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569 1s herein mcorporated by reference 1n 1ts entirety.

STATEMENT OF GOVERNMENT RIGHTS

The mvention described in this patent application was
made with Government support under the Fermi Research
Alliance, LLC, Contract Number DE-AC02-07CHI11359
awarded by the U.S. Department of Energy. The Govern-
ment has certain rights in the invention.

TECHNICAL FIELD

Embodiments are generally related to electrospinning.
Embodiments are further related to methods and systems for
manufacturing nanofiber. Embodiments are additionally
related to methods and systems for producing a variety of
ceramic nanofibers using very low power output and low
voltage DC 1mput using DC to DC voltage converters with
dual polarity and a high voltage DC supply.

BACKGROUND

Electrospinning 1s a method used to produce polymeric
nanofiber. Electrospinning methods typically require appli-
cation of high voltage to a drop of liquid, causing the liquid
to become charged. The charged liquid droplet 1s then
stretched toward a collector. The elongated droplet dries as
it travels to the collector. The drying fiber 1s subject to a
whipping process that increases the path of travel, resulting
in the formation of very thin fibers.

Conventional electrospinning requires sophisticated and
expensive power supply units which are bulky, operate at
high mput voltage, and have high power output (e.g. runming,
into the hundreds of watts). Such systems pose electrical
hazards. In cases where it 1s desirable to have both positive
and negative high voltage output, two such power supplies
are required, eflectively doubling the problems associated
with the system complexity, bulkiness, and satety.

Accordingly, there 1s a need in the art for improved
methods, systems, and apparatuses for electrospinning as
disclosed herein.

SUMMARY

The following summary 1s provided to facilitate an under-
standing of some of the innovative features unique to the
embodiments disclosed and 1s not intended to be a full
description. A full appreciation of the various aspects of the
embodiments can be gained by taking the entire specifica-
tion, claims, drawings, and abstract as a whole.

It 1s, therefore, one aspect of the disclosed embodiments
to provide a method and system for electrospinning.

It 1s another aspect of the disclosed embodiments to
provide a method and system for producing a variety of
nanofibers.
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It 1s another aspect of the disclosed embodiments to
provide methods, systems, and apparatuses for producing a

variety of ceramic nanofibers using very low power output
and low voltage DC input using DC to DC voltage convert-
ers with dual polarity and a high voltage DC supply.

The aforementioned aspects and other objectives and
advantages can now be achieved as described herein. The
embodiments disclosed herein comprise an electrospinning
system, method, and apparatus with a dual polarity power
supply, a solution dispensing assembly held at high positive
potential by the dual polarity power supply, a Corona
discharge assembly held at high negative potential by the
dual polarnty power supply, and a drum collector held at
ground potential wherein a solution 1s drawn from the
solution dispensing assembly to the drum collector thereby
forming a fiber mat.

In an embodiment, the solution dispensing assembly
comprises at least one dispensing needle, a mamiold
attached to a syringe, the manmifold connecting the syringe to
the at least one dispensing needle, and a syringe pump for
pumping the solution from the syringe through the manifold
to the dispensing needle. In another embodiment, the solu-
tion dispensing assembly comprises a solution tank holding
the solution, a rotating spindle, at least one solid needle on
the rotating spindle, and a motor for rotating the spindle.

In an embodiment, the corona discharge assembly com-
prises a plate with a knife edge connected to the dual polarity
power supply. In another embodiment, the corona discharge
assembly comprises an array of micro-tipped needles con-
nected to the dual polarity power supply.

In another embodiment an electrospinning system or
apparatus comprises a power supply, a solution dispensing
assembly held at positive potential by the power supply, a
Corona discharge assembly held at negative potential by the
power supply, and a collector wherein a solution 1s drawn
from the solution dispensing assembly to the collector
forming a fiber mat thereon. The power supply can comprise
a dual polarity power supply.

In an embodiment, the solution dispensing assembly
comprises at least one dispensing needle, a mamiold
attached to a syringe, the mamifold connecting the syringe to
the at least one dispensing needle, and a syringe pump for
pumping the solution to the dispensing needle. In an
embodiment the solution dispensing assembly comprises a
solution tank containing the solution, a rotating spindle, at
least one solid needle on the rotating spindle, and a motor for
rotating the spindle.

In an embodiment, the Corona discharge assembly com-
prises a plate with a kmife edge. In an embodiment the
Corona discharge assembly comprises an array of at least
one micro-tipped needles.

In an embodiment, the collector comprises a drum col-
lector. A ground can be connected to the drum collector. In
another embodiment the collector comprises a conveyor belt
assembly. In an embodiment the conveyor belt assembly
further comprises a ground plate, the ground plate being held
at ground potential, and a conveyor belt wrapping around the
ground plate.

Various additional embodiments and descriptions are pro-
vided herein.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying figures, i which like reference
numerals refer to identical or functionally-similar elements
throughout the separate views and which are incorporated in
and form a part of the specification, further illustrate the
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embodiments and, together with the detailed description,
serve to explain the embodiments disclosed herein.

FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram of an electrospinming
system, 1n accordance with the disclosed embodiments;

FI1G. 2 depicts a photograph of a nanofiber mat that can be
produced according to the methods and systems disclosed
herein;

FIG. 3A depicts a dual power supply, in accordance with
the disclosed embodiments:

FIG. 3B depicts a dual power supply, in accordance with
the disclosed embodiments;

FIG. 4 depicts a block diagram of an electrospinming
system, 1n accordance with the disclosed embodiments;

FIG. 5A depicts a block diagram of an electrospinming
system, 1n accordance with the disclosed embodiments;

FIG. 5B depicts a block diagram of another aspect of an
clectrospinning system, i1n accordance with the disclosed
embodiments;

FIG. 5C depicts a bottom view of a conveyor belt assem-
bly associated with an electrospinning system, 1n accordance
with the disclosed embodiments;

FIG. 6 A depicts a block diagram of an electrospinning
system, 1n accordance with the disclosed embodiments;

FIG. 6B depicts an elevation view of an electrospinning,
component, 1n accordance with the disclosed embodiments;

FIG. 6C depicts a cutaway view of a dispenser associated
with an electrospinning system, in accordance with the
disclosed embodiments;

FIG. 6D depicts a cutaway view of a dispenser and a
rotating cylinder associated with an electrospinming system,
in accordance with the disclosed embodiments;

FIG. 6E depicts a view of a dispenser associated with an
clectrospinning system, i1n accordance with the disclosed
embodiments; and

FIG. 7 depicts steps associated with a method for pro-
ducing a nanofiber mat, in accordance with the disclosed
embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The particular values and configurations discussed 1n the
following non-limiting examples can be varied, and are cited
merely to illustrate one or more embodiments and are not
intended to limit the scope thereof.

Example embodiments will now be described more fully
hereinatter, with reference to the accompanying drawings, in
which 1llustrative embodiments are shown. The embodi-
ments disclosed herein can be embodied 1n many diflerent
forms and should not be construed as limited to the embodi-
ments set forth herein; rather, these embodiments are pro-
vided so that this disclosure will be thorough and complete,
and will fully convey the scope of the embodiments to those
skilled in the art. Like numbers refer to like elements
throughout.

The terminology used herein 1s for the purpose of describ-
ing particular embodiments only and 1s not intended to be
limiting. As used herein, the singular forms “a”, “an”, and
“the” are intended to 1include the plural forms as well, unless
the context clearly indicates otherwise. It will be further
understood that the terms “comprises” and/or “comprising,”
when used 1n this specification, specily the presence of
stated features, integers, steps, operations, elements, and/or
components, but do not preclude the presence or addition of
one or more other features, integers, steps, operations,
clements, components, and/or groups thereof.

Throughout the specification and claims, terms may have

nuanced meanings suggested or implied 1n context beyond
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an explicitly stated meaning. Likewise, the phrase “in one
embodiment” as used herein does not necessarily refer to the
same embodiment and the phrase “in another embodiment”
as used herein does not necessarily refer to a different
embodiment. It 1s intended, for example, that claimed sub-
ject matter include combinations of example embodiments
in whole or in part.

Unless otherwise defined, all terms (including technical
and scientific terms) used herein have the same meaning as
commonly understood by one of ordinary skill 1n the art. It
will be further understood that terms, such as those defined
in commonly used dictionaries, should be interpreted as
having a meaning that 1s consistent with their meaning in the
context of the relevant art and will not be interpreted 1n an
idealized or overly formal sense unless expressly so defined
herein.

It 1s contemplated that any embodiment discussed 1n this
specification can be implemented with respect to any
method, kit, reagent, or composition of the invention, and
vice versa. Furthermore, compositions of the invention can
be used to achieve methods of the invention.

It will be understood that particular embodiments
described herein are shown by way of 1llustration and not as
limitations of the mvention. The principal features of this
invention can be employed in various embodiments without
departing from the scope of the invention. Those skilled 1n
the art will recognize, or be able to ascertain using no more
than routine experimentation, numerous equivalents to the
specific procedures described herein. Such equivalents are
considered to be within the scope of this invention and are
covered by the claims.

The use of the word “a” or “an” when used 1n conjunction
with the term “comprising” 1n the claims and/or the speci-
fication may mean “‘one,” but 1t 1s also consistent with the
meaning of “one or more,” “at least one,” and “one or more
than one.” The use of the term “or” 1n the claims 1s used to
mean “and/or” unless explicitly indicated to refer to alter-
natives only or the alternatives are mutually exclusive,
although the disclosure supports a definition that refers to
only alternatives and “and/or.” Throughout this application,
the term “about™ 1s used to 1indicate that a value includes the
inherent variation of error for the device, the method being
employed to determine the value, or the variation that exists
among the study subjects.

As used 1n this specification and claim(s), the words
“comprising” (and any form of comprising, such as “com-
prise¢” and “comprises”), “having” (and any form of having,
such as “have” and “has™), “including” (and any form of
including, such as “includes” and “include’) or “containing™
(and any form of containing, such as “contains” and “con-
tain”) are inclusive or open-ended and do not exclude
additional, unrecited elements or method steps.

The term “or combinations thereof” as used herein refers
to all permutations and combinations of the listed items
preceding the term. For example, “A, B, C, or combinations
thereof™ 1s intended to 1nclude at least one of: A, B, C, AB,
AC, BC, or ABC, and if order 1s important in a particular
context, also BA, CA, CB, CBA, BCA, ACB, BAC, or CAB.
Continuing with this example, expressly included are com-

binations that contain repeats of one or more 1tem or term,
such as BB, AAA, AB, BBC, AAABCCCC, CBBAAA,

CABABB, and so forth. The skilled artisan will understand
that typically there 1s no limit on the number of items or
terms 1n any combination, unless otherwise apparent from
the context.

All of the compositions and/or methods disclosed and
claimed herein can be made and executed without undue




US 11,788,207 B2

S

experimentation in light of the present disclosure. While the
compositions and methods of this invention have been
described in terms of preferred embodiments, it will be
apparent to those of skill in the art that variations may be
applied to the compositions and/or methods and in the steps
or 1n the sequence of steps of the method described herein
without departing from the concept, spirit and scope of the
invention. All such similar substitutes and modifications
apparent to those skilled in the art are deemed to be within
the spirit, scope and concept of the invention as defined by
the appended claims.

The embodiments disclosed herein are drawn to methods,
systems, and apparatuses for electrospinning. Electrospin-
ning can be understood as a process for producing polymeric
fiber. In some embodiments, this can include producing
nanofiber mats. Generally, electrospinning operates by
applying a high voltage to a specially prepared liquid that 1s
formed 1nto droplets at a dispensing point, such as a needle.
The body of the drop 1s charged by the high voltage.
Electrostatic repulsion creates a stream of liquid, that is
¢jected from the dispensing point, commonly referred to as
a “Taylor Cone.” The liquid stream dries as 1t travels toward
a grounded collector. The drying liqmd stream can be
clongated by a whipping process. The dried and whipped
fiber collects on the collector in a mat of generally, thin and
uniform fiber.

The embodiments disclosed herein describe compact
nanofiber (i.e., electrospinning) production systems with the
ability to produce a variety of ceramic nanofibers or poly-
meric materials. The nanofiber production systems can have
very low power output and low voltage DC mput. This 1s
made possible by using a DC to DC voltage converter with
a dual polarity high voltage DC supply, as disclosed herein.

FIG. 1 1illustrates an embodiment of an electrospinming,
system 100 employing a dual polarnty source 115, for mass
production of a nanofiber mat comprising Zirconia, or other
such ceramic material (e.g. alumina, Tungsten oxide, Tita-
nia, etc.), using one or more dispensing needles 1n a needle
array 120.

The system 100 takes advantage of Corona discharge.
Corona discharge creates oppositely charged i1ons to neu-
tralize charge accumulation on the nanofiber mat thereby
enabling the creation of a thick nanofiber mat.

In FIG. 1, a rotating collector 105 (e.g. a drum collector)
1s held at ground potential via ground 170. A Corona
discharge assembly 175 can include a plate 110, having a
knife edge 111, connected to a DC voltage source 115 that
drives the Corona discharge. Nanofibers are ejected from
one or more needles 1n the needle array 120 as shown. It
should be appreciated that in FIG. 1, four needles 1n needle
array 120 are shown but 1n other embodiments the number
of needles can vary according to the scale of the system 100
and size of the desired nanofiber mat 125. For example, the
number of needles can be adjusted to accommodate produc-
tion of a larger/smaller or wider/narrower nanofiber mat.
Arrangement of the needles 1n needle array 120 need not be
linear. For example, 1n other embodiments, the needles 1n
needle array 120 can be staggered or otherwise configured in
any number of ways along needle mamifold 155.

The system 100 can include a dual polarity power supply
115 connected to a solution dispensing assembly 130. The
solution dispensing system 130 includes an actuator 140 that
1s connected to a syringe pump 145. The actuator 140 is
fixed to a plunger 150 that 1s connected to a needle manifold
155. The syringe pump 145 controls the actuator 140, which
pushes liquid 160 to the needle array 120 through the needle
manifold 155.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

6

The liqud 160 can comprise positively charged 1ons of a
desired material. In certain embodiments the liquad 160 can
include possible precursor solutions including Alumi-
na— Aluminum 2,4-pentadionate+Aceton, Zirconia—>Zirco-
nium Carbonate+Acetic Acid, WO,—Ammonium meta-
tungstate+D.I. Water, and TiO,—Titanium Isopropoxide.
These solutions can be added with polymeric solution con-
taining approximately 5-8 wt % of polyvinylpyrrolidone in
Acetone or Ethanol.

The needle manifold 155 can be configured to include one
or more needle ports 121 that connect the one or more
needles 1n the needle array 120 to the needle manifold 155.
In certain embodiments, the needle array 120, illustrated 1n
FIG. 1, can comprise blunt needles with an internal diameter
on the order of a few hundred microns.

In the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 1, the needle
mamifold 155 can comprise a manifold and has been
designed to hold the needle array 120 at high +Ve potential.
The needle manifold 155 can be 3-D printed, or can be
manufactured according to other known techniques. The
knife edge 111 on plate 110 1s similarly maintained at a high
-Ve potential to generate —Ve 1ons. In combination, this
assembly increases the production rate of the electrospin-
ning system 100.

A certain distance, for example, 1-5 centimeters can be
maintained between the needles 120 to avoid squeezing the
nanofiber cone volume that emanates from the needles 120
during use. Nanofiber constituted liquid emerging from each
needle 1n the needle array 120 travels to the ground plate 110
in a spiral action which results 1n a cone like formation.
Since each of the nanofibers emanating from the needle
array 120 are of the same charge, they increasingly repel
cach other according to their relative proximity, thereby
squeezing the cone of travel. Eventually this squeezing
action can become sufliciently prevalent that 1t will lead to
non-uniform deposition of nanofibers on the drum collector.
Thus, in the embodiments disclosed herein, an exemplary
distance between needles 1n the needle array 120 should be
maintained to prevent this eflect. In certain embodiments
this distance can be at least 1 inch. This distance 1s suflicient
to avoid squeezing of the spinning area from individual
needles, due to charge repulsion, while allowing for some
overlap to produce uniformity in the axial direction of the
rotating collector 105.

Approprniate distance and voltage can also be maintained
between the rotating collector 105 and the knife edge 111 to
prevent the breakdown of air which could result 1n a spark
instead of 1omization. Although the rotating collector 105
and knife edge 111 are illustrated in FIG. 1, i other
embodiments, a set of micro-tipped (e.g., approximately 10
micron tip diameter) tungsten/metallic needles can also be
used to produce corona discharge, as further detailed in the
embodiments presented herein.

Thus, 1n the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 1, the power
supply 115 provides a positive DC voltage to the needle
array 120 and a negative DC voltage to the knife edge 111
positioned near the rotating drum collector 105, which 1s
kept at ground potential. The potential difference between
the needle array 120 and the drum/knife edge 111 provides
the attractive force that results 1n the thin liquid jet depos-
1t111g material 125 on the rotating drum 105. The drum 105
1s rotated with a motor 1635 connected to a drive shait 180,
so that a mat of surrounding fiber 125 1s deposited on the
drum 105.

A photograph of the collected fiber 205 1s illustrated 1n
FIG. 2. The photograph 1n FIG. 2 illustrates a thick Zirconia
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nanofiber mat 205. It should be appreciated that in other
embodiments, other materials can be used to produce mats
ol such materials.

In the embodiments disclosed herein, a critical aspect 1s
the power supply 115, which can use a low voltage DC input
and 1nexpensive DC to DC voltage converters with a dual
polarity high voltage DC supply. A major advantage realized
by this arrangement 1s that the power supply 1135 can be, for
example, limited to 4 watts of output power while main-
taining a 0 to 40 kV DC and 0 to -20 kV DC output 1in dual
polarity mode, simultaneously from a 9V/12V DC battery or
a 12 V DC adapter. Thus, the power supply 115 can be
characterized as having a nominal input voltage of 12 V DC,
a voltage range of approximately 9 V-32 V DC, an output
voltage of approximately 0 to +40 kV DC and 0 to =20 kV
DC, indefinite output short-circuit protection, and ripple of
0.02.

FIGS. 3A and 3B illustrate an exemplary embodiment of
the dual power supply 115. Two power units (one +40 kV
and one -20 kV) can be assembled inside a housing 3035 as
illustrated 1n FIG. 3A. It should be understood that housing
305 can comprise a metal box, or other such housing. Each
power unit has an idividual potentiometer to vary input
voltage, which, 1 turn, can be used to vary the high voltage
output from approximately 0-40 kV DC. A potentiometer
320 can be provided for the first power supply and a second
potentiometer 321 can be provided for the other power
supply 1n the housing 305. The housing 305 can further
include a display 325. The housing can provide a voltage
sensor port 310 and current sensor port 3135 associated with
one power supply, and a second voltage sensor port 311 and
current sensor port 316 associated with the other power
supply.

FIG. 3B shows inside the assembled power supply 115.
The power supply 115 includes two high voltage converters
(one positive high voltage converter 330 and one negative
high voltage converter 331) connected with a connector
junction 335. The positive high voltage power converter 330
1s connected to a high voltage DC output 355. The negative
high voltage power converter 331 1s connected to a high
voltage DC output 356 The positive voltage converter 330
has a junction box 340 for connecting to the potentiometer,
voltage and optional voltage/current display. Likewise, the
negative voltage converter 331 has a junction box 341 for
connecting to the potentiometer, voltage and the optional
voltage/current display. The output voltage/current sensing
ports can be connected to the digital display unit 325 for
casy readability.

As 1llustrated 1n FIG. 3B, the voltage supply assemblies
are simple and connections can be made easily, without the
need for complicated printed circuit boards, although in
certain embodiments PCBs can alternatively be used. The
grounding wire 345 can be connected to the box 305 for
safety purposes. Likewise, spark protection lug 350 and
spark protection lug 351 can be provided. It 1s important to
select an appropriate length for the spark protection lugs 350
and 351, and to maintain safe distances between the high
voltage cable and exposed wire to the nearby ground/metal
surface.

It should be appreciated that the dual polarity power
supply assembly 1135 illustrated 1n FIGS. 3A and 3B 1s useful
for producing a thicker nanofiber mat. The embodiments
disclosed herein can use the dual polarity high voltage
assembly 115 such that one polarity drives the nanofiber
production while the opposite polarity 1s used for the nega-
tively charged 1ons, which results 1n the Corona discharge
through the specially arranged needle array. Dual polarity
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also results 1n an eflective potential drop of up to 60 KV DC.
Such high potential 1s necessary for mass producing larger
nanofiber mats using a needleless spinneret system as further
detailed herein.

FIG. 4 illustrates another embodiment of a dual source
clectrospinning system 400. Thick fiber mat production can
be achieved using the system 400, illustrated 1n FIG. 4. The
system 400 comprises two sets of syringe needles held at
opposite polarities. In FIG. 4, positive syringe needles 1n
needle array 405 and negative syringe needles 1n needle
array 406 are shown.

As 1 FIG. 1, needle array 405 and needle array 406 are
supplied liquid 160 via manifolds which are connected to the
needle arrays. In this embodiment, the first manifold 410 1s
connected to syringe 415 and the second manifold 411 1s
connected to syringe 416. Liquid 160 in the syringes 415 and
416 1s pumped with the solution dispensing assembly 420.
In this embodiment, the syringe pump 1s equivalent to that
illustrated in FIG. 1, except that the syringe pump assembly
includes two actuators, actuator 425 and actuator 426, that
can pump liquid 160 to the respective needle arrays 405 and
406.

Note the number of needles in needle array 405, or
needles 1 needle array 406, and the syringe arrangement can
be adjusted according to the application. The optimum
distance between the individual needles needs to be main-
tained as previously disclosed. The holder can be specially
manufactured (e.g. 3D printed or otherwise produced), to
hold the syringe 415 and the syringe 416 in order to facilitate
the pumping of oppositely charged solution 160 using the
syringe pump.

A spinning drum 430 can be connected to ground 435 so
that the drum 430 1s kept at ground potential. A motor 440
can be connected to a drive shait 445. The motor 440 turns
the spinning drum 430 at the desired rate. The oppositely
charged solution 160 1s dispensed from the needles 1n needle
array 405 and needles 1 needle array 406 toward the
rotating drum 430 where 1t collects as a fiber mat.

FIG. 5 illustrates another embodiment in which a thick
fiber mat (as described with respect to previous embodi-
ments) 1s produced using a syringeless spinneret system 500.
In some syringe-based mass production applications, the
syringe needle can cause a bottleneck as the syringes clog.
Such clogs waste time and create production overhead
because frequent cleaning 1s necessary. As such, in the
embodiments illustrated 1n FIG. 5A-C, a syringeless spin-
neret system 500 1s disclosed. The system 500 uses a rotating
spindle 505 with a series of metallic spikes 510, arranged 1n
a helical pattern (or other pattern in other embodiments).

The rotating spindle 505 (and associated rotating helix of
metallic spikes in spike array 3510) 1s held at a high +Ve
potential with a power supply 115. The rotating spindle 5035
rotates 1nside a tank 515 filled with the desired solution 160.
The solid spike array 510 (e.g. solid needles) rotate through
the solution 160, picking up solution 160 as they pass.

As 1n other embodiments, a rotating drum 520 1s con-
nected to ground 3525 and 1s held at ground potential. A
motor 530 connected to drive shait 535 can be used to turn
the rotating drum 520, where the fiber mat collects. Like-
wise, a motor 340 connected to a spindle shaft 5345, and drive
shaft (not shown) can be used to turn the rotating spindle
505.

The spindle 503 turns such that the solid spikes 510, with
liquid 160, deposited thereon, rotate out of the tank 515 and
generally toward an array of dry micro-tip needles 550
(necessary for the Corona discharge). The array of micro tip
needles 550 can comprise tungsten (or other such metal).
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The array of micro tip needles 350 can be maintained at high
—-kV potential with power supply 115. The potential can be
just below the air breakdown voltage. The micro-tip needle
array 550 1s used for —Ve 1on production to neutralize
positively charged nanofiber that collects on drum 520 and
thereby facilitates a thicker mat.

The liquid 160 1s attracted to the rotating drum 320 as a
result of the potential difference. The liquid stream bridges
the space between the solid spikes 510 and the rotating drum
520, resulting 1n a nanofiber mat 125. The high voltage,
spiked spindle 505 can be clectrically 1solated from the
motor 540 driving 1ts rotation by an insulated coupler 555.
The 1nsulated coupler 555 1s configured to be long enough
to prevent arching between the drive shaft (not shown) and

the spindle shaft 545.

The embodiments illustrated 1n FIGS. SA-C can be of
particular value because nanofibers are increasingly used as
functional textiles. In mass production applications, the
system 500 can be used for depositing thicker nanofiber on
an underlying non-conducting moving fabric.

For example, 1in FIG. 5B an embodiment of a system 500
1s 1llustrated, that takes advantage of a moving fabric. In the
embodiment, a conveyor belt assembly 560 can be used. The
conveyor belt assembly 560 includes a conveyor belt 570
comprising a rubber material or other non-conducting fabric.
A ground plate 565 1s fixed beneath the conveyor belt 560.
Nanofibers in solution 160, attracted toward the ground plate
565, are collected by the conveyor belt 560 (e.g. non-
conducting fabric) moving in front of the ground plate 565,
while a set of negatively charge 1ons produced by corona
discharge (as described herein) are directed to the top
portion of the conveyor belt 560.

FIG. 5C 1illustrates a bottom view of the conveyor belt
assembly 560. The conveyor belt assembly 560 includes a
housing 380 for the ground plate 565 which 1s connected to
ground 525. The housing 580 further holds a drive shaft 5835
and a spinning shait 590. The drive shait 385 1s driven by
motor 575 and 1s used to cycle the conveyor belt 570.

FIG. 6A 1illustrates another embodiment of a syringeless
mass production system 600 for thick nanofiber mats 125. In
the system 600, a circulation assembly 605 1s used for
continuously circulating solution 160 through conduit 620.
The conduit 620 connects to fluid input 690 that 1s fluidically
connected to an internal grove 640 in dispenser 635. The
configuration 1s intended to prevent the solution 160 from
drying 1n the dispenser 635.

A pump 615, which can be embodied as a peristaltic
pump, 1s used to pump solution 160 from the solution tank
610 through the conduit 620, to the dispenser 635, out the
fluid exit 691, and back to the solution tank 610. Such an
enclosed design for solution flow overcomes the major
problem of solution drying in syringeless electrospinning. In
this embodiment, only a very small quantity of solution 160
1s exposed to air, which prevents long term changes in
concentration of the ligud 160.

The conduit 620 can be connected to, and/or formed 1n,
the dispenser 635 that encapsulates the rotating cylinder 625
with multiple solid needles or spikes, 1n a spike array 630.
The spikes 1n spike array 630 can be formed in even rows,
in a helical pattern around the cylinder 625, or in other
patterns on the cylinder 625.

Internal groove 640 1s formed in the dispenser 633 along
the path of the spikes 1n spike array 630. The internal groove
640 can include slits 695, so that the spikes can pick up
solution 160 flowing through the groove 640. FIG. 6C

provides a cut out view of the dispenser 635.
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Once the spikes 1n spike array 630 pick up solution 160
flowing through groove 640, the rotation of cylinder 625
brings the spikes 1n spike array 630 to their top or upward
pointing position, through slits 645 on the top surface of
dispenser 635, where the liquid 1s stretched into nanofiber.
FIG. 6D illustrates a cut away view of the cylinder 625
positioned in the dispenser 633. FIG. 6E 1illustrates the
closed dispenser 635 with slits 6435 exposing spikes in spike
array 630 as the cylinder 625 rotates. The rotating cylinder
625 1s driven by drive shaft 670 connected to motor 675.

As 1n the other embodiments, the solution 160 on the tip
of the spikes 630 1s drawn to a rotating drum 650 (or a
conveyor belt assembly 560) by a potential difference. The
rotating drum 650 1s connected to ground 655 and 1s turned
via a drive shaft 660 connected to a motor 665. The rotating
cylinder 625 can be held at a high positive kV potential with
a dual power supply 115.

The power supply 115 can be further connected to an
array of one or more dry micro-tip needles 680 (necessary
for the Corona discharge). The array of micro-tip needles
680 can comprise tungsten (or other such metal). The array
of micro-tip needles 680 can be maintained at high -kV
potential with power supply 115. The potential can be just
below the air breakdown voltage. The micro-tip needle array
680 1s used for —Ve 10n production to neutralize positively
charged nanofiber that collects on drum 650 and thereby
facilitate a thicker mat of material 125.

The system 600 further includes a cleaning material 685
formed 1n the dispenser 635, formed 1n the path of the spikes
in spike array 630 as they return to internal grove 640, as
illustrated 1n FIG. 6B. The cleaning material 685 can com-
prise a soft material that wipes the residual fluid from the
spikes 1n the spike array 630. The cleaning material 683 1s
arranged such that the rotating spike array 630 brushes
against the cleaning material 685 while rotating, so as to
prevent formation of any solid layer of solution on the spikes
in spike array 630.

The system 600 provides circulation that prevents the
solution 160 from drying in the dispenser 635. In addition,
after some amount of electrospinning, the density of the
solution changes which can result 1in larger nanofibers. The
disclosed circulation provided by system 600 through the
narrow internal grooves, results 1n limited exposure to atir,
thereby maintaining a more stable solution 160 density.
Finally, the soit cleaning material 6835 1s provided so that the
spikes 630 do not accumulate solution 160, which can
solidily over time.

FIG. 7 1llustrates a flow chart illustrating steps associate
with a method 700 for fabricating fiber mats with electro-
spinning. The method begins at step 705. At step 710, an
clectrospinning system, 1n accordance with any of the
embodiments disclosed herein, can be configured. The elec-
trospinning system can take advantage of a dual polarity
source as disclosed 1n the various systems detailed herein. At
step 715, a solution can be created for the desired mat fiber
matenial. Possible precursor solutions include Alumi-
na—Aluminum 2,4-pentadionate+Aceton, Zirconia—>Zirco-
nium Carbonate+Acetic Acid, WO;—Ammonium meta-
tungstate+D.I. Water, and TiO,—Titanium Isopropoxide.
These solutions can be added with polymeric solution con-
taining approximately 3-8 wt % of polyvinylpyrrolidone in
Acetone or Ethanol.

Once the solution is ready, a high positive potential can be
supplied to the solution dispensing arrangement at step 720.
As disclosed herein, in some embodiments, the solution
dispensing arrangement can be one or more needles. In other
embodiments, the solution dispensing arrangement can com-
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prise a rotating spindle with associated solid needles or
spikes that are dipped 1nto a pool of solution. The rotating
drum collector can be grounded as shown at step 725, and
a high negative potential can be supplied to a kmife edge or
needle arrangement as illustrated at step 730 to facilitate
Corona discharge, resulting 1n a thicker fiber mat.

As shown at step 735, the liquid solution is attracted to the
rotating drum by the potential difference. As the hquid
passes through the air, 1t 1s pulled 1nto a fiber that 1s collected
on the rotating drum as shown at step 740, resulting in a fiber
mat. The process continues until the fiber mat 1s of a desired
thickness as shown at step 745, at which point the method
ends at step 750.

The embodiments disclosed herein provide a much
smaller, lighter weight, and simpler electrospinning device
than previously known in the art. The embodiments are
much safer to use as they can limit the output power to only
few watts, and can be operated with a 9V battery as well as
12V DC adapter. The systems and methods disclosed herein
turther provide a versatile production unit that employs a
syringe needled spinneret for prototype nanofiber produc-
tion, and a needleless helical spinneret for mass production.
The embodiments can be used to create thicker ceramic or
polymeric nanofiber mats, as compared to prior art
approaches, using a specially designed Corona 1onizer.

Based on the foregoing, it can be appreciated that a
number of embodiments, preferred and alternative, are dis-
closed herein. In an embodiment, an electrospinning system
comprises a power supply, a solution dispensing assembly
held at positive potential by the power supply, a Corona
discharge assembly held at negative potential by the power
supply, and a collector wherein a solution 1s drawn from the
solution dispensing assembly to the collector forming a fiber
mat thereon.

In an embodiment, the solution dispensing assembly
comprises at least one dispensing needle, a manifold
attached to a syringe, the manifold connecting the syringe to
the at least one dispensing needle, and a syringe pump for
pumping the solution to the at least one dispensing needle.
In an embodiment the solution dispensing assembly com-
prises a solution tank containing the solution, a rotating
spindle, at least one solid needle on the rotating spindle, and
a motor for rotating the spindle.

In an embodiment, the Corona discharge assembly com-
prises a plate with a kmife edge. In an embodiment the
Corona discharge assembly comprises an array of at least
one micro-tipped needle.

In an embodiment the collector comprises a drum collec-
tor. In an embodiment a ground 1s connected to the drum
collector. In an embodiment the collector comprises a con-
veyor belt assembly. In an embodiment the conveyor belt
assembly further comprises a ground plate, the ground plate
being held at ground potential, and a conveyor belt wrapping,
around the ground plate.

In an embodiment, the power supply comprises a dual
polarity power supply.

In another embodiment, an apparatus comprises a dual
polarity power supply, a solution dispensing assembly held
at positive potential by the dual polarity power supply, a
Corona discharge assembly held at negative potential by the
dual polarity power supply, and a collector wherein a
solution 1s drawn from the solution dispensing assembly to
the collector forming a fiber mat thereon.

In an embodiment, the solution dispensing assembly
comprises at least one dispensing needle, a manifold
attached to a syringe, the manifold connecting the syringe to
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the at least one dispensing needle, and a syringe pump for
pumping the solution to the at least one dispensing needle.

In an embodiment, the solution dispensing assembly
comprises a solution tank containing the solution, a rotating
spindle, at least one solid needle on the rotating spindle, and
a motor for rotating the spindle.

In an embodiment the Corona discharge assembly com-
prise a plate with a knife edge. In an embodiment the Corona
discharge assembly comprises an array of at least one
micro-tipped needle.

In an embodiment the collector comprises a drum collec-
tor connected to a ground. In an embodiment the collector
comprises a ground plate, the ground plate being held at
ground potential, and a conveyor belt wrapping around the
ground plate.

In yet another embodiment, method comprises holding a
solution associated with a solution dispensing assembly at
positive potential with a power supply, holding a Corona
discharge assembly at negative potential by the power
supply, and collecting a fiber mat on a collector wherein the
solution 1s drawn from the solution dispensing assembly to
the collector according to a potential difference.

In an embodiment the method comprises turning the
collector with a motor, the collector comprising a drum
collector.

In an embodiment the power supply comprises a dual
polarity power supply.

It will be appreciated that variations of the above-dis-
closed and other features and functions, or alternatives
thereof, may be desirably combined into many other differ-
ent systems or applications. Also, various presently unfore-
seen or unanticipated alternatives, modifications, variations
or improvements therein may be subsequently made by
those skilled in the art which are also intended to be
encompassed by the following claims.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. An electrospinning system comprising:

a power supply;

a circulation assembly connected to the power supply, the
circulation assembly comprising:

a dispenser;

a plurality of spikes arranged in a helical pattern and
held at a potential by the power supply, at least one
spike aflixed to a rotating cylinder; and

a conduit configured to allow a solution to flow through
the dispenser wherein the solution 1s deposited on the
plurality of spikes; and

a collector wherein the solution i1s drawn from the plu-
rality of spikes to the collector via a potential difference
between the dispenser and collector, forming a fiber
mat on the collector.

2. The electrospinning system of claim 1 wherein the

circulation assembly comprises:

a solution tank;

a pump;

a conduit connecting the pump to the dispenser; and

an exit from the dispenser connecting the dispenser back
to the solution tank.

3. The electrospinning system of claim 2 wherein the

circulation assembly comprises:

at least one internal groove formed in the dispenser,
wherein the at least one spike aflixed to the rotating
cylinder passes through the internal groove to contact
the solution.

4. The electrospinning system of claim 3 wherein the

circulation assembly comprises:
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at least one slit formed 1n the dispenser, wherein the at
least one spike aflixed to the rotating cylinder passes
through the slit.
5. The electrospinning system of claim 1 further compris-
ng:
an array ol one or more dry micro-tip needles beyond the
collector.
6. The electrospinning system of claim 1 wherein each of
the at least one spikes comprise needles.
7. The electrospinning system of claim 1 further compris-
ng:
a motor and a drive shaft configured to rotate the rotating
cylinder.
8. The electrospinning system of claim 1 wherein the
collector comprises a drum collector.
9. The electrospinning system of claim 8 further compris-
ng:
a ground connected to the drum collector.
10. The electrospinning system of claim 1 wherein the
collector comprises a conveyor belt assembly.
11. The electrospinning system of claim 1 wherein the
power supply comprises a dual polarity power supply.
12. An apparatus comprising:
a dual polarnity power supply;
a circulation assembly connected to the power supply, the
circulation assembly comprising:

a dispenser;

a plurality of spikes arranged 1n a helical pattern and
held at a potential by the power supply, aflixed to a
rotating cylinder held at a potential by the dual
polarity power supply; and

a conduit configured to allow a solution to flow through
the dispenser wherein the solution 1s deposited on the
plurality of spikes; and

a collector held at an opposite potential by the dual
polarity power supply the solution i1s drawn from the
plurality of spikes to the collector forming a fiber mat
on the collector.

13. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein the circulation

assembly comprises:

a solution tank;

a pump;

a conduit connecting the pump to the dispenser;
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an exit from the dispenser connecting the dispenser back

to the solution tank:

at least one internal groove formed in the dispenser,

wherein the at least one spike athixed to the rotating
cylinder passes through the internal groove to contact
the solution; and

at least one slit formed 1n the dispenser, wherein the at

least one spike afhixed to the rotating cylinder passes
through the slit.

14. The apparatus of claim 12 further comprising:

an array of one or more dry micro-tip needles beyond the

collector.

15. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein each of the at least
one spikes comprise needles.

16. The apparatus of claim 12 further comprising:

a motor and a drive shait configured to rotate the rotating,

cylinder.

17. The apparatus of claim 12 wherein the collector
comprises at least one of:

a drum collector; and

a conveyor belt assembly.

18. A method comprising:

holding a solution associated with a circulation assembly

at a potential with a dual polanty power supply, the
circulation assembly comprising: a dispenser, a plural-
ity ol spikes arranged in a helical pattern aflixed to a
rotating cylinder held at a potential by the dual polarity
power supply, and a conduit configured to allow a
solution to circulate through the dispenser and a solu-
tion tank;

holding a collector at an opposite potential with the dual

polarity power supply; and

collecting a fiber mat on a collector wherein the solution

1s drawn from the circulation assembly to the collector
according to a potential difference.

19. The method of claim 18 further comprising:

turning the collector with a motor, the collector compris-

ing a drum collector.

20. The method of claam 18 wherein the dual polarity
power supply 1s configured to operate at 4 watts of output
power while maintaining a 0 to 40 kV DC and 0 to -20 kV
DC output 1n dual polarity mode.
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