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ABSTRACT: This study describes a novel approach to the
synthesis of polymer−drug−silica nanocomposites via encap-
sulation/isolation of drug molecules, introduced into the
polymer matrix by the silica gel. For the first time,
tetraethoxysilane (TEOS) gelation in the vapor phase of the
acidic catalyst is presented as an efficient method to enter the
silica gel nanoparticles into the polymer−aspirin conjugate. The
conducted studies reveal that the internal structure of the
polymer carrier is significantly reorganized after the embedding
of aspirin molecules and the silica gel. The total porosity of the polymer−drug−silica nanocomposites and the molecular
structure of the silica gel embedded in the system strongly depend on the conditions of the silica source transformation.
Additionally, the release of the drug was fine-tuned by adapting the conditions of hydrolysis and condensation of the silica gel
precursor. Finally, to prove the usefulness of the proposed synthesis, the controlled release of aspirin from the polymer−drug−
silica nanocomposites is demonstrated.
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■ INTRODUCTION

The controlled release of pharmaceutical ingredients from
delivery vehicles is not a recent development. Nonetheless, it
still arouses great interest in the scientific community as well as
industry. Because of the fact that the systems offering the
sustained or delayed drug release from solid pharmaceutical
dosage forms continue to improve, an outstanding scientific
development has grown especially in the areas of materials
science and biomaterials and led to an increased appreciation in
medicine and pharmaceutics.
The systems of controlled release offer far-reaching

advantages, namely, (i) maintenance of optimum concentration
of active compounds on a therapeutic level, (ii) decrease of
daily administration, (iii) matching therapy and its optimiza-
tion, (iv) reduction of side effects, and (v) overcoming drug
instability in biological environments.1,2

The design of controlled release formulations is based on a
wide range of materials, both organic and inorganic, of specific
properties such as biocompatibility, biodegrability, environ-
mental sensitivity or responsiveness, sufficient mechanical
resistance, and many others. One should remember that each
of the delivery formulations has certain advantages as well as
limitations. For example, a large group of controlled release
systems has been prepared using organic carriers.3−11 However,
in many of these polymeric systems, a high initial delivery of the
entrapped active agent is observed immediately upon the
immersion into the released medium. Burst release is a
common feature of reservoir-type and matrix, or monolithic
polymeric drug delivery systems (including both swellable and

nonswellable matrices). In matrix or monolithic polymeric
formulations, burst release can be ascribed to a variety of
physical, chemical, and processing parameters, such as drug
properties, heterogeneity of polymer matrix, synthesis con-
ditions and storage, percolation-limited diffusion, surface
characteristics of host material, host/drug interactions,
morphology and porosity of dry matrix, etc.12 Despite the
fact that burst release is preferred for applications where rapid
release or high initial rates of delivery may be desirable,8,13 it is
considered to be negative.12,14,15 It is known for its properties
to reduce the effective lifetime of the system and, more
importantly, in the case of long-term controlled release devices,
it complicates the release control of a drug and makes its
administration ineffective. Moreover, burst release involves a
big increase in drug concentration and, in consequence, it may
even exceed the toxicity level in vivo,15 which may induce
serious adverse effects of the active ingredient. Overcoming
such complication is crucial when it comes to reduction or
prevention of the initial burst and achieving a constant release
rate. Among the proposed solutions,2,16,17 combining polymers
of specific features with a silica gel seems to be a very
interesting one. The properties that make silica nanoparticles
extensively studied as an attractive host to the active agent are
as follows: low toxicity, excellent biocompatibility, high surface
area, tunable pore sizes, pore volumes, particles morphology
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and chemical character of the silica surface.18−23 Additionally,
in 2011. the ultrasmall nonporous silica nanoparticles for
targeted molecular imaging of cancer were approved for the
first in-human clinical trial.24,25 Therefore, the polymer−silica
composites emerge as a promising class of materials with a
notable potential addressed to many challenges pertaining to
controlled drug release formulations. Recent advances have
reported nanocomposites composed of cross-linked copolymer
and silica gel fabricated in situ by sol−gel polymerization of the
silica source under hydrolytic conditions using either acid or
base catalysis.26−28 The unique synthesis conditions of these
materials make them ideal candidates for the preparation of the
controlled drug release systems.29

The aim of this study is to present a novel approach to the
polymer−drug−silica nanocomposites synthesis via encapsula-
tion of drug molecules introduced into the polymer matrix by a
silica gel. The silica gel was fabricated by gelling the silica gel
precursor under an acidic vapor phase at ambient temperature.
Such mild conditions of the sol−gel processes are highly
appealing, particularly in the case of deposition of silica
nanoparticles within a polymer network in the presence of
embedded sensitive molecules such as proteins or peptides.
The drug chosen for this study is aspirin due to its small
molecular dimension, which allows it to enter the smallest free
volumes of the polymer matrix. The hydrophilic character of
this drug leads to a strong interaction with the silica gel, whose
structural modeling may lead to a controllable profile release. In
addition, structural differences of the polymer−drug−silica
nanocomposite system prepared with a vapor-phase acid
catalyst and in acidic solution are presented for comparative
purposes. At this point, it should be mentioned that there are
no studies on composites where the silica gel is deposited from
the vapor phase on the polymer matrix with an embedded drug,
as well as there are no reports on drug release from such
composites, aspirin in particular. Therefore, this project
provides new insights into the sustained release of aspirin
from a novel polymer−drug−silica nanocomposite.

■ EXPERIMENTAL PROCEDURES
Materials. Amberlite XAD7HP, a nonionic aliphatic acrylic

polymer of moderately polar character, was supplied by ROHM &
HAAS (now Dow Chemical Co.) in the form of porous beads of well-
defined porosity and used as a polymer matrix. Tetraethoxysilane
(TEOS, 98%), serving as the silica source, and aspirin (ASA,
acetylsalicylic acid) were supplied by Sigma-Aldrich and used as
received.
Preparation of Aspirin-Loaded Nanocomposites. Initially,

XAD7HP, rinsed with distilled water and dried at 80 °C under vacuum
for 8 h, was immersed in an alcoholic solution of aspirin, which was
already freshly prepared by dissolving aspirin in anhydrous ethanol.
The aspirin solution was fully absorbed during the process of polymer
swelling. Following the evaporation of the solvent at 80 °C under
vacuum for 8 h, the drug-loaded polymer was labeled as P-ASA. The
final concentration of aspirin was 2.5 wt % and the amount of the drug
introduced was calculated on the basis of the mass balance before and
after loading. First, the polymer-aspirin conjugate P-ASA was saturated
with TEOS. Its amount was adjusted in such a way that the beads
would stick to each other, yet preserving a loosely packed structure.
After this, the vapor set P-ASA-V sample was obtained exposing the P-
ASA saturated with TEOS to the vapors of 2 M HCl at autogenous
pressure and room temperature for 1 day. To acquire such an effect,
the freshly prepared acidic solution (10 cm3 per 1 g of P-ASA with
TEOS) was poured into a sealed container. Afterward, the P-ASA
beads swollen in TEOS were immediately placed over the solution and
the container was tightly closed. The hydrolysis and condensation of

TEOS and SiO2 formation took place inside the P-ASA. The P-ASA-S
sample was similarly prepared, except that gelling of TEOS was
performed in 2 M aqueous solution of HCl for 1 h. Then, the solid
products P-ASA-S and P-ASA-V were separated, rinsed with distilled
water at 10 °C, and dried at 80 °C under vacuum for 12 h. A UV−vis
spectrophotometer was used to monitor the amount of aspirin that
could possibly leach out during the preparation of the composite
samples. Only a signal of negligible intensity was detected during the
preparation of the investigated materials. Therefore, the calculated
amount of the leached aspirin causes an infinitesimally small change in
the total drug loading in the composites. Finally, the dry nano-
composites were hermetically sealed and stored at ambient conditions.

The amount of the silica gel contained in the samples was evaluated
after the combustion of the polymer and aspirin at 650 °C for 8 h, and
it was determined that the P-ASA-V sample contains about 36.65 wt %
of the silica gel, whereas the P-ASA-S sample contains 28.45 wt %. The
aspirin loading efficiency ranges from 25 mg/g for P-ASA to 18 mg/g
for P-ASA-S and 16 mg/g for P-ASA-V, taking into account the mass
of the total carrier system.

In Vitro Dissolution. The release profiles were obtained by
soaking 0.2 g of the drug-loaded sample in 50 mL of 0.9% NaCl. The
experiments were performed under stirring at 270 rpm at room
temperature and at 36 ± 0.1 °C in a thermostated bath. For the
analysis of the drug concentration, 3.0 mL of the release medium was
sampled from the studied system at a predetermined time interval with
the aid of UV−vis absorption spectroscopy.

Characterization Methods. The internal structure of all studied
samples was verified using a scanning electron microscope (FEI
Quanta 3D FEG) working at 5, 10, and 30 kV. The polymer swelling
in selected solutions was studied using a Nikon SMZ1 500
stereoscopic optical microscope and automatic time-lapse imaging.
The diameter and the distribution of the particles were measured with
NIS-elements software using a statistical sample of about 100 objects.

The parameters characterizing the porosity of the materials were
determined by the measurements of low-temperature nitrogen
adsorption−desorption at −196 °C using a volumetric adsorption
analyzer ASAP 2405 (Micromeritics, Norcros, GA). Prior to the
experiment, all of the investigated samples were dried overnight at 80
°C under vacuum. The specific surface areas, SBET, were calculated
using the standard Brunauer−Emmett−Teller (BET) equation30 for
nitrogen adsorption data acquired in the range of relative pressure p/
p0 from 0.05 to 0.25. The total pore volumes, Vp, were estimated from
a single point adsorption at 0.985 p/p0. The pore size distributions
(PSD) were determined from the desorption branch of the nitrogen
isotherm using the Barrett−Joyner−Halenda (BJH) procedure.31

The molecular structure of the silica gel, condensed under different
conditions, was determined using the 29Si NMR spectroscopy. The
solid state silicon magic-angle spinning (MAS) NMR spectra of the
silica gel embedded in the polymer-drug-silica nanocomposites were
obtained at resonance frequency of 59.6 MHz on a Bruker Avance 300
spectrometer. Moreover, the 4 mm zirconia rotors were used and their
spin frequency was 8 kHz. About 4000 scans were applied until a
satisfactory signal-to-noise ratio was achieved. The spectra were
recorded using the HPDEC pulse program. The chemical shifts have
been given in parts per million and referenced to tetramethylsilane as a
standard material (dTMS = 0).

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Physicochemical Characterization of Aspirin-Loaded
Composites. The presented scanning electron microscopy
(SEM) micrograph (Figure 1a) reveals the complex character
of the interior of XAD7HP beads employed as a matrix in the
synthesis of the polymer−drug−silica nanocomposites. The
method of the synthesis induced the composition of an acrylic
polymer consisting of a nuclei similar in size (ca. 4.3 ± 0.5 nm).
The formation of nuclei, related to polymerization, was already
reported.32,33 Nuclei create a larger structure, namely micro-
spheres whose diameter is 45 ± 7 nm. These microspheres are
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loosely connected forming an irregular continuous network of
pores. The analysis of the shape of nitrogen adsorption/
desorption isotherms (Figure 2) suggests a heterogeneity of the
size of the pores, which is consistent with the presented
micrographs. The distribution of the pore size in the pure
polymer (Figure 2) is of bimodal character with peaks centered
at 3.8 and 8.8 nm. The presented results may indicate that the
smaller mesopores correspond to the free volumes between
nuclei, whereas the bigger ones to those between microspheres.
For a quick comparison of differences between studied

materials swollen in various media, the optical pictures of
certain populations of wetted beads and their average diameters
are collected in Table 1. The immersion of XAD7HP in the
alcoholic solution of aspirin causes the polymer to swell easily
and rapidly, and, as a result, the diameter of the polymer beads
increases by 33%. The size of the beads after solvent
evaporation decreases slightly, only by about 11%.
The SEM micrograph of the polymer−aspirin conjugate P-

ASA (Figure 1b) confirms the substantial changes in its internal
topography caused by the introduction of aspirin into the pore
network of the polymer. The loosening of the polymer internal
structure is clearly visible in Figure 1b. The changes in the

shape of N2 adsorption/desorption isotherms and in the
corresponding PSD (Figure 2a) attest the existence of the
significant differences between the polymer−aspirin conjugate
and the pure XAD7HP. This suggests that the internal structure
of the XAD7HP polymer reorganizes during the drug solution
uptake. The PSD of P-ASA is of a complex character and
indicates the presence of pores within a wide range of sizes
from micro- to mesopores. In addition, it is likely that the
swelling in the alcoholic solution of the drug mainly influences
the size of the larger free volumes in the polymer, leaving the
size of the smaller mesopores, with the peak centered at 3.8 nm,
almost unchanged. Moreover, the total pore volume and the
specific surface area of the P-ASA are noticeably higher (Table
2).
The presented micrographs along with the parameters

characterizing the porosity of the samples indicate that the
aspirin molecules are mostly embedded in the free volumes
between the polymer microspheres. The immersion of
Amberlite XAD7HP into the alcoholic solution of the drug
initiates the uptake of the molecules of both the solvent and the
drug. Furthermore, because of the diffusion in the free volumes
of the matrix, the inflow of the molecules is directed into the
polymer interior. Because this is the cross-linked system, it is
insoluble in the applied solvent. Therefore, although during the
polymer swelling the internal pore network is deformed and
reconstructed, the three-dimensional structure is preserved.
Following the removal of ethanol, a newly formed internal pore
structure is achieved. Most probably, the ASA molecules
prevent the network from collapsing and they maintain the
enlarged size of the beads even after the solvent evaporates.
Similar mechanisms were also observed in the polymer−
naproxen systems.29 The process of aspirin precipitation during
the evaporation of the solvent is considered to take place within
the polymer interior, and it is unlikely that the drug is extracted
to the surface. In addition, it has previously been shown that
the drug concentration in the pellets loaded by swelling is
higher in the center of the pellet than on its surface.34 This
might be a consequence of the drug motion together with the
swollen region in the dry polymer toward the center of the
matrix.34 The absolute swelling and aging of the polymer in the
used solution allow the drug molecules to freely diffuse across
the entire matrix. Therefore, it can be assumed that the P-ASA
composite is characterized by a homogeneous distribution of
aspirin in the beads.
The release of active substances incorporated into

pharmaceutical devices essentially depends on the following
aspects: the specific host−guest interactions of the drug and the
porosity, size, and shape of the dosage form. Accordingly, it is
assumed that the introduction of the inorganic component into
the polymer−aspirin conjugate may significantly change the

Figure 1. SEM micrographs of the pure polymer Amberlite XAD7HP
(a), P-ASA (b), P-ASA-S (c), and P-ASA-V (d) (see other
magnifications in the Supporting Information).

Figure 2. N2 adsorption−desorption isotherms at standard temperature and pressure and pore size distribution of the pure polymer, XAD7HP, and
P-ASA (a) and investigated composite samples (b).
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porosity and the chemical character of P-ASA and, in turn, it
greatly influences the release profiles of the drug molecules. To
verify these expectations, the polymer−aspirin−silica nano-
composites were prepared by the introduction of the silica gel
nanoparticles into P-ASA. For this purpose, the polymer−drug
conjugate was saturated with the silica precursor. As it is
demonstrated in Table 1, P-ASA pellets easily absorb TEOS
and they swell by approximately 8%. Next, the formation of
polymer−aspirin−silica composites was considered in various
conditions.
The SEM micrograph in Figure 1d reveals that the vapor set

P-ASA-V sample exhibits a similar internal structure to the P-
ASA sample. It can be assumed that very fine silica particles,
which are indistinguishable from the polymer nuclei, are
formed during the condensation of the silica precursor. The
nitrogen sorption results for the P-ASA-V composite are
illustrated in Figure 2b. The measured N2 adsorption−
desorption isotherms are similar in shape to those of P-ASA,
but the adsorption value is much lower. Adsorption and
desorption isotherm branches are parallel up to the relative
pressure of p/p0 = 0.85 and only a very short plateau is visible at
a high relative pressure. The observed hysteresis shape suggests
the presence of the mainly large mesopores and the small
external surface of the particles. From the analysis of the
parameters characterizing the porosity (see Table 2), it follows
that the specific surface area and the total pore volume of P-
ASA-V are significantly smaller, compared to those in the initial
materials. A possible explanation may be that the silica
nanoparticles are formed in the large mesopores of the P-
ASA sample, which causes the decrease of the pores’ size.
However, such a significant decrease of the porosity parameters
may also be explained by the formation of different kinds of
blockages and spatial restrictions. They can significantly limit
the access of the nitrogen molecules to the free volumes or they
can even close the pores. Moreover, it may be presumed that, in
these particular conditions of synthesis, a specific membrane,
consisting of fine SiO2 species sticking to each other and to the
pore surface of the polymer, is formed.
Previous findings show the possibility of the synthesis of

highly ordered mesoporous silica films in the presence of

vapors, both the catalyst and the silica precursor or only the
vapor of the silica precursor.35,36 However, contrary to the
presented system, in this preparation procedure, the starting
film of the surfactant does not contain any silica precursor; it is
inserted there from the vapor phase. Nevertheless, the highly
ordered mesoporous silica films, presented in this work,
certainly testify that the silica gel is able to form from the
substrates in the vapor phase.
To compare the influence of the environment of the

condensation on the composite structure, the P-ASA-S sample
was synthesized by utilizing the sol−gel method in a solution.
The placement of the P-ASA sample saturated with TEOS in
the HCl solution causes the silica gel network to form in the
polymer matrix through the reactions of polycondensation of
the silica precursor. The SEM micrograph in Figure 1c reveals
the complexity of the internal structure of P-ASA-S, in which
rough and densely packed species of particles of different size
are clearly visible.
As far as the N2 sorption experiment is concerned, it

confirms these observations. The shape of the isotherms
suggests that P-ASA-S mainly contains small mesopores; the
hysteresis loop is of H2 Type according to the IUPAC
classification.37 This type of hysteresis is usually attributed
either to the ink-bottle shaped pores or the pores between
spherically shaped elements of solids which may be
interconnected. Furthermore, the emptying of the pores takes
place in a very narrow range of relative pressure close to p/p0 =
0.5, and, consequently, the PSD obtained by BJH method is
very narrow, with a peak centered at Dp = 4.1 nm. However, it
should be emphasized that the internal pore structure of the
presented organic−inorganic system may be considered to be
very complex. As a result, N2 adsorption−desorption processes
may involve, as suggested by the shape of desorption branch of
the isotherm, a combination of physical mechanisms such as
pore blocking and cavitation effects.38−42 Our previous findings
demonstrate that polymer−silica nanocomposites contain
mesopores of various dimensions, although the steep part of
the desorption branch of the isotherm is usually ob-
served.28,29,43

At this point, it should be mentioned that the step on
desorption isotherm is associated with the diameters of the
openings of narrower pores, because their size controls the N2
desorption process. This can be explained by the fact that
during TEOS condensation, the very fine silica particles are
formed of similar size as polymer nuclei. The synthesized
inorganic phase is porous and occupies the mesopores.
Subsequently, the specific surface area decreases slightly
because of the appearance of the additional free volumes
between the silica nanoparticles. The total pore volume
diminishes greatly due to the presence of silica particles in
the large mesopores which were originally empty in the P-ASA

Table 1. Data Obtained from the Measurements Taken with the Use of Optical Microscope

Table 2. Parameters Characterizing the Porosity of the
Samples Obtained from the Low Temperature N2 Sorption

a

sample SBET (m2/g) Vp (cm
3/g) Dp1 (nm) Dp2 (nm)

XAD7HP 486 0.61 3.8 8.8
P-ASA 542 1.07 3.7 40.5
P-ASA-V 118 0.30 2.3 30.2
P-ASA-S 359 0.25 4.1

aSBET, the specific surface area; Vp, the total pore volume; Dp, the pore
diameter at the peak of PSD.
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sample. However, such a significant decrease of the total pore
volume is probably also related to the rearrangement of the
internal network of the polymer, as illustrated by SEM studies.
The rearrangement of the internal network of the polymer
produces a more compact structure and, consequently,
eliminates large mesopores. The conclusions concerning the
polymer-aspirin-silica nanocomposite are consistent with the
previous studies on the polymer−silica nanocomposites in
which similar gelation conditions were presented.28,29,43

Solid-State 29Si NMR Characterization. The 29Si MAS
NMR spectra provide additional information concerning the
chemical character of the examined nanocomposites and the
form of the silica species (Figure 3). As the NMR spectra

indicate, there are differences in the molecular constitution of
the silica gel. The spectrum of the nanocomposite fabricated in
the vapor-phase acidic conditions exhibits four resonance peaks
with a chemical shift of −80.52, −91.77, −100.97, and −109.60
ppm, which were identified and marked Q1, Q2, Q3 and Q4,
respectively, according to the Qn nomenclature.44 However,
only three main peaks with a chemical shift of −91.81, −100.97,
and −110.44 ppm are observed for the nanocomposite
synthesized in the liquid phase.
The Q4 species representing the siloxane bridges are usually

ascribed to the silica core material, whereas Q3, Q2 and Q1 units

characterize the external surface of the particles. Therefore, a
relative proportion of (Q2 + Q3)/Q4, which gives information
on the ratio of the silica surface to the volume of the silica
skeleton, was estimated after the deconvolution of the spectra.
The (Q2 + Q3)/Q4 ratios equal 2.23 and 2.64 for P-ASA-S and
P-ASA-V, respectively, and are much higher than for the silica
gel synthesized by the conventional procedure, where the (Q2 +
Q3)/Q4 ratio is 0.77,45 or for the base set polymer−silica
composites.43 The high value of this ratio suggests that the
external surface of the silica species is highly developed. Hence,
it can be assumed that the silica species are dispersed within the
polymer−drug matrix in the form of either tiny nanoparticles or
narrow threads. Furthermore, the presence of at least six
additional small resonance peaks, corresponding to the
detected silica species, was found in the spectrum of the P-
ASA-S sample. This suggests that the silica condensates are
diversely surrounded by the polymer matrix and/or the drug
molecules. These observations are consistent with the previous
observations (i.e., the silica gel species deeply penetrate the
polymer matrix in the P-ASA-S sample).

Aspirin Release. A comparison of the aspirin release
profiles for the P-ASA, P-ASA-S, and P-ASA-V nanocomposites
at different temperatures is provided in Figure 4. As it follows
from the desorption curves, the maximum of ∼68% of aspirin is
released from the P-ASA composites at room temperature. The
most probable explanation of the low efficiency of the drug
desorption is the low ability to swell and to expand of the
polymer pore network in the aqueous solvent at room
temperature. As a consequence, the drug molecules are trapped
and isolated from the surroundings. A similar effect of the
irreversibility of adsorption is observed in the case of gas
sorption (e.g., adsorption/desorption of nitrogen) for polymer
materials. It may indicate some kinetics restrictions of
desorption and the presence of constriction in the pore system.
The drug desorption from the polymer-aspirin system increases
up to 100% when the temperature of the release medium
changes from room temperature (rt) to 36 °C. Simultaneously,
at this temperature, the burst release occurs in the system and
almost 80% of the aspirin is being released within the first hour.
The initial fast desorption of aspirin may be associated either
with the morphology of the polymer matrix or with the weak

Figure 3. 29Si NMR spectra of the vapor phase (P-ASA-V) and liquid
set (P-ASA-S) of polymer−drug silica gels from TEOS.

Figure 4. Aspirin release kinetics from aspirin-loaded nanocomposites. The release was measured in 0.9% NaCl solution at rt (a) and at 36 °C (b).
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physical interactions between the aspirin molecules and the
polymer matrix. Apart from this, the polymer pore network
expands more easily at high temperature, and, as a
consequence, the trapped drug molecules escape from the
polymer matrix through the enlarged pores and cracks.
The desorption curves (Figure 4) clearly demonstrate that

the rate of aspirin release is significantly modified by the
embedding of the silica species into the P-ASA composite. First,
in both silica-loaded systems (P-ASA-V and P-ASA-S), the drug
release into the NaCl physiological solution is delayed either at
room temperature or at 36 °C (up to 50 and 15 min,
respectively). Furthermore, the degree of initial burst release is
successfully diminished. Remarkably, after the lag time, both P-
ASA-V and P-ASA-S samples manifest an almost linear increase
of the released amount of aspirin with time. The change in the
drug release rate for silica enriched systems can be mainly
interpreted in terms of the chemical character of the composite
carrier network.
When the hydrophobicity of the system decreases along with

the incorporation of the silica into P-ASA, the specific van der
Waals interactions of aspirin and silica become the main factor
affecting the rate of the drug desorption. The influence of the
silica content on the drug release rate of the polymer−silica
composite system has already been studied and widely
presented in literature. However, there are multiple opinions
regarding the subject. On the one hand, it has been shown that
the presence of silicates reduces the rate of drug release, and
that this reduction is a function of the volume fraction of a
silicate in the dexamethasone-loaded poly(ethylene-co-vinyl
acetate) (EVAc) composite.46 On the other hand, Zhong et al.
have demonstrated that the aspirin release rate increases
together with an increase of the content of the silica in PMMA/
silica composite.47 Thus, it can be stated that the drug release
rate strongly depends on the specific interaction between the
drug molecules and the component of the composites.
The preparation method of the P-ASA-V and P-ASA-S

samples proves to be of crucial importance for the rate of
aspirin release. Figure 4a,b presents the aspirin desorption from
silica-loaded composites, collected at both rt and 36 °C.
Interestingly, P-ASA-V shows similar time lag of aspirin release,
compared to the P-ASA-S composite, but the efficiency of the
drug desorption is much lower than in the P-ASA-S and the P-
ASA composites.
The differences in the behavior of aspirin release from the

silica-loaded composites can be ascribed to both the chemical
character and the porosity of the composites. It should be
noted that the nanocomposite fabricated in the vapor-phase
conditions contains more silica gel (by 22% of weight) in
comparison with the sample prepared in the liquid phase. Thus,
the slower drug desorption can be attributed to the increase of
the hydrophilic character resulting from the higher content of
SiO2 component. At the same time, on the basis of porosity
parameters and SEM images, it can be assumed that diffusion of
aspirin molecules from P-ASA-V is significantly limited. This
effect may be related either to the presence of a membrane
made of silica particles or to the obstruction of the transport
channels occupied by the SiO2 agglomerates.

■ CONCLUSIONS
The present paper has introduced a novel preparation method
of the new type of the polymer−drug−silica nanocomposite
and has proved its efficiency in controlled drug release systems.
The conducted studies have revealed that the internal structure

of the polymer carrier is significantly reorganized after the
embedding of the aspirin molecules, what seems to prevent the
polymer from shrinking during the evaporation of the solvent.
Additionally, TEOS gelation in the vapor phase of the acidic
catalyst has been presented as an efficient method of
introducing the silica gel nanoparticles into the polymer−
aspirin nanocomposite. A great advantage of the vapor-phase
method is the prevention of the release of the incorporated
drug during TEOS gelation, which stands in contrast to the
conventional sol−gel processes occurring in the solution.
Moreover, the introduction of the silica gel into the
polymer−aspirin conjugate modifies the chemical character
and the porosity of the presented material. The total porosity of
the polymer−drug−silica nanocomposites and the molecular
structure of the silica gel embedded in the system strongly
depend on the conditions of the transformation of the silica
source. In the case of the nanocomposite obtained in the vapor-
phase treatment, the tremendous decrease of the porosity
parameters clearly indicates the presence of significant
restrictions in the accessibility of the free volumes of the
mesopores. The high value of the surface-to-volume ratio of the
silica skeleton, estimated for the presented nanocomposites on
the basis of 29Si NMR spectra, suggests a highly developed
external surface of silica species.
The embedding of the silica species in the P-ASA conjugate

significantly modifies the rate of aspirin release and successfully
decreases the degree of the initial burst release. It is also worth
noticing that, after the lag time, the increase of the released
amount of aspirin for the silica enriched systems is linear in
time. Hence, the specific interaction between the drug
molecules and the components of the composite play a key
role in the mechanism of drug release in the composite systems.
Extension of the presented experiments to other polymer−
drug−silica composites is in progress and will be reported in
due course.
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