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ABSTRACT: A hydrogel that can deliver both proteins and cells
enables the local microenvironment of transplanted cells to be
manipulated with a single injection. Toward this goal, we designed a
hydrogel suitable for the co-delivery of neural stem cells and
chondroitinase ABC (ChABC), a potent enzyme that degrades the
glial scar that forms after central nervous system (CNS) injury. We
leveraged the inverse electron-demand Diels—Alder reaction between
norbornene and methylphenyltetrazine to form rapidly gelling (<15
min) crosslinked methylcellulose (MC) hydrogels at physiological
temperature and pH, with Young’s modulus similar to that of brain
tissue (1—3 kPa), and degradable, disulfide-containing crosslinkers.
To achieve tunable, affinity-controlled release of a ChABC-Src

Methylcellulose ’ChAB(}SH3 [> SH3-Binding Peptide

homology 3 (SH3) fusion protein, we immobilized norbornene-functionalized SH3-binding peptides onto MC-methylphenylte-
trazine and observed release of bioactive ChABC-SH3 over 4 days. We confirmed cytocompatibility by evaluating neural progenitor
cell survival and proliferation. The combined encapsulation of neural stem cells and chondroitinase ABC from one hydrogel lays the

framework for future in vivo studies to treat CNS injuries.

1. INTRODUCTION

Fast gelling, injectable hydrogels are compelling for local cell
and biomolecule delivery where the latter can be used to
manipulate the environment into which cells are transplanted,
thereby improving cell viability and tissue integration.'
Although tuning hydrogel degradation and crosslink density
can be used to control protein release,” such strategies often
require high polymer concentrations or stiff nanoporous
structures, which are incompatible with both soft central
nervous system (CNS) tissues and cell encapsulation.”

Affinity-controlled release strategies, which exploit the
interactions between the therapeutic and the material itself,
overcome many of the limitations of traditional drug delivery
systems.” They are especially promising for the delivery of
fragile proteins, as they eliminate harsh processing conditions
that can impact protein bioactivity, such as covalent
conjugation of the protein to the material or encapsulation
in polymeric particles.”” Furthermore, affinity-controlled
delivery enables protein release kinetics to be tuned without
relying on hydrogel crosslink density, which can impact cell
survival and function.®™"°

The co-delivery of enzymes or neurotrophic factors with
cells can enhance the regenerative capacity of transplanted cells
in the CNS.""~"* Chondroitinase ABC (ChABC) is a potent
enzyme that can facilitate better host tissue integration of

© XXXX American Chemical Society

7 ACS Publications

transplanted cells by degrading chondroitin sulfate proteogly-
cans in the glial scar, which creates an inhibitory micro-
environment following injury to the CNS."*™"* For example,
Fouad and co-workers demonstrated that continuous intra-
parenchymal infusion of ChABC decreased chondroitin sulfate
levels after spinal cord injury in rats, leading to improved
axonal growth through Schwann cell seeded guidance
channels;'® yet, this strategy required a mini-pump, which is
inherently prone to infection. Replacing the mini-pump with a
hydrogel delivery vehicle, ChABC and neuroepithelial cells
were delivered with two separate hydrogels to the injured
spinal cord and resulted in an increased number of neurons
compared to treatment with cells alone."® Similarly, the co-
delivery of ChABC and oligodendrogenic neural progenitor
cells resulted in improved cell survival, integration, and
behavioral recovery.'> However, separate hydrogels were

Received: March 9, 2020
Revised:  April 7, 2020
Published: April 10, 2020

https://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357
Biomacromolecules XXXX, XXX, XXX—=XXX


https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Vianney+Delplace"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Andrew+J.+Pickering"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Marian+H.+Hettiaratchi"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Spencer+Zhao"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Tove+Kivija%CC%88rvi"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Molly+S.+Shoichet"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Molly+S.+Shoichet"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357?goto=articleMetrics&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357?goto=recommendations&?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357?goto=supporting-info&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357?fig=abs1&ref=pdf
pubs.acs.org/Biomac?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org?ref=pdf
https://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/Biomac?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/Biomac?ref=pdf

Biomacromolecules

pubs.acs.org/Biomac

required for ChABC and cell delivery, significantly complicat-
ing the procedure.

A single hydrogel capable of delivering both bioactive
ChABC and viable neural cells should enhance the efficacy of
the cell therapy by modulating the local environment
surrounding the transplanted cells while simplifying the
surgical procedure and limiting invasiveness with a single
injection. Methylcellulose (MC) hydrogels are ideal for
ChABC delivery because MC is resistant to ChABC
degradation and has hydroxyl groups that can be functionalized
for affinity ligand immobilization.'” Moreover, as a naturally
derived polymer, MC can be used for cell encapsulation with
minimal toxicity to encapsulated cells.">"*

MC spontaneously gels with increased temperature;
however, MC thermogels often require high polymer
concentrations (typically 5% w/v), high temperatures, or
high salt concentrations, ™%’ making mixing cells into the gels
difficult. To tune the mechanical properties of MC thermogels,
several polymer blends have been studied, including polyvinyl
alcohol,”’ poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG),”* poloxamer,” or
hyaluronic acid (HA).**™*° Of these combinations, only the
physical blend of HA and MC allowed simultaneous cell
delivery and affinity-controlled protein release,”” but since
ChABC rapidly degrades HA, this gel could not be pursued
herein.”® MC has been chemically crosslinked using either
redox/UV-sensitive methacrylates™ " or PEG via thiol-
maleimide chemistry.”” The latter was used to study protein
affinity-controlled release for spinal cord repair;33 yet, the high
MC content (5% w/v) is too viscous for cell encapsulation.

Inverse electron-demand Diels—Alder (IEDDA) “click”
reactions are attractive tools for hydrogel synthesis as they
are efficient under physiological pH and temperature and are
considered as bio-orthogonal.”*** TEDDA crosslinking typi-
cally involves reactions between phenyltetrazine derivatives
and strained cycloalkenes (e.g., norbornene, trans-cyclo-
octene). It has been shown to be cytocompatible and useful
for peptide photoimmobilization.’**” However, covalent
IEDDA crosslinks are not degradable, requiring further
macromolecular design.*®

We designed a bio-orthogonal and degradable IEDDA
crosslinking strategy that enabled the formation of low-
polymer-content MC hydrogels, composed of MC-norbornene
and MC-methylphenyltetrazine containing disulfide bonds
(Figure 1). We systematically varied the concentration and
ratio of the two MC components to minimize gelation time
and match the Young’s modulus of the hydrogel to that of
brain tissue. We confirmed the degradability of the chemically
crosslinked MC gel for use as a resorbable delivery vehicle.
Using an affinity release strategy based on the interaction
between the Src homology 3 (SH3) domain and its peptide
binding partners,”'”**** we demonstrated the controlled
release of bioactive ChABC-SH3 fusion protein from IEDDA
MC hydrogels containing immobilized SH3 binding peptides.
We found good correlation between the experimental data and
a mathematically predicted release profile.”” Using the same
peptide-modified, degradable MC hydrogel, we successfully
controlled the release of ChABC-SH3 and encapsulated mouse
neural progenitor cells, thereby demonstrating a proof of
concept in vitro and paving the way for their co-delivery in
vivo.
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Figure 1. Synthesis of inverse electron-demand Diels—Alder
(IEDDA) degradable MC gel components. (A) Schematic of the
synthetic pathway of IEDDA MC gel components: (1) MC is
modified with carboxylic acid groups (MC-COOH) via Williamson
ether synthesis; (2) either norbornene or a disulfide-containing linker,
namely, 3,3'-dithiodipropionic acid dihydrazide (DTP), is immobi-
lized onto MC-COOH via amidation to obtain MC-norbornene
(MC-Norb) and MC-DTP, respectively; (3) methylphenyltetrazine is
reacted with MC-DTP via amidation to produce redox-cleavable MC-
DTP-Tz. (B) FTIR measurements demonstrated the successful
synthesis of MC-Norb, MC-Tz, and MC-DTP-Tz.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1. Materials. Methylcellulose (300 kg/mol) was purchased from
Shin Etsu (Tokyo, Japan). 4-(4,6-Dimethoxy-1,3,5-triazin-2-yl)-4-
methylmorpholinium chloride (DMT-MM) and S-norbornene-2-
methylamine (a mixture of isomers) were purchased from TCI
Chemicals (Portland, OR, USA). Methylphenyltetrazine-amine, HCI
salt, and methylphenyltetrazine acid were purchased from Click
Chemistry Tools (Scottsdale, AZ, USA). A Pierce Biotin Quantifi-
cation Kit was purchased from Thermo Fisher Scientific (Mississauga,
ON, Canada). A RealTime-Glo MT Cell Viability Assay was
purchased from Promega (Madison, WI, USA). 3,3'-Dithiodipro-
pionic acid dihydrazide (DTP) and methylcellulose-carboxylic acid
(MC-COOH) were synthesized as previously reported.’”*' Dulbec-
co’s phosphate-buffered saline (without calcium and magnesium)
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(PBS) was purchased from Wisent, Inc. All buffers were made with
deionized water. All other solvents and reagents were purchased from
Sigma-Aldrich and used as received.

2.2. Synthesis and Characterization of Hydrogel Compo-
nents. 2.2.1. Methylicellulose-Norbornene and Methycellulose-
Methylphenyltetrazine. MC-COOH (100 mg) was dissolved in 0.1
M MES buffer (pH 5.5) (20 mL). DMT-MM (0.125 g, 3 equiv.) was
added and allowed to react for 45 min to activate the carboxylic acid
groups. S-Norbornene-2-methylamine (77 pL, 1.5 equiv.) or
methylphenyltetrazine-amine (HCI salt, 0.125 g, 1.5 equiv.) was
added to the activated MC-COOH solution and allowed to react for 3
days under stirring and at 4 °C. The solution was dialyzed (MWCO
12—14 kDa, Spectrum Labs) against 0.1 M PBS for 1 day followed by
deionized water for 2 days. The solution was filter-sterilized,
lyophilized, and stored at 4 °C. The products were characterized by
FTIR. The methylphenyltetrazine substitution was determined by
spectrophotometry (wavelength 525 nm) using a methylphenylte-
trazine standard curve. The degree of substitution of MC was
quantified by 'H NMR (Agilent DD2-500 spectrometer) using maleic
acid (TraceCERT) as an internal standard in deuterium oxide (D,0).
The substitution of MC-norbornene was calculated by comparing the
integral area of the norbornene olefin —CH proton (6.03 ppm, brs,
1H) to the olefin —CH protons of maleic acid (6.38 ppm, s, 2H). As a
second method of determining norbornene substitution, MC-
norbornene was reacted with biotin-PEG4-methyltetrazine (1 mlL,
10 equiv.). The solution was dialyzed (MWCO 12—14 kDa, Spectrum
Labs) against 0.1 M PBS for 2 days followed by deionized water for 2
days. The solution was filter-sterilized, lyophilized, and stored at 4 °C.
The biotin content was analyzed using a Pierce Biotin Quantification
Kit (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Mississauga, ON, Canada).

2.2.1.1. Methylcellulose-DTP-Methylphenyltetrazine. MC-COOH
(250 mg) was dissolved in 0.1 M MES buffer (pH $.5, 100 mL).
DMT-MM (0.850 g, 3 equiv.) was added and allowed to react for 45
min to activate the carboxylic acid groups. 3,3’-Dithiodipropionic acid
dihydrazide (DTP) (0.375 g, 1.5 equiv.) was added to the activated
MC-COOH solution and allowed to react for 3 days under stirring
and at 4 °C. The solution was dialyzed (MWCO 12—14 kDa,
Spectrum Labs) against 0.1 M NaCl for 2 days followed by deionized
water for 2 days. The solution was lyophilized and stored at 4 °C. The
product was characterized by FTIR. Lyophilized MC-DTP (50 mg)
was dissolved in 0.1 M MES buffer (pH S5.5) (10 mL).
Methylphenyltetrazine acid (0.086 g, 3.5 equiv.) was dissolved in a
mixture of 0.1 M MES buffer (10 mL) and DMSO (3 mL). DMT-
MM (0.208 g, 7 equiv.) was added and allowed to react for 45 min.
The activated solution was then added to the MC-DTP solution and
allowed to react for 3 days under stirring and at 4 °C. The solution
was dialyzed (MWCO 12—14 kDa, Spectrum Labs) at 4 °C against
0.1 M PBS with 2% DMSO for 1 day followed by deionized water for
2 days. The solution was filter-sterilized, lyophilized, and stored at 4
°C. The product was characterized by FTIR, and the degree of
substitution was determined by spectrophotometry (wavelength 525
nm) using a methylphenyltetrazine standard curve.

2.2.2. SH3 Binding Peptide-Norbornene. A modified Src
homology 3 (SH3) binding peptide (sequence:
GGGK’KPPVVKKPHYLS, K, = 2.7 X 100> M, K’ = N-g-(5-
carboxyfluorescein)-L-lysine) was synthesized using Fmoc-Ser(tBu)-
Wang Resin and automated solid-phase peptide synthesis (Liberty
Blue Automated Microwave Peptide Synthesizer). To functionalize
the peptide with norbornene on the N-terminus, 2.25 equiv. of 5-
norbornene-2-carboxylic acid was first activated using 4.5 equiv. of
N,N’-diisopropylcarbodiimide for 20 min at room temperature in 1.25
mL of dichloromethane. The solution was then added to the resin-
bound peptide in 1.25 mL of N-methyl-2-pyrrolidone and stirred at
room temperature overnight. The peptide was purified as previously
described.”” Briefly, the norbornene-modified peptide was cleaved off
the resin using trifluoroacetic acid (TFA), precipitated dropwise into
cold diethyl ether, and purified using high-performance liquid
chromatography; peptide fractions were confirmed using electrospray
ionization mass spectroscopy. Acetonitrile was evaporated, and
peptide solutions were lyophilized and stored at —20 °C.

To prepare MC-Tz-peptide and MC-DTP-Tz-peptide, MC-Tz or
MC-DTP-Tz was dissolved in deionized water at 10 mg/mL, and the
norbornene-modified SH3 binding peptide was added at a final
concentration of 51.7 pg/mL (0.71 equiv.). The mixture was
speedmixed (SpeedMixer DAC 150 FV2; FlackTek Inc., Landrum,
USA) horizontally at 14000 g for 15 s and placed on an orbital shaker
at room temperature overnight. The solution was then dialyzed
(MWCO 12—14 kDa, Spectrum Labs) for 2 days in 0.1 M PBS
followed by 2 days in deionized water, filter-sterilized through a 0.22
pum syringe filter, lyophilized, and stored at —80 °C. The peptide
content was evaluated by amino acid analysis.

2.3. Synthesis of IEDDA Methylcellulose Hydrogels. MC
hydrogel (1% (w/v) polymer content, 2:1 MC-DTP-Tz to MC-Norb
ratio) was synthesized as follows: in a 2 mL Eppendorf tube, MC-
Norb (10 mg) was dissolved in PBS (1 mL) and speedmixed and
centrifuged for 10 s at maximum speed (14000 rpm). A similar
procedure was used to dissolve MC-Tz. In a 1.5 mL Eppendorf tube,
the two solutions were mixed in a 2:1 volume ratio of MC-Tz to MC-
Norb by pipetting up and down until the appearance was uniform and
incubated at 37 °C for gelation to occur. For the synthesis of
nondegradable gels, a similar procedure was applied, using MC-Tz
instead of MC-DTP-Tz.

2.4. Rheological Characterization. Gelation time and viscosity
data were collected using a TA Discovery HR-3 rheometer (TA
Instruments, New Castle, DE) equipped either with a 40 mm 1°
aluminum cone for gelation time or a 20 mm steel parallel plate for
viscosity measurements. A Peltier plate element was used for
temperature control, and a solvent trap was used with the aluminum
cone to minimize solvent evaporation during measurements.

For gelation time measurements, MC solutions for hydrogel
synthesis were prepared as described above. Gels were first
equilibrated for 30 s at 37 °C. Then shear storage modulus (G')
and shear loss modulus (G”) were measured as a function of time at
0.1 Hz (angular frequency) and under 1% strain. Gelation time was
determined as the crossing point of G and G”".

For viscosity measurements, individual MC-Norb and MC-Tz
solutions were prepared as described above. Shear stress was
measured over shear strains ranging from 0.1 to 10000 s™' at room
temperatue, and the viscosity of each component was determined as
the ratio between shear stress and shear strain.

2.5. Young'’s Modulus Measurements. 100 4L MC-Norb and
MC-Tz/MC-DTP-Tz solutions for hydrogel synthesis were prepared
as described above in a 16 well chamber slide (Nunc LabTek
Chamber Slide, Thermo Fisher Scientific) and incubated at 37 °C
overnight for complete gelation. The chamber slide bottom was
detached to remove the gels from the wells. The Young’s modulus was
measured using a mechanical testing machine (Mach-1 Micro-
mechanical System, Biomomentum) following a previously reported
procedure.*

2.6. Swelling/Stability Analysis. 100 uL aliquots of MC-Norb
and MC-Tz solutions for hydrogel synthesis were prepared as
described above in preweighed 2 mL Eppendorf tubes and incubated
overnight at 37 °C for complete gelation. Swelling and stability were
then monitored in warm PBS (37 °C) following a reported
procedure.” The mass ratio was determined as the ratio of hydrogel
mass at the time point to the initial mass. For the degradation study, a
similar procedure was applied using glutathione solutions, freshly
prepared in PBS at various concentrations (0.1, 1, and S mM), instead
of PBS alone.

2.7. Transparency. 100 uL aliquots of each hydrogel formulation
were transferred to a clear 96 well plate (Greiner Bio-One) and
incubated at 37 °C. The absorbance of the MC hydrogel was
measured between 200 and 800 nm (TECAN plate reader, Infinite
M200 Pro) at different time intervals (0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, and 24 h),
fro(m w]ljlicll)l tre)msmittance was calculated as follows: %transmittance =
10 2 — absorbance .

2.8. Chondroitinase ABC-SH3 Expression and Purification. A
ChABC-SH3 fusion protein of chondroitinase ABC and Src homology
3 (ChABC-SH3) was expressed and purified as previously
described.** Briefly, the gene for ChABC-SH3 was inserted into a
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pET28b + plasmid with kanamycin resistance (Genscript, Piscataway,
NJ) such that the sequence reads from the N-terminus to the C-
terminus: hexahistidine tag, SH3 domain, flexible linker, ChABC, and
FLAG tag (DYKDDDDK). Plasmids were transformed into NiCo21
(DE3) Escherichia coli cells (New England Biolabs, Ipswich, MA) for
protein expression.

Large-scale production and purification of ChABC-SH3 were
performed as previously described.** Briefly, 1.8 L Terrific Broth
cultures were grown at 37 °C, and protein expression was induced
after reaching an optical density of 0.8 (600 nm) with isopropyl f-p-1-
thiogalactopyranoside (IPTG, 1.8 ug/mL) for 18 h at 22 °C. Cultures
were centrifuged, and cells were lysed using probe sonication. Soluble
fractions were incubated with nickel-nitrilotriacetic acid (Ni-NTA)
resin to allow the his-tagged ChABC-SH3 to bind to the resin. The
cell lysate was poured through a gravity filtration column, washed with
10 X 10 mL of wash buffer (50 mM Tris pH 7.5, 500 mM NacCl, 30
mM imidazole), eluted using a high concentration of imidazole (40
mM Tris pH 7.5, 500 mM NaCl, 250 mM imidazole), and
concentrated to 1—2 mL with a 10 kDa cutoff Vivaspin 20 centrifugal
concentrator (Sartorius, Gottingen, Germany). The protein was
further purified using size exclusion chromatography (Hi-load 16/600
Superdex 200 column, AKTA Purifier 10, GE Healthcare Life
Sciences, Budapest, Hungary), concentrated, and stored in 20 uL
aliquots at —80 °C.

2.9. Controlled Release of Chondroitinase ABC-SH3. To
prepare gels for ChABC-SH3 release, MC-Norb, MC-DTP-Tz, and
MC-DTP-Tz-peptide were dissolved in artificial cerebrospinal fluid
(aCSF: 149 mM NaCl, 3 mM KCl, 0.8 mM MgClL, 1.5 mM
Na,HPO,, 0.2 mM NaH,PO,) at a MC concentration of 1% (w/v),
with the amount of MC-DTP-Tz-peptide based on a 50 or 100 molar
excess of peptide to protein. 20 yug of ChABC-SH3 was mixed into
each 100 uL gel, and solutions were incubated at 37 °C for 1 h for
gelation to occur. For the synthesis of nondegradable gels, MC-Tz
and MC-Tz-peptide were used instead of MC-DTP-Tz and MC-
DTP-Tz-peptide.

Protein release was evaluated as previously described, with minor
modifications.** Briefly, 400 uL of filter-sterilized aCSF containing
0.1% (w/v) bovine serum albumin and protease inhibitor tablets (1
tablet/10 mL, Roche, Basel, Switzerland) were added on top of the
100 L gels in a 2 mL Eppendorf tube. The hydrogels and aCSF were
incubated on an orbital shaker at 37 °C, along with a solution of
ChABC-SH3 (2 pg/mL in aCSF) as a soluble protein control.
Supernatants were collected and replaced with fresh aCSF at several
time points over 7 days. After the last time point, the gels were
digested at 37 °C overnight with 35 U/mL cellulase in 400 uL of
aCSF. ChABC-SH3 concentration was measured using a custom
enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA),'” and the ChABC-
SH3 concentration was determined by a standard curve for each time
point prepared from the soluble protein control and normalized to the
no-protein control gel. Peptide-norbornene release was quantified by
measuring the fluorescence of the supernatant (excitation 492 nm;
emission 517 nm).

2.10. Mathematical Modeling of Protein Release. The
cumulative release of ChABC-SH3 over 7 days was estimated using
a previously developed mathematical model of SH3-based affinity
release.’” The experimental setup satisfies the conditions of the
controlled release regime (Supporting Information), in which
diffusion is the rate-determining step and a small proportion of
peptides are complexed initially. The cumulative release is a function
of a dimensionless time t*

2
o=+ Srepr
D D

(1)

where L (m) is the thickness of the gel, D (m?/s) is the diffusion
coefficient of ChABC-SH3, C,,,, t (mol/L) is the total concentration
of SH3 binding peptide in the gel, and K, (mol/L) is the dissociation
constant between the peptide and the SH3. The dimensionless time
t* for a given experimental setup can then be related to the
cumulative protein release using the previously developed master

curve. All parameters used in calculations based on the experimental
setup are shown in Table S2, with results summarized in Table S3.

2.11. ChABC-SH3 Activity Assay. The enzymatic activity of
ChABC-SH3 was evaluated via the degradation of chondroitin sulfate
A as previously described.** Briefly, 50 yuL of ChABC-SH3 released
from the hydrogels was mixed with 50 yL of 18 mg/mL chondroitin
sulfate A in a UV-Star microplate (Greiner Bio-One, Monroe, NC)
and immediately read on a plate reader (Tecan Infinite M200 Pro) at
232 nm every 20 s for 20 min, and the slope of the linear relationship
between absorbance and time was used to calculate the kinetic activity
of ChABC-SH3. ChABC-SH3 concentrations were determined using
the ELISA described above.

2.12. Neural Progenitor Cell Isolation and Culture. Neural
progenitor cells were isolated from the brains of adult female mice
(Charles River Laboratories) as previously described">*® and with
approval from the Animal Care Committee at the University of
Toronto. Briefly, the subependyma of the forebrain lateral ventricle
was enzymatically digested using 1.33 mg/mL trypsin, 0.67 mg/mL
hyaluronidase, and 0.2 mg/mL kynurenic acid for 45 min at 37 °C
with gentle agitation. The cells obtained were centrifuged and
resuspended in a serum-free medium (0.6% glucose, S mM HEPES, 3
mM NaHCOj;, 2 mM L-glutamine, 25 mg/mL insulin, 100 mg/mL
transferrin, 20 nM progesterone, 60 mM putrescine, and 30 nM
sodium selenite in DMEM/F12) containing 1 mg/mL trypsin
inhibitor, 20 ng/mL epidermal growth factor, 10 ng/mL fibroblast
growth factor, and 2 pug/mL heparin. Cells were seeded at an initial
density of 10000 cells/mL and cultured in suspension as neurospheres
for 1 week prior to encapsulation in hydrogels. Cell viability was
determined using trypan blue exclusion.

2.13. Neural Progenitor Cell Encapsulation and Culture in
IEDDA Hydrogels. Neurospheres grown in suspension were
mechanically dissociated into single cells and aggregated using a
forced aggregation technique in 400 pm AggreWells (StemCell
Technologies) to create neurospheres with a uniform initial diameter
of approximately 100 pm, with approximately 250 cells per
neurosphere. IEDDA MC hydrogels for cell encapsulation were
prepared as described above to achieve a final MC concentration of
1% (w/v) in a serum-free growth medium. ChABC-SH3 (200 ug/
mL), SH3 binding peptide (50X molar excess), and neurospheres
(approximately 200 neurospheres per SO uL of solution) were added
to the MC solution and gently mixed with a pipette. 50 uL gels were
prepared on a 96 well tissue culture polystyrene plate and incubated at
37 °C for 30 min for gelation to occur, after which 100 uL of medium
was added on top of the gels. For the tissue culture polystyrene
(TCPS) control, approximately 200 neurospheres were suspended in
150 4L of medium and added to each well. The medium was replaced
on days 3 and S. For live/dead staining, 30 uL of PBS containing
Hoechst (4 pg/mL), Calcein AM (2 M), and ethidium homodimer
(4 uM) was added to gels and incubated at 37 °C for 30 min. 10 min
prior to imaging, 15 uL of the same staining solution was added to
TCPS controls and incubated at 37 °C for 10 min. Neurospheres
were imaged using an Olympus Fluoview FV1000 confocal micro-
scope with xy scans captured in 30 pm intervals in the z direction.
Neurosphere number and diameter were quantified using a GelCount
instrument with an imaging resolution of 2400 dpi. Cell viability was
determined using a RealTime-Glo MT Cell Viability Assay (Promega)
following the manufacturer’s protocol. NanoLuc luciferase and the
cell-permeable pro-substrate were added to each gel and TCPS
control. RealTime-Glo solution was also added to empty wells and
cell-free gels as blanks. Luminescence was measured on a plate reader
(Tecan Infinite M200 Pro) with an integration time of 1000 ms.
Blank readings were subtracted from each well, and the luminescence
was normalized to the initial value, which was recorded on day 1 to
allow the pro-substrate to diffuse throughout the hydrogels and
neurospheres.

2.14. Statistical Analysis. All statistical analyses were performed
using GraphPad Prism version 7 (GraphPad Software, San Diego,
CA). Differences between groups were assessed by Student’s ¢ test,
one-way, or two-way ANOVA with Tukey’s or Dunnet’s post-hoc test,
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Figure 2. Design of a biodegradable inverse electron-demand Diels—Alder (IEDDA) MC hydrogel for the co-encapsulation of cells and proteins.
Disulfide-containing IEDDA MC gels form within 12 min under physiological pH and temperature, with stiffnesses matching that of brain tissue,
and biodegradation profiles suitable for protein and cell delivery. (A) Schematic of the synthesis of biodegradable IEDDA MC hydrogels where
MC-norbornene (MC-Norb) reacts with disulfide-containing MC-tetrazine (MC-DTP-Tz). Covalently crosslinked hydrogels form upon simple
mixing of the two components under physiological conditions. (B) Average gelation time of biodegradable IEDDA MC hydrogel formulations at a
fixed total MC concentration of 1% (w/v) and different MC-DTP-Tz:MC-Norb ratios (1:6, 1:4, 1:2, and 2:1) as measured by rheometry (n = 3;
mean #+ SD). (C) Evaluation of the Young’s modulus of biodegradable IEDDA MC hydrogels at a fixed total MC concentration of 1% (w/v) and
different MC-DTP-Tz:MC-Norb ratios (1:6, 1:4, 1:2, and 2:1) (n = 3; mean + SD). (D) Biodegradability of disulfide-containing, IEDDA MC
hydrogels as a function of glutathione concentration (0, 0.1, 1, and S mM) (n = 3; mean + SD). Statistical significance was determined using one-
way ANOVA with Tukey’s post-hoc test: N.S. = not significant, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

when applicable. P values are represented as *p < 0.0S, **p < 0.01,
wkiy < 0,001,

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Synthesis of IEDDA Methylcellulose Gel Compo-
nents. To design a bioresorbable IEDDA MC hydrogel, we
crosslinked MC-norbornene with a cleavable MC-tetrazine.
MC-norbornene (MC-Norb) was synthesized by first modify-
ing MC with carboxylic acid groups (MC-COOH) via
Williamson ether synthesis and then immobilizing S-
norbornene-2-methylamine via amidation (Figure 1A). To
synthesize cleavable MC-tetrazine, a biodegradable disulfide-
containing linker, 3,3’-dithiodipropionic acid dihydrazide
(DTP), was first reacted with MC-COOH followed by
methylphenyltetrazine acid immobilization. The disulfide
bond of the MC-DTP-Tz component is expected to degrade
in the presence of naturally occurring thiols and under
reducing conditions,”’~*’ allowing encapsulated cells to
integrate into the surrounding tissue and obviating the need
for hydrogel removal. Using FTIR, we confirmed the successful
grafting of norbornene (amide peak, 1660 cm™!; alkene peak,
1600 cm™") and the sequential grafting of DTP (amide peak,
1660 cm™) and methylphenyltetrazine (amide peak, 1660
cm™'; ring azo peak, 1575 cm™'; aromatic peak, 1540 cm™")
onto MC (Figure 1B). As tetrazine derivatives are pink,
methylphenyltetrazine substitution could be directly quantified
by UV—vis spectrophotometry (absorbance at 525 nm),
demonstrating the successful methylphenyltetrazine grafting
of 138 + 42 umol/g (approximately 2.8% substitution). A
nondegradable MC-tetrazine (MC-Tz), without DTP, was also

synthesized, having a methylphenyltetrazine substitution of
190 + 17 pmol/g (approximately 3.8% substitution), which is
consistent with previously reported MC substitution values.*'
The lower substitution obtained for MC-DTP-Tz vs MC-Tz is
likely due to either the additional synthetic step or the limited
solubility of the acid-modified methylphenyltetrazine reagent
used only in the MC-DTP-Tz synthesis. The degree of
substitution of MC-norbornene was measured by 'H NMR
and was determined to be 82 + 27 pmol/g (approximately
1.6% substitution) (Figure S1). The lower substitution of
norbornene than methylphenyltetrazine under similar reaction
conditions has been previously observed with other polymers**
and may result from steric effects and a difference in reactivity
between the endo-exo norbornene isomers.

3.2. Physicochemical Properties of a Bioresorbable
IEDDA Methylcellulose Hydrogel. We successfully synthe-
sized IEDDA MC hydrogels by simply mixing MC-Norb and
MC-DTP-Tz under physiological pH and temperature (Figure
2A). Given the ultimate goal of delivery to the brain and spinal
cord where ChABC can degrade the glial scar that forms after
injury, we aimed to design gels with low polymer content
(£1% (w/v) of MC), low modulus (1—2 kPa), and controlled
rates of gelation (<15 min). Using 1% (w/v) MC, we
investigated the effect of the MC-DTP-Tz:MC-Norb ratio on
gelation time (Figure 2B) and observed faster gelation times of
22.5 + 2.0 and 11.9 + 0.8 min with increased MC-DTP-
Tz:MC-Norb ratios of 1:6 to 1:2, respectively. Further
increasing the MC-DTP-Tz:MC-Norb ratio did not signifi-
cantly change the gelation time of the resorbable MC gels,
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Figure 3. Affinity-controlled release of ChABC-SH3 from IEDDA MC hydrogels with SH3 binding peptides. (A) Cumulative release of ChABC-
SH3 from 1% (w/v) IEDDA MC hydrogels (MC-Tz:MC-Norb ratio of 2:1) with SH3 binding peptide molar excess values (relative to SH3
protein) of 0 (no peptide), 50, and 100. (B) Effective protein diffusivity through IEDDA MC hydrogels calculated using the short-time
approximation for Fickian diffusion from a thin polymer slab. (C) Specific activity of soluble ChABC-SH3 incubated in artificial cerebrospinal fluid
at 37 °C or released into aCSF from MC hydrogels with 0 (no peptide), S0, and 100 molar excess peptide to protein. (D) Cumulative release of
ChABC-SH3 from degradable 1% (w/v) IEDDA MC hydrogels (MC-DTP-Tz:MC-Norb ratio of 2:1) with a S0 times excess of SH3 binding
peptide to ChABC-SH3, with or without a physiological glutathione concentration (2 uM). (E) Specific activity of ChABC-SH3 released from
degradable IEDDA MC hydrogels with or without glutathione. (n = 3; mean =+ SD). Statistical significance was determined using one-way ANOVA
with Tukey’s post-hoc test for (B) and two-way ANOVA with Tukey’s post-doc test for (C): *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

which plateaued at approximately 12 min. A simlar trend was
observed for nondegradable gels (Figure S2A), with gelation
times that plateaued at 5 min (Figure S2B), reflecting the
higher degree of substitution of the MC-Tz than that of the
cleavable MC-DTP-Tz (138 + 42 vs 191 + 17 umol/g) and
thus the higher crosslink density. Notwithstanding this
difference, resorbable IEDDA MC gels that gel in 12 min are
practical for cell and protein co-encapsulation, providing a
sufficient time for mixing and injection prior to gelation.

We investigated the effect of the MC-DTP-Tz:MC-Norb
ratio on the stiffness of IEDDA 1% (w/v) MC hydrogels.
Increasing the MC-DTP-Tz:MC-Norb ratio from 1:6 to 1:2
led to a significant increase in stiffness from 0.51 + 0.11 to 1.08
+ 0.10 kPa (Figure 2C). However, further increasing this ratio
to 2:1, with excess methylphenyltetrazine, did not significantly
increase the Young’s modulus of IEDDA MC gels, similar to
what was observed in gelation time by rheology and likely
because norbornene was the limiting reagent. A similar plateau
in Young’s modulus was observed when increasing the MC-

Tz:MC-Norb ratio from 1:6 to 1:2 for nondegradable gels
(Figure S2C) and is consistent with the plateau observed in
other crosslinked hydrogels.”® Importantly, the stiffness of
optimized IEDDA 1% (w/v) MC hydrogels with MC-DTP-
Tz:MC-Norb ratios of either 1:2 or 2:1 matches that of human
brain tissue, which is between 1 and 3 kPa’'™%® A
transmittance study (peak at 4 = 525 nm) confirmed the
consumption of methylphenyltetrazine during gelation (Figure
§$3), leading to degradable and nondegradable materials that
are highly transparent over the entire visible-light spectrum,
with the color after 24 h varying from colorless (transmittance
>0.97) to faintly pink (transmittance >0.91) depending on
both the degree of Tz substitution and the Tz:Norb ratio. The
compositions and physicochemical characteristics of the
degradable and nondegradable formulations tested are
summarized in Table SI.

To test whether disulfide-containing IEDDA MC gels are
degradable, we immersed them in glutathione (at 0.1, 1, or §
mM), a naturally occurring reducing agent; these hydrogels
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degraded at a rate dependent on glutathione concentration
(Figure 2D). In contrast, we did not observe degradation when
these gels were incubated in PBS or when nondegradable
IEDDA MC gels were immersed in glutathione (Figure S2D);
in these conditions, both gels exhibited minimal swelling and
long-term stability. It should be noted that the glutathione
concentrations tested herein correspond to accelerated
degradation conditions as these concentrations are orders of
magnitude higher than those typically found in the brain.>*
While more work will be necessary to determine the
biodegradation rate of IEDDA MC gels in the brain, similar
disulfide-crosslinked hydrogels of PEG were shown to
successfully degrade within 4 weeks in vivo.”" As the CNS is
highly dependent on redox reactions involving molecules that
can cleave disulfides, such as glutathione,5 our disulfide-
containing MC gels should be useful as biodegradable carriers
for drug and cell delivery to the CNS.

3.3. Affinity-Controlled Release of Chondroitinase
ABC. To investigate the affinity-controlled release of the fusion
protein ChABC-SH3 from IEDDA MC hydrogels, we studied
both degradable and nondegradable 1% (w/v) MC hydrogels
using a MC-Tz:MC-Norb ratio of 2:1, ie., excess methyl-
phenyltetrazine, to enable the pre-grafting of norbornene-
modified SH3-binding peptides to MC-Tz without altering the
physicochemical properties of the gels. Peptide-modified MC-
Tz was synthesized by IEDDA coupling of MC-Tz (or MC-
DTP-Tz) and norbornene-functionalized SH3-binding pep-
tide, which resulted in 23.8 + 4.6 ymol peptide/g MC-Tz and
15.6 + 2.7 pmol peptide/g MC-DTP-Tz, as determined by
amino acid analysis. The calculated peptide substitutions
accounted for approximately 12% of the available methyl-
phenyltetrazine groups on both MC-Tz and MC-DTP-Tz,
leaving excess methylphenyltetrazine groups to react with MC-
norbonene. This allowed us to synthesize IEDDA MC
hydrogels using MC-Tz-peptide or MC-DTP-Tz-peptide,
with similar stiffness to gels without peptides (Figure S4).
Using a fluorescently labeled, norbornene-functionalized SH3-
binding peptide, we further confirmed successful peptide
immobilization into the gels as a negligible amount (2.3 +
0.7%) of peptide was washed out of the gel during release
studies.

To test the effect of SH3 binding peptide concentration on
ChABC-SH3 release independent of material degradation, we
first prepared nondegradable IEDDA MC gels with no, 50, or
100 times molar excess peptide. ChABC-SH3 release appeared
to reach a plateau after 2 days in hydrogels without peptides;
however, with 50 and 100 times excess peptides, ChABC-SH3
release was extended to 4 days (Figure 3A). To compare
protein release rates, we calculated the effective diffusivity
using the short-time approximation for unidirectional diffusion
from a thin polymer slab (Figure 3B).***” Effective protein
diffusivity was significantly reduced from 6.2 + 1.94 x 107"
m?*/s in gels without binding peptides to 2.91 + 0.47 X 107"
and 1.91 + 0.52 X 107" m*/s for the hydrogels with 50 times
excesss and 100 times excess peptides, respectively, confirming
controlled release.

The SH3 affinity-based release strategy used herein has been
used to control the release of various other proteins from
hyaluronic acid and methylcellulose-based gels, including
fibroblast growth factor 2-SH3 (FGF2-SH3) and ciliary
neurotrophic factor-SH3 (CNTE-SH3).>?" Interestingly,
despite the lower polymer concentration and crosslink density
of IEDDA MC gels than those of previous MC gels designed

. 6,17,27,32 .
for affinity release,”"”””** these results are in close agreement

with a previously described mathematical model of affinity
release that was developed for hydrogels with higher HA and
MC contents.” Since the controlled release regime conditions
were met, the cumulative release could be predicted from a
master plot of cumulative release vs dimensionless time t¥,
C;;;’T ), where K,
=2.7 X 107° M is the dissociation constant for the peptide and
SH3 domain, L = 4.0 X 10~ m is the thickness of the gel, and
D =825 X 107" m?/s is the estimated diffusion coefficient of
the protein through water. The 7 day cumulative release values
obtained with 50 and 100 times molar excess peptide to
protein were predicted to be 71 and 55%, respectively, which
are consistent with our experimental results of 67.9 + 0.8 and
47.1 + 2.9%, respectively. Thus, we demonstrated that this
theoretical approach can be used to bypass experimental trial-
and-error optimization to tune protein release from these new
IEDDA MC hydrogels.

We evaluated the enzymatic activity of ChABC-SH3
released from MC hydrogels by measuring the rate of
degradation of chondroitin sulfate A. Released ChABC-SH3
maintained approximately 25% of its initial activity after 4 days
of release from hydrogels, suggesting that the extended release
profile afforded by the SH3 binding peptide can extend the
duration of bioactive ChABC-SH3 delivery, compared to the
hydrogel without binding peptides. In contrast, previously
developed ChABC delivery systems have demonstrated little
activity beyond 24 h in vitro'” while exhibiting significant
activity in vivo for 14 and 28 days,’** thereby suggesting that,
with this new system, in vivo activity may be higher and longer
lasting.

We next evaluated ChABC-SH3 release from degradable
IEDDA MC hydrogels using S0 times excess binding peptide.
Since the peptide was attached to the disulfide-containing MC-
DTP-Tz component, which is degradable, we investigated
whether the presence of a reducing agent such as glutathione
would affect the affinity release strategy. We found that the
release from degradable MC hydrogels was not impacted by
levels of glutathione (of 2 uM) expected to be present in the
brain (Figure 3D)** and that release profiles were similar to
those for nondegradable gels. These data suggest that hydrogel
degradation in vivo will likely occur slowly enough to allow
ChABC-SH3 to be released over its bioactive lifetime, and the
hydrogel should be resorbed after the majoritiy of ChABC-
SH3 has been released. Additionally, ChABC-SH3 activity was
not affected by glutathione, and approximately 25% of initial
protein activity remained after 4 days, consistent with our
observations from the nondegradable hydrogels (Figure 3E).

With both nondegradable and degradable peptide-contain-
ing hydrogels, cumulative ChABC-SH3 release reached a
plateau before 100% protein release, and the remaining protein
in the hydrogel was not detectable following cellulase
degradation. This has also been observed with affinity-based
release of other proteins® and may be a result of the
equilibrium shifting to favour peptide-protein complex
formation, preventing further protein release and also limiting
detection. By incorporating a degradable linker between the
SH3 binding peptides and MC, this equilibrium shift may be
reduced in vivo as the gel begins to degrade and release any
remaining bound ChABC-SH3.

3.4. Encapsulation of Neural Progenitor Cells. Primary
mouse neural progenitor cells (mNPCs) isolated from adult

| e
calculated using the equation t* = t/ 5 (1 +

https://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357
Biomacromolecules XXXX, XXX, XXX—=XXX


http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357/suppl_file/bm0c00357_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357/suppl_file/bm0c00357_si_001.pdf
pubs.acs.org/Biomac?ref=pdf
https://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.biomac.0c00357?ref=pdf

Biomacromolecules

pubs.acs.org/Biomac

A Day 0 Day 7

MC Gel + Peptide
+ ChABC-SH3

TCPS

MC Gel

Day 0 Day 7

| 2
L1
g
[~ &
1 ,
|
8

'
i g
,ﬁﬁw 4
(2]
1 o
i '”

00 200 300 100 200
Spheroid Diameter (pm)

£ 250 - 8 20 5 4,

3 - g - . ] E

5 200 1 g = 2 ;)

£ 4 8 %

£ 150 : - 3 S g

a s )

o 100 ¢ ® 5

[=] - =

= 2 s

2 50 N o 1

5 : g

o 0 . i ; . go.n . T 0 . . .

z 0 2 4 6 8 Z 0 4 6 g X 4 3 5 7
Time (Days) Time (Days) Time (Days)

~TCPS  ——MCGel  -=MC Gel + Peptide + ChABC-SH3

Figure 4. Cytocompatibility of degradable IEDDA MC hydrogels with primary mouse progenitor cells. (A) Representative live/dead z-stack images
of mNPC neurospheres encapsulated in 1% (w/v) IEDDA MC hydrogels (MC-DTP-Tz:MC-Norb ratio of 2:1) with and without SH3 binding
peptides and ChABC-SH3 vs those plated on tissue culture polystyrene (TCPS) (scale bar = 200 ym). (B) Neurosphere diameter distributions in
IEDDA MC hydrogels vs those on TCPS at days 0 and 7 (n = 3, data pooled, bin size of 10 ym). (C) Average spheroid diameter. (D) Normalized
spheroid number. (E) Relative change in the number of viable cells in IEDDA MC hydrogels or on TCPS over 7 days in vitro (n = 3; mean + SD).
Statistical significance was determined using two-way ANOVA with Dunnett’s post-hoc test: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, showing

significance between MC-DTP-peptide + ChABC-SH3 and TCPS.

mouse brains were cultured as neurospheres in degradable
IEDDA MC hydrogels with and without SH3 binding peptides
and ChABC-SH3 for 1 week. Prior to encapsulation, single
mNPCs were aggregated in AggreWells to create uniform
neurospheres with an approximate diameter of 100 um. We
investigated neurosphere growth in 1% (w/v) degradable
IEDDA MC hydrogels (MC-DTP-Tz:MC-Norb ratio of 2:1)
and on tissue culture polystyrene (TCPS) under serum-free
growth conditions. Live/dead staining immediately after cell
encapsulation revealed that neurospheres were viable through-
out (Figure 4A) and had a similar distribution of sizes between
hydrogel groups and TCPS, with an average diameter of
approximately 100 pum (Figure 4B). Very few dead cells were
visible after encapsulation, suggesting that the viscosity of MC
solutions before gelation was low enough to maintain
neurosphere integrity during mixing. After 7 days, many
neurospheres had increased in size in the hydrogels (Figure
4C), and new, smaller neurospheres had formed, creating a
bimodal diameter distribution and an overall increase in the
number of neurospheres (Figure 4B,D). A similar bimodal

diameter distribution was observed for neurospheres encapsu-
lated in nondegradable MC hydrogels (Figure SS). On TCPS,
neurospheres grew larger than in hydrogels (Figure 4C), while
fewer new spheres formed (Figure 4D), potentially due to the
motile nature of neurospheres in 2D culture that enable them
to fuse together.”® More dead single cells were visible on TCPS
compared to the hydrogels (Figure 4A inset), demonstrating
that IEDDA MC hydrogels are cytocompatable.

‘We monitored the reducing potential of neurospheres over 7
days using the RealTime-Glo assay, which correlates with the
total number of viable cells (Figure 4E). mNPCs proliferated
for 4 days inside the IEDDA MC hydrogels and maintained
metabolic activity between days 4 and 7. In contrast, the
number of viable cells on TCPS decreased as spheroid size
increased, likely due to limited mass transfer of oxygen or
nutrients to cells in the center of the spheroids, which is
consistent with the increased cell death observed in our live/
dead images and by others when neurospheres exceed 250 ym
in diameter.”” The smaller neurospheres that formed in the
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IEDDA MC hydrogels may have contributed to the overall
increase in metabolic activity therein.

A combination strategy is especially promising in the CNS
where single-target treatment approaches often have limited
success due to the hostile injury microenvironment.” The co-
delivery of neural progenitor cells and protein therapeutics,
such as ChABC, can induce changes in the local micro-
environment that improve cell survival and overcome the
inhibitory environment, such as the chondroitin sulfate
proteoglycans that make up the glial scar.'>'>*° Collectively,
our results demonstrate that degradable IEDDA MC hydrogels
are suitable for cell encapsulation and hold potential for co-
delivery with ChABC-SH3. Cell viability was not affected by
the presence of SH3 binding peptides or ChABC-SH3, and
released ChABC-SH3 collected in the cell supernatant was
bioactive (Figure S6). Additionally, the presence of a
degradable disulfide linker did not affect cell viability or
neurosphere morphology, suggesting that this hydrogel is
promising for further investigation in vivo for the co-delivery of
neural stem cells and ChABC.

4. CONCLUSIONS

We demonstrate that MC modified with methylphenyltetrazine
and norbornene groups undergoes rapid gelation under
physiological conditions while enabling the encapsulation of
bioactive proteins and cells. The addition of a disulfide-
containing linker facilitates hydrogel degradation in the
presence of naturally occurring free thiols. IEDDA MC
hydrogels modified with affinity binding peptides enable the
tunable, affinity-controlled release of bioactive chondroitinase
ABC, which is predictable based on a mathematical model.
Neural progenitor cells survive and proliferate in IEDDA MC
hydrogels in vitro, demonstrating cytocompatibility of this
hydrogel formulation. Together, these results lay the
foundation for IEDDA MC hydrogels to be used for the
combined delivery of ChABC and neurospheres to the CNS.
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