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Hybrid SMART spheroids to enhance stem
cell therapy for CNS injuries
Christopher Rathnam1†, Letao Yang1†, Sofia Castro-Pedrido2, Jeffrey Luo1, Li Cai2, Ki-Bum Lee1*
Although stem cell therapy holds enormous potential for treating debilitating injuries and diseases in the central
nervous system, low survival and inefficient differentiation have restricted its clinical applications. Recently, 3D
cell culture methods, such as stem cell–based spheroids and organoids, have demonstrated advantages by
incorporating tissue-mimetic 3D cell-cell interactions. However, a lack of drug and nutrient diffusion, insufficient
cell-matrix interactions, and tedious fabrication procedures have compromised their therapeutic effects in vivo.
To address these issues, we developed a biodegradable nanomaterial-templated 3D cell assembly method that
enables the formation of hybrid stem cell spheroids with deep drug delivery capabilities and homogeneous
incorporation of 3D cell-matrix interactions. Hence, high survival rates, controlled differentiation, and functional
recovery were demonstrated in a spinal cord injury animal model. Overall, our hybrid stem cell spheroids
represent a substantial development of material-facilitated 3D cell culture systems and can pave the way for stem
cell–based treatment of CNS injuries.

Neurological disorders, especially central nervous system (CNS)
injuries and diseases, are often debilitating and difficult to cure,
mainly due to the intrinsically limited capacity for neuroregeneration and complex inhibitory microenvironment in the nervous
system (1–4). Hence, there is an urgent need to develop reliable
treatments for neurological disorders by using innovative methods
to generate functional neural cells (primarily neurons) and reestablish
the damaged neural circuitry. Regarding these challenges, stem cell
(cell replacement) therapies would be a promising approach, as they
have many therapeutic benefits, including the ability to proliferate,
differentiate into functional neural cells, and secrete various immunomodulatory factors (5–7). Hence, several preclinical and clinical
studies have demonstrated the huge potential of stem cell–based
therapies ex vivo and in vivo for the effective treatment of many
human diseases and disorders (6, 8, 9). Despite their enormous
potential, current stem cell–based treatments against CNS injuries
and diseases are substantially restricted by the poor survival rate,
inefficient integration, loss of neural plasticity, and uncontrollable
differentiation of implanted cells, which is attributed mainly to the
highly inhibitory and inflammatory microenvironment at disease
or injury sites (3, 5, 10–12).
Addressing the above problems, one promising approach is to
use scaffold materials to generate favorable microenvironments
during stem cell implantation (13–16). These scaffolds can help
generate three-dimensional (3D) stem cell assembly, mitigate local
inflammation, and establish favorable cell–extracellular matrix (ECM)
interactions, typically mediated through focal adhesion kinase
(FAK) signaling, which critically regulates neurogenesis and axon
elongation (17–22). Nevertheless, a few challenges have been
reported in these scaffold-based approaches. For example, mechanical mismatches, improper biodegradation rates, and immune
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reactions from conventional polymer scaffolding materials have
limited their broad clinical applications (16, 23–25). The recent
development of injectable hydrogels partially addressed these
challenges. For instance, self-assembling peptide hydrogels can
provide immunomodulatory functions and deliver drugs in a
highly programmable and biocompatible manner, which make
them very interesting candidates for in vivo therapies; however, the
incorporation of critical niches such as cell-cell interactions has not
been fully realized as of yet, restricting their broad clinical applications (17, 26–28). Hence, most scaffold-based approaches remain
suboptimal for CNS applications.
Another promising strategy to improve stem cell therapies is to
generate scaffold-free cell spheroids and their direct injection into
the CNS injury sites (29–33). Stem cell spheroids, which are 3D
spherical cellular assemblies, have recently garnered much attention
as promising avenues for disease modeling, drug discovery, and
stem cell therapy (34–36). Typically generated from 3D cell culture,
spheroid-based scaffold-free stem cell therapies can enhance cell
survival and differentiation and stimulate the secretion of neurotrophic factors through their biomimetic 3D cell-cell interactions
(30, 31, 37, 38). They also allow the injectable delivery of high
densities of stem cells at sites of CNS injuries or diseases in an accurate and relatively noninvasive manner, thereby enhancing the therapeutic outcomes of stem cell implantation (29, 30, 32, 33). However,
several barriers exist in the in vivo translation of spheroid-based
stem cell therapy. For example, the controlled differentiation of
stem cell spheroids into specific cell lineages (e.g., neurons and glial
cells) has mostly relied on the spontaneous cell signaling of stem
cells inside neurospheres [spheroids assembled from neural stem cells
(NSCs)] (30). As a result, there is a lack of cell-ECM interactions
and inhomogeneous access of biological cues to the aggregated cells
inside the spheroids, often leading to undesired gliogenesis and
inefficient neurogenesis. Besides, restricted diffusion of oxygen,
nutrients, and growth factors into the core of spheroids can often
induce cell apoptosis during long-term culture in vitro, a phenomenon known as “the necrotic core” (39). Given the advantages and
disadvantages of scaffold- and scaffold-free spheroid-based approaches,
it would be desired to develop a combined synergistic approach that
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can (i) create hybrid stem cell spheroids encompassing 3D cell-cell
and cell-matrix interactions in a controlled manner and (ii) enable
the controlled, homogeneous, and monitorable drug release inside
of spheroids in vivo at disease injury sites, both of which can lead to
a breakthrough in stem cell therapies for CNS applications (Fig. 1A).
To this end, we developed a nanobiomaterial-mediated 3D cell
assembly method to generate hybrid stem cell spheroids in which
controlled cell-matrix interactions and drug release were incorporated. In our proof-of-concept demonstration, biodegradable
2D nanomaterials effectively templated and promoted the rapid
assembly of human induced pluripotent stem cell (hiPSC)–derived
NSCs (hiPSC-NSCs) into hybrid 3D spheroids. In this way, we can
better control the formation of spheroids and their differentiation
into functional neurons in vitro and in vivo, resulting in improved
therapeutic outcomes in a spinal cord injury (SCI) animal model.
To accomplish these goals, manganese dioxide nanosheet was used
as an ideal nanomaterial for spheroid formation due to their high
drug loading, redox-mediated biodegradation, magnetic resonance

imaging (MRI)–active degradation products, and biocompatibility
(20, 21, 40, 41). Although several other nanomaterials (e.g., graphene
nanosheets, gold nanowires, and carbon nanotubes) have been
applied for 3D stem cell cultures, most of them are intrinsically
nonbiodegradable, do not facilitate the assembly process, and have
limited biocompatibility for in vivo applications (14, 15, 18, 22, 42–45).
In contrast, our advanced 2D nanomaterial-mediated 3D cell assembly
method has several advantages over the previous nanomaterial-
based approaches. First, we found that the 3D cell assembly process
occurs under physiological conditions and is rapidly driven by two
key noncovalent interactions: the metal-/hydrophobic interactions
between MnO2 nanosheets and ECM proteins (e.g., laminin) and
the integrin-binding interactions between ECM proteins and stem
cells (Fig. 1B) (46). Second, our biodegradable 2D nanomaterial
facilitated the formation of 3D stem cell spheroids through effectively
enhanced cell-matrix interactions and enabled us to develop a
controlled/homogeneous drug release inside the core of spheroids
to improve stem cell survival and control their differentiation
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Fig. 1. Assembly of SMART spheroids for advanced cell therapy. (A) To better mimic the natural structure of 3D tissues and enhance the beneficial properties of stem
cells for therapy, we incorporate advanced biodegradable nanomaterials that act as both a bonding agent as well as structural support and a drug delivery vehicle.
(B) Manganese dioxide nanosheets are the ideal choice for our hybrid system due to their unique physical, chemical, and biological properties. (C) 2D nanosheets of
manganese dioxide are coated with ECM proteins and drugs and assembled with cells owing to the unique physicochemical properties of the nanomaterials allowing the
formation of our SMART spheroids. (D and E) As a proof of concept, we delivered SMART in an in vivo spinal cord injury (SCI) model. We demonstrated that SMART assembly
reliably enhanced the survival of stem cells at both 1-week and 1-month time points while simultaneously increasing the differentiation efficiency of the implanted cells
into neurons. This leads to a reduction in glial scar formation and increased levels of neuroprotection, culminating in enhanced motor function recovery.
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in vivo. Third, the 2D nanomaterial embedded in the spheroids
further led to a unique MRI monitorable drug release, due to a
stoichiometric generation of T1 MRI contrast agent (Mn2+) and drugs
during the biodegradation under redox conditions (Fig. 1C). We named
our developed method “synthetic matrix-assisted and rapidly templated”
(SMART) assembly, and the hybrid spheroids as “SMART spheroids.”
By developing this SMART spheroid technology, we could effectively
synergize scaffold-based and scaffold-free approaches to induce
in vitro and in vivo neuronal differentiation of stem cell spheroids,
thereby paving the way for the potential treatment of CNS injuries
such as SCI and traumatic brain injury (Fig. 1, D and E).
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281

29 September 2021

Investigating deep drug delivery in SMART neurospheres
We then sought to integrate deep drug delivery, or delivery of drugs
homogeneously throughout the 3D tissue, with SMART neurospheres
to synergistically induce neuronal differentiation of hiPSC-NSCs
(58). Biomaterial-mediated controlled drug delivery is considered a
promising approach to bridge the gap between in vitro and
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SMART neurospheres generated by controlled 3D
SMART assembly
To initiate the formation of a SMART NSC spheroid (termed
“SMART neurosphere”), we mixed a solution of NSCs (hiPSC-NSCs,
1 million cells/ml, in neurobasal medium) with a second solution of
neural ECM (i.e., laminin protein, 57 kDa)–conjugated nanomaterial
(i.e., gamma phase MnO 2 nanosheets) until cell aggregations
occurred in 10 to 15 min (Fig. 2A). Specifically, we selected laminin
as a proof-of-concept demonstration, as it is one of the critical
neural ECM molecules regulating the survival and neurogenesis of
stem cells in the human brain. In addition, hiPSC-NSCs were
chosen for their excellent clinical potential for cell therapies (47–49).
MnO2 nanosheets served as the last and most crucial building block
for the SMART neurospheres by having a thin atomic structure to
bind laminin efficiently, a negative surface charge (−25 mV) (fig.
S1) to minimize cellular uptake, and a lateral size (~200 nm) (Fig. 2B
and fig. S1B) that supports the formation of focal adhesions by
encompassing the size of small integrin clusters (50). In our SMART
assembly process, there are two essential pairs of noncovalent interactions that dominate the formation of the SMART neurospheres:
(i) the metal-/hydrophobic/hydrogen-bonding interactions between
MnO2 nanosheets and laminin that allowed laminin adsorption on
the surface of nanosheets, as simulated by our previous reports
showing binding energy of functional groups found in proteins and
drugs (Fig. 2, C and D) (46), and (ii) the integrin-binding between
laminin and NSCs, which allowed 3D spheroid formation. The
successful generation of SMART neurospheres was not only demonstrated by the observation of dark-colored aggregations after
mixing cells with laminin-conjugated MnO2 nanosheets but also
characterized by optical microscopy and field-emission scanning
electron microscopy (FE-SEM) (Fig. 2E and fig. S2). Specifically,
compared to spheroids generated by conventional methods, SMART
neurospheres showed hierarchical structures with NSCs interfacing
with the nanostructured 3D matrix (Fig. 2E). As a control, incubation of NSCs and laminin alone without MnO2 nanosheets under
identical conditions did not generate any obvious cell aggregates.
Notably, the SMART assembly was nearly an order of magnitude
faster than conventional spheroid formation techniques typically
based on cell-cell interactions, which is desirable for treating acute
conditions of CNS diseases and injuries.
Although the detailed mechanism remains to be investigated,
such accelerated spheroid formation could be attributed to higher
probabilities of the collision between cells and laminin-coated
nanosheets at much higher concentrations (over 5 × 108 fold higher,
assuming that the molecular weight of one 50 nm–sized MnO2

nanosheets is 3,480,000). Of equal importance, size control [from
sub–100 m (less than 5000 cell aggregates) to above 500 m (more
than 1 million cell aggregates)] of SMART neurospheres, which
could fundamentally affect the injectability during implantation
and the viability of stem cells at disease/injury sites, was realized by
varying concentrations of MnO2 nanosheets and further combining
a microwell array. However, size-dependent changes in cell behavior
and molecular pathways on SMART spheroids remain to be studied
(fig. S2). Furthermore, as we incorporated exogenous materials
(MnO2 nanosheets) into the SMART neurospheres, it was crucial to
ensure that the viabilities of the assembled stem cells were not
affected. We confirmed the excellent biocompatibility of MnO2
nanosheets at our working concentrations of 1 to 50 g/ml in the
SMART neurosphere by a standard PrestoBlue assay (cell viability
starts to decrease at 50 g/ml, probably due to the reduction of
cellular bioreductants such as glutathione) (fig. S1). Together, we
established and optimized our biocompatible SMART assembly
method successfully and generated SMART neurospheres encompassing favorable 3D cell-matrix interfaces.
Furthermore, we hypothesized that incorporating 3D cell-matrix
interactions into the SMART neurosphere could better modulate
stem cell neurogenesis desired for cell therapies. Although neurospheres hold a great promise for treating CNS injuries and diseases,
a lack of cell-matrix interactions remains a critical barrier for the
effective induction of neurogenesis. For instance, FAK-associated
pathways, typically initiated from cellular interactions with neural
ECM molecules such as laminin, play an essential role in the neurogenesis of stem cells. However, such beneficial FAK pathways are
often suppressed due to the dominating cell-cell interactions in
neurospheres, resulting in less controlled differentiation of stem
cells (51–57). In this regard, we verified that SMART neurospheres,
incorporating 3D cell-matrix interactions, induced significantly
higher expression of FAK compared to control spheroids (Fig. 2F).
Besides, such cell-matrix interactions could be modulated effectively
by merely varying the concentration (1 to 0 g/ml MnO2 nanosheets)
of nanosheets during assembly, as shown by mRNA expression
analysis using quantitative real-time polymerase chain reaction
(qRT-PCR) (Fig. 2F and table S1). Moreover, the up-regulation of
FAK in SMART neurospheres further led to reduced cell-cell interactions, as partially supported by qRT-PCR analysis of Notch gene
expression, although more detailed protein analysis would be required
(Fig. 2F). As a result, neurogenesis was significantly improved in
our SMART neurosphere-based stem cell differentiation assay with
an enhancement of axonal growth by 6.9-fold (Fig. 2G and figs. S3
and S4). In addition, to confirm the important role of FAK signaling
in spheroid formation, we treated a FAK inhibitor to cells before
spheroid formation. As a result, spheroids could not form densely
packed spheroids but rather mostly lacked any assembly of cells or
formed loosely assembled aggregates (fig. S5). Through these experiments, we validated that more effective control over spheroid
neurogenesis could be achieved by incorporating 3D cell-matrix
interactions into SMART neurospheres.
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in vivo microenvironments; however, the drug diffusion barrier in 3D
spheroid structures limits their therapeutic outcome substantially (59).
SMART neurospheres can overcome these barriers by incorporating
drugs during the SMART assembly process. Specifically, drugs can first
be loaded onto the MnO2 nanosheets to form the SMART neurospheres,
thereby facilitating their homogeneous distribution throughout the 3D
cell assemblies (Fig. 3A). Despite many methods reported for inducing
in vitro differentiation of neurospheres into neurons, their translation
into in vivo systems is often unsatisfactory. The difficulty of suppressing
the inhibitory soluble microenvironment factors in vivo is recognized
as one of the major hurdles.
Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281
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To this end, the delivery of Notch inhibitors N-[N-(3,5-
Difluorophenacetyl)-L-alanyl]-S-phenylglycine t-butyl ester (DAPT),
is of our topmost interest, as the Notch signaling pathway has been
widely associated with the transcriptional induction of gliogenesis,
a major neuroinhibitory factor at CNS disease/injury sites (60).
Other cell-cell interactions such as cadherin signaling can also be
explored but are outside the scope of this current work. Hence,
DAPT, a small-molecule -secretase inhibitor, is loaded onto MnO2
nanosheets under physiological conditions [phosphate-buffered
saline (PBS), 37°C] due to its high binding energy calculated by our
previously established simulation (Fig. 3B) (46). DAPT acts by
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Fig. 2. Formation and characterization of the SMART neurospheres. (A) The unique bonding of manganese dioxide nanosheets to ECM and drugs through various
interactions allows enhanced loading. Subsequent binding of cell-binding domains to the ECM proteins enables a rapid and robust assembly of material interspersed
spheroids. (B) TEM images of the manganese dioxide nanosheets showing the atomically thin layered structure and size. (C and D) Simulation using molecular dynamics
to study the bonding of common functional groups found in ECM proteins and drugs, which allow the enhanced binding of functional components of SMART neurospheres onto the nanosheets. Reprinted (adapted) with permission from (46). Copyright (2018) American Chemical Society. (E) The assembly process was visualized using
light and electron microscopy, showing the detailed structures of the spheroids generated with nanomaterials embedded in the spheroids as shown by the dark color of
the spheroids and the high-magnification SEM. (F) The modulation of physical cues, which have been shown to have a notable effect on neuronal differentiation, was
characterized using qPCR showing dose-dependent control of Notch signaling (cell-cell) and FAK signaling (cell-matrix) at culture day 7. Data are means ± SEM; n = 4;
*P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 by one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). (G) This control of physical cues correlated to an increase in neuronal differentiation as shown by immunostaining
of MAP2, a common neuronal marker at culture day 7. Scale bars, 100 m. DAPI, 4′,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole.
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preventing the cleavage of the Notch intracellular domain, which,
in turn, represses Notch signaling, leading to a decrease in gliogenesis and an increase in neuronal differentiation. Afterward, SMART
neurospheres with homogeneously distributed Notch-i were
formed by mixing a solution of hiPSC-NSCs (1 million/ml, in neurobasal medium) and the second solution of DAPT-loaded, laminin-conjugated MnO2 nanosheets following the identical protocol
as described above. In parallel, SMART neurospheres assembled
from MnO2 nanosheets conjugated with a fluorescent aromatic
molecule, rhodamine B (RhB), were used as a model to investigate
the outcome from deep drug delivery due to its molecular similarities (with aromatic rings and residual nitrogen atoms) with DAPT
and considering the difficulties of monitoring DAPT in live cells.
We hypothesized that an effective neuronal differentiation could be
achieved by a controlled release of DAPT inside the core of SMART
neurospheres (Fig. 3C).
To verify our hypothesis, we first established the deep drug
delivery in drug-loaded SMART neurospheres by directly monitoring
Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281
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the fluorescence from the controlled release of RhB. Because of its
strong binding affinity, the release of RhB bound to MnO 2
nanosheets is mainly based on the biodegradation of MnO 2
nanosheets in SMART neurospheres. We confirmed this by performing an in-solution biodegradation assay. Specifically, MnO2
nanosheets were patterned as grid shapes by soft lithography, and
then a solution of a natural bioreductant, ascorbic acid (vitamin C),
was applied to the substrate (Fig. 3D). As a control experiment,
graphene oxide (GO) nanosheets were patterned and used, because
they have a similar 2D nanosheet structure and are nondegradable.
While no biodegradation occurred in a control substrate [(GO) grid
pattern nonbiodegradable 2D nanomaterial], the substrate composed
of MnO2 nanosheets disappeared gradually after 1 hour. This
correlated with our drug-releasing experiments, where dye-loaded
MnO2 or GO nanosheets were used to form spheroids, and after
3 days, only the MnO2 condition degraded and released the drug, as
indicated by the fluorescence from the model drug RhB (Fig. 3,
D and E). Furthermore, we found a relatively homogeneous drug
5 of 13
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Fig. 3. Drug loading and biodegradation-mediated release for enhanced cell fate control. (A and B) Schematic depicting the deep drug delivery of a Notch inhibitor
(Notch-i, DAPT) and its effect on the Notch pathway by release from the embedded nanosheets. (C) This leads to an enhanced and efficient neuronal differentiation
compared to conventional spheroids, which are hindered by high Notch signaling and lateral inhibition of neurogenesis. (D and E) Comparison of degradable (MnO2) and
nondegradable (GO) nanomaterials and their effect on drug delivery. Micropatterns of the nanomaterials were made and allowed to degrade via the addition of ascorbic
acid resulting in the degradation of the MnO2, whereas the GO did not degrade as analyzed by optical microscopy. This also correlated to the formation of spheroids with
the nanomaterials loaded with rhodamine B (RhB) as a model drug, where the MnO2 condition degraded and released the drug, while GO did not. (F) The drug release
could be further correlated with the MRI signal of the degradation product Mn2+. (G) Concentration-dependent neurogenesis by loading various concentrations of
Notch-i (DAPT) on the surface of the nanosheets from 0 to 50 M as assayed by qPCR. Data are means ± SEM; n = 4; *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 by one-way ANOVA. (H) Enhanced
neuronal differentiation of SMART neurospheres with Notch-i (DAPT) compared to conventional spheroids and SMART spheroids as measured by immunostaining of TuJ1
(red), a neurogenic marker.
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Applying SMART neurosphere for enhanced stem cell
implantation at CNS injury sites
With the encouraging results from in vitro stem cell assays, we further
evaluated our SMART neurospheres’ potential for improving the
Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281
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survival and neuronal differentiation of hiPSC-NSCs in vivo using
a murine SCI model. For cell implantation into the CNS, single-cell
injection is currently the clinical standard, despite its extremely low
therapeutic efficacy due to poor control over cellular fate in vivo
(5, 11). Scaffold-based cell implantation has shown promise for
creating favorable microenvironments but often involves invasive
surgical procedures and causes long-term immune responses if the
scaffolding materials do not degrade in a timely manner (25). More
recently, spheroids have been considered a unique solution for
implanting stem cells; however, an effective neuronal differentiation,
which supposedly restores neural circuitries after CNS diseases/
injuries, remains a critical hurdle (Fig. 4A).
Addressing the aforementioned challenges, SMART neurospheres,
encompassing the advantages from both scaffold-based and scaffold-
free methods, may provide a means for injectable stem cell
implantation by effectively controlling the soluble/insoluble microenvironment in vivo. To prove this, we created a murine hemisection
SCI model at thoracic levels T8 to T10 and then implanted NSCs at
the injury sites using SMART neurospheres with DAPT. As controls, single-cell suspensions and conventional neurospheres without
any nanomaterials were also injected into the SCI sites with the
same total cell numbers (1 million cells per animal) and the same
DAPT concentration (10 M) (Fig. 4B). We used hiPSC-NSCs to be
consistent with our in vitro stem cell assay. Furthermore, as SCI
sites typically contain highly heterogeneous cell types, hiPSC-NSCs
were genetically fluorescent labeled with a green fluorescent protein
(GFP) before injection through plasmid transfection using Lipofectamine and then selected for using puromycin to reliably track
their fates after implantation. Seven days post-injection (DPI), we
found a significantly higher cell survival in the experimental condition (SMART neurospheres with DAPT), with a nearly 2.69- and
1.55-fold enhancement compared to single-cell injection and
control neurosphere groups, respectively (quantified by counting the
number of GFP-labeled hiPSC-NSCs) (Fig. 4, C to F). This result is
consistent with our conclusions in the in vitro stem cell survival
assay (fig. S8) and could be supported by the 3D cell-matrix
(compared to control neurospheres) and cell-cell (compared to the
single-cell injection) interactions. Furthermore, an improved neuronal
differentiation efficiency is also found in the SMART neurosphere
group (with DAPT), with an 11.6 and 17.2% increase compared to
single-cell injection and control neurosphere groups, respectively,
which is quantified by the percentage of dual-positive cells (GFP+/
TuJ1 +, an early neuronal marker) to implanted cells (GFP +)
(Fig. 4, G and H). Many hiPSC-NSC–derived neurons show apparent axonal growth with cellular processes that are only observed in
the SMART neurosphere group (with DAPT). The formation of
processes from neurons is a crucial sign of integration into host
neural circuitries (61). The extent of axon sprouting was quantified
and demonstrated that the SMART neurosphere group achieved
four times longer axon outgrowth compared to control conditions
(fig. S9). Although several stem cell implantation studies in SCI
models have shown similarly high neuronal differentiation rates
and the formation of axonal growth from the differentiated neurons,
an immunosuppressant has typically been administered to ensure a
relatively friendly microenvironment at SCI sites. To confirm our
results at a longer-term time point, we also assayed the survival and
differentiation of our implanted cells 1 month after injury (Fig. 5,
A and B). We demonstrated an enhanced cell survival with an
approximately 1.5- and 3.3-fold increase in cell counts in the SMART
6 of 13
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diffusion throughout the spheroid body, with a gradual increase of
drug concentrations over 3 days, thereby directly supporting our
hypothesis that we can achieve a degradation-mediated deep drug
delivery by loading drugs on the nanosheets before assembly (fig.
S6A). Notably, this is different from a typical drug gradient pattern
when incubating conventional spheroids with drugs or an RhB-GO
encapsulated spheroid that did not show apparent drug diffusion
(fig. S6B). Moreover, due to this unique drug-releasing mechanism,
a stoichiometric release of manganese ions and drugs is expected.
Differential drug release is triggered by adding different concentrations of bioreductants that trigger the stoichiometric release of T1
MRI active Mn2+ and loaded model drug RhB. We could observe an
MRI-monitorable drug release desired for in vivo tracking of therapeutic dosages (Fig. 3F). To further characterize the degradation
timeline of our SMART spheroid, inductively coupled plasma mass
spectrometry (ICP-MS) analysis on the supernatant of the SMART
spheroid cultures was performed to measure the concentration of
Mn2+ ions. We demonstrated that 75% of the nanosheets in our
SMART neurospheres were degraded by 6 days (fig. S6C). Collectively, by using a model drug RhB, we showed the biodegradation-
mediated and MRI-monitorable deep drug delivery for effectively
controlling the soluble microenvironment in SMART neurospheres.
Furthermore, we investigated whether neuronal differentiation
could be enhanced using SMART neurospheres with DAPT. We
characterized the formation of SMART neurospheres with DAPT
by matrix-assisted laser desorption/ionization–time-of-flight mass
spectroscopy (MALDI-TOF) with a characteristic peak at 455
(molecular weight to charge ratio) from the DAPT fragment (fig.
S7). As a result of the DAPT delivered into the SMART neurospheres, we observed a DAPT concentration–dependent upregulation of neuronal genes (TuJ1 mRNA) in the SMART neurospheres
with an optimal loading concentration range at 5 to 10 g/ml
(Fig. 3G). In addition, down-regulation of astrocyte genes [glial
fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP) mRNA] was observed (Fig. 3G).
Moreover, there is a strong synergy between the deep delivery of
DAPT and incorporation of nanomaterial-mediated 3D cell-matrix
interactions, as shown by our immunostaining results on cells
differentiated from conventional spheroids, SMART neurospheres,
and SMART neurospheres with DAPT, with a 2.15- and 3.95-fold
enhancement of neuronal protein marker (TuJ1) expression, respectively (Fig. 3H and figs. S4 and S7). In parallel, the axonal
growth in the differentiated neurons was also promoted, with an
8.80- and 1.27-fold increase in the SMART neurosphere with the
DAPT group compared to conventional spheroids and SMART
neurospheres, respectively (Fig. 3H and figs. S4 and S7). In addition
to small-molecule delivery, protein delivery was also tested with
success by loading the common growth factor, basic fibroblast
growth factor (bFGF), on the surface of nanosheets. When spheroids
were formed with bFGF-loaded nanosheets and challenged with
medium from activated macrophages (inflammatory signals), much
greater survival of cells was seen (fig. S8). Therefore, SMART neurospheres showed a promising combination of biodegradation-mediated
deep drug delivery of various cargos with 3D cell-matrix interfaces
to regulate the neural cell behaviors of hiPSC-NSCs in vitro.
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neurosphere group (with DAPT) compared to the neurosphere
group and single-cell injection groups, respectively. In addition,
this correlated with an enhanced differentiation of the implanted
cells, with the experimental group having 55% differentiation into
neurons compared to 23% in the neurosphere group and 9% in the
single-cell injection group (Fig. 5, C, E, and F1 and F2). This interesting result shows that, even at 1 month, both enhanced survival and
differentiation of stem cells could be observed in our SMART
Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281
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neurosphere as compared to control conditions. To understand the
effect of this enhanced survival and differentiation of our SMART
neurospheres on SCI, we looked at two markers that correlate with
the severity of injuries. We first measured the glial scar formation
after injury by staining an astroglial protein marker GFAP. We
observed a reduced glial scar intensity in our experimental condition
by about 26% compared to the single-cell condition bordering the
injury site (Fig. 5, D, E, and F3). Next, we looked at the marker
7 of 13
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Fig. 4. Delivery of SMART neurospheres with DAPT into a murine SCI model. (A and B) Depiction of the injection of SMART neurospheres with DAPT into a T-10
murine SCI model showing the enhancement in cell survival and differentiation of implanted cells in the SMART neurosphere with DAPT condition compared to single-cell
injections with DAPT or conventional neurospheres with DAPT. (C to E) Immunostaining images of the spinal cord sections (12 m) showing the GFP (green) signal of
implanted cells, DAPI (blue) signal of the cell nuclei, and TuJ1 (red) signal of neuronal cells at 1 week. The number of GFP+ cells shows the survival of implanted cells in the
injury site, while the GFP+/TuJ1+ cells show the number of implanted cells that have differentiated into neurons. Scale bars, 50 m. White arrowheads indicate the formation of processes in the SMART neurosphere group. (F to H) Quantification of cell survival (GFP+ cell counts), the overall number of implanted neuronal cells (GFP+/TuJ1+
cell counts), and percentage differentiation of implanted cells (GFP+/TuJ1+ divided by total GFP+) showing the clear enhancement of cell survival and differentiation using
our SMART neurospheres with DAPT. Images analyzed using ImageJ. Data are means ± SEM; n = 3; *P < 0.05 by one-way ANOVA.
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NeuN, which labels the endogenous neurons in the spinal cord’s
ventral horn. We studied the survival of these neurons after injury
by counting NeuN+ cells around the injury site. We observed a
1.7- and 3.6-fold increase in NeuN+ cells in the experimental condition
compared to neurosphere injections and single-cell injections, respectively (fig. S10). These results demonstrate the reduction in scar
formation and neuroprotective effect of our SMART neurospheres
compared to traditional neurospheres and single-cell injections,
which may be attributed to the secretion of neurotrophic factors
from the hiPSC-NSCs and the release of DAPT from the spheroids.
Last, these positive results strongly correlated with an increase in
Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281
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Basso Mouse Scale (BMS) scoring, in which the SMART neurosphere
conditions showed an average BMS score of 6.5 at 1 month, while
the neurosphere group, single-cell group, and an injury only group
showed average scores of 4.25, 4, and 3, respectively (Fig. 5G and
movie S1). This demonstrates a faster rate of recovery and improved functional recovery in the experimental group compared to
control groups at a 1-month time point. Here, we provide definitive
proof that the robustly enhanced cell survival and neuronal differentiation of NSCs could be effectively realized even without any immunosuppressants by using our SMART neurosphere technology,
and this enhancement correlated with a reduction in glial scar
8 of 13
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Fig. 5. Long-term therapeutic effects of SMART neurosphere treatment. (A and B) Depiction of long-term survival, differentiation, neuroprotection, and functional
recovery after SMART neurosphere injection at a 1-month time point. (C) Immunostaining images showing the GFP (green) signal of implanted cells, DAPI (blue) signal of
the cell nuclei, and TuJ1 (red) signal of neuronal cells at 1 month after injection of SMART neurospheres. (D) Immunostaining images showing the GFAP (white) signal of
the glial scar and DAPI (blue) signal of cell nuclei highlighting the injury site and glial scar formation at 1 month after injection of SMART neurospheres. (E) Immunostaining
images showing the GFP (green) signal of implanted cells, DAPI (blue) signal of the cell nuclei, TuJ1 (red) signal of neuronal cells, and GFAP (white) signal of the glial scar
at 1 month after injection of single cells or neurospheres, respectively. (G) BMS scoring data showing the functional recovery of animal walking over 4 weeks. Data are
means ± SEM; n = 3; *P < 0.05 by one-way ANOVA. (F1 to F3) Quantification of cell survival (GFP+ cell counts), percentage differentiation of trasplanted cells (GFP+/TuJ1+
divided by total GFP+), and reduction in glial scar intensity showing the clear enhancement of cell survival, differentiation, and reduction in glial scar formation using our
SMART neurospheres with DAPT at 1 month. Images analyzed using ImageJ for (F1) and (F2). Images analyzed with Nikon Elements automatic fluorescence detection
module. Data are means ± SEM; n = 3; *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01 by one-way ANOVA. a.u., arbitrary units.
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opens the potential for creating spheroids encompassing a wide
array of cell types simultaneously, which can have broad implications
in organoid development and disease modeling by creating more
reproducible and biomimetic 3D cell architectures. Because of this,
we believe that our technology platform is an ideal candidate for
improving many other types of cell therapies that require high cell
survival and effective control of cell fate, making it useful not only
for treating SCI but also for various other diseases and disorders.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Synthesis and characterization of MnO2 and GO nanosheets
Synthesis of the MnO 2 nanosheets was based on a previously
reported protocol with minor modifications (20, 62). Briefly, 2.2 g of
tetramethylammonium pentahydrate (TMAOH·H2O; Alfa Aesar) was
dissolved in 20 ml of 3 weight % (wt %) H2O2 (Sigma-Aldrich)
and vortexed. In addition, 0.594 g of MNCl2·H2O (Sigma-Aldrich)
was dissolved in 10 ml of deionized water by sonication. The
TMAOH solution was then dissolved in the MnCl2 solution rapidly
under stirring at 1200 rpm. The solution was stirred overnight at
600 rpm overnight and then centrifuged at 2000g for 5 min to
obtain the bulk -MnO2. The product was then washed with water
and ethanol four times by mixing and centrifuging and dried in an
oven under ambient conditions. The product was then added to
deionized water to a concentration of 10 mg/ml and sonicated for
10 hours. Last, the solution was centrifuged at low speeds (8801g)
for 10 min to remove aggregates. The nanosheets were diluted to
10 g/ml for transmission electron microscopy (TEM) (80 kV on a
Philips CM12 with an Advanced Microscopy Techniques (AMT)
digital camera model XR111). The hydrodynamic size and zeta
potential of the nanosheets were measured using a Nano Zetasizer
dynamic light scattering system at a detection angle of 90°. GO was
also synthesized on the basis of a previous report (19), where 1 g of
graphite (Bay Carbon) was preoxidized in the mixture of sulfuric acid
(98%; Sigma-Aldrich), phosphorus pentoxide (Sigma-Aldrich), and
potassium persulfate (Sigma-Aldrich) at 80°C overnight. It was
then washed with water, dried, and reacted with sulfuric acid and
potassium permanganate. The solution was then quenched with
hydrogen peroxide and then purified with hydrochloric acid (Sigma-
Aldrich) and washed extensively with water. The GO was then exfoliated by tip sonication (Branson) and purified by centrifugation at
17,000g for 45 min.
Protein and drug loading on MnO2 nanosheets
For the loading of proteins on the surface of nanosheets, we used
the common ECM protein natural mouse laminin (Sigma-Aldrich).
We made a solution of laminin in PBS (Thermo Fisher Scientific) at
a concentration of 20 g/ml and mixed it with the MnO2 nanosheet
solution at a concentration of 3 mg/ml at a final ratio of 5 g of
laminin for every 100 g of MnO2. This was further diluted in
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle's medium (DMEM)/F12 to reach a final
MnO2 concentration of 1 mg/ml. The final solution was allowed to
incubate overnight at 37°C and then centrifuged to remove excess
laminin protein and redispersed in DMEM/F12 and sonicated
before use to form spheroids. We adopted a similar strategy for
loading drugs onto the surface of nanosheets for degradation and
characterization studies. First solutions of DAPT (Tocris, catalog
number 2634) and RhB (Alfa Aesar, catalog number A13572) were
diluted to solutions of 20 mM and mixed with our MnO2 solution
9 of 13
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formation, increase in endogenous neuron survival, and functional
recovery of animal walking at a 1-month time point.
Moreover, as the nanomaterials (MnO2 nanosheets) incorporated
in the SMART neurospheres effectively biodegrade by cell-secreted
bioreductants, we hypothesized that there would be minimal systemic cytotoxicity from the implantation of SMART neurospheres.
Hence, we first confirmed the timely in vivo biodegradation of
MnO2 nanosheets in the SMART neurospheres, as supported by the
apparent disappearance of dark-colored materials 7 DPI. As the
biodegradation of MnO2 nanosheets is associated with the production of Mn2+ ions, we further performed urine and blood analysis
over a 4-week period and verified initial biodegradation at 7 DPI
(supported by the 2.1-fold increase of manganese levels in urine
samples) and complete degradation at 28 DPI (manganese levels
returned to normal) (fig. S11). This was also verified by the visual
disappearance of the dark MnO2 scaffold in the spinal cord after
1 week (fig. S11C). Rapid biodegradation is desired because the initial 1 to 2 weeks after SCI often contains the most hostile microenvironments that require the most notable support from our
nanomaterials. Meanwhile, long-term immune reactions to exogenous materials typically occur at 1 month after implantation,
according to the literature (59). Next, we also studied whether there
is any systemic cytotoxicity from the implantation of our SMART
neurospheres. Although manganese exists in many enzymes (e.g.,
MnSOD) and is an essential element for human metabolism, a burst
administration of manganese at high dosages has been shown to
induce toxicities. Therefore, we analyzed the effects of SMART
neurosphere implantation on major organs responsible for metabolism
and detoxification, including the kidneys, liver, heart, lungs, and
spleen. As a control, mice implanted with single-cell injections
under identical conditions were used. There was no long-term
accumulation of manganese ions in any of the organs. In addition,
histology was performed on the liver and kidneys, which are the two
major organs involved in metabolism and detoxification in the
body. It was shown that none of the slices from these major organs
showed any clear signs of tissue damage in the SMART neurosphere
group compared to the control group (fig. S11 and table S2). Together,
our in vivo stem cell implantation assay and toxicity assay indicate
the enormous potential of our SMART neurosphere technology for
improving stem cell therapy with minimal systemic toxicities.
The effective treatment of devastating diseases and disorders of
the CNS is of the utmost importance, but currently, there is a lack of
viable treatment strategies for disorders such as SCI. While stem
cell–based cell replacement therapies are very promising, they are
hindered by the survival and control of cell fate after implantation
(5, 11). Here, we developed a novel approach that can control cell
fate on two levels—both through insoluble physical interactions
and soluble drug delivery. By using our hybrid cell spheroids, we
can achieve effective control of cell-cell and cell-matrix interactions
as well as deep delivery of small molecules and growth factors to aid
in the survival and differentiation of stem cells both in vitro and
in vivo. We applied this developed technology to the treatment of
an SCI model and showed an increase in cell survival, differentiation,
and enhanced neuronal behaviors, such as axon growth, compared
to control conditions, showing the therapeutic potential of our
SMART spheroids. For this project, we used NSCs and neuronal
differentiation as proof-of-concept demonstrations. Our system is
very adaptable for any cell and differentiation type and can be
applied to treat a variety of diseases and disorders. In addition, this
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to a final concentration of 50 M. This solution was allowed to react
overnight at 37°C before washing thoroughly, at least six times with
PBS by centrifugation to remove the excess drug. To confirm the
binding of DAPT onto the surface of MnO2, MALDI-TOF (Bruker,
Ultraflex) was used on the basis of the Na+-DAPT peak at 455
(molecular weight–to–charge ratio).

In vitro differentiation of SMART spheroids
For in vitro differentiation studies, SMART spheroids were generated
as previously described. Briefly, the mixtures of hiPSC-NSCs and
laminin-coated nanosheets were mixed with 1 million cells/ml and
varying concentrations of nanosheets from 0 to 100 g/ml and allowed to incubate to form the various spheroids. Cells were then
transferred to 24-well plates and allowed to differentiate by removing
the growth factor bFGF from the neural proliferation medium. A
half-medium change was performed every day for 7 days, at which
point the cells were either fixed using 10% formalin (Sigma-Aldrich)
for immunocytochemistry or lysed for PCR experiments using
TRIzol (Thermo Fisher Scientific). For immunocytochemistry,
cells were fixed and stained using Hoechst (1:100 dilution, 0.2 mM;
Thermo Fisher Scientific, catalog number 33346), a neuronal marker
(TuJ1; 1:500 dilution; Cell Signaling Technology, catalog number
4466), and a mature neuronal marker (MAP2; 1:200 dilution; Cell
Signaling Technology, catalog number 4542S). The cells were then
imaged using a Nikon Eclipse Ti-E microscope, and all images were
analyzed for percent differentiation using the ImageJ software,
Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281
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Size control of SMART spheroids
Hydrogel microwell arrays were fabricated using a previously
described protocol using a polydimethylsiloxane (PDMS) stamp (64).
Briefly, the photomasks were designed in AutoCAD (Autodesk,
USA), then printed on a photomask and transferred onto silicon
wafers (Wanxiang Silicon-Peak Electronics Co., China) using SU-8
negative photoresist (MicroChem Corp., USA), and developed
according to the manufacturer’s instructions. PDMS prepolymer
solution (10:1, monomer:curing agent; Sylgard 184, Dow Corning
Corp., USA) was poured onto the silicon molds, and air bubbles
were removed in a vacuum chamber for 30 min followed by curing
in an oven at 85°C for 2 hours. Afterward, we generated the hydrogel
microwell arrays by pouring a solution of 10% (w/v) polyethylene
glycol diacrylate with a molecular weight of 700 and 1% photoinitiator
onto a 3-(trimethoxysilyl) propyl methacrylate–treated glass followed
by pressing under the PDMS stamp and ultraviolet light exposure.
Spheroids were then formed using the aforementioned method and
seeded into the microwells in 24-well plates. After seeding, cells
were allowed to incubate for 2 hours at 37°C before wiping away
cells that were not located inside the microwells. Cells were then
allowed to incubate at 37°C overnight before being transferred by
agitation and pipetting into fresh 24-well plates. These cells were
then allowed to differentiate for 7 days by removing bFGF and were
fixed and imaged as previously described for Hoechst and Tuj1.
MnO2 degradation studies
To study the degradation of the MnO2 nanosheets, MnO2 and GO
nanosheets were micropatterned on indium tin oxide (ITO) glass
using soft lithography. Briefly, PDMS stamps were created by pouring
PDMS prepolymer solution (10:1, monomer:curing agent; Sylgard
184, Dow Corning Corp., USA) onto the silicon molds of a grid
pattern, and air bubbles were removed in a vacuum chamber for
30 min followed by curing in an oven at 85°C for 2 hours. The
PDMS stamps were then dipped in a solution of dye-loaded MnO2
or GO and pressed on the surface of ITO glass for 10 min under
pressure. The ITO substrates were then imaged using the optical
microscope to visualize the micropattern. Afterward, substrates
were treated with ascorbic acid (25 g/ml) and visualized again using
an optical microscope to see the degradation of the MnO2 pattern,
but the GO patterned did not.
Degradation-mediated drug release studies
Concurrently, spheroids were formed as previously described using
both dye-loaded MnO2 and GO. Cells were then transferred to a
24-well plate and imaged daily for the fluorescent signal. The
samples that used MnO2 nanosheets saw a day-dependent increase
in fluorescent signal, whereas the GO samples showed little to no
10 of 13
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NSC culture and spheroid formation
hiPSC-derived NSCs were derived from hiPSCs (WT126 clone 8
and WT33 clone 1) (63) and grown in proliferation medium
containing DMEM/F12 (Invitrogen) supplemented with B27
(Invitrogen), N2 (STEMCELL Technologies), and bFGF (20 ng/ml)
(Invitrogen). Cells between passages 5 and 10 were used for all
experiments. Total viable cell numbers were assessed by counting
the single-cell suspensions of hiPSC-NSCs with an ADAM-MC2 cell
counter (NanoEnTek, Seoul, Korea) according to the manufacturer’s
instructions. Briefly, to form spheroids, a solution of NSCs (hiPSC-
NSCs, 1 million cells/ml, in neural growth medium) was mixed with
our previously formed solution of laminin-loaded MnO2 in a 1.7-ml
Eppendorf tube and pipetted vigorously. The formation of aggregates was visible within 15 min; however, the solution was allowed
to incubate at 37°C for a minimum of 4 hours before being transferred to tissue culture plates (Corning) for future studies. For light
microscopy studies, cells were mixed with varying concentrations
of laminin-loaded MnO2 and formed as previously described and
then imaged using the phase contrast mode using a Nikon Eclipse
Ti-E microscope. Besides, after 48 hours of culture, cell viability was
assayed using a standard PrestoBlue assay (10% volume ratio as
compared to cell medium; Thermo Fisher Scientific, catalog no.
A13261) following the manufacturer’s instructions. Furthermore,
for SEM studies, cells were plated on glass slides and cultured as
previously described and then chemically dried using serial increments of ethanol and hexamethyldisilazane (Thermo Fisher Scientific).
Last, cells were removed from all solutions and air-dried overnight
before sputter coating with a 20-nm-thick gold film. Cells were then
visualized using the FE-SEM (Zeiss with Oxford EDS). For FAK
inhibitor studies, FAK inhibitor 14 (Sigma-Aldrich) was treated to
cells 1 hour before spheroid formation. After treatment, spheroids
were made following the previously mentioned protocol.

where nuclei were counted and cells were studied for whether they
were TuJ1 positive. The axon length was studied using the NeuronJ
software in ImageJ for axon tracing using the TuJ1 signal. For
qRT-PCR, the TRIzol samples were collected and reverse-transcribed
using the SuperScript III First-Strand Synthesis System (Life
Technologies). The complementary DNA (cDNA) was then used
for qPCR using a StepOnePlus RT-PCR system (Applied Biosystems),
a Power SYBR Green PCR master mix (Applied Biosystems), and
primers specific to each target gene (TuJ1, FAK, and Notch2). All
samples were normalized to glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase (GAPDH) gene expression.
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fluorescent signal. To correlate the release of drugs with the MRI
signal generated by the degradation product, Mn2+ varying concentrations of dye-loaded MnO2 nanosheets were fully degraded using
ascorbic acid. The samples were then measured using both
fluorescent microscopies to quantify drug release and MRI imaging
(Aspect’s M2TM Compact High-Performance MRI, 1T) to quantify
manganese ion content and MRI signal. As expected, the correlation could be seen between the fluorescent drug release and the
MRI signal.

In vitro inflammatory survival assay
To study the survival of our hiPSC-NSCs when challenged with
inflammatory molecules, we first cultured THP-1 monocytes and
differentiated them into macrophages by stimulating them with
lipopolysaccharide. We then harvested the medium from the
macrophages and cocultured traditional neurospheres or our SMART
neurospheres with conditioned medium at a 10:1 ratio with basal
medium. We allowed the cells to incubate for 24 hours and then
assayed them using LIVE/DEAD staining (Thermo Fisher Scientific,
catalog no. L7010) to study the cell survival under inflammatory
conditions.
In vivo delivery of SMART spheroids assay
All experiments were approved by the Institutional Animal Care
and Use Committee (IACUC) and the Institutional Biosafety
Committee at Rutgers University. All animal work was conducted
in compliance with the National Institutes of Health Guide for the
Care and Use of Laboratory Animals. All experiments were done in
accordance with the Rutgers IACUC standards under protocol
999900038.
For the in vivo experiments, a T8-T10 hemisection model was
used with 8-week-old C57BL6 mice. Mice were randomly selected
for each experimental group with n = 3 per group. The dorsal fur
was shaved off 1 day before the surgery. Next, an oxygen-enriched
5% isoflurane chamber was used to anesthetize the animals and
then maintained at 2% isoflurane for the duration of the surgery.
Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281
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In vivo ICP-MS analysis and tissue histology
For ICP-MS analysis, the blood and urine were diluted in aqua regia
and water and analyzed for content of common ions, including
Mn2+ ions. For ICP-MS of organs, organs were first cut and ground
using a scalpel and mortar and pestle. Ground-up samples were
then dissolved in aqua regia and filtered to remove any remaining
particulates and then analyzed for common ions, including Mn2+.
For tissue histology studies, all samples were sent to the Rutgers
Molecular Imaging Center for processing and analysis, where a
board-certified pathologist analyzed the tissue sections and found no
noticeable differences between experimental and control conditions.
SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS

Supplementary material for this article is available at https://science.org/doi/10.1126/
sciadv.abj2281
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DAPT-mediated neurogenesis
To study the effect of DAPT-loaded MnO2 nanosheets on neurogenesis of SMART spheroids, we first loaded varying concentrations
of DAPT on the surface of the MnO2 nanosheets at concentrations
from 0 to 50 M as previously described. These drug-loaded
nanosheets were then used to form spheroids, and then cells were
transferred to 24-well plates and allowed to differentiate for 7 days
by bFGF withdrawal. Cells were then fixed with formalin or lysed
with TRIzol, as previously described. Cells that were fixed were
stained and imaged for a nuclear marker (Hoechst) and a neuronal
marker (TuJ1). The cells were then imaged using the Nikon Eclipse
Ti-E microscope, and all images were analyzed for percent differentiation using the ImageJ software, where nuclei were counted and
cells were studied for whether they were TuJ1 positive. Besides, the
axon length was studied using the NeuronJ software in ImageJ for
axon tracing using the TuJ1 signal. For qRT-PCR experiments, the
TRIzol samples were collected and reverse-transcribed using the
SuperScript III First-Strand Synthesis System (Life Technologies). The
cDNA was then used for qPCR using a StepOnePlus RT-PCR system
(Applied Biosystems), a Power SYBR Green PCR master mix (Applied
Biosystems), and primers specific to each target gene (TuJ1 and GFAP).
All samples were normalized to GAPDH gene expression.

For the hemisection, a laminectomy of the T10 vertebral bone was
performed to expose the spinal cord. Next, the dorsal blood vessel
was cauterized, and the spinal cord was cut from the midline toward
the left using a #10 scalpel.
Next, SMART spheroids or control conditions were injected
into the spinal cord using 1 million cells per animal. For in vivo
studies, cells were labeled with a GFP plasmid for cell tracking
purposes. For each group, cells, DAPT, laminin, and bFGF were
injected into the spinal cord. For the single-cell conditions, cells
were monodispersed and injected with the three other components
in solution. For the neurosphere condition, cells were preaggregated
into spheroids by culturing overnight in nonattachment dishes and
then injected in solution with the three other components. In the
SMART spheroid condition, all three components were loaded
onto the surface of the MnO2 nanosheets, formed into spheroids
with the cells, and then injected. For all conditions, 1 million cells
were used with 10 M DAPT, 5 g of laminin, and 1 g of bFGF.
At 1 and 4 weeks after injury, animals were euthanized, and
organs, including the spinal cord, were harvested using dissection.
They were washed in 1× PBS and fixed with 4% (w/v) paraformaldehyde for 24 hours. Fixed tissues were then rewashed and cryopreserved in 30% (w/v) sucrose for 48 hours. Next, the spinal cord
tissue was embedded in cryopreserving medium (Tissue-Tek OCT
compound) and kept frozen at −80°C for further processing. Spinal
cord tissue was sectioned at 12 m thickness and then stained using
Hoechst, TuJ1 (previously described), GFAP (Invitrogen, catalog
number PAS-16291), and NeuN (BioLegend, catalog number 834501)
antibodies and imaged on a confocal microscope (Zeiss LSM 800).
Cell counting for percentage differentiation analysis was performed
on ImageJ. Intensity analysis for glial scar formation was performed
using the Nikon Elements software automatic fluorescence detection module. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used for
multigroup analysis. Data are means ± SD; n = 3; *P < 0.05,
**P < 0.01 with Tukey’s post hoc analysis. In addition, urine and
blood for the animals were collected from animals at 1- and 4-week
time points by harvesting bedding and soaking it in ultrapure water
or extraction immediately after sacrificing, respectively.

SCIENCE ADVANCES | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281

29 September 2021

31.

32.

33.

34.
35.
36.
37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

45.

46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.

54.

55.

human-induced pluripotent stem-cell–derived neurospheres promote motor functional
recovery after spinal cord injury in mice. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 108, 16825–16830
(2011).
S. Pluchino, L. Zanotti, B. Rossi, E. Brambilla, L. Ottoboni, G. Salani, M. Martinello,
A. Cattalini, A. Bergami, R. Furlan, G. Comi, G. Constantin, G. Martino, Neurospherederived multipotent precursors promote neuroprotection by an immunomodulatory
mechanism. Nature 436, 266–271 (2005).
S. Suryaprakash, Y. H. Lao, H. Y. Cho, M. Li, H. Y. Ji, D. Shao, H. Hu, C. H. Quek, D. Huang,
R. L. Mintz, J. R. Bagó, S. D. Hingtgen, K. B. Lee, K. W. Leong, Engineered mesenchymal
stem cell/nanomedicine spheroid as an active drug delivery platform for combinational
glioblastoma therapy. Nano Lett. 19, 1701–1705 (2019).
S. Uchida, K. Hayakawa, T. Ogata, S. Tanaka, K. Kataoka, K. Itaka, Treatment of spinal cord
injury by an advanced cell transplantation technology using brain-derived neurotrophic
factor-transfected mesenchymal stem cell spheroids. Biomaterials 109, 1–11 (2016).
J. D. Blair, D. Hockemeyer, H. S. Bateup, Genetically engineered human cortical spheroid
models of tuberous sclerosis. Nat. Med. 24, 1568–1578 (2018).
I. Chiaradia, M. A. Lancaster, Brain organoids for the study of human neurobiology at
the interface of in vitro and in vivo. Nat. Neurosci. 23, 1496–1508 (2020).
S. P. Pașca, The rise of three-dimensional human brain cultures. Nature 553, 437–445
(2018).
J. K. Lee, L. W. Huwe, N. Paschos, A. Aryaei, C. A. Gegg, J. C. Hu, K. A. Athanasiou, Tension
stimulation drives tissue formation in scaffold-free systems. Nat. Mater. 16, 864–873
(2017).
M. M. Monsanto, B. J. Wang, Z. R. Ehrenberg, O. Echeagaray, K. S. White, R. Alvarez Jr.,
K. Fisher, S. Sengphanith, A. Muliono, N. A. Gude, M. A. Sussman, Enhancing myocardial
repair with CardioClusters. Nat. Commun. 11, 3955 (2020).
J. S. Miller, K. R. Stevens, M. T. Yang, B. M. Baker, D. H. T. Nguyen, D. M. Cohen, E. Toro,
A. A. Chen, P. A. Galie, X. Yu, R. Chaturvedi, S. N. Bhatia, C. S. Chen, Rapid casting
of patterned vascular networks for perfusable engineered three-dimensional tissues.
Nat. Mater. 11, 768–774 (2012).
Y. Chen, D. Ye, M. Wu, H. Chen, L. Zhang, J. Shi, L. Wang, Break-up of two-dimensional
MnO2 nanosheets promotes ultrasensitive pH-triggered theranostics of cancer.
Adv. Mater. 26, 7019–7026 (2014).
L. Li, B. Xiao, J. Mu, Y. Zhang, C. Zhang, H. Cao, R. Chen, H. K. Patra, B. Yang, S. Feng,
Y. Tabata, N. K. H. Slater, J. Tang, Y. Shen, J. Gao, A MnO2 nanoparticle-dotted hydrogel
promotes spinal cord repairvia regulating reactive oxygen species microenvironment
and synergizing with mesenchymal stem cells. ACS Nano 13, 14283–14293 (2019).
T. Dvir, B. P. Timko, M. D. Brigham, S. R. Naik, S. S. Karajanagi, O. Levy, H. Jin, K. K. Parker,
R. Langer, D. S. Kohane, Nanowired three-dimensional cardiac patches. Nat. Nanotechnol.
6, 720–725 (2011).
Q. Li, K. Nan, P. le Floch, Z. Lin, H. Sheng, T. S. Blum, J. Liu, Cyborg organoids: Implantation
of nanoelectronics via organogenesis for tissue-wide electrophysiology. Nano Lett. 19,
5781–5789 (2019).
Y. Tan, D. Richards, R. Xu, S. Stewart-Clark, S. K. Mani, T. K. Borg, D. R. Menick, B. Tian,
Y. Mei, Silicon nanowire-induced maturation of cardiomyocytes derived from human
induced pluripotent stem cells. Nano Lett. 15, 2765–2772 (2015).
H. H. Yoon, S. H. Bhang, T. Kim, T. Yu, T. Hyeon, B. S. Kim, Dual roles of graphene oxide
in chondrogenic differentiation of adult stem cells: Cell-adhesion substrate and growth
factor-delivery carrier. Adv. Funct. Mater. 24, 6455–6464 (2014).
G. Dey, L. Yang, K.-B. Lee, L. Wang, Characterizing molecular adsorption on biodegradable
MnO2 nanoscaffolds. J. Phys. Chem. C 122, 29017–29027 (2018).
iPS Cells 10 Years Later. Cell 166, 1356–1359 (2016).
D. Barros, I. F. Amaral, A. P. Pêgo, Laminin-inspired cell-instructive microenvironments
for neural stem cells. Biomacromolecules 21, 276–293 (2020).
Y. Shi, H. Inoue, J. C. Wu, S. Yamanaka, Induced pluripotent stem cell technology:
A decade of progress. Nat. Rev. Drug Discov. 16, 115–130 (2017).
G. Tanentzapf, D. Devenport, D. Godt, N. H. Brown, Integrin-dependent anchoring
of a stem-cell niche. Nat. Cell Biol. 9, 1413–1418 (2007).
E. Cukierman, R. Pankov, D. R. Stevens, K. M. Yamada, Taking cell-matrix adhesions
to the third dimension. Science 294, 1708–1712 (2001).
U. Ladiwala, H. Basu, D. Mathur, Assembling neurospheres: Dynamics of neural
progenitor/stem cell aggregation probed using an optical trap. PLOS ONE 7, e38613 (2012).
X. Liu, J. Qin, M. Chang, S. Wang, Y. Li, X. Pei, Y. Wang, Enhanced differentiation of human
pluripotent stem cells into pancreatic endocrine cells in 3D culture by inhibition of focal
adhesion kinase. Stem Cell Res. Ther. 11, 488 (2020).
A. Mauretti, F. Rossi, N. A. M. Bax, C. Miano, F. Miraldi, M. J. Goumans, E. Messina,
A. Giacomello, C. V. C. Bouten, C. Sahlgren, Spheroid three-dimensional culture enhances
Notch signaling in cardiac progenitor cells. MRS Commun. 7, 496–501 (2017).
I. Smyrek, B. Mathew, S. C. Fischer, S. M. Lissek, S. Becker, E. H. K. Stelzer, E-cadherin, actin,
microtubules and FAK dominate different spheroid formation phases and important
elements of tissue integrity. Biol. Open 8, bio037051 (2019).

12 of 13

Downloaded from https://www.science.org at Rutgers University on September 30, 2021

4. A. P. Tran, J. Silver, Systemically treating spinal cord injury. Science 348, 285–286 (2015).
5. P. Assinck, G. J. Duncan, B. J. Hilton, J. R. Plemel, W. Tetzlaff, Cell transplantation therapy
for spinal cord injury. Nat. Neurosci. 20, 637–647 (2017).
6. S. Ceto, K. J. Sekiguchi, Y. Takashima, A. Nimmerjahn, M. H. Tuszynski, Neural stem cell
grafts form extensive synaptic networks that integrate with host circuits after spinal cord
injury. Cell Stem Cell 27, 430–440.e5 (2020).
7. P. Lu, Y. Wang, L. Graham, K. McHale, M. Gao, D. Wu, J. Brock, A. Blesch, E. S. Rosenzweig,
L. A. Havton, B. Zheng, J. M. Conner, M. Marsala, M. H. Tuszynski, Long-distance growth
and connectivity of neural stem cells after severe spinal cord injury. Cell 150, 1264–1273
(2012).
8. K. Aboody, A. Capela, N. Niazi, J. H. Stern, S. Temple, Translating stem cell studies
to the clinic for CNS repair: Current state of the art and the need for a rosetta stone.
Neuron 70, 597–613 (2011).
9. O. Y. Bang, E. H. Kim, J. M. Cha, G. J. Moon, Adult stem cell therapy for stroke: Challenges
and progress. J. Stroke 18, 256–266 (2016).
10. G. Courtine, M. V. Sofroniew, Spinal cord repair: Advances in biology and technology.
Nat. Med. 25, 898–908 (2019).
11. I. Fischer, J. N. Dulin, M. A. Lane, Transplanting neural progenitor cells to restore
connectivity after spinal cord injury. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 21, 366–383 (2020).
12. S. A. Goldman, Stem and progenitor cell-based therapy of the central nervous system:
Hopes, hype, and wishful thinking. Cell Stem Cell 18, 174–188 (2016).
13. I. Elliott Donaghue, R. Tam, M. V. Sefton, M. S. Shoichet, Cell and biomolecule delivery
for tissue repair and regeneration in the central nervous system. J. Control. Release 190,
219–227 (2014).
14. G. S. Hussey, J. L. Dziki, S. F. Badylak, Extracellular matrix-based materials for regenerative
medicine. Nat. Rev. Mater. 3, 159–173 (2018).
15. G. Orive, E. Anitua, J. L. Pedraz, D. F. Emerich, Biomaterials for promoting brain protection,
repair and regeneration. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 10, 682–692 (2009).
16. L. A. Rocha, D. Silva, S. Barata-Antunes, H. Cavaleiro, E. D. Gomes, N. A. Silva, A. J. Salgado,
Cell and tissue instructive materials for central nervous system repair. Adv. Funct. Mater.
30, 1909083 (2020).
17. M. A. Anderson, T. M. O’Shea, J. E. Burda, Y. Ao, S. L. Barlatey, A. M. Bernstein, J. H. Kim,
N. D. James, A. Rogers, B. Kato, A. L. Wollenberg, R. Kawaguchi, G. Coppola, C. Wang,
T. J. Deming, Z. He, G. Courtine, M. V. Sofroniew, Required growth facilitators propel axon
regeneration across complete spinal cord injury. Nature 561, 396–400 (2018).
18. J. Koffler, W. Zhu, X. Qu, O. Platoshyn, J. N. Dulin, J. Brock, L. Graham, P. Lu, J. Sakamoto,
M. Marsala, S. Chen, M. H. Tuszynski, Biomimetic 3D-printed scaffolds for spinal cord
injury repair. Nat. Med. 25, 263–269 (2019).
19. S. Shah, P.-T. Yin, T.-M. Uehara, S.-T. D. Chueng, L. Yang, K.-B. Lee, Guiding stem cell
differentiation into oligodendrocytes using graphene-nanofiber hybrid scaffolds.
Adv. Mater. 26, 3673–3680 (2014).
20. L. Yang, S.-T. D. Chueng, Y. Li, M. Patel, C. Rathnam, G. Dey, L. Wang, L. Cai, K.-B. Lee,
A biodegradable hybrid inorganic nanoscaffold for advanced stem cell therapy.
Nat. Commun. 9, –3147 (2018).
21. L. Yang, B. M. Conley, S. R. Cerqueira, T. Pongkulapa, S. Wang, J. K. Lee, K.-B. Lee, Effective
modulation of CNS inhibitory microenvironment using bioinspired hybrid-nanoscaffoldbased therapeutic interventions. Adv. Mater. 32, 2002578 (2020).
22. L. Zhou, L. Fan, X. Yi, Z. Zhou, C. Liu, R. Fu, C. Dai, Z. Wang, X. Chen, P. Yu, D. Chen, G. Tan,
Q. Wang, C. Ning, Soft conducting polymer hydrogels cross-linked and doped by tannic
acid for spinal cord injury repair. ACS Nano 12, 10957–10967 (2018).
23. N. Ashammakhi, H.-J. Kim, A. Ehsanipour, R. D. Bierman, O. Kaarela, C. Xue,
A. Khademhosseini, S. K. Seidlits, Regenerative therapies for spinal cord injury. Tissue Eng.
Part B Rev. 25, 471–491 (2019).
24. Z. Liu, M. Tang, J. Zhao, R. Chai, J. Kang, Looking into the future: Toward advanced 3D
biomaterials for stem-cell-based regenerative medicine. Adv. Mater. 30, e1705388 (2018).
25. E. S. Place, N. D. Evans, M. M. Stevens, Complexity in biomaterials for tissue engineering.
Nat. Mater. 8, 457–470 (2009).
26. A. N. Edelbrock, Z. Àlvarez, D. Simkin, T. Fyrner, S. M. Chin, K. Sato, E. Kiskinis, S. I. Stupp,
Supramolecular nanostructure activates TrkB receptor signaling of neuronal cells by
mimicking brain-derived neurotrophic factor. Nano Lett. 18, 6237–6247 (2018).
27. G. A. Silva, C. Czeisler, K. L. Niece, E. Beniash, D. A. Harrington, J. A. Kessler, S. I. Stupp,
Selective differentiation of neural progenitor cells by high-epitope density nanofibers.
Science 303, 1352–1355 (2004).
28. V. M. Tysseling-Mattiace, V. Sahni, K. L. Niece, D. Birch, C. Czeisler, M. G. Fehlings,
S. I. Stupp, J. A. Kessler, Self-assembling nanofibers inhibit glial scar formation
and promote axon elongation after spinal cord injury. J. Neurosci. 28, 3814–3823 (2008).
29. S. Y. Chow, J. Moul, C. A. Tobias, B. T. Himes, Y. Liu, M. Obrocka, L. Hodge, A. Tessler,
I. Fischer, Characterization and intraspinal grafting of EGF/bFGF-dependent
neurospheres derived from embryonic rat spinal cord. Brain Res. 874, 87–106 (2000).
30. S. Nori, Y. Okada, A. Yasuda, O. Tsuji, Y. Takahashi, Y. Kobayashi, K. Fujiyoshi, M. Koike,
Y. Uchiyama, E. Ikeda, Y. Toyama, S. Yamanaka, M. Nakamura, H. Okano, Grafted

SCIENCE ADVANCES | RESEARCH ARTICLE
56. S. Vogler, S. Prokoph, U. Freudenberg, M. Binner, M. Tsurkan, C. Werner, G. Kempermann,
Defined geldrop cultures maintain neural precursor cells. Sci. Rep. 8, 8433 (2018).
57. A. K. Watters, S. Rom, J. D. Hill, M. K. Dematatis, Y. Zhou, S. F. Merkel, A. M. Andrews,
J. M. Cenna, R. Potula, A. Skuba, Y. J. Son, Y. Persidsky, S. H. Ramirez, Identification
and dynamic regulation of tight junction protein expression in human neural stem cells.
Stem Cells Dev. 24, 1377–1389 (2015).
58. J. L. Ables, J. J. Breunig, A. J. Eisch, P. Rakic, Not(ch) just development: Notch signalling
in the adult brain. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 12, 269–283 (2011).
59. S. Kabu, Y. Gao, B. K. Kwon, V. Labhasetwar, Drug delivery, cell-based therapies, and tissue
engineering approaches for spinal cord injury. J. Control. Release 219, 141–154 (2015).
60. S. Wang, B. A. Barres, Up a notch: Instructing gliogenesis. Neuron 27, 197–200 (2000).
61. J. F. Bonner, A. Blesch, B. Neuhuber, I. Fischer, Promoting directional axon growth
from neural progenitors grafted into the injured spinal cord. J. Neurosci. Res. 88,
1182–1192 (2010).
62. K. Kai, Y. Yoshida, H. Kageyama, G. Saito, T. Ishigaki, Y. Furukawa, J. Kawamata,
Room-temperature synthesis of manganese oxide monosheets. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 130,
15938–15943 (2008).
63. M. C. N. Marchetto, C. Carromeu, A. Acab, D. Yu, G. W. Yeo, Y. Mu, G. Chen, F. H. Gage,
A. R. Muotri, A model for neural development and treatment of Rett syndrome using
human induced pluripotent stem cells. Cell 143, 527–539 (2010).
64. J. M. Lee, D. Y. Park, L. Yang, E. J. Kim, C. D. Ahrberg, K. B. Lee, B. G. Chung, Generation
of uniform-sized multicellular tumor spheroids using hydrogel microwells for advanced
drug screening. Sci. Rep. 8, 17145 (2018).

Acknowledgments: We thank B. Conley for assistance in FE-SEM characterizations. We also
thank J. Lee for helpful discussions. Funding: This work was supported by NSF grant
CBET-1803517 (K.-B.L.); New Jersey Commission on Spinal Cord Research grants CSCR17IRG010
(K.-B.L.), CSCR16ERG019 (K.-B.L.), CSCR18FEL005 (C.R.), and CSCR15IRG006 (L.C.); NIH grants
R21 R21AR071101 (K.-B.L.), R01 1R01DC016612 (K.-B.L.), R01 3R01DC016612-01S1 (K.-B.L.), R01
5R01DC016612-02S1 (K.-B.L.), and T32 Biotechnology Training Fellowship GM008339 (C.R.);
and Rutgers TechAdvance Award (L.Y. and K.-B.L.). Author contributions: Conceptualization:
C.R., L.Y., and K.-B.L. Methodology: C.R. and L.Y. Investigation: C.R., L.Y., S.C.-P., and J.L.
Visualization: C.R., L.Y., and K.-B.L. Supervision: L.C. and K.-B.L. Writing (original draft): C.R., L.Y.,
and K.-B.L. Writing (revision): C.R., L.Y., and K.-B.L. Competing interests: C.R., L.Y., and K.-B.L.
are inventors on a patent application related to this work filed by Rutgers (U.S. Application
17/404,030, filed on August 17, 2021). The authors declare no other competing interests.
Data and materials availability: All data needed to evaluate the conclusions in the paper are
present in the paper and/or the Supplementary Materials.

Submitted 28 April 2021
Accepted 6 August 2021
Published 29 September 2021
10.1126/sciadv.abj2281
Citation: C. Rathnam, L. Yang, S. Castro-Pedrido, J. Luo, L. Cai, K.-B. Lee, Hybrid SMART spheroids
to enhance stem cell therapy for CNS injuries. Sci. Adv. 7, eabj2281 (2021).

Downloaded from https://www.science.org at Rutgers University on September 30, 2021

Rathnam et al., Sci. Adv. 2021; 7 : eabj2281

29 September 2021

13 of 13

Hybrid SMART spheroids to enhance stem cell therapy for CNS injuries
Christopher RathnamLetao YangSofia Castro-PedridoJeffrey LuoLi CaiKi-Bum Lee

Sci. Adv., 7 (40), eabj2281. • DOI: 10.1126/sciadv.abj2281

View the article online
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.abj2281
Permissions
https://www.science.org/help/reprints-and-permissions

Downloaded from https://www.science.org at Rutgers University on September 30, 2021

Use of think article is subject to the Terms of service
Science Advances (ISSN ) is published by the American Association for the Advancement of Science. 1200 New York Avenue NW,
Washington, DC 20005. The title Science Advances is a registered trademark of AAAS.
Copyright © 2021 The Authors, some rights reserved; exclusive licensee American Association for the Advancement of Science. No claim
to original U.S. Government Works. Distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution License 4.0 (CC BY).

