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Accelerated polymerization of
N-carboxyanhydrides catalyzed by crown ether
Yingchun Xia 1,2,8, Ziyuan Song 1,8, Zhengzhong Tan 1, Tianrui Xue3, Shiqi Wei 4, Lingyang Zhu 5,

Yingfeng Yang1, Hailin Fu6, Yunjiang Jiang 1, Yao Lin 6, Yanbing Lu 2✉, Andrew L. Ferguson 7✉ &

Jianjun Cheng 1,3✉

The recent advances in accelerated polymerization of N-carboxyanhydrides (NCAs) enriched

the toolbox to prepare well-defined polypeptide materials. Herein we report the use of crown

ether (CE) to catalyze the polymerization of NCA initiated by conventional primary amine

initiators in solvents with low polarity and low hydrogen-bonding ability. The cyclic structure

of the CE played a crucial role in the catalysis, with 18-crown-6 enabling the fastest

polymerization kinetics. The fast polymerization kinetics outpaced common side reactions,

enabling the preparation of well-defined polypeptides using an α-helical macroinitiator.

Experimental results as well as the simulation methods suggested that CE changed the

binding geometry between NCA and propagating amino chain-end, which promoted the

molecular interactions and lowered the activation energy for ring-opening reactions of NCAs.

This work not only provides an efficient strategy to prepare well-defined polypeptides with

functionalized C-termini, but also guides the design of catalysts for NCA polymerization.
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Synthetic polypeptides from ring-opening polymerization
(ROP) of N-carboxyanhydrides (NCAs) are a class of pro-
mising materials that exhibit interesting self-assembly

behaviors and demonstrate unique performance in biomedical
applications1–10. Despite the great potential of polypeptide
materials, conventional polymerization of NCAs initiated with
primary amines in N,N-dimethylformamide (DMF) usually takes
hours to days to finish, thus suffering from various side reactions
during the elongated polymerization time11, including chain
terminations, chain transfers, and water-induced NCA degrada-
tions. The last two decades witnessed the advances in controlled
ROP of NCAs12–17, which enabled the preparation of polypep-
tides with predictable molecular weights (MWs) and narrow
dispersity. Nevertheless, the relatively long polymerization time is
still a concern, which makes the polymerization susceptible to
side reactions and limits the preparation of well-defined and high
MW (degree of polymerization, DP > 400) polypeptide materials.

Recently, the developments of accelerated polymerization of
NCAs offered great opportunities to not only simplify the
preparation process of polypeptides, but also access polymer
materials that were difficult to prepare using conventional
methods18–29. The fast polymerization kinetics outpaces var-
ious side reactions, enabling the polymerization in the presence
of moisture and even aqueous phase21,25,27–29. Well-defined
polypeptides with complex structures19,20,23, high MWs20,22,26,
and unique block sequences27 were therefore synthesized in an
efficient manner, which is difficult, if not impossible, with
conventional NCA ROP methods.

We recently reported the covalent, cooperative polymerization
(CCP) of NCAs in solvents with low dielectric constants20,24,25,27,28.
The formation of α-helical structures and the close proximity
between initiating sites catalyzed the growth of polypeptides,
resulting in the fast consumption of NCA monomers. Nevertheless,
the linear polymerization from primary amines, the conventional
initiators for NCA polymerization, is still relatively slow, especially
at low monomer concentrations25,28. Considering that the binding
between propagating polypeptide chains and NCA monomers is
crucial for the self-catalysis behaviors28, we reasoned that a catalyst
promoting amine/NCA interactions would further accelerate the
polymerization, enabling the rapid and efficient synthesis of poly-
peptide materials.

Herein we report the accelerated polymerization of NCAs from
various primary amine initiators, which is catalyzed by the
addition of crown ether (CE) in solvents with low polarity and
low hydrogen-bonding ability. The ring structure and the size of
CE play an important role in the rate acceleration, with the
polymerization in the presence of 18-crown-6 (18-C-6) exhibiting
the fastest rate. Polypeptides with tunable MWs, narrow dis-
persity, and functionalized C-terminus were prepared in a rapid
manner, which outpaces various side reactions including chain
transfers and water-induced NCA degradations. We believe this
work will enrich the toolbox of accelerated polymerization of
NCAs, paving the way for the rapid synthesis of well-defined
polypeptides.

Results and discussion
CE-catalyzed, fast polymerization of NCAs. It has been reported
that CE facilitated the reactions between primary amines and
electrophiles, depending on the solvent selection, as well as the
size of the ring molecule30. Inspired by this result, we hypothe-
sized that CE could also catalyze the NCA polymerization in a
proper solvent, which involves the ring-opening reaction of NCA
by reacting with amines. To demonstrate the catalytic activity of
CE, 18-C-6 was first mixed with γ-benzyl-L-glutamate NCA
(BLG-NCA) in dichloromethane (DCM) in 1:100 molar ratio,

into which n-hexylamine (Hex-NH2) was added to initiate the
polymerization ([M]0= 50 mM, [M]0/[I]0= 100) (Fig. 1a, b).
Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR) analysis revealed
a fast decrease in anhydride peaks (1865 and 1793 cm−1) from
BLG-NCA (Supplementary Fig. 1a), reaching 95% conversion
within 18 min (Fig. 1c). The increase in amide peaks at 1652 and
1550 cm−1 suggested the formation of α-helical poly(γ-benzyl-L-
glutamate) (PBLG), which is consistent with the previously
reported CCP of NCAs in DCM20,24,28. The polymerization
kinetics was also monitored by nuclear magnetic resonance
(NMR), which revealed the rapid disappearance of proton signals
from BLG-NCA and the appearance of proton signals from PBLG
(Supplementary Fig. 1b). In sharp contrast, the polymerization in
the absence of CE under identical conditions was much slower,
with 75% conversion observed after 12 h (Fig. 1c), demonstrating
the remarkable catalytic activity of CE. Additionally, with the
same batch of NCA, CE-catalyzed polymerization in DCM was
much faster than conventional polymerization systems, including
bipyNi(COD) initiating system in tetrahydrofuran (THF) and
hexamethyldisilazane (HMDS) initiating system in DMF (Sup-
plementary Fig. 1c). The increase in [M]0 further shortened the
polymerization time, where >95% conversion of NCA was
observed within 2 min at [M]0= 400mM (Supplementary
Fig. 1d). Vigorous evolution of bubbles was observed at high [M]0
(Fig. 1d and Supplementary Movie 1), suggesting the fast release
of CO2. In order to rule out the possibility that CE served as an
initiator for the fast polymerization process, NCA was mixed with
18-C-6 in CD2Cl2 under anhydrous conditions, which was stable
for at least 40 min as evidenced by 1H NMR (Supplementary
Fig. 2a). Additionally, CE was introduced at different time points
during the Hex-NH2-initiated polymerization of BLG-NCA. The
monomer was rapidly consumed upon the addition of CE in all
cases (Supplementary Fig. 2b), excluding the possibility that CE
served as a co-initiator.

We have reported previously that the polymerization of NCA in
DCM followed a two-stage, CCP behavior, where the rate constant
for the second stage (k2) was much larger than that of the first stage
(k1) (k2/k1= 10–10,000)20,24,28. The rate difference of the two
stages resulted in the formation of both long polymers and short
oligomers, with the MWs of polymers larger than the expected
values from [M]0/[I]0. The obtained PBLG from CE-catalyzed
polymerization was characterized by gel permeation chromato-
graphy (GPC), with the obtained MW (136 kDa) much larger than
the expected MW (22 kDa) (Supplementary Fig. 3a, b), suggesting
the cooperative polymerization behavior31. The existence of a slow,
first stage during CE-catalyzed polymerization was verified by
circular dichroism (CD), where a slow increase in CD signal at 222
nm was observed, corresponding to the random-coiled conforma-
tion of propagating polypeptides (Supplementary Fig. 3c)20. While
the increase in [CE]0/[I]0 ratio did not significantly change the rate
acceleration behavior (Supplementary Fig. 4a), the decrease in
[CE]0/[I]0 to 1:20 slowed down the polymerization kinetics, with
74% conversion after 6 h that is still much faster than that in the
absence of CE (Supplementary Fig. 4b). In addition, while CE
catalyzed the polymerization of racemic γ-benzyl-DL-glutamate
NCA (BDLG-NCA) (Supplementary Fig. 4c), the catalyzed
polymerization was much slower than that of BLG-NCA, with
50% monomer conversion after 3 h (Fig. 1e), suggesting the
importance of ordered α-helical structure for the accelerated
polymerization20,24. As a comparison, the polymerization of γ-
benzyl-D-glutamate NCA (BDG-NCA) showed a comparable rate
with that of BLG-NCA (Fig. 1e), indicating a negligible effect of
helix sense on the rate enhancement.

Motivated by the fast polymerization catalyzed by 18-C-6, we
went on to study the CE-catalyzed polymerization with different
primary amine initiators, aiming to synthesize versatile polypeptide
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materials with functionalized C-terminus. The addition of 18-C-6
boosted the polymerization of BLG-NCA initiated from various
primary amines in DCM, shortening the polymerization time from
>10 h to <60min (Fig. 1f and Supplementary Fig. 5a, b). Various
functionalities, including a pyrenyl group (Pyr) as a fluorescence
probe and a propargyl group (PP) for post-polymerization
modification, can be easily incorporated at the C-terminus of
polypeptides by selecting the corresponding primary amines as
initiators (Supplementary Fig. 5c). By stopping the polymerization
at the early stage, we successfully confirmed the incorporation of
these functional groups through NMR and matrix-assisted laser
desorption/ionization-time of flight mass spectrometry (MALDI-
TOF MS) (Supplementary Fig. 6).

Impact of catalyst size and structure. In an attempt to further
elucidate the acceleration factors, we tested the catalytic activity of
several small-molecular or polymeric analogs of 18-C-6 bearing
ethyleneoxy (–CH2CH2O–) moieties (Fig. 2a, b). All poly-
merizations in the presence of cyclic CEs showed accelerated,
two-stage, cooperative behavior in DCM, with 18-C-6 exhibiting
the highest catalytic activity (Fig. 2c). The polymerizations in the
presence of 24-crown-8 (24-C-8) with a larger ring and 15-
crown-5 (15-C-5) with a smaller ring were slower compared with
18-C-6, requiring 110 min and 180 min to reach >90% NCA
consumption, respectively. This result is consistent with the
previously reported CE-size-dependent rotaxane formation30,
presumably because 18-C-6 provided the best conformation to
catalyze the ring-opening reaction. The polymerization with the

least efficient catalyst, 12-crown-4 (12-C-4), on the other hand,
took 5 h to achieve the same monomer conversion.

The ring structure of CEs is crucial for fast polymerization
kinetics, as the linear ether (LE) analogs showed much lower
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Fig. 1 CE-induced accelerated polymerization of NCA. a Chemical structure of 18-C-6. b Scheme illustrating CE-catalyzed polymerization of NCA from
small-molecular amine initiators. c Semilogarithmic kinetic plot of polymerization of BLG-NCA in DCM initiated by Hex-NH2 in the presence and absence of
18-C-6. [M]0/[I]0= 100, [I]0= [CE]0= 0.5 mM. d Snapshots showing the fast consumption of BLG-NCA accompanied with the rapid evolution of carbon
dioxide at [M]0/[I]0= 100, [I]0= [CE]0= 4mM. e Semilogarithmic kinetic plot of polymerization of BLG-NCA, BDG-NCA, and BDLG-NCA in DCM
initiated by Hex-NH2 in the presence of 18-C-6. [M]0/[I]0= 100, [I]0= [CE]0= 0.5 mM. f Semilogarithmic kinetic plot of polymerization of BLG-NCA in
DCM initiated by various small-molecular initiators in the presence and absence of 18-C-6. [M]0/[I]0= 100, [I]0= [CE]0= 0.5 mM.
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in the presence of various CEs. d Semilogarithmic kinetic plot of
polymerization of BLG-NCA in DCM initiated by Hex-NH2 in the presence
of various LE analogs. [M]0/[I]0= 100, [I]0= [CE/LE]0= 0.5 mM.
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activity. For instance, only 14% of BLG-NCA was converted after
3-h polymerization in the presence of tetraethylene glycol
dimethyl ether (EG4DME), the linear analog of 15-C-5 (Fig. 2d).
Extending the ethyleneoxy units resulted in faster polymerization;
the polymerization catalyzed by pentaethylene glycol dimethyl
ether (EG5DME) exhibited a comparable rate with that by 15-C-5
(Fig. 2d). Further elongating the –CH2CH2O– units into a
polymeric catalyst, poly(ethylene glycol) dimethyl ether (2 kDa,
EG44DME), led to even faster polymerization that reached 90%
conversion after 110 min (Fig. 2d). Nevertheless, the polymeriza-
tion catalyzed by linear, polymeric EG44DME was still slower
than the top-performing cyclic CE, 18-C-6, likely due to the less
well-suited conformation with the flexible chains.

Control over MWs. In order to check the livingness of CE-
catalyzed polymerization of NCA initiated by Hex-NH2, we
stopped the polymerization at different conversions, and char-
acterized the obtained polypeptides by GPC. The obtained MW
increased linearly with the higher conversion of NCA (Fig. 3a),
suggesting the maintained end-group fidelity (i.e., propagating
primary amines) throughout the polymerization process. While
the CE-catalyzed polymerization produced polypeptides with
much larger MW than expected, we were still able to tune the
MWs by changing the feeding [M]0/[I]0 (Fig. 3b and Table 1).
The apparent initiation efficiency (IE, defined as the ratio of
expected MW to obtained MW) was calculated to be 15–25%,
with higher IE observed at higher [I]0 or higher [M]0/[I]0.

The low IE value of CE-catalyzed polymerization originated
from the rate differences between the two stages of the
cooperative polymerizations31. In order to solve this issue and
provide better control over MWs and dispersity, we prepared α-
helical PBLG macroinitiators to skip the slow, first stage kinetics
(Supplementary Fig. 7)25. As expected, the use of helical PBLG

macroinitiators resulted in a fast, one-stage polymerization
kinetics, generating well-defined polypeptides with predictable
MWs and narrow dispersity (Ð=Mw/Mn, <1.1) (Fig. 3c and
Table 2). The CE-catalyzed polymerization was also applied to
other NCA monomers, including γ-ethyl-L-glutamate NCA
(ELG-NCA), γ-(4-propargyloxy)benzyl-L-glutamate NCA (POB-
NCA), and Nε-carboxybenzyl-L-lysine NCA (ZLL-NCA), all
leading to well-defined polypeptides (Supplementary Fig. 8),
demonstrating the universal catalytic activity of 18-C-6 for the
preparation of versatile polypeptide materials. The living nature
of CE-catalyzed polymerization enabled us to prepare well-
defined block copolypeptides in a short time through the
sequential addition of NCA monomers (Fig. 3d and Table 2).
In addition, Pyr-NH2 and PP-NH2 were used to prepare C-
terminus functionalized PBLG macroinitiators, which enabled the
preparation of functionalized polypeptides with predictable MWs
in the presence of CE (Supplementary Fig. 9).

Minimal side reactions by CE-catalyzed, accelerated poly-
merization. Various side reactions occur during NCA polymeriza-
tion, which resulted in poorly controlled polypeptide structures. The
accelerated polymerization kinetics outpaces these side reactions,

dc

ba

Fig. 3 MW control for CE-catalyzed polymerization of NCA. a The
obtained MW and dispersity at various conversions during CE-catalyzed
polymerization of BLG-NCA initiated by Hex-NH2 in DCM. [M]0/[I]0=
100, [I]0= [CE]0= 0.5 mM. b GPC-LS traces of the obtained PBLG
initiated by Hex-NH2 in the presence of 18-C-6. [I]0= [CE]0= 0.5 mM.
c Normalized GPC-LS traces of the obtained PBLG initiated by α-helical
PBLG macroinitiator in the presence of 18-C-6. [M]0= 100mM, [I]0=
[CE]0. d Normalized GPC-LS traces showing the synthesis of block
copolypeptides initiated by α-helical PBLG macroinitiator in the presence of
18-C-6. [M]0/[I]0= 50, [I]0= [CE]0= 1 mM and 0.5 mM for the first and
second block, respectively.

Table 1 Accelerated polymerization of NCA initiated from
Hex-NH2 catalyzed by CE.

Entrya [I]0/mM [M]0/[I]0 t/minb Mn/Mn*(kDa)c,
d

Đd

1 0.5 50 12 76.4/11.1 1.24
2 0.5 100 18 136/22.0 1.21
3 0.5 150 25 206/33.0 1.28
4 2 100 5 107/22.0 1.28
5 3 100 3 100/22.0 1.34
6 4 100 2 88.7/22.0 1.33

aAll polymerizations were conducted at room temperature in DCM using Hex-NH2 as the
initiator, BLG-NCA as the monomer, and 18-C-6 as catalyst. [I]0= [18-C-6]0.
bPolymerization time reaching 95% monomer conversion.
cObtained MWs/Designed MWs*.
dDetermined by GPC; dn/dc= 0.100–0.105.

Table 2 Accelerated polymerization of NCA initiated by
helical PBLG macroinitiator catalyzed by CE.

Entrya Monomerb [M]0/
[I]0

t/minc Mn/Mn*
(kDa)d,e

Đe

1 BLG 25 5 11.2/12.7 1.05
2 BLG 50 14 19.7/18.3 1.06
3 BLG 100 19 32.6/29.2 1.05
4 BLG 200 21 56.1/51.2 1.05
5 BLG 500 45 119/117 1.05
6 BLG 750 150 166/172 1.06
7 BLG 1000 270 230/226 1.09
8 ELG 100 110 24.5/22.9 1.06
9 POB 100 41 41.0/34.5 1.09
10 ZLL 100 25 35.7/33.4 1.05
11 f BLG/ELG 50+ 50 14+

100
31.1/26.0 1.06

aAll polymerizations were conducted at room temperature in DCM using α-helical PBLG as the
macroinitiator and 18-C-6 as the catalyst. [M]0= 100mM, [I]0= [CE]0.
bBLG γ-benzyl-L-glutamate NCA, ELG γ-ethyl-L-glutamate NCA, POB γ-(4-propargyloxy)benzyl-
L-glutamate NCA, ZLL Nε-carboxybenzyl-L-lysine NCA.
cPolymerization time reaching 95% monomer conversion.
dObtained MWs/Designed MWs*.
eDetermined by GPC; dn/dc= 0.093–0.119 except for Entry 8 and Entry 11 (i.e., polypeptides
containing ELG residues), which has a dn/dc value of 0.072 and 0.088, respectively.
fBlock copolymerization by the sequential addition of monomers.
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allowing us to prepare well-defined polypeptides8. For instance,
conventional polymerization of BLG-NCA initiated by PBLG mac-
roinitiators in DMF at [M]0/[I]0= 1000 resulted in a polypeptide
with a bimodal molecular-weight distribution (MWD) (Ð= 1.35)
after 72 h (Fig. 4a and Supplementary Table 1), which is attributed to
significant chain transfers11. As a comparison, the CE-catalyzed
preparation of PBLG at [M]0/[I]0= 1,000 was successfully prepared
within 4.5 h. The obtained MW (230 kDa) agreed well with the
designed MW (226 kDa), with 95% end-group retained after poly-
merization for further chain extensions or post-polymerization
modifications. In addition, CE-catalyzed polymerization exhibited
good resistance to water-induced degradation of NCAs due to the
fast consumption of NCAs. Under the catalysis of 18-C-6, the
polypeptides obtained in normal, non-dried DCM showed similar
MW and dispersity compared with that obtained from anhydrous
DCM (Supplementary Fig. 10a and Supplementary Table 2).

The fast polymerization kinetics and the moisture-tolerance of
CE-catalyzed polymerization encouraged us to prepare polypep-
tide materials directly from non-purified NCAs25. To validate
that CE-catalyzed polymerization in the presence of aqueous
phase, the polymerization of purified BLG-NCA was first
conducted in a DCM/water biphasic system in the presence of
18-C-6. The NCA monomer reached >95% conversion after

20 min, which is much faster than the water-induced degradation
under similar conditions (Fig. 4b), suggesting minimal impact of
the aqueous phase on the CE-catalyzed polymerization. Since the
accelerated polymerization kinetics outpaced water-induced
degradation of NCAs, we were able to introduce the aqueous
phase for the removal of acidic and electrophilic impurities in
non-purified NCAs in situ, which would otherwise quench the
amino groups and inhibit the polymerization. Moreover, different
from other initiators/catalysts that enable accelerated polymer-
ization of NCAs, 18-C-6 exhibited excellent water-stability.
Therefore, we prepared the non-purified BLG-NCA by skipping
the purification steps, which was then washed with aqueous
buffer and polymerized by the addition of a DCM solution of CE
and Hex-NH2. Well-defined homopolypeptides were prepared
within 30 min (Supplementary Fig. 10b), highlighting the
usefulness of CE-catalyzed polymerizations.

Ring-opening reaction of NCA catalyzed by CE. The fast
polymerization kinetics and the associated benefits provide an
impetus for us to elucidate the mechanism of the CE-catalyzed
rate acceleration. In order to simplify the study, α,γ-dibenzyl-L-
glutamate (DBLG) was selected to mimic the N-terminus of
polypeptides during the chain propagation step (Fig. 5a), which
was used to open the BLG-NCA ring in the presence and absence
of CE. DBLG has the same α-substitutions of amino group with
the propagating PBLG chain, which serves as an ideal small-
molecular compound to mimic the local bulkiness of the propa-
gating polypeptide terminus. The [DBLG]0/[NCA]0 ratio was set
to 5–15 to minimize the polymerization of NCAs, reducing
unnecessary complexity for the analysis. As shown in Fig. 5b, the
addition of 18-C-6 catalyzed the ring-opening reaction of NCA,
reaching full conversion after 80 min. As a comparison, only
~22% was consumed under identical conditions in the absence of
18-C-6. By testing the reaction rate at various concentrations of
18-C-6 in CDCl3 with NMR, we determined that the reaction
order is 0.26 with respect to CE (see Supplementary Fig. 11 for
details). This result agrees well with the kinetics studies (Sup-
plementary Fig. 4a, b), where reducing the amount of 18-C-6
slowed down the polymerization rate.

The ring-opening reaction of BLG-NCA by DBLG was also
studied using NMR in CDCl3 at various temperatures. The
apparent rate constant, kapp, was quantified by monitoring the
decrease in the NMR signals at 4.53-4.15 ppm (i.e., the α-H of BLG-
NCA, chemical shift changes depending on the concentration and
temperature), which became larger at a higher temperature. The
Arrhenius plot showed a linear relationship between -ln(kapp) and
1/T (Fig. 5c), where the apparent activation energy can be obtained
from the slope. The activation energy was calculated to be (13.4 ±
1.1) and (21.7 ± 2.9) kJ/mol in the presence and absence of 18-C-6,
respectively.

Enhanced polypeptide/NCA interactions by CE. We have
reported recently that the binding interaction between NCA and
propagating polypeptide played a crucial role in the rate accel-
eration in CCP of NCA in DCM28. Therefore, we hypothesized
that CE participated in and promoted the polypeptide/NCA
binding, facilitating the ring-opening reaction of NCAs. To test
our hypothesis, we first studied the CE-catalyzed polymerization
kinetics in various solvents. The selection of solvent plays an
important role in the cooperative polymerization of NCAs, as the
solvent molecule may disrupt the binding interactions and slow
down the kinetics20,24,28. While similar CE-catalyzed acceleration
was observed in chloroform, the polymerization takes much
longer time to finish in polar or hydrogen-bonding solvents like
DMF and THF, even in the presence of 18-C-6 (Supplementary

ba

Fig. 4 Minimal side reactions with CE-catalyzed polymerization of NCA.
a Normalized GPC-LS traces of the obtained PBLG in DCM and DMF
initiated by α-helical PBLG macroinitiator in the presence of 18-C-6. [M]0/
[I]0= 1000, [M]0= 100 and 400mM for the polymerization in DCM and
DMF, respectively. b Semilogarithmic kinetic plot of polymerization of BLG-
NCA in a biphasic system in the presence and absence of Hex-NH2 and CE.
[M]0/[I]0= 100, [I]0= [CE]0= 0.5 mM, DCM:water= 100:1 (w/w).
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Fig. 5 Ring-opening reaction of NCA catalyzed by CE. a Scheme
illustrating CE-catalyzed ring-opening reaction of BLG-NCA by DBLG.
b Semilogarithmic kinetic plot of ring-opening reaction of BLG-NCA in DCM
by DBLG in the presence and absence of 18-C-6 at room temperature by
FTIR. c Arrhenius plot of ring-opening reaction of BLG-NCA by DBLG in
CDCl3 in the absence and presence of 18-C-6. [DBLG]0= 30mM,
[NCA]0= [CE]0= 3mM.
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Fig. 12a). DMF and THF are solvents with strong hydrogen
bonding (H-bonding) accepting ability32, which likely disrupt the
H-bonding interactions between CE and propagating amine/
NCA. In addition, the addition of 18-C-6 exhibited insignificant
acceleration of HMDS-initiated polymerization of BLG-NCA
(Supplementary Fig. 12b), presumably due to the existence of
bulky N-trimethylsilyl carbamate at the chain terminus during
chain propagation16, which blocked the interactions with CE.

In order to further elucidate the catalysis mechanism, we first
studied the bimolecular binding interactions of CE/amine-termi-
nated PBLG (PBLG-NH2) and CE/NCA through diffusion-ordered
spectroscopy (DOSY) (Supplementary Fig. 13a). The addition of
PBLG-NH2 into the CD2Cl2 solution of 18-C-6 resulted in an
obvious decrease in its diffusion coefficient by 20% (Supplementary
Fig. 13b), indicating molecular interactions between PBLG-NH2

and 18-C-6 in DCM. In contrast, the addition of PBLG with acetyl-
capped N-terminus, PBLG-NHAc, led to negligible changes in the
diffusion coefficient of 18-C-6 (Supplementary Fig. 13b), suggesting
that the binding interactions occur at the N-terminus of PBLG-
NH2

28. In addition, the mixing of 18-C-6 and BLG-NCA led to a
decrease in diffusion coefficients of both molecules (Supplementary
Fig. 13c, d), confirming the binding interactions between CE and
NCA. In an attempt to directly probe the termolecular interactions,
we collected the DOSY spectra of CE/PBLG-NH2/NCA at low
temperature to slow down the reaction. Upon the mixing of BLG-
NCA with CE/PBLG-NH2 mixture, a decrease in the diffusion
coefficient of BLG-NCA was observed (Supplementary Fig. 13e),
validating the interaction of NCA with the PBLG-NH2/CE
complexes. These DOSY experiments collectively suggested that
CE was able to bind with both propagating polypeptides and NCA,

resulting in enhanced polypeptide/NCA interactions. Since the
addition of C5=O of NCA ring by NH2 group of propagating
amine is the rate-limiting step during NCA polymerization33, CE-
promoted interactions between NCA and propagating polypeptide
likely lower the activation energy and stabilize the transition state,
leading to the rate acceleration of ROP.

Besides DOSY experiments, the binding between CE and NCA
was further demonstrated by NMR titration studies. Addition of
18-C-6 resulted in significant downfield shift of ring N–H signal
from BLG-NCA in CD2Cl2 (Supplementary Fig. 14a), indicating
H-bonding interactions between BLG-NCA and 18-C-6 that
agree well with the DOSY results. By plotting the changes in
[NCA]*Δδ against the molar fraction of NCA with the
continuous variation method (i.e., the Job plot)34, we were able
to calculate the binding stoichiometry between NCA and CE to be
2:1 (Supplementary Fig. 14b). A proposed scheme illustrating the
catalytic role of CE during NCA polymerization was included in
Supplementary Fig. 15.

Molecular dynamics simulation. To further probe the accelera-
tion mechanism, we conducted molecular dynamics simulations
of DBLG at 30 mM and BLG-NCA at 3 mM in DCM in the
presence and absence of 18-C-6 at 3 mM (Supplementary
Movies 2 and 3). The presence of CE in a 1:1 ratio with BLG-
NCA was observed to induce more frequent and closer associa-
tions between DBLG and BLG-NCA. We quantified this in the
radial distribution function in the DBLG to BLG-NCA center-of-
geometry, which exhibits a 27% increase in number density of
BLG-NCA/DBLG pairs within a spherical volume of radius r=
1 nm in the presence of CE (Fig. 6a). This enhancement in
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interactions is consistent with experimental results showing an
elevated rate of NCA ring-opening reaction in the presence of CE
(Fig. 5b).

The presence of 18-C-6 also modified the interaction geometry
within BLG-NCA/DBLG contact pairs as revealed by changes in the
interatomic contact matrices (Fig. 6b, c). The most prominent
difference in the contact matrices is a ~25% reduction in the mean
distance of approach between the ring N–H in the BLG-NCA ring
and the α-carbonyl group in DBLG (i.e., the N7-H25 and O17 pair
in Fig. 6c) from an average value of ~1 nm to ~0.75 nm in the
presence of CE. Representative snapshots of BLG-NCA/DBLG
contact pairs show that this change can be explained in part by the
participation of CE within BLG-NCA/DBLG contact pairs through
the formation of tertiary molecular complexes, in which the
CE mediates the BLG-NCA/DBLG interaction (Fig. 6d, e and
Supplementary Fig. 16). We propose that the enhanced proximity
of these groups promotes a favorable geometry for NCA ring-
opening reaction and suggests a molecular mechanism for the
catalytic performance of CE.

In summary, we reported the CE-catalyzed, accelerated
polymerization of NCAs in solvents with low polarity and low
hydrogen-bonding ability. CE promoted the interactions between
propagating amino groups and NCA monomers, resulting in fast
polymerization kinetics. The rapid polymerization catalyzed by
CE enabled us to prepare well-defined polypeptide materials in an
efficient manner with minimal side reactions, including chain
transfers and water-induced NCA degradations. This work not
only sheds lights on the mechanism of cooperative polymeriza-
tion of NCA, but also facilitates the preparation of polypeptide
materials from primary amine initiators.

Methods
Polymerization kinetics. The DCM or CD2Cl2 solution of CE and NCA were
mixed, followed by the addition of small molecular or macromolecular amine
initiators. The resulting solution was transferred into a FTIR cell or an NMR tube
to monitor the kinetics. The resulting solution was dried under vacuum and
injected into GPC without further purification (DMF containing 0.1 M LiBr as the
mobile phase).

Polymerization of NCAs in a biphasic system. The DCM solution of purified or
non-purified BLG-NCA was mixed with aqueous buffer (pH= 9.0) and vigorously
vortexed for 10 s, into which the DCM solution of initiator and 18-C-6 was added.

Determination of activation energy. The CDCl3 solution of DBLG and BLG-
NCA were mixed in the presence or absence of 18-C-6, and the NMR spectra of the
resulting solution were collected at various temperatures. The apparent rate con-
stant (kapp) was determined from the decrease in signal of the α-H of NCA, whose
natural logarithm value was plotted against 1/T to calculate the activation energy.

Diffusion-ordered spectroscopy (DOSY) studies. The 1H DOSY experiments
were performed for the CD2Cl2 or CDCl3 solution of BLG-NCA, PBLG-NH2,
PBLG-NHAc, 18-C-6, or their mixtures by means of a convection compensated
gradient stimulated echo pulse sequence (DgsteSL_cc). The spectra were processed
with the Agilent VrnmJ4.2A software, and the diffusion coefficients were extracted
therein.

Determination of binding stoichiometry between CE/NCA. The CD2Cl2 solu-
tion of BLG-NCA and 18-C-6 were mixed at different ratios and the NMR spectra
were collected. The change in [NCA]*Δδ was plotted against the molar fraction of
NCA to determine the binding stoichiometry.

Molecular dynamics simulation. Molecular dynamics simulations were conducted
using the Gromacs 2019 simulation suite35. Molecular topologies for 18-C-6,
DBLG, BLG-NCA, and DCM solvent were constructed using the Automated
Topology Builder server (http://atb.uq.edu.au)36. Molecular interactions were
treated using the Groningen Molecular Simulation (GROMOS) 54A7 force field37.
Simulation trajectories were analyzed using the MDAnalysis libraries38,39 and
visualized using Visual Molecular Dynamics40.

Data availability
The data that support the findings of this study are available within the paper and its
Supplementary Information files. Any other data are available from the corresponding
authors upon reasonable request. Source data are provided with this paper.

Received: 24 February 2020; Accepted: 10 December 2020;

References
1. Deming, T. J. Synthetic polypeptides for biomedical applications. Prog. Polym.

Sci. 32, 858–875 (2007).
2. Carlsen, A. & Lecommandoux, S. Self-assembly of polypeptide-based block

copolymer amphiphiles. Curr. Opin. Colloid Interface Sci. 14, 329–339 (2009).
3. Kataoka, K., Harada, A. & Nagasaki, Y. Block copolymer micelles for drug

delivery: design, characterization and biological significance. Adv. Drug Deliv.
Rev. 64, 37–48 (2012).

4. Deng, C. et al. Functional polypeptide and hybrid materials: precision
synthesis via α-amino acid N-carboxyanhydride polymerization and emerging
biomedical applications. Prog. Polym. Sci. 39, 330–364 (2014).

5. Lu, H. et al. Recent advances in amino acid N-carboxyanhydrides and
synthetic polypeptides: chemistry, self-assembly and biological applications.
Chem. Commun. 50, 139–155 (2014).

6. Song, Z. et al. Synthetic polypeptides: from polymer design to supramolecular
assembly and biomedical application. Chem. Soc. Rev. 46, 6570–6599 (2017).

7. Song, Z. et al. Secondary structures in synthetic polypeptides from N-
carboxyanhydrides: design, modulation, association, and material applications.
Chem. Soc. Rev. 47, 7401–7425 (2018).

8. Song, Z., Tan, Z. & Cheng, J. Recent advances and future perspectives of
synthetic polypeptides from N-carboxyanhydrides. Macromolecules 52,
8521–8539 (2019).

9. Sun, H. et al. Cancer nanomedicines based on synthetic polypeptides.
Biomacromolecules 20, 4299–4311 (2019).

10. Rasines Mazo, A. et al. Ring opening polymerization of α-amino acids:
advances in synthesis, architecture and applications of polypeptides and their
hybrids. Chem. Soc. Rev. 49, 4737–4834 (2020).

11. Hadjichristidis, N., Iatrou, H., Pitsikalis, M. & Sakellariou, G. Synthesis of
well-defined polypeptide-based materials via the ring-opening polymerization
of α-amino acid N-carboxyanhydrides. Chem. Rev. 109, 5528–5578 (2009).

12. Deming, T. J. Facile synthesis of block copolypeptides of defined architecture.
Nature 390, 386–389 (1997).

13. Deming, T. J. Amino acid derived nickelacycles: intermediates in nickel-
mediated polypeptide synthesis. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 120, 4240–4241 (1998).

14. Dimitrov, I. & Schlaad, H. Synthesis of nearly monodisperse polystyrene-
polypeptide block copolymers via polymerisation of N-carboxyanhydrides.
Chem. Commun. 23, 2944–2945 (2003).

15. Aliferis, T., Iatrou, H. & Hadjichristidis, N. Living polypeptides.
Biomacromolecules 5, 1653–1656 (2004).

16. Lu, H. & Cheng, J. Hexamethyldisilazane-mediated controlled polymerization of
α-amino acid N-carboxyanhydrides. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 129, 14114–14115 (2007).

17. Lu, H. & Cheng, J. N-trimethylsilyl amines for controlled ring-opening
polymerization of amino acid N-carboxyanhydrides and facile end group
functionalization of polypeptides. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 130, 12562–12563 (2008).

18. Zou, J. et al. A facile glovebox-free strategy to significantly accelerate the
syntheses of well-defined polypeptides by N-Carboxyanhydride (NCA) ring-
opening polymerizations. Macromolecules 46, 4223–4226 (2013).

19. Zhao, W., Gnanou, Y. & Hadjichristidis, N. From competition to cooperation:
a highly efficient strategy towards well-defined (co)polypeptides. Chem.
Commun. 51, 3663–3666 (2015).

20. Baumgartner, R., Fu, H., Song, Z., Lin, Y. & Cheng, J. Cooperative
polymerization of α-helices induced by macromolecular architecture. Nat.
Chem. 9, 614–622 (2017).

21. Wu, Y. et al. Lithium hexamethyldisilazide initiated superfast ring opening
polymerization of alpha-amino acid N-carboxyanhydrides. Nat. Commun. 9,
5297 (2018).

22. Yuan, J., Zhang, Y., Li, Z., Wang, Y. & Lu, H. A S-Sn Lewis pair-mediated
ring-opening polymerization of α-amino acid N-carboxyanhydrides: fast
kinetics, high molecular weight, and facile bioconjugation. ACS Macro Lett. 7,
892–897 (2018).

23. Zhang, Y. et al. Straightforward access to linear and cyclic polypeptides.
Commun. Chem. 1, 40 (2018).

24. Chen, C. et al. Proximity-induced cooperative polymerization in “hinged”
helical polypeptides. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 141, 8680–8683 (2019).

25. Song, Z. et al. Synthesis of polypeptides via bioinspired polymerization of
in situ purified N-carboxyanhydrides. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 116,
10658–10663 (2019).

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20724-w ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |          (2021) 12:732 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20724-w |www.nature.com/naturecommunications 7

http://atb.uq.edu.au
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


26. Zhao, W. et al. Fast and selective organocatalytic ring-opening polymerization
by fluorinated alcohol without a cocatalyst. Nat. Commun. 10, 3590 (2019).

27. Wang, X. et al. Facile synthesis of helical multiblock copolypeptides: minimal
side reactions with accelerated polymerization of N-carboxyanhydrides. ACS
Macro Lett. 8, 1517–1521 (2019).

28. Song, Z. et al. Enzyme-mimetic self-catalyzed polymerization of polypeptide
helices. Nat. Commun. 10, 5470 (2019).

29. Grazon, C. et al. Aqueous ring-opening polymerization induced self-assembly
(ROPISA) of N-carboxyanhydrides. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 59, 622–626
(2020).

30. Fielden, S. D. P., Leigh, D. A., McTernan, C. T., Pérez-Saavedra, B. & Vitorica-
Yrezabal, I. J. Spontaneous assembly of rotaxanes from a primary amine,
crown ether and electrophile. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 140, 6049–6052 (2018).

31. De Greef, T. F. A. et al. Supramolecular polymerization. Chem. Rev. 109,
5687–5754 (2009).

32. Kamlet, M. J. & Taft, R. W. The solvatochromic comparison method. I. The β-
scale of solvent hydrogen-bond acceptor (HBA) basicities. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
98, 377–383 (1976).

33. Ling, J. & Huang, Y. Understanding the ring-opening reaction of α-amino acid
N-carboxyanhydride in an amine-mediated living polymerization: a DFT
study. Macromol. Chem. Phys. 211, 1708–1711 (2010).

34. Huang, C. Y. in Methods in Enzymology (eds. Purich D. L.). (Academic Press,
1982).

35. Abraham, M. J. et al. GROMACS: high performance molecular simulations
through multi-level parallelism from laptops to supercomputers. SoftwareX
1-2, 19–25 (2015).

36. Malde, A. K. et al. An automated force field topology builder (ATB) and
repository: version 1.0. J. Chem. Theory Comput. 7, 4026–4037 (2011).

37. Schmid, N. et al. Definition and testing of the GROMOS force-field versions
54A7 and 54B7. Eur. Biophys. J. 40, 843–856 (2011).

38. Gowers, R. J. et al. MDAnalysis: a Python package for the rapid analysis of
molecular dynamics simulations. In Proc. 15th Python in Science Conference
(eds Benthall, S. & Rostrup, S.) (SciPy, 2016).

39. Michaud-Agrawal, N., Denning, E. J., Woolf, T. B. & Beckstein, O.
MDAnalysis: a toolkit for the analysis of molecular dynamics simulations.
J. Comput. Chem. 32, 2319–2327 (2011).

40. Humphrey, W., Dalke, A. & Schulten, K. VMD: visual molecular dynamics.
J. Mol. Graph. 14, 33–38 (1996).

Acknowledgements
This material is based upon work supported by National Science Foundation under
Grant Nos. CHE-1709820, CHE-1905097, and DMS-1841810. We thank R. Wang and
K. Cai for helpful discussions. Y. X., a visiting student from Hunan University, China,

acknowledges the support from China Scholarship Council for her studies in Professor
Jianjun Cheng’s laboratory at UIUC.

Author contributions
Y.X., Z.S., T.X., Y.L., A.L.F., and J.C. conceived the idea and designed the experiments.
Y.X., Z.S., Z.T., T.X., S.W., L.Z., Y.Y., H.F., Y.J., Y.L., and A.L.F. performed the experi-
ments. Y.X., Z.S., Y.L., A.L.F., and J.C. analyzed data and preprared the manuscript with
contributions from all authors.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information is available for this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-
020-20724-w.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to Y.L., A.L.F. or J.C.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks Nikos Hadjichristidis and the
other, anonymous, reviewer(s) for their contribution to the peer review of this work. Peer
reviewer reports are available.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2021

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20724-w

8 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |          (2021) 12:732 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20724-w |www.nature.com/naturecommunications

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20724-w
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20724-w
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Accelerated polymerization of N-�carboxyanhydrides catalyzed by crown ether
	Results and discussion
	CE-catalyzed, fast polymerization of NCAs
	Impact of catalyst size and structure
	Control over MWs
	Minimal side reactions by CE-catalyzed, accelerated polymerization
	Ring-opening reaction of NCA catalyzed by CE
	Enhanced polypeptide/NCA interactions by CE
	Molecular dynamics simulation

	Methods
	Polymerization kinetics
	Polymerization of NCAs in a biphasic system
	Determination of activation energy
	Diffusion-ordered spectroscopy (DOSY) studies
	Determination of binding stoichiometry between CE/NCA
	Molecular dynamics simulation

	Data availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




