nuclear
magnetic resonance and Fourier transform infra-red analysis
confirmed the formation of new bonds during the polymer
synthesis. Incorporation of depsipeptide increased the glass
transition temperature and hydrophilicity of the polymer and
accelerated hydrolytic degradation compared with the poly(e-

caprolactone) homopolymer. The compressive strength of the
3D scaffolds increased with the increasing depsipeptide content. This work demonstrated that incorporation of depsipeptide into photocrosslinkable polyesters resulted in excellent
cytocompatibility and tunable degradation rates and mechanical properties and thus expanded the repertoire of biomaterials
suitable for 3D photofabrication of high-resolution tissue engiC 2014 Wiley Periodicals, Inc. J. Polym. Sci.,
neering scaffolds. V
Part A: Polym. Chem. 2014, 52, 3307–3315

INTRODUCTION Biodegradable photocrosslinkable polymers
are an important group of biomaterials that can be processed
with high resolution into three-dimensional (3D) tissue engineering scaffolds. The most widely used photocrosslinkingbased additive manufacturing technology is stereolithography
that allows for the preparation of highly porous scaffolds by
following a computer-aided design file in a spatially and temporally controllable manner.1 The mild reaction conditions
and use of visible light make photocrosslinking feasible for
scaffold fabrication even in the presence of living cells.2 The
constantly increasing use of photofabrication methods for preparing tissue engineering scaffolds is leading to a greater
demand for biocompatible photocrosslinkable polymers. To
date, a limited variety of biodegradable photocrosslinkable
polymers has been synthesized, including polyanhydrides3
and various polyesters based on polylactides,4–6 poly(e-caprolactone) (PCL),7–9 poly(trimethylene carbonate),10 and poly
(propylene fumarate).11

Although photocrosslinkable aliphatic polyesters have tunable mechanical properties and they are sensitive to hydrolytic degradation, the lack of biological functionality limits
their use in biomedical applications. In addition, acidic degradation products of polyesters may cause irritating side
effects at high concentrations.12 To overcome these limitations, the copolymerization of esters with ampholytic
a-amino acids may provide a feasible approach for tailoring
polymer properties. Amino acids are attractive building
blocks due to their abundant availability and a large diversity of functional groups in their side chains.13 Amino acids
as degradation products are expected to be non-toxic and
readily metabolized.14

crosslinking; photopolymerization; poly(ester
amide); ring-opening polymerization; stereolithography

KEYWORDS:

Poly(ester amide)s combine the biological functionality of
amino acids with the easily hydrolyzable groups of polyesters that ensure the polymer biodegradability.15 Polydepsipeptides (PDPs), which are copolymers of a-hydroxy acids
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medicals), chloroacetyl chloride (Fluka), tin(II) 2ethylhexanoate (Sn(Oct)2), trimethylolpropane, methacrylic
anhydride, and triethylamine (Sigma-Aldrich) were used as
received. DL-camphorquinone (CQ, Acros Organics) and
ethyl-4-dimethylaminobenzoate (EDMAB, TCI) were used as
received. LucirinV TPO-L and OrasolV Orange G were
obtained from BASF. Phosphate buffered saline (PBS) was
obtained from Life Technologies. Mouse pluripotent mesenchymal cells C3H10T1/2, Clone 826 were obtained from
ATCC (ATCCV CCL-226TM), and immortalized humanumbilical-vein endothelial cells (HUVECs) were a generous
gift from the late Dr. J. Folkman, Children’s Hospital, Boston.
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM), fetal bovine
serum
(FBS),
antibiotic
solution,
and
trypsinethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA) solution were purchased from Invitrogen Co. EBMTM endothelial basal medium
containing a EGMTM Single QuotsTM kit was purchased from
Lonza Inc. 3-(4,5-Dimethyl-2-thiazolyl)-2,5-diphenyl-2H-tetrazolium bromide (MTT), p-nitrophenyl phosphate liquid substrate system, and TritonTM X-100 were purchased from
Sigma-Aldrich, and Pico GreenV dsDNA assay kit was
obtained from Invitrogen Co.
R

R

R

SCHEME 1 (A) The synthesis of the cyclic MMD monomer and
(B) the ROP of the cyclic monomers followed by the methacrylation of the star-shaped hydroxyl-ended oligomers.

and a-amino acids, are an important class of the poly(ester
amide)s.16 PDPs can be synthesized via ring-opening polymerization (ROP) of morpholine-2,5-dione (MD) monomers,
which are six-membered rings composed of a single a-amino
acid and a single a-hydroxy acid residue.17 The use of cyclic
MD monomers allows for easy copolymerization with other
cyclic monomers such as lactides and e-caprolactone
(CL).18–21 Previously, triblock copolymers of leucine-derived
PDP with poly(L-lactide) (PLLA) and poly(ethylene glycol)
(PEG) have been studied for use as antiadhesive membranes,22 and multiblock copolymers of various PDPs and
PCL have shown stimuli-responsive behavior.23 Triblock
copolymers of alanine-derived PDP with PLLA and PEG have
been used as micellar drug delivery systems.24 However, all
of these polymers have been thermoplastic, and only a very
small effort has been put toward developing photocrosslinkable copolymers of PDPs. Previously, only photocrosslinkable
copolymers of serine-derived depsipeptides have been synthesized by acrylating the hydroxyl groups of the serine side
chains along the copolymers of depsipeptide and
polyesters.25
In our study, we established a new synthesis scheme to create a photocrosslinkable poly(ester amide) platform based
on CL and L-alanine as a model amino acid. By using an
amino acid-derived depsipeptide as a comonomer, we
intended to tailor the characteristics of the existing photocrosslinkable polyesters and thus expand their use in biomedical applications. In this study, the chemical, thermal,
and degradation properties of the new materials were characterized, and their in vitro cytocompatibility was evaluated.
The resulting photocrosslinkable copolymers were used to
fabricate mathematically designed tissue engineering scaffolds by stereolithography, and the mechanical properties of
the scaffolds were characterized.

EXPERIMENTAL

Materials
The CL monomer (Solvay Chemicals) was distilled under
reduced pressure before polymerization. L-alanine (ICN Bio-
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Synthesis of a 3-Methyl-morpholine-2,5-dione (MMD)
Monomer [Scheme 1(A)]
Cyclic MMD monomers were synthesized in a two-step reaction, starting with the reaction of an a-amino acid with
chloroacetyl chloride followed by cyclization of the resulting
intermediate chloroacetyl amino acid.24,27 First, L-alanine
(17.5 g, 0.20 mol) was dissolved in diethyl ether/water (1:1
v/v) mixture (75 mL) in a salt/ice bath (25  C), and the
solution was mixed with aqueous 4 M NaOH solution
(50 mL). Chloroacetyl chloride (25 g, 0.22 mol) was dissolved in diethyl ether (25 mL) and added dropwise to the
amino acid solution simultaneously with aqueous 4 M NaOH
solution (75 mL) over a 20-minute period under vigorous
stirring. The pH of the mixture was held at 11 during the
reaction. After the addition was complete, the aqueous layer
was acidified to pH 1 with aqueous 4 M HCl and extracted
three times with ethyl acetate. The combined organic layers
were washed three times with saturated NaCl solution, dried
with MgSO4, and concentrated under vacuum. Yield 81%;
mp 97  C; 1H NMR (D20) d 5 1.33–1.34 (d, 3H, CH3), 4.05 (s,
2H, CH2), 4.28–4.30 (q, 1H, CH).
Before beginning the cyclization step, a carefully dried flask
and dropping funnel were evacuated and flushed 10 times
with dry nitrogen. The white crystals of N-chloroacetyl-L-alanine (10 g, 0.06 mol) were dissolved in dry N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF, 50 mL) and added dropwise to a mixture of
triethylamine (6.13 g, 0.06 mol) in DMF (200 mL) under vigorous stirring. The reaction was run at 90  C for 8 h under a
nitrogen atmosphere. After the reaction was complete, the
solution was kept at room temperature overnight and the
crystallized triethylamine-hydrochloride salt was filtered out
of the solution. The solvent was removed at 30  C under
reduced pressure, and white MMD crystals were obtained
after precipitation in chloroform and three recrystallizations
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in diethyl ether. Yield 52%; mp 151  C; 1H NMR (D20)
d 5 1.39–1.41 (d, 3H, CH3), 4.30–4.34 (q, 1H, CH), 4.71–4.86
(2d, 2H, CH2).
Synthesis of Photocrosslinkable Macromers [Scheme
1(B)]
Photocrosslinkable copolymers of MMD and CL were synthesized by a ROP reaction of the monomers and further methacrylation of the resulting hydroxyl-ended oligomers. Three
different hydroxyl-ended oligomers with a targeted molecular weight of 750 g/mol were synthesized. The copolymers
contained 5/95 mol% of MMD/CL (PDP5) and 10/90 mol%
of MMD/CL (PDP10), and a PCL homopolymer (PCL) was
used as a reference polymer. The appropriate amounts of the
monomers (the amounts are listed in the supporting information) were added to the silanized and dried flask together
with a trimethylolpropane initiator and 0.02 mol% of
Sn(Oct)2 as a catalyst. The flask was evacuated and flushed
several times with dry nitrogen, and the reaction was run at
120  C for 64 h. The resulting three-armed hydroxyl-ended
oligomers were functionalized with a 100 mol% excess of
methacrylic anhydride at 60  C for 24 h. After methacrylation, the resulting macromers were precipitated several
times in cold hexane and dried under reduced pressure. The
yield of the macromers was around 95–97%.
Photocrosslinking of Polymer Films
To study the photocrosslinking characteristics and in vitro
degradation of the new polymers, the methacrylated macromers were photocrosslinked into polymer films. First, the
macromers were mixed with a photoinitiator solution containing 0.5 wt% of CQ and 0.5 wt% of EDMAB in a small
amount of acetone. Acetone was allowed to evaporate and
the polymers were photocrosslinked with a visible light projector (Vivitek) for 2 minute. Gel contents of the photocrosslinked polymers were measured by extracting the polymer
samples in acetone for 24 h and drying overnight in vacuo.
The gel content was obtained by dividing the dry weight of
the samples after extraction by their dry weight before
extraction.
Physiochemical Characterization
1
H nuclear magnetic resonance (NMR) spectra were
recorded on a Bruker Avance-III 400 MHz spectrometer. A
sample was dissolved in deuterium oxide or deuterated chloroform and its spectrum was acquired in a 5-mm NMR tube
at room temperature. Gel permeation chromatography (GPC)
samples were dissolved in tetrahydrofuran (THF) (5 mg/mL)
and the analysis was run in THF at a flow rate of 1 mL/min.
The chromatograph (Vistotek) was equipped with 5-lm
Waters columns (300 mm 3 7.7 mm) and a refractive index
detector (Viscotek S3580), and the system was calibrated
using monodisperse polystyrene standards (Polymer Laboratories). Thermal properties of the oligomers were determined using a Mettler Toledo Stare DSC 821e differential
scanning calorimeter (DSC). A sample was first heated from
25  C to 100  C at a rate of 20  C/min, after which the temperature was decreased to 2100  C at 10  C/min. After 2
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minutes at 2100  C, the sample was heated from 2100  C
to 100  C at a rate of 10  C/min. Melting points (Tm) and
glass transition temperatures (Tg) were determined from the
second heating scan. The amounts of peptide bonds and
reacted double bonds of the macromers were determined
using a Bruker Vertex 70 FTIR spectrometer with a diamond
attenuated total reflection (ATR). Hydrophilicity of the photocrosslinked films was characterized by contact angle measurements with deionized water.
Degradation Study In Vitro
In vitro hydrolytic degradation of the photocrosslinked polymers was measured by following the mass loss of the unextracted photocrosslinked films (d 5 8 mm, h 5 0.3 mm,
n 5 3) in an aqueous environment. The samples were put in
PBS (pH 7.4) at 37  C with shaking at 150 rpm, and after a
predetermined time, they were removed from the media and
subsequently washed with deionized water and dried for
48 h in vacuo. The media was changed every 72 h during
the degradation study.
Cell Cultures
C3H10T1/2 mouse mesenchymal cells on their tenth passage
were cultured in basal medium consisting of DMEM with
10% FBS and 1% antibiotic solution. HUVECs were cultured
in endothelial basal medium (EBM-2) with a Single Quots
(EGM-2, excluding hydrocortisone) endothelial growth supplement, 10% FBS, and 1% antibiotic solution. All cells were
cultured under standard conditions (5% CO2, 37  C, 95%
humidity). Cells were subcultured using a 0.25% trypsinEDTA solution. Polymer samples were sterilized with three
immersions in 70% ethanol and further washed three times
with PBS and dried in a sterile hood.
Cytocompatibility with HUVECs
The cytotoxicity of the photocrosslinked polymers was tested
by measuring the metabolic activity of HUVECs on polymer
films. About 76 lL of cell suspension containing 1 3 104
cells was added on the top of the photocrosslinked films
(d 5 8 mm, h 5 0.3 mm, n 5 3) and on a 24-well tissue culture polystyrene (TCPS) plate as a control. After the cell
seeding, the samples were incubated for 30 minutes, after
which fresh medium was added up to 1 mL. At time points
of 1, 4, and 7 days, the metabolic activity of HUVECs was
measured using a colorimetric MTT assay. Polymer films
without cells were used to subtract the effect of the polymer
itself on the color change. At the given time points, medium
was removed and 500 lL of fresh serum-free medium and
50 lL of 5 mg/mL MTT in PBS were added into the wells.
After incubation for 3 h, the medium was removed and the
samples were shaken in 400 lL of dimethyl sulfoxide
(DMSO) for 30 minutes. The optical density of the dissolved
formazan crystals in 100 lL of DMSO aliquots was read
using a microplate reader (TECAN) at 490 nm.
Proliferation and Differentation of Mouse Mesenchymal
Cells
To study the suitability of the new polymers for bone tissue
engineering, proliferation and osteogenic activity of
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pluripotent C3H10T1/2 cells were monitored by measuring
the amount of double-stranded DNA (dsDNA) and alkaline
phosphatase (ALP) specific activity of the cells on the photocrosslinked films. Cells were seeded onto the polymer films
with a density of 1 3 104 cells in 36 lL of medium. After
seeding the cells, the films were incubated for 30 minutes,
after which medium was added up to 1 mL. After 3, 7, and
14 days of cell culturing, the films were washed twice with
PBS and preserved at 280  C. After repeating a freeze/thaw
cycle three consecutive times at 280  C/37  C, the samples
were lysed in 500 lL of 0.2% Triton X-100 in PBS and
homogenized by sonication for 30 seconds in an ice bath.
The dsDNA content was measured using the Pico Green
assay. About 50 lL of the working reagent was mixed with
50 lL of the cell lysate, and after 5 minutes, the samples
were read using a fluorescence/chemiluminescence spectrophotometer (Biotek, Flx800) at 485/528 nm excitation/emission. The obtained values were compared with the standard
DNA curve. The ALP activities of the same samples were
measured using a colorimetric p-nitrophenyl phosphate (pNPP) method, which is based on the conversion of the p-NPP
substrate into p-nitrophenol (p-NP) in the presence of ALP,
where the conversion rate is proportional to the ALP activity.28 About 50 lL of the working solution was incubated
with 50 lL of the cell lysate for 45 minutes at 37  C, and
the absorbance was read using a microplate reader (TECAN)
at 405 nm. The results were compared with the standard pNP curve.
Stereolithography of Porous Scaffolds and
Characterization
Porous scaffolds were prepared using an EnvisionTEC
PerfactoryV Mini Multilens machine utilizing digital light
processing technology. The gyroid pore architecture of the
scaffolds was modeled using the free K3DSurf surface generator (k3dsurf.sourceforge.net). The stl-files were prepared
using the RhinocerosV software (McNeel). Scaffolds of
8.3 mm in diameter and 3 mm in height were built using a
photocrosslinkable resin containing methacrylated macromer
mixed with LucirinV TPO-L photoinitiator (3 wt %) and Orasol Orange G dye (0.10 wt %). The layer thickness was
50 lm with an exposure time of 12 seconds and a light
intensity of 1600 mW/dm2. A lens with a focal distance of
85 mm was used. After fabrication, any uncured macromer
was removed from the scaffolds by extraction with a mixture
(1:1 v/v) of acetone and isopropanol. The scaffolds were
dried in vacuo until a constant weight was achieved. To visualize the scaffold surface, the samples were sputtered with a
gold/palladium alloy and observed with a scanning electron
microscope (SEM, FEI XL30 Sirion) at 5 kV. Mechanical properties of the photocrosslinked scaffolds were measured using
an Instron 5944 mechanical tester with a 2 kN load cell. A
scaffold was placed between two parallel plates and compressed with a rate of 1% strain/second using a 1 N preload.
R

R

R

Statistical Analysis
For a statistical analysis, samples were always used in triplicate, and the statistical significance was determined with the
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IBM SPSS Statistics software using a one-way ANOVA followed by Tukey’s post hoc test (p < 0.05).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Synthesis of the Monomer, Oligomers, and Methacrylated
Macromers
The cyclic MMD monomer was synthesized via a two-step
reaction by first synthesizing chloroacetyl alanine that was
then cyclized into a MMD monomer. Melting points of the
resulting chloroacetyl alanine and MMD were 97  C and 151

C, respectively, which are comparable to the values published previously, 93  C–96  C for chloroacetyl alanine and
153.5  C–154.5  C for MMD.27 The chemical structures of
the synthesized materials were characterized with 1H NMR.
Formation of the cyclic MMD monomer was verified when
the singlet peak 1 at 4.05 ppm [Fig. 1(A)] disappeared and
two doublet peaks 1 at 4.70–4.86 ppm appeared [Fig. 1(B)].
The obtained MMD monomer was used to synthesize the
star-shaped oligomers, which were further methacrylated to
obtain photocrosslinkable macromers. The ROP of monomers
resulted in peaks a–h and 1–3, which are attributed to the
protons of the star-shaped oligomer as assigned in Figure
1(C). No monomers were seen in the resulting 1H NMR spectra, whereas a small peak f0 attributed to the unreacted arms
of TMP initiator was detected. Further end-capping the
oligomer with methacrylic anhydride resulted in the peaks i,
j, and k, which are attributed to the methacrylate end-groups
of the resulting macromer, and the peak a0 which is attributed to the protons of the last CL unit preceding the methacrylate group [Fig. 1(D)]. The methacrylation was continued
until no peak a0 of the oligomer, attributed to the protons
next to the hydroxyl end-groups, was seen in the 1H NMR
spectra, indicating the degree of methacrylation to be close
to 100%. The purity of the resulting photocrosslinkable macromers was ensured by precipitating the macromers with
hexane until the excess of methacrylic anhydride peaks at
around 2.04, 5.85, and 6.26 ppm were removed. The integrals of the small peaks observed near the peaks i, j, and k
in Figure 1(D) were not decreased by purification and are
attributed to the methacrylate end-groups of the previously
unreacted initiator arms that are typical to low-molecular
weight star-shaped polymers.
The molecular weights of the oligomers were calculated using
the 1H NMR integration. The average number of MMD and CL
units per oligomer was determined by comparing the integral
of the peak h attributed to the TMP initiator with the integrals of the peaks 1 and 2 attributed to the MMD units and
the peak e attributed to the CL units (the integrals are shown
in the Supporting Information). The increase in the amount
of depsipeptide was seen as an increase in the integral of the
peaks 1 and 2 and as a decrease in the integral of the peak e.
Table 1 shows the calculated molecular weights of the PDP
and PCL units of the oligomers and their percentages and the
total molecular weights including the TMP initiator. The number-average molecular weight of the oligomer slightly
decreased when the amount of depsipeptide increased,
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oligomers and their narrow molecular weight distributions
indicated the successful ROP of all the star-shaped oligomers
regardless of the amount of MMD monomer in the synthesis.
To support the 1H NMR data, FTIR was used to characterize
the relative amount of amide groups in the resulting photocrosslinkable macromers. Figure 2 shows a decrease in FTIR
transmittance near 1540 1/cm when the amount of MMD
monomer in the macromer increased. The decreased transmittance is attributed to the increased amount of peptide
bonds in the macromer, thus revealing the successful introduction of MMD monomer into the copolymers. This FTIR
data is consistent with the data derived from the 1H NMR
integrals. FTIR data together with the 1H NMR data thus confirmed that the designated photocrosslinkable copolymers
were successfully synthesized.
Thermal Properties of the Oligomers and Macromers
Thermal properties of the oligomers and macromers were
characterized with DSC. No melting peaks were detected
during the melting run, revealing that all of the oligomers
and macromers were amorphous. Figure 3 shows the glass
transition temperatures of the oligomers and macromers. It
was observed that an increasing amount of MMD in the polymer linearly increased the Tg value, whereas methacrylation
did not significantly change the Tg values of the oligomers
compared with the macromers. The increase of Tg with the
MMD content suggested that the depsipeptides rendered the
structures of the copolymers more rigid when compared
with the PCL homopolymer. The amorphous nature of the
macromers was mainly due to their low molecular weight,
which was necessary to ensure that the macromers had low
viscosities. All of the methacrylated macromers, as well as
the oligomers, were liquids at room temperature. The liquid
state of the macromers was highly desired, as it allowed
them later to be processed in stereolithography without use
of extra heat or solvents.

FIGURE 1 1H NMR spectrum of (A) N-chloroacetyl-L-alanine in
D2O, (B) MMD in D2O, (C) PDP5 oligomer in CDCl3, and (D)
methacrylated PDP5 macromer in CDCl3.

suggesting that the MMD monomers had a slightly lower
reactivity than the CL monomers. Table 1 shows also the
molecular weights and polydispersion indexes (PDIs) of the
oligomers measured by GPC. Due to a relative nature of the
GPC calibration, the values obtained from GPC were consistently higher than the ones calculated from 1H NMR. However, the similarity of the molecular weights of all the

WWW.MATERIALSVIEWS.COM

Double Bond Conversion of the Macromers
The double bond conversion of the macromers during photocrosslinking was evaluated with FTIR. Figure 4 shows the transmittance of the methacrylate double bonds near 1640 1/cm. Before
photocrosslinking, the peaks in transmittance curves were
observed due to the unreacted double bonds. After photocrosslinking, the peaks disappeared indicating that the double bonds
were successfully reacted within 2 minutes of photocrosslinking.
To support the FTIR data, gel contents of the photocrosslinked
networks were measured, revealing them to be as high as
99.8% 6 0.1%, 99.2% 6 0.3%, and 98.3% 6 0.3% for the PCL,
PDP5, and PDP10 samples, respectively. The FTIR data and the
high gel contents thus confirmed that the resulting polymer networks were highly crosslinked and the amount of unreacted double bonds of the polymers was very low after photocrosslinking.
In Vitro Biodegradation
The in vitro hydrolytic degradation of the photocrosslinked polymers was measured by following the mass loss of the polymer
films in PBS. Due to the hydrophobic nature of the photocrosslinked films, the swelling of the samples was minimal and the
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TABLE 1 Molecular Weights of the Oligomers (g/mol)

Name

M na
PDP

M na
PCL

Mna ratio
(%/%)

Mna
total

Mnb

PDIb

PCL

0

607

0/100

741

1,325

1.25

PDP5

28

576

5/95

738

1,310

1.29

PDP10

49

548

8/92

731

1,303

1.31

a
b

Calculated from 1H NMR.
Measured by GPC.

degradation was slow. Figure 5 shows that within 6 months in
PBS, the PCL and PDP5 samples lost approximately 8% of their
initial mass, whereas the PDP10 samples lost over 15%. To
explain the difference in the mass loss, water contact angles of
the polymer films were measured, revealing that the photocrosslinked PDP10 films were initially less hydrophobic (contact
angle 75 6 1 , n 5 3) compared with the PDP5 films (85 6 1 ,
n 5 3) and PCL films (87 6 1 , n 5 3). The more hydrophilic surface and the slightly lower gel content of the PDP10 samples thus
contributed to their increased mass loss in an aqueous environment compared with the PCL and PDP5 samples. After an initial
mass loss attributed to the release of uncured resin to the
medium, the degradation rate of the polymer films was constant
during the hydrolysis study. The linear mass loss and the intact
shape of the films observed during the study indicated that the
degradation occurred though surface erosion. This feature suggests that the polymers might later find use especially in zero
order drug release applications.
Cytocompatibility of the Photocrosslinked Polymer Films
In vitro cytocompatibility of the photocrosslinked polymers
was assessed by measuring the metabolic activity of HUVECs
on the polymer films using the colorimetric MTT assay.
Figure 6 shows that the optical density, which is proportional to the metabolic activity and number of living cells,
increased at every time point within 7 days of cell culturing.
At day 7, the optical density was around 10-fold compared
with the value at day 1, indicating that the cells proliferated
well on the polymer films. The increased metabolic activity
of the cells thus showed great cytocompatibility of the photocrosslinked polymers in vitro.

FIGURE 3 Glass transition temperatures of the oligomers and
the methacrylated macromers.

polymers for bone tissue engineering. Proliferation of the
cells was assessed by measuring the amount of dsDNA
within 14 days of cell culturing. Figure 7(A) shows that all
of the samples showed greater than a two-fold increase in
the amount of dsDNA between day 3 and day 14. The
increased amounts of dsDNA indicated that mouse
C3H10T1/2 cells proliferated well on the photocrosslinked
polymers during 14 days of culturing. The ALP specific activity of the C3H10T1/2 cells was used to indicate the early
osteogenic differentiation of the cells. Figure 7(B) shows that
the ALP activity was low within 7 days of cell culturing until
it increased remarkably before day 14. It has previously
been shown that C3H10T1/2 cells have the potential to differentiate into osteoblastic cells.29,30 In our study, the
increased ALP activity suggested that the cells differentiated
into osteoblasts on the polymer films within 14 days, thus
implying the suitability of these materials for bone applications. The fact that the ALP activity was relatively low at day
7, but higher at day 14, is consistent with the proliferation

Proliferation and Osteogenic Differentiation of
C3H10T1/2 Cells on the Films
Mouse pluripotent C3H10T1/2 cells were cultured on the
photocrosslinked films to further test the suitability of the

FIGURE 2 FTIR transmittance curves attributed to the peptide
bonds of the macromers.
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FIGURE 4 FTIR transmittance curves attributed to the methacrylate double bonds before photocrosslinking (Macromer) and
after photocrosslinking (Network).
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FIGURE 5 Mass loss of the photocrosslinked polymers in PBS.

rate evidenced by the dsDNA concentrations at day 7 and
14, suggesting that the cells first reached confluence and
then experienced improved osteogenic differentiation
between day 7 and 14.
Preparation of the Photocrosslinked Scaffolds
Stereolithography was used for the preparation of 3D modeled tissue engineering scaffolds. The photocrosslinkable
resin containing macromer and photoinitiator showed a
desired viscosity at room temperature and no solvents or
heating was required. Addition of a small amount of orange
dye into the polymer resin was needed to prevent overcuring
that otherwise would affect the pore size and geometry of
the scaffold during the building process. The fabrication of
the scaffolds proceeded well for all of the macromers, and
no changes to the fabrication parameters were needed for
different resins. No shrinkage of the photocrosslinked materials was observed after solvent extraction, and the final
dimensions of the scaffolds were as designed. Figure 8(A)
shows that the color of the scaffolds varied from light yellow
(PCL) to orange (PDP10), which is attributed to the increas-

FIGURE 6 Metabolic activity of HUVECs cultured on the photocrosslinked films and on a TCPS control.

WWW.MATERIALSVIEWS.COM

FIGURE 7 (A) Cellular dsDNA content and (B) ALP activity of
C3H10T1/2 cells cultured on the photocrosslinked films and on
a TCPS control.

ing amount of depsipeptide in the polymer causing an
increasingly yellow color. The SEM picture in Figure 8(B)
shows that the pore architecture of the scaffolds was in a
repeated gyroid pattern as designed in our 3D model.
Mechanical Properties of the 3D Scaffolds
The effect of depsipeptide on the mechanical properties of
the scaffolds was measured with compressive strength tests.
All of the scaffolds showed a long linear stress–strain curve
before yielding, thus indicating the elasticity of the materials
(the curves are shown in the Supporting Information). Figure
9(A–D) shows the load and strain at the yield point and the
stiffness and the compression modulus of the scaffolds calculated using the strain range of 0%–10%. No statistically significant difference was observed between the properties of
the PCL and PDP5 scaffolds. However, 10 mol % of MMD, as
in PDP10, was sufficient to increase the values significantly.
The PDP10 scaffolds had a three-fold higher load and a twofold higher strain at the yield point when compared with the
PCL scaffolds. Additionally, the compression modulus and
stiffness were significantly higher for the PDP10 scaffolds
than for the other scaffolds. The increased mechanical
strength of the PDP10 scaffolds can be attributed to the fact
that L-alanine molecules in the depsipeptide units can form
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cient to significantly change the mechanical properties of the
PDP5 scaffolds when compared with the PCL scaffolds.
CONCLUSIONS

FIGURE 8 (A) Photograph of the scaffolds prepared by stereolithography and (B) SEM image of the top surface of the PDP10
scaffold.

strong intermolecular hydrogen bond interactions between
the amide groups,15 enhancing the mechanical strength of the
resulting scaffolds. Apparently, 5 mol % MMD was not suffi-

In this study, we reported the synthesis of a new type of
photocrosslinkable poly(ester amide) which can be used for
3D photofabrication of tissue engineering scaffolds. Starshaped copolymers based on CL and L-alanine-derived depsipeptide were successfully synthesized, and the new polymers
were processed into mathematically defined porous scaffolds
by stereolithography. The incorporation of depsipeptide into
PCL increased the glass transition temperature of the polymer, suggesting a more rigid nature of the poly(ester amide)
copolymer compared with the PCL homopolymer. The hydrolytic degradation of the photocrosslinked copolymer
increased when compared with the homopolymer, partly
resulting from the more hydrophilic nature of the copolymer.
Also the compressive strength of the 3D scaffolds increased
with the increasing depsipeptide content, which we suggested to result from the strong intermolecular interactions
between the amide groups. In vitro cell studies showed
excellent cytocompatibility of the photocrosslinked polymers.
The results in this study suggested that our new photocrosslinkable poly(ester amide) copolymer, which can be tailored
by changing the amino acid in the monomer, is promising
material for photofabrication of high-resolution tissue engineering scaffolds. In the future, further studies are needed to
evaluate the biodegradation and biocompatibility of the polymer under in vivo conditions.
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