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ABSTRACT: An increasing number of in vivo and in vitro
neuro-engineering applications are making use of colloidal
particles as neuronal cell carriers. Recent studies highlight the
shortcomings of commercial glass particles and stress the
beneﬁt of using soft microgel particles (MGPs) instead. This
study describes ﬁrst the fabrication of MGPs from telechelic
poly(2-methyl-2-oxazoline)s (PMeOx) cross-linkers and hydrophilic neutral (hydroxyethyl)methacrylate (HEMA) or
charged 2-methacryloxyethyltrimethylammonium (METAC)
monomers by emulsion polymerization, and it discusses their
ability to support cell growth. It establishes that uncharged
copolymers lead to MGPs with nonfouling properties inappropriate for cell culture, and it provides a protocol to amend their
surface properties to enable cell adhesion. Finally, it demonstrates that the introduction of positive charges by METAC is
necessary to obtain surface properties suitable for neuronal cell development. Through the optimization of the PMeOx30 MGP
properties, this work provides general guidelines to evaluate and tune MGP chemistry to obtain microcarriers for neuroengineering applications.

1. INTRODUCTION
The ﬁrst cross-linked polymer particles were produced in 1935.1
Since then, MGPs have come to play a central role in a wide range
of ﬁelds including shear thinning agent for paints,2 ink jet
printing,3 ceramics engineering, as drug delivery vehicles in the
pharmaceutical industry,4−7 the food industry, and biotechnologies.8−11 MGPs not only present all the properties of solid
colloidal particles such as high surface area, good surface coating
properties, and spontaneous assembly properties, but they can
also be engineered to have unique chemical and mechanical
characteristics, with responsiveness to external triggers,7 and
controlled degradability.12 Recent improvements in emulsiﬁcation processes have enabled the fabrication of large micrometer
sized particles with surface areas large enough to accommodate
cells, and a variety of shapes.13−18 This makes colloids
particularly attractive for neuronal cell cultures, as they allow
the relocalization of diﬀerentiated neurons without having to
resort to enzymatic dissociation typically associated with high cell
mortality. Hence, MGPs provide a portable three-dimensional
growth matrix on/through which neuronal cell progenitors
(NPCs) can grow for several days and where they can be treated
to reach the diﬀerentiation stage required for the targeted
applications.19−21 MGPs have been typically used in tissue
engineering applications to encapsulate molecular or cellular
cargo. However, for neuronal cell transplantation and neuroengineering applications, it is best to grow NPCs on the surface
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of the MGPs to prevent that neuronal processes from getting
entangled within the polymer matrix;22 it eases cell migration and
cell−cell contact, which is essential for functional integration in a
neuronal circuit in vivo and in vitro. Recent work carried out with
poly(N-isopropylacrylamide) (PNIPAAm) MGPs21 illustrated
how responsive MGPs improved neuron transplantation in
young adult rat hippocampi. Unfortunately, PNIPAAm has
unproven biocompatible properties, and these MGPs are not
degradable under mild or even physiological conditions. For
optimum usage in neuro-engineering, it would be highly
desirable to develop MGPs with polymers that are responsive,
biocompatible, have adjustable mechanical and chemical properties, and can be biodegradable.
Poly(2-oxazoline)s (POx) are unique in this respect. The
polymer oﬀers high structural and property control to speciﬁcally
tailor MGPs in all the desired properties. POx are prepared by
living cationic ring-opening polymerization (LCROP) of 2substituted-2-oxazolines resulting in polymers of low molar mass
distribution23 and high structural deﬁnition. Depending on the 2substitution, the water-solubility can be adjusted from highly
hydrophilic (poly(2-methyl- or 2-ethyl-2-oxazoline)) to highly
hydrophobic (e.g., 2-nonyl-),24 and the polymer pendant groups
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static deposition of poly(L-lysine) (PLL, Mw = 120.000 g/mol, SigmaAldrich) to enable neuronal cell adhesion. The ﬁrst layer was deposited
by incubating the MGPs in PAH solution (PAH, Mw = 8000−11 000 g/
mol, dissolved at 5 mg/mL in potassium acetate), for 25 min on a rolling
shaker. The excess PAH was removed by washing the particles three
times with distilled water (dH2O). The next counterion layer was
deposited by incubating the microgel particles in PSS solution (PSS, Mw
= 70000 g/mol, 5 mg/mL in potassium acetate) for 25 min on a rolling
shaker. Excess PSS was removed by washing the particles three times
with dH2O. The PAH/PSS deposition cycle was repeated at least three
times to obtain the desired negatively charged polymer shell that enables
electrostatic adsorption of necessary PLL amounts for robust neuronal
cell adhesion on all MGPs. At this stage, the PAH/PSS-coated particles
could be stored in water at 4 °C for at least 2 weeks without appreciable
changes of their properties. The ﬁnal PLL coating step was performed 48
h before particles were used for cell culture. The particles were sterilized
in 70% ethanol overnight, recharged in borate buﬀer, and then incubated
overnight on a rolling shaker in a PLL solution (5 mg/mL in pH 7.4
PBS). The excess PLL solution was removed, and the particles were then
washed three times with PBS. Twelve hours prior to cell seeding, PLLcoated MGPs were incubated in culture medium at 37 °C to allow the
medium to fully penetrate the microgel.
2.3. Surface Assessment. 2.3.1. Nonspeciﬁc Adhesion. PLLcoated particles were incubated for 30 min, while rotating, with 0.1%
BSA (Carl Roth, Germany) in Dulbecco’s phosphate-buﬀered Saline
(DPBS); containing 5% FITC-labeled BSA (Sigma-Aldrich, Germany).
After sedimentation, the beads were washed three times for 5 min with
dH2O. The adhesiveness of the particles was determined by confocal
microscopy.
2.3.2. Characterization of the PLL Deposition Process. To estimate
the increase in adsorbed PLL with increased numbers of layer-by-layer
deposition cycles, we labeled the accessible primary amine of the
deposited PLL with a ﬂuorescent tracer. After each new deposition cycle,
a small amount of particles was set aside and was coated with PLL. The
PLL-coated MGPs were then suspended in 0.2 M borate buﬀer (pH 7.4)
and left to equilibrate for at least 15 min. The labeling reaction was
started by adding Alexa 555-NHS ester, a small diﬀusible ﬂuorescent dye
carrying a reactive succinimidyl ester group (Life Technologies; 10 mg/
mL in dimethyl sulfoxide), to the MGPs suspension following the
manufacture recommendations. The number of labeled primary amine
groups correlated with PLL concentration. Hence, the measure of the
residual ﬂuorescence provided a relative measure of PLL distribution as
a function of the number of deposition cycle. The cross-section of the
labeled MGPs was imaged by confocal microscopy. To allow the
comparison of the ﬂuorescence intensities between samples, we kept the
acquisition parameters constant (identical laser power, scanning rate,
and detector gain) and imaged them on the same day. For each particle,
we measured the averaged radial intensity proﬁle. The amount of
deposited PLL for a given number of deposition cycles was determined
by averaging the mean radial intensity proﬁle of at least 10 particles.
2.4. Characterization of MGPs Elastic Properties. The elastic
properties of the MGPs were measured using atomic force microscopy
(AFM; Nanowizard BioScience AFM, JPK Instruments AG) at room
temperature. Tipless silicon nitride cantilevers with an average force
constant of 0.12 N/m were used (NP-O10, Bruker). Ten micrometer
glass beads (Gerlinde) were attached to the cantilevers using Araldite
Rapid (Huntsman Advanced Materials). Force curves with a trigger
point at 2.5 to 3 nN were obtained of beads immersed in DMEM
medium (incubated overnight, 100 force curves/bead). The Young’s
modulus was obtained by ﬁtting the force curves using the Hertzian
model for spherical/parabolic indentation (Poisson ratio 0.45).44
2.5. Cell Culture. 2.5.1. Human Embryonic Kidney Cells. HEK293T cells were seeded at a density of 25 000 cells per well into 12-well
plates (Greiner Bio-One) containing a thin layer of PLL-coated beads
and incubated for 3 to 7 days in DMEM supplemented with 2 mM Lglutamine, 100 unit/mL penicillin, 100 mg/mL streptomycin, and 10%
FBS (Life Technologies − Invitrogen, Germany).
2.5.2. Primary Neurons. Hippocampal neuronal cells from
embryonic rat were harvested 18 days postfertilization (embryonic
day 18, E18) following standard procedures. The cells were seeded in a

can be used to introduce functional groups for chemical
ligation.25−28 The use of plurifunctional initiators or block
copolymers gives access to a broad range of polymer
architectures29 like star-polymers30 or molecular brushes.31
Additional features of POx-based hydrogels were extensively
reviewed by Wiesbrock and co-workers32 and recently by
Schubert et al.,33 and include thermoresponsive,34 pH- and
reductive-responsive,35 or degradable12 networks. Poly(2methyl-2-oxazoline) (PMeOx) and poly(2-ethyl-2-oxazoline)
are promising candidates for tissue engineering and medical
application, as they were found to be nontoxic,36,37 showed low
to no complement activation,38,39 suﬃcient stability under
physiological conditions,40,41 a fast renal excretion,42 and the socalled “stealth eﬀect”.37
In this study, we describe the incremental steps necessary to
tune the polymer matrix of biocompatible PMeOx30 to convert
their native nonfouling surface into a surface suitable for
mammalian cell culture. We show that native MGPs formed
from PMeOx30 cross-linkers and a hydrophilic and neutral
HEMA monomer have nonfouling properties that can be
medicated by electrostatic deposition of an additional polymer
coating to allow human embryonic kidney (HEK) cell adhesion
and growth. We explore the eﬀect of the polymer cross-linker
density toward shell deposition and cell adhesion, and show that
MGPs with high cross-linking density are better suited for cell
culture. However, surface modiﬁcation of PMeOx30-HEMA
MGPs remains inadequate to allow long-term neuronal cell
development. Thus, we explore the beneﬁts of incorporation of a
positively charged monomer, METAC, to optimize the surface
properties of the particles. We establish that native PMeOx30METAC MGPs exhibit reduced nonfouling properties as
compared to PMeOx30-HEMA, allowing nonspeciﬁc bovine
serum albumin (BSA) binding as well as HEK cell adhesion
without the need for additional coatings. Finally we show that,
similarly to the PNIPAAm MGPs used for neuron transplantation,21 additional shell deposition steps are necessary to
obtain superior adhesive properties and extensive neuronal cell
growth required for tissue engineering applications. To our
knowledge, this work constitutes the ﬁrst comprehensive
formulation of POx particles for neuronal cell culture and
neuro-engineering applications.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
2.1. Polymer and MGP Preparation. All chemicals were
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich or Acros, and used as received unless
otherwise stated. Poly(2-methyl-2-oxazoline) dimethacrylate
(PMeOx30) was synthesized by LCROP with the bifunctional initiator
trans-1,4-dibromo but-2-ene, 2-methyl-2-oxazoline (MeOx) as the
monomer and methacrylic acid as the terminator, according to a
procedure described recently43 with a yield of 83%, a total average
degree of polymerization of n = 30, a number-average molar mass of Mn
= 2860 g/mol (GPC) at a dispersity of Đ = 1.27 or Mp = 3027 g/mol
(MALDI-ToF-MS) and a degree of methacrylate end group
functionalization of F = 93% as determined by end group analysis
based on 1H-NMR spectroscopy data.
PMeOx MGPs (PMeOx30-HEMA, PMeOx30-METAC) were produced either by emulsion redox polymerization (water/dodecane) in
batch or in a microﬂuidic device (water/paraﬃn) using diﬀerent ratios of
POx as the cross-linker and HEMA or METAC as the monomer and
SPAN80 as the surfactant to yield MGPs of diﬀerent cross-linking
densities.
2.2. Surface Modiﬁcation. PMeOx30-HEMA as well as PMeOx30METAC beads were treated with iterating layers of poly(allylamine
hydrochloride) (PAH) and poly(sodium-4-styrene-sulfonate) (PSS)
(Sigma-Aldrich, Germany) as previously described21 to enable electro1517
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Figure 1. Native PMeOx30-HEMA MGPs. (A) Reaction scheme of PMeOx30-HEMA MGPs synthesis by emulsion polymerization. (B) Bright ﬁeld
microscopy image of the resulting microgel particles (MGPs). (C) Examination of the nonspeciﬁc FITC-BSA adsorption on native MGPs. (D) FITCBSA intensity proﬁle (green circle) taken across the equatorial plane of MGPs; the position of the particle edge was determined using the corresponding
bright ﬁeld proﬁle (black triangle). FITC-BSA ﬂuorescence intensity decreased at the edge, indicating that BSA did not adsorb to the MGPs. (E) E18
hippocampal cells did not interact with native MGPs and formed independent neuronal cell clusters. (F) Native MGPs seeded on a HEK-293 cell
monolayer sat on the top of the cells without signs of interaction with the cells. Scale bars = 50 μm.
12-well plate at a density of 100 000 cells per well and kept at 37 °C and
5% CO2 for 3 to 7 days. Each well contained a thin layer of coated
particles pre-equilibrated in cell culture medium. The MGPs were
slightly denser than water and thus settled at the bottom of the dish. Yet,
they were not as dense as glass particles and thus they required extra care
not to aspirate MGPs during liquid handling and washing steps. The
medium was composed of Neurobasal (Gibco) with Serum-Free
Supplement B-27 (1 mL per 50 mL), 200 mM L-glutamine, 2 units/mL
of penicillin and 2 μg/mL of streptomycin. All cell culture reagents were
purchased from Life Technologies. Culture growth was assessed each
day by means of bright ﬁeld microscopy (Axiovert 25 microscope, Zeiss
and ProgRes C10plus camera).
2.6. Staining. Cultured cells, on MGPs or coverslips, were gently
washed with PBS, ﬁxed with 4% paraformaldehyde for 20 min and
washed again with PBS (three times for 5 min). Cells were
permeabilized in 5% normal goat serum (NGS, Gibco, USA), 0.1%
BSA (Roth, Germany) and 0.3% Triton X 100 (Fluka, USA) for 1h.
Afterward, the samples were incubated with the ﬁrst antibody in 5%
NGS and 0.1% BSA for 1 h. After washing (3× PBS, 5 min), the
secondary antibody diluted in 5% NGS and 0.1% BSA was added for 1 h.
Finally, cells were washed three times for 5 min with dH2O.
The following primary antibodies were used: Nestin, 1:700
(Millipore, USA), Neuronal Class III β-Tubulin, 1:1000 (Covance,
Germany), and Alexa Fluor 546 phalloidin (Invitrogen). The following
secondary antibodies were used: Alexa Fluor 488, antimouse, 1:500 and
Alexa Fluor 555, antirabbit, 1:500 (Invitrogen, Germany).

3. RESULTS
3.1. Properties of the Native PMeOx30-HEMA Particles.
We ﬁrst prepared MGPs from the telechelic PMeOx30 crosslinker and HEMA as the monomer at a weight ratio of 30:70
(Figure 1A) by emulsion polymerization in batch. The resulting
particles were sieved through a 250 μm mesh-strainer to remove
macroscopic particles, and through a 30 μm mesh-strainer to
obtain MGPs with particle diameters in the range of 30 to 250
μm. We discarded particles smaller than 30 μm, as they do not
oﬀer a surface large enough to accommodate neuronal processes.
As previous studies on glass particles showed that the dominant
signaling cues for neuron maturation were provided by the
composition of cell culture medium and not by the size of the
particles.19,20 No further action was taken to control MGPs size
distribution. A bright ﬁeld image of the PMeOx30-HEMA
(30:70) MGPs is shown in Figure 1B. BSA has a high adhesive
aﬃnity to both hydrophilic and hydrophobic surfaces and thus is
often used as a nonspeciﬁc surface blocking agent. To evaluate
the nonfouling properties of these MGPs, we measured the
nonspeciﬁc adsorption of BSA onto the native particles. MGPs
were incubated for 30 min in PBS containing ﬂuorescently
labeled BSA, and washed three times before imaging the resulting
FITC-BSA spatial distribution using confocal ﬂuorescence
microscopy (Figure 1C). The particles showed a weak
ﬂuorescent signal brighter at the particle core indicating that
1518
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Figure 2. Surface modiﬁcation of PMeOx30-HEMA MGPs. (A) Scheme of LbL deposition (PAH and PSS) to improve cell adhesion. (B,C)
Characterization of PLL distribution, after LbL deposition, using Bodipy. (B) Laser scanning confocal microscopy of the equatorial plane of a PLL
coated MGP. (C) Changes in PLL distribution with increasing number of deposition cycles (0, 2, and 4 cycles). Averaged Bodipy intensity proﬁle taken
across the equatorial plane of MGPs; as the number of cycles increased, less PLL penetrated the MGPs, and more was deposited on the surface. (D,E)
Results of PLL coating toward cell adhesion. (D) HEK cells engulfed PLL-coated MGPs within 48 h. (E) E18 hippocampal cells showed partial
interaction with PLL-coated MGPs. Scale bars = 50 μm.

Next, we examined the aﬃnity of mammalian cells for the
native surface of the MGPs. PMeOx30-HEMA (30:70) particles
were sterilized and pre-equilibrated in culture medium at 37 °C
for 12 h prior to their use for cell culture. To maintain a sterile
environment, all subsequent steps were carried out in a biosafety
cabinet with solutions ﬁltered through a 0.22 μm ﬁlter (Acrodisc,
Corning Inc.). MGPs were placed in culture dish, and rat primary
E18 hippocampal cells were seeded in the dish upon isolation.
Over the next days in culture, neuronal cells did not make
adhesive contact with the MGPs. Instead, they preferred forming
free-ﬂoating clusters with each other (Figure 1E). Considering
that neurons are notorious for their stringent surface requirements, we repeated this experiment with HEK cells that are
known for being less selective toward their growth surface than
neuronal cells. MGPs were directly added on a 2D monolayer of
HEK cells; after 72 h in culture, cells remained on the culture dish
as a monolayer, indiﬀerent to the MGPs (Figure 1F). Even after
several days on top of the HEK cell monolayer, MGPs could be

the pores of the polymer network were suﬃciently large to allow
diﬀusion of labeled BSA into the MGPs. Bright patches at the
surface of some particles indicated the presence of surface
irregularities not directly appreciable by bright ﬁeld microscopy.
To determine whether BSA was retained on the MGP surface, we
measured the ﬂuorescence intensity proﬁle of FITC-BSA at the
particle equatorial plane of the MGPs (Figure 1D). The edge of
the particles was determined from the corresponding bright ﬁeld
intensity proﬁle (Figure 1 D; black triangle). For all particles we
observed a dumbbell shaped intensity distribution of FITC-BSA
(green circle) that faded out at the edge of the particle, suggesting
the outward diﬀusion of the loaded BSA from the porous matrix
during the washing steps. No increase in ﬂuorescent intensity was
observable at the edge of the particle, indicating that FITC-BSA
did not adsorb on the particle surface except at random spots on a
few particles. These observations suggested that native
PMeOx30-HEMA MGPs exhibit minimal nonspeciﬁc adhesion
of BSA.
1519
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produced, and the resulting particles were treated as previously
described. As expected, the MGPs obtained were more uniform
in size with signiﬁcantly less macroscopic defects (Figure 3A-B).
Please note that MPGs prepared with more telechelic PMeOx30
cross-linker resulted in stiﬀer MGPs.43 The Young’s modulus as
determined by AFM for PMeOx30-HEMA (50:50) and
PMeOx30-HEMA (70:30) was 13.2 ± 2.4 kPa and 21.8 ± 6.5
kPa, respectively.43 When we assessed nonspeciﬁc BSA
adsorption on the native particles, we observed no signs of
changes in the surface interactions. The FITC-BSA ﬂuorescence
intensity proﬁle normalized by the particle radius showed that
BSA was still penetrating the polymer matrices of these MGPs;
however, diﬀerences in BSA distribution were noticeable (Figure
3C). The washing steps resulted in a decrease in ﬂuorescence at
the edge of all particle types, indicating that BSA could diﬀuse
outward of all three PMeOx30-HEMA matrices produced. This
decrease in ﬂuorescence intensity was comparable for both
(70:30 down triangle) and (50:50 up triangle), but it was less
pronounced for (30:70 circle), indicating that BSA diﬀused out
slower from highly cross-linked particles. These observations
conﬁrmed that increasing the cross-linker density led to a
decrease in porosity of the polymeric hydrogel matrix. MGPs
were then coated and we measured the resulting PLL distribution
for native particles and MGPs that underwent ﬁve-deposition
cycles (c = 5) of PAH+ and PSS−. Figure 3D shows the resulting
ﬂuorescence intensity proﬁle. The edge of (50:50) and (70:30)
PMeOx30-HEMA MGPs displayed an identical sharp ﬂuorescent
peak, indicating that after ﬁve-deposition cycles a comparable
amount of PLL had been deposited for both cross-linking
density. The edge of PMeOx30-HEMA (30:70) displayed a
signiﬁcantly brighter peak; the aspect ratio between peak
maximum and peak waist as well as the brighter core of the
MGPs suggested that the diﬀerence in intensity could be
attributed to the penetration of PLL in the porous PMeOx30HEMA (30:70) MGPs.
When we examined HEK cell adhesion on the coated particles
by immuno-cytochemistry using DAPI as the nuclear marker,
and phalloidin as the F-actin marker, we observed an extensive
colonization of the particle surface by HEK cells on both
PMeOx30-HEMA MGP types after 3 days. Confocal images of
the MGPs equatorial plane showed that HEK cells were
distributed all around the particle surface (Figure 3E,F). When
we examined the growth of rat primary E18 hippocampal cells on
these particles after 3 days, we were able to observe a very small
number of neuronal cells attached and diﬀerentiated. Confocal
imaging of immuno-cytochemistry stains revealed that neurons
positive for Tuj-1 were present on the particle surface, indicating
that these large particles could support neuronal cell development albeit with a low success rate since most particles did not
bare any cells (Figure 3G,H). These results suggested that the
PMeOx30 particle’s nonspeciﬁc adhesive properties were set for a
given composition. The increase of the MGP cross-linking
density resulted in an improved LbL deposition that allowed
adhesion of a few neuronal cells poorly developed. After a week
in culture, the cell population counted 57% ± 7 Tuj-1 positive
cells, 20% ± 1.4 nestin positive cells, 10% of apoptotic cells, and
14% ± 2 of cells double positive for nestin and Tuj-1, suggesting a
slow neuronal diﬀerentiation on PLL coated PMeOx30-HEMA
carriers in diﬀerentiation culture medium.
3.4. Introducing Charges by METAC Monomers to
Improve Neuronal Cell Adhesions. To further improve
neuronal cell adhesion and diﬀerentiation, we substituted the
hydrophilic and neutral HEMA by positive METAC to

washed away easily. In conclusion, these results indicated that
further processing was required to amend native PMeOx30HEMA particles nonfouling properties and obtain MGP suitable
for adherent cell culture.
3.2. Particle Coating Strategy to Promote Cell
Adhesion. To promote neuronal cell growth, cell culture
surfaces have to be coated with polycationic polymers such as
PLL.45 To deposit PLL on PMeOx30-HEMA (30:70) without
modiﬁcation of the polymer chemistry, we devised a noninvasive
layer-by-layer (LbL) deposition of polyelectrolytes to progressively increase the surface charge of the MGPs to a point
were PLL could be electrostatically adsorbed on the MGPs.21
The procedure is schematically described in Figure 2A. To
visualize how the successive deposition cycle of PAH+ and PSStranslate into increasing the amount of PLL deposited, we
incubated the particles with small, highly diﬀusive ﬂuorescent dye
carrying a reactive succinimidyl ester group (Experimental
Section) that readily penetrated the hydrogel and reacted with
accessible primary amines present on PLL to be speciﬁcally
retained where PLL has been deposited, highlighting its spatial
distribution.
The MGPs were extensively washed to remove non-crosslinked dye before we visualized the ﬂuorescence of the dye crosslinked to the adsorbed PLL by laser scanning confocal
microscopy (Figure 2B). We measured the ﬂuorescence intensity
proﬁle for each particle. The mean radial intensity proﬁle for a
given number of deposition cycles was obtained by averaging the
radial intensity proﬁles normalized by the particle radius of at
least 10 particles (Figure 2C). When PLL was deposited on
native MGPs (c = 0) we observed a weak ﬂuorescence signal
across the MGPs diameter, indicating that PLL (Mw = 120 000 g/
mol) could diﬀuse into the PMeOx30-HEMA (30:70) MGPs
with a higher concentration at the edge of the particle due to a
combination of diﬀusion and adsorption. As we increased the
number of deposition cycles (0, 2, 4), the ﬂuorescent tracer
provided a sharper deﬁnition of the MGPs edge and a lower
ﬂuorescent intensity at the center of the particle, indicating that
less PLL could diﬀuse into the particles, and more was deposited
on the surface.
To assess the beneﬁt of PLL deposition toward cell adhesion,
we repeated the previous experiment and placed PLL coated
PMeOx30-HEMA (30:70) MGPs on a monolayer of HEK cells in
culture. Bright ﬁeld imaging showed that, after 2 days, HEK cells
engulfed the particles (Figure 2D), indicating that the cells were
successfully drawn to leave their 2D culture dish and to
preferentially adhere on the PLL coated MGPs. However, rat
primary E18 hippocampal cells directly seeded on PLL coated
MGPs showed only marginal signs of interactions. Neuronal cells
remained preferentially clustered with each other (Figure 2E),
suggesting that the particle properties should be further modiﬁed
to obtain a surface suitable for neuronal cell adhesion.
3.3. Properties of PMeOx30-HEMA MGPs of Diﬀerent
Compositions. BSA and PLL diﬀusion into MGPs suggested
that PMeOx30-HEMA (30:70) particles were highly porous,
which, combined with a crude emulsiﬁcation process, could lead
to heterogeneous surface properties and explain the diﬃculty to
create a satisfactory polymeric shell by LbL deposition for cell
adhesion. To obtain more homogeneous particles, diminish
surface defects, and improve the shell deposition process, the
initial emulsion polymerization was performed with a microﬂuidic device. To further improve particle surface properties, we
increased the polymeric matrix cross-linking density. MGPs with
varied PMeOx30 and HEMA ratios (50:50) and (70:30) were
1520
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With METAC as the comonomer, the MGPs were found to be
signiﬁcantly softer; for PMeOx30-METAC (70:30) a Young’s
modulus of only 5.6 ± 1 kPa was determined by AFM.43 To
assess the surface properties, the native particles were incubated
with labeled-BSA and then washed before imaging. Confocal
imaging of the particles after 4 h in water showed a bright core
corresponding to the loaded BSA, and a decrease in ﬂuorescent
closer to the edge due to the outward diﬀusion of BSA during the
washing steps. Yet, a strong ﬂuorescence signal remained at the
edge of the particle due to the nonspeciﬁc BSA adsorption on the
particle surface (Figure 4B). The ﬂuorescence intensity proﬁle
taken through the particle equatorial plane (Figure 4C)
conﬁrmed that FITC-BSA was retained on native PMeOx30METAC, conﬁrming that the introduction of positive charges by
METAC enabled us to medicate PMeOx30 MGPs native
nonfouling properties.
To determine whether the polymeric shell deposition
remained necessary to promote cell adhesion, we seeded HEK
cells on either uncoated (c = 0) or PLL coated (c = 1) PMeOx30METAC particles. After 2 days, cells attached to the particles
were ﬁxed and stained with phalloidin and DAPI. Confocal
imaging of these samples revealed no signiﬁcant diﬀerences in
HEK cell morphology. Cells were spreading with visible focal
adhesion points, even on uncoated MGPs (Figure 4D),
suggesting that the cationic charges introduced with METAC
are suﬃcient to promote HEK cell adhesion. However, neuronal
cells failed to adhere and grow on uncoated particles (data not
shown). As a result, we prepared two series of PMeOx30-METAC
particles: one that underwent a single deposition cycle (c = 1)
followed by PLL coating (Figure 4F−H) and another that
underwent ﬁve-deposition cycles (c = 5) again, followed by PLL
coating (Figure 4I−K). Bright ﬁeld images showed that more
neuronal cells adhered to the particles with more deposition
cycles (Figure 4I). Confocal ﬂuorescence imaging of immunostained particles showed that few neuronal cells adhered to c = 1
particles. Their neuronal processes stained with Tuj-1 remained
underdeveloped, as it is typically observed for NPCs (Figure
4G). However, nestin expression in these cells was low (Figure
4H), suggesting that these cells are no longer NPCs but slow
diﬀerentiating neurons. In comparison, confocal ﬂuorescence
imaging of neuronal cells seeded on c = 5 particles showed a high
density of long and bright Tuj-1 positive processes (Figure 4J)
and a distinct strongly nestin positive cell population (Figure
4K), indicating the coexistence of a population of diﬀerentiating
neurons with a population of NPCs similar to PLL-coated glass
particles.19 After a week in culture the cell population was
composed of more than 73% ± 8 Tuj-1 positive cells (92% of
which were mature NeuN positive neurons), 26% ± 5.7 nestin
positive cells, 2% ± 1.5 GFAP positive cells, and no apoptotic
cells on the MGPs, suggesting that there was no diﬀerence
between neuronal development on PLL coated glass or
PNIPAAm particles, and PLL-coated PMeOx30-METAC carriers
in diﬀerentiation culture medium. In summary, these results
indicated that although it was not necessary to coat PMeOx30METAC particles to promote HEK growth, LbL deposition and
ﬁnal PLL coating tremendously improved neuronal cell
adhesion, growth, and maturation.

Figure 3. Comparison of PMeOx30-HEMA particles with diﬀerent
cross-linking densities (50:50 and 70:30). (A,B) Combined transmission and laser scanning confocal microscopy ﬂuorescence images of
the equatorial plane of MGPs loaded with FITC-BSA. (C) Comparison
of the average radial distribution of FITC-BSA for the three cross-linking
densities: (30:70 open circle; 50:50 blue up-triangle; 70:30 red downtriangle). (D) Comparison of the average radial distribution of labeled
PLL for three cross-linking densities (30:70 open circle; 50:50 blue uptriangle; 70:30 red down-triangle) after ﬁve deposition cycles. (E,F)
HEK cell adhesion on 50:50 and 70:30 PMeOx30-HEMA MGPs. Laser
scanning confocal microscopy images of one Z-section taken at the
equatorial plane of MGPs; HEK cells stained for DAPI (blue) and
phalloidin (red) after 7 days in culture. (G,H) Adhesion and
diﬀerentiation of E18 neuronal cells on 50:50 and 70:30 PMeOx30HEMA MGPs. Laser scanning confocal microscopy images of one Zsection taken at the equatorial plane of MGPs; neuronal cells stained for
DAPI (blue) and Tuj-1 (red) after 7 days in culture. Scale bars = 100 μm.

4. DISCUSSION
In this study, we explored the link between PMeOx microcarrier
composition and their ability to support neuronal cell culture.
PMeOx30-based microcarriers with diﬀerent comonomers were
successfully produced using an emulsion polymerization in batch

systematically introduce a net charge into the MGPs (Figure 4A).
Since high cross-linking density improved the LbL deposition,
particles with a 70:30 PMeOx30-METAC ratio were produced.
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Figure 4. PMeOx30-METAC with improved neuronal cell growth. (A) Reaction scheme of the PMeOx30-METAC MGP synthesis. (B) Laser scanning
confocal microscopy image of one Z-section taken at the equatorial plane of uncoated PMeOx30-METAC MGP incubated in FITC-BSA (green). (C)
Averaged ﬂuorescence intensity distribution of FITC-BSA across the particle 4 h after loading. The ﬂuorescence intensity increased sharply at the edge of
the particle indicating nonspeciﬁc adsorption of FITC-BSA on the MGPs. (D,E) HEK cell adhesion studies of PMeOx30-METAC particles. HEK cells
labeled with a nuclear marker, DAPI (blue), and actin (red) on uncoated MGPs (D), and PLL coated MGPs after one deposition cycle c = 1 (E). (F−K)
Adhesion and diﬀerentiation of E18 neuronal cells on PMeOx30-METAC MGPs. Ten frames of a Z-stack series obtained by laser scanning confocal
microscopy were projected on the XY plane; neuronal cells stained for DAPI (blue), Tuj-1 (red), and nestin (green) after 7 days in culture. MGPs coated
with PLL after one deposition cycle (c = 1) (F−H), and for MGPs coated with PLL after ﬁve deposition cycles (c = 5) (I−K). Scale bars = 50 μm.

particle, we prepared PMeOx MGPs with a charged comonomer.
The introduction of positive charges signiﬁcantly improved
native PMeOx30-METAC MGPs quality for HEK cell culture.
However, this remained insuﬃcient for neuronal cell adhesion.
Similarly to PNIPAAm MGPs, an additional polymeric shell
deposition was mandatory to obtain robust neuronal cell
development on PMeOx30-METAC MGPs.

or in a microﬂuidic device. Native PMeOx30-HEMA MGPs
exhibited nonfouling properties, which prevent suﬃcient cell
adhesion. Two approaches were used to amend their native
nonfouling properties and enable cell culture applications:
coating of the particle surfaces and changes in polymer
composition. We ﬁrst demonstrated that by coating PMeOx30
MGP with an adhesion promoting shell by LbL deposition, we
could promote cell growth on soft MGPs regardless of the MGP
native properties. Then, we showed that increasing the MGP
cross-linking density improved the quality of the polymeric shell
as demonstrated by the cell culture results. However, the poor
development of neuronal cells on coated PMeOx30-HEMA
particles denoted that MGPs surface chemistry had to be further
tailored to satisfy speciﬁc cell-type needs. Since the quality and/
or eﬃciency of the LbL treatment is dependent on two factors:
(1) the initial nonfouling property of the polymeric microgel
particles, and (2) the initial net surface charge carried by the

5. CONCLUSION
This work surveyed the key physical properties required to
obtain PMeOx30 MGP suitable for neuron-engineering applications and highlighted the need to further optimize the hydrogel
particle composition to develop native MGPs readily suitable for
neuronal cell culture. Results showed that after shell deposition,
PMeOx-METAC MGP performed as well as PNIPAAm MGPs
used for neuron transplantations.21 Extensive formulation and
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evaluation work still lies ahead to fully take advantage of the
functional substitutions available with POx polymers and
incorporate the versatility of POx properties such as their
thermosensitivity46,47 and biodegradability43 for neuro-engineering applications.
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