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ctionalized polycalix[4]
resorcinarene as a cavity-containing hyper-
branched supramolecular and recoverable acidic
catalyst in 4H-pyran synthesis†

Aref Mahmoudi Asl, Bahador Karami * and Zahra Karimi

In this study, tungstic acid immobilized on polycalix[4]resorcinarene, PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H, as

a mesoporous acidic solid catalyst was synthesized and investigated for its catalytic activity. Polycalix[4]

resorcinarene was prepared via a reaction between formaldehyde and calix[4]resorcinarene, and then

the resulting polycalix[4]resorcinarene was modified using (3-chloropropyl)trimethoxysilane (CPTMS) to

obtain polycalix[4]resorcinarene@(CH2)3Cl that was finally functionalized with tungstic acid. The designed

acidic catalyst was characterized by various methods including FT-IR spectroscopy, energy-dispersive X-

ray spectroscopy (EDS), scanning electron microscopy (FE-SEM), X-ray diffraction (XRD),

thermogravimetric analysis (TGA), elemental mapping analysis and transmission electron microscopy

(TEM). The catalyst efficiency was evaluated via the preparation of 4H-pyran derivatives using dimethyl/

diethyl acetylenedicarboxylate, malononitrile, and beta-carbonyl compounds, confirmed by FT-IR

spectroscopy and 1H and 13C NMR spectroscopy. The synthetic catalyst was introduced as a suitable

catalyst with high recycling power in 4H-pyran synthesis.
Introduction

Over recent decades, calixarenes, especially calix[4]resorcinar-
ene, an attractive set of macrocyclic molecules, have widely been
used in molecular chemistry.1,2 The production of this group of
compounds results from the reaction between formaldehyde
and phenol or its derivatives.3 High thermal and chemical
resistance, high melting point, non-toxicity, low solubility, and
optical activity are among the remarkable properties of calix-
arenes.4,5 Specic properties, such as green synthetic methods,
possibility of derivatization, easy modication,6 and ability to
adjust their size, have introduced calixarenes in different
dimensions as multifaceted structures, producing complex and
fundamental scaffolds for various applications.7

The presence of two edges in their body has given these
macromolecules outstanding features. The phenolic rings and
substitution of hydroxy groups on phenyl rings involve the
upper and lower edges, respectively. A hydrophobic cavity8 is
formed between the two edges through aromatic rings. This
unique structure makes the calixes act as a basket.9,10 Selective
interactions and the formation of host-guest complexes are
allowed to accept guest molecules, such as neutral molecules
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and ions. Through pores in the structure of calixarenes,11 they
can recognize molecular guests and show attractive and
appropriate functions.12–17

Calixarenes can be employed for different applications
including the production of suitable catalysts according to the
need for organic reactions, biological systems, binding to the
substrate, HPLC stationary phases, heavy nanocapsules, metal
adsorption agents, drug delivery materials, extraction of metal
ions, detectors, ion transporters, and chemical sensors by
changing the available spaces on them.18–23

High-performance catalysts are an essential component that
the world strongly needs.24 However, although homogeneous
catalysts have attracted much attention, their use in chemical
reactions has been restricted due to their high cost, low envi-
ronmental safety and security, corrosion, and recovery.
Recently, mixtures of organic acid catalysts and various solid
supports, such as carbon, silica, and polymers, have been
considered as desirable hybrids.25

The ability to transfer mass between raw materials and
products, control the amount of solubility in aqueous solutions,
produce a changeable hydrophobic space, separation, and other
characteristics of polymer-supported catalysts do not exist in
ordinary types.26 Meanwhile, many polymeric supports suffer
from several defects in different stages of synthesis, such as
high synthesis time, a large number of production steps, and
several defects in functionalization stages, such as lack of
excellent thermal and chemical resistance, functionalization via
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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co-polymerization or further post-polymerization under harsh
reaction conditions, and solubility in different solvents.27

It is worth noting that the use of calixarenes to prepare
heterogeneous catalysts for chemical changes is less known.28,29

The non-covalent interactions of calixarenes including hydro-
phobic interactions, hydrogen bonding, and ionic–polar inter-
actions provide a strong backbone for constructing polymer
matrices.30

Porous organic polymers with tunable pores and large and
stable specic surface areas signicantly affect many elds
including catalysts, drug carriers, and gas absorbers.31–34

However, polymers based on calixarenes have rarely been
studied in chemical reactions as catalysts so far.35 Developing
an efficient, practical, and environmentally safe method for
designing biological and synthetic molecules is the principal
goal of modern organic synthesis.

Due to the high signicance of compounds bearing pyran
structures, in the last decade, researchers have built increasingly
modern methods for the synthesis of these compounds.36 Pyrans
are a substantial category of heterocycles as their core segments
are included in a great diversity of biologically active compounds
and natural products. Pyrans have a wide range of medicinal
Scheme 1 Schematic steps of the synthesis of PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H ca

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
properties such as antioxidant, anti-microbial, anti-cancer, anti-
HIV, anti-tumour, and anti-fungal activities.37,38 Moreover,
compounds with a pyran in their structure are widely applied in
cosmetics as pigments and eco-friendly agricultural chemicals.
The above-mentioned factors have caused to present various
methods for their preparation.39 Synthesizing this pyran class
has been done by infrequent catalysts including homogeneous
catalysts L-proline,40 CH3NH2,41 Na2CO3,42 and borax.43 Difficult
recycling from the reaction media, prolonged reaction time, and
biodegradation are among their disadvantages. Although
heterogeneous catalysts such as Fe3O4@SiO2–NH2 (ref. 44) and
CuFe2O4 (ref. 45) NPs do not have recycling issues, problems
such as sensitivity to an acidic environment and high tempera-
tures to carry out the reaction are their main disadvantages.46,47

Considering the above-mentioned results and the continuing
research of our group on heterogeneous catalysts, in this report,
we present tungstic acid immobilized on the polycalix[4]resor-
cinarene surface, PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H, followed by the evalu-
ation of its efficiency with regard to power, recyclability, and
stability. Then it was employed in the reaction of malononitrile,
dimethyl/diethyl acetylene dicarboxylate (DMAD/DEAD), and
beta-carbonyls in water as an eco-friendly solvent at 45 °C.
talysts.

RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 13374–13383 | 13375



Fig. 1 FT-IR spectra of (a) polycalix, (b) PC4RA@SiPrCl and (c)
PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.

Fig. 2 TG analysis of PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.

Fig. 3 XRD analysis of PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.
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Experimental
Materials

All used materials were prepared and purchased from Merck,
Fluka and Aldrich chemical companies. The obtained results
and data were veried by comparison with previous reports. A
TLC plate (SIL G/UV254) was employed to recognize the reaction
completion. An electrothermal apparatus (KSB1N) device was
applied to conrm the melting point. A Fourier transform
infrared spectrometer (JASCO FT-IR/680 plus) with KBr pellets
was used to record the FT-IR spectrum of the compounds. A
eld-emission scanning electron microscope (FE-SEM Quanta
200 FEG, manufactured by FEI American) and a transmission
electron microscope (TEM) equipped with an EM 200 apparatus
from Philips were applied to determine the particle morphology
and replacement of particles. X-ray powder diffraction (XRD)
was performed using a Rigaku Ultima IV device manufactured
by Japan. 1H NMR and 13C NMR spectra were recorded in
a DMSO-d6 solvent in the presence of tetramethylsilane as an
internal standard using a Bruker Avance device at 300 and 75
MHz, respectively. A thermal analysis device (TGA) model
(PerkinElmer STA6000) made by an American company was
used to assess the thermal stability.

Synthesizing C4RA (1)

C4RA (1), calix[4]resorcinarene production, was prepared and
applied based on previous reports.48

Synthesizing polycalix (2)

Aer preparing the mentioned bowl-like calix[4]resorcinarene,
to synthesize the polymer (2) in question, 18 mmol of formal-
dehyde was added to 6 mmol of calix[4]resorcinarene (1) in
a round-bottom ask containing 25 ml aqueous solution of
NaOH (10%). The resulting mixture was stirred at a temperature
of 90 °C for about 24 hours under an argon atmosphere and
then treated with a 0.1 M HCl solution and converted into an
acidic form. The obtained solid was collected and dried.49

Synthesizing PC4RA@SiPrCl (3)

First, 0.5 g of the synthesized polycalix (2) was dispersed in H2O/
EtOH (1 : 1) and then 1.7 g of CPTMS (8 mmol) was added into
the prepared mixture, followed by reuxing under an argon
atmosphere for 20 hours. Aer ltration, the remaining solid
was washed with solvents (toluene, water and ethanol, respec-
tively). The resulting solid was nally dried using an oven at
a temperature of 80 °C for 10 hours.

Synthesizing PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H (4)

First, 0.6 g of the prepared PC4RA@SiPrCl (3) was placed into
a round-bottom ask containing 10 ml of toluene. Then, 0.3 g of
Na2WO4$2H2O was added to the above-mentioned combination
and stirred for 24 hours under argon and reux conditions. The
synthesized catalyst was washed with diethyl ether and water/
ethanol (1 : 1) respectively and then dried at 100 °C. The ob-
tained solid was rst stirred in (25 ml, 0.1 N) HCl at room
13376 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 13374–13383
temperature for 1 hour. In the next step, it was washed rst with
toluene and then with water. The catalyst was extracted and
dried at 80 °C for 5 hours (Scheme 1).
General method for the synthesis of 4H-pyran derivatives

A mixture of malononitrile, DMAD/DEAD, and beta-carbonyls
was reacted in the presence of 0.03 g acidic catalyst in water.
The raw mixture was stirred at 45 °C for a needed time. The
progress of the reaction was checked by TLC. Aer the reaction
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry



Fig. 4 LPXRD analysis of PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.

Fig. 5 EDX pattern of PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.

Fig. 6 Elemental mapping analysis of PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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completion, the sediment formed in the container was washed
with water and then recrystallized in ethanol. The results were
analyzed and conrmed.
Results and characterization

In the context of increasing attention on heterogeneous catal-
ysis for introducing green and benecial procedures in chem-
ical conversions, our group encouraged to prepare an eco-
friendly and practical method for generating several 4H-pyran
derivatives using a new tungstic acid–functionalized nano-scale
polymeric catalyst based on C4RA as a highly active heteroge-
neous material. The designed acidic catalyst was synthesized
and characterized by FT-IR spectroscopy, elemental mapping,
EDX, FE-SEM, TGA, XRD, and TEM analyses.
Fig. 7 (a and b) SEM, (c) TEM images of PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.

RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 13374–13383 | 13377



Table 1 Assessment of different parameters in preparing 4H-pyran derivativesa

Entry Catalyst (g) Solvent T (°C) Time (min) Yieldb (%)

1 0.03 MeOH 45 50 42
2 0.03 EtOH 45 30 58
3 0.03 EtOH/H2O 45 25 71
4 0.03 Toluene 45 65 —
5 0.03 CH2Cl2 45 65 —
6 0.03 — 45 120 —
7 0.03 H2O 45 15 96
8 0.02 H2O 45 15 64
9 0.04 H2O 45 15 85
10 0.03 H2O r.t 15 20
11 0.03 H2O 65 15 94
12 0.03 H2O 85 15 94
13 — H2O 45 160 —
14 PC4RA (0.03 g) H2O 45 65 20
15 PC4RA@SiPrCl (0.03 g) H2O 45 65 —
16 H2WO4 (0.03 g) H2O 45 65 53

a Condition: 1 : 1 ratio of malononitrile, beta-carbonyl and coumarin. b Isolated yields.

Scheme 2 Synthesis of 4H-pyran derivatives via a one-pot reaction
using the polymeric catalyst PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.
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The FT-IR spectra of PC4RA, PC4RA@SiPrCl, and PC4RA@-
SiPr–OWO3H are depicted in Fig. 1. The study of each stage
spectrum shows the accurate gra of the main components on
13378 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 13374–13383
the polymer structure. The peaks, related to symmetric and
asymmetric stretching of the Si–O–Si bond, appeared at
1103 cm−1 and 794 cm−1, respectively, conrming the
successful connection of CPTMS as a modication linker to the
polymer network. In the nal stage of stabilization of tungstic
acid to develop PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H, a new peak appeared at
890 cm−1 assigned to the W]O groups. The broad signals
appearing at 3200–3450 cm−1 were attributed to the uncoated
and acidic OH groups.

The TG analysis was used for the determination of the
thermal stability of the catalyst under a nitrogen atmosphere. A
relatively small weight loss at around 90 °C, in the TG curve
spectrum, is apparent (Fig. 2a), attributed to the disposal of
water molecules trapped in the pores of the catalyst structure,
which is a natural phenomenon. There are three weight losses
between 340 and 650 °C, showing two sharp cleavages at 340
and 490 °C, related to the breakdown of the inorganic moieties
and the coupling agent. This graph shows that the thermal
stability of the polymer system is up to 650 °C. The DTG curve
provides additional information about the thermal stability of
the functionalized polymer (Fig. 2b). The >650 °C temperature is
related to the decomposition of the polymer unit. TG analysis
veried good immobilization of groups on the polymer network.

The XRD pattern of PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H, exhibited in
Fig. 3, delivers a broad peak around 2q z 16–23°, demon-
strating amorphous polymeric support. The presence of crys-
talline phase of tungstic acid on the surface of the polymer is
about 2q z 22° overlapped with the mentioned broad peak.

Fig. 4 exhibits the low-angle powder X-ray diffraction
(LPXRD) analysis of the PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H structure. As
witnessed in this curve, the strong peak that arose at 2q z 0.5°
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry



Table 2 4H-Pyrans preparing using PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H under optimized conditions

Entry R Substrate Product Time (min) Yielda (%) Mp (°C)

1 Me 15 96 206–208 (ref. 45)

2 Et 21 87 206–208 (ref. 45)

3 Me 25 93 198–200 (ref. 45)

4 Et 28 85 112–114 (ref. 45)

5 Me 19 91 180–182 (ref. 45)

6 Et 21 86 230–232 (ref. 45)

a Isolated yields.

Paper RSC Advances
ascertains that the desired polymeric support, carrying SiPr–
OWO3H, owns a mesoporous structure.

Energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDX) is one of the
analyses used to characterize the structure of PC4RA@SiPr–
OWO3H. The pattern revealed that the regarded elements
including C, O, W, and Si existed in the designed polymeric
material, proving the successful connection of the rawmaterials
on the surface of the desired catalyst (Fig. 5).

Moreover, elemental mapping was applied to exhibit the
uniform distribution of the constituent elements. As shown in
Fig. 6, all components (C, Si, O, and W) have homogeneously
distributed throughout the structure, conrming FT-IR and
TGA results.
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
SEM and TEM are techniques that can be relied upon to
investigate the morphology of polymeric catalysts and the
placement of nanoparticles on the surface as well. The images
obtained from SEM reveal an amorphous structure containing
uniform particles with an average size of nearly 55 nm and
pores in the mesopore range (Fig. 7a and b). TEM analysis also
indicates the amorphous support bearing the well-made
connection of acidic moieties on it, conrming the results of
SEM images (Fig. 7c). The polymeric catalyst was tested by
synthesizing some 4H-pyran derivatives to check its effect and
performance. For this purpose, the reaction of malononitrile,
DMAD, and 4-hydroxycoumarin was used as the model reaction,
producing 4a. First, solvent optimization was performed to
RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 13374–13383 | 13379



Scheme 3 Proposed mechanism of action of the PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H catalyst in the synthesis of 4H-pyran derivatives.
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increase the catalyst utilization capacity. Aer investigating
various solvents such as H2O, MeOH, EtOH, toluene, CH2Cl2
and solvent-free conditions, the best performance was acquired
in water, producing the selected product 4a with high yields
compared to other solvents (Table 1, entries 1–6). Optimizing
the catalyst loading showed that the most appropriate amount
of catalyst (required per mmol with a 1 : 1 ratio of raw materials
to progress the reaction) is 0.03 g, which indicates high catalyst
performance (Table 1, entries 7–9). In the next step, the
assessment continued to nd the optimal temperature. Due to
the good speed of the catalyst at low temperatures, there is no
13380 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 13374–13383
need for high temperature to complete the reaction (Table 1,
entries 10–12). Finally, to indicate OWO3H as the active site of
the polymeric catalyst, the model reaction was carried out in the
presence of PC4RA and PC4RA@SiPrCl, resulting in trace yields
compared with PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H, proving that OWO3H
moieties act as active portions (Table 1, entries 14–15). The
homogeneous phase was examined by H2WO4 to catalyze the
model reaction, obtaining only 53% yield of the corresponding
product, conrming that OWO3H acts as an active site but in
corporation with a cavity-containing polymeric support
(PC4RA), enhancing the reactivity (Table 1, entries 16 versus
© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry



Fig. 9 FT-IR spectra of recovered PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.

Fig. 10 EDX analysis of recovered PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.
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entries 7). Since the evaluation and analysis of the designed
catalyst exhibited promising results, in the next step, for using
the apparent advantages, PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H was applied to
catalyze more of this kind of compound (Scheme 2).

As shown in Table 2, PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H successfully
yielded 4H-pyran derivatives using a cavity-containing unique
structural form coupled with tungstic acid in its body; further-
more, it completed this reaction without forming side products
and in a considerably shorter time than that reported previ-
ously. The 1H NMR, 13C NMR, and FT-IR spectra of the 4H-pyran
are reported in the ESI le.†

As shown in the proposed mechanism in Scheme 3, the
synthesis of 4H-pyrans was carried out through 4 sequence
steps with three intermediates in the presence of PC4RA@SiPr–
OWO3H. The initial condensation of malononitrile with DMAD
results in intermediates (I) by the Michael addition. Next, the
nucleophilic addition of activated beta-carbonyl to (I) leads to
the formation of Michael adduct (II). Finally, compound (III)
was obtained from intramolecular cyclization, generating
compound (IV).

The recyclability of the catalyst was investigated using the
presented reaction in Table 1 as a model reaction. The insolu-
bility in organic and aqueous solvents and the high stability of
the catalyst make it possible to be separated easily from the
reaction mixture. At the end of the reaction, the catalyst was
separated from the reaction mixture using lter paper, washed,
dried and then eventually used in the Re-reactions under the
optimized situations. The mentioned operation was repeated
and examined eight times in turns. The results indicated that
the catalyst afforded to progress the reaction without reducing
its initial activity, indicating high stability and excellent
immobilization of functionalities on the surface of the poly-
meric catalyst (Fig. 8). FT-IR, EDX, elemental mapping, and
TEM analyses were performed to reveal the power of the
recovered polymer structure in reusability.

FT-IR analysis was performed to investigate the functional
groups of the recycled catalyst. The results showed no changes
in the spectrum of the recycled catalyst compared to the original
one, conrming the high stability and preservation of the
PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H structure under the applied reaction
conditions (Fig. 9).
Fig. 8 Reusability of PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H as a catalyst in the
synthesis reaction of 4H-pyran derivatives.

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
Further, by comparing the atomic ratios (C, O, Si, and W) of
the recycled catalyst with the initial catalyst through EDX, it was
found that PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H did not change signicantly
aer several recycling stages. All connections were satisfactory
(Fig. 10). The element distribution was investigated in the
recovered catalyst using elemental mapping analysis. The ob-
tained results for recycled PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H were
compared with those for fresh one, which conrmed that the
uniform distribution of elements was maintained aer eight-
time recycling (Fig. 11).
Fig. 11 Elemental mapping of recovered PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H.

RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 13374–13383 | 13381



Fig. 12 TEM images of recovered PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H. Scale bar =
100 nm.
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The permanence of the acidic part on the amorphous poly-
mer surface aer undergoing the eight cascade reactions and
repeating stages of recycling was recorded through the TEM
image and compared with the initial results, introducing
a catalyst with high recyclability and resistance under applied
conditions (Fig. 12).

Procedure for the acidity determination of PC4RA@SiPr–
OWO3H

First, 25 ml of a solution of NaCl (1 M) was taken and its pH was
set at 6.3 as an elementary pH. Then, 0.05 g of the prepared
catalyst was added to the above-mentioned aqueous solution
under stirring at the environment temperature overnight. Aer
spending this time, the recorded pH showed the number 2.7,
demonstrating ion-exchanging between sodium ions and –

OWO3H protons, equivalent to the loading of –OWO3H func-
tionalities (H+) on the desired catalyst surface computed around
0.9 mmol g−1. Moreover, a back-titration analysis of this catalyst
was relatively consistent with the above-mentioned result,
which conrmed it.

An experimental procedure for the leaching test

Finally, a leaching test was carried out in the prepared 4H-pyran
compounds to investigate whether PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H
operates homogeneously or heterogeneously. To achieve this
objective, aer 50% reaction progress, the solid catalyst was
isolated by ltration, and then the remaining were le to keep
reacting under optimal conditions. Since it was not far from the
expectation, no signicant conversion was developed in the
crude mixture aer about 24 h, implying that the studied
catalyst works in a heterogeneous state. These investigations
excellently reveal the high durability of the polymeric catalyst in
recoverability and reusability.

Conclusions

In this research, we have successfully synthesized heteroge-
neous PC4RA@SiPr–OWO3H. FT-IR spectra conrmed the
presence of the expected functional groups including tungstic
13382 | RSC Adv., 2023, 13, 13374–13383
acid as the catalytic centre. XRD analysis determined the
amorphous structure of the polymer catalyst. The uniform
distribution and atomic ratio of the constituents of the catalyst
were checked and conrmed by mapping analysis and EDX,
respectively. The thermal resistance of the functionalized
polymer was tested by TG catalysis, which showed high stability
up to a temperature of 650 °C. FE-SEM images conrmed the
settlement of nanoparticles with a 55 nm average size on the
polymer surface. Moreover, TEM proved the correct connection
of the inorganic part to the amorphous polymer support. To
show the catalyst efficiency, we used it in the synthesis of several
4H-pyran heterocycles. The stability of the catalyst aer running
eight continuous recycles was conrmed by FT-IR spectroscopy,
EDX, mapping and TEM. The obtained results indicated the
high capability of this catalyst to perform multi-component
reactions in a one-pot manner and no need to activate inter-
mediate products. High efficiency, simplicity of the separation
path from the reaction environment, the ability to reuse the
catalyst without reducing the catalytic power up to 8 times and
more, and the property of guest-host are the main features re-
ported in this study.
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