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ABSTRACT: Early detection of cancer cells in a rapid and
sensitive approach is one of the great challenges in modern
clinical cancer care. This study has demonstrated the first
example of a rapid, selective, and sensitive phosphorescence
probe based on phosphorescence energy transfer (PET) for
cancer-associated human NAD(P)H:quinone oxidoreductase
isozyme 1 (NQO1). An efficient room-temperature phosphor-
escence NQO1 probe was constructed by using Mn-doped ZnS
quantum dots (Mn:ZnS QDs) as donors and trimethylquinone
propionic acids as acceptors. Phosphorescence quenching of
Mn:ZnS QDs from the Mn:ZnS QDs to a covalently bonded
quinone was achieved through PET. Phosphorescence of
Mn:ZnS QDs was turned on by the rapid reduction-initiated
removal of the quinone quencher by NQO1. This probe shows low cellular toxicity and can rapidly distinguish between NQO1-
expressing and -nonexpressing cancer cell lines through phosphorescence imaging.
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■ INTRODUCTION

The development of rapid, highly sensitive, and selective probes
for cancer-associated targets has been an important research
topic because of their widespread applications in clinical
diagnosis and treatments for cancer. Conventionally, extrac-
ellular or cell surface proteins are used as targets in recognizing
cancer cells, resulting in poor selectivity and sensitivity of
probes. Recently, the development of probes has focused on
targeting endogenous cancer-associated enzymes.1−4 This
approach helps to distinguish healthy tissue from diseased
tissue and provides real-time information on cancer cells.
NQO1 (NAD(P)H: quinone oxidoreductase isozyme 1)5−7

is highly upregulated in cancer cells and is present in several
human tumor cells such as those of the breast, colon, head and
neck, kidney, lung, liver, ovaries, pancreas, and stomach at levels
approximately 50-fold higher than those in normal tissue.8,9

The activity of NQO1 is strongly influenced by the life cycle of
cancer cells. In particular, NQO1 is an antioxidant enzyme that
catalyzes the two-electron reduction of quinones to their
corresponding hydroquinones by using NADH as an electron
donor.10 This reduction function of NQO1 has made it a
suitable target for the design of prodrug therapies11−16 and
profluorophores4,17 in cancer treatment and for the imaging of
cancer cells.

Room-temperature phosphorescence (RTP) has been
identified as a useful optical method that provides several
advantages over the fluorescence method.18 Phosphorescence
can be defined as radiative transitions from the lowest excited
triplet state, T1, to the ground singlet state, S0. Because
phosphorescence undergoes a spin-forbidden transition, the
lifetimes of phosphorescence (10−6−102 s) are normally longer
than those of fluorescence (10−9−10−7 s). Interference from
any fluorescent emission and scattering light can be easily
avoided by using an appropriate delay time.19,20 In addition,
main advantage of phosphorescence imaging compared to the
fluorescence imaging is its larger Stokes’ shift that results in
obvious spectral separation between the phosphorescence
emission and the excitation light. The use of RTP as a sensing
system requires a suitable phosphorescence indicator for a
given analyte. A general strategy for the design of new RTP-
sensing systems is based on phosphorescence energy transfer
(PET), an energy-transfer process in which the phosphorescent
molecule (donor) transfers its energy to an absorber (acceptor)
at close proximity through dipole−dipole coupling of the donor
and acceptor molecules.21−23
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Herein, we describe the design, properties, and NQO1-
specific cellular activation of a PET probe, quinone-capped Mn-
doped ZnS QDs (Q-Mn:ZnS QDs), for NQO1-specific
detection. Mn-doped ZnS quantum dots (Mn:ZnS QDs)24−28

function as donors and trimethylquinone propionic acids
(QPA) are the acceptors; the phosphorescence of Mn:ZnS
QDs is quenched through PET from Mn:ZnS QDs to
covalently bonded quinones. The phosphorescence of
Mn:ZnS QDs is turned on by the rapid removal of the
quinone quencher by NQO1, which catalyzes the reduction of
quinones to hydroquinones with electrons provided by NADH.
The Q-Mn:ZnS QD probe shows low cellular toxicity and can
rapidly distinguish between NQO1-expressing and -nonexpress-
ing cancer cell lines through phosphorescence imaging.

■ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Materials and Reagents. Recombinant human NQO1

(NQO1) and Zn(BF4)2·xH2O were purchased from Sigma-
Aldrich. 2,3,5-Trimethylhydroquinone, 3,3-dimethylacrylic acid,
methanesulfonic acid, N-bromosuccinimide, 1,3-dicyclohexyl-
carbodiimide, and N,N-(dimethylamino)pyridine, were pur-
chased from Alfa Aesar. MnSO4·H2O and H2S·9H2O were
purchased from Riedel-de Haen. All the other materials were
analytically pure and were used without further purification. For
all aqueous solutions, deionized water (resistivity, 18.0 MΩ·cm
at 25 °C) purified by Millipore Direct-Q water purification unit
was used. The synthesis and characterization of 3-methyl-3-
(2,4,5-trimethyl-3,6-dioxocyclohexa-1,4-dienyl)butanoic acid29

and N-hydroxysuccinimidyl ester are described in the
Supporting Information.
Instruments. NMR spectra were obtained on Bruker DRX-

300 NMR (Billerica, Massachusetts, USA). Phosphorescence
spectra were recorded on Hitachi F-7000 fluorescence
spectrometer (Tokyo, Japan). TEM images were recorded
from JEOL JEM-2010 transmission electron microscope
(Tokyo, Japan). IR spectra were recorded on Bomem DA8.3
Fourier transform spectrometer (Quebec, Canada). Cyclic
voltammograms were recorded on a CHI 600D electrochemical
analyzer (Austin, USA). Fluorescent pictures were taken on a
Leica TCS-SP5-X AOBS confocal fluorescence microscope.
Time-resolved photoluminescence of Mn:ZnS QDs was done
by a tunable Nd:YAG-laser system NT342/1/UV, EKSPLA,
Lithuania.
Synthesis of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. Mn-doped ZnS quantum

dots were synthesized in the aqueous solution at room
temperature by chemical coprecipitation.21,30 To 800 μL of
DI-H2O in an enppendorf were added 100 μL of 0.1 M
Zn(BF4)2 aqueous solution and 5 μL of 0.1 M MnSO4 aqueous
solution. After 10 min, 100 μL of Na2S·9H2O aqueous solution
(0.1 M) was added into the above solution. The mixture
solution was mixed totally and put in the sonication bath for 2
h. Mn:ZnS QDs powders were obtained after centrifugation
and washed three times with DI-H2O to remove excess
reactants. 2-Mercaptoenthanol-capped Mn:ZnS QDs were
formed by adding 20 μL of 2-mercaptoethanol to the solution
containing Mn:ZnS QDs. The mixture solution was sonicated
overnight to get the 2-mercaptoenthanol capped on the surface
of Mn:ZnS QDs. Then, 2-mercaptoenthanol-capped Mn:ZnS
QDs were obtained, after being centrifuged and washed three
times with ethanol to remove unbound 2-mercaptoenthanol.
H2N−Mn:ZnS QDs were obtained by adding (3-

aminopropyl)triethoxysilane (APTES, 25 μL) to the solution
containing 2-mercaptoenthanol-capped Mn:ZnS QDs in

ethanol. The mixture was stirred for 30 min. NH3·H2O
(0.625 mL 6%) was added into the above solution and stirred at
room temperature overnight. After the formation of the silica
shell, the white suspension was spun down and washed twice
with ethanol and three times with DI-H2O. H2N-Mn:ZnS QDs
were obtained for further using.
Q-Mn:ZnS QDs were prepared by adding 200 μL of 3-

methyl-3-(2,4,5-trimethyl-3,6-dioxocyclohexa-1,4-dienyl)-
butanoic acid, N-hydroxysuccinimidyl ester (0.14 M in THF),
and 6 μL of triethylamine to the solution containing H2N-
Mn:ZnS quantum dots. The mixture was heated at 80 °C for 12
h, and then the yellow pellets were yielded. The yellow pellets
were washed three times with ethanol and DI-H2O. Q-Mn:ZnS
QDs were obtained and stored in the dark for further use.

NQO1 Detection by Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. To 200 μL of Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs (0.25 mg mL−1) in phosphate-buffered saline
buffer (1X PBS (pH 7.4), containing 137 mM NaCl, 2.7 mM
KCl, 10 mM Na2HPO4, and 2 mM KH2PO4) were added
different analytes (BSA, catalase, cysteine, cytochrome C, GOx,
GSH, Hcys, IgG, lysozyme, NADH, NQO1, SOD, tyrosinase),
respectively. The mixtures were incubated at room temperature
for 30 min. For the phosphorescence measurement, the
excitation wavelength was 316 nm and the emission intensities
were recorded at 590 nm by fluorescence spectrometer.

Enzyme Kinetic Assay. The enzyme kinetic assay was
obtained from the phosphorescence measurement (λex = 316
nm, λem = 590 nm). The concentrations of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs
were from 0.25 to 1.9 mg mL−1. NQO1 (0.01 g L−1, 3.23 ×
10−7 M) was added to the solution containing Q-Mn:ZnS QDs
and NADH (10−4 M) in 10 mM PBS with 0.007% BSA. The
time for the reaction was 10 min at room temperature.
Phosphorescence intensity was converted to concentration
according to the phosphorescent intensity of the known
concentration of H2N-Mn:ZnS QDs. The values of Michaelis
constant (Km) and catalytic constant (kcat) were obtained from
the Lineweaver−Burk plot of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. The intercept
on the x axis is 1/Km; the intercept on the y axis is 1/Vmax. The
value of the catalytic constant (kcat) is obtained from the
equation: Vmax = kcat [E].

Cell Culture for A549, HCT-116, MCF-7, and HL-60 Cell
Lines. The cell lines A549, HCT-116, MCF-7, and HL-60 cell
were provided by the Food Industry Research and Develop-
ment Institute (Taiwan). A549, HCT-116, and MCF-7 cell
lines were cultured in DMEM medium (Dulbecco’s Modified
Eagle’s Medium, high glucose), and 10% fetal bovine serum
(FBS) with 100 mg L−1 kanamycin-streptomycin. HL-60 cell
line was cultured in RPMI 1640 medium and 10% fetal bovine
serum (FBS) with 100 mg L−1 kanamycin-streptomycin. The
cell lines were incubated at 37 °C under an atmosphere of 5%
CO2.

Cytotoxicity Assay. A549 cells were seeded in a 96-well
plate with 200 μL of DMEM medium supplemented with 10%
fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 0.1 g L−1 kanamycin-
streptomycin and incubated in 5 wt % CO2 at 37 °C overnight.
The cells were treated with different concentrations of Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs in the DMEM medium. After incubation
overnight, the medium was removed and 200 μL of 3-(4,5-
dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bromide (MTT)
solution (5 mg mL−1 in 1X PBS buffer, pH 7.4) was added to
each well for 4 h of incubation. Following removal of MTT
solution, the observed yellow precipitates (formazan) in plates
were dissolved in 200 μL of DMSO and 25 μL of Sorenson’s
glycine buffer (0.1 M glycine and 0.1 M NaCl). A Multiskan
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GO microplate reader was used to measure the absorbance at
570 nm for each well. The viability of cells was calculated
according to the following equation:

=cell viability(%) (mean of absorbance value of treatment group)/

(mean of absorbance value of control group)

Imaging of NQO1 in Living Cells. Experiments to assess
the sensing ability of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs for exogenous NQO1
were performed in 1X PBS (pH 7.4). A549 cell line and HL-60
cell line were seeded on 20 × 20 mm2 glass coverslips in
DMEM medium and gelatin-coated glass coverslips in RPMI
1640 medium, respectively. The cell lines were cultured in the
incubation medium supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum
(FBS) and 0.1 g L−1 kanamycin-streptomycin in 6-well plates in
5 wt % vol CO2 at 37 °C overnight to get suitable density.
Then, the cell lines were incubated in the medium with 0.25 mg
mL−1 Q-Mn:ZnS QDs for 1 h and washed with 1X PBS buffer
three times to remove excess Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. Confocal
fluorescence imaging of cells was performed with a Leica TCS
SP5 X AOBS confocal fluorescence microscope (Germany),
and a 100× oil-immersion objective lens was used. The cells
were excited with a white light laser at 405 nm, and emission
was collected at 575−605 nm.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Characterization of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. The synthesis of Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs is outlined in Scheme 1. First, the synthesis of
Mn:ZnS QDs was carried out through the reaction of zinc
tetrafluoroborate and manganese sulfate with sodium sulfide
according to a previously reported procedure.21,30 2-Mercap-
toethanol was then used to modify the surface of the Mn:ZnS
QDs. H2N−Mn:ZnS QDs were obtained by addition of (3-
aminopropyl)triethoxysilane to a solution of dispersed quantum
dots to form a silica shell on the surface of Mn:ZnS QDs. Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs were prepared by modification of H2N−Mn:ZnS
QDs with quinone derivatives.
Transmission electron microscopy images reveal that the

average particle size of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs is about 6.0 ± 0.2 nm
(Figure 1). Q-Mn:ZnS QDs were also characterized by infrared
spectroscopy. In Figure 2B, the peak at 3450 cm−1 represents
typical O−H stretching, indicating that mercaptoethanol is
bound to the quantum dots. In Figure 2C, the characteristic
peaks of H2N−Mn:ZnS QDs are at 2929, 2878, 1130 (Si−O),
and 1028 cm−1 (Si−O).31,32 In Figure 2D, the peak at 1666
cm−1 represents typical strong carbonyl (CO) stretching,33

indicating that quinone species are bound to the quantum dots
via the amide bond.

Phosphorescence Quenching of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs
through the PET Mechanism. To further confirm that the

Scheme 1. (A) Synthesis of Q-Mn:ZnSQDs. (B) Activation of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs by NQO1 to yield phosphorescence
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quenching mechanism of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs is PET, phosphor-
escence spectra of H2N−Mn:ZnS QDs were obtained in the

presence of different concentrations of quinone derivatives (0−
250 mM). The phosphorescence intensities decreased when
more quinones were modified on the quantum dots (Figure 3).

Figure 1. TEM images of (A) Mn:ZnS QDs, (B) 2-mercaptoenthanol-
Mn:ZnS QDs, (C) H2N-Mn:ZnS QDs, and (D) Q-Mn:ZnS QDs.

Figure 2. FT-IR spectra of (A) Mn:ZnS QDs, (B) 2-mercaptoentha-
nol-Mn:ZnS QDs, (C) H2N−Mn:ZnS QDs, and (D) Q-Mn:ZnS QDs.

Figure 3. Phosphorescence quenching of H2N−Mn:ZnS QDs with
varying amounts of quinone modified.

Figure 4. Time-resolved photoluminescence recorded at 590 nm of
Mn:ZnS QDs. Data for H2N−Mn:ZnS QDs and Q-Mn:ZnS QDs are
shown in black and green, respectively. The phosphorescence decay
was recorded at room temperature with pulsed excitation at 355 nm.

Table 1. Parameters for Time-Resolved Phosphorescence
Decays of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs

compound τavg (μs)
a kET (s−1)b

H2N−Mn:ZnS QDs 546 ± 0.7
Q-Mn:ZnS QDs 24.6 ± 0.4 3.88 × 104

aThe average lifetime is calculated by using the statistical definition in
eq 3. bThe energy-transfer rate was estimated by using eq 6.

Figure 5. (A) Cyclic voltammograms for Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. The
electrochemical activation of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. The black trace is of the
first scan, and the red traces are of two subsequent scans, indicating
nearly complete conversion of quinone to hydroquinone during the
first scan. (B) Phosphorescence spectra of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs with and
without electrochemical activation.
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The maximum quenching efficiency reached 98% upon
addition of 200 mM quinone derivatives.
To determine the quenching mechanism (dynamic quench-

ing or static quenching), two equations, Stern−Volmer’s

equation (eq 1) and the Lineweaver−Burk equation (eq 2),
are used.19

= +P P K c/ 10 sv q (1)

− = +P P P K c/( ) 1 /0 0 LB q (2)

P0 and P are the phosphorescence of the quantum dots without
and with quinone modification, respectively, and cq is the
concentration of quinone species. Ksv is the dynamic quenching
constant, and KLB is the static quenching constant. As the
relationship between P0/P and the concentration of QPA does
not follow the Stern−Volmer’s equation, the quenching
mechanism is not dynamic quenching (Figure S2, Supporting
Information). In addition, the relationship between P0/(P0 −
P) and the QPA concentration from 0 to 200 mM follows the
Lineweaver−Burk equation, indicating that the quenching
mechanism is a static quenching system. Quenching of Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs via the PET quenching mechanism suggests that
energy was transferred from the quantum dots to the quinone
species.
Time-resolved photoluminescence of Mn:ZnS QDs was

carried out to elucidate the energy-transfer dynamics in the Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs system. First, the spectral overlap between the
emission of Mn:ZnS QDs and the absorption of quinone is
added to Figure S1 in the Supporting Information. Figure S1
shows that the emission spectrum of Mn:ZnS QDs overlaps
with the absorption spectrum of QPA, suggesting that PET
between Mn:ZnS QDs and QPA can happen. According to the
PET process, Mn:ZnS QDs act as donors, whereas QPA act as
acceptors (quenchers) in this system. In addition, Figure 4
shows time-resolved phosphorescence transients for Q-Mn:ZnS
QDs and NH2−Mn:ZnS QDs. To compare the phosphor-
escence decays between two Mn:ZnS QDs, the average
phosphorescence lifetime is calculated as follows:

∫
∫

τ
τ
τ

≡ ≈
∑
∑

tI t t

I t t

A
A

( ) d

( ) d
i i

i i
avg

2

(3)

where Ai and τi represent the amplitude and the lifetime of each
component, respectively. In the NH2−Mn:ZnS QDs system,
the reciprocal of the average phosphorescence lifetime is the
sum of the radiative (kr) and nonradiative (knr) rate coefficients:

τ = +‐ k k1/ (NH Mn:ZnS QDs) r nr2 (4)

In the Q-Mn:ZnS QD system, the average phosphorescence
lifetime decreases significantly because of the contribution of
energy transfer from the Mn:ZnS QDs to the quinone species.
Thus, the average phosphorescence lifetime for Q-Mn:ZnS
QDs is given by

τ = + +‐ k k k1/ (Q Mn:ZnS QDs) r nr ET (5)

where kET is the rate of energy transfer from the Mn:ZnS QDs
to the quinone species. Equations 4 and 5 give the expression

τ τ= −‐ −‐k 1/ 1/ET (Q Mn:ZnS QDs) (NH Mn:ZnS QDs)2 (6)

As shown in Table 1, the rate of energy transfer from Mn:ZnS
QDs to the quinone species is 3.88 × 104 s−1. Results from
time-resolved photoluminescence strongly suggest that phos-
phorescence energy is transferred from the Mn:ZnS QDs to the
quinone species.
To test the modification with electroactive quinones on Q-

Mn:ZnS QDs, cyclic voltammetry was applied in the measure-

Figure 6. Phosphorescence spectra of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs (0.25 mg
mL−1) and Q-Mn:ZnS QDs (0.25 mg mL−1) reacted with NQO1
(0.32 μM) and NADH (0.1 mM).

Figure 7. Selectivity of the Q-Mn:ZnS QDs for NQO1 detection by
comparison with the other species. The species are (A) Q-Mn:ZnS
QDs, (B) BSA, (C) catalase, (D) cysteine, (E) cytochrome C, (F)
glucose oxidase, (G) GSH, (H) Hcy, (I) IgG, (J) lysozyme, (K)
NADH, (L) NQO1, (M) NQO1+NADH, (N) SOD, and (O)
tyrosinase. Experiments were performed in 1X PBS buffer containing
NADH (0.1 mM) and 0.007% BSA at room temperature with the
excitation wavelength 316 nm in the presence of 0.25 mg mL−1 Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs.

Figure 8. Kinetics of the reduction of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs by NQO1. All
of the experiments were measured in NADH (0.1 M) and NQO1
(10−2 μg μL−1, 0.32 μM) in pH 7.4, 1X PBS buffer with 0.007% BSA.
Excitation wavelength 316 nm and emission wavelength 590 nm.
Values (n = 3) are the average ±1 standard deviation.
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ment of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs in 1X PBS buffer. The prominent
cathodic peak in the first scan proves the presence of

electroactive quinones on the Q-Mn:ZnS QDs.29 The profile
of the Q-Mn:ZnS QDs for the second scan is not the same as
that for as the first scan, but identical to that of H2N−Mn:ZnS
QDs (Figure 5). When the potentials were below −0.9 V, the
quinone species on the surface of Mn:ZnS QDs underwent
reduction to hydroquinones and subsequent intramolecular
cyclization reaction, resulting in removal of quinone from the
Mn:ZnS QDs in the first scan. After electrochemical reduction,
phosphorescence of the Q-Mn:ZnS QD solution is turned on
because of the release of the quencher, quinone.

Phosphorescence Generation by Q-Mn:ZnS QDs upon
NQO1 Detection. The sensing ability of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs for
NQO1 was then tested. NQO1 could reduce quinones to
hydroquinones. The subsequent intramolecular cyclization
reaction removes the quencher from the Q-Mn:ZnS QDs and
results in removal of quinone from the Mn:ZnS QDs (Scheme
1). Phosphorescence of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs is then turned on. As
shown in Figure 6, the phosphorescence intensity showed a 10-
fold increase after the reaction of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs with NQO1
and NADH for 30 min. The significant difference in
phosphorescence sufficiently demonstrates this method as an
off−on phosphorescence system for NQO1 detection.

Table 2. Kinetic Parameters for the Reduction of Quinone Species by NQO1

Figure 9. Cell viability in the presence of different concentrations of
Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. A549 cells were cultured in the presence of Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs (0−0.40 mg/mL) in the DMEM medium at 37 °C for
12 h. Three measurements were done for each concentration of Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs.
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To test the selectivity of the Q-Mn:ZnS QDs, several
proteins and amino acids were tested. In Figure 7, only NQO1
shows a high phosphorescence intensity ratio (P/P0); the other
proteins did not cause any change in the P/P0 value. Q-Mn:ZnS
QDs showed high selectivity to NQO1.
Kinetic Study of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs with NQO1. The

catalytic ability of NQO1 to activate Q-Mn:ZnS QDs was
investigated by using a kinetic assay. Figure 8 shows a
Michaelis−Menten plot of the reduction of Q-Mn:ZnS QDs
by NQO1. The kinetic parameters obtained from the
Michaelis−Menten plot in Figure 8 are shown in Table 2. Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs yielded a catalytic constant (kcat) higher than
those of the other organic probes for NQO1 detection.4,17,34

Moreover, the Km value of the Q-Mn:ZnS QDs is larger than
that of most quinones because of the large volume of QDs.
Imaging of NQO1 in Living Cells. The potential of the Q-

Mn:ZnS QD probe for imaging NQO1 in living cells was
investigated. A MTT assay was conducted with a A549 cell line
to evaluate the cytotoxicity of the probe. In Figure 9, the
estimated cellular viability after 24 h is greater than 80%, which

indicates that the Q-Mn:ZnS QDs (<0.35 mg mL−1) have low
cytotoxicity. Furthermore, images of the cells were obtained by
using a confocal fluorescence microscope. NQO1-positive cell
lines such as A549,4 HCT-116,35 and MCF-7,36 as well as the
NQO1-negative cell line HL-6037 were treated with Q-Mn:ZnS
QDs. As shown in Figure 10, red emissions were observed in
the A549, HCT-116, and MCF-7 cells. This observation
indicates that NQO1 expression occurs in these cells. On the
contrary, no red emission was observed in the HL-60 cell line.
Because HL-60 cells are NQO1-negative,37 Q-Mn:ZnS QDs
were not activated in the HL-60 cells. Q-Mn:ZnS QDs could
specifically detect NQO1 expression in living cells. To
determine the subcellular localization of endogenous NQO1
using the Q-Mn:ZnS QDs probe, a Hoechst nuclear stain was
used. Figure 11 shows that the color change caused by the Q-
Mn:ZnS QD probe does not overlap with that caused by the
Hoechst stain. This observation indicates that there were no Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs staining in the nuclear region and that Q-
Mn:ZnS QD probe may be used to detect endogenous NQO1
in the cytosol.

■ CONCLUSION

We have developed a phosphorescence turn-on probe for
NQO1 using Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. Quinones on the surface of the
Q-Mn:ZnS QDs were reduced to hydroquinones by NQO1
and then removed from the surface; red phosphorescence of
Mn:ZnS QDs was then turned on. Cells expressing NQO1
could be selectively detected by the Q-Mn:ZnS QD probe. Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs could be used to distinguish NQO1-positive cell
lines from NQO1-negative cell lines. The cytotoxicity assay
showed that the NQO1 probe has low cellular toxicity. Q-
Mn:ZnS QDs can be a useful NQO1 probe for detecting cancer
cells expressing NQO1.
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Figure 11. Images of NQO1 detection with Q-Mn:ZnS QDs. A549 cells were incubated with Q-Mn:ZnS QDs for 1 h.
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