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ABSTRACT: DNA-based nanoparticle assemblies have
emerged as leading candidates in the development of
bioimaging materials, photonic devices, and computing
materials. Here, we combine atomistic simulations and experi-
ments to characterize the wrapping mechanism of chimeric
single-stranded DNA (ssDNA) on CdSe-ZnS (core−shell)
quantum dots (QDs) at different ratios of the phosphorothioate
(PS) modification of the bases. We use an implicit solvent, all-
atom ssDNA model to match the experimentally calculated
ssDNA conformation at low salt concentrations. Through
simulation, we find that 3-mercaptopropionic acid (MPA)
induces electrostatic repulsion and O-(2-mercaptoethyl)-Ó-
methyl-hexa (ethylene glycol) (mPEG) induces steric exclusion, and both reduce the binding affinity of ssDNA. In both
simulation and experiment, we find that ssDNA is closer to the QD surface when the QD size is larger. The effect of the PS-
base ratio on the conformation of ssDNA is also elaborated in this work. We found through MD simulations, and confirmed by
transmission electron microscopy, that the maximum valence numbers are 1, 2, and 3 on QDs of 6, 9, and 14 nm in diameter,
respectively. We conclude that the maximum ssDNA valence number is linearly related to the QD size, n ∝ R, and justify this
finding through an electrostatic repulsion mechanism.
KEYWORDS: ssDNA wrapping, conformation, ZnS QD, NP assembly, FRET

INTRODUCTION

DNA linked nanoparticle (NP) assemblies have been used in
various applications, such as biological delivery, bioimaging,
programmable materials, photonics, electronics, and comput-
ing devices.1−10 DNA linked gold nanoparticle (AuNP) core−
satellite superstructures have been reported to reduce NP
retention and improve NP in vivo tumor accumulation and
whole-body elimination.11 Using DNA icosahedron-encapsu-
lated QDs, Bhatia et al.12 demonstrated real-time imaging of
three different endocytic ligands in live cells. As early as 2009,
DNA wrapped CdSe/ZnS QDs were seen to achieve simple
logic gate operations.13 More recently, Kim et al.14 developed a
molecular computing platform using DNA strands as the
software and NPs as the hardware, performing tasks such as
data storage and computing. Indeed, a variety of DNA linked
NP nanoarchitectures have been fabricated based on DNA
scaffolds15 or DNA origami frames.4,16,17

Nevertheless, the structure of a single-stranded DNA
(ssDNA) wrapped on a NP surface remains unclear. Achieving
a precise QD-ssDNA assembly also remains a challenge.
Recently, Fan and co-workers18 demonstrated that ssDNA
wrapped AuNPs and ssDNA wrapped QDs can make
programmable atom-like NPs that can further perform Boolean

logic operations. Devices relying on ssDNA wrapped AuNPs of
different lengths have been fabricated as nanothermometers,19

taking advantage of the fact that the melting temperature of
DNA is related to the chain length.19 A variety of DNA linked
QD biosensors have also been developed relying on the fact
that the Förster Resonance Energy Transfer (FRET) efficiency
of QDs depends on the NP size, distance (QD to AuNP and
QD to QD) and connectivity.20−23 Precise engineering of the
valence position and valence number of an NP is thus critical
to developing functional NP assemblies. Determining the
mechanism of DNA wrapping on a NP or QD is also crucial
for emerging DNA-based materials design.
In 2013, Farlow et al.24 introduced a method taking

advantage of the steric exclusion effect to synthesize
monovalent ssDNA wrapped QD with high yield for cell
imaging. Yao et al.18 achieved multiple binding spots on
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AuNPs using monovalently wrapped ssDNA by engineering a
ssDNA chain with multiple domains of poly(adenine) (polyA).
However, the use of valence control in designing DNA linked
NP assembly remains elusive because of the lack of a complete
characterization of the atomistic structure of ssDNA on the NP
surface. Nevertheless, the self-assembly of these particles was
demonstrated by Farlow et al.,24 when they found the presence
of divalent QDs arising when N = 70 chains contained less
than 50 phosphorothioate (PS) modified bases. It remains to
be answered how many ssDNA strands, at different chain
lengths, can wrap on QDs of varying sizes. The mechanism for
the attachment of ssDNA to a QD has also yet to be fully
determined. The wrapping of QDs by ssDNA appears to be
strongly affected by the nature of the ligands on the QD
surface. The electrostatic interaction between the polyelec-
trolyte and interface, for example, is critical to the structure of
polyelectrolyte25 and the self-assembly of proteins.26,27

Negatively charged ligands, such as 3-mercaptopropionic acid
(MPA), induce a strong electrostatic repulsion effect. Large or
bulky ligands, such as O-(2-mercaptoethyl)-O’-methyl-hexa-
(ethylene glycol) (mPEG), occupy a large surface space and
induce a strong steric exclusion effect.28 It remains a challenge
to fully quantify the combination of both steric exclusion and
electrostatic repulsion effects in relating the QD surface charge
and ligand coverage to the resulting wrapping of a given QD by
ssDNA.
There is precedence for the use of experimental and

computational methods to reveal aspects of the atomistic
structure of DNA on a QD. For example, Guo et al.23

measured the distance from different locations on the ssDNA
and dsDNA attached to a QD using Tb-DNA probes with

FRET spectroscopy. They found that the conformation of a
double-stranded DNA (dsDNA) is fully extended in the QD
radial direction, and that, on the other hand, the ssDNA is in a
flexible conformation wrapping the QD.23 Using molecular
dynamics (MD) simulations, Zhu et al.29 reported the
maximum number of ssDNA strands attached to a AuNP
across a library of cases with varying polyA lengths (N = 10−
40) and AuNP diameters (D = 5−50 nm). Their MD
simulations suggested a connection between the valence
number and AuNP diameter. They found, for example, that
only 1 polyA (length N = 40) chain attaches to a 5 nm
diameter AuNP, and 14 polyAs (length N = 40) attach to a 10
nm diameter AuNP.29 However, the valence number
computed in ref 29. is much higher than that found in the
experimental results of refs 18, 24, and 30. This discrepancy is
perhaps a consequence of the approximation used in ref 29. in
interpreting their MD simulations through the effective contact
area, as it is very much affected by the subtle balance between
steric exclusion and electrostatic repulsion. Additional recent
examples of the use of computational models to describe the
binding of DNA to a surface include the calculation of the
desorption energy of ssDNA on a gold surface,31 the use of
different force fields to model the attachment of ssDNA to a
gold surface,32 the modeling of ssDNA wrapping on a single-
walled carbon naonotube (SWCNT),33 and the determination
of the entropic contribution to the attractive interaction
between DNA linked NPs.34

In this work, we combine experiments and MD simulations
to reveal the detailed mechanism and structure of ssDNA
wrapping on a ZnS QD of different sizes at the atomistic scale.
We have partially answered questions regarding the effects of

Figure 1. Representative structures of different lengths of polyA chains (NS:N = 5:51−51:51) in implicit water solution (a) and on a ZnS
plane (b). (c) Comparison of the Rg of polyA in 12.5 mM Na+ solution between our MD and theoretical model predictions, and the
experimental results of Doniach and co-workers.38 (d) The surface area projected by the polyA chains onto the ZnS plane is reported as a
function of the number of bases in the chains observed in MD simulations, leading to an observed surface area coverage (Zn on the top)
equal to 0.76 ± 0.07 nm2 per base.
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the QD size, ligand capping, and valence number on the
mechanism of ssDNA wrapping a QD. The conformations of
ssDNA alone and on a ZnS plane found in our MD simulation
model are validated by comparison to experimental and
simulation results from the literature. We obtain the MPA and
mPEG ligand capping effects on the wrapping of NPs by
ssDNA, and find that they are affected by the electrostatic
repulsion and steric hindrance effects as we anticipated from
the discussion above. We focus on the structure of the
wrapping of one ssDNA on QDs with varying size (D: 3, 6, 9,
and 14 nm) and at different ratios (NS/N) of PS modification.
We use FRET experiments to demonstrate the QD size effect
on the distance between the ssDNA head and QD surface.
Finally, the ssDNA (length N = 51) valence numbers on
different sizes of QDs (D: 6, 9, and 14 nm) are estimated using
MD simulations and confirmed by comparison to the structure
of QD assemblies obtained by transmission electron
microscopy (TEM).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Structure of ssDNA Alone and on a Flat ZnS Plane.
Computational modeling35,36 and experimental measure-
ment37−43 of DNA structure continues to be an active area
of research because of the importance of DNA molecules to
living systems. In our MD simulation model, we use the
Consistent-Valence Force Field (CVFF)44 to describe the
interactions on an ssDNA chain (polyA of different lengths, N
= 5−51). The water solvent is implicitly considered through a

dielectric constant set at 80. The assumption of implicit water
is common in large-scale simulations because it speeds them
up dramatically. Some of us found, for example, that such
effects are small at the length scales of interest here in
determining the ς-potential of AuNPs also modeled in this
work.45

Each adenine base carries a charge of −1e that is neutralized
with a counterion, Na+. Our model conditions correspond to a
low salt concentration environment and no additional salt ions
are needed or added to the system. Figure 1a,b show
representative structures of polyA of different lengths alone
and attached to the ZnS plane, respectively. From the self-
avoiding walk (SAW) model, we expect the polyA radius of

gyration to be =
υ( )R b aN

bg 6
,35 where N is the number of

bases, a is the effective monomer length, b is the Kuhn segment
length, and υ is the scaling exponent. As suggested by refs35
and 38, we set the parameters either as a = 6.5 Å, b = 20 Å, and
υ = 0.588 corresponding to 1 M Na+ concentration, or as a =
6.5 Å, b = 30 Å, and υ = 0.72 corresponding to 0.1 M Na+

concentration; see Figure 1c.31,34 The Rg found in the MD
simulations lie between the high salt and low salt model; see
Figure 1c. Using explicit water MD simulations and
experimental measurements, Corcelli and co-workers46−48

found that the structures of DNA and the surrounding water
are important to each other. In our simulations, the Rg values
of a solvated polyA N30 found in the simulations using the
implicit water model compare well with those found from the
control simulations using an explicit TIP3P water model; see

Figure 2. (a) Representative structures of ssDNA (polyA) with 51 PS-bases (NS:N = 51:51) wrapping on a D = 6 nm QD capped with
different numbers of MPA and mPEG. The table imbedded in panel a lists the average number of bonded bases (at distances ≤5 Å from the
QD surface) calculated from 2 to 5 different structures in MD simulation. Boxes are colored based on our simulation observations: yellow
refers to observation of both bonded and nonbonded structures, blue refers to observation of only all-nonbonded structures, and red refers
to observation of only all-bonded structures. (b)−(d) Radial number distributions of P atoms (on the ssDNA backbone) near a D = 6 nm
QD with different numbers of MPA and mPEG capping: (b) changing N(mPEG) from 0 to 200 with no MPA, (c) changing N(MPA) from 0
to 100 with no mPEG and (d) changing N(MPA) from 0 to 100 with N(mPEG) = 40 capping together.
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Figure 1c. Equally importantly, the polyA Rg found in our MD
model also agrees with the experimental measurements at low
salt concentration of Doniach and co-workers;38 see Figure 1c.
For fixed total number N of bases equal to 51, we also find that
changing the number of PS-bases (NS from 5 to 51) does not
affect the Rg of polyA, as reported in Figure S1 in the
Supporting Information (SI).
The conformation of the solvated ssDNA changes upon

binding to the QD surface. As a benchmark, we first consider
the restructuring of ssDNA upon attachment to a flat ZnS
plane; schemes are available in SI Figure S1. Following a
similar approach, Fan and co-workers32 used MD simulations
to find that surface coverage area per base for polyA on a gold
plane to be 0.7 ± 0.2 nm2. In our work, we simulated five
independent binding processes (five ensembles) of polyA on
the ZnS plane; see Data 1−5 in Figure 1d. We find that the
projection area (coverage) is linearly proportional to the
number of bases. We found that the coverage area per base for
polyA on ZnS plane is 0.76 ± 0.07 nm2 which is quite similar
to the earlier finding for a gold plane.28 The structures of polyA
attached to the ZnS plane with different lengths are shown in
SI Figure S2. We also found that the Rg of polyA on the ZnS
plane is slightly lower than polyA alone due to the binding
interaction with the ZnS surface; see Figure 1c.
MPA and mPEG Capping Effect on ssDNA Wrapping

QD. Negatively charged MPA ligands induce repulsion toward
negatively charged ssDNA, ipso facto, and bulky mPEG ligands
also induce steric exclusion toward the ssDNA wrapping on a
QD.28 The combination of these effects have led to the
experimental observation that tuning the capping density of
MPA and mPEG on the QD surface is critical to the ssDNA
wrapping mechanism.28 The effects of changing MPA and

mPEG surface capping densities on ssDNA wrapping a 6 nm
diameter QD in our MD simulations are summarized in Figure
2. For quantitative analysis, we calculated the interfacial
binding energy (E) between ssDNA and QD, Rg of the ssDNA,
radial distribution of phosphorus atom numbers on the ssDNA
backbone (to represent the ssDNA position), and the number
of bonded (at distances ≤5 Å from the QD surface), dangling
(at distances ≥30 Å from the QD surface) and middle ssDNA
bases, which is available in SI Figure S3.
To uncover the mPEG capping effect, we vary the number of

mPEG ligands for two cases: fixing the number of MPA ligands
either at 0 or 100 (0 or 0.9 MPA/nm2). The first row in Figure
2a shows that ssDNA can bind to the QD with N(MPA) = 0
regardless of the number of mPEG ligands, that is, as
N(mPEG) varies from 0 to 200 (corresponding to 0−1.8
mPEG/nm2 densities, and labeled mPEG0-mPEG100.) As
N(mPEG) increases from 0 to 200, we find in Figure 2b, a
decrease in the peaks at r ∼ 35 Å, and an increase of ssDNA
outside the QD to r ∼ 50 Å. When N(mPEG) increases, the
coverage of the QD surface by mPEG necessarily also
increases. In turn, this reduces the binding sites available to
ssDNA, viz the peak at ∼35 Å decreases, pushes more ssDNA
bases away from the QD surface, and encourages the bases to
stay next to the mPEG layer, viz the peak at ∼50 Å increases.
This suggests that mPEG can block ssDNA through a steric
exclusion effect. The number of bonded bases (at distances ≤5
Å from the QD surface) is summarized in the table imbedded
in Figure 2a and also plotted in SI Figure S4. We found that at
N(MPA) = 0, when the number of mPEG ligands increases,
the interfacial binding energy increases and the Rg of ssDNA
remains constant, which is reported in SI Figure S4. However,
at N(MPA) = 100 (0.9 MPA/nm2) when the number of

Figure 3. (a) Representative structures of ssDNA (polyA N = 51) on different sizes of QDs, with the number of PS-bases changes from NS =
5−51 and QD size changes from D = 3 to 14 nm. Relationships of (b) interfacial binding energy between ssDNA and QD, (c) the number of
bonded bases (at distances ≤5 Å from the QD surface), and (d) the number of dangling bases (at distances ≥30 Å from the QD surface) with
the number of PS-bases and QD size. Panels b−e share the same legend. (e) MD results of radial number distribution of P atoms (on the
ssDNA backbone) in polyA NS:N = 5:51 wrapping different sizes of QDs (solid curves) and FRET experimental results of polyA NS:N = 5:51
head to QD surface distances for D = 6.4 and 8 nm QDs (dashed lines). In panel e, radial distribution curves are shifted to the Δr axis with
the origin set at the QD surface of the corresponding QD for comparison: D = 3 nm shifted by 15 Å, D = 6 nm shifted by 30 Å, D = 9 nm
shifted by 45 Å, and D = 14 nm shifted by 70 Å.

ACS Nano www.acsnano.org Article

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178
ACS Nano 2022, 16, 6666−6675

6669

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178/suppl_file/nn2c01178_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178/suppl_file/nn2c01178_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178/suppl_file/nn2c01178_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178/suppl_file/nn2c01178_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178/suppl_file/nn2c01178_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178/suppl_file/nn2c01178_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178/suppl_file/nn2c01178_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178?fig=fig3&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178?fig=fig3&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178?fig=fig3&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178?fig=fig3&ref=pdf
www.acsnano.org?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsnano.2c01178?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as


mPEG ligands increases, the ssDNA does not bind to the QD;
see Figure 2a and SI Figure S4.
To understand the MPA capping effect, we once again

address two cases, fixing the number of mPEG ligands either at
0 or 40, while changing the number of MPA ligands from 0 to
100 (and labeled MPA0-MPA100, respectively, in the table
embedded in Figure 2a). We found that at constant N(mPEG)
equal to 0 or 40, when the number of MPA ligands increases,
the interfacial binding energy and the Rg of the ssDNA both
increase, which is reported in SI Figure S4. For mPEG0
reported in column 1 in Figure 2awe found both bonded
and nonbonded structures (see the yellow zone) at MPA60
and MPA80. From MPA20 to MPA40, there is a significant
drop in the number of bonded bases (21.6 to 6.1) as reported
in the table in Figure 2a. Meanwhile, Figure 2c also shows a
dramatic outside shift in the P atom number distribution at
MPA40. This means that when N(MPA) ≥ 40, MPA can repel
the ssDNA through electrostatic repulsion. In Figure 2c, we do
not have any mPEG molecules on the QD and therefore ipso
facto no electrostatic repulsion from them, and yet a similar
structure emerges that necessarily arises from some con-
sequence of the MPA. Because the MPA molecules are very
small (see schemes in the first column of Figure 2a), the MPA
molecules will not block the ssDNA through a steric exclusion
mechanism. Thus, the shifts in the distributions in Figure 2c
are induced by the electrostatic repulsion force arising from the

presence of MPA. A combination of both electrostatic
repulsion and steric exclusion effects are reported in column
2 of Figure 2: At mPEG40, we found no bonded structures at
MPA80 and the bonded structures appeared at MPA60. In
comparison, at mPEG0, we found no bonded structures for
MPA100, and bonded structures for MPA80. Due to the steric
exclusion effect, the yellow zone is also shifted up at mPEG40.
Figure 2d, and the table in Figure 2a reports that when MPA ≥
20 and mPEG ≥ 40, the ssDNA is significantly repelled. To
further demonstrate the combination of effects from MPA and
mPEG capping, the phosphorus atom on each of the
monomers can be used as a marker of the positions of the
ssDNA monomers. The phosphorus (P) atom number
distributions are compared for the attachment simulations
for mPEG0 and mPEG40 at the same number of MPA ligands,
which is available in SI Figure S5a-S,d in SI. SI Figures S5e,f
confirm that ssDNA wrapping affinity on QDs can be
enhanced by replacing MPA with mPEG while keeping the
total number of ligands (MPA and mPEG) the same.

QD Size Effect on ssDNA Wrapping QD. The atomistic
conformation of ssDNA wrapping NPs at varying sizes can
reveal the possible structures resulting from the fabrication of
functional NP assemblies. Figure 3a shows that for QDs ≥ 6
nm in diameter, all the PS-bases can bond to the QD surface.
The interfacial binding energy and the number of bonded
bases also show the same linear relationship with the number

Figure 4. MD simulation demonstrations of (a) monovalence on D = 6 nm QD, (b) divalence on D = 9 nm QD, and (c) trivalence on D = 14
nm QD, using ssDNA polyA NS:N = 5:51. TEM images with (d) dimers of two D = 6 nm QDs displaying monovalence, and (e) tetramers of
one D = 14 nm QD linked with three D = 6 nm QDs displaying trivalent ssDNA on the 14 nm QD. (f) A linear relationship between ssDNA
valence number and QD diameter using different lengths of ssDNA chains.
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of PS-bases, see Figure 3b,c. However, on the 3 nm diameter
QD only part of the PS-bases can bond to the surface in the
cases when the polyA PS-ratio NS:N equals 30:51 or 51:51. It
is generally true that for small QDs (D = 3 and 6 nm) and fixed
N, the number of dangling bases (≥30 Å away from the QD)
increases with decreasing NS in Figure 3d. However, D = 9 and
14 nm QDs have close to no dangling bonds, even at the low
PS-ratio of 5:51. In order to keep the conformation energy of
the ssDNA low, when the tail of the ssDNA is attached to the
QD surface, the head of the ssDNA needs to leave the QD
surface on small size QDs, but on large QDs it can stay near
the QD surface; see Figure 3a. The Rg results are also available
in SI Figure S7a.
The radial distributions of P atoms surrounding different

sizes of QDs are compared in SI Figure S7c−f, for polyA N51
at different PS-base ratios from 5:51 to 51:51. Moreover,
Figure 3e shows that for large QDs, D = 9 and 14 nm, all polyA
bases with a 5:51 PS-base ratio stay near the QD surface (<30
Å), but for small QDs, D = 3 and 6 nm, some bases can reach
out as far as 40−50 Å. Using FRET spectroscopy, we
experimentally calculated the head to QD surface distance
the 5:51 PS-ratio polyA, and found that the distance decreases
from 45.4 to 37.6 Å when the QD size increases from D = 6.4
to 8 nm; see Figure 3e. Guo et al.23 also found that the
extension of ssDNA on the 9.2 nm diameter QD was ∼1.5 Å
per base using FRET spectroscopy, which gave a head to
surface distance of 31.5 Å for 21 bases. This distance is
reasonably shorter than our experimental result for the D = 8
nm QD, and it is in agreement with our simulation result for
the D = 9 nm QD, wherein we see the head to surface distance
to be ∼ 30 Å. Our MD simulation and experimental work
together confirm that the ssDNA chain stays closer to the QD
surface when the QD size is larger. The photoluminescence
spectra of the two QD-dye FRET systems are available in SI
Figure S8.
Varying ssDNA Valence Number on Different Sizes of

QDs. Considering only the steric exclusion effect, we find that
the maximum number of ssDNA chains that can wrap on the

QD is directly proportional to the QD surface area, = πn R
NS

4 2

0
,

where n is the valence number, R is the QD radius, N is the
number of bases on each ssDNA and S0 is the surface coverage
of each base. In this work, we found S0 = 0.76 nm2 for polyA
with lengths N = 51, and maximum valence numbers n = 3, 7,
and 16 on diameters of 6, 9, and 14 nm QDs, respectively, as
recorded in SI Table S7. The drafted schemes of maximum
ssDNA multivalence numbers on QDs 6, 9, and 14 nm are
available in SI Figure S9. However, the actual valence number
is much lower than the maximum number due to the
electrostatic repulsion effect because the bonded ssDNA
molecules can repel the approaching ssDNA. In our dilute
salt model, sodium ions bind to an ssDNA rarely, and the
effective charge carried by each ssDNA (N = 51) within typical
interactions is ∼50.
We find in our MD simulations that for the 6 nm QD, only

monovalence is achievable. Attempts to attach a second
ssDNA are spontaneously repelled; see Figure 4a. More
detailed schemes and results indicating the lack of binding by a
second ssDNA to the 6 nm QD may be found in SI Figures
S10 and S11, where we provide three points of evidence to
support the conclusion of monovalence: (1) The interfacial
binding energy is near 0. (2) The distribution of the ssDNA (P
atoms) moves away from the QD surface. The nonequilibrium

distributions of the ssDNA (P atoms) positions relative to
nanoparticles with varying diameters are shown in the third
column of Figure 4. Each of these plots shows the distribution
at the specified time, and not the equilibrium distributions
reported in Figure 2. (3) The number of bonded PS-bases (≤5
Å) stays at 0 after 3 ns of simulation time. We also simulated
polyA with different ratios of PS-bases, viz 5:51, 30:51, and
51:51 as reported in SI Figures S10 and S11, and the
conclusions are the same.
For 9 nm QDs, we find that divalence is possible but

trivalence was not observed; see Figure 4b for the divalent
structure. SI Figures S12 and S13 also provide detailed
schemes and results illustrating the binding of a second ssDNA
to the 9 nm QD: (1) the interfacial binding energy is below 0;
(2) the distribution of the ssDNA (P atoms) has a tail still
attached to the QD surface; (3) the number of bonded bases
(≤5 Å) is above 0. Furthermore, SI Figures S14 and S15 show
that a third ssDNA cannot bind to the 9 nm QD. Using similar
methods, we find that for the 14 nm QD, trivalence is possible
but tetravalence is not observed; see Figure 4c. The simulation
schemes and calculation results for divalence, trivalence and
tetravalence of 14 nm QDs with ssDNA are available in SI
Figures S16−S21.
To demonstrate the valence number on different sizes of

QDs, we conducted two physical experiments: (i) connecting
the ssDNA wrapped 6 nm small QD with a complementary
ssDNA wrapped 6 nm small QD; (ii) connecting the ssDNA
wrapped 14 nm large QD with multiple complementary
ssDNA wrapped 6 nm small QDs. The two QD-QD assemblies
were prepared using the same DNA sequences, a hybridization
part of 21 bases (with the complementary DNA), a wrapping
part of 30 PS bases, 2 spacers, and 1 ending base adenine; see
details on SI page S-5. The TEM image in Figure 4d suggests
that experiment (i) can only lead to dimers and nonbonded
QDs, which confirms monovalence on a 6 nm QD. The TEM
image in Figure 4e suggests that tetramers are the most likely
structures in experiment (ii), with one 14 nm QD connected
to three 6 nm QDs. Although bonding to two or four 6 nm
QDs is possible, it is very rare. This further suggests the
trivalence of 14 nm QD by ssDNA structure according to
experiment. It is notable that the experimental salt concen-
tration (25 mM NaCl) is low enough that effects from the
splitting of the salt can be ignored45 in making comparison
with the salt-less simulations of this work. Meanwhile in the
experiment, the surface MPA molecules are mostly replaced by
ssDNA monomers and neutralized by surface Na+ counterions,
and consequently the ssDNA−ssDNA interaction dominates
the effects in agreement with the assumptions of the of our
simulation model. The results may be sensitive to the nature of
the ligand, and future work should characterize the growing
family of larger and more complex ligands,49 as for example,
bidentate-zwitterionic ligands.50

From Gauss’s law, the electric potential on the surface of a
charged sphere is proportional to Q

R
, where Q is the total

charge on the sphere and R is the radius of the sphere. In our
system, the repulsive electric potential of n ssDNA molecules
on a QD induces an energy barrier (ΔE) that blocks the next
ssDNA from bonding to the QD surface. In other words, the
molecular diffusion (with thermal energy KE) cannot over-
come this energy barrier for a certain valence number. At this

critical point, = Δ =
πε ε

KE E Qq
R4 r0
, where q is the charge on
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each ssDNA and Q = nq, n is the valence number, ε0 is the
vacuum permittivity, and εr is the dielectric constant of the
medium. Given that the ssDNA chain length is fixed, ΔE and q
are fixed, we can easily derive n ∝ R. In turn, this means the
maximum valence number is linearly proportional to the QD
size (or diameter); see Figure 4f. We can also readily derive the
related proportionality ∝n R

N
, as shown in comparison with

simulation in Figure 4f, for different lengths of ssDNA chains
with different number of bases (N): As KE ∝ N and q ∝ N,

then ∝ Δ = ∝
πε ε

E KE NnN
R4 r

2

0
, and leading to ∝n R

N
. This

linear relationship is certainly surprising, and we look forward
to further work verifying its applicability in a broader class of
nanoparticles and ligands.

CONCLUSION
In this work, we use atomistic simulations and experiments to
reveal the mechanism of ssDNA wrapping on a QD. Our
ssDNA simulation model is validated using the Rg from the
experimental measurement and the theoretical SAW model at
low salt concentration region. We find that the surface
coverage of PS-polyA on a flat ZnS plane is about 0.76 nm2/
base. Our simulation results show that MPA induces a steric
exclusion effect and mPEG induces an electrostatic repulsion
effect, and both prevent the ssDNA from binding to the QD
surface. In order to wrap 6 nm QD with a ssDNA, the capping
numbers should be approximately MPA ≤ 20 and mPEG ≤ 40.
When the total number of capping ligand is fixed, N(MPA) +
N(mPEG) is constant, replacing MPA with mPEG molecules
can enhance ssDNA binding to the QD. We find in both our
simulations and experiments that the ssDNA-QD structure is
related to the QD size, and the ssDNA is closer to the QD
surface when the QD size is larger. In the end, we found that
the ssDNA valence number on a QD is primarily determined
by the electrostatic repulsion effect, not the steric exclusion
effect from the bonded ssDNA molecules. Using MD
simulations of polyA with N = 51, we found a maximum
number of 1, 2, and 3 ssDNA can bond to QDs with a
diameter of 6, 9, and 14 nm, respectively. We confirmed the
monovalence of 6 nm QD and trivalence of 14 nm QD
structures using TEM images of QD-dimer and QD-tetramer
assemblies, respectively. An implication of this electrostatic
repulsion mechanism is the linear relation between the
maximum valence number and the QD size, that is, n ∝ R,
observed in the simulations.

METHODS
MD Simulation Models and Methods. In this work, all MD

simulations are propagated by the Large-scale Atomic Molecular
Massive Parallel Simulator (LAMMPS) package.51 The ssDNA model
(polyA) is built using the BIOVIA Materials Studio (MS) software.44

The Consistent-Valence Force Field (CVFF)44,51 is used to describe
the interactions, which is adopted from the MS software. The force
field parameters are listed in SI Table S1−S6. The model for a given
PS-base on the polyA chain is built by replacing an oxygen on the
phosphate with a sulfur, available in SI Scheme S1. In general, the
polyA chain has 51 repeating units (N = 51), of which we denote the
number of unmodified bases as NO and the number of PS-bases as NS,
such that N = NO + NS. The polyA is fully ionized, and each adenine
unit carries −1 partial charge. Sodium ions (Na+) are added to
neutralize the total net charge. The radius of gyration (Rg) of our
polyA simulation model is in good agreement with the literature.35

The ZnS QDs of different sizes are built by LAMMPS. The ZnS
Wurtzite crystal structure force field parameters are taken from ref 52.

The QD-ssDNA interfacial interaction Lennard-Jones (LJ) parame-
ters (associated with Zn atoms) are set according to ref 53. The
simulation box is 100 × 100 × 100 nm3. Water molecules are
implicitly simulated by setting the dielectric constant to 80. The long-
range Coulombic force is included by Ewald summation using the
particle−particle particle-mesh (PPPM) algorithm in LAMMPS.54

MD Simulation Procedures. Multiple NVT (300 K) ensembles
are used to relax the model and acquire results. Based on our previous
experience in modeling cytochrome c interacting with a NP55,56 and
polymer wrapping on a NP,57,58 we use the following seven steps to
investigate the wrapping of QDs by ssDNA. (1) Initially, place ssDNA
more than 10 nm away from the QD surface and relax the ssDNA
chain and counterions (Na+); (2) Steer the ssDNA to the QD surface,
using a steering force 0.05 kcal/mol/Å toward the QD center, and
setting the Zn−S (S on PS-polyA) LJ energy constant at 0.6 kcal/mol;
(3) Uncoil the ssDNA chain conformation on the QD by relaxing the
ssDNA with the Zn−S (S on PS-polyA) LJ energy constant 0.6 kcal/
mol; (4) Steer the ssDNA to the QD surface again with a steering
force 0.05 kcal/mol/Å toward the QD center, and increasing the Zn−
S (S on PS-polyA) LJ energy constant to 3.0 kcal/mol; (5) Relax the
ssDNA, using the Zn−S (S on PS-polyA) LJ energy constant 3.0 kcal/
mol; (6) Attach the ssDNA to the QD surface by setting the Zn−S (S
on PS-polyA) LJ energy constant to 10.0 kcal/mol; (7) After
convergence, integrate the simulation and collect statistics using the
Zn−S (S on PS-polyA) LJ energy constant 10.0 kcal/mol. The
simulation time is 2−10 ns for each step. Typically, the final data is
collected after convergence in 2 ns simulation time duration across 2−
3 sample ensembles. More detailed information on our MD
simulation implementation is provided in SI Section 1.

Experimental Materials. Quantum dots (QD600, QD630, and
QD660), 3-mercaptopropionic acid (MPA), zinc acetate, O-(2-
mercaptoethyl)-O′-methyl-hexa(ethylene glycol) (mPEG), trioctyl-
phosphine oxide (TOPO), tetrabutylammonium bromide (TBAB)
were all purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (details are available in SI).
DNA oligonucleotides were all purchased from Integrated DNA
Technologies (IDT; Coralville, IA) with standard desalting (for DNA
oligonucleotides-without dye-modification) or HPLC (for dye-
modified DNA oligonucleotides) as purification method. All ssDNA
oligonucleotides were received as dry pellets.

Experimental Preparation of Aqueous QD with Neutral
Surface Charge. Aqueous QD was prepared as described
previously.59 Briefly, 80 μL of QD (5 mg/mL) were incubated with
TOPO (1 g/10 mL in chloroform) and chloroform at 25 °C and
shacked. After 30 min, TBAB (0.3 M in chloroform) was added to
this mixture. After additional 30 min incubation and shaking, Zn-MPA
in NaOH solution was added. The mixture was vortexed and
centrifuged with benchtop mini-centrifuge for 30 s, then the aqueous
layer was recovered. These procedures were repeated until all aqueous
layer were collected. MPA-QDs were purified to remove excess Zn-
MPA and concentrated using ultra centrifugal filter for five times.
After that, the MPA-QDs was diluted by adding 500 μL DNA free
water and incubated with mPEG for 4 days at room temperature
resulting in MPA/mPEG-QDs. The MPA/mPEG-QDs were again
purified and concentrated using ultra centrifugal filter for five times.
Moreover, the MPA/mPEG-QD buffer was exchanged into Tris using
NAP-5 desalting column, preparing for DNA wrapping. The QD
concentration was determined at 350 nm UV wavelength
absorbance.59

Experimental Preparation of ssDNA Wrapped QD and QD-
dye FRET Pairs. The ssDNA wrapped QD was also prepared as
described previously.59 Briefly, QD with neutral surface charge were
incubated with PS-backbone modified ssDNA overnight for wrapping
at a molar ratio of 1:10 (QD: ssDNA). After overnight incubation, the
mixture was purified and concentrated using ultra centrifugal filter for
five times. In the end, the QD concentration was measured again at
350 nm UV wavelength absorbance. To construct QD600-AF647 and
QD630-AF647 pairs, the ssDNA wrapped QD600 and QD630 were
incubated with dye (AF647) labeled complementary ssDNA. After
reaction for 2 h, the fluorescence emission spectra of QD alone and
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that with the presence of AF647 were recorded (details are available
in SI).
Experimental Preparation of QD-QD Assembly. To make

QD600-QD600 dimer assemblies (6−6 nm dimers), the ssDNA
wrapped QD600 were mixed with the complementary ssDNA
wrapped QD600 at a molar ratio of 5:1 (complementary ssDNA:
ssDNA), at 25 mM NaCl and 10 mM Tris. To make QD660-QD600
(14−6 nm multivalence) assemblies, the ssDNA wrapped QD660
were mixed with the same complementary DNA wrapped QD600 at a
molar ratio of 10:1 (complementary ssDNA: ssDNA), at 25 mM
NaCl and 10 mM Tris. After overnight reaction, the mixture was
drop-casted on 400 mesh carbon film square grids for transmission
electron microscopy (TEM) imaging.
Experimental Measurement and FRET Calculation. Structural

characterization of the QDs assemblies were carried out using a TEM
at 120 kV. Absorbance spectra were measured using a UV−vis
spectrophotometer (Thermo-Fisher) and the PL spectra were
measured using a FluoroMax-4C (Horiba Jobin Yvon). The extinction
coefficient of QD was estimated using the first extinction absorption
peak and calculated according to the empirical formula from refs 59
and 60. The quantum yield of QD was determined using the relative
quantum yield determination method with rhodamine 101 in
spectroscopic-grade ethanol as standard in refs 59 and 61. The
Förster distances and FRET efficiencies were calculated according to
ref 62. (details are available in SI).
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