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Abstract
We used conductive nanotube films as substrates with which we could systematically vary the
conductance to see how this property affects neuronal growth. Here we show that nanotube substrates
in a narrow range of conductivity promote the outgrowth of neurites with a decrease in the number
of growth cones as well as an increase in cell body area, while at higher conductance these effects
disappear.
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Conductive substrates show much promise in biological applications such as for use as implants
providing pathways to regenerate neuronal connections, or creating devices to stimulate and
record from cultured neuronal networks 1. Nanotubes are a promising material that has already
begun to be used in these applications 2. However, it is not clear how the conductivity of these
materials can affect neurons that come into contact with them. We show that conductive
nanotubes are biocompatible as substrates for neuronal growth and that the specific level of
conductivity is important as it affects neuronal outgrowth. Further studies with conductive
substrates should pay attention to the resistance of the substrate and in applications where
changes in neuronal growth are unwanted high conductivity should be sought in materials.

The conductivity of carbon nanotubes depends on the molecular conformation of the carbon
backbone 3 which can be modified by the addition of different functional groups. These
nanotubes have several advantages as a conductive substrate over other conductive substrates
such as polypyrrole (PPy). The conductivity of the nanotubes is stable in biological
environments and will not degrade like PPy does as it oxidizes in aqueous solution 1. Nanotubes
are also strong and flexible which makes them ideal as a substrate for implantation in tissue.
We fabricated conductive single-walled carbon nanotubes (SWNTs) and added polyethylene
glycol (PEG) to them 4 to make them soluble in aqueous solution which increases their
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biocompatibility and aids in fabrication of the substrate. The SWNT-PEG graft copolymer was
prepared as described previously 5. Briefly, purified SWNTs with carboxylic acid groups,
SWNT-COOH, (P3-SWNT, Carbon Solutions Inc., www.carbonsolutioon.com) were reacted
with oxalyl chloride to prepare an acyl chloride intermediate, SWNT-COCl, which was then
reacted with polyethylene glycol (PEG, MW=600 g mol−1) to form the SWNT-PEG graft
copolymer.

By spraying a film of these nanotubes onto hot glass coverslips we created retainable
conductive substrates with which we could culture neurons. The SWNT-PEG were dispersed
in double-deionized water by ultrasonication for 2 hours in a bath sonicator (VWR, Aquasonic
550HT) to obtain homogeneous dispersions with concentrations of ~0.05 mg/mL. The
dispersions were sprayed with an airbrush onto round glass coverslips (12 mm in diameter)
heated to ~ 160°C in order to allow the fabrication of uniform films. We could specifically
control the conductivity of the substrate by varying the thickness of the nanotube film (Fig. 1).
This allowed us to determine how the growth of neurons is affected at different levels of
conductivity. These films were transparent and enabled us to study cells using epifluorescence
microscopy. We made SWNT-PEG substrates 10 nm, 30 nm and 60 nm thick which had
conductivities of 0.3, 28 and 42 S/cm, respectively. The thickness of the SWNT-PEG films
was estimated from the UV-vis- near-infrared (NIR) spectra of the film. The NIR spectra of
the SWNT-PEG films were recorded using a Varian CARY 5000 UV-vis-NIR
spectrophotometer between frequencies of 7,000/cm and 30,000/cm. Absorbance of SWNT
coated glass coverlips was background subtracted using absorbance of a bare coverslip. The
mass of SWNT-PEG in the films was calculated from the Beer’s law for the intensity of the
absorbance at 9750 cm−1, which corresponds to the second pair of singularities in the density
of states of semiconducting SWNTs (S22) and the extinction coefficient of SWNT-PEG (ε =
9.2 Lg−1cm−1) 5. The thickness was then obtained assuming a bulk density of the SWNT-PEG
(1.5 g cm−3) 6. The resistance of the films was measured in air at room temperature in a two-
probe configuration using a Keithley 236 source measure unit. The contacts were attached to
the films with silver paint. The SWNT-PEG film with a thickness of 10 nm has conductivity
of 0.3 S/cm. The conductivity increases to 28 S/cm for the 30 nm film and it reaches a value
of 42 S/cm for the SWNT-PEG film of 60 nm, which is close to the intrinsic conductivity of
SWNT-PEG films (~60 S/cm). As a standard we used glass coverslips without SWNT films
that were coated instead with the nonconductive compound, polyethylene imine (PEI),
commonly used to coat glass coverslips to promote cell adhesion and growth 7–10.

Previous studies suggested that substrate qualities play a role in the process of growth cone
motility and neurite branching 11, 12. Consequently, we used Atomic Force Microscopy
(AFM) to characterize the surface of PEI and SWNT-PEG films that were deposited onto glass
coveslips (Fig. 2). For AFM experiments we argon dried the sample prior to acquisition of
images using a Nanoscope E (Digital Instruments, Santa Barbara, CA) and Si3N4 gold-coated
cantilevers with integral tips (Veeco Nano Probes™ tips, Santa Barbara, CA) in contact mode
at room temperature (20–24°C). Qualitative inspection of substrates using deflection mode
(Fig. 2; images) indicated that PEI has a smoother appearance than SWNT-PEG films which
displayed pronounced nano/microtexturing. To quantify surface roughness of the sample we
analyzed height mode images each covering 5 µm × 5 µm areas of PEI and the various SWNT-
PEG films. Average roughness (6 images for each sample), expressed as a root mean square
of height, showed that the PEI surface is significantly smoother (Fig. 2, graph; one-way
ANOVA, followed by Schefeé’s pot-hoc comparison; p<0.01) than the surface of the SWNT-
PEG films. However, the surface roughness of the three different thicknesses of SWNT films
was similar (Fig. 2, graph; one-way ANOVA; p(2,15) = 0.12). Thus, PEI differs from SWNT-
PEG films in terms of surface roughness and conductivity, while the SWNT films of different
thickness/conductivity display similar surface roughness. Consequently, any effects on
neuronal growth achieved on the various SWNT-PEG films result from their differences in
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conductivity, not surface roughness. However, when comparing the neuronal growth on
various SWNT films to that of neurons grown on PEI, a standard substrate in neurobiology,
any difference observed could be the outcome of either roughness and/or conductance.

Hippocampal neurons from newborn rats were cultured on these substrates for 3 days to allow
for adequate growth, at which point their growth and morphology were assessed. Hippocampal
neuronal cultures were prepared from 0- to 2- day-old Sprague-Dawley rats using previously
described procedures 7–10, 13. Briefly, following treatment with papain and trituration of
hippocampal tissue, the cell suspension was applied onto the prepared nanotube-coated
coverslips or coverslips coated with poly-ethylene imine (PEI; 1 mg/mL) that had been placed
into culture dishes. After 3 hours of incubation to allow for neuronal adhesion, fresh culture
medium (pH=7.35), consisting of minimum essential medium supplemented with fetal bovine
serum (10% v/v; Hyclone), Mito+ serum extender (0.1% v/v, Collaborative Biomedical
Products), D-glucose (20 mM), L glutamine (2 mM), sodium pyruvate (1 mM), penicillin (100
IU/mL), streptomycin (100 µg/mL) and sodium bicarbonate (14 mM), was applied to the
dishes. Cultured cells from three independent cultures were then maintained in a humidified
5%CO2/95% air incubator at 37°C for 3 days until being imaged.

To study how the conductivity of the substrate affected the growth of neurons we labeled the
cells with calcein. This fluorescent dye is retained within living cells and labels the cytoplasm
revealing the shape of the neuron and all its processes (Fig. 3). Neurons were loaded with the
acetoxymethyl ester of calcein (1µg/ml, Molecular Probes) for 15 minutes at room temperature.
The ester’s dispersion in aqueous medium was aided by 0.025% Pluronic F-127 (Molecular
Probes). After wash, the vital dye was permitted to de-esterify for 15 minutes at room
temperature in normal external solution before imaging. The calcein labeling of cells on the
different substrates revealed that the conductive substrates did not appear to affect cell viability.

Labeled neurons were identified by their morphology using differential interference contrast
(DIC) and fluorescence microscopy. Coverslips containing cultured neurons were mounted
into a recording chamber filled with normal external solution composed of (in mM): NaCl
(140), KCl (5), CaCl2 (2), MgCl2 (2), glucose (5), and Hepes (10) (pH=7.4). We examined
neurons at room temperature (20–24° C) by using a microscope (Nikon TE300) equipped with
DIC and epifluorescence illumination (xenon arc lamp; 100 W). Visualization was achieved
using a standard FITC/fluorescein filter set (Chroma Technology Corp.) and a 60× Plan Apo
objective. We used a CoolSNAP®-HQ cooled, charge-coupled device (CCD) camera (Roper
Scientific Inc.) driven by V++ imaging software (Digital Optics Ltd., Auckland, New Zealand)
to acquire images. To reduce photo-bleaching we inserted neutral density filters and an
electronic shutter (Vincent Associates, Rochester, NY) that was controlled by software in the
excitation pathway.

Neurons were identified based on their morphological features using differential interference
contrast (DIC) and fluorescence microscopy. This method of identification has previously been
confirmed as reliable by labeling with the neuron-specific markers: anti-β-tubulin III, neuron-
specific enolase, and the c-fragment of tetanus toxin 7–10. For neurons that extended processes
beyond the field of view multiple images were acquired and merged together using Adobe
Photoshop CS2 (Adobe Systems Inc., San Jose, CA). Neuronal morphological characteristics
were quantified using the Neurite application module of Metamorph imaging software ver. 6.1
(Molecular Devices, Chicago, IL).

The conductive nanotube substrates we created could, indeed, be used to electrically stimulate
or record from cells, but the effect of electrical stimulation on the growth of neurons has been
well characterized 14. However, how the passive quality of conductivity of the substrate
neurons are grown upon affects their growth has not been studied in a systematic manner. We
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looked at several measurements of neuronal growth to see how conductivity played a role (Fig.
4). These characteristics provide an indication of the potential for neuronal growth,
interconnectivity and synapse formation. The total number of processes, neurites originating
from the cell body, for each neuron remained the same regardless of the conductivity of the
substrate (Fig.4, top; one-way ANOVA, p(3,150) = 0.08). The total outgrowth, the summed
length of all processes and their branches, of each neuron was significantly greater in neurons
grown on the 10 nm thick SWNT-PEG films than coverslips coated with non-conductive
smoother PEI (Fig.4, top; Fisher’s LSD test, p < 0.05). However on the thicker films (30 nm
and 60 nm) with higher conductivity, but comparable roughness to the 10 nm SWNT-PEG
film, there was no difference in neurite outgrowth from standard. This indicates that a certain
SWNTPEG conductance (0.3 S/cm) could promote neurite outgrowth as compared to other
SWNT films (Fig.4, top). Similar findings have been shown with non-neuronal fibroblast and
endothelial cells grown on PPy coated polyester fabrics of various conductivity 15. In this case,
cell adhesion, migration, density and protein expression was highest on substrates of
intermediate conductance (0.43 – 0.9 S/cm) while higher levels impaired cell viability. Quite
contrary, here neurons grown on high conductance substrates survived just fine. We have
shown previously that soluble PEG-SWNTs can affect neuronal growth by altering intracellular
Ca2+ dynamics 10 and/or endocytosis 9. However, these effects increased in a dose-dependent
manner and the reduction in effect on thicker films here argues against the possibility that
nanotubes are dispersing out of the substrate and interacting with neurons in this manner. Also,
the visual (grey) appearance of coverslips coated with nanotube films have not changed during
culturing conditions.

Since the total outgrowth of the neurites had increased but the number of processes remained
the same then the length of each process should be increased, which is what we found when
we measured process length. The mean process length was significantly longer in neurons
grown on the 10 nm films compared with control (Fig.4, second row; Fisher’s LSD test, p <
0.01). The higher conductance substrates (30 nm and 60 nm SWNT films) showed no difference
in process length from the non-conductive PEI standard, regardless that the surface of SWNT
films show significantly different roughness from PEI. The maximum process length of each
neuron was not significantly affected by the conductivity of the substrate (Fig.4, third row;
one-way ANOVA, p(3,150) = 0.13) nor were the number of branches on all processes of each
neuron altered (Fig.4, third row; one-way ANOVA, p(3,150) = 0.58). The straightness of the
neurites, measured as a ratio of the distance between the origin and the end of a process over
the total length of the process, was not affected by the conductivity of the substrate (Fig.4,
fourth row; one-way ANOVA, p(3,150) = 0.51). There was an increase in the average area of
the neuron cell body as conductivity increased, showing a trend at 0.3 S/cm, and with a
statistical significance at 28 S/cm when compared to standard and to 42 S/cm (Fig.4, bottom
row; Fisher’s LSD test, p < 0.01), while decreasing to the level of standard PEI at higher
conductivity (42 S/cm). Neurons grown on the smoother PEI had a significantly higher number
of growth cones than those grown on 10 nm and 30 nm SWNT films, but not higher than those
grown on 60 nm SWNT films (Fig.4, second row; Fisher’s LSD test, p < 0.01). Since PEI has
a much smoother surface than SWNT films, it appears that either the roughness and/or
conductivity could cause this effect. However, there was a significantly higher number of
growth cones on neurons grown on 60 nm SWNT films when compared to measurements on
30 nm SWNT films. Since the roughness of these two conductive films is similar, it appears
that the higher conductance caused an increase in the of number of growth cones, perhaps by
rescuing some of the negative effects of roughness on the number of growth cones.

In this study we investigated how the conductivity of the substrate affected neuronal growth
and morphology and more so, how substrates in a range of specifically designed conductivities
affected this growth. These results indicate that a SWNT-PEG substrate in a narrow range of
conductivity can promote neuronal growth and neurite outgrowth (Scheme 1). As conductivity
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increases beyond this range these effects on (out)growth are diminished. This finding may
explain the differences seen by other groups where some find increased growth on conductive
PPy substrates 16, 17 and others see reduced or no effect 18, 19, or only see an increase in
growth when current is applied to the substrate 20, 21. Most studies do not report on the
resistance of the substrate so it is hard to compare results from one to another, however. Studies
with conductive substrates have mostly investigated how electric fields applied through the
substrate affect neuronal growth 22. How the passive property of conductivity in the substrate
can affect neuronal growth has not been characterized. While the reasons for the improved
neurite outgrowth we observed on low conductance SWNT-PEG films were not clear, similar
findings with fibroblast and endothelial cells attributed the improved growth characteristics at
intermediate conductance to modification of ionic transport across the cell membrane 15.
Similar mechanisms to those postulated to be behind the improved neuronal growth due to
applied electric fields 20 may contribute to the improved growth on passively conductive films
such as: membrane or extracellular matrix protein conformational changes23, increased
depolarization or hyperpolarization, or enhancement of protein synthesis24.

Conductive substrates have been shown to be advantageous for use as neuronal implants in
vivo, supporting neuronal growth and displaying less gliosis than nonconductive Teflon
implants when inserted into rat cortex 25. Since nanotubes are stronger and more flexible than
PPy and toxicity does not appear to be a concern in systemic applications 26, scaffolds of
conductive nanotubes would be ideal for applications as neural prostheses. In this respect,
coating of standard metal electrodes with carbon nanotubes has been recently employed in
brain recordings 27.
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Figure 1.
Image of SWNT-PEG coated glass coverslips (top), from left to right: PEI coated coverslip
(standard; 0), 10nm thick nanotube film, 30nm thick, 60nm thick. Absorbance spectrum of the
nanotube coated coverslips, background subtracted using absorbance from a bare coverslip.
The near-infrared (NIR) absorption spectra of the SWNT-PEG films with thickness of 10 nm,
30 nm and 60 nm are shown in the graph. second interband transition of the semiconducting
SWNTs, S22, is illustrated with dashed lines and is an indication of the purity of the nanotube
films.
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Figure 2.
SWNT-PEG films of various thickness display similar surface roughness, PEI has much
smoother surface. Deflection mode AFM images (5 µm × 5 µm) of PEI coated glass coverslips
(0 nm) and glass coverslips coated with SWNT-PEG films thicknesses of 10 nm, 30 nm and
60 nm. Scanning rate, 2 Hz; imaging force ~ 1nN. Graph shows the analysis of surface
roughness generated from height mode AFM images. Bars represent means ± standard errors
of means; 6 images for each substrate. Asterisks indicate a significant difference in PEI
measurement when compared to SWNT-PEG films (one-way ANOVA followed by Schefeé’s
pot-hoc comparison;**p<0.01).
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Figure 3.
Chemically-functionalized conductive SWNT substrates permit neuronal survival and neurite
outgrowth as shown by the ability of cells to retain the vital dye, calcein. Fluorescent images
of live neurons grown on PEI coated coverslips and SWNT-PEG films of varying conductivity.
Arrows indicate growth cones. Scale bar, 10 µm.
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Figure 4.
Parameters of cell growth and morphology for neurons grown on SWNT substrates of varying
conductivity. Bars represent means ± standard errors of means. Numbers in parenthesis indicate
the number of neurons studied in each condition. Asterisks indicate a significant difference in
measurements (one-way ANOVA followed by Fisher’s LSD test; *p < 0.05,** p < 0.01).
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Scheme 1.
Drawing summarizing the effects of the conductivity of SWNT substrates on neuronal growth
and neurite outgrowth.
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