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Introduction

Chiral discrimination of L-DOPA via L/p-tryptophan
decorated carbon quantum dotsf

Aram Rezaei, (2 ** Mohammed Ahmed Hamad,” Hadi Adibi,“ Huajun Zheng ¢
and Khdir Hamza Qadir”

Chiral detection plays a crucial role in drug development by ensuring the purity and efficacy of drugs.
This enables researchers to accurately identify and quantify chiral molecules, thereby determining the
active form of a drug and avoiding the potential side effects associated with the inactive form. Chiral
carbon quantum dots (CQDs) have garnered attention in the field of biomaterials science due to their
distinctive chiroptical and electronic properties, as well as their biocompatibility, ease of synthesis,
excellent photostability, and convenient surface functionalization. In this study, we successfully
synthesized chiral probes using a one-pot chemical synthesis process. Specifically, we synthesized chiral
CQDs via one-step hydrothermal synthesis of L/b-tryptophan and citric acid. Comprehensive
characterization techniques, including FT-IR, PL, UV-vis, XRD, circular dichroism, 'H and ®C NMR,
FESEM, AFM, TEM, and HRTEM, were employed to characterize the chiral CQDs. Notably, to the best of
our knowledge, this study represents the first instance of well-defined chiral CQDs acting as probes for
the chiral detection of L-DOPA. We evaluated the PL responses of the chiral CQDs to various chiral
analytes such as cysteine, tryptophan, lysine, arginine, proline, histidine, p-penicillamine, L-DOPA, and
captopril. The results demonstrate a strong interaction between the chiral L/p-Trp-CQDs and t-DOPA.
Interestingly, the fluorescence spectrum of the L-Trp-CQDs remained unchanged upon the addition of
L-DOPA. In contrast, b-Trp-CQDs exhibited a distinct response. When L-DOPA was introduced into the
D-Trp-CQD solution, a new shoulder gradually emerged at 418 nm. This indicates that the p-Trp-CQDs
exhibited a linear response (R? = 0.99) within the concentration range of 37-4000 nM of L-DOPA. Also,
the limit of quantification (LOQ) and limit of detection (LOD) were calculated to be 37 and 11.2 nM,
respectively. Therefore, chiral CQDs hold significant promise for enantioselective detection in the
pharmaceutical industry and in other related fields. It offers a valuable means to ensure the safety and
efficacy of pharmaceutical products.

Levodopa, an anti-Parkinson medication, helps to replenish
dopamine levels in the brain. As Parkinson’s disease pro-

Parkinson’s disease is a neurological disorder characterized by
the progressive loss of dopaminergic neurons in the brain,
which causes tremors, rigidity and the slowing of physical
movement. This leads to reduced levels of dopamine, a neuro-
transmitter involved in the control of motor functions.
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gresses, the dose of levodopa needs to be adjusted.”” This is
because levodopa can have adverse effects if misused or incor-
rectly dosed. Levodopa is a chiral molecule with a carbon atom
bonded to four different functional groups, resulting in two
enantiomers.>® The 1-DOPA enantiomer is the active form
responsible for the therapeutic effects, while the p-DOPA enan-
tiomer is inactive and can even interfere with .-DOPA’s action.
Hence, chirality is critical in levodopa pharmacology, and the
use of pure .-DOPA is essential for successful treatment. It is
therefore crucial to monitor -DOPA levels in patients and
ensure the safe and effective use of the medication.”” After
conducting a thorough literature review, it has been found that
only a few reports exist concerning the selective detection of
1-DOPA. These reports encompass various methods such as
colorimetric and electrochemical techniques, high-performance
liquid chromatography, and spectrophotometry.>*® However, it

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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is worth noting that, to the best of our knowledge, no reports have
been published on the chiral detection of .-DOPA based on chiral
probes. Consequently, there is a pressing need to develop straight-
forward sensing methods that offer high selectivity and sensitivity
for the chiral detection of 1-DOPA."”

Chiral discrimination plays a significant role in pharmacy,
as it can impact the efficacy and safety of drugs. The ability of
biological systems to distinguish between enantiomers of a
chiral drug can lead to differences in pharmacological activity
and toxicity.'® As a result, it is essential to consider the
stereochemistry of drug molecules during drug development,
identify and separate enantiomers, and evaluate their pharma-
cological properties separately. This can help identify the
optimal enantiomer or enantiomeric mixture with the desired
therapeutic effects and minimal adverse effects. Chiral detec-
tion methods aim to differentiate and quantify these enantio-
mers. Such techniques typically utilize specialized analytical
instruments like polarimeters, chiral chromatography, or
spectroscopy, which can selectively interact with and analyze
the distinct properties of enantiomers."’

Fluorescence spectroscopy has proven to be an exceptionally
powerful and versatile technique for chiral detection, particu-
larly when combined with chiral fluorescent nanomaterials.
Chiral fluorescent probes are specifically designed molecules
that possess inherent chirality and exhibit fluorescence
properties.>® These probes can selectively interact with chiral
molecules of interest, enabling the detection and differentia-
tion of enantiomers with high sensitivity and specificity.
By incorporating chiral elements into the structure of a fluor-
escent probe, such as chiral centers or chiral auxiliary groups,
the probe itself becomes sensitive to the chiral environment
and exhibits different fluorescence responses to different enan-
tiomers. This unique property allows the direct and efficient
detection of chiral compounds, even at low concentrations.>"*>
Fluorescence spectroscopy offers high sensitivity, selectivity,
and ease of use compared to other chiral detection methods.
Additionally, it allows for real-time measurements, making it a
valuable tool for studying drug interactions and kinetics.>® The
use of fluorescence spectroscopy for chiral detection has broad
applications in pharmaceutical research and development, as it
can aid in drug discovery, development, and quality control. By
enabling the accurate identification and quantification of
chiral compounds, chiral detection plays a vital role in drug
development, environmental monitoring, and the understand-
ing of biological processes at a molecular level.”***

CQDs are nanomaterials that consist of carbon atoms
arranged in a crystalline lattice structure. They are typically
less than 10 nanometers in size and have unique optical and
electronic properties that make them attractive for a variety of
applications.>*>® CQDs are fluorescent, meaning that they emit
light when excited by a light source, and their fluorescence
properties can be tuned by controlling their size, shape, and
surface chemistry. They are also biocompatible, non-toxic,
and have low environmental impact, making them promising
candidates for biomedical and environmental applications.
One potential application of CQDs is in chiral discrimination,

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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where they can be used to distinguish between enantiomers of
chiral molecules.**°

Several studies have reported the use of chiral CQDs for
chiral discrimination, where they have been shown to interact
differently with chiral molecules, leading to differences in their
fluorescence or other optical properties. For instance, in 2016,
Pan and coworkers reported that (—)/(+)-sparteine endowed
CQDs with chirality via a surface passivation method. The
synthesized CQDs were demonstrated to be a chiral separation
platform for the isolation of cysteine enantiomers.?’ Another
group reported that r/p-cysteine-decorated CQDs via a one-pot
hydrothermal reaction exhibited enantioselective discrimina-
tion ability to recognize an enantiomer of tartaric acid.>* More-
over, Copur and colleagues fabricated a fluorescence probe
based on 1-cysteine-modified CQDs for the chiral detection of
a lysine enantiomer with a LOD value of 300 nM.*® Interest-
ingly, the covalent attachment of bovine serum albumin on the
surface of graphene quantum dots introduced a chiral electro-
chemical sensing platform for tryptophan isomers.** In 2019,
Askari et al. demonstrated that the chiral attachment of a
cysteine enantiomer on the surface of GQDs through thiol-
ene click chemistry introduced a chiral probe to detect a
tryptophan enantiomer.”® Recently, a lysine enantiomer was
successfully recognized based on a chiral fluorescent sensor,
which was synthesized through a one-pot reaction between
citric acid and t-aspartic acid.’® Recently, Sarma and coworkers
presented a simple turn-on sensor based on graphene oxide
quantum dots decorated with silk-fibroin for the detection of
1-DOPA in biological samples. The corresponding probe
showed a linear response to .-DOPA in the range of 0-35 uM
with an LOD value of 76.18 nM.?” Therefore, understanding
and addressing chiral discrimination based on CQDs is critical
for the development and use of safe and effective pharmaceu-
ticals. To the best of our knowledge, this study represents the
first and only reported investigation of chiral CQDs that exhibit
exceptional performance in the chiral detection of .-DOPA.>$™*!
This study aimed to assess the photoluminescence (PL)
responses of chiral CQDs functionalized with tryptophan iso-
mers (r/p-Trp-CQDs) to various chiral drugs and amino acids,
including cysteine, tryptophan, lysine, arginine, proline, histi-
dine, p-penicillamine, L-DOPA, and captopril. These findings
demonstrate that the chiral p-Trp-CQDs exhibited a strong
interaction with 1-DOPA, resulting in the emergence of a new
shoulder in the range of 300 to 500 nm when excited at 220 nm.
Interestingly, the fluorescence spectrum of the L-Trp-CQDs
remained unaltered upon the addition of L-DOPA, whereas
the p-Trp-CQDs displayed a distinctive response, leading to
the appearance of a new peak in the 418 nm region within the
concentration range of 37-4000 nM of 1.-DOPA.

Experimental section
Materials and apparatus

All chemical compounds and solvents were purchased from
Sigma/Merck and they were used as received. To prepare the

Mater. Adv,, 2024, 5,1614-1625 | 1615
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samples for NMR measurements, 20 mg of -Trp-CQDs were
dissolved in D,O. The 'H and *C NMR spectra were obtained
using a Bruker Avance DPX 300 (300 MHz) NMR spectrometer
(Ettlingen, Germany). The optical and fluorescence spectra of
the chiral CQDs were obtained using a PerkinElmer 1s45
fluorescence spectrophotometer, and the fluorescence was
recorded at room temperature. In addition, a PerkinElmer
Fourier transform infrared (FT-IR) spectrometer with KBr pel-
lets was used to record the FT-IR spectra at 400-4000 cm .
Furthermore, the TEM and HRTEM measurements were per-
formed using a Tecnai G2 F30 instrument (Thermo Fisher
Scientific). Field emission scanning electron microscopy
(FESEM) was performed using a SIGMA VP 500 microscope
(Zeiss). X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns were acquired utilizing
an X'PretPro diffractometer from Panalytical-Holland, employ-
ing Cu Ko radiation (4 = 1.54 A). To prepare the samples for
atomic force microscopy (AFM) measurements, the corres-
ponding product suspensions were deposited onto mica, fol-
lowed by vacuum drying. The prepared samples were then
examined using a scanning probe microscope (SPM) in AFM
mode, specifically the DME-95-50 E model, with a Si tip featur-
ing a tip radius of 10 nm. The examination was performed in
tapping mode at a frequency of 320 kHz.

Synthesis of chiral L/p-Trp-CQDs

To produce chiral CQDs, we began by adding 1 mmol of r/p-
tryptophan to 15 mL of double distilled water with stirring. The
pH was increased to 9 until it was fully dissolved. Following
that, 1 mmol citric acid was added and the mixture was stirred
for 2 hours. The resulting clear mixture was transferred to an
autoclave and heated at 180 °C for 5 hours. Subsequently, the
brown mixture was centrifuged at 15000 rpm to extract the
larger particles. The CQD solution was then purified for 48
hours using a 100 Da dialysis membrane. Finally, the resulting

solution was solidified through freeze drying.*>**

Fluorescent assay to explore the interaction between amino
acids and drugs with chiral 1/p-Trp-CQDs

A quartz cuvette was utilized to hold a 2 mL solution of chiral 1/
p-Trp-CQDs at a concentration of 200 ng mL™". A chiral analyte
solution with a concentration of 300 nM was prepared in PBS
(pH 7.4). Subsequently, aliquots of the analyte solution were
added to the cuvette via pipette mixing, and incubated for
5 minutes at room temperature. The resulting fluorescence
spectra were recorded between 300 and 500 nm after each
addition. An excitation wavelength of 220 nm was utilized for
the measurements.

Results and discussion
Synthesis and characterization of chiral r/p-Trp-CQDs

To initiate the synthesis of chiral zero-dimensional CQDs, a
specific quantity of 1/p-tryptophan was added to double dis-
tilled water and allowed to completely dissolve by raising the
pH to 9. Subsequently, citric acid was added to the clear
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mixture, which was then transferred to an autoclave and heated
at 180 °C for 5 hours. The resulting brown mixture was
centrifuged to eliminate larger particles, and the CQDs were
purified using a 100 Da dialysis membrane for 48 hours.
Finally, the solution was subjected to freeze-drying to obtain
the solid product. The CQDs produced utilizing r-tryptophan
were identified as chiral 1-Trp-CQDs, while those made with
p-tryptophan were designated as p-Trp-CQDs. Fig. 1 outlines the
synthesis of chiral carbon quantum dots.>®

Fig. 2 displays the FT-IR spectrum of the chiral CQDs,
revealing strong and broad O-H and N-H stretching vibrations
at around 3400 cm ™. The bands present in the range of 2852 to
2922 cm ! are attributed to the symmetric and asymmetric
stretching vibrational modes of the CH, and CH; groups,
respectively. The ester and amide carbonyl stretching modes
were observed at around 1590-1720 cm ™', while the C—=C
bonds of aromatic skeletal stretching were observed at
1452 cm ™. The bending bands of the alkyl groups and C=C
bonds are observed around 744 cm™*.*>"** In summary, the 1/p-
Try-CQD spectrum demonstrates the anticipated absorption
bands, indicating the successful synthesis of this material.

NMR spectroscopy is a potent method for determining the
chemical structure of materials by detecting functional groups
in various chemical environments. The 'H NMR spectra
(Fig. 3A) revealed peaks at 1.5-3.4 ppm, which were attributed
to the aliphatic hydrogens of the alkyl groups. Additionally, the
protons of the carbons attached to electron-withdrawing
groups, such as N and O atoms, emerged at 3.6-4.5 ppm.
Interestingly, the characteristic peaks observed at 6.8-7.8 ppm
correspond to the aromatic hydrogens in the graphene sheets and
aromatic rings. The *C NMR spectra of chiral 1-Trp-CQDs revealed
peaks at around 24.3-58.5 ppm, belonging to the methylene
groups of alkyl moieties. Furthermore, the carbon atoms con-
nected to electron-withdrawing groups display distinct signals at
around 76.2 ppm. The peaks in the range of 111.0-137.1 ppm
could be assigned to aromatic carbons, while the carbonyl group
signals emerged at 180.3-183.1 ppm (Fig. 3B).”™**

TEM, which is the most sophisticated imaging technique,
uncovered the graphitic nature of the carbon building blocks
with high crystallinity. Additionally, the spacing of parallel
crystal planes was determined to be 0.21 nm, which is in good
accordance with the (002) diffraction plane of the sp> carbon
network.*®> The diameter of 1-Trp-CQDs, which was uniformly
sized, was estimated to be <15 nm (Fig. 4A and B). FESEM was
utilized in order to analyze the surface morphology of chiral
CQDs. Based on the FESEM image depicted in Fig. 4C, it was
observed that the .-Trp-CQDs had discrete, spherical particles
exhibiting fine characteristics. Moreover, based on FESEM
measurements, the diameter of the .-Trp-CQDs was estimated
to be <10 nm (Fig. 4D). The homogeneity seen in the samples
indicates that the synthesis method was optimal and that the
particles were resistant to aggregation, indicating stability.>®

AFM is a high-resolution imaging technique employed to
study the nanoscale topography, thickness, degree of exfolia-
tion, and physical properties of surfaces. Fig. 5 demonstra-
tes that the L-Trp-CQDs exhibit remarkable uniformity in size

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 1 Schematic diagram illustrating the synthesis of chiral carbon quantum dots from tryptophan and their subsequent purification.

20

80

70

60

50

Transmittance (%)

40

30

20 -C=0

10 + + + ¥ t

Vs & Vas (CH,)
Vs & Vas (CHs)

N-H
O-H

500 800 1100 1400 1700 2000

2600 2900 3200 3500 3800

Wavelength (cm™)

Fig. 2 FT-IR spectra of chiral L-Trp-CQDs.

and shape. The line-scanning profile further reveals a thickness
of approximately 1.6 nm for the L-Trp-CQDs, which corresponds

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

to a few layers of graphene sheets (Fig. 5A-C). Additionally, the
particles exhibit a narrow size distribution, with an average
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Fig. 3 Structural characterization of chiral L-Trp-CQDs by NMR spectroscopy. (A) 'H NMR and (B) **C NMR spectra of CQDs in D,0.
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(A) TEM, (B) HRTEM, and (C) FESEM images. (D) Morphological characterization of L-Trp-CQDs.

diameter of 5 nm (Fig. 5D). These findings are consistent with
the TEM analysis.

Fig. 6A and B illustrate the fluorescence spectra of r-Trp-
CQDs, which were excited at various wavelengths ranging from

1618
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190 to 260 nm. The PL emission of the 1-Trp-CQDs was found to
be the most intense at 360 nm, with an excitation wavelength of
220 nm.*® UV-vis spectroscopy was employed to investigate the
electronic structure of the 1-Trp-CQDs (Fig. 6C). The aqueous

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 5
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(A) 2D and (B) 3D AFM plots of L-Trp-CQDs.
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(C) Line-scanning and (D) particle size distribution profiles of L-Trp-CQDs based on AFM.
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Fig. 6 Emission diagrams of L-Trp-CQDs with increasing excitation wavelengths (A) from 190 to 220 nm and (B) from 220 to 260 nm, (C) UV-vis
spectrum, and (D) CD plot of 1/p-Trp-CQDs.
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dispersion of the sample exhibited two distinct absorption
peaks: one at 218 nm and the other in the range of 245-
305 nm. These absorption peaks were attributed to the 1 — n*
electronic transitions of the aromatic networks and n — =n*
transitions of the heteroatom groups. Additionally, UV-vis
analysis was conducted to examine the electronic structure of
the counterpart enantiomer. The results revealed that the
optical profile of the p-Trp-CQDs closely resembled that of
L-Trp-CQDs (Fig. 6C). Additionally, to verify the generation of
pseudo-enantiomeric optically active CQDs via the conjugation
of CQDs to either t-tryptophan or p-tryptophan, circular dichro-
ism (CD) measurements were conducted (Fig. 6D). Both r-Trp-
CQDs and 1-Trp-CQDs exhibited the expected pseudo-symmetry
in the range of 190-300 nm. The CD spectra provided evidence
of a chiral environment, indicating the presence of chirality. It
can be inferred that the chirality arises from the presence of
tryptophan residues on the surface of the CQDs.

Fig. S1 (ESIt) depicts the XRD patterns of the samples. Both
L-Trp-CQDs and p-Trp-CQDs exhibited XRD patterns featuring a
distinctive broad peak at around 22°, indicating the amorphous
nature of the CQD core. The XRD profiles of the p-Trp-CQDs
closely resemble those of the L-Trp-CQDs, indicating similari-
ties in their structural characteristics. Interestingly, the XRD
spectra suggest that the chirality associated with the trypto-
phan residue on the surface of the nanoparticles does not have
a noticeable effect on the XRD pattern.

The fluorescence intensity of the CQDs in various buffers
was determined by comparison with the emission intensity in
double distilled water, which served as a blank (F°). The F/F°
ratio was calculated to assess the effect of the buffer on the
emission intensity. Different buffers were tested to evaluate their
effects on the optical and emission properties of 1.-Trp-CQDs. The
results, presented in Fig. 7A indicate that the maximal emission
occurred in double distilled water, while the emission intensity
decreased moderately in acetate buffer (pH 5.5). Tris-HCI buffer
(pH 8.8) slightly reduced the emission intensity of the .-Trp-CQDs.
However, the results indicated that PBS buffer (pH 7.4) is a suitable
buffer for fluorescence spectroscopy.™
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Chiral discrimination of L-DOPA

Investigation of the possible interaction of chiral p-Trp-CQDs
with different chiral analytes

Quantum dots have been identified as useful receptors for
chiral sensing applications owing to their fluorescence signal-
ing modes. To demonstrate the performance of CQDs as
photoluminescent enantioselective sensors, classical photolu-
minescence measurements were carried out in solution.***®
This method relies on changes in the photoluminescence
intensity upon theaddition of the analyte, which is widely used
to measure enantioselective responses. To conduct this test,
a solution of 2 ml of p-Trp-CQDs at a concentration of
200 ng ml™" was introduced into a quartz cuvette, and its
fluorescence was measured as a blank. Different analytes were
then introduced into the cuvette containing quantum dots, and
their fluorescence was measured after 5 minutes of incubation.
The ratio of the emission intensity of the solution to that of the
blank solution was subsequently computed. Fig. 7B illustrates
the PL responses of the CQDs to various analytes (F/F°),
including cysteine, tryptophan, lysine, arginine, proline, histi-
dine, p-penicillamine, t-DOPA and captopril. Notably, .-DOPA
exhibited a strong interaction with b-Trp-CQDs, as evidenced by
the formation of a new peak in the emission spectrum of the
probe upon its introduction. These results indicate that the
synthesized p-Trp-CQDs exhibit a stronger interaction with
1-DOPA than with the other analytes. As a result, the enantio-
selective interactions of L/p-Trp-CQDs in the presence of varying
concentrations of .-DOPA were subsequently examined.

Investigation of the interaction of 1/p-Trp-CQDs with L-DOPA

We assessed the chiral discrimination capability of the chiral
probe with respect to L-DOPA. It is worth noting that mean-
ingful changes in the fluorescence intensity or wavelength of
the probe can indicate a constructive interaction between the
probe and ligand. To conduct this experiment, 2 mL of t- or
p-Trp-CQDs (200 ng mL~ ") were introduced into the fluores-
cence cuvette, followed by the stepwise addition of .-DOPA and

(A) F/F° ratio in different buffers and (B) interaction of L-amino acids and chiral drugs with chiral p-Trp-CQDs.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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incubated for 5 min. Upon gradual addition of .-DOPA to the
cuvette containing L-Trp-CQDs, the fluorescence spectrum of
the CQDs at 360 nm decreased slightly, but not in a linear
manner, and a new peak or shoulder was not formed in the
range of 300 to 500 nm. These results suggest that the inter-
action between the L-Trp-CQDs and .-DOPA was not stable and
had no effect on the emission of the CQDs (Fig. 8A). In contrast
to the 1-Trp-CQDs, the b-Trp-CQDs exhibited a different
response upon the introduction of .-DOPA. The results revealed
that the fluorescence intensity at 360 nm did not change
significantly; however, a new shoulder gradually started to
appear at 418 nm as the concentration of 1-DOPA increased
(Fig. 8B).

To assess the analytical performance of our method, we
examined the interaction behavior of b-Trp-CQDs in the
presence of varying concentrations of L-DOPA. The findings
revealed that as the analyte concentration increased, the emis-
sion intensity at 418 nm also increased. Eventually, when the
analyte concentration reached 4000 nM, the intensity of the
shoulder at 418 nm approached that of the peak at 360 nm.
However, some deviations from linearity were observed at
concentrations exceeding 4000 nM (Fig. S2, ESIf). Fig. 8C
vividly demonstrates the competitive PL response of the r/p
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probes in the absence and presence of .-DOPA (4000 nM).
Notably, when excited at 220 nm, the emission spectra of the
- and p-probes were almost indistinguishable (light and dark
blue lines, respectively). However, upon introducing 4000 nM t-
DOPA to the L-Trp-CQD probe, the emission spectrum exhibited
minimal changes (orange line). In contrast, when the same
amount of analyte was added to the p-Trp-CQD solution, a
distinct alteration in the emission spectrum was observed,
which was characterized by the emergence of a new peak at
418 nm (red line).

To establish a linear relationship between the fluorescence
intensity and L-DOPA concentration, we plotted the relative PL
intensities (F/F°) against the concentration of L-DOPA. The
results demonstrated that p-Trp-CQDs exhibited an outstanding
linear response within the concentration range of 37-4000 nM
of 1-DOPA, as depicted in Fig. 8D. Also, the LOQ and LOD were
calculated to be 37 and 11.2 nM, respectively. The correlation
coefficient (R®) was calculated to be 0.9941.

To demonstrate the PL response to .-DOPA, -Trp-CQD and
p-Trp-CQD solutions were utilized as optical probes under UV
light. The PL emission was visually observed at different con-
centrations of L-DOPA. Fig. 9 illustrates a significant increase in
emission intensity, transitioning from light blue to dark blue,
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——3000 nM of L-DOPA
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——2000 nM of L-DOPA
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Fig. 8 PL intensities of (A) L-Trp-CQDs and (B) b-Trp-CQDs in the presence of different concentrations of L-DOPA. (C) Competitive PL response of 1/p-
Trp-CQDs in the absence and presence of L-DOPA (4000 nM). (D) Chiral discrimination of .-DOPA via 1/p-Trp-CQDs.
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Fig. 9 PL response of t/p-Trp-CQD solutions to L-DOPA under UV light.

as the concentration of L-DOPA increased in the p-Trp-CQD
solution (the so-called “turn-on’ state). However, no PL change
was observed in the case of the .-Trp-CQD solution, suggesting
that p-Trp-CQDs enantioselectivity interacted with r-DOPA in
its enantiomeric form.?* It is evident that the enhancement in
color intensity under UV light is dependent on the concen-
tration of L-DOPA, as confirmed by the PL spectra shown in
Fig. 8. The observations revealed a strong linear correlation
between L-DOPA concentrations and enhancement coefficients,
suggesting a logical explanation for these intriguing findings. It
is plausible that the presence of hydrophilic and hydrophobic
groups on the surface of chiral CQDs facilitates complex
formation with 1-DOPA due to their strong affinity. In terms
of the mechanism underlying the turn-on states or fluorescence
enhancement, upon the addition of L-DOPA within the range of
37-4000 nM, the spatial chiral complexation of .-DOPA with the
surface agents of chiral CQDs is likely prioritized.*” In the case
of the p-probe, the existence of heteroatoms (i.e., N and O) as
chelate groups and p-tryptophan moieties on the CQD surface
exhibit a strong electrostatic affinity for chiral interaction with
L-DOPA. Consequently, these chiral CQDs serve as highly
enantioselective and sensitive probes for the identification of
1-DOPA. The enantioselective interaction between the p-Trp-
CQDs and -DOPA potentially brings two or more nanoparticles
and analytes closer together, leading to the formation of dimers
or increased rigidity in their structures. This rigidity in the

1622 | Mater. Adv, 2024, 5,1614-1625

building blocks of the chiral complex may enhance electron
and charge transfer processes. As a result, the fluorescence
intensity at 360 nm remains relatively unchanged, while a
gradually emerging shoulder at 418 nm indicates an increase
in 1-DOPA concentration.*®

Conclusion

The importance of chiral detection lies in its ability to aid in
drug development and ensure the purity and efficacy of drugs.
By accurately identifying and quantifying chiral molecules,
researchers can determine the active form of a drug and avoid
the harmful side effects associated with the inactive form.
Chiral detection is therefore a critical aspect of pharmaceutical
research and development, particularly for chiral drugs. Chiral
CQDs have drawn attention in the field of biomaterials science
because of their unique chiroptical and electronic properties,
biocompatibility, ease of synthesis, excellent photostability,
and facile surface functionalization. In conclusion, our study
revealed that chiral probes can be synthesized effectively and
affordably using a one-pot, chemical synthesis process. Speci-
fically, chiral CQDs were synthesized via one-step hydrothermal
synthesis of 1/p-tryptophan and citric acid. We characterized
the chiral CQDs using a range of comprehensive techniques,
including FT-IR, PL, UV-vis, XRD, CD, 'H and "*C NMR, FESEM,
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AFM, TEM, and HRTEM. Importantly, to the best of our knowl-
edge, this is the first instance of well-defined chiral CQDs
acting as probes for the chiral detection of .-DOPA. This study
evaluated the PL responses of chiral CQDs to several chiral
analytes such as cysteine, tryptophan, lysine, arginine, proline,
histidine, p-penicillamine, 1-DOPA, and captopril. The results
showed that the chiral 1/p-Trp-CQDs strongly interacted with
L-DOPA. Interestingly, the fluorescence spectrum of the r-Trp-
CQDs did not change upon the addition of .-DOPA. In contrast,
the p-Trp-CQDs exhibited a response distinct from that of .-Trp-
CQDs. Upon the introduction of 1-DOPA into the p-Trp-CQD
solution, a new shoulder gradually started to appear at 418 nm
as the concentration of L-DOPA increased. The results indicate
that p-Trp-CQDs displayed a linear response (R* = 0.99) in the
concentration range of 37-4000 nM of L.-DOPA. Therefore, the
potential of chiral CQDs for enantioselective detection could
have far-reaching benefits for the pharmaceutical industry and
other related fields, where it is crucial to ensure the safety and
efficacy of pharmaceutical products.
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