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HIGHLIGHTS

A bilayer vascular scaffold was designed
with both topographic cues and biologi-
cal guidance.

Vascular endothelial growth factors and
platelet derived growth factors were
controlled for release.

The recruited smooth muscle cells were
organized with circumferential align-
ment.

In-situ rapid endothelialization, smooth
muscle remodeling, and collagen-rich
ECM production were all observed.
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GRAPHICAL ABSTRACT
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ABSTRACT

When transplanting a scaffold to repair defected vascular tissues, there is a critical need to achieve in-situ rapid
endothelialization together with the circumferential alignment and ingrowth of smooth muscle cells. To this
end, we hereby design and fabricate a bilayer vascular scaffold with spatially controlled release of growth factors.
The lumen of such a scaffold was made of electrospun poly(L-lactide-co-caprolactone) and collagen (PLCL/COL)
nanofibers loaded with uniform heparin and vascular endothelial growth factors (VEGF), while its outer layer
was composed of circumferentially aligned, PLCL/COL nanofiber yarns loaded with graded platelet derived
growth factors (PDGF) increasing from the outermost toward the interior of the scaffold. With the controlled re-
lease of VEGF and PDGF from the scaffold, we showed a continuous greater release percentage (ca. 15%) of VEGF
relative to PDGF over a duration of almost one month in vitro. At two-month post implantation in a rat abdominal
aorta defect model, we observed rapid endothelialization at the luminal surface and orientated smooth muscles
infiltrating inside the vascular wall. In particular, loose connective tissues rich in collagen fibers were produced at
the outermost layer of the vascular scaffold, indicating the capability of such kind of vascular scaffold for in-situ

vascular repair or regeneration.
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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1. Introduction

It has been documented that two important microenvironments
(ie., circulating blood and surrounding tissues) determine lumen
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anticoagulation, endothelium formation, smooth muscle cell infiltra-
tion, and neotissue formation during the repair of an injured blood ves-
sel after in-situ implanting a vascular scaffold [1,2]. Among others,
lumen patency is the prerequisite for an implanted vascular scaffold to
remain effective in repairing the defected tissues [3]. In this regard, a
rich variety of vascular scaffolds have been developed to inhibit the for-
mation of thrombus and/or promote the development of an endothelial
layer at the luminal surface. For example, a great number of previous
studies have shown heparin, a clinically-used anticoagulation agent,
has effective impact on luminal anticoagulation of a vascular scaffold
[4-8]. For the purpose of long-term anticoagulation, however, a more
effective way is to accelerate the formation of endothelium on the lumi-
nal surface of the vascular scaffold by capturing and proliferating endo-
thelial progenitor cells (EPCs) and endothelial cells (ECs) in the
bloodstream [9-11]. In one study, West-Livingston et al. has shown
the conjugation of bioactive antibodies such as EC-specific antibodies
(CD31), vascular endothelial cadherin, vascular endothelial growth fac-
tor receptor 2, and von Willebrand factor onto electrospun vascular
scaffolds made of a blend of PCL and collagen for in-situ rapid endothe-
lialization [9]. In another typical example, Wang et al. modified
electrospun PCL vascular scaffolds with vascular endothelial growth fac-
tor (VEGF) and heparin through repeated electrostatic adsorption self-
assembly [12]. In this case, they realized an early and full release of
VEGF to promote rapid endothelialization, followed by a gradual but
sustained release of heparin to keep long-term patency. VEGF has also
been incorporated into electrospun nanofibers to induced EPC differen-
tiation and reendothelialization [13].

Despite of the progress in accelerating the regeneration of endothe-
lial tissues, a pending challenge is the synergistic regulation between in-
situ endothelialization at luminal surface and the regeneration of
smooth muscles surrounding the vascular wall when designing a tubu-
lar scaffold [14]. One should expect a vascular scaffold to form confluent
and mature endothelium as soon as possible to inhibit thrombus forma-
tion and subsequential production of oriented smooth muscles to pro-
vide sufficient support to maintain the vascular structure [15,16]. To
this end, a wide range of multilayered, tubular scaffolds have been de-
signed for the regeneration of vascular tissues [17-20]. Among others,
multilayered scaffolds made of electrospun nanofibers have emerged
as a promising class of alternatives in the recent decade [17,20-22]. In
a typical example, Wen et al. developed a tri-layered vascular scaffold
containing microRNA-126 and microRNA-145, respectively, in the
inner and middle layers of an electrospun nanofiber scaffold [17]. The
microRNA-126 was incorporated to accelerate the synthesis of VEGF
and fibroblast growth factors, while the microRNA-145 played a role
in modulating the contractile phenotype of SMCs. Such a scaffold
showed accelerated endothelialization, improved regeneration of con-
tractile smooth muscle cells (SMCs), and promoted production of nor-
mal extracellular matrix (ECM). In another example, cellularized
vascular construct with autologous EPCs-derived ECs and SMCs were
fabricated using electrospun nanofibers of a blend of poly(e-
caprolactone) and collagen, which showed sustained structural integ-
rity with confluent and mature EC and SMC layers in the scaffold [22].
However, there is still remaining a major incentive in promoting the cir-
cumferential orientation together with the infiltration of SMCs inside
the vascular wall.

Here we designed a bilayer vascular scaffold with two continuous
layers to accelerate endothelialization and promote the circumferential
alignment and penetration of SMCs. Through the manipulation of topo-
graphic cues provided by electrospun nanofibers and nanofiber yarns,
we were able to induce the formation of dense endothelial layer on
the nanofibrous luminal surface, along with the circumferential align-
ment and infiltration of SMCs inside the outer layer consisting of the
nanofiber yarns (Scheme 1). In particular, we incorporated heparin
and VEGEF into the nanofibers of the inner layer of the vascular scaffold
to enable early patency and the rapid proliferation of EPCs. By offering
a biological cue using graded platelet derived growth factor (PDGF)
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increasing from the outmost layer toward the interior of the vascular
scaffold, the SMCs are capable of growing and penetrating inside the
vascular wall through the chemotaxis effect. Taken together, we focus
on the recapitulation of the multiple layers of native blood vessels to-
gether with the synergistically controlled release of VEGF and PDGF to
facilitate the tissue regeneration. Post in-situ implantation in a rat ab-
dominal aorta defect model, we investigated the preliminary perfor-
mance of the vascular scaffold in terms of rapid endothelialization and
the regeneration of smooth muscles.

2. Experimental section
2.1. Preparation of the bilayer vascular scaffold

The inner layer of the vascular scaffold was fabricated via coaxial
electrospinning. Poly(L-lactide-co-caprolactone) (PLCL, 50:50, Mn:
450000, Jinan Daigang Biomaterial Co., Ltd.) and porcine-derived type
I collagen (COL, Mn: 100000, Chengdu Kele Bio-tech Co., Ltd.) were
blended at a weight ratio of 3:1, and then dissolved in 1,1,1,3,3,3-
hexafluoro-2-propanol (HFIP) at a total concentration of 10 wt% (shell
solution). 0.15 g/mL heparin (Shanghai Rich Joint Co., Ltd.) and
20 pg/mL vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF, Sigma-Aldrich)
were dissolved in 1 mg/mL bovine serum albumin/ phosphate-
buffered saline (BSA/PBS) solution and used as the core solution. A
high voltage (DC) of 14 kV and flow rates at 1.0 mL/h (shell) and
0.1 mL/h (core) were applied to obtain the PLCL/COL nanofibers loaded
with heparin and VEGF (PLCL/COL-Hep/VEGF). A rotating rod (500 rpm,
2-mm diameter, and 10-cm length) was used as the collector. At 2 h
post electrospinning, the PLCL/COL nanofiber yarns loaded with a gradi-
ent of PDGF (PLCL/COL-PDGF) were electrospun and sequentially col-
lected as the outer layer of the vascular scaffold. The nanofiber yarns
were fabricated using a modified bi-directional conjugated
electrospinning setup integrated with coaxial electrospinning. Briefly,
PLCL/COL solution was electrospun on the right side, while 10 wt%
PLCL/COL (3:1, w/w) and 20 pug/mL PDGF dissolved in 1 mg/mL BSA/
PBS solution were separately used as the shell and core solution for
electrospinning on the left side. The flow rate of PLCL/COL on the right
side was fixed as 1.0 mL/h. On the left side, the flow rates of PLCL/COL
and PDGF were changed in the sequence of 1.0/0 to 2.0/0.4, 1.0/0.2,
1.0/0.1, and 1.0/0 mL/h, and kept for 10, 90, 90, 60, 10 min, respectively.
The vascular scaffold was crosslinked by the vapor generated from 25%
aqueous glutaraldehyde (GA) solution for 30 min and then stored in a
vacuum oven.

2.2. Characterization

We took the photograph of the as-obtained vascular scaffold using a
digital camera (Nikon D5600). The microstructure of the vascular scaf-
fold was imaged using a scanning electron microscope (SEM, JSM-
5600, Japan) at an accelerating voltage of 15 kV and a working distance
of 8 mm. The core-shell structure of one individual PLCL/COL-Hep/VEGF
and PLCL/COL-PDGEF fiber was also observed by a transmission electron
microscope (HT7700, Hitachi). The mechanical property of the vascular
scaffold and its inner and outer layers were investigated by a universal
material testing machine (H5K-S, Hounsfield, UK) with a 50 N load
cell under the condition of 20 °C, a relative humidity of 65%, and an ex-
tension rate of 10 mm/min. The compliance of the vascular scaffold was
measured and calculated using the TM 1 Test Bench System (Bose
Electro force, USA) with a fluid flow rate of 100 mL/min and a testing
frequency of 1 Hz as we previously described [23]. The release behavior
of the payloads was investigated by placing the vascular scaffold
(50 mg) in 5 mL PBS solution and incubated in a continuous horizontal
shaker (120 rpm) under the condition of 37 °C. At each time point (1, 3,
5,8, 12, 16, 20, 25, 30, 35, and 45 days), 1 mL solution was pipetted for
investigation and 1 mL of fresh PBS solution was supplemented. The re-
lease amount of heparin was determined by the Toluidine blue method,
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Scheme 1. Schematic illustration showing the capture of EPCs on lumen surface and the infiltration of SMCs with the use of a bilayer vascular scaffold for in-situ vascular tissue
regeneration. The release of heparin could inhibit the formation of thrombus at the early-to-mid stage post grafting. While the homogeneously released VEGF can accelerate
endothelialization, the graded release of PDGF is able to promote the infiltration of SMCs from the surrounding microenvironment toward the interior of the scaffold.

while that of VEGF and PDGF was measured using the corresponding
ELISA kit (Sigma-Aldrich). The cumulative release profiles of heparin,
VEGF, and PDGF were plotted, respectively.

2.3. In vitro cell culturing

We investigated the growth behavior of EPCs and smooth muscle
cells (SMCs) on the inner and outer layers of the vascular scaffold, re-
spectively. The EPCs were reanimated and cultured using an EGM-2
MV Bullet kit (Lonza, Switzerland) supplemented by 10% fetal bovine
serum (FBS) and 1% antibiotic—antimycotic under the condition of 5%
CO, and 37 °C. The PLCL/COL-Hep/VEGF nanofibers were used for inves-
tigation, together with the PLCL/COL-Hep and PLCL/COL nanofibers
serving as control groups. The EPCs were seeded on the different types
of nanofibers with a density of 2.0 x 10* cells per well after disinfecting
the nanofibers by 75% ethanol vapor, and the proliferation of EPCs at 1,
4, and 7-day post culturing was measured using a Cell Counting Kit-8
(Dojindo Lab., Japan). The morphology of the EPCs after culturing for
4 days were imaged by SEM and an inverted fluorescence microscope
(Olympus IX71, Japan), respectively. Briefly, the samples were fixed by
4% paraformaldehyde solution at 4 °C for 4 h, and then treated by dehy-
dration using gradient concentrations of ethanol for SEM observation.
For the fluorescent imaging, the fixed samples were permeabilized
using 0.1% Triton X-100 (Sigma, USA) for 5 min at room temperature,
followed by staining by rhodamine-conjugated phalloidin (Invitrogen,
USA). Between each step, the samples were rinsed twice by PBS
solution.

To investigate the morphology and infiltration of SMCs, we cultured
SMCs on PLCL/COL nanofibers (NF), PLCL/COL nanofibers loaded with
graded PDGF (NF-P), PLCL/COL nanofiber yarns (NFY), and PLCL/COL
nanofiber yarns loaded with graded PDGF (NFY-P) for 4 days, respec-
tively, in Dulbecco's modified Eagle's medium (DMEM) with 10% fetal
bovine serum and 1% antibiotic—antimycotic under the condition of
5% CO, and 37 °C. Then, the samples were stained by rhodamine-
conjugated phalloidin and used for fluorescent imaging to show the
cell morphology. To compare the infiltration of SMCs on the different
types of samples, we fixed the samples with 4% paraformaldehyde

solution at 4 °C for 4 h, embedded them in freezing medium and froze
at —80 °C, followed by sectioning the samples into slices with a thick-
ness of 10 um. Then, the slices were treated by hematoxylin and eosin
(H&E) staining following the standard protocol and imaged using an op-
tical micrograph.

24. In vivo evaluation

We conducted a primary study to show the performance of the vas-
cular scaffold for in-situ vascular tissue regeneration. All of the in-vivo
experiments were completed following the institutional guidelines of
animal care and with the permission of Animal Ethics Committee of
Shanghai Children's Medical Center, Shanghai Jiaotong University
School of Medicine (Shanghai, China). Eight male SD rats with average
weight of 300 g were used to construct the abdominal aorta replace-
ment models with a 10-mm defect section. The as-obtained vascular
scaffolds with 2 mm in diameter and 12 mm in length were used for
in-situ implantation. At two-month post implantation, the rats were eu-
thanized to harvest the scaffolds for investigation. The explanted sam-
ples were fixed using 4% paraformaldehyde and incubated at 4 °C for
4 h, followed by paraffin embedding and sectioning to several 10-um
thick slices. Half slices were used for H&E and Masson's trichrome stain-
ing following the standard protocols, while the rest slices were stained
by CD31 and a-SMA primary antibodies to examine the regeneration
of endothelium at luminal surface and smooth muscle regrowth inside
the vascular wall. 4’,6-Diamidino-2-phenylindole dihydrochloride was
used to stain the nuclei of cells. Two rats were used as the control groups
(the autologous vessels) for the same staining.

2.5. Statistical study

All the results are presented as mean = standard deviation with at
least three parallel measurements. Statistical analysis was made using
Student's t-test. Differences were considered statistically significant
when P < 0.05.
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3. Results and discussion
3.1. Fabrication and characterization of the bilayer vascular scaffold

We fabricated the bilayer vascular scaffold by sequentially deposit-
ing the Hep/VEGF-encapsulated, PLCL/collagen (PLCL/COL-Hep/VEGF)
nanofibers and the PLCL/collagen nanofiber yarns loaded with a gradi-
ent of PDGF (PLCL/COL-PDGF) on a rotating stainless-steel rod with a di-
ameter of 2 mm (Fig. 1). As shown by the schematic illustration in
Fig. 1A, the PLCL/COL-Hep/VEGF nanofibers were fabricated by coaxial
electrospinning, which was used to fabricate a wide range of payload-
incorporated nanofibers [24]. In this case, Hep/VEGF was dissolved in
an aqueous solution containing bovine serum albumin (BSA) as the
core, and PLCL/COL was served as the shell. To fabricate the PLCL/COL
nanofiber yarns loaded with graded PDGF increasing from the outmost
to the interior of the scaffold, a modified setup integrating coaxial with
conjugated electrospinning was utilized. On the right side of the conju-
gated electrospinning setup, PLCL/COL solution was used for
electrospinning. While on the left side, a coaxial electrospinning setup

Inner layer

PLCL/COL
PDGF
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Table 1

Ultimate stress and elongation of the vascular scaffold versus porcine coronary artery.
Samples Ultimate Stress (MPa) Elongation
Inner layer 134 +£ 19 145.7 + 14.1%
Outer layer-parallel 175 +£ 2.0 198.9 + 20.2%
Outer layer-perpendicular 1.6 + 0.3 208.6 + 18.7%
Vascular scaffold-parallel 149 + 24 219.6 + 17.8%
Vascular scaffold-perpendicular 3.7 £ 06 3023 £ 11.1%
Porcine coronary artery 2.6 100%

was employed with PDGF dissolved in the BSA solution as the core
and PLCL/COL as the shell. During this electrospinning process, the
flow rates regarding PLCL/COL and PDGF were tuned in the sequence
of 1.0/0 to 2.0/0.4, 1.0/0.2, 1.0/0.1, and 1.0/0 mL/h, and kept for 10, 90,
90, 60, 10 min, respectively. The two thin layers consisting of the nano-
fiber yarns without PDGF (i.e., 1.0/0 mL/h for 10 min) were designed as
barriers to slow down the release of PDGF to the lumen fluid and the
surroundings.
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Fig. 1. (A) Schematic illustration showing the fabrication of the bilayer vascular scaffold through the integration of coaxial electrospinning and conjugated electrospinning. (B) Photograph
showing the vascular scaffold with an inner diameter of 2 mm and a thickness of 1 mm. (C — E) SEM images showing (C) the cross section of the vascular scaffold, (D) the PLCL/COL-Hep/
VEGF nanofibers and (E) PLCL/COL-PDGF nanofiber yarns electrospun using flow rates of 0.1 mL/h for core solution and 1 mL/h for shell solution. The inserts in (D) and (E) are TEM images
separately showing the core-shell structure of one individual PLCL/COL nanofiber loaded with (D)Hep/VEGF and (E) PDGF in the core. (F — H) Representative stress-strain curves showing
the tensile mechanical properties of the (F) inner layer made of PLCL/COL-Hep/VEGF nanofibers, (G) outer layer made of PLCL/COL-PDGF nanofiber yarns, and (H) the bilayer vascular

scaffold.
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Table 2
Compliance of the vascular scaffold versus human saphenous vein and e-PTFE.

Samples Compliance %/100 mmHg
Vascular scaffold 1.33 + 0.05

Human saphenous vein 0.7-1.5

e-PTFE 0.1

Fig. 1B shows a digital photograph of the as-obtained vascular scaf-
fold after removal of the collecting rod. The scanning electron micros-
copy (SEM) images in Fig. 1, C — E show the cross-sectional structure
of the vascular scaffold and the surface morphologies of the inner and
outer layer, respectively. The inner layer composed of dense PLCL/COL-
Hep/VEGF nanofibers with an average diameter of 551 + 95.3 nm was
designed to avoid the leakage of blood, inhibit thrombus, and accelerate
the endothelialization. On the other hand, the circumferentially aligned,
PLCL/COL-PDGF nanofiber yarns with an average diameter of 7.9 +
2.2 um were used to tune the orientation and induce the infiltration of
SMCs from the surroundings toward the interior of the scaffold. The in-
sets in Fig. 1, D and E show the typical transmission electron microscopy
(TEM) images of one individual fiber of PLCL/COL loaded with Hep/VEGF
and PDGF, respectively. The core-shell structures clearly demonstrate
the incorporation of growth factors in the fibers.
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We then investigated the mechanical property of the vascular scaf-
fold (Fig. 1, F — H and Table 1). The ultimate mechanical strength and
the elongation at break of the inner layer made of PLCL/COL-Hep/
VEGF nanofibers were 13.4 + 1.9 MPa and 145.7 + 14.1%, respectively.
For the outer layer made of PLCL/COL-PDGF nanofiber yarns, the values
were separately increased to 17.5 4 2.0 MPa and 198.9 4+ 20.2% at the
tensile direction parallel to the alignment of the fiber yarns, mainly
due to variation from single nanofiber to bonded fiber bundles. When
moving the tensile from parallel to the perpendicular direction, the ulti-
mate mechanical strength and elongation at break were changed to
1.6 4 0.3 MPa and 208.6 + 18.7%. For the vascular scaffold composed
of the two layers, the values were 14.9 4 2.4 MPa and 219.6 + 17.8%
for the parallel direction and 3.7 + 0.6 MPa and 302.3 4 11.1% for the
perpendicular direction, respectively. These values are greater relative
to the case of a porcine coronary artery (2.6 MPa and 100%, respec-
tively). We also observed that the stress-strain curve of the vascular
scaffold at the perpendicular direction had a long period with the stress
close to 0. During this stage, we observed that only a very small number
of stretched fibers were not completely broke until the stress was de-
creased to 0. As most of the nanofiber yarns in the outer layer were ar-
ranged with alignment in the parallel direction, the mechanical strength
at the perpendicular direction was very low (Fig. 1G). When integrated
with a layer of random nanofibers, a larger concentrated stress was
needed to snap the bilayer scaffold at the perpendicular direction
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Fig. 2. Cumulative release profiles of (A) heparin and (B) VEGF versus PDGF from the vascular scaffold post incubation in the PBS solution on a horizontal shaker at 37 °Cand 120 rpm over a
period of 45 days. (C) EPCs proliferation on the different types of nanofibers after culturing for 7 days. (D) SMCs proliferation on the different types of nanofibers and nanofiber yarns after
culturing for 7 days. * indicates significant difference between the compared groups at P < 0.05 level.
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Fig. 3. (A) SEM images and (B) fluorescence micrographs showing the morphology of EPCs after culturing on the inner layer (PLCL/COL-Hep/VEGF) of the vascular scaffold for 4 days. The
PLCL/COL and PLCL/COL-Hep nanofibers were used as the control groups. (C) Fluorescence micrographs showing the morphology of SMCs after culturing on the outer layer (PLCL/COL-
PDGF nanofiber yarns, NFY-P) for 4 days, together with the PLCL/COL nanofibers (NF), PLCL/COL-PDGF nanofibers (NF-P), and PLCL/COL nanofiber yarns (NFY) as the control groups.
The actin cytoskeleton was stained with Alexa Fluor 555 phalloidin (red) in (B) and (C). (D) H&E staining showing the infiltration of SMCs into the NF-P and NFY-P samples after
culturing for 4 days. (For interpretation of the references to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

relative to the individual nanofiber yarn layer. However, the remained near 0 was observed for the vascular scaffold at the perpendicular
weak bonding between the adjacent nanofibers in the bundles could direction.

also resist the stretching under a low stress due to the extensive elonga- We have also measured that the compliance of the vascular scaffold
tion of PLCL/COL fibers. As such, a protracted region with a low stress was 1.33 £ 0.05%/100 mmHg. This value is comparable to that of human



Y. Wang, T. Wu, J. Zhang et al.

DAPI

Materials and Design 204 (2021) 109649

outmo”ét

— 100 um

Fig. 4. Fluorescence micrographs of the vascular scaffold post immunohistochemical staining of DAPI, CD31, and a-SMA after implantation for 2 months in a rat abdominal aortic defect

model.

saphenous vein (0.7-1.5%/100 mmHg) and much better than that of the
commercial e-PTFE graft (0.1%/100 mmHg, Table 2) [23,25]. It has been
documented that the mechanical strength of a biodegradable vascular
scaffold could be dramatically decreased with its degradation [26].
With a higher initial mechanical strength, we believe this vascular scaf-
fold could meet the mechanical support needed for in-situ repair
process.

3.2. Controlled release of the payloads from the vascular scaffold

In terms of the release of the different payloads from the vascular
scaffold, we aim to realize a spatiotemporally controlled release of
Hep/VEGF and PDGF from the lumen and tube wall, respectively, of
the vascular scaffold through the specific design of the bilayers. We ex-
pect the homogeneous release of Hep/VEGF to hold the lumen patency
of the vascular scaffold in the early-to-mid phase, while the relatively
slow release of PDGF in a gradient increasing from the outmost layer to-
ward the interior to reconstruct the vascular wall through the induction
of SMCs infiltration. As shown by the cumulative release profiles of the
payloads in Fig. 2, A and B, heparin and VEGF were separately released
by 72.3 4+ 4.0% and 75.9 + 4.0% from the vascular scaffold at 45-day
post incubation. In comparison, the released amount of PDGF was
61.7 4 2.7%. At each time point, the released amount of PDGF was
smaller than that of VEGF, mainly due to the distinctive structure of
the inner layer versus the outer layer of the vascular scaffold. For the
nanofibers in the inner layer, VEGF was homogeneously incorporated
into each individual fiber. For the nanofiber yarns in the out layer, how-
ever, PDGF was only loaded in half of the nanofibers, and the PDGF-
loaded nanofibers were twisted with bare nanofibers inside the yarns,
contributing to the slower release of PDGF with reference to VEGF
from the inner layer. It has demonstrated that the formation of endothe-
lium was prerequisite rather than the remodeling of the vascular media
when repairing or regenerating vascular tissues, as the endothelial layer
could provide a non-thrombogenic interface and prevent occlusion [27].
In this regard, such vascular scaffold with controlled release of VEGF and
PDGF should be capable of in-situ reconstructing the different layers of
the vasculature.

3.3. Manipulation of the growth behavior of EPCs and SMCs

Through the incorporation of multiple biological effectors, we can
manipulate the growth of both EPCs and SMCs during the repair of de-
fect vascular tissues. We firstly investigated the proliferation of EPCs
on the PLCL/COL-Hep/VEGF nanofibers, together with PLCL/COL-Hep
and PLCL/COL nanofibers as the control groups. As shown in Fig. 2C,
EPCs proliferated significantly better (P < 0.05) on the PLCL/COL nano-
fibers incorporated with VEGF relative to the cases of the nanofibers
loaded with heparin only or without any payload at 1, 4, and 7-day
post cell culture. It has been reported that VEGF promotes EPCs differen-
tiation and rapid reendothelialization during vascular repair, thus im-
proving the hemocompatibility and lumen patency of the implanted
scaffold [13,28]. We then evaluated the growth of SMCs on the PLCL/
COL nanofiber yarns loaded with PDGF (NFY-P) relative to the cases in-
volving the use of PLCL/COL nanofibers loaded with PDGF (NF-P), PLCL/
COL nanofiber yarns (NFY), and PLCL/COL nanofibers (NF), respectively.
Fig. 2D shows the proliferation of SMCs on the different types of scaf-
folds. The SMCs seeded on the NFY scaffold showed significantly better
proliferation (at P < 0.05 level) when compared with the NF counter-
part, showing that scaffold microstructure could affect the SMCs growth
even they were fabricated from the same materials. The proliferation of
SMCs was further significantly enhanced by incorporating PDGF into the
nanofiber yarns (NFY-P versus NFY, P < 0.05 level), indicating the bioac-
tive effect provided by the growth factors.

We also investigated the morphology of EPCs and SMCs after cultur-
ing on the different types of scaffolds for 4 days. As shown by the SEM
and fluorescence micrographs in Fig. 3, A and B, the EPCs tend to be
more interconnected and confluent on the PLCL/COL-Hep/VEGF nanofi-
bers with reference to the cases of PLCL/COL-Hep and PLCL/COL nanofi-
bers. For the SMCs cultured on the different samples, we found
significant differences in terms of cell alignment and infiltration even
they were fabricated from the same raw materials. The morphologies
of SMCs were significantly influenced by the topographic cues coming
from the supported scaffolds. For the NFY-P and NFY scaffolds, SMCs
grew and stretched in an orientation along with the alignment of the
underneath fiber bundles, regardless of whether PDGF was
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Fig. 5. Representative (A, B) H&E and (C — E) Masson's trichrome staining micrographs showing the cross section of the bilayer vascular scaffold after implantation in a rat abdominal aorta

for two months. (E) The magnified micrograph of the rectangular area in (C).

incorporated (Fig. 3C). In comparison, the SMCs were randomly distrib-
uted with weak spreading on the NF-P and NF scaffolds. The uniaxially
aligned nanofiber yarns encouraged the oriented growth and spreading
of SMCs. From Fig. 3D, we showed that the SMCs could penetrate into
the interior of the NFY-P scaffold only at 4-day post culturing, while
the cells were only adhered on the surface of the NF-P sample. We
also found that the infiltrated distance (ca. 18 um) of cells for the NFY-
P group was better than that (ca. 8 um) of the NFY sample (Fig. S1). In
these regards, we can conclude that both the porous structure provided
by the nanofiber yarn structure and the biological guidance creating
from the gradient PDGF contributed to the infiltration of SMCs toward
the interior of the scaffold.

3.4. In-situ endothelialization and smooth muscle regeneration

We further investigated the in-situ endothelialization and infiltra-
tion of smooth muscle cells by implanting the vascular scaffold into
the defect site of the abdominal aorta in a rat. At two-month post im-
plantation, we found continuous endothelium on the lumen surface
(CD31™, green) and oriented smooth muscles infiltrated into the vascu-

lar wall (a-SMA™, red, Fig. 4 and Fig. S3). Such a structural distribution
in terms of the endothelial cells and SMCs is consistent to the case of an
autologous blood vessel (Fig. S2). Similar results were also obtained
from the H&E and Masson's trichrome staining. As shown by the repre-
sentative micrographs in Fig. 5, the macroscopical integrity of the blood
vessel was well-maintained with the degradation of the scaffold and the
regeneration of neotissues. The infiltration of cells was mainly rein-
forced by the valid spaces remained by scaffold degradation. As shown
in Fig. 5, A and B, most of the scaffold materials were degraded with
its fragments wrapped by cells and fibrous tissues. However, the exact
percentage of the scaffold needs further investigation as it is highly rel-
evant to the thickness of the two layers. From the current results, we
have found that the thickness of regenerated tissues surrounding the
vascular scaffold was greater than a native rat abdominal aorta (Fig. 5
and S4), indicating that the original thickness of the designed vascular
scaffold should be decreased when used for repairing the rat abdominal
aorta. To address this issue, we were able to precisely control the thick-
ness of the nanofiber and nanofiber yarn layers as expected simply by
tuning the collecting time. To suit use for different animal models in-
cluding both small and large animals, we will further investigate the re-
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lationship between the thickness of the different layers and the degra-
dation rate, cell infiltration, and mechanical changes during the degra-
dation in future studies.

In addition, a considerable number of muscle fibers (red) and col-
lagen fibers (blue, Fig. 5, C and D) were produced in the interior and/
or at the outmost of the vascular scaffold. Most particularly, the col-
lagen fibers were produced in a gradation increasing from the inte-
rior of the scaffold toward the outside and achieved rich production
at the outmost layer (Fig. 5E). Such collagen construction mimics
the composition of a native vascular adventitia (Fig. S4), which is
composed of thick and dense structures containing collagenous
ECM [29,30]. Taken together, such kind of vascular scaffold holds
great potential for in-situ endothelialization, smooth muscle align-
ment and infiltration, as well as collagen production when repairing
injured blood vessels.

4. Conclusion

In summary, we have demonstrated the design and fabrication of a
vascular scaffold to facilitate in-situ rapid endothelialization and the
orientation and infiltration of smooth muscle cells. The nanofibrous
structure provided by the inner layer of the vascular scaffold mimicked
the native structure of an extracellular matrix, contributing to the rapid
formation of endothelium. The vascular wall was comprised of
circumferentially aligned nanofiber yarns, which promoted the orienta-
tion and infiltration of SMCs. Owing to the different micro-structures of
the two layers, we could realize the spatially uniform release of VEGF
and graded release of PDGF, together with the difference in their release
profiles to further promote rapid endothelialization in lumen and infil-
tration of smooth muscle cells toward the interior of the vascular wall.
At two-month post implantation into a rat abdominal aorta, we showed
the formation of a fluent endothelial layer at the luminal surface and in-
filtrated, aligned smooth muscles surrounding the vascular wall. A rich
amount of collagen was also produced at the outmost layer of the vascu-
lar scaffold. Taken together, this vascular scaffold holds promising po-
tential involving the repair or regeneration of defected vascular tissues.
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