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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention relates to a method for synthesizing
water-soluble particles, the method includes providing a solu-
tion including a lanthanide compound, a halide compound,
and a first solvent; introducing a capping agent into the solu-
tion to form a mixture; heating the mixture under pressure to
produce the particles; and recovering the particles from the
mixture. The present invention also relates to a water-soluble
particle having a surface functional group. The particles
exhibit up-conversion luminescence utilizing NIR excitation,
wherein the particles are synthesized in a one-pot process.
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1
METHOD OF ONE-POT SYNTHESIS OF
WATER-SOLUBLE NANOPARTICLES
EXHIBITING UP-CONVERSION
LUMINESCENCE

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to water-soluble nanoparticles exhib-
iting up-conversion luminescence. The invention also relates
to a method of one-pot synthesis of the particles.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Fluorescent labelling techniques have been widely used in
pharmacological and biological researches as well as clinical
diagnosis. Current commercial fluorescent labelling agents
includes organic dye, fluorescent proteins, noble-metal nano-
particles and quantum dots (QDs) as biological luminescent
probes encounter several challenges. Organic dyes, such as
fluorescein, rhodamine, dansyl chloride, are the most conven-
tional and widely used commercial fluorescent labelling
agents. They have high quantum efficiency, but the rapid
photo bleaching limits the available detection duration. In
addition, the short fluorescent lifetimes and broad spectral
features do not help in reducing the background interference
and increase the signal to noise ratio. Compared with tradi-
tional organic dyes, fluorescent proteins developed by cell
itself from the expressed genes have improved resistance to
photo-bleaching. Fluorescent proteins have been commer-
cialized and promptly occupied the market. However, the
variety of fluorescent proteins is limited, and the generic
expression of a fluorescent protein in the cell requires high
levels of skill and funding. Commercial noble-metal nano-
particles such as gold colloid are potentially suitable candi-
dates for biosensors and bio-imaging because they can scatter
and absorb visible light. These nanoparticles are biocompat-
ible but their optical properties in the visible region may
overlap with natural proteins. QDs have attracted a great deal
ofattention as bioconjugates for live cell in imaging, labelling
and diagnostics. Unfortunately, QDs are still controversial
due to their inherent toxicity and blinking effect, although
they are endowed with many advantages such as high quan-
tum yields, narrow emission, broad ultraviolet (UV) excita-
tion, etc.

Rare-earth doped phosphors (REPs) have been proposed as
a new generation of biological luminescent probes for both
optical and magnetic resonance bio-imaging. REPs have
attracted much attention in bio-applications due to their
attractive chemical and optical features such as superior
photo-stability, high emitting light intensity, long fluores-
cence lifetimes suitable for time-gated detection, low toxicity,
and free of the blinking effect as shown in QDs. In particular,
multicolor up-conversion luminescence with excitation of
NIR can be realized by controlling lanthanide dopant-host
combination. The up-conversion techniques utilizing NIR
excitation rather than ultra-violet (UV) excitation allow sig-
nificantly reduction of background auto-fluorescence, photo-
bleaching and photo damage to biological specimens, and
therefore improve the signal-to-noise ratio and sensitivity
during biological detections. In addition, REPs can be applied
in both confocal/multi-photon microscopy and in whole-
body optical imaging systems, which is preferable for both
in-vitro and in-vivo imaging.

Unfortunately, many REPs synthesized by solution meth-
ods such as co-thermolysis in non-hydrolytic solvents or lig-
uid-solid-solution process are unsatisfactory for the use as
biolabels because of the low water-solubility and biocompat-
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ibility due to the presence of the hydrophobic surface ligands.
Some techniques of surface modification have been explored
to improve the water-solubility and biocompatibility, includ-
ing the conversion of hydrophobic REPs into water-soluble
by the coating of silica or amphiphilic polymers. Secondly,
the existing synthesis and surface modification techniques are
usually complex and time-consuming, with the organic
wastes resulted from the course of synthesis and subsequent
surface treatment pollute the environment. In addition, the
synthesis techniques are often limited to small-batch and
lab-scale, which significantly restricts the commercial devel-
opment of the REPs. Thirdly, the stability of the REPs in
physiological conditions is generally undesirable and
requires further improvements. Hence, it is an object of the
present application to introduce a facile and environmental
friendly method for the synthesis of biological luminescent
probes in which the aforesaid shortcomings are mitigated or
at least to provide a useful alternative.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to one aspect of the present invention, there is
provided a method for synthesizing water-soluble particles,
the method comprising the steps of

providing a solution comprising a lanthanide compound, a
halide compound and a first solvent; introducing a capping
agent to the solution to form a mixture; heating the mixture
under pressure to produce a plurality of particles; and recov-
ering the particles from the mixture.

According to another aspect of the present invention, there
is provided a water-soluble particle comprising surface func-
tional group, the particles exhibit up-conversion lumines-
cence utilizing NIR excitation, wherein the particles are syn-
thesized by a one-pot process.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows Transmission Electron Micrograph (TEM) of
a plurality of NaYF,: Yb>*/Er’* particles modified by 3-mer-
captopropionic acid (3MA) as embodied in the present inven-
tion. FIG. 1A shows the particles at low-magnification; FI1G.
1B shows the particles at high-magnification; FIG. 1C shows
the particles at high-resolution; and FIG. 1D shows the
selected area electron diffraction (SAED) pattern of the par-
ticles.

FIG. 2 shows a Transmission Electron Micrograph (TEM)
of a plurality of NaYF,:Yb**/Er** particles modified by
6-aminocaproic acid (6AA) as embodied in the present inven-
tion at low magnification.

FIG. 3 shows a Transmission Electron Micrograph (TEM)
of a plurality of NaYF,:Yb>*/Er’* particles modified by poly
(ethylene glycol) methyl ether (PEG) as embodied in the
present invention at low magnification.

FIG. 4 shows Transmission Electron Micrographs (TEM)
of a plurality of BaGdF5:Yb>*/Er** particles modified by
polyethylenimine (PEI) as embodied in the present invention.
FIG. 4A shows the particles at low-magnification; FIG. 4B
shows the particles at high-magnification; FIG. 4C shows the
selected area electron diffraction (SAED) pattern of the par-
ticles; and FIG. 4D shows the particles at high-resolution.

FIG. 5 shows a histogram showing the size distribution of
the BaGdF:Yb*>*/Er’* particles modified by polyethylen-
imine (PEI) as embodied in the present invention. The histo-
gram shows the particle size distribution with an average size
of about 10 nm.



US 8,999,506 B2

3

FIG. 6 shows the Energy Dispersive Spectroscopy (EDS)
of the BaGdF . Yb**/Er** particles modified by polyethylen-
imine (PEI) as embodied in the present invention.

FIG. 7 shows the X-ray Diffraction (XRD) patterns of the
NaYF,:Yb*>*/Br** particles as embodied in the present inven-
tion when compared with the standard NaYF, powders. FI1G.
7B shows the XRD patterns of the particles modified by
3MA; FIG. 7C shows the XRD patterns of the particles modi-
fied by 6AA; FIG. 7D shows the XRD patterns of the particles
modified by PEG; and FIG. 7A shows the XRD patterns of the
standard NaYF, powders.

FIG. 8 shows the Fourier Transform Infrared (FTIR) spec-
tra of the surface modified NaYF,:Yb*>*/Er’* particles as
embodied in the present invention. FIG. 8 A shows the FTIR
spectra of the particles modified by 3MA and the correspond-
ing spectra of 3MA; FIG. 8B shows the FTIR spectra of the
particles modified by 6AA and the corresponding spectra of
6AA; and FIG. 8C shows the FTIR spectra of the particles
modified by PEG and the corresponding spectra of PEG.

FIG. 9 shows photographs of the 0.05 wt % colloidal solu-
tion of the surface modified NaYF,:Yb>*/Er** particles as
embodied in the present invention. FIG. 9A shows the particle
colloidal without excitation of 975 nm laser; and FIG. 9B
shows the particle colloidal with excitation of 975 nm laser.

FIG. 10 shows the up-conversion luminescence spectra of
0.05 wt % colloidal solution of the surface modified NaYF,:
Yb3*/Er’* particles as embodied in the present invention.
FIG. 10A shows the up-conversion luminescence spectra of
the particles modified by 3MA; FIG. 10B shows the up-
conversion luminescence spectra of the particles modified by
6AA; FIG. 10C shows the up-conversion luminescence spec-
tra of the particles modified by PEG.

FIG. 11 shows Log-Log plots of the upconversion lumi-
nescence intensity versus excitation power for the BaGdF:
Yb>*/Er** particles modified by polyethylenimine (PEI) as
embodied in the present invention.

FIG. 12 shows a plot of magnetization versus applied mag-
netic field for the BaGdF:Yb>*/Er** particles modified by
polyethylenimine (PEI) as embodied in the present invention
at room temperature.

FIG. 13 shows multi-photon con-focal fluorescent micros-
copy image of human cervical HelLa cells after 12 hrs of
exposure to the surface modified NaYF,:Yb>*/Er’* particles
as embodied in the present invention. FIG. 13A shows an
image of the particles modified by 3MA; FIG. 13B shows an
image of the particles modified by 6 AA; and FIG. 13C shows
an image of the particles modified by PEG. (A,), (B,) and
(C,) are the corresponding bright field images of HeLa cells.
The overlay of the corresponding fluorescent microscopy
images and bright field images are shown in (A,), (B,) and
(C)), respectively.

FIG. 14 shows multi-photon con-focal fluorescent micros-
copy image of human lung carcinoma A549 cells after 90 min
of exposure to the surface modified NaYF,:Yb**/Er** par-
ticles as embodied in the present invention. FIG. 14A shows
an image of the particles modified by 3MA; FIG. 14B shows
an image of the particles modified by 6AA; and FIG. 14C
shows an image of the particles modified by PEG. (A)), (B,)
and (C,) are the corresponding bright field images of A549
cells. The overlay of the corresponding fluorescent micros-
copy images and bright field images are shown in (A)), (B,)
and (C,), respectively.

FIG. 15A shows multi-photon con-focal fluorescent
microscopy image of human cervical HeLa cells after 12 hrs
of exposure to the NaYF,,: Yb*>*/Er** particles without surface
modification. FIG. 15A , shows the corresponding bright field
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images of HeLa cells. FIG. 15A, shows the overlay of the
corresponding fluorescent microscopy images and bright
field images.

FIG. 16 shows multi-photon con-focal fluorescent micros-
copy image of human cervical HelLa cells after 24 hrs of
exposure to the surface modified NaYF,:Yb>*/Er’* particles
as embodied in the present invention. FIG. 16A shows an
image of the particles modified by 3MA; FIG. 16B shows an
image of the particles modified by 6 AA; and FIG. 16C shows
an image of the particles modified by PEG. (A,), (B,) and
(C,) are the corresponding bright field images of Hela cells.
The overlay of the corresponding fluorescent microscopy
images and bright field images are shown in (A,), (B,) and
(C,), respectively.

FIG. 17 shows the result from MTT assay for cytotoxicity
of the 3MA, 6AA and PEG modified NaYF,:Yb**/Er** par-
ticles as embodied in the present invention.

FIG. 18 shows a whole body subcutaneous imaging of the
3MA modified NaYF,,: Yb*>*/Er** particles in a nude mouse
under the excitation of 980 nm laser.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

In an aspect of the present invention, it is provided a
method of synthesizing water-soluble particles as up-conver-
sion phosphors for fluorescent labelling. The method involves
a one-pot synthesis technique which is facile and environ-
mental friendly. Specifically, the method comprising the steps
of providing a solution comprising a lanthanide compound, a
halide compound and a first solvent; introducing a capping
agent to the solution to form a mixture; heating the mixture
under pressure to produce a plurality of particles; and recov-
ering the particles from the mixture. In the following descrip-
tion, a number of embodiments of the method, and the par-
ticles as synthesized by the embodied method, including
NaYF,:Yb>*/Er'*, BaGdF.:Yb**/Er’* are described.

The lanthanide compound as embodied in the present
method can be lanthanide trihydrochloride. In one embodi-
ment, the lanthanide trihydrochloride is selected from the
group consisting of YCl;, YbCl; and a mixture thereof, and
NaYF,:Yb*>*/Br’* particles are synthesized according to the
embodied method. Preferably, the mole ratio of YbCl; to YCl,
as dissolved in the first solvent is in a range from about 12%
to about 20%, and the mole ratio of ErCl; to YCl; is ina range
from about 1% to about 5%. Concentration of the lanthanide
trihydrochloride in the solution is in a range from about 0.025
mmol per ml to about 0.1 mmol per ml. The NaYF,:Yb>*/
Er’* particles produced have sizes in a range from about 50
nm to about 80 nm.

In another embodiment, BaGdF5:Yb**/Er’* particles can
also be synthesized according to the embodied method. The
resulted BaGdF:Yb>*/Er** particles are of the size range
from about 8 nm to about 15 nm.

In an embodied method, the first solvent can be ethylene
glycol. Alternatively, the first solvent can be water, or a mix-
ture of ethylene glycol and water. In another embodied
method, the lanthanide compound is dissolved in the first
solvent to form a first solution, and separately the halide
compound is dissolved in the first solvent to form a second
solution. The solution is then formed by combining the first
and the second solutions. Preferably, the first solvent in the
first solution comprises ethylene glycol, and the first solvent
in the second solution comprises water.

The halide compound can be selected from a group con-
sisting of chloride, fluoride and a mixture thereof. Preferably,
the chloride can be selected from a group consisting of NaCl,
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BaCl, and a mixture thereof. The chloride can be dissolved in
the first solvent at a concentration ranged from about 0.025
mmol per ml to about 0.1 mmol per ml. Alternatively, the
fluoride can be selected from a group consisting of NaF,
NH,F, NH,HF, and a mixture thereof. The fluoride can be
dissolved in the first solvent at a concentration ranged from
about 0.25 mmol per ml to about 1.0 mmol per ml. The
capping agent can be selected from a group consisting of
3-mercaptopropionic acid, 6-aminocaproic acid, poly(ethyl-
ene glycol) methyl ether (PEG), polyethylenimine (PEI) and
a mixture thereof. The capping of the particles introduces
surface function group onto the particles, with the surface
function group can be selected from —COOH, —NH,,
—SH, —OH or a mixture thereof.

The providing step of the embodied method may further
include a stirring step. Preferably, the stirring step includes
stirring for about 20 min to 60 min. The heating step may
involve heating at a temperature ranged from about 120° C. to
about 220° C. Preferably, the heating step includes heating for
about 4 hrs to about 48 hrs under a pressure ranged from about
1.5 MPa to about 2.5 MPa. More preferably, the heating step
is carried out in an autoclave. After the heating step, the
embodied method may further include a cooling step. The
cooling can be carried out by natural cooling.

The recovering step may further include the step of sepa-
rating the particles via centrifugation, and collecting the par-
ticles. The recovering step may be followed by a washing
step, that is, to wash the recovered particles by a second
solvent. The second solvent can be ethanol, and the washing
step can be repeated for 2 times to 5 times. The washed
particles can be subsequently dried in vacuum at a tempera-
ture ranged from about 45 to about 70° C. for about 12 hrs to
about 24 hrs.

Therefore, the present invention provides a facile, environ-
mental-friendly, and one-pot synthesis technique, through
which water-soluble particles or specifically, nanoparticles
can be synthesized. The particles can be rare-earth doped
phosphors (REPs), or specifically, lanthanide doped phos-
phors, for the purpose of biological labeling. The solvent
being used in the synthesis can be ethylene glycol, which has
lower pollution than some of the commonly used organic
solvents such as hexadecane, oleylamine and oleic acid, etc.
In addition, surface functional groups, such as —COOH,
—NH,, and —SH can be directly introduced onto the particle
surfaces during the synthesis, without any further surface
treatment is required. The surface functional groups allow a
significant improve in water-solubility and bio-compatibility.
Furthermore, the cost of synthesis of the particles using the
present invention is low as lanthanide compound, such as
lanthanide trichloride can be used as starting materials. The
synthesized particles as embodied in this invention exhibit
visible and near-infrared (NIR) emission in various human
carcinoma cells lines and nude mouse through up-conversion
that is a two- or multi-photon process where the NIR excita-
tion light (typically 980 nm) is up-converted to higher ener-
gies from the deep-UV, visible to the NIR, which demonstrate
high cell uptake, long lasting localization, and low cytotox-
icity in the cells.

In a specific embodiment, water-soluble NaYF,: Yb*>*/Er**
nanoparticles were prepared by a modified hydrothermal
method. Typically, 1 mmol in total of YCI;, YbCl; and ErCl,
with the molar ratio 0f 39:10:1, were dissolved in 20 mL of
ethylene glycol. Around 10 mL of aqueous solution contain-
ing 5 mmol of NaF was added to above solution and stirred for
about 30 min. To improve the water-solubility and endow the
functionalization of particles, some capping agents including
3-mercaptopropionic acid (3 MA, HSCH,CH,COOH, 99%,
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Aldrich), 6-aminocaproic acid [6AA, H,N(CH,);COOH,
99%, Aldrich] and poly(ethylene glycol) methyl ether (PEG,
average molecular=5000, Aldrich) were added to the above
mixture respectively. The as-obtained mixture was then trans-
ferred into a Teflon bottle held in a stainless steel autoclave,
which was sealed and hydrothermally treated at 190° C. for
24 hrs. After the autoclave was cooled to room temperature
under natural cooling, i.e. cooling under room condition, the
precipitates were separated by centrifugation, washed with
ethanol for three times, and dried in vacuum at 50° C. for 12
hrs to obtain the as-prepared samples.

Morphology of the particles as synthesized was observed
using a transmission electron microscope (TEM, JEOL
2010). Structure of the particles was studied by an Oxford
instrument energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) sys-
tem equipped with the TEM. Phase structure was character-
ized by a Bruker D8 Advance X-ray diffractometer (XRD)
with Cu-Ka radiation (A=0.15406 nm). Fourier transform
infrared (FTIR) spectra were recorded for KBr disks contain-
ing powder sample with a MAGNA-IR760 Spectrometer E.
S. P. (Nicolet). Up-conversion photoluminescence spectra
were recorded using an FLS920P Edinburgh Analytical
Instrument apparatus equipped with a diode laser (MDL-975
nm, 2 W) as the excitation source.

A typical TEM image as shown in FIG. 1 reveals that the
as-prepared NaYF,,:Yb>*/Er’* particles modified by 3MA
are composed of nanoparticles with an average diameter of
about 60 nm, see FIGS. 1A and 1B. The high-magnification
TEM image as shown in FIG. 1B reveals the irregular mor-
phology, which may result from the random conglomeration
of some primary NaYF,: Yb**, Er’* nanocrystals. High-reso-
Iution TEM (HRTEM) can provide atomic resolution. The
HRTEM image as shown in FIG. 1C shows lattice fringes
with an observed d-spacing of 0.32 nm, which is in good
agreement with the lattice spacing inthe (111) planes of cubic
NaYF, (0.316 nm). The selected area electron diffraction
(SAED) pattern shown in FIG. 1D indicates the cubic struc-
ture and polycrystalline characteristic of the particles. The
morphology of particles is not affected by substituting 3SMA
for 6AA or PEG, as shown in FIG. 2 and FIG. 3, respectively.

FIG. 4 shows the TEM images of the BaGdF,:Yb**/Er**
particles modified by polyethylenimine (PEI) as synthesized
in another embodiment. FIG. 4A and FIG. 4B shows the
average diameter of the particles is about 10 nm. FIG. 4C
shows the selected area electron diffraction (SAED) pattern
of' the particles which indicates the cubic structure and poly-
crystalline characteristic of the particles. FIG. 4D shows the
particles under high-resolution TEM. The HRTEM image
shows the particle has high crystallinity and the inter-planar
distances of HRTEM are determined to be 2.13 A, matching
well with the (2-20) lattice plane of the face-center cubic
(FCC) phase of BaGdF;. A histogram showing the size dis-
tribution of the BaGdF,:Yb**/Er** particles modified by
polyethylenimine (PEI) is shown in FIG. 5. The histogram
shows the particle size distribution with an average size of
about 10 nm. It should be denoted that the size distribution of
the particles as synthesized by the embodied method seems to
be poorer than that by nonhydrolytic solution route, though
the satisfactory results for bioimaging of these particles in cell
and small animals could be achieved, which will be men-
tioned in the below sections. The particle size distribution of
these particles might be improved through accurately opti-
mizing reaction conditions such as the molar ratio of reac-
tants, pH value, the variety of lanthanide salts and fluorides,
the amount of capping agents, reaction time, reaction tem-
perature and so on.
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The structure of the as-synthesized BaGdF.:Yb>*/Er**
particles are studied by the Energy Dispersive Spectroscopy
(EDS) equipped with the TEM. FIG. 6 shows the EDS spec-
trum of the BaGdF5:Yb>*/Er’* particles modified by polyeth-
ylenimine (PEI), which reveals that the particles are mainly
composed of Ba, Gd, F, and the dopant Yb.

FIG. 7 shows the x-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns of the
NaYF,: Yb*>*/Er** particles modified by 3MA (B), 6AA (C),
PEG (D), and standard data of NaYF, powders (A, JSPDF
No. 77-2042), respectively. It can be seen from the XRD
results that the phase of the particles as modified by 3MA,
6AA and PEG are mainly in accordance with the face-cen-
tered cubic structure of NaYF, powder. The amount of hex-
agonal phase is very small for all samples because the peaks
(denoted as star marks) attributed to the hexagonal structure
of NaYF, powders (JSPDF No. 16-0334) are very weak.

The presence of the functional ligands at the surface of the
NaYF,: Yb>*/Er’** particles is evident from FTIR spectra as
shown in FI1G. 8. We compared FTIR spectrum ofthe particles
as modified by 3MA (represented as NPs-3MA in the spec-
trum) with that of 3MA, as shown in FIG. 8 A. The absorption
band at ~3483 cm ™ is attributed to the stretching vibration of
hydroxyl groups, and the difference between them is that the
absorption band for 3MA is very broad. The absorption peaks
at 2945 cm™" in the two spectra are due to the asymmetrical
stretching vibration modes of CH, group. The absorption
band at 2569 cm™" arising from stretching vibration of —SH
group is not present in the spectrum of NPs-3MA, which
might indicate that the —SH group end of 3MA is bonded on
the surface of NaYF,: Yb>*/Er’* particles because of the
strong binding ability between mercapto group and metal
ions. The strong absorption peak at 1718 cm™" for 3MA is due
to the asymmetrical stretching vibration modes of C—0O
group, while the weak peaks at 1643 cm™ and 1578 cm™" for
NPs-3MA are resulted from the asymmetrical and symmetri-
cal stretching vibration modes of C—0O group. The weak
absorption bands at ~1416 and ~1230 cm™ shown in the
spectrum of NPs-3MA are corresponding to the in-plane bend
vibration of C—OH and stretching vibration of C—O groups
of 3MA, respectively. From the above analysis, we could
deduce that 3MA is capped on the surface of NaYF,: Yb>*/
Er’* particles synthesized by the embodied method. FIG. 8B
shows the FTIR spectra of 6AA and the particles as modied
by 6AA (represented as NPs-6AA in the spectrum) for com-
parison. It can be seen that a broad absorption band at about
3446 cm™" due to the O—H and/or N—H stretching vibra-
tion, the asymmetrical and symmetrical stretching vibration
modes of CH, group at 2934 and 2865 cm™, the asymmetri-
cal and symmetrical stretching vibration modes of C—0O
group at 1460 and 1395 cm™", the absorption bands at 1626,
1562 cm™" and many weak peaks at around 1104 cm™" due to
amine groups vibration, are present at the spectrum of NPs-
6AA, which also indicates that 6AA can be efficiently
adsorbed on the surface of NaYF,: Yb**/Er** particles. Simi-
larly, the surface of the NaYF,,: Yb**/Er’** particles could be
functionalized by PEG, as confirmed by FTIR results. As
shown in FIG. 8C, the broad band at 3451 cm™! is indexed to
the O—H stretching vibration. The bands at around 2887
cm™ are due to the asymmetrical and symmetrical stretching
vibration modes of CH, group. The absorption bands at 1632,
1471 and around 1110 are attributed to the methylene scis-
soring and C—O—C stretching vibration.

Modification by 3MA, 6AA and PEG allows the surface of
particles be functionalized by —COOH, —NH,, —SH or
—OH groups, which could not only improve the water-solu-
bility of particles but also increase the possibility of entering
cells’ interior. The colloidal dispersions of the NaYF,: Yb>*/
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Er’* particles modified by 3MA, 6AA and PEG as shown in
FIG. 9A demonstrate the good water-solubility and optical
transparency of these samples. Under excitation with a 975
nm laser, these three dispersions exhibit prominent green
emission as shown in FIG. 9B. The up-conversion lumines-
cent spectra for these three samples as shown in FIG. 10,
demonstrate similarity in profile and comprise peaks at 514-
532 nm, 535-556 nm and 645-675 nm, corresponding to
Hy) 5= 50 #8575, and “T, 1,5, transitions of
doped Er’* ions, respectively. Infrared photons are firstly
absorbed by the strong transition from the ground state °F,,,
to the first excited state F,, in the Yb** ions. In successive
steps, energy transfers carry these excitations over to the
excited state *1, , ,, in an Er** ion nearby. Electrons in the state
*1,,,, of Er’* ion can be further excited to *F,,, by another
Yb** 2F, , excitation. Firstly, the excited electrons relax non-
radiatively to 2H, ,,, *Ss,, and *F,, energy levels, and then
decay further to the ground state of Er** to emit green and red
emission. The presence of some organic groups such as
—COOH, —NH,, —SH, and —OH on the particle surface
may result in the non-radioactive relaxation across these
energy gaps of *H,,,—*F,,, and *S,,,—*F, ., so the green
emission is more prominent than red emission for all samples
synthesized in the procedure.

FIG. 11 shows the Log-Log plots of the up-conversion
luminescence intensity versus excitation power for the
BaGdF:Yb>*/Er’* particles modified by polyethylenimine
(PEI), as synthesized by the embodied method. The slopes of
the linear fits for the green and red emissions at 521, 544 and
660 nm are 1.76, 1.79 and 1.55, respectively, revealing a two
photon process is required by both green and red UC emis-
sions.

In addition, it is noted that the BaGdF:Yb**/Er** particles
as synthesized by the embodied method exhibit multifunc-
tional characteristic such as showing excellent paramagnet-
ism. FIG. 12 shows the magnetization as a function of applied
magnetic field of the as-synthesized BaGdF:Yb*>*/Er** par-
ticles. The particles show paramagnetism under an applied
field ranging from -20 to 20 kOe, unlike the behaviour of Gd
atoms which exhibit a ferromagnetic behaviour below 289 K.
In general, the magnetic properties of Gd>* arise from seven
unpaired inner 4f electrons, which are closely bound to the
nucleus and effectively shielded by the outer closed shell
electrons 5s5p° from the crystal field. The separation
between the Gd** ions in the matrix are too far to render
sufficient overlap of the orbitals associated with the partially
filled 4f electrons shells of the Gd** ions, which is necessary
for ferromagnetism. The calculated magnetic mass suscepti-
bility of the as-synthesized BaGdF4: Yb*>*/Er’* particles at
room temperature is 4.72x107> emu g~! Oe™'. Moreover, the
RM magnetization of the BaGdF5: Yb>*/Er** particles at 20
kOe is around 0.95 emu/g. The magnetic mass susceptibility
ofthe BaGdF,:Yb>*/Er’* particles is bigger than that of small
sized KGdF, and is close to the reported value of the NaGdF ,,
GdF,:Ev®* and Gd,O,:Eu’* particles potentially used in
common bio-separation technique, which are 7.75x107,
9.4x107> and 1.3x107™* emu g~! Oe™, respectively. Com-
pared to other up-conversion nanocrystals such as BaYFs,
CaF,, SrF,, BaF, and LaF;, the paramagnetism of BaGdF
nanocrystals allow them to be used in more areas. For
example, the paramagnetism of BaGdF nanocrystals pre-
sents potential applications in bioseparation and magnetic
resonance imaging (MRI).

Internalization of the bare and functionalized NaYF,:
Yb**/Er** particles, up-converted emissions in human lung
carcinoma A549 and human cervical carcinoma HeLa cells
were studied at a particle loading of 10 ug mL™" over an
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exposure period from 30 min to 24 hrs. Human lung carci-
noma A549 cells were purchased from the American type
Culture Collection (ATCC) (#CCL-185, ATCC, Manassas,
Va., USA). Cells were cultured in Ham’s F12K medium with
L-glutamine and phenol red (N3520, Sigma, St. Louis, Mo.,
USA) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum at 37° C.
and 5% CO,. Cells were passaged every 3-5 days. Human
cervical carcinoma HeL a cells were maintained in an RMPI
1640 medium supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum
(FBS) and 1% penicillin and streptomycin in 5% CO,. Cells
loaded with the particles modified by 3MA, 6AA and PEG
were respectively excited by near-infrared (NIR) laser. To
study the localization behavior of the particles, experiments
were carried out in the commercial multi-photon con-focal
microscopy. For the in-vitro imaging excited by NIR, the cells
were imaged in the tissue culture chamber (5% CO,, 37° C.)
using a con-focal laser scanning microscope-Leica TCS SP5
equipped with a femtosecond-pulsed Ti: Sapphire laser (Li-
bra II, Coherent). The excitation beam produced by the fem-
tosecond laser, which was tunable from 680-1060 nm and
focused on coverslip-adherent cells using an 43x oil immer-
sion objective. FIG. 13 and FIG. 14 show the multi-photon
con-focal fluorescent microscopy images of human cervical
Hela and human lung carcinoma A549 cells after various
periods of exposure to the functionalized particles, the corre-
sponding bright field images of HeLa cells and A549, and the
overlay of the fluorescent microscopy images and bright field
images. Bare and functionalized particles demonstrated very
strong up-converted emission in the solution under the
experimental conditions. The surface functionalized modifi-
cation allows these water-soluble particles to demonstrate
potential commercial value for bio-imaging. After 12 hrs of
dosage time, particles functionalized by 3MA, 6 AA and PEG
are localized in the cytoplasm of various number of human
cervical carcinoma HeLa cell lines with low toxicity for in-
vitro imaging. Under excitation at about 975 nm, strong and
eminent green emission (*S,,—>*1,5,, transitions) can be
observed in the cytoplasm apparent of HeL.a cells, as shown in
FIGS. 13A, 13B, and 13C, respectively. However, under the
same experimental conditions, emission from the f-f transi-
tion of bare particles can only be observed outside the cells as
shown in FIG. 15. As for the human lung carcinoma A549
cells, these three functionalized particles also demonstrated
localization in the cytoplasm of various number of A549 cell
lines and exhibited strong up-conversion green emission in
the cytoplasm apparent of A549 cell, as shown in FIGS. 14A,
B and C. A549 is a lung cancer cell line and HelLa is a cervical
cancer cell line, and thus they are of different properties—
epithelial lung cells in particular are known to rapidly take up
particulates from their environment via endocytosis, as
removal of particulate matter from the alveoli is one of their
physiological functions in the bodys; it is likely that this prop-
erty accounts for the difference in uptake rate between the cell
lines.

Rather than NIR excitation, the modified NaYF,: Yb>*/
Er’* particles can stay in the cytoplasm for more than 12 hrs
with no significant cytotoxicity. In-vitro imaging of the modi-
fied particles in Hela cells were recorded after 24 hrs dosage
time and indicated that the three modified particles were
remained in the cytoplasm, as shown in FIG. 16. No signifi-
cant variation in the emission intensity was observed which
indicated that these particles inside the cells are quite stable.
Cell viability was measured using a 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-
2-y1)-2,5 diphenyl-tetrazolium bromide (MTT) proliferation
assay. Briefly, HelLa cells were seeded in a 96-well flat-
bottomed microplate (6000 cells/well) and cultured in 100 pl,
growth medium at 37° C. and 5% CO, for 24 h. Cell culture
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medium in each well was then replaced by 100 pL. dimethyl
sulfoxide (DMSO) charged cell growth medium (max. 1:99,
v/v), which contained these three particles with concentra-
tions ranging from 1077 to 10~* M. After incubation for 20 hrs,
20 uL. MTT labeling reagent (5 mg/ml. in phosphate buffered
saline solution) was added to each well for further 4 hrs
incubation at 37° C. The growth medium was removed gently
by suction, and 200 ul. DMSO was then added to every well
as solubilizing agent, sitting at room temperature overnight to
dissolve the formazan crystals completely. The absorbance at
the wavelength of 570 nm was measured by Multiskan EX
(Thermo Electron Corporation), and each data point was rep-
resented as mean+SD from triplicate wells. FIG. 17 shows the
results of the MTT assay for cytotoxicity of the 3MA, 6AA
and PEG modified particles in Hel a cells. HeLLa Cells were
incubated separately with these three particles at 37° C. for 24
hrs. MTT assays on HelLa exposed to as much as 20 times the
dose concentration of the organometallic complex for imag-
ing for 24 hrs showed viability similar to that of the controls.
This indicates that the cytotoxicity of particles as modified by
3MA, 6AA and PEG to the tested cell line was low.

Besides of the in-vitro cell imaging of the as-prepared
particles, the excitation in the NIR may not only decrease the
photo damage to the biological specimens but also realize
in-vivo imaging of deep tissues in animal. It has been con-
firmed by other studies that there was no overt toxicity for the
NaYF,: Yb>*/Tm>* particles modified by polyacrylic acid in
mice at arelatively long exposure times based on body weight
data, histological, hematological and biochemical analysis.
To demonstrate the feasibility of the particles in animal imag-
ing, an aqueous solution of the surface modified NaYF,:
Yb>*/Er’* particles was subcutaneously injected into the
nude mouse and then the image was collected in our home-
made system with the excitation of 980 nm laser. The injec-
tion volume is 200 pl. with the concentration of 3.5 mg/mlL..
Fluorescent imaging is conducted in our home-made system
with 980 nm diode laser. To avoid interference of the excita-
tion light, an emission filter (850 SP) is put in front of CCD
camera. Under the excitation of the 980 nm laser, emission
spectrum ranges from visible light 515 to 670 nm, and NIR
light of 750-808 nm are achievable. According to the emis-
sion spectra of the NaYF,: Yb>*/Er** particles as synthesized,
imaging between 520-540 nm using 530/20 filter was cap-
tured. The whole body subcutaneous imaging of the particles
in nude mouse is shown in FIG. 18. As shown in the figure,
obvious emissive spot can be seen in the subcutaneous region,
which indicates that the as-prepared particles from the
embodied method demonstrated potential applications in in-
vivo and deep imaging of animals.

It should be understood that the above only illustrates and
describes examples whereby the present invention may be
carried out, and that modifications and/or alterations may be
made thereto without departing from the spirit of the inven-
tion.

Itshould also be understood that certain features or steps of
the invention, which are, for clarity, described in the context
of separate embodiments, may also be provided in combina-
tion in a single embodiment. Conversely, various features or
steps of the invention which are, for brevity, described in the
context of a single embodiment, may also be provided or
separately or in any suitable subcombination.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of synthesizing water-soluble particles, the
method comprising:

providing a solution comprising a halide compound, a first

solvent, and a mixture of YCl;, YbCl;, and ErCl;,
wherein
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the YbCl; and total amount of the YCl;, YbCl;, and
ErCl, are in a mole ratio in the solution ranging from
about 12% to about 20%, and

the ErCl; and the total amount of the YCl;, YbCl; and
ErCl, are in a mole ratio in the solution ranging from
about 1% to about 5%;

introducing a capping agent, selected from the group con-

sisting of 3-mercaptopropionic acid, 6-aminocaproic

acid, and mixtures thereof, into the solution to form a

mixture;

heating the mixture under pressure to produce a plurality of

particles; and

recovering the particles from the mixture.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the first solvent is
selected from the group consisting of ethylene glycol, water,
and mixtures of ethylene glycol and water.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the halide compound is
selected from the group consisting of chlorides, fluorides, and
mixtures of chlorides and fluorides.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the chloride is NaCl.

5. The method of claim 3, wherein the chloride is in a
concentration ranging from about 0.025 mmol per ml to about
0.1 mmol per ml.

6. The method of claim 3, wherein the fluoride is selected
from the group consisting of NaF, NH,F, NH,HF,, and mix-
tures thereof.

7. The method of claim 3, wherein the fluoride is in a
concentration ranging from about 0.25 mmol per ml to about
1.0 mmol per ml.

8. The method of claim 1, further comprising stirring the
solution.

9. The method of claim 8, wherein the stirring comprises
stirring for about 20 min to 60 min.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein the heating comprises
heating at a temperature ranging from about 120° C. to about
220° C.

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the heating comprises
heating for about 4 hrs to about 48 hrs.
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12. The method of claim 1, wherein the heating comprises
heating under a pressure ranging from about 1.5 MPa to about
2.5 MPa.

13. The method of claim 1, wherein the heating comprises
heating in an autoclave.

14. The method of claim 1, further comprising cooling after
the heating.

15. The method of claim 14, including cooling by natural
cooling.

16. The method of claim 1, wherein the recovering com-
prises separating the particles via centrifugation, and collect-
ing the particles.

17. The method of claim 1, further comprising washing the
particles recovered with a second solvent to produce washed
particles.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein the second solvent
comprises ethanol.

19. The method of claim 17, wherein the washing is
repeated from 2 times to 5 times.

20. The method of claim 17, further comprising drying in
which the washed particles are dried in vacuum at a tempera-
ture ranging from about 45 to about 70° C. for about 12 hrs to
about 24 hrs.

21. The method of claim 1, wherein the halide compound is
NaF and the particles are NaYF,:Yb>*/Er**.

22. The method of claim 1, wherein the particles comprise
at least one surface functional group selected from the group
consisting of —COOH, —NH,, —SH, —OH, and mixtures
thereof.

23. The method of claim 1, comprising dissolving the
mixture of YCl;, YbCl;, and ErCl; in the first solvent to form
a first solution, and separately dissolving the halide com-
pound in a second solvent to form a second solution, followed
by combining the first and second solutions to form the solu-
tion.

24. The method of claim 23, wherein the first solvent
comprises ethylene glycol.

25. The method of claim 23, wherein the second solvent
comprises water.



