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ABSTRACT: Oral cancer is the most common malignant tumor in
the oral and maxillofacial region, which seriously threatens the health
of patients. At present, radiotherapy is one of the commonly used ODE
methods for oral cancer treatment. However, the resistance of
cancerous tissues to ionizing radiation, as well as the side effects of
X-rays on healthy tissues, still limit the application of radiotherapy.
Therefore, how to effectively solve the above problems is still a
challenge at present. Generally speaking, elements with high atomic
numbers, such as bismuth, tungsten, and iodine, have a high X-ray
attenuation capacity. Using nanomaterials containing these elements as
radiosensitizers can greatly improve the radiotherapy effect. At the
same time, the modification of nanomaterials based on the above
elements with the biocompatible polymer can effectively reduce the
side effects of radiosensitizers, providing a new method for the realization of efficient and safe radiotherapy for oral cancer. In this
work, we prepared Tween-20-modified BiVO, nanorods (Tw20-BiVO, NRs) and further used them in the radiotherapy of human
tongue squamous cell carcinoma. Tw20-BiVO, NRs are promising radiosensitizers, which can generate a large number of free
radicals under X-rays, leading to the damage of cancer cells and thus playing a role in tumor therapy. In cell experiments,
radiotherapy sensitization of Tw20-BiVO, NRs significantly enhanced the production of free radicals in oral cancer cells, aggravated
the destruction of chromosomes, and improved the therapeutic effect of radiotherapy. In animal experiments, the strong X-ray
absorption ability of Tw20-BiVO, NRs makes them effective contrast agents in computed tomography (CT) imaging. After the
tumors are located by CT imaging, it helps to apply precise radiotherapy; the growth of subcutaneous tumors in nude mice was
significantly inhibited, confirming the remarkable effect of CT imaging-guided radiotherapy.
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B INTRODUCTION DNA damage to effectively destroy the proliferation ability of
cancer cells and inhibit tumor growth.lz’13 Therefore,
enhancing the production of ROS is an effective method to
improve the efficacy of radiotherapy, which also leads to the
demand for efficient radiosensitizers. Radiosensitization refers
to the process of using some drugs or physical methods to
improve the sensitivity of cancer cells to radiation to enhance
the killing effect of radiation on cancer cells and improve the
control rate and cure rate of malignant tumors. Radio-
sensitizers are chemical or pharmaceutical agents that can
sensitize radiotherapy; when used under X-rays, they can
increase the content of ROS in cancer cells, damage DNA, and
change the sensitivity of tumor cells to radiation, thus

Oral cancer is a malignant tumor occurring in the oral and
maxillofacial region.' In recent years, the incidence of oral
cancer has been increasing year by year, seriously threatening
the health of patients.”” Because of the particularity of the
location, oral cancer is not easy to be found; thus, it is difficult
to achieve early detection and early treatment.*® In addition,
oral cancer easily metastasizes to cervical lymph nodes, and the
cure rate and survival rate are very low.® In the treatment of
oral cancer, radiotherapy is a common method.”® Radio-
therapy is a treatment based on ionizing radiation, which can
inhibit cell proliferation by damaging the DNA of oral cancer
cells and then treat oral cancer, showing certain effects.’
However, the efficacy of radiotherapy is generally limited by

insufficient radiation energy deposition, radioresistance on Received: October 18, 2022
tumor tissues, and the side effects on normal tissues.'”"' Accepted: January 16, 2023
Therefore, how to effectively solve the current problems in Published: January 25, 2023

clinical radiotherapy is still a challenge at present.
In the process of radiotherapy, reactive oxygen species
(ROS) have proven to play an important role as mediators of
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Figure 1. (a) Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) image of BiVO, NRs. (b) TEM image of Tw20-BiVO, NRs. (c) Absorption spectrum of

Tw20-BiVO, NRs. (d) XRD pattern of Tw20-BiVO, NRs.

increasing the killing effect on cancer cells.”'*~"” The research
on new radiosensitizers has become a hot spot in the current
research, which can improve the lethality of the tumor by
producing a large number of ROS in the course of
radiotherapy.

With the development of nanotechnology in the past decade,
radiosensitizers based on nanomaterials stand out from other
kinds of radiosensitizers and have received extensive attention.
Nanomaterials containing high atomic number elements are
attracting considerable critical attention, which can absorb X-
rays not only to act as radiosensitizers to deposit radiation
energy and secondary electrons within DNA but also have the
ability to increase ROS generation to make cancer cells more
sensitive to radiation."”'*™*" Specifically, the relationship
between the X-ray absorption coefficient () and the atomic
number (Z) can be expressed as u = pZ*/(AE®), where A is the
atomic mass and E is the X-ray energy, indicating that
nanomaterials that possess higher density (p) or atomic
number (Z) are inclined to have stronger X-ray attenuation
ability and better X-ray absorption. The strong relationship (u
~ Z%) between the X-ray absorption coefficient and atomic
number is of great significance for developing radiosensi-
*122 Until now, many radiosensitizers containing high-Z
elements have been explored to improve the radiotherapeutic
efficacy, including Au” W B2 L7 G4, ete.!>?!
Among these radiosensitizers, Bi-based nanomaterials attract
particular interest because of their highest atomic number
element (Z = 83) among all nonradiative elements, K-edge
value of 90.5 keV, and excellent X-ray attenuation properties
(5.74 cm® g™' at 100 keV), which are strongly favorable for
application in radiosensitizers."***~>* Moreover, Bi is very
stable at room temperature and less toxic, which could be
applied to various medical applications.”””>™** As a result, the
development of biocompatible and efficient Bi-based nanoma-

tizers.
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terials as radiosensitizers is of great significance to improve the
efficacy of radiotherapy-related treatments.

At the same time, the strong relationship (i ~ Z*) between
the X-ray absorption coeflicient and the atomic number is also
of great significance for X-ray computed tomography (CT)
imaging.”"”” CT is one of the most powerful and widely used
imaging modalities in the diagnosis of a wide variety of
diseases.””*" However, because of the similar CT density of
most soft tissues, CT has absolute inferiority in the accurate
diagnosis of soft tissue lesions, including tumors. Therefore, it
is extremely necessary to enhance the contrast between the
tumor and peritumoral tissues with CT contrast agents and
further achieve the precise detection of the tumor.*”** Using
nanomaterials containing high-Z elements as contrast agents
for CT imaging can exhibit more advantages in terms of
intrinsic contrast, lower dose requirement, and lower radiation
exposure to patients than low-Z elements materials.””**** As
mentioned above, Bi, with a high atomic number and a high K-
edge energy which falls within the diagnostic energy range
employed by many clinical CT imaging scanners, has shown
huge promise as a contrast agent for CT imaging applications.
Therefore, Bi-containing nanomaterials are helpful to realize
CT imaging-guided tumor radiotherapy.”™*® Under the
enhanced permeability and retention effect, nanomaterials are
enriched at the tumor sites, and CT imaging can accurately
identify the location of the tumors, guiding the application of
precise X-ray irradiation. At the same time, it is very beneficial
to reduce the side effects of radiotherapy.‘w"‘g_52 Furthermore,
the design and synthesis of new Bi-containing nanomaterials
are consistent with the notion of multifunctional nano-
theranostics for multimodal imaging-guided synergistic ther-
apy, which has allowed for maximizing the effectiveness of
theranostics while minimizing potential adverse effects under
the condition of the precise control of X-ray dose.”"

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.2c06714
ACS Omega 2023, 8, 4736—4746


https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.2c06714?fig=fig1&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.2c06714?fig=fig1&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.2c06714?fig=fig1&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.2c06714?fig=fig1&ref=pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.2c06714?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as

ACS Omega

http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf

a <t
(a) S
[11]
o
<
[l
£
EX
D=
23
(mg/ml) 0 0.625 1.25 2.5

-o- Tw20-BiVO,
-# meglumine diatrizoate

(b) 1500

f =
35 10007 v = 153.5*x + 313.8
2 (R?=0.9216)
[
c
3 500
T Y = 32.84*X + 367.6
(R?=0.9834)
0 T T
0 2 4 6

Concentration (mg/ml)

Figure 2. (a) CT imaging of Tw20-BiVO, NRs and diatrizoate meglumine at different concentrations. (b) HU values of Tw20-BiVO, NRs and
diatrizoate meglumine obtained by fitting CT imaging data from linear regression.
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Figure 3. (a) Clonogenic assay of CAL27 cells under different treatments (X-ray dose: 2 Gy). (b) Corresponding survival fraction of colony
formation assay under different treatments using ordinary one-way ANOVA (X-ray dose: 2 Gy). (c) Survival fraction of CAL27 cells under
different treatments and different X-ray doses using the paired T-test. (d) Proportion of apoptosis of CAL27 cells under different treatments and
different X-ray doses conducted by flow cytometry using the paired T-test. *P < 0.0S, ***P < 0.001, and ****P < 0.0001.

In this work, we succeeded in designing and preparing
Tween-20-modified BiVO, nanorods (Tw20-BiVO, NRs) for
CT imaging-guided tumor radiotherapy, which not only
identified the location of tumors and guided precise radio-
therapy but also enhanced radiotherapy sensitivity and reduced
the side effects of radiotherapy. In cell experiments, radio-
therapy sensitization of Tw20-BiVO, NRs significantly
enhanced the production of free radicals in oral cancer cells,
aggravated the destruction of chromosomes, and improved the
therapeutic effect of radiotherapy. In animal experiments, the
tumors were precisely located by CT imaging, and under the
action of X-rays the growth of subcutaneous tumors in nude
mice was significantly inhibited, confirming the remarkable
effect of CT imaging-guided radiotherapy. We firmly believe
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that Tw20-BiVO, NRs will have great application prospects in
the field of nanotheranostics.

B RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Structure and Function of Tw20-BiVO, NRs. First, we
synthesized BiVO, NRs in the oil phase using oleylamine
(OLA) and oleic acid (OA) as ligands, which are shown in
Figure la (we can see that they have a uniform and regular
one-dimensional morphology). Then, we modified their
surface with the highly biocompatible polymer Tween-20 to
transfer them from the oil phase to the water phase, which is
shown in Figure 1b. They still maintained one-dimensional
morphology, so the modification of the polymer Tween-20
does not change their morphology. Figure lc shows the
absorption spectrum of the Tw20-BiVO, NRs. There was an

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.2c06714
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Figure 4. (a) ROS staining in CAL27 cells under different treatments; the scale bar is S0 ym. (b) Corresponding fluorescence intensities obtained
by ordinary one-way ANOVA. (c) y-H2AX staining in CAL27 cells under different treatments, the scale bar is 50 ym. (d) Corresponding
fluorescence intensities obtained by ordinary one-way ANOVA. **P < 0.01 and ***P < 0.001.

absorption edge at about 475 nm and no obvious absorption
peak, which corresponds to BiVO,. Figure 1d shows the X-ray
diffraction (XRD) pattern of the BiVO, NRs, which
corresponds well to the standard spectrum of monoclinic
BivO, (JCPDS: 83-1699). The narrow and sharp peaks
demonstrate the good crystallinity of the Tw20-BiVO, NRs.

The as-prepared Tw20-BiVO, NRs have a high Bi content.
Because of the high X-ray absorption coeflicient of Bi, Tw20-
BiVO, NRs can be used as a CT imaging contrast agent. With
increasing concentration of Tw20-BiVO, NRs solution, the CT
signal gradually increased and was higher than the clinically
used CT contrast agent diatrizoate meglumine with the same
concentrations (Figure 2a). The Hounsfield unit (HU) values
were obtained by fitting CT imaging data. The HU value of
Tw20-BiVO, NRs was calculated to be 153.5 HU mL mg",
while that of diatrizoate meglumine was 32.84 HU mL mg™'
(Figure 2b). Tw20-BiVO, NRs have good CT imaging ability
in vitro.

Radiosensitization in Cells. In the cell experiment, in
vitro cytotoxicity was first tested to evaluate whether Tw20-
BiVO, NRs meet the biosafety requirements for imaging and
therapy application. After incubation with Tw20-BiVO, NRs
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for 24 h, the relative viability of CAL27 cells was measured by
flow cytometry. As shown in Figure S1, Tw20-BiVO, NRs
exhibited no significant toxicity to CAL27 cells even when the
concentration was as high as 200 ug/mL. The results of
multiple flow cytometry data showed the same results,
suggesting that Tw20-BiVO, NRs have good biocompatibility
for biomedical applications (Figure S2).

To prove radiosensitization, the proliferative inhibitory
ability of Tw20-BiVO, NRs on tumor cells was investigated
by clonogenic assay to evaluate the radiosensitizing effect of
Tw20-BiVO, NRs in vitro. The results of the experiment
showed that the Tw20-BiVO, NRs alone group had little effect
on the cell proliferation ability, and the X-ray alone group had
shown the effect of radiotherapy (Figure 3a). After being
irradiated with only 2 Gy X-rays, the survival fraction of
CAL27 cells was 46.66%. However, the cell survival fraction
was only 12.62% under the synergistic effect of Tw20-BiVO,
NRs and X-rays (Figure 3b). With the increase of X-ray
irradiation intensity, the survival fraction of CAL27 cells
decreased gradually, which reflects the enhanced radiotherapy
efficacy (Figure 3c).

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.2c06714
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Figure S. (2) In vivo CT image of the mouse intravenously injected with Tw20-BiVO, NRs. (b) In vivo CT image of the mouse intravenously

injected with meglumine diatrizoate.

On the basis of the clonogenic assay experiment, we
compared the effects of radiotherapy in the presence or
absence of Tw20-BiVO, NRs. As shown in Figure S3, under
the same radiation doses, Tw20-BiVO, NRs can significantly
increase the proportion of apoptosis. In order to reflect the
radiosensitization effect more directly, the results of flow
cytometry were further drawn into a line graph, which
indicated that the differences were statistically significant
(Figure 3d). The statistical analysis results showed that the
presence or not of Tw20-BiVO, NRs had a very significant
impact on the survival fraction and apoptosis fraction of
CAL27 cells. Both the clonogenic assay and flow cytometry
certify strong inhibition to cell proliferation of Tw20-BiVO,
NRs, and the radiosensitization effect of Tw20-BiVO, NRs was
excellent. Even under lower X-ray radiation doses, Tw20-
BiVO, NRs can also achieve promising therapeutic effects,
which is helpful to reduce the side effects that are usually
caused by excessive X-ray radiation.

Recent research has suggested that excessive ROS
accumulation induced by ionizing radiation played an
important role in DNA fragmentation and subsequent cell
death.” In relevant experimental studies, a 2,7'-dichlorodihy-
drofluorescein diacetate (DCFH-DA) fluorescent probe was
employed to detect intracellular ROS levels of CAL27 cells
after different treatments.”* As shown in Figure 4a, cell nuclei
were labeled with blue fluorescence, and ROS were labeled
with green fluorescence. Almost no green fluorescence was
observed in the control group and the Tw20-BiVO, NRs
group, and a small amount of green fluorescence appeared in
the X-ray group, indicating that X-ray alone could lead to the
generation of ROS. Under the joint action of Tw20-BiVO,
NRs and X-rays, a large number of intracellular ROS were
generated. The relative fluorescence intensity measured by
Image]J software directly reflected the differences in ROS levels
in each group (Figure 4b). Furthermore, the fluorescence
signal of DCFH-DA was quantitatively analyzed by flow
cytometry. As shown in Figure S4, the ROS levels in the cells
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showed significant differences under four different experimen-
tal treatments. The intensity of green fluorescence was 10.5
times higher in the X-ray-alone group than in the control
group, while for the Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray group, the
intensity of green fluorescence was 17.9 times higher than that
of the control group.

Since high-radiation energy deposition and enhanced
oxidative stress may facilitate the damage of DNA, y-H2AX
staining was performed to analyze the damage to DNA double-
strands in cell nuclei.'” Similar to the ROS assay, no visible
fluorescence was found in the cells without X-ray treatment.
The apparent fluorescence could be seen in the cells in the
treatment groups of X-ray and Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray. In
line with the expectations, the Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray
treatment induced the highest fluorescence intensity, which
means severe DNA damage (Figure 4c). Then, the relative
fluorescence intensity was analyzed by the Image] software.
Figure 4d provides an overview of the fluorescence intensity
among the different groups, and the differences between X-ray
treatment and Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray treatment were
statistically significant. Both DCFH-DA and y-H2AX assays
demonstrated the favorable radiosensitization activity of Tw20-
BiVO, NRs, which could induce intracellular massive ROS
under X-ray radiation to damage the double-stranded DNA in
cell nuclei.

CT Imaging-Guided Radiotherapy In Vivo. Motivated
by the favorable outcomes in vitro, we then investigated the
CT imaging-guided radiotherapy performance of Tw20-BiVO,
NRs in vivo. Balb/c nude mice with subcutaneous tumors in
the buttocks were selected as tumor models, and the drug
administration method used in the experiment was tail vein
injection. Tumors in mice injected with Tw20-BiVO, NRs
showed stronger CT signals than those injected with the
contrast agent meglumine diatrizoate (Figure Sab). Tw20-
BiVO, NRs showed better CT imaging results than the
commonly used contrast media in clinical practice.
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Figure 6. (a) Body weight changes of mice in each group within 17 days after the treatments, determined using ordinary one-way ANOVA. (b)
Tumor volume change of mice in each group within 17 days after the treatments, determined using ordinary one-way ANOVA. (c) Final tumor
masses of mice in each group after the treatments, determined using ordinary one-way ANOVA. (d) Final tumor photos of mice in each group after
the treatments. (e) Final mice photos in each group after the treatments. (f) Hematoxylin and eosin (H&E)-stained tumor tissue slices of mice in
each group. The scale bar is 100 gm. *P < 0.05, **P < 0.01, and ****P < 0.0001.

The localization of the tumor and the delineation of the
boundary of the tumor by CT imaging are helpful for the
application of precise radiotherapy, which not only enhances
the efficacy but also reduces the side effects. In vivo treatment
experiments in animal models were divided into four groups:
(1) the control group, (2) the Tw20-BiVO, NRs group, (3)
the X-ray group, and (4) the Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray group.
In the experiment, the dose of Tw20-BiVO, NRs was 250 ug
(5 mg/mL, 50 uL) and the intensity of the applied X-ray was 6
Gy. Throughout the treatment, the body weights and tumor
sizes of the mice were recorded every day to the 17th day. On
the 17th day, we took pictures of each tumor-bearing nude
mouse and then killed the mice to weigh the tumor and take
pictures to compare the weight and size of the tumor in each
group.

Changes in the body weight of mice can reflect the state of
the body. As shown in Figure 6a, in the control group and the
Tw20-BiVO, NRs group, weight fluctuations were due to
tumor growth. In the X-ray group, fluctuating weight loss was
due to the minor side effect of the X-rays. However, the body
weight of the mice in the Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray group
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basically maintained a steady increase, indicating that the mice
grew in a good state, which reflects the effect of the treatment
(Figure 6a).

In the control group, the tumor growth was not affected and
maintained a rapid and stable growth rate (Figure 6b). The
average tumor volume increased to S.1 times of that at the
beginning of the experiment, and the average tumor mass was
as high as 0.48 g (Figure 6b—e). The average tumor size in the
Tw20-BiVO, NRs group was slightly smaller than that in the
control group, and the average tumor mass was also lighter,
indicating that Tw20-BiVO, NRs themselves had a little
inhibitory effect on tumor growth (Figure 6b—e). It is worth
noting that because of the slight deviation caused by the
coverage of the tumor by the mouse skin, the measurement of
the long diameter and short diameter of the tumors is based on
the naked eye observation, and, a slight deviation is thus
inevitable. Therefore, although Figure 6b does not visually
show the effect of the Tw20-BiVO, group, Figure 6c—e does.
Tumors in the X-ray group showed a little bit slower growth
rate as compared to the control group, revealing the
radiotherapy effects of X-ray irradiation (Figure 6b).
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Compared with the beginning of the experiment, the tumor
size in this group increased about 3.6 times, with an average
weight of 0.19 g (Figure 6b,c). The photos of the tumors and
the mice visually show the effect of radiotherapy (Figure 6d,e).
Radiotherapy inhibited tumor growth to some extent, but we
found that the tumor growth rate was still at a high level.
Therefore, we further investigated the efficacy of radiotherapy
in the presence of a radiosensitizer. In the Tw20-BiVO, NRs +
X-ray group, the tumor growth was severely inhibited, and the
tumor size even decreased within the first week after X-ray
irradiation (Figure 6b). At the end of the treatment, the
average volume of the tumors in this group was 1.3 times of
that at the beginning of the experiment, and the average weight
was only 0.032 g (Figure 6b,c). Over the course of the
treatment, only a small amount of tumor growth occurred and
the radiosensitizer greatly enhanced the effect of radiotherapy
(Figure 6d,e). Histopathologic staining was also used to
evaluate the treatment effect of the tumors in each group. The
H&E-stained tumor sections showed the degree of tumor
necrosis. In the control group, the tumor basically maintained a
normal state, while in the Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray group,
death, nucleus rupture, and ablation of cancer cells can be
found, indicating that Tw20-BiVO, NRs could enhance the
treatment effect of radiotherapy (Figure 6f).

At last, H&E-stained slices of major organs were used to
prove the biosafety of Tw20-BiVO, NRs in the treatment in
vivo. Compared with the control group, no significant
difference in major organs (heart, liver, spleen, lung, kidney,
and testis) was observed (Figure 7). Serum biochemistry

Tt
o
]

I

Kidney Lung Spleen

Testis

Control Tw20-BiVO, " Xeray  Tw20-BiVO,+X-ray
Figure 7. H&E-stained slices of the heart, liver, spleen, lung, kidney,

and testis of mice in each group after treatment. The scale bar is 100
pm.

analysis further exhibited the negligible side effects of
treatment based on Tw20-BiVO, NRs. Blood ion, liver
function, and renal function tests are shown in Figures S5—
S7. All the results above support that Tw20-BiVO, NRs have
preeminent radiosensitizing efficacy and good biocompatibility
during the therapeutic process.
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B CONCLUSIONS

In summary, we succeeded in designing and preparing Tw20-
BiVO, NRs and further used them in the radiotherapy of oral
cancer. Because of the high atomic number of Bi, Tw20-BiVO,
NRs are not only a kind of CT imaging contrast agent but also
can be used as radiosensitizers. Tw20-BiVO, NRs can
effectively increase intracellular ROS and induce DNA
double-strand break damage, leading to the cells’ apoptosis.
The in vivo experiments prove that our Tw20-BiVO, NRs with
no notable toxicity can identify the location of the tumor on
CT imaging. Further combined with X-ray irradiation, the
apoptosis of tumor cells can be induced, the growth of the
tumor can be inhibited, and the efficacy of radiotherapy can be
enhanced. Tw20-BiVO, NRs have potential application in CT
imaging-guided radiotherapy.

B EXPERIMENTAL SECTION

Materials. All the chemical reagents used in this work were
analytically pure. Tween-20, NH,VO; (99.9%), and Bi(NO,);
SH,O (99.0%) were purchased from Aladdin. Octadecene
(ODE, 90%), OLA (>70%), and OA (90%) were purchased
from Sigma-Aldrich. The crystal violet staining solution, ROS
assay kit, Hoechst 33342, a cell culture medium, and trypsin—
ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid were purchased from Beyo-
time. The annexin V-FITC/PI apoptosis detection kit was
purchased from Beijing Solarbio Science & Technology Co.
Ltd. The y-H2AX (phospho-S139) antibody [EP854(2)Y]
(Alexa Fluor 568) (ab206901) was purchased from Abcam.
Male BALB/c nude mice were purchased from Beijing Vital
River Laboratory Animal Technology Co., Ltd. Ultrapure
water was used in all of our experiments.

Preparation of BiVO, NRs. In a three-necked flask, 1
mmol Bi(NO;);-SH,0, 10 mL ODE, 2 mL OA, and 2 mL
OLA were mixed and heated to 175 °C under nitrogen. When
Bi(NO,;);-SH,O was completely dissolved, the mixture was
cooled to 130 °C, and NH,VO, aqueous solution (0.8 mmol
NH,VO, dissolved in 10 mL deionized water) was added
rapidly. The mixture was continued to be heated at 100 °C for
30 min and then the heating was stopped to end the reaction.
In order to purify the BiVO, NRs, 10 mL ethanol was added to
the mixture and mixed well. Then, the lower aqueous layer was
removed, and the upper oil phase was added with 5 mL
ethanol and centrifuged at 6000 rpm for 3 min. The precipitate
was redispersed in cyclohexane, and this step was repeated
twice. The as-prepared BiVO, NRs were finally dispersed in
cyclohexane.

Surface Modification by Tween-20. 40 mg BiVO, NRs
and 200 uL Tween-20 were dissolved in 16 mL cyclohexane,
and the mixture was added into 40 mL deionized water under
sonication. Then, the cyclohexane was thoroughly evaporated
to dryness under stirring. In a 70 °C water bath, the remaining
aqueous solution was centrifuged at 8000 rpm for S min, and
the precipitate was redispersed in deionized water to obtain
Tw20-BiVO, NRs.

In Vitro CT Imaging Assay. In CT imaging assay in vitro,
ultrapure water was used to dissolve Tw20-BiVO, NRs or
diatrizoate meglumine solutions into solutions of different
concentrations, with concentration gradients of 0, 0.625, 1.25,
2.5, and 5 mg/mL, respectively. A CT machine was used to
test the effect of CT imaging. To more intuitively reflect the
effect of CT imaging, the corresponding CT signal value of
each sample was read in the reading system and the signal
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intensity of each group was compared by a numerical value.
(The voltage was 60 kV, the current was 1 mA, and the
radiation dose was 0.1 mGy.)

In Vitro Cell Viability. Human tongue carcinoma
(CAL27) cells, also known as Centre Antoine Lacassagne-27
cells, were developed by J. Gioanni in 1982 and stemmed from
a lesion in the middle of the tongue of a 56 year old white
male. CAL 27 cells were cultured in Dulbecco’s modified
Eagle’s medium containing 10% (v/v) fetal bovine serum and
1% (v/v) penicillin/streptomycin at 37 °C in a humidified 5%
CO, incubator. CAL27 cells were separately seeded in a six-
well plate (4 X 10° cells/well) and cultured for 24 h. Then, the
CAL27 cells were incubated with different concentrations of
Tw20-BiVO, NRs (0, 20, 50, 100, 150, and 200 ug/mL) for
another 24 h. The cellular viability was evaluated using the
annexin V-FITC/PI apoptosis detection kit and flow cytometry
(BD LSRFortessa). In order to ensure the accuracy of the
experimental results, we repeated the experiment three times.
We also calculated the average and variance of the results of
the three experiments to reflect the experimental effect more
intuitively.

In Vitro Colony Formation Assay. The clonogenic assay
is a well-established in vitro method for assessing radio-
sensitivity.”> CAL27 cells were seeded in a six-well plate (2000
cells/well) for 24 h and divided into four groups, namely the
control group, the Tw20-BiVO, NRs group, the X-ray group,
and the Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray group. In the experiment,
the concentration of Tw20-BiVO, NRs cocultured with cells
was 100 pg/mL, and the irradiation intensity was 2 Gy. Then,
the cells in all groups were washed with phosphate-buffered
saline (PBS) three times and cultured with 2 mL of cell culture
medium for 10—1S5 days until the formation of visible colonies.
Next, the plates were rinsed three times with PBS and fixed
with 4% paraformaldehyde at room temperature for 15 min,
followed by rinsing three times with ultrapure water. At last,
the cells were stained by a crystal violet staining solution for 10
min, washed with ultrapure water, and photographed by a
microscope.

Based on this experiment, we compared the effects of
radiotherapy in the presence or absence of Tw20-BiVO, NRs.
After being incubated with or without Tw20-BiVO, NRs (100
ug/mL) for 24 h, cells were treated by X-rays of different
intensities (0, 2, 4, 6, and 8 Gy). Then, the cells were stained
with crystal violet as described above, and for the calculation of
survival fraction, the formula used was as (surviving colonies)/
(cells seeded X plating efficiency).

Apoptosis Assay. CAL27 cells were cultured in six-well
plates (1 X 10° cells per well). After complete adherence (48
h), the cells were cultured with or without Tw20-BiVO, NRs
(100 pug/mL) for 24 h. Then, the cells were treated by X-rays
(0,2, 4, 6, and 8 Gy) and sequentially cultured for 24 h after
being washed with PBS twice. Annexin V-FITC/PI double
staining was used to assess tumor cell apoptosis, and the data
were obtained by flow cytometry (BD LSRFortessa).

Detection of Intracellular ROS Generation. DCFH-DA
was selected as the fluorescent probe for the study of ROS
generation. DCFH-DA can be hydrolyzed to DCFH inside the
cell, which is then oxidized by ROS to form a fluorescent
compound, 2’,7'-dichlorofluorescein (DCF) (emission wave-
length, 525 nm; excitation wavelength, 488 nm).>**” CAL27
cells were seeded in confocal dishes (1 X 10° cells/well) for 24
h. Then, the cells were divided into four groups: (1) the
control group, (2) the Tw20-BiVO, NRs group, (3) the X-ray
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group, and (4) the Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray group. After the
cells in groups (2) and (4) were incubated with Tw20-BiVO,
NRs (100 ug/mL) overnight, cells were washed with PBS
three times and incubated with 1.5 mL cell culture medium
containing DCFH-DA (1:1000, v/v) and Hoechst 33342
(1:100, v/v) (emission wavelength, 461 nm; excitation
wavelength, 350 nm) for 20—40 min. Then, the cells were
washed with the cell culture medium three times and cells in
groups (3) and (4) were irradiated using X-rays (6 Gy).
Finally, the intracellular ROS level was observed by confocal
laser scanning microscopy.

In the quantitative analysis of ROS generation, flow
cytometry was employed. After performing the same experi-
ment as in the above step, the cells were collected after
digestion, washed with PBS, and detected by flow cytometry
(BD LSRFortessa).

Detection of Intracellular Chromosome Damage. To
evaluate the Tw20-BiVO, NRs’ enhanced chromosome
damage induced by X-ray irradiation, CAL27 cells were
planted in confocal dishes (1 X 10° cells/well) and incubated
for 24 h. The experiments were divided into four groups: (1)
the control group, (2) the Tw20-BiVO, NRs group, (3) the X-
ray group, and (4) the Tw20-BiVO, NRs + X-ray group. Then,
the cells in groups (2) and (4) were incubated with Tw20-
BiVO, NRs (100 pg/mL) for 24 h and washed with PBS three
times. Then, groups (3) and (4) were irradiated by X-rays (6
Gy). After another 4 h of incubation, cells were fixed by
Immunol staining fix solution for 10 min, followed by washing
with Immunol staining wash buffer three times. Cells were then
permeabilized with immunostaining permeabilization buffer
with Triton X-100 for 15 min and washed using Immunol
staining wash buffer twice. Next, QuickBlock blocking buffer
for Immunol staining was added to the cells for another 1 h at
room temperature and further incubated with the y-H2AX
(phospho-S139) antibody [EP854(2)Y] (Alexa Fluor 568)
(ab206901) (emission wavelength, 617 nm; excitation wave-
length, 590 nm) (1:1000, v/v) at 4 °C overnight. After
washing with Immunol staining wash buffer three times, the
cell nuclei were stained with Hoechst 33342 (emission
wavelength, 461 nm; excitation wavelength, 350 nm) (1:100,
v/v) and washed again with Immunol staining wash buffer
three times. At last, the intracellular chromosome damage level
was observed by confocal laser scanning microscopy.

Animal Experiments. To establish the animal models, the
middle of the buttock near the tail of balb/c nude mice were
subcutaneously implanted with 200 uL cell suspension
containing 1.5 X 10° CAL27 cells. All animal experiments
were performed following the Guidelines for the Care and Use
of Laboratory Animals from Jilin University and approved by
the Animal Ethics Committee of the College of Basic Medical
Sciences, Jilin University. Tumor-bearing balb/c nude mice
were injected with 50 uL of Tw20-BiVO, NRs (5 mg/mL) or
diatrizoate meglumine solutions through the tail vein to
compare the performance of in vivo CT imaging, and
Planmeca Cone beam CT (60 kV, 1 mA) was employed for
related research.

When the average tumor volume reached 60 mm?, the mice
were randomly divided into four groups on the basis of
different treatments: (1) the control group, (2) the Tw20-
BiVO, NRs group, (3) the X-ray group, and (4) the Tw20-
BiVO, NRs + X-ray group. The tumor-bearing mice in groups
(1) and (3) were intravenously injected with S0 L of saline,
and the tumor-bearing mice in groups (2) and (4) were
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intravenously injected with 50 uL of Tw20-BiVO, NRs
solution (5 mg/mL). After 24 h, the tumors of mice in groups
(3) and (4) were exposed to X-rays (6 Gy) using an X-ray
biological irradiator. Then, the tumor sizes and body weights of
mice in each group were recorded every day after treatments
up to the 17th day. The tumor volume was calculated by the
formula: ab*/2 (a/b represents the long-/short-axis length of
tumors measured by the Vernier caliper, respectively).

Biosafety Studies. At the end of the experiment, serum
samples were taken for blood analysis, including ions, liver
function, and renal function tests. Then, all the mice were
euthanized, and the major organs (including the heart, liver,
spleen, lung, kidney, and testis) and tumors were dissected,
fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde, and used for H&E staining.
H&E-stained sections were photographed using an optical
microscope.

Statistical Analysis. The collected experimental data were
analyzed using Student’s ¢ test or one-way analysis of variance.
The results were presented as mean + standard deviation of
three independent experiments. P values less than 0.05 were
considered to be significant.
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