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ABSTRACT: We have prepared a range of well-defined co-
polymers of styrene and L-proline functionalized styrene
(5—11 kDa) using reversible addition—fragmentation chain
transfer (RAFT) polymerization techniques and explored their
use in supported catalysis. Upon deprotection of the L-proline
functionalities, the solution self-assembly of these copolymers
was investigated in mixed solvent systems. The resulting
assemblies were characterized by dynamic light scattering,
transmission electron microscopy (on graphene oxide sub-
strates, along with cryo-TEM and tomography), and scanning
electron microscopy. The application of these functional as-
semblies as supported catalysts for the aldol condensation reac-
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tion was explored using cyclohexanone and 4-nitrobenzaldehyde. The rate and selectivity of solution catalysis in our self-assembled
system were comparable to those of L-proline, and a significant advantage of our system was that the polymer support could be
utilized at lower catalyst loadings with comparable activity and also could be recycled a number of times while maintaining activity

and selectivity.

B INTRODUCTION

The use of organic molecules as catalysts in asymmetric
reactions has garnered great attention in recent years as these
molecules serve as attractive alternatives to transition metal and
enzyme based catalysts.' > This class of catalysts, named orga-
nocatalysts, are not only often less expensive but also sometimes
readily available from the chiral pool and experimentally tractable,
as the majority of them are stable to both water and oxygen."**

Nature’s aldolase enzymes carry out the asymmetric aldol
reaction via an enamine based mechanism,®"® and the amino
acid L-proline has been named the “simple enzyme”, as it is
proposed to mimic the aldolase enzymes in this mechanistic
aspect.” The organocatalytic properties of L-proline were first
reported in the 1970s by Hajos and Parrish'® and Eder et al,,” and
L-proline has since become one of the most popular organoca-
talysts in asymmetric synthesis. L-Proline and its derivatives
(Figure 1) are highly effective and selective catalysts used 1n 32
number of asymmetnc reactions including Manmch reactions, ™'
Michael additions,"*"* Robinson annulations,'* and aldol con-
densation reactions.*® These reactions are of interest as a new
asymmetric carbon—carbon bond is formed, and thus they are
often key steps in the synthesis of natural products and non-
natural drug molecules.*"

Thus, much research has been concentrated on improving the
performance of L-proline via modifications to the active centers
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Figure 1. Structures of the bifunctional organocatalysts L-proline (left)
and its derivative 4-hydroxy-L-proline (right).

and in particular the acid functionality. Barbas,"®'” Hayashi,'®
and others'**® showed high selectivity with some of their deriv-
atives; however, a number of derivatives have also resulted in
reduced performance.”' > These studies highlight the key

role of sterics and electronics around the active centers of the

L-proline in mediating highly selective and efficient catalysis.
Additionally, it has been suggested that the presence of a polymer
scaffold may have a beneficial influence on the catalyst activity, as
it can to an extent be considered as a peptide-backbone mimic.
Therefore, great efforts have been dedicated to the immobiliza-
tion of L-proline on solid supports to enhance catalytic act1v1ty as
well as to facilitate the recycle and reuse of the catalyst.”*
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Scheme 1. Coupling Reaction of 1 and VBA To Give Monomer 2
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Benaglia and co-workers*>~*” have anchored L-proline onto a
poly(ethylene glycol) (PEG) scaffold, which was successfully
recovered and reused several times in the aldol condensation,
with close to unchanged yields and only small losses in selectivity.
Polystyrene (beads),”® ' Merrifield resin,** ionic liquids,>>>*
and dendrimers are examples of other reported supports for
L-proline. While these studies highlight the potential to selec-
tively incorporate L-proline into a polymer scaffold without a loss
in activity, the selective incorporation of L-proline functionalized
monomers into polymers is a less well-explored area. This
is somewhat surprising given the pioneering work of Endo
and Sanda®® and more recently others on the preparation,
polymerization, and properties of a range of vinyl amino acid
monomers including L-phenylalanine, 1-leucine, L-alanine, and
L-histidine.>”*

In recent years the group of Hansen and co-workers
reported the synthesis of several L-proline functionalized metha-
crylate monomers and a range of L-proline functionalized styrenic
and methacrylic copolymer beads. The L-proline functionalized
beads showed both high activity and selectivity in water and were
successfully recycled five times without a significant loss in
catalytic activity. Although this technique may be used on a large
industrial scale, with simple work-up and purification and good
control of catalyst loading, this type of (co)polymerization
technique does not allow for the controlled synthesis of more
complex or well-defined polymer architectures such as block
copolymers/amphiphiles, which may undergo self-assembly to
form higher-order structures and perhaps find utility as organo-
catalytic nanoreactors. "

To obtain improved copolymerization polydispersity control,
controlled radical polymerization (CRP) techniques are often
employed instead of conventional free radical methods. In
particular, the application of reversible addition—fragmentation
chain transfer (RAFT) polymerization for the preparation of
well-defined functional copolymers has received much attention
in the past decade.** > RAFT polymerization is a versatile
polymerization technique as it proceeds under relatively mild
reaction conditions, is highly tolerant to a variety of monomers
including monomers with unprotected functional groups (such
as acids, alcohols, and amines), and is amenable to a number of
postpolymerization modifications including end-group removal
and chain extension to afford well-defined block copolymers.

Indeed, Endo and co-workers®* >’ have reported the successful
use of RAFT techniques to incorporate L-proline and 4-hydroxy-
L-proline units into a polyacrylamide backbone, though not
leaving the key amine functionality available to play its essential
role in the aldol reaction. More recently, our group has reported
the successful synthesis of L-proline functionalized polystyrene
copolymers®**® via both nitroxide-mediated polymerization
(NMP)*® and RAFT polymerization techniques.”” The organo-
catalytic activity and selectivity of the copolymers synthesized via
the NMP technique were carefully studied in a typical aldol
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reaction. Various solvents were screened, and the mixed solvent
systems with DMSO/water and DMF/water gave the most
promising results. Conversions of up to 95%, anti/syn ratios
up to 95/5, and enantiomeric excesses up to 94% were achieved
when the aldol reaction was carried out in the mixed solvent
systems. These findings were not entirely unexpected, as water
has been reported to enhance the rate of reaction, as it helps
promote the formation of the enamine transition state.”*”%*
Given these initial promising results, we are further exploring this
chemistry with our RAFT derived polymers to allow for access
to highly active recyclable supports. Furthermore, we propose
that the selective incorporation of the hydrophilic amino acid
L-proline into a hydrophobic polystyrene backbone will yield
polymers with tunable solution properties to allow for self-as-
sembly of the resultant copolymers. We hypothesize that the
formation of higher order assemblies will affect the catalytic
activity of the L-proline in the copolymers and allow for improved
postreaction catalyst recovery. These self-assembly effects on
activity and recovery are explored in this work.

B RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Monomer Synthesis. To afford the means to attach the
organocatalytically active L-proline to the polymer backbone,
while leaving both the amino and carboxylic acid functionalities
of the L-proline available for catalysis, a bis-protected 4-hydroxy-
L-proline functionalized monomer, protected at the amino and
acid functionalities, was synthesized. First, commercially avail-
able Boc-O-benzyl-L-hydroxyproline was modified via two pro-
tection/deprotection reactions to yield 1.°° Then, precursor 1
was coupled with 4-vinylbenzoic acid (VBA) via the Steglich
esterification® reaction to provide the desired bis-protected
L-proline functionalized styrenic monomer 2 (Scheme 1). Our
group has previously shown that this coupling technique does
not result in the racemization of the key chiral C2 carbon.>

The amino and acid functionalities on L-proline were pro-
tected with a tert-butyloxycarbonyl (Boc) group and a tert-butyl
ester (tBu) group, respectively. These protecting groups were
selected due to the simple deprotection strategy that may be
employed to simultaneously reveal both the L-proline carboxylic
acid and amino functionalities.®” This deprotection strategy was
more straightforward than the benzyl carbamate (Cbz) and
benzyl ester (Bn) protection methodology previously reported
by our group.>” The resultant monomer 2 was characterized by
"H and °C NMR spectroscopy, high-resolution mass spectros-
copy (HR-MS), IR, and elemental analysis; the IR spectrum is
shown in Figure S1. A number of signals in the "H NMR
spectrum of 2 showed unexpected splitting patterns, and thus
the assignment of the protons present in the L-proline five-
membered ring (labeled f—i in Figure 2) was initially explored
using 2D COSY NMR spectroscopy. The observed splitting
patterns of the protons labeled g and i arise because these protons
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Figure 2. 'H NMR (400 MHz) spectrum of monomer 2, in CDCl, at 25 °C and 60 °C.

Scheme 2. Scheme Representing Bulk Copolymerization of 2 with Styrene Using 3 as CTA To Give Copolymers 4

7

3]

c 110°C

BocN

O
‘BuO

are situated between two stereocenters in the ring and experience
different environments, causing the splitting pattern shown in
Figure 2. The unusual splitting noted at 0 4.30 (proton h) was
due to a rotameric effect of the neighboring Boc N-?rotecting
group, which was resolved by high-temperature "H NMR
spectroscopy at 60 °C in CDCl,, verifying that no racemization
had taken place during the coupling process.
Copolymerization of Functionalized Monomer with Styr-
ene Using RAFT. RAFT polymerization was utilized to incorpo-
rate the L-proline functionalized monomer into a polystyrene
based copolymer (Scheme 2). Dodecyl 1-phenylethyl trithio-
carbonate 3 (Figure S2) was used as the RAFT agent, or chain
transfer agent (CTA), as trithiocarbonates are suitable for the
polymerization of styrene and styrenic monomers.*®”7°

7235

The polymerization resulted in the desired catalyst loading on
the polymer (ca. 5%), with a narrow polydispersity index
(ca. 1.1), showing the polymerization proceeded with good control.
Percentage conversion of the two monomers was determined by
comparing distinct monomer signals (0 5.30 ppm for L-proline and
0 5.13 ppm for styrene) to a distinct polymer signal at O
54S ppm for r-proline and 0 6.20—7.30 ppm for polystyrene
(Figure S3), and the "H NMR signals were utilized to estimate the
molecular weight of the resultant copolymer. Percentage incor-
poration of 2 was determined by comparing a polymer signal in the
"H NMR spectrum for each monomer to a distinct end-group
signal from the chain transfer agent, CTA (at 6 3.20 ppm). This
information was further used to confirm the molecular weight of
the copolymer; however, it should be noted this method assumes
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Table 1. Copolymerization Data for 2 and Styrene, with
95:5:1 Ratio of Styrene:2:3, Polymerization in Bulk at 110 °C
(Reaction Quenched Depending on the Desired DP of

Styrene)

M,° M7 % incorporation
polymer  DP* DP’  (kDa) (kDa) M,/M,? of 2°
4a 93 4 11.7 9.5 1.06 4.0
4b 34 3 5.2 5.0 1.07 8.0
4c 65 3 8.4 8.7 1.06 4.5
4d 64 3 8.3 8.5 1.13 4.5
4e 93 3 11.6 9.5 1.07 3.0
4f 83 4 10.3 12.3 1.07 4.6
4g 74 4 10.2 11.6 1.07 5.0

“ Of styrene, determined by 'H NMR spectroscopy, in CDCl,. bof2,
determined by "H NMR spectroscopy, in CDCl.  Determined by 'H
NMR spectroscopy, in CDCls. 4 Determined by GPC, in THF, PS
calibration.

100% end-group fidelity. The presence of the CTA end group in
the copolymers was confirmed by examining the UV trace signal
collected from GPC analysis at 309 nm, the wavelength char-
acteristic for the trithiocarbonate end group.

Additionally, the active functionalities of monomer 2 were
deprotected prior to polymerization (see Supporting In-
formation), and this new monomer could be successfully copo-
lymerized using RAFT with styrene (under the same conditions
highlighted in Table 1) to afford a copolymer of similar composi-
tion to the protected analogue (M, nvr = 14.3 kDa, Figure SS);
however, its SEC characterization was difficult due to the
amphiphilic nature of the copolymers, and hence the protected
monomer 2 was used in this study.

Reactivity Ratio of Copolymerization. Previous initial in-
vestigations into the copolymerization kinetics carried out in our
group suggested a faster polymerization rate for monomer 2
compared to styrene.>” This led us to hypothesize a nonrandom
polymerization and instead propose a gradient-type structure for
these L-proline—styrene copolymers 4. To confirm this hypoth-
esis, the reactivity ratios of the two monomers in this copolym-
erization were investigated; thus, different ratios of the two
monomers (styrene/2 with ratios 90/10, 80/20, 70/30, 60/40,
and 50:50) were polymerized with 3 under the same conditions
(in bulk at 110 °C). An aliquot was taken after 30 min to
determine the conversion by "H NMR spectroscopy. The mole
ratio of each monomer in the resultant copolymer and the initial
monomer feed were used to determine the reactivity ratios of the
monomers. The linearized Finemann—Ross (FR) model was
used for this analysis,71 and the model concluded that r; > r,, (r; =
9.3; 7, =0.11), in the case where monomer 2 is M, and styrene is
M,, suggesting blocklike polymerization and thus validating our
hypothesis as to the nature of the copolymer. The parameters
used to calculate r; and r, using the FR model are given in
Table SI.

Additionally, Contour, a computer program developed by van
Herk”” using a nonlinear least-squares fitting method, was used
to investigate our copolymer system. The F; and f; values of the
copolymerization were entered into the program, and a set of
calculations were performed to rapidly determine the reactivity
ratio of the two monomers that fits the input criterion, where F; =
copolymer composition and f; = feed composition. The gener-
ated values for r; and r, were 12.4 and 0.01, respectively, and

Table 2. Data Showing Conversion, Final Diastereomeric
Ratio (dr), and Enantiomeric Excess (ee), Using Copolymer
Sc at 20 mol % and Unsupported L-Proline at 20 mol % after
24 h

O o} (0] OH

cat. 20 mol%
+ 1
NO

—_—
DMF/water
NO, 24h

2

% water % conv % conv

entry cat. in DMF  HPLC NMR  anti/syn® % ec’
1 Sc 0 S0 49 89/11 91
2 Sc N 90 98 95/5 89
3 Sc 7.5 82 90 95/5 85
4 Sc 12 87 90 91/9 94
S L-proline 0 21 91/9 83
6 L-proline S 99 99 92/9 86
7 L-proline 7.5 99 99 92/8 88
8 L-proline 12 97 98 87/13 82

“Determined by '"H NMR spectroscopy in CDCl,. ” Determined by
chiral HPLC, Chiralpak IA column (80:20 hexane:IPA).

r1 X r, ~ 1, confirming an extreme ideal copolymerization given
the very different reactivity ratios for the pair of monomers. This
difference in reactivity ratios implies that M; (monomer 2) is
preferentially added to the propagating species, supporting
results obtained via the linear model. A plot showing this extreme
ideal behavior generated in Contour is shown in Figure SS. This
behavior is not entirely unexpected as the presence of the
electron-withdrawing ester linkage present at the para-position
on monomer 2 is expected to increase the rate of polymerization
of 2 compared to that of styrene. However, we propose that this
nonrandom distribution of monomer 2 in the polymer backbone
will lead to an amphiphilic copolymer (once monomer 2 is
deprotected), potentially allowing for interesting self-assembly
behavior.”>”*

Polymer Deprotection. The Boc and ‘Bu protecting groups
for the amine and carboxylic acid, respectively, can be readily
deprotected under acidic conditions.” Thus, copolymers 4a—g
were deprotected in dry CH,Cl, in the presence of trifluoroacetic
acid (TFA) to afford copolymers Sa—g. Successful deprotection
was confirmed by comparing signals the "H NMR data given in
Figures S3 and S4. The Bu signals disappeared following
deprotection, causing a simplification in the 1.15—2.60 ppm
region, and the characteristic L-proline signal from the proton
labeled “a” has now shifted from & 5.45 to 5.63 ppm (Figure S4).
To confirm that the ester, which links the catalytically active
L-proline moiety to the polymer backbone, was not also affected
under these strong acidic conditions, monomer 2 was stirred in
TFA under the deprotection conditions. Under these conditions
the L-proline was successfully deprotected, and the ester linkage
was found to be stable.

Organocatalytic Properties of L-Proline Functionalized
Polymer. The catalytic activity of the synthesized L-proline
functionalized copolymers (Sa—g) was tested using a represen-
tative aldol reaction between cyclohexanone and 4-nitrobenzal-
dehyde. This system has been previously studied with other
solid-supported L-proline catalysts, and thus the catalyst activity
can be directly compared.””*>”* Previously, our group has shown
that our NMP copolymers with different catalyst incorporations
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Figure 3. Kinetic plot showing rate of reaction against time in the
L-proline catalyzed aldol reaction, at 20 mol % of copolymer Sc with
varying water concentrations and with unsupported L-proline at S vol %
water for rate comparison; all conversions were determined by HPLC
analysis.

successfully catalyzed the aldol reaction at 10 mol % catalyst
loading and at relatively high comonomer incorporation.”” To
further explore the potential of the L-proline-supported system,
the RAFT derived copolymers were synthesized with lower
catalyst incorporation, ca. 5%. It was proposed that lowering
the catalyst loading would change the copolymer’s solution
properties and aid in the recycling of the support. To confirm
that the RAFT derived copolymer Sc (as a representative
example) was able to catalyze the aldol reaction with high yield
and selectivity, the reaction was first carried out using 20 mol %
catalyst loading. It was interesting to note that the reaction did
indeed take place and that, with water as a cosolvent, reactions
uniformly gave a higher conversion after 24 h compared to those
reactions performed in the absence of water (Table 2).00-6276
The reaction with S vol % water present gave the best overall
result (98% conversion, 95:5 anti:syn, 89% ee after 24 h), while
those with supported L-proline at 7.5 and 12 vol % water gave
lower conversions. The addition of more than 12 vol % water was
not possible, as this caused the polymer-supported catalyst to
precipitate out of solution, presumably due to the hydrophobic
nature of the polystyrene.

To provide a direct comparison, the aldol reaction was carried
out under the same conditions with unsupported L-proline at
20 mol % with S, 7.5, and 12 vol % water (Table 2), all of which
gave high conversion (98—99%) but slightly reduced enantios-
electivity (82—88%) compared with the polymeric system
(85—94%). Similarly to the supported system, when the un-
supported L-proline reaction was carried out in pure DMF, a
lower conversion after 24 h was observed, which was consider-
ably lower than the polymer supported system. The kinetic plots
for the unsupported L-proline catalyzed aldol reactions at differ-
ent DMF /water ratios are shown in Figure S6.

A more detailed picture was obtained by monitoring the
reaction progress at regular intervals over 9 h and then sampling
after 24 h (Figure 3). The increased rate of reaction in the
presence of water is clear from the data (after 9 h, 40% conversion
in DMF vs 74% conversion with S vol % water in DMF); how-
ever, it appears that 7.5 vol % water or greater has a detrimental
effect on the reaction rate of the supported L-proline (cf. after 9 h,
ca. 60% conversion for 7.5 vol % water in DMF), likely due to the
gradual reduction in polymer solubility at higher water contents.
It is interesting to note that upon supporting L-proline onto a
polymer scaffold its catalytic activity is retained, and importantly,
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Figure 4. Kinetic plot comparing the rate of the aldol reaction in 100%
DMF (O, @) and in DMF/S vol % water (OJ, ), for polymer Se as
determined by HPLC analysis.

Table 3. Comparison of the Activity and Selectivity of the
Aldol Reaction Carried Out at 10 and 20 mol % Catalyst
Loading after 24 h

o (0]
N H Se
DMF/water
NO 24h

2

NO,

% water in % conv % conv

entry DMF mol% HPLC  NMR  anti/syn® % ee’

1 0 20 50 49 89/11 91
2 S 20 90 98 95/5 89
3 0 10 27 38 85/15 87
4 S 10 95 9S 95/5 93

“Determined by '"H NMR spectroscopy in CDCl,. " Determined by
chiral HPLC, ChiralPak IA column (80:20 hexane:IPA).

the supported system also shows high diastereoselectivity and
enantioselectivity.

The aldol reaction was also carried out at 20 mol % catalyst
loading with copolymer Se and Sb, a higher and lower molecular
weight polymer, respectively (M,, = 11.6 and 5.0 kDa), in 100%
DMF and S vol % water in DMF. The results obtained were
comparable to those using Sc and led to the conclusion that the
rate and stereoselectivity of the reaction (e.g., for Se after 24 h,
96% conversion, anti/syn ratio 96/4, ee 98% (for Sc, 98%, 88/12,
and 85%) in the mixed solvent system) are comparable between
polymer samples of differing molecular weight.

To further investigate the potential of our polymer-supported
catalyst, using the most efficient conditions (S vol % water in
DMEF), the aldol reaction was carried out at a lower catalyst
loading (10 mol %). Figure 4 shows the differences in rate of
reaction when the catalyst loading was reduced from 20 to 10 mol %.
Regardless of catalyst loading, the reaction shows a distinct
enhancement in rate in the presence of water; in 100% DMEF,
the rate for both catalyst loadings, throughout the 24 h is
significantly reduced, generally reaching lower final conversions,
anti/syn ratios, and enantiomeric excesses (ee) (Table 3,
entries 1 and 3). However, in DMF with S vol % water, though
the reaction proceeds more slowly for the first 9 h, final
conversions, anti/syn ratios, and enantiomeric excesses after 24 h
are not significantly different (Table 3, entries 2 and 4). Inter-
estingly, the reaction using 20 mol % catalyst loading in 100%
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Table 4. Comparison of Noncatalyzed and Catalyzed Aldol
Reaction under the Same Experimental Conditions

(0] OH
é )b\ Cat x mol% é/k@\
DMF/water (19:1) :
24h NO,
entry cat. mol % % conv” anti/syn” % ee”

1 no catalyst — no reaction

2 L-proline 1 12 92/8 77

3 L-proline S S7 90/10 94

4 L-proline 10 99 92/8 94

S L-proline 20 99 90/10 97

6 PS - no reaction

7 Sc 20 98 95/5 89

8 Se 1 57 95/5 91

9 Se 5 89 96/4 92

10 Se 10 95 95/5 93

11 Se 20 96 96/4 98

“ Percentage conversmn determmed by '"H NMR spectroscopy in
CDCl, after 24 h. " Determined by "H NMR spectroscopy in CDCl,
after work-up. Determined by chiral HPLC, ChiralPak IA column
(80:20 hexane:IPA).

DMEF gives a similar outcome to that of 10 mol % catalyst loading
in DMF with 5 vol % water, highlighting the importance of water
for enhancing the performance of the catalyst and allowing for
lower catalyst loadings.

To ensure the activity and selectivity observed are in fact
related to the presence of our polymer-supported catalyst,
additional reactions were carried out both with unsupported
L-proline and with a nonfunctionalized polystyrene in the reac-
tion mixture (in the absence of any catalyst). These reactions
were carried out using the same conditions as previously
discussed, in DMF with S vol % water for 24 h. The results are
detailed in Table 4 and demonstrate the similarity in both activity
and selectivity between our copolymer system and unsupported
L-proline at comparable loadings. However, when lower loadings
were used, i.e., 5 and 1 mol %, the difference in activity between
supported and unsupported catalysts becomes greater. The
performance of the unsupported L-proline is reduced to a greater
extent than that of the supported system at lower loadings. At the
lowest loading, 1%, unsupported L-proline reached 12% conver-
sion in 24 h compared to 57% (with excellent anti/syn ratio and
% ee) for the supported L-proline. These results further highlight
the advantage of the polymer supported system.

Characterization of Aldol Products. "H NMR spectroscopy
was used to determine the diastereoselectivity of the reaction by
comparing the signal for the proton labeled “d” at 0 4.82 (anti-H)
and 0 5.41 (syn-H) in Figure S7. The selectivity of the polymer-
supported catalyst, when carried out in the presence of water, is
similar to that of unsupported L-proline, usually achieving
diastereomeric ratios (dr) of at least 95/5 (see Table 2, entry 4).
However, when carried out in 100% DMF, the L-proline/poly-
styrene system is superior to that of unsupported L-proline,
achieving a selectivity of 75/25 or better, whereas the reaction
does not proceed with unsupported L-proline, most likely due to
lack of solubility (data not shown). This highlights how the
presence of a polymer scaffold may widen the scope of solvents
that can be used to catalyze reactions using organocatalysts such

—-o—100%DMF r 35
—0— 5 vol%water L 30
—&—7.5vol%

-0-12vol% 20 §,
2 E
15 %
10 §
5
0

0.1 1 10 100 1000 10000

Dh, app (nm)

Figure S. Graphical representation of DLS results, showing the size
(Dhyapp) of copolymer Sc in different solvent systems (at 10 mg/mL).

as L-proline. The enantioselectivity of the reaction was deter-
mined by HPLC, on a Chiralpak IA column, and the racemic
aldol product was run as a point of reference. These results
suggested the polymer-supported catalyst is capable of achieving
high ee values, comparable to those obtained for unsupported
L-proline. Generally, ee values of 90% or higher were found for
the reactions catalyzed by copolymers S.

Self-Assembly of the Copolymer. As previously mentioned,
we hypothesized a gradient type profile of the two monomers in
copolymers 5. This profile is important as monomer 2 can be
considered amphiphilic and hence may undergo a selective
assembly process in mixed solvent systems to create a unique
microenvironment for the L-proline catalyst, possibly influencing
its catalytic behavior. Indeed, we wanted to further explore
whether the observed increase in rate of the supported system
in mixed solvent system was related to the formation of well-
defined aggregates. The copolymers Sc and Se were dissolved in
DMF and in DMF with S vol % water and were examined by
dynamic light scattering (DLS) and microscopy (TEM and
SEM) techniques. Because of the high concentration of copolymer
used in the aldol reactions (ca. 90 mg/mL), it was not possible to
perform analysis via light scattering or light microscopy on the
actual reacting systems; thus, a lower concentration (10 mg/ mL)
was used to characterize the copolymers solutions.

DLS studies of the fully dissolved copolymer Sc in DMF gave
hydrodynamic diameters of 3 nm (PD 0.204), indicating the
presence of unimers in solution. However, upon the addition
of water (at least S vol %) large structures with hydrodynamic
diameters (Dy, pp,) of 160 nm (PD 0.171) were found, confirming
a change from unimer polymer chains to chain association to
form aggregates. A graphical representation of these results is
shown in Figure 5. We also extended our analysis of copolymer
Sc by changing the DMF:water ratio to larger water contents.
The difference in size between S and 7.5 vol % water (ca. 170 nm,
PD ca. 0.25 in both cases) was not significant, and it was not until
12 vol % water had been added that a considerable increase in Dy, 4p,p
(220 nm, PD 0.327) was found. However, it should be noted that as
the water content increased, a broadening in the polydispersity was
found. The correlation functions of the DLS runs are shown in
Figure S8. The size of the aggregates is larger than expected for
conventional micelles, as they are over 100 nm and hence may be
micelle aggregates, vesicles, or compound micelles.””

To further investigate the results obtained by DLS, the self-
assembled structures were studied using TEM and SEM. For
characterization by TEM, samples of copolymers Sc and Se at
10 mg/mL were prepared. These were both deposited onto TEM
grids that had previously been treated with oxygen plasma and
subsequently stained with uranyl acetate (UA) or ammonium
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Figure 6. Representative TEM micrographs of Sc in DMF with different vol % of water in DMF: (A) S vol %, (B) 7.5 vol %, and (C) 12 vol %, all stained
with 2% AM with histograms showing the size distribution of Sc (D, is in nm).

molybdate (AM) before imaging. Spherical structures were
revealed in both stains, though large networks/clusters of ag-
gregates were noted with UA, which were an artifact induced by
staining (Figure $9) and individual structures with AM (Figure 6
and Figure S10). Thus, the sizes obtained from the two different
stains cannot be directly compared. However, the size of the
structures found does not seem to be concentration dependent,
as similar sized structures were noted for both 10 and 2 mg/mL
solutions. Figure 6 shows the TEM micrographs of Sc in solu-
tions at different water contents stained with AM, displaying
small differences in particle size.

To confirm these observations, a second copolymer Se was
additionally examined by DLS and TEM. Copolymer Se, differ-
ing only in molecular weight from Sc, showed similar self-
assembly behavior in 5 vol % water solutions. Histograms of
the size distributions are also provided. Though DLS results for
Se (210 nm, PD 0.247) differ from Sc by SO nm, the particle size
obtained by TEM (D,, = 90 &+ 20 nm) does not differ
significantly, confirming the formation of similar self-assembled
aggregates. The difference in noted sizes is most likely due to
copolymer Se having a longer polystyrene chain.

TEM analysis of these aggregates did not indicate a bilayer-
type structure, and indeed minimal contrast variations inside
particles were found suggesting a solid particle, despite the large
size which is normally indicative of a vesicle-like or compound
structure. To further explore the morphology of these particles,
we imaged them using TEM on graphene oxide (GO) substrates.
GO is an excellent support for the TEM analysis of low contrast
samples as it is nearly electron transparent, and polymer nanos-
tructures can be readily imaged without staining.”® Particles
formed from copolymer Se in S vol % water solutions were
analyzed using GO as a support and solid although relatively
disperse structures (ca. 75 nm) were confirmed. From Figure 7
we can clearly see that some particles are overlaid, and the
resulting contrast could possibly indicate a flattened or disklike
morphology. To explore this further, we performed some dry
TEM tomography experiments (Figure S12). The 3D projection
of the structures after reconstructing the tilt series (—45°
to +45°) into a stack indicated structures are indeed spherical,

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 180 200
Size (nm)

Figure 7. Representative TEM micrograph on GO of Se in DMF with
S vol % water with histogram showing the size distribution of the
aggregates.

Frequency

0 20 4 6 S 100 120 140 160 180 200
Size (d.nm)

Figure 8. SEM micrographs of Se in a 5 vol % water solution, on an AM
stained TEM grid, which was subsequently coated with gold with the
histogram showing size distribution of Se.

and an orthogonal slice of the stack through the structures further
confirmed that the particles are solid (Figure S13). We also were
keen to explore these nanostructures in a hydrated state using
cryo-TEM, and although the structures are much larger than
observed by dry-state TEM, the spherical morphology was
confirmed (Figure S14).

The aggregates found from copolymer Se were further char-
acterized by SEM, and for direct comparison the stained grid
used for TEM analysis was sputter-coated with gold and then
studied by SEM. Indeed, the size obtained by SEM (110 +
24 nm) was comparable to those previously obtained by TEM
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Table S. Recyclability of Polymer-Supported L-Proline, 5g, in
the Aldol Reaction

b

cycle 24 h conv” anti/syn” ee recovery (%)
1 9S 97/3 89 88
2 99 95/5 90 85
3 94 95/5 88 90

“Determined by "H NMR spectroscopy, in CDCl;. ® Determined by
chiral HPLC, ChiralPak 1A column (80:20 hexane:IPA).

(90 £ 20 nm). A representative SEM micrograph is shown in
Figure 8, together with a histogram of the particle size distribution.

Zeta Potential. The zeta potential of the well-defined aggre-
gates, specifically copolymer Se, was evaluated to explore the
location of the L-proline functionalities, whether they are con-
tained within the core or are present at the surface of the
aggregates. The achieved zeta values at concentrations 2 mg/mL and
10 mg/mL were positive, 26.0 mV and 32.5 mV, respectively. These
values suggest that the L-proline functionalities are not at the
surface of the aggregates, as carboxylic acid groups on the surface
of the aggregates would have resulted in negative zeta potentials.
This finding supports our hypothesis that L-proline catalysis takes
place within the contained microenvironment of the polymeric
agegregates.

Recycling. The recycling potential of our polymer-supported
catalytic system was studied using the previously discussed aldol
reaction between 4-nitrobenzaldehyde and cyclohexanone, in the
5 vol % water/DMF solvent mixture. The copolymer Sg
(102 kDa, Dy, = 143 nm, PD = 0.202) employed for the
recycling study was recovered from the reaction mixture via the
dropwise addition of aqueous LiBr (50 mL, 4 wt %), which
quenches the reaction and simultaneously, due to the insolubility
of polystyrene in water, causes the copolymer to precipitate out
of solution. Then, the precipitated polymer was filtered, washed
with additional water, and dried in the vacuum oven at 40 °C.
The aldol product was then extracted from the aqueous solution
in the same manner as previously described. Once dried, the
polymer was redissolved in DMF/5% water, and a second aldol
cycle was carried out. The amount of reactants added to the new
cycle was adjusted according to the amount of polymer recovered
from the previous cycle. This adjustment was done to keep the
aldol reaction at 10 mol % catalyst loading throughout the
different cycles. Table S shows the recycling efficiency of our
polymer-supported system. The catalyst was successfully used in
3 cycles without losing significant activity or selectivity, recover-
ing ~90% of the catalyst in each cycle. Attempts to recycle the
lower molecular weight polymer, Sb, led to less efficient re-
covery; hence, although the molecular weight does not affect the
catalysis rate, it can influence the ease of recyclability.

Bl CONCLUSIONS

We report the use of RAFT copolymerization to controllably
incorporate an amino acid (L-proline) containing monomer into
a polystyrene backbone to yield copolymers with tunable catalyst
loading. The organocatalytic activity and selectivity of these
RAFT derived polymers were carefully studied in a model aldol
reaction, resulting in conversions, diastereoselectivities, and
enantioselectivities close to those achieved in unsupported
L-proline catalysis but with higher activity and selectivity at low
loadings when compared to unsupported L-proline. The major
advantage of our polymer-supported catalyst system is the

possibility of catalyst recovery and reuse in consecutive cycles
without reducing the activity or selectivity of the catalyst. It was
also evident that the functionalized copolymers self-assembled
into well-defined aggregates in the DMF/water solvent system
used to carry out the aldol reaction. We believe that the unique
microenvironment for L-proline inside these self-assembled
structures positively influences catalysis of the aldol reaction.
Further work will explore the extension of these L-proline systems
for applications in well-defined micellar catalysis.
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