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r on a diamide–diacid-bridged
PMO: an efficient hybrid catalyst for the cascade
oxidation of benzyl alcohols/Knoevenagel
condensation†

Ehsan Valiey and Mohammad G. Dekamin *

In this study, a novel periodic mesoporous organosilica (PMO) containing diamide–diacid bridges was

conveniently prepared using ethylenediaminetetraacetic dianhydride to support Cu(II) species and

affording supramolecular Cu@EDTAD-PMO nanoparticles efficiently. Fourier transform infrared (FT-IR)

and energy dispersive X-ray (EDX) spectroscopy, thermogravimetric analysis (TGA), X-ray diffraction

(XRD), field emission scanning electron microscopy (FESEM), Brunauer–Emmett–Teller (BET) analysis,

and high-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HRTEM) results confirmed the successful

synthesis of Cu@EDTAD-PMO. The stabilized Cu(II) nanoparticles inside the mesochannels of the new

PMO provided appropriate sites for selective oxidation of different benzyl alcohol derivatives to their

corresponding benzaldehydes and subsequent Knoevenagel condensation with malononitrile. Therefore,

Cu@EDTAD-PMO can be considered as a multifunctional heterogeneous catalyst, which is prepared

easily through a green procedure and demonstrates appropriate stability with almost no leaching of the

Cu(II) nanoparticles into the reaction medium, and easy recovery through simple filtration. The recycled

Cu@EDTAD-PMO was reused up to five times without significant loss of its catalytic activity. The stability,

recoverability, and reusability of the designed heterogeneous catalyst were also studied under various

reaction conditions.
Introduction

Mesoporous silica has long been known as a popular subject for
research in materials science due to its special properties from
both morphology and surface chemistry points of view. Nano-
structured mesoporous materials have features such as high
specic surface area, regular pore channels, high permeability,
large pore volume, and high tolerability.1–14 By controlling the
assembly or growth processes, different types of products with
various structures, morphologies, or particle sizes can be
produced.12,13,15–21

Periodic mesoporous organosilicas (PMOs) were rst reported
in 1999 by Inagaki,22 Ozin,23 and Stein.24 They are a class of
materials synthesized via a sol–gel process from an organo-
bridged alkoxysilane in the presence of a surfactant. PMO
materials can be prepared in the nanoscale; this property is very
important especially for potential applications such as drug-
release,25–33 sensors, chromatography, catalysis, and adsorption
purposes.20,28,34,35 Generally, the organosiloxane bridges
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the Royal Society of Chemistry
determine the physical and chemical properties of the corre-
sponding PMOs. Also, PMOs are characterized by their high
specic surface area and ordered mesopores. Hence, PMOs are
very desirable in the eld of green catalysis.29,30,34,36,37 In addition,
PMOs can gra or support catalytically active centers such as
Brønsted acids as well as transition metals.37–40 Ethylenediamine
tetraacetic acid (EDTA) is widely used as a strong complexing
agent. EDTA is a multidentate ligand with six binding sites
including four carboxyl and two amino groups. Consequently,
EDTA forms a cage-like structure around the metal ions to afford
corresponding metal–ligand complexes, which are extremely
stable. On the other hand, ethylenediaminetetraacetic dianhy-
dride (EDTAD), a derivative of EDTA comprising two anhydride
groups, can react with amine and hydroxyl groups of other
compounds. EDTAD is used in various applications such as
baker's yeast biomass treatment for producing biosorbents with
a high capacity for the adsorption of Cu(II) and Pb(II) ions.41 Also,
EDTA has been graed on various structures such as graphene
oxides,42 polymers,43,44 MOFs,45 or mesoporous silica46 to adsorb
metal ions. However, designing of more effective PMOs con-
taining organic moieties including EDTA with stronger metal–
ligand interactions is still in demand.

Copper is a suitable metal compared to other transition
metals for many oxidation reactions, due to its natural
RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450 | 437

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d1ra06509b&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-12-20
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8332-5112
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7018-7363
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1ra06509b
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/RA
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/RA?issueid=RA012001


RSC Advances Paper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

0 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
21

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

/2
0/

20
26

 3
:3

3:
36

 A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
abundance, low toxicity, and oxidation potential. Therefore,
supramolecular chelating of Cu(II) species onto the surface of
PMO which enhances their catalytic activity would be very
desirable. This will provide successful examples of the
sustainable catalysis and one-pot multistep synthesis. Actually,
one-pot multistep reactions, also known as cascade reactions,
do not require isolation of intermediates and reduce the solvent
waste. Hence, cascade reactions have recently attracted atten-
tion in both industry and laboratory.47–52 These reactions
provide products in very good to excellent yields and therefore
follow the principles of green chemistry and sustainable
chemistry.

Cyanocinamonitriles, which are prepared via Knoevenagel
condensation of a carbonyl group and a C–H acid, can act as
a multifunctional intermediate in the synthesis of important
chemicals.53–60 Nowadays, the sequential oxidation of alcohols
and the subsequent Knoevenagel condensation reaction of the
obtained aldehyde compounds has received much attention in
terms of green and sustainable standpoints of view compared to
the classical multi-step reactions.16,61–66 Traditionally, stoichio-
metric amounts of oxidants such as chromium reagents,67

Dess–Martin periodinane,68,69 or permanganates70 are used for
oxidation of alcohols. These oxidants have adverse environ-
mental impacts due to their toxicity and large amounts of waste.
Hence, designing of efficient catalytic systems based on low
Scheme 1 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1)-catalyzed cascade oxidation/Knoe-
venagel condensation of benzyl alcohols withmalononitrile using tert-
butyl hydroperoxide (TBHP) as a green oxidant.

438 | RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450
toxic catalytic species and oxidants can address these chal-
lenges. In this research, the preparation and characterization of
novel Cu(II) species on ethylenediaminetetraacetic-bridged
periodic mesoporous organosilica (Cu@EDTAD-PMO) is re-
ported, as a recyclable catalyst, for the cascade oxidation/
Knoevenagel condensation of benzyl alcohols with malononi-
trile using tert-butyl hydroperoxide (TBHP) as a green oxidant
(Scheme 1).
Results and discussion

The prepared Cu@EDTAD-PMO mesoporous organosilica (1)
was characterized by using spectroscopic, microscopic or
analytical methods including FTIR, EDX, FESEM, HRTEM, XRD,
TGA and BET analysis. FTIR spectra of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO
mesoporous (1) along with its precursor (EDTAD-PMO) shown
in Fig. 1 conrm the existence of both Cu(II) species and EDTAD.
Absorption bands at 3000–3600 and 2928 cm�1 belong to the
stretching vibrations of O–H bonds of hydroxyl groups and the
stretching vibration of C–H aliphatic bonds, respectively. The
absorption bands at 1700 and 1664 cm�1 are attributed to the
acid groups and amide groups, respectively. The Si–O vibration
was observed at 1000–1200 cm�1 (Fig. 1a). Furthermore, in
Fig. 1b the characteristic band for Cu–NH stretching vibrations
was observed at 700–800 cm�1. Also, the recycled catalyst from
the model reaction aer six consecutive runs was studied using
FTIR spectroscopy, which showed appropriate stability of the
Cu@EDTAD-PMO mesoporous organosilica (1) as a heteroge-
neous catalyst.

EDX spectra of the EDTAD-PMO and Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1)
are illustrated in Fig. 2. It can be seen that the EDTAD-PMO is
composed of C, N, O and Si atoms (Fig. 2a) while the synthe-
sized Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) consists mainly of C, N, O, Si and Cu
atoms or species (Fig. 2b). In addition, EDX mapping was
carried out to observe the distribution of the elements in the
Fig. 1 FTIR spectra of the EDTAD-PMO (a), fresh Cu@EDTAD-PMO
mesoporous catalyst (1, (b)) and the recycled catalyst after six
consecutive runs (c).

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 2 EDX spectra of the EDTAD-PMO (2a), fresh Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1, (2b)) and the recycled Cu@EDTAD-PMO catalyst (1) from the model
reaction after six consecutive runs (1, (2c)) along with the elemental mapping of the fresh Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1).

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450 | 439
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Fig. 3 FESEM images of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO nano-ordered catalyst (1) with different magnifications (a–d).
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Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1). As can be seen in Fig. 2b, the detected
elements, especially Cu species, show uniform distribution.
Also, Fig. 2c is related to the EDX spectra of recycled catalyst
from the model reaction aer six consecutive runs. In addition,
ICP-AES analysis of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) indicated that the
amount of Cu(II) species is about 2.1 mmol g�1. Furthermore,
ICP-AES analysis of the recycled Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) indicated
that the amount of Cu is about 1.98 � 10�3 mol g�1.

The morphology and particle size of Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1)
were examined by FESEM andHRTEM techniques (Fig. 3 and 4).
FESEM images of Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) indicated that it
consists of interwoven tubular particles with 42.37–53.54 nm in
440 | RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450
width (Fig. 3). In addition, the original morphology was retained
aer the supramolecular chelation of Cu nanoparticles. Also,
HRTEM images of Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) revealed the arrange-
ment of mesopores (Fig. 4).

Fig. 5 shows XRD patterns of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1). Low-
angle XRD patterns for the Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) indicated one
sharp peak at 2q ¼ 1.35�, which arises from the periodicity of
the mesoporous structure (Fig. 5a). Moreover, wide-angle
diffraction signal at 2q of 20–30�, the characteristic signal of
amorphous SiO2, is also observed in the XRD pattern of the
Cu@EDTAD-PMO nanomaterial (1, Fig. 5b). Furthermore, the
diffraction peaks at 2q of 44.30�, 50.30�, and 75� (marked
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 4 HRTEM images of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO nano-ordered catalyst (1, a–d).
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withC) can be attributed to the reections of the Cu species in
the structure of mesoporous Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1). The stability
of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO mesoporous organosilica (1) was
further conrmed using low-angle XRD pattern observed for the
recycled catalyst from the model reaction aer six consecutive
runs (Fig. 5c).

The mesoporous Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) material was also
characterized by TGA and DTA by heating from 50 �C to 800 �C
under air ow (Fig. 6). The TGA curve of Cu@EDTAD-PMO
shows three weight losses; the rst weight loss of about 4 wt%
at 50–150 �C due to the evaporation of surface water or solvent
molecules adsorbed into the structure of Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1),
the second weight loss of about 24 wt% from 230 �C to 400 �C
due to decomposition of the EDTAD bridging groups, and the
third weight loss of about 14 wt% at 450–650 �C due to the
coversion of silanol groups to the corresponding siloxane
groups. These results also indicate that Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1)
has been successfully synthesized.
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
As can be seen in Fig. 7, N2 adsorption–desorption analysis
of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) illustrated a type IV isotherm with
an H4 hysteresis loop, which is characteristic of mesoporous
materials having uniform pore size distribution.71,72 Indeed,
BET (Brunauer–Emmett–Teller) analysis of Cu@EDTAD-PMO
(1) demonstrated high specic surface area of 623 m2 g�1 with
a total pore volume of 0.44 cm3 g�1. The BJH (Barrett–Joyner–
Halenda) calculations also illustrated highly uniform pore
diameter distribution of 6.05 nm.
Cu@EDTAD-PMO-promoted cascade
oxidation/Knoevenagel condensation
for the synthesis of a,b-unsaturated
nitriles 4a–f

To study the catalytic application of Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1), the one-
pot oxidation/Knoevenagel condensation reactions between benzyl
RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450 | 441
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Fig. 5 Low-angle (a) and wide-angle (b) XRD patterns of the fresh Cu@EDTAD-PMO catalyst (1), and low-angle XRD pattern of the recycled
Cu@EDTAD-PMO catalyst (1) from the model reaction after six consecutive runs (c).
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alcohol (2a) and malononitrile (3) in CH3CN was chosen as the
model reaction. As shown in Table 1, in the absence of catalyst
(Cu@EDTAD-PMO, 1) and using various oxidants including O2,
Fig. 6 TGA and DTA curves of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO nanomaterial (1).

442 | RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450
H2O2, air, and TBHP, no 2-benzylidinemalononitrile product (4a)
was obtained at 80 �C. However, 43%, 35%, and 20% conversion to
benzaldehyde (5a) was observed when H2O2, TBHP, and O2 were
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 7 (a) N2 adsorption–desorption, and (b) pore size distribution isotherms of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO mesoporous material (1).
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used, respectively. In addition, only trace amounts of benzalde-
hyde (5a) were produced under air ow (Table 1, entries 1–4).
Noteworthy, a yield of about 23% was observed for the favorable
benzylidinemalononitrile product (4a) by utilizing 2.1 mol% of the
Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1), as a catalyst, without any oxidant (Table 1,
Table 1 Optimization of different conditions for the oxidation/Knoeven

Entry Catalyst
Catalyst loading
(mol%) Oxidant So

1 — — O2 CH
2 — — H2O2 CH
3 — — Air CH
4 — — TBHP CH
5 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 2.1 — CH
6 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 2.1 TBHP CH
7 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 2.1 H2O2 CH
8 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 2.1 TBHP CH
9 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 2.1 TBHP CH
10 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 2.1 TBHP To
11 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 2.1 TBHP H2

12 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 1.1 TBHP CH
13 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 3.2 TBHP CH
14 Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) 4.2 TBHP CH
15 Cu(OAc)2 4.2 TBHP CH

a Reaction conditions: benzyl alcohol (2a, 1 mmol), oxidant (1 mmol), and
unless otherwise stated. Then, malononitrile (3, 1.1 mmol) was added to

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
entry 5). TBHP was found to be more efficient than H2O2 for the
cascade reaction (Table 1, entries 6–7). Actually, the t-BuOO radical
produced by TBHP is a stronger oxidant than the hydroxyl radical
generated by H2O2 during the reaction. Indeed, it has been previ-
ously reported that OH radicals react with EDTA and cause its
agel condensation of benzyl alcohol (2a)a

lvent
Temperature
(�C) Time (h)

Yield of (%)
4a

Yield of (%)
5a

3CN 80 24 Trace 20
3CN 80 24 — 43
3CN 80 24 — Trace
3CN 80 24 — 35
3CN 80 24 23 Trace
3CN 80 10 64 —

3CN 80 9 16 Trace
3CN 50 11 70 —

3CN r.t. 13 65 —
luene 50 15 58 —
O 50 20 34 27
3CN 50 10 70 —

3CN 50 8 87 —

3CN 50 6 95 —

3CN 50 6 30 12

Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) were added into CH3CN (2 mL) and stirred at 50 �C
the reaction mixture.

RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450 | 443
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Table 2 Cascade oxidation/Knoevenagel condensation of different
benzyl alcohols 2a–f catalyzed by the Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) under
optimized conditionsa

Entry Substrate 2 Product Time (h) Yield (%)

1 6 95

2 10 90

3 16 86

4 13 78

5 10 85

6 15 88

7 8 91

a Reaction conditions: benzyl alcohol (2, 1 mmol), TBHP (1 mmol), and
Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1, 4.2 mol%) were added into CH3CN (2 mL) and
stirred at 50 �C. Then, malononitrile (3, 1.1 mmol) was added to the
reaction mixture.
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destruction.73,74Hence, lower yield of the desired product 4a can be
assigned to themore affinity of OH radicals to degrade EDTA units
in the structure of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) rather than the
oxidation of benzyl alcohol (Table 1, entry 7). Therefore, TBHP was
utilized in the subsequent optimization experiments. It should be
noted that the yield of desired product was the same at room
temperature and 50 �C, except that longer reaction time was
444 | RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450 © 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Scheme 2 A plausible mechanism for the oxidation/Knoevenagel condensation of benzyl alcohols in the presence of Cu@EDTAD-PMO catalyst
(1).
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Fig. 8 Reusability of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO catalyst (1) in the model
reaction.
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needed at room temperature (Table 1, entries 8, 9). Therefore,
50 �C was chosen as the optimal temperature for the reaction. In
addition, the solvent showed a considerable impact on the oxida-
tion of benzyl alcohol (2a) and the subsequent Knoevenagel
condensation. For example, in H2O and toluene, the desired
product 4a was obtained in lower efficiencies than CH3CN using
the same amount of catalyst, even at longer reaction times (Table
1, entries 10, 11). By increasing the amount of catalyst from 1.1 to
4.2 mol%, the conversion of benzyl alcohol (2a) to 2-benzylidine-
malononitrile (4a) signicantly increased (Table 1, entries 7, 12–
14). Therefore, 4.2 mol% (20 mg) loading of Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1)
in CH3CN solvent at 50 �C in the presence of TBHP were deter-
mined as the optimal reaction conditions. On the other hand,
copper acetate was used at 4.2mol% catalyst loading under similar
conditions to the optimized conditions using Cu@EDTAD-PMO
catalyst. However, a lower yield of the desired product 4a was ob-
tained (Table 1, entry 15).

In order to extend the application of Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1), the
effect of substrate was also studied under optimal conditions
(Table 2). As can be seen, the reaction conditions were compat-
ible with both electron acceptor and electron donor substituents
on the aromatic ring. Interestingly, 2-benzylidenemalononitrile
(2a) could be obtained with 95% yield. In addition, alcohols such
as 4-nitrobenzyl alcohol (2d) and 4-hydroxybenzyl alcohol (2e)
reacted slowly to form the corresponding aldehydes in good yield.

Based on the above observations, a free radical mechanism is
proposed for the cascade oxidation/Knoevenagel condensation
of benzyl alcohols in the presence of Cu@EDTAD-PMO catalyst
Scheme 3 Preparation of EDTAD-3-(triethoxysilyl)propylamine (I).

446 | RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450
(1) (Scheme 2).75 First, TBHP is degraded to the t-butylproxide
radical and proton by reduction of Cu2+ ions. The abstraction of
a hydrogen radical from benzyl alcohol derivatives 2 produces
benzyl radicals (I) which can react later with t-butylproxide
radical to form the corresponding benzaldehyde (II) and
regenerate Cu(II) species.76–78 In the next step, aromatic alde-
hydes and malononitrile (3) are activated by the acidic sites of
catalyst 1, respectively via a typical Knoevenagel condensation
pathway. Eventually, the removal of one water molecule results
in the desired products (4a–f).79,80

One of the advantages of Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) is that it is
easily separated from the reaction mixture and can be reused
for the next catalytic cycle. As a result, the reusability of the
Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) was studied up to the ve cycles (Fig. 8).
Hence, catalyst 1 was separated from the reaction mixture via
ltration, washed with hexane, and dried in an oven. Then, it
was used again for the cascade oxidation/Knoevenagel
condensation reactions. This process was repeated ve times
without a noticeable decrease in its catalytic efficiency (Fig. 8).

To illustrate the catalytic efficiency of Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1)
for the oxidation/Knoevenagel condensation of benzyl alcohol
with malononitrile, its performance has been compared with
different catalytic systems. The results are summarized in
Table 3. It is obvious that Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) requires low
loading of a low-cost and supported non-toxic transition metal
on a novel PMO that can operate at 50 �C to promote one-pot
oxidation/Knoevenagel condensation efficiently.
Experimental section
Reagents and apparatus

All chemicals were purchased from Merck or Aldrich with high
purity and utilized as received without further purication.
Characterization of the mesoporous Cu@EDTAD-PMO nano-
material was performed by FESEM (TESCAN-MIRA3), EDX
(Numerix DXP-X10P), HRTEM (FEI TECNAI F20), FTIR (Shi-
madzu 8400s), BET (ASAP 2020 micromeritics) and TGA (Bahr
Company STA 504). XRD patterns of the mesoporous Cu@ED-
TAD-PMO nanomaterial were obtained using TW 1800 diffrac-
tometer with CuKa radiation (l ¼ 1.54050 Å). 1H NMR and 13C
NMR (500 MHz, Bruker DRX-500 Avance spectrometer in CDCl3)
spectral data were compared with those obtained from
authentic samples or reported in the literature. Distilled water
was utilized in all experiments.
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Scheme 4 Schematic preparation of the Cu@EDTAD-PMO nanomaterial (1).

Paper RSC Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 2

0 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
21

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

/2
0/

20
26

 3
:3

3:
36

 A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
General procedure for the preparation of EDTAD-3-
(triethoxysilyl)propylamine

EDTA dianhydride (EDTAD, 2 mmol) was dissolved in anhy-
drous pyridine (10 mL). Then, 3-(triethoxysilyl)propylamine
(APTS, 4.5 mmol) was added dropwise into the solution. The
resultant reaction mixture was stirred under N2 atmosphere for
24 h. Eventually, the product was precipitated with hexane, and
© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
isolated by centrifugation, then washed with hexane, and dried
in 60 �C for 6 h (Scheme 3).81
General procedure for the preparation of EDTAD-PMO

Pluronic P123 (1.2 g) was dissolved in amixture of HCl (43 mL, 2
M) and distilled H2O (10 mL). Then, the mixture was stirred at
room temperature for 4 h and subsequently at 40 �C for 6 h.
RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450 | 447
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Next, EDTAD-APS (I, 0.55 g) was added to the mixture and stir-
red for 30min. Aer that, tetraethyl orthosilicate (TEOS, 2.8 mL)
was added dropwise and stirred at 40 �C for 24 h, and was then
increased to 100 �C and aged at this temperature for 48 h
without stirring. Finally, the white precipitate was separated
from the mixture, washed with distilled water and EtOH, and
dried at 80 �C for 6 h.85,86 In the following, the product obtained
in acidic medium was under Soxhlet extraction conditions
using EtOH, as solvent, for 72 h.

General procedure for the preparation of Cu@EDTAD-PMO
catalyst (1)

EDTAD-PMO (0.5 g) was dispersed in 10 mL distilled water, then
Cu(OAc)2 (0.5 g) was added slowly and stirred at room temper-
ature for 24 h. Then, the mixture was ltered, washed with H2O
and EtOH, and dried at 60 �C for 5 h (Scheme 4).

General procedure for the synthesis of a,b-unsaturated
nitriles (4a–f) through cascade oxidation of benzyl alcohols
and Knoevenagel condensation catalyzed by Cu@EDTAD-
PMO catalyst (1)

In a round-bottomed ask, benzyl alcohol (2, 1 mmol), TBHP (1
mmol), and Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1, 4.2 mol%) were dissolved in
CH3CN (2 mL) and stirred at 50 �C. Then, malononitrile (3, 1.1
mmol) was added to the reaction mixture and stirred for
different times reported in Table 2. Aer reaction completion,
the solvent was evaporated. Then, EtOAc (3 mL) was added to
the mixture and the Cu@EDTAD-PMO (1) was ltered. Next, n-
hexane was added dropwise into the solution untill benzylidi-
nemalononitrile 4a–f was completely precipitated. The obtained
precipitate was ltered, washed with n-hexane, and dried at
70 �C for 3 h. The recycled catalyst 1 was washed with EtOH and
hexane and then dried at 50 �C for 2 h.

Spectral characterization of compounds 2c and 2g

2-(4-Methylbenzylidene)malononitrile (2c). FTIR (KBr, cm�1):
3034, 2962, 2223, 1581, 1554, 1485; 1H NMR (500 MHz, CDCl3):
d (ppm) 7.8 (d, J¼ 8.0 Hz, 2H), 7.72 (s, 1H), 7.3 (d, J¼ 8.0 Hz, 2H),
2.47 (Me, 3H); 13C NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) d (ppm) 160.8, 146.4,
130.9, 130.3, 128.4, 114, 112.8, 81.1, 22.0.

2-(2,4-Dicholorobenzylidene)malononitrile (2g). FTIR
(KBr, cm�1): 3097, 3043, 2227, 1577, 1546, 1461; 1H NMR (500
MHz, CDCl3): d (ppm) 8.19 (s, 1H), 8.15 (d, J¼ 8.5 Hz, 1H), 7.5 (s,
1H), 7.4 (d, J ¼ 8.5 Hz, 1H); 13C NMR (125 MHz, CDCl3) d (ppm)
159.8, 154.6, 141, 137.1, 130.7, 130.2, 128.3, 127.5, 113.0, 111.8,
85.9.

Conclusions

In summary, a cost-effective and practical route was designed
for the facile and rapid synthesis of Cu@EDTAD-PMO with
diamide–diacid bridges. The new Cu@EDTAD-PMO catalyst
was characterized and used, as a reusable catalyst, for the
sustainable cascade oxidation/Knoevenagel condensation of
benzyl alcohols to produce corresponding a,b-unsaturated
nitriles using TBHP under mild conditions. It was found that
448 | RSC Adv., 2022, 12, 437–450
high conversion of benzyl alcohols with good selectivities are
achievable by using the nano-ordered and reusable
Cu@EDTAD-PMO catalyst up to six cycles under mild reaction
conditions.
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