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We investigated the synergism between shRNAs against Bcl-XL and doxorubicin (DOX) using aptamer-
conjugated polyplexes (APs) in combination cancer therapy. Synergistic and selective cancer cell death
was achieved by AP-mediated co-delivery of very small amounts of DOX and Bcl-xL-specific sShRNA,
which simultaneously activated an intrinsic apoptotic pathway. A branched polyethyleneimine (PEI) was
grafted to polyethylene glycol (PEI-PEG) to serve as a vehicle for shRNA delivery, and its surface was

Iéey "‘I’;rdst", 0 further conjugated with an anti-PSMA aptamer (APT) for the selective delivery of APs to prostate cancer
Cg?;eili:/aerl;n cancer therapy cells that express prostate-specific membrane antigens (PSMA) on their cell surface. The APs were finally
Aptamer obtained after intercalation of DOX to form shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX conjugates. Cell viability assays
Doxorubicin and FACS analysis of GFP expression against PC3 (PSMA deficient) and LNCaP (PSMA overexpressed) cells
Bcl-xL shRNA demonstrated that the synthesized APs inhibited the growth of PSMA-abundant prostate cancer cells

with strong cell selectivity. Consequently, ICso values of APs loaded with both DOX and shRNA were
approximately 17-fold less than those for the simple mixture of shRNA plus drug (shRNA/
Lipofectamine + DOX). These results suggest that AP-mediated co-delivery of an anti-cancer drug and
shRNA against Bcl-xL may widen the therapeutic window and allow for the selective destruction of

cancer cells.

© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Combination therapies which simultaneously administer two or
more medications are common and effective ways to treat cancer
[1]. A leading example is the combination of chemotherapeutic
drugs that have different mechanisms of action, which have addi-
tive or synergistic effects on overcoming drug resistance, one of the
major problems of current cancer treatments. A combination of
drugs with different efficacies also allows the use of lower doses
and can reduce intolerable side effects [2,3]. In addition, a combi-
nation of treatment modalities such as surgery, radiation therapy,
photodynamic therapy, gene therapy, and/or chemotherapy is also
widely considered to achieve synergistic therapeutic efficacy [4—6].
In particular, after local tumor confinement via surgery or radiation
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therapy, chemotherapy combined with gene therapy can kill cancer
cells systemically, including cancer cells that have spread to distant
sites [7—9]. Finally, combination therapy is highly useful in treating
advanced cancers which are not suitable for radiation therapy or
surgical treatment.

In recent decades, much effort has been applied to developing
micron or sub-micron (<hundreds of nanometers) drug carrying
systems that would cause enhanced permeation and retention (EPR)
to provide sustained and controlled drug release and to allow
surface functionalization for targeting and increased cellular uptake.
Further development of these well-tailored nanocarriers potenti-
ates the simultaneous delivery of multiple medications, e.g., thera-
peutic antibodies plus chemotherapeutic drugs [10—13]. This is
especially pertinent as the co-delivery of a drug plus a genetic
component has superior therapeutic effects compared to the use of
individual treatments alone [ 14—16]. For instance, the co-delivery of
paclitaxel plus an interleukin-12 (IL-12)-encoding plasmid by
cationic core-shell nanoparticles synergistically suppresses cancer
growth [17]. Additionally, the delivery of small interfering RNAs


mailto:kimkh34@yuhs.ac
mailto:haam@yonsei.ac.kr
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01429612
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/biomaterials

E. Kim et al. / Biomaterials 31 (2010) 4592—4599 4593

(siRNAs) against Bcl-2 using cationic micelle type nanoparticles
sensitized cancer cells to paclitaxel, while siRNA alone had no
significant cytotoxicity [18]. Of note, siRNA-mediated silencing of
Bcl-2, an anti-apoptotic gene, synergized with even small amounts
of doxorubicin (DOX) was successful in inducing cancer cell death
[19,20]. Thus, the combination of RNAi (RNA interference )-mediated
down-regulation of Bcl-xL and doxorubicin (DOX) may be a reliable
therapeutic model for efficient combination cancer therapy.

In vivo gene delivery based on polycationic polyethyleneimine
(PEI) has been extensively studied and huge effort has been dedi-
cated to apply PEI/DNA complexes in vivo. For instance, Aigner et al.
reported HER-2-specific siRNA treatment using a simple system
through PEI complexation in a subcutaneous mouse tumor model
and showed that PEI significantly improves the in vivo efficiency of
siRNA [21]. Other in vivo approaches for siRNA based on PEI are
mainly focused on intratumoral delivery of plasmid-encoded focal
adhesion kinase (FAK) siRNA using a modified PEI as a gene carrier
that specifically inhibit tumor growth and suppress tumor cell
metastasis or the use of linear PEI for the intravenous delivery of
transgene both in vivo and in vitro [22,23].

Herein, we hypothesized that co-delivery of small hairpin RNA
(shRNA) against the anti-apoptotic gene, Bcl-xL, and the anti-cancer
drug, DOX, in a single nanoplatform could provide superior thera-
peutic efficacy. Therefore, we synthesized aptamer-conjugated
polyplexes (APs) that efficiently targeted delivery of sShRNA and DOX
to prostate cancer cells. In brief, branched polyethyleneimine was
grafted to polyethylene glycol (PEI-PEG) as a shRNA delivery vehicle
for Bcl-xL suppression. To this we conjugated an anti-PSMA aptamer
(APT) that specifically bound prostate-specific membrane antigen
(PSMA), which is presented on the cell surfaces of certain prostate
cancer cells. Subsequently, DOX was intercalated into the APT and
Bcl-xL-specific ShRNA was complexed with the DOX intercalated
PEI-PEG—APT conjugates (PEI-PEG—APT/DOX) to generate the APs
(shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX). Fig. 1 shows the conceptual scheme

'l Aptamer-conjugated
polyplexes (APs)
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for AP preparation and the synergistic effects of APs on cancer cells.
We extensively evaluated the potential of APs to specifically and
effectively drive prostate cancer cell death using fluorescence-acti-
vated cell sorting (FACS) analysis and cell viability tests.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Materials

Branched polyethyleneimine (PEI, My: 25,000 Da) and N-(3-dimethylami-
nopropyl)-N’-ethylcarbodiimide hydrochloride (EDC) were purchased from
Sigma—Aldrich. Sulfosuccinimidyl 4-(N-maleimidomethyl) cyclohexane-1-
carboxylate (sulfo-SMCC) and N-hydroxysulfosuccinimide (sulfo-NHS) were
purchased from Pierce. Doxorubicin hydrochloride and hetero bifunctional
derivative of polyethylene glycol (SH-PEG-COOH, M,,: 3400 Da) were obtained
from Fluka and Laysan Bio Inc., respectively. Lipofectamine™ 2000 was purchased
from Invitrogen. The anti-PSMA aptamer (sequence: 5'-NH,-spacer-GGGAG-
GACGAUGCGGAUCAGCCAUGUUUACGUCACUCCUUGUC-AAUCCUCAUCGGC
invertedT-3’ with 2’-fluoro pyrimidines, 3’-inverted T cap, and 5-amino group
attached by a hexaethyleneglycol spacer) and nuclease-free water were obtained
from Integrated DNA Technologies Inc. pEGFP-C1 (4.7 kb) was purchased from
Clonetech Laboratories Inc. and purified using a Qiagen maxi-prep kit (QIAGEN,
Germany). The Bcl-xL shRNA (sequence: CTCACTCTTCAGTCGGAAATGACCAGACA)
and scrambled shRNA as a control (sequence: GCACTACCAGAGCTAACTCAGA-
TAGTACT) were purchased from OriGene Technologies Inc. All other chemicals and
reagents were of analytical grade.

2.2. Synthesis of PEI-PEG and PSMA aptamer-conjugated PEI-PEG (PEI—PEG—APT)

PEI-PEG was synthesized by conjugating branched polyethyleneimine (PEI) and
hetero bifunctional polyethylene glycol (SH-PEG-COOH). PEI (0.8 pmol) was dis-
solved in 10 mL of ultrapure deionized (DI) water and was pre-activated with sulfo-
SMCC (16 pmol) for 30 min. Subsequently, SH-PEG-COOH (8 pumol) was added to the
solution and the reaction was carried out for 30 min. The product was filtered
through an Amicon Ultra-15 (NMWL, nominal molecular weight limit: 5000) at
5000 g for 30 min to remove unreacted PEG and excess sulfo-SMCC. The purified
PEI-PEG was lyophilized and stored at 4 °C for later use. The chemical structure of
PEI-PEG was confirmed by Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR, Varian,
Excalibur™, USA) and an 'H NMR spectrometer (JUM-ECP300, JEOL Ltd., Japan) with
deuterium oxide as the solvent.
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Fig. 1. Schematic illustration of co-delivery of shRNA and DOX using aptamer-conjugated polyplexes (APs).
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Fig. 2. (a) FT-IR and (b) 'H NMR spectra of PEI-PEG conjugates.

To conjugate the anti-PSMA aptamer (APT) with PEI-PEG, 0.2 pmol PEI-PEG
was dissolved in 3 mL nuclease-free water and was gently mixed with 0.2 pmol EDC
and 0.2 pmol sulfo-NHS for 15 min at room temperature. The NHS-activated
PEI-PEG was reacted with 0.02 pmol 5'-NH;-modified APT for 4 h at 4 °C, and the
resulting product was suspended in nuclease-free water without any further puri-
fication processes. The anti-PSMA aptamer-conjugated PEI-PEG (PEI-PEG—APT)
was stored at 4 °C.

2.3. Preparation of doxorubicin (DOX)-loaded PEI-PEG—APT (PEI—PEG—APT/DOX)

The intercalation of DOX into APT was performed as reported [24]. A fixed
concentration of DOX (2.5 um) in nuclease-free water was added to a PEI-PEG—APT
solution (molar ratio of DOX to APT 1:1 or 1:1.5) and to an APT solution (molar ratio
of DOX to APT 1:1), which would act as a control, was gently shaken, and was then
incubated at 4 °C for 30 min.

To confirm the quantity of intercalated DOX in the APT, the fluorescence spectra
of the PEI-PEG—APT/DOX and APT/DOX were obtained at 500—750 nm
(Aex = 480 nm, slit filter 10 nm, open) using a fluorescence spectrometer (LS55,
Perkin Elmer, USA). The fluorescence intensities were measured at pre-determined
time intervals of 2 h with varying pH (5.0, 7.4 and 9.0). For adjustment of pH, 0.1 N
HCl and 0.1 N NaOH solutions were used.

2.4. Preparation of pEGFP/polymer complexes

pEGFP/polymer (pEGFP/PEI-PEG and pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT) complexes were
prepared by gentle mixing 3.5 ug of pEGFP in 250 pL of DI water with various
amounts of polymer stock solution (1 mg/mL), corresponding to N/P ratios ranging
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Fig. 3. Sizes and zeta potentials of pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT complexes at various N/P
ratios.

from 1 to 25, into a final volume of 500 pL. The complexes were incubated for 20 min
at room temperature prior to analysis.

Sizes and zeta potentials of the pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT complexes formed in
phosphate buffered saline (PBS, 10 mm, pH 7.4) at various N/P ratios (1-25) were
measured in triplicate using laser scattering (ELS-Z, Otsuka electronics, Japan).

2.5. GFP expression analysis

The prostate carcinoma PC3 and LNCaP cell lines were obtained from American
Tissue Type Culture (ATCC, USA) and were cultured in RPMI 1640 medium (Gibco,
Invitrogen, USA) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 1% antibiotics
at 37 °C in a humidified atmosphere with 5% CO,. Cells were seeded into six-well
plates (Nunc., Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA) at a density of 3 x 10° (PC3) or 5 x 10°
(LNCaP) cells per well and incubated at 37 °C for 24 h (to reach 70% confluence at the
time of transfection) prior to transfection. The medium was replaced with 500 pL of
serum-free medium and 500 pL of pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT, and pEGFP/PEI-PEG
complexes of different N/P ratios were added to each well. After 4 h of incubation,
the medium was replaced with 2 mL of fresh medium containing serum and was
incubated at 37 °C for an additional 48 h.

To evaluate the GFP expressions of the PEI-PEG and PEI-PEG—APT complexes
according to N/P ratios in the PC3 and LNCaP cells, transfected cells were visualized
with an epifluorescent microscope (IX 70, Olympus, Japan), and GFP expression was
quantified by fluorescence-activated cell sorting (FACS) analysis (Becton Dickinson,
Mountain View, USA). For FACS, the transfected cells were washed once with PBS
(10 mm, pH 7.4) and detached by trypsinization. The collected cells were washed with
FACS buffer (2% FBS and 0.02% NaNs in PBS), were resuspended in 200 pL of 4%
paraformaldehyde, and were stored at 4 °C prior to FACS analysis. The relative
transfection efficiency was quantified by dividing the number of GFP-expressing cells
by the number of non-treated control cells. FACS analysis was repeated three times.

2.6. Western blot analysis

To assess the down-regulation of Bcl-xL gene in LNCaP cells, the cells were
transfected with Bcl-xL shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT and scrambled shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT
complexes, respectively. The cells were harvested at 24, 48 and 72 h post-trans-
fection and lysed in cold RIPA buffer (50 mwm Tris, pH 8.0, 150 mm NaCl, 1 mm EGTA,
and 0.25% sodium deoxycholate). The lysates were incubated for 15 min at 4 °C and
removed by centrifugation at 12,000 rpm for 15 min. Supernatants were analyzed
for protein concentrations using the Bradford assay (Bio-Rad, Hercules, USA). Equal
amount (10 pg) of protein was subjected to electrophoresis on sodium dodecyl
sulphate (SDS)-polyacrylamide gels and then transferred to polyvinylidene fluoride
(PVDF) membrane (Millipore, Billerica, USA). The blotted membranes were immu-
nostained with antibodies specific for Bcl-XL antigens (Santa Cruz, Santa Cruz, USA).
The signals were developed by a standard enhanced chemiluminescence (ECL)
method according to the manufacture's protocol (Roche, Indianapolis, USA).

2.7. Time-dependent cell viability

To investigate the therapeutic efficacy of APs, we compared various Bcl-xL
shRNA/polymer complexes (shRNA/Lipofectamine + DOX, pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT/
DOX, shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT, and shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX) that were prepared as
previously described. We also used Lipofectamine™ 2000 as a control.

We evaluated the synergistic efficacy of combining anti-apoptotic gene silencing
with the anti-cancer drug, AP (shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX), by measuring the



E. Kim et al. / Biomaterials 31 (2010) 4592—4599

4595

&
a PEI-PEG
> PC3 cell
PEI-PEG-APT
-’
5
> LNCaP cell
PEI-PEG-APT
-’
1 5 10 15 20 25
b 80 1 1 1 1 1 1
. BN PC3_PEI-PEG
3 C— PC3_PEI-PEG-APT T
< 60| EEEE LNCaP_PEI-PEG
5 C— LNCaP_PEI-PEG-APT
(3]
> T
® 40+
2
o
3
Q
& 20
O
L
: il
0, -

N/P ratio

Fig. 4. (a) Fluorescence microscopy images (scale bar: 250 pm) and (b) FACS analysis (n = 3, error bars represent a standard deviation) after transfection of pEGFP/PEI-PEG or
pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT as a function of N/P ratios against PC3 and LNCaP cells, respectively.

inhibition of cell growth using the MTT [3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphe-
nyltetrazolium bromide] assay (Roche, Germany). Briefly, LNCaP cells were seeded in
96-microwell plates (Nunc, Thermo Fisher Scientific, USA) at a density of 1 x 10%
cells per well and were incubated at 37 °C. After 24 h of incubation, the cells were
treated with fresh medium (100 pL) containing shRNA/Lipofectamine + DOX,
pPEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX, shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT, or shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX.
Cells were then incubated at 37 °C for 1, 2, 6, 12, 24, 36, 48, or 72 h. All experiments
were performed in triplicate. Cell viability was determined from the ratio of treated
cells to non-treated control cells.

2.8. In vitro anti-proliferation effect

The anti-proliferation effect of APs on PSMA-overexpressing prostate cancer
cells, LNCaP cells, was evaluated using the MTT assay. LNCaP cells were plated in 96-
microwell plates at a density of 1 x 104 cells per well and were incubated at 37 °C for
24 h. The cells were treated with various concentrations (0.03—32 um) of pEGFP/
PEI-PEG—APT/DOX, DOX, shRNA/Lipofectamine + DOX, or ShRNA/PEI-PEG—APT/
DOX and were then incubated at 37 °C for 48 h. Cell viability was measured as
described previously. Each sample was tested in triplicate. The anti-proliferation
effects were expressed as ICso values, which represent the concentration that
inhibits cell growth by 50% as compared with non-treated controls. ICsg values were
calculated as y = Bottomx(Top-Bottom)/[1 + 10U08IC50-X)=Hill slope] "y here Bottom
and Top are the minimum and maximum y-axis values, respectively, of a plateau in
the curve, and Hill slope is the steepness of the curve using GraphPad PRISM®
(GraphPad Software Inc., USA).

3. Results and discussion

For the preparation of efficient intracellular delivery vehicles,
branched PEI (polyethyleneimine) was grafted to PEG (polyethylene
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Fig. 5. Fluorescence intensity spectra of free DOX (2.5 um), PEI-PEG—APT/DOX (molar
ratio of APT to DOX 1:1 or 0.1:1), and PEI-PEG—APT (ex = 480 nm).
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glycol) using a hetero bifunctional crosslinker (sulfo-SMCC). The
primary amine groups of PEI were pre-activated with excess sulfo-
SMCC and were covalently conjugated to the thiol group of the
hetero bifunctional PEG derivatives (SH-PEG-COOH). After conju-
gation, the primary amine of PEI was coupled to the NHS ester of
sulfo-SMCC to generate the amide bond between the PEI and PEG
molecules. The characteristic peaks of the PEI-PEG conjugates from
N-H-stretching bands (3500—3000 cm™!), C=0—stretching bands
(1660 cm 1), and N—H—bending bands (1540 cm™~!) were confirmed
by FT-IR spectroscopy (Fig. 2a). The chemical structure of the
PEI—PEG conjugates was also evaluated from 'H NMR spectroscopy,
and the characteristic peaks were found at 3.65 ppm (—CH2CH,0— of
PEG) and 2.8—2.6 ppm (—NH— and —NH; of PEI) (Fig. 2b). The degree
of PEG grafting on branched PEI was 14.6, as determined by calcu-
lating the ratio of the number of protons in the —CH,CH,— peak of
PEG to those in the —NH— or —NH,— peaks of PEIL These results
demonstrate that PEI-PEG was successfully synthesized as a gene
delivery vehicle.

To selectively deliver gene and drug to prostate cancer cells, anti-
PSMA aptamers (APTs) were conjugated with pre-synthesized
PEI-PEG using EDC/NHS chemistry. Briefly, the carboxyl group of
PEI-PEG was pre-activated with N-(3-dimethylaminopropyl)-N'-
ethylcarbodiimide = hydrochloride = (EDC) and  N-hydrox-
ysulfosuccinimide (sulfo-NHS) with the same molar ratio of EDC/sulfo-
NHS to form an NHS ester and was then reacted with 5'-NH,-modified
APT at a molar ratio of 0.1 to PEI-PEG. Thus, we assumed that the

added APT was completely conjugated to PEI-PEG because the
amount of treated activation agents was 10-fold larger than the APT
molecules.

Plasmid DNA was condensed with PEI-PEG—APT via electro-
static interactions between polycationic PEI and polyanionic
plasmid DNA. The characteristics of the complexes (i.e., size,
transfection efficiency, and cytotoxicity) were influenced by con-
densability, therefore, a proper N/P ratio (the number of PEI
nitrogen residues per the number of plasmid DNA phosphate
groups) should be determined to form the most stable and compact
vehicles for efficient gene delivery [25—28]. The sizes and zeta
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Fig. 7. Bcl-xL knocks down following shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT complexes delivery to
LNCaP cells. The cells were treated with Bcl-xL shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT (shRNA) and
scrambled shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT (shcon) complexes and processed for immunoblot-
ting with anti-Bcl-xL antibodies at 24, 48, and 72 h post-transfection. f-actin was
a loading control.
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potentials of the pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT complexes were analyzed
using laser scattering over a range of N/P ratios (Fig. 3). As shown in
Fig. 3, the sizes of the pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT complexes decreased
and the zeta potentials increased as the N/P ratios increased. At
high N/P ratios, the small size resulted from the formation of more
compact structures owing to the higher ionic interactions and the
net electrostatic repulsive forces between complexes. The strong
positive charges of the complexes provided higher transfection
efficiency but can also induced cytotoxicity by disrupting and
solubilizing cell membranes [29], thus, PEG was conjugated to PEI
as a non-cytotoxic gene carrier.

To investigate targeted delivery and transfection efficiency of
PEI-PEG—APT in PSMA-overexpressing cells, LNCaP cells and PC3
cells were treated with pEGFP/PEI-PEG and pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT
complexes in a range of N/P ratios using 3.5 pg of pEGFP. GFP
expression was analyzed using fluorescence microscopy (Fig. 4a). In
LNCaP cells, pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT complexes resulted in higher
GFP fluorescence than in the pEGFP/PEI-PEG complexes, whereas
GFP fluorescence was rarely observed in PC3 cells transfected by
PEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT complexes. To determine the optimal N/P
ratio, GFP fluorescence intensity was examined at varying N/P
ratios. In Fig. 4a, GFP intensities of the PEI-PEG—APT complexes
transfected with LNCaP cells increased with N/P ratio, while PC3
cells exhibited insignificant differences. Furthermore, GFP expres-
sion was quantified by comparing the number of GFP-expressing
cells in the test and control cells using FACS analysis. As shown in
Fig. 4b, the transfection efficiency of PEI-PEG—APT was three-fold
higher than that of PEI-PEG in LNCaP cells at an N/P ratio of 15, but
no difference was observed in PC3 cells. These results suggest that

the pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT complexes could enhance the trans-
fection efficiency in the LNCaP cells via APT-specific targeting. The
cytotoxicity of both complexes was observed over an N/P ratio of 20
in both the PC3 and LNCaP cells (data not shown). Consequently, we
set the optimal N/P ratio at 15 for the synthesis of pEGFP/
PEI-PEG—APT complexes to balance high GFP expression with the
absence of cytotoxicity.

To assess the intercalation of DOX into APT, the fluorescence
intensities of the free DOX, PEI-PEG—APT/DOX, and PEI-PEG
solutions were measured using a fluorescence spectrometer. I1-
electrons of DOX have been known to interact with two base pairs
of DNA by intercalation without chemical conjugation due to its
planar aromatic ring structure [30]. Thus, DOX can intercalate with
APT containing short oligonucleotides [31—33]. DOX which has
intercalated into APT may release from APT by simple diffusion or
through APT degradation by endonucleases in the lysosomes
[24,34]. Spectrometrically, DOX is excited at 480 nm and fluoresces
at 500—750 nm. When DOX molecules were intercalated into APT,
however, its fluorescence was quenched. As shown in Fig. 5, free
DOX (2.5 um) exhibited the maximum emission at 590 nm, while
PEI-PEG—APT/DOX (molar ratio of APT to DOX 1:1 or 1:0.1)
resulted in fluorescence quenching. Therefore, we measured the
changes in fluorescence intensity of the APT/DOX solutions at
regular time intervals after intercalation of DOX with APT (APT/
DOX). In Fig. 6a and b, the fluorescence intensity of APT/DOX (molar
ratio of APT to DOX 1:1 or 1:1.5) compared to that of the free DOX
(2.5 pum) rapidly decreased and then changed little with time,
indicating that DOX was not simply released by diffusion. Therefore
we expected a relatively sustainable release because DOX/APT was
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Fig. 9. Cell viabilities of LNCaP cells treated with pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX, free DOX,
shRNA/Lipofectamine + DOX, and shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX (n = 3, error bars
represent a standard deviation).

stably complexed. Subsequently, we adjusted the pH of ATP/DOX
solutions (pH 5.0, 7.4, and 9.0) and analyzed the fluorescence of
these APT/DOX solutions. While the fluorescence intensity of DOX
increased up to 50% of that of the free DOX in an acidic environment
(pH 5.0), the fluorescence was quenched in neutral (pH 7.4) or basic
environments (pH 9.0), verifying that DOX could be released due to
APT deactivation under acidic conditions because of its solubility
increases by the protonation of a primary amine group of DOX at
low pH. Hence, we anticipated that after internalization of APs into
cancer cells, DOX would be released via APT deactivation resulting
from endosomal acidic pH and shRNA would simultaneously escape
from the endosome due to the proton sponge effect and then
translocate to the nucleus.

To investigate whether PEI-PEG—APT mediated delivery of
shRNA results in knock down of target gene, Bcl-xL, the protein
levels were assessed at 24, 48, and 72 h following the transfection.
LNCaP cells were treated with Bcl-xL shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT and
scrambled shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT complexes as a control, respec-
tively. The expression of Bcl-XL protein began to decrease after 48 h
of shRNA transfection and was significantly decreased after 72 h
(Fig. 7). Thus, down-regulation of Bcl-xL gene by the delivery of
shRNA is expected to increase cell apoptosis due to its key role in the
regulation of apoptosis that enhances cell survival by suppressing
apoptosis in a variety of cells subject to death signals [35—37].

To form aptamer-conjugated polyplexes (APs) for selectively
targeting DOX and shRNA to specific cancer cells, the intercalated
DOX with anti-PSMA aptamer-conjugated polycationic polymer
(PEI-PEG—APT/DOX) was finally complexed with shRNA against the
anti-apoptotic Bcl-xL gene. When DNA is damaged by DOX, p53
protein levels will stabilize, resulting in an up-regulation of Bax. Bax
induces the release of cytochrome c into the cytosol, followed by
activation of the intrinsic apoptotic pathway [38,39]. Accordingly, we
expected synergistic cell death from both DOX-mediated Bax up-
regulation and shRNA-mediated Bcl-xL down-regulation. Therefore,
we evaluated the cytotoxic effects of APs on LNCaP and PC3 cells
using the MTT assay. At very low concentrations of DOX (250 nm)

which resulted in 85% cell viability in both cell types (data not
shown), APs (shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX) remarkably increased
cytotoxicity in LNCaP cells compared to the treatments using only
shRNA-loaded polyplexes (shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT), only DOX-loaded
polyplexes (pEGFP/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX), or shRNA complexed with
Lipofectamine™ 2000 plus free DOX (shRNA/Lipofectamine -+ DOX)
(Fig. 8a and b). In contrast, PC3 cells treated with APs underwent no
cytotoxicity (Fig. 8c and d). In Fig. 8a, the cell viability of LNCaP cells
rapidly decreased from 81% to 21% after 48 h of AP treatment. Of note,
nanoparticles containing only DOX were more cytotoxic to LNCaP
cells at 12 h of incubation than were those only containing shRNA,
suggesting that DOX released from APTs can induce minor cell death
by inducing the DNA damage-response. After 48 h of AP treatment,
shRNA may begin to down-regulate Bcl-xL, and thus, synergizing
with DOX to activate the intrinsic apoptotic pathway. Treatment with
500 nm DOX was more cytotoxic in LNCaP and PC3 cells also treated
with APs than treatment with 250 nm DOX due to the non-specific
cytotoxicity of the increased DOX concentration (Fig. 8b and d).

To assess the anti-proliferative effect of APs, the dose-dependent
effects on LNCaP cell viability was measured using the MTT assay, and
ICs5p values were determined. Treatment of LNCaP cells with pEGFP/
PEI-PEG—APT/DOX, free DOX, shRNA/Lipofectamine + DOX, or
shRNA/PEI-PEG—APT/DOX (APs) (0.03—32 um) inhibited cell growth
in a dose-dependent manner (Fig. 9). The calculated ICs5g values were
102.0, 16.8, 4.7 and 0.3 v, respectively. Thus, APs had an approxi-
mately 17-fold lower ICsg value than that of the simple mixture of
drug and gene (shRNA/Lipofectamine + DOX), indicating that APs
loaded with both DOX and shRNA significantly increase cytotoxicity
compared to treatment where the therapeutics are simply mixed.

4. Conclusions

We successfully fabricated aptamer-conjugated polyplexes
(APs) to synergistically induce selective cell death of prostate
cancer cells. The APs consisted of Bcl-xL-specific ShRNA complexed
with PEI-PEG—APT conjugates and DOX loaded into an APT in
order to activate intrinsic apoptosis. Our nanoplatform efficiently
and selectively delivered both shRNA and anti-cancer drug to
LNCaP cells through aptamer-mediated binding to PSMA which is
expressed on the cell surfaces. Moreover, the shRNA- and DOX-
laden APs had excellent tumoricidal efficacy as verified by cell
viability assays. This study greatly contributes to the use of nano-
carrier-based delivery of different therapeutic modalities for the
synergistic treatment of cancer.
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Appendix

Figures with essential colour discrimination. Figs. 1, 4, 5, 6 in this
article have parts that may be difficult to interpret in black and
white. The full colour images can be found in the on-line version, at
doi:10.1016/j.biomaterials.2010.02.030.
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