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1
SIMPLE AND AFFORDABLE METHOD FOR
IMMUNOPHENOTYPING USING A
MICROFLUIDIC CHIP SAMPLE
PREPARATION WITH IMAGE CYTOMETRY

This application is a National Stage application under 35
U.S.C. 371 or PCT International Application No. PCT/
US2011/035667, filed May 8, 2011, which claims priority
from Patent Application No. 61/332,763, filed Aug. 5, 2010,
the contents of which are hereby incorporated by reference
in their entirety.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates generally to image cytometry, enu-
meration of microscopic particles distributed within a micro-
fluidic chip, and methods for automatic sample preparation
inside the microfluidic chip. The combination of novel
sample preparation techniques in thin counting chambers
with large-area image cytometry based on excitation spec-
troscopy are key to the realization of a simple and robust test
for the enumeration of fluorescently labeled cells in whole
blood. The present invention is applicable in the analysis of
specific sample characteristics such as, but not limited to,
CD4 and CDS8 counting for point-of-care HIV staging in
resource poor countries.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The enumeration of absolute levels of cells and their
subsets in body fluids is of primary importance in determin-
ing the state of health of human beings and mammals in
general. The primary analytical platform for performing
such analyses is flow cytometry in which the specimen is
either injected directly or after prior enrichment in rare cell
analysis. Flow cytometry and similar complex analytical
systems remain largely inaccessible for routine clinical use
in resource-poor countries due to high instrument and
reagents costs, lack of technical support, lack of robustness
requiring frequent service, and the need for AC power. There
is a clear need for simpler, more compact and less expensive
systems also operable with emergency DC battery power
and preferably exhibiting comparable performance charac-
teristics.

In addition to the above-cited full sized flow cytometry
systems available for example from Becton Dickinson and
Beckman-Coulter, these vendors also sell scaled down less
expensive versions, which still suffer from the other cited
limitations. Similar limitations apply to the compact
CyFlow® from Partec GmbH, (Munster, Germany) and to
the Guava Personal Cytometer (Burlingame, Calif.). U.S.
Pat. No. 6,097,485 (assigned to Integrated Wave Guides,
Brookings, S.D.) discloses an ultra-miniature personal flow
cytometer (pFCM) claimed to be of lower cost, but still
exhibiting rather complex -electronic circuitry, optical
designs, data reduction, all of which contribute to unaccept-
able complexity for a third world setting. All these systems
use the flow concept, which obviously complicates the
instrumental design. These scaled down versions of flow
cytometry systems do not meet the clear need for a truly
simple, compact, rugged, battery-operable and affordable
cell analyzer.

Among the numerous clinical applications for a simple
cell analyzer are: counting of CD4 T-lymphocytes in HIV,
B-lymphocytes in Chronic Lymphocytic Leukemia, CD34
progenitor cells, granulocytes and platelets in patients
treated with chemotherapy, and leukocytes in blood bags.
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The current systems and methods for cell analysis have
some significant disadvantages. They generally require
sophisticated techniques, which involve the use of instru-
ments that are expensive both in terms of initial cost and
maintenance as well as requiring highly trained personnel.
This makes the conventional systems unsuitable for use in
laboratories of resource-poor countries or physicians’
offices. Therefore, a low-cost, easy-to-use method for cell
enumeration such as CD4 enumeration is needed. Such a
method may serve as a compact alternative to the current cell
analysis systems that would be suitable for physician prac-
tices, bedside testing, or in open field settings with the ability
to count rare cells in each condition. Further enumerating
white cells in, for example, blood bags by a rapid, inexpen-
sive means, instead of using flow cytometry where the
analysis time is very long.

The invention described herein meets the criteria above.
The system does not require extensive sample preparation.
Preparation is achieved by adding a sample through capil-
lary flow to a chip containing reagents in a dried hydrogel
layer. A large-area image cytometer with three light sources
for the excitation of different fluorochromes and a CCD
camera is used as the imaging platform. The prior art
contains computer-assisted microscopes. U.S. Pat. No.
5,018,209 teaches a computer driven microscope in which
the user manually selects positive events while looking at an
image. Obviously, this does not have a high enough through-
put to be an effective analyzer, especially in remote settings.

In U.S. Pat. No. 5,287,272, an automated cytological
specimen classification system and method is described.
This system relies on a complicated neural network to
process images of cells based on morphology. While very
effective for classifying objects in images, it requires a large
amount of computational resources. Furthermore, human
input and subsequent analysis is still necessary. Other
devices, such as those described in U.S. Pat. Nos. 5,073,857
and 5,077,806, use window sub-image pixel counting algo-
rithms for image analysis by using predetermined thresh-
olds.

Another set of instruments in the prior art is designed as
bench top analyzers. In U.S. Pat. No. 5,073,857, pap smears
are analyzed by a computer controlled microscope and
camera and computer driven image analysis. In U.S. Pat. No.
6,221,607, an automated microscope is described for ana-
lyzing in situ hybridization events in a biological specimen.

The devices in the aforementioned prior art are designed
to image slides. None are capable of detecting and enumer-
ating a target population within a biological specimen as
defined herein. Furthermore, none appear to be portable or
high throughput devices. These instruments are designed to
rely on a desktop computer to control the microscope and
camera, and to perform image analysis. The present inven-
tion overcomes many of the difficulties that lie in the prior
art.

In US Patent Applications 20100179068 & 20090079963
Clondiag GmbH/Alere GmbH, Jena, (Germany) disclose an
instrument and method for point-of-care CD4 counting.
Other than the on-chip sample preparation method we
disclose here, their test requires active mixing since the
reagents are contained in a pellet inside the chamber and
therefore do not mix with the sample by diffusion on a useful
time scale. The image area is only 1727 umx1385 um and
the height of the chamber is 0.04 mm, i.e. the volume of
sample per image is less than 0.1 pl. Since this is not
sufficient for many applications, images of several distinct
portions of the sample have to be taken. This can be realized
by moving the image area (e.g. by moving the camera) or by



US 9,442,106 B2

3

moving the sample, either by displacing the whole chamber
or by pumping the sample through the chamber. Any of these
solutions will increase the complexity of the system com-
pared with the invention we disclose here.

William R. Rodriguez et al. developed another approach
for CD4 enumeration based on fluorescence imaging, which
has been further developed and produced by LabNow (PLoS
Med. 2005 July; 2 (7): e182.). This approach uses filters in
order to separate leukocytes from erythrocytes. Other than in
the method we disclose here, the sample preparation has to
be done manually and the exact volume of the blood sample
has to be known.

Hydrogels have been used for several decades for the
controlled release of molecules. In 1959, several patents
U.S. Pat Nos #2,886,440-190 2886449 by Gen Foods Corp
disclosed the use of gelatin to control the release of flavor
from chewing gum. From the 1970s, drug release from gels
was studied (U.S. Pat. No. 3,796,217; H. P. Merle and P.
Speiser, “Preparation and in vitro evaluation of cellulose
acetate phthalate coacervate microcapsules”, J. Pharm. Sci.
62, 1444-1448, (1973)). A review article published in 2005
(S. Young et al., “Gelatin as a delivery vehicle for the
controlled release of bioactive molecules”, J. Controlled
Release 109, Issues 1-3, 5 December 2005, Pages 256-274)
lists many applications for the release of molecules from
gelatin. None of these applications are related to in vitro
diagnostics or microfluidics. An earlier, similar review
article neither includes any application comparable to the
invention we disclose here: N. B. Graham and M. E.
MecNeill, “Hydrogels for controlled drug delivery”, Bioma-
terials 5, 1984, Pages 27-36.

The possibility to control chemical reactions by diffusion
of reagents through a gelatin layer has been known for a long
time. It is also the principle underlying the developing and
fixation processes of photographic material. See for example
U.S. Pat. No. 1,846,300. However, to the best of our
knowledge, the controlled release of reagent molecules from
hydrogels for diagnostics application in a geometrical con-
figuration that avoids the necessity for additional active
mixing has not been disclosed previously.

Due to the small dimensions inside microfluidic devices,
flow will usually be laminar Turbulent flow is difficult to
realize in microscopic structures. Therefore, ways to realize
efficient on-chip mixing have been of interest over many
years. Several recent articles review different solutions for
this problem (V. Hessel et al., “Micromixers—a review on
passive and active mixing principles”, Chem. Eng Sci 60,
2479-2501 (2005), and N.-T. Nguyen and Z. Wu, “Micro-
mixers—a review”, J. of Micromech. and Microeng 15 R1,
doi: 10.1088/0960-1317/15/2/R01 (2005)). The possibility
to distribute the reagent inside the device and to slow down
the release/mixing of reagents in order to ensure homoge-
neous concentrations throughout the whole sample is not
considered in any of the publications.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

This invention describes a simple sample preparation
method, fluidic chip design, compact electronic optical
instrument, and related analytical methods for the detection
and enumeration of target cells or particles. A fluid sample,
such as whole blood, is introduced by capillary flow into the
reaction chamber of a microfluidic chip. The reaction cham-
ber is coated on the inside with a dried hydrogel containing
fluorescently labeled antibodies. Different antibodies are
generally (but not necessarily) linked to different fluorescent
dyes, such as Peridinin Chlorophyll Protein (PerCP) and
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Allophycocyanin (APC). The cells of interest or target cells
in the blood sample are labeled by incubation with mono-
clonal antibodies specific for the target cell, such as CD4 and
CDS8 for counting T-lymphocytes in blood. During the filling
of the chamber with blood, the hydrogel maintains the
distribution of the fluorescently labeled antibodies. After the
filling, the hydrogel begins to take up fluid from the sample
and swells, thereby allowing the antibodies to interact with
their targets. Without the hydrogel, the antibodies would mix
with the sample immediately, which would result in a
non-uniform distribution of the antibodies after the filling is
complete. After incubation, the fluorescence is imaged with
a CCD camera. Automated image analysis provides the cell
concentrations.

Compared with previous image cytometry approaches,
three main innovations make the test simpler, cheaper and
more robust. First, the optical system in the image cytometer
is simplified by the choice of APC and PerCP as fluoro-
chromes. Since one common wavelength range for fluores-
cence emission can be used, chromatic aberrations do not
affect the results and no filter changer is needed. Second, the
combination of large-area (>40 mm?) imaging with a very
thin counting chamber (~25 um) ensures sufficient sample
volume without the need for sample dilution or red blood
cell lysis. As a consequence, no precision is needed during
the sampling of blood, since the measured sample volume is
given by the area imaged by the camera system and the
height of the counting chamber.

Third, and most important, the sample preparation is
simplified through the dried reagent layer on the microflu-
idic chip, which does not require any active mixing, since
diffusion across the 25 um chamber height is sufficient.

The present invention provides a system with inexpensive
components for a very simple approach for CD4 and CD8
T-lymphocyte counting. The prototype of our instrument
will fit into a backpack, including space for 500 tests. It will
weigh less than 5 kg, including a battery pack and computer.
Total power consumption will be less than 50 Watts (peak)
and 25 Watts average. Because of the simplicity and minimal
technical training required for the operator, the system and
device is particularly useful for rural areas in developing
countries.

It is to be understood and appreciated that these discov-
eries, in accordance with the invention, are only illustrative
of the many additional potential applications of the appara-
tus, methods and algorithms that may be envisioned by one
of ordinary skill in the art, and thus are not in any way
intended to be limiting of the scope of the invention.
Accordingly, other objects and advantages of the invention
will be apparent to those skilled in the art from the following
detailed description, together with the appended claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic illustration of the fluidic chip and
filling by capillary flow (a,b) Cross section and top view of
the fluidic chip (counting chamber) before use; (c,d) Cross
section and top view of the fluidic chip (counting chamber)
during the filling process with the sample (e,f) Cross section
and top view of the fluidic chip (counting chamber) filled
with sample (g) One possible embodiment with five count-
ing chambers in between two standard-size microscope
slides, where one of them has been cut in half.

FIG. 2 is a schematic illustration of the on-chip sample
preparation (example: leukocyte staining) (a): Cross section
of the fluidic chip (counting chamber) during the filling
process with blood; (b) Illustration of the blood components
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(9: blood serum, 10: erythrocytes, 11: leukocytes) immedi-
ately after the filling of the chip with blood; (c) Release of
the reagent from the reagent layer (after the filling has
completed, typical time scale: 10 s-10 min) (d) Stained
leukocytes can be distinguished after the incubation time
(typically 5 min-60 min).

FIG. 3 is an illustration of the processes in the reagent
layer for one possible embodiment: (a) During the filling, the
reagent molecules (here drawn as fluorochrome-conjugated
antibodies) stay within the layer (typically 0.5s-5 s); (b)
After the filling, the layer material (e.g. a hydrogel) takes up
fluid from the sample, swells and starts to release reagent
molecules (typically 10 s-1 min) (¢) Most of the reagent
molecules have been released (typically 1 min-10 min)

FIG. 4 is an illustration of the processes in the reagent
layer for an embodiment different from the one of FIG. 3: (a)
During the filling, the reagent molecules (here drawn as
fluorochrome-conjugated antibodies) stay within the layer
(typically 0.5 s-5 s); (b) After the filling, the layer material
starts dissolving in the sample fluid and thereby to release
reagent molecules (typically 10 s-1 min) (¢) The layer
material has dissolved and the reagent molecules together
with the layer material have been released into the sample
fluid (typically 1 min -10 min)

FIG. 5 is a schematic illustration of the imaging setup,
consisting of an excitation module 20 with LEDs 21-23,
optical filters 24, 28, a sample holder 26, a sample 25,
imaging optics (27, 29) and a camera 30.

FIG. 6 shows histograms of fluorescence intensities of
microbeads (Accudrop beads, APC, PerCP, unlabelled
beads, and Rainbow calibration particles) suspended in PBS
and whole blood. The intensities were obtained with auto-
matic image analysis from images taken with the described
system.

FIG. 7 shows the results of CD4 and CD8 counting
experiments. a), b): Fluorescence intensities of automati-
cally detected cells in images from slides with CD3/CD4
reagent coating (a) and CD3/CD8 reagent coating (b) after
30 min incubation with whole blood from a finger prick.
Comparison of the CD4 and CD8 counts of several samples
using the method of the present invention with counts
obtained using flow cytometry.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

The number of CD4+ T-lymphocytes in blood is a good
indicator for the effectiveness of antiretroviral therapy
(ART) of patients infected with the human immunodefi-
ciency virus (HIV). For infants infected with HIV a CD8+
T-lymphocytes count is also acquired as the ratio of CD4 and
CDS8 better reflects the disease status. In most parts of the
world, flow cytometry is successfully applied to carry out
these tests. However, rural areas, for example in Sub-
Saharan Africa, the region most affected by HIV, do not have
access to CD4 counting as they often lack the necessary
infrastructure to ship cooled blood samples to central labs
and get the result back to the patient. Accordingly, there has
been a large effort over the last decade to develop an
affordable, portable test that can be carried out with minimal
training requirements. A single platform image cytometer
was previously described that simplified the instrumenta-
tion, but still required precision for the sample preparation,
which frequently can not be met in the field by less expe-
rienced operators (see U.S. Ser. Nos. 10/903,798, 11/434,
321 and 12/707,578, the entire disclosures are incorporated
by reference into the present specification). Automated
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sample preparation is possible (e.g. in the “PointCare NOW”
instrument of PointCare Technologies Inc, Marlborough,
Mass., USA), but the ambient conditions to be expected
during operation (high temperature, large temperature dif-
ferences, humidity ranging from almost 0% to 100%)
impose enormous challenges on the long-term stability of
such a system.

The system described in the present invention does not
require any precision during sample preparation since the
sample volume is given by the dimensions of a microfluidic
chip containing the dried reagents for cell staining and the
image area of the imaging system. For CD4 and CDS8
counting, combinations CD3-APC/CD4-PerCP and CD3-
APC/CDS8-PerCP, respectively, are used in separate test
chambers. These chambers are filled with whole blood by
capillary flow and after an incubation time of 30 min, the
fluorescence is imaged with a CCD camera. Automated
image analysis provides the results within 5-20 seconds and
can be performed on a standard computer.

On-Chip Sample Preparation

FIG. 1 illustrates the geometry of the microfluidic count-
ing chamber of the present invention and the filling by
capillary flow. FIG. 1a) is a cross section through the device.
The chamber volume 5 is given by the space between two
chamber walls 1, 2 (of which at least one is optically
transparent if the detection principle relies on optical imag-
ing methods) separated by a spacer material 4, which defines
the lateral boundaries of the chamber volume. In one
embodiment, the chamber walls are glass microscope slides,
the spacer material is 25 um thick laminating adhesive, and
the lateral chamber boundaries are defined by shapes cut
from the laminating adhesive. Other fabrication methods for
microfiuidic devices can be used, which include the possi-
bility that, instead of using a spacer material, the chamber
volume is formed into the material of one or both chamber
walls, e.g. by injection molding, imprint lithography, or
etching. At least one of the chamber walls is coated with a
reagent layer 3 (for example a hydrogel such as gelatin or
similar compound) containing labeling reagents such as
fluorescently labeled antibodies. The coating can cover the
whole surface of the chamber wall or can be restricted to the
detection area, which can be sub-divided into areas with
different reagent coatings. The coating can be a homoge-
neous layer, but can also have gaps, provided that the gaps
are not much larger than the diffusion length of the reagent
molecules during the incubation time. FIG. 15) shows the
top view of the chamber, where the sequences of the
numbers indicate the parts of the design from top to bottom.
FIGS. 1¢), 1d) show the chamber during the filling process.
The chamber volume 5 has an opening 6, which is used to
fill the chamber with the sample 8. The filling is preferably
realized by capillary flow, but active pumping is also pos-
sible. A second opening 7 can be used to let out the substance
(e.g. air), which is present before the filling of the sample.
The sample can be whole blood, obtained through venipunc-
ture, from a finger prick or similar methods. In one embodi-
ment using capillary flow, the filling process stops when the
sample reaches the second opening 7 (see FIGS. 1e), 1f)).
FIGS. 2, 3, 4 illustrate the sample preparation method. FIG.
2 illustrates the cell staining for one embodiment where the
sample 8 is whole blood consisting of blood serum 9, red
blood cells (erythrocytes) 10 and white blood cells (leuko-
cytes) 11. FIGS. 2b) and 3a) show, respectively, the cross
section of the chamber filled with blood (size of cells not to
scale) and the reagent layer 3 consisting of layer material 17
and reagent particles 16 (indicated as fluorochrome-conju-
gated antibodies; size not to scale) in between a chamber
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wall 1 and the chamber volume 5 filled with sample fluid 9,
immediately after the filling. As indicated in FIGS. 2¢) and
3b), ¢), after completion of the filling process, the reagent
layer swells by taking up sample fluid 9 (e.g. blood serum).

After the staining process, different phenotypes 12, 13,
14, 15 can be distinguished, as indicated in FIG. 2d). While
FIG. 3 illustrates the release mechanism for one embodi-
ment, where the reagents are released from a layer, FIG. 4
illustrates a different embodiment where the layer material
18 dissolves after the filling and thereby releases the reagent
particles. In this case, dissolved layer material 19 mixes with
the sample fluid 9. In some embodiments, a combination of
both processes (release from layer and dissolution of the
layer) may occur. For example, gelatin dissolves only very
slowly at temperatures below 40-50° C. and much faster at
higher temperatures. The predominant release mechanism
can in this case be influenced by the temperature. During the
filling of the microchip, the reagent particles 16 stay within
the layer material (17 or 18) so that the initial uniform lateral
distribution of reagent is maintained. Release of the reagent
during the filling of the chip would result in washing of the
reagent towards the far end of the chamber 7 and, depending
on size and weight of the reagent molecules, would not
distribute uniformly across the layer by diffusion during the
incubation time. Thus, the release of the reagent during the
filling needs to be avoided.
Two Preferred Embodiments: CD4 Counting and CD8
Counting General Considerations

In two preferred embodiments, the reagent layer is a
gelatin coating containing monoclonal CD4 and CD3 (or
CDS8 and CD3) antibodies conjugated with PerCP and APC,
respectively. Within a time longer than the filling and shorter
than the incubation, i.e. several seconds to a few minutes, the
blood serum penetrates into the layer, causing it to swell and
release the antibodies. Subsequently, cell staining with fluo-
rescently labeled antibodies takes place as in any other
immunofluorescent staining. According to the Einstein-
Stokes equation, the diffusion constant of particles in a fluid
is given by

kgT
p- kel
6rnr

where kj is Boltzmann’s constant, T is the absolute tem-
perature, 1 is the viscosity of the fluid and r is the hydro-
dynamic radius of the particles. The diffusion time T, it
takes for the antibodies to diffuse across the 25 um channel
height can be estimated as follows. The hydrodynamic
radius of fluorochrome-labeled antibodies is typically the
range 5 nm-10 nm, the viscosity of blood at 37° C. is about
4x107> N s/cm?, the incubation temperature is 37° C.=310
K. This yields a diffusion constant of roughly D=0.5 . . .
1x107** m?/s. In other words, the diffusion length during the
incubation time T,, =1800 s is L=/DT,,_=~90 . . . 140 pm.
Accordingly, T,,=d*/D=~125 . . . 250 5. These rough estimates
demonstrate that mixing by diffusion is possible within a
few minutes in the chambers used in the described embodi-
ment.

As in a hemocytometer, the sampled volume will depend
on the height of the chamber and on the imaged area. Since
both parameters are controlled precisely during the fabrica-
tion of instruments and microfluidic chips, no precision is
needed during sampling and instrument operation. The
numerical aperture of the imaging system is preferably
chosen such that the depth of focus is lager than the height
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of'the chamber and smaller than the total height of the fluidic
chip. Thereby, objects inside the chamber are in focus and
objects (contaminants) on the outside of the chip are out of
focus. At the same time, the alignment between camera and
fluidic chip should not be too critical in a low-cost instru-
ment. We therefore choose a numerical aperture of about
0.05, which corresponds to a depth of field of about 300 um
and the diffraction limit for the wavelength range of the
fluorescence light (680 nm) is about 8 um. This estimate
together with the estimate of the reagent diffusion demon-
strates that the range of suitable parameters is rather limited
and that the described configuration may be close to opti-
mum for the described application. For applications where
robustness and low costs are less important, we would
choose a larger NA, which would improve image quality, but
more expensive optics would be required and alignment
would become more critical. For applications with lower
optical absorption by the sample and lower concentrations of
cells, we would choose a thicker counting chamber.

To summarize, the following conditions have to be ful-

filled:

The optical transmission of excitation and emission light
through the counting chamber filled with sample
should be at least ~10%, preferably >30%. This con-
dition limits the maximum thickness of the chamber,
depending on the absorption characteristics of the
sample and the fluorescent labels used in the assay.
Mainly limited by the optical absorption by hemoglo-
bin, for whole blood, the maximum thickness varies
between about 10 um for green light and a few milli-
meters for wavelengths >650 nm. In one embodiment,
we use red (600 nm-630 nm) and blue (440 nm-500
nm) excitation light and fluorescence emission wave-
lengths between 650 nm and 710 nm. The optical
absorption of the blue excitation light by blood (mainly
by hemoglobin) limits the chamber thickness to about
50 pm.

The whole chamber has to be within the depth of field of
the imaging system. At the same time, the optical
resolution should be sufficient to distinguish between
single cells and closely spaced cells. This condition sets
upper and lower boundaries on the numerical aperture
(NA) of the imaging optics. To resolve single cells (~10
um optical resolution), NA has to be larger than ~0.04
(diffraction limit). Since a larger NA results in a smaller
depth of field, the upper boundary for NA is determined
by the thickness of the counting chamber (or vice
versa). This limits the chamber thickness to about 500
um. However, in order to detect the fluorescence effi-
ciently, a larger NA is desirable, which requires a
smaller chamber thickness. A useful range for the
enumeration of CD4+ T-cells in whole blood is
NA=0.03 . .. 0.1. With very high quality, expensive
optics, large areas can be imaged with high NA. This
could be advantageous for high-end laboratory equip-
ment, but for the purpose of point-of-care diagnostics,
this is currently not an option.

The diffusion time of the reagent molecules across the
chamber height (if both sides of the chamber are coated
with a reagent layer: across half the chamber thickness)
should be within an acceptable range. In the case of
CD4 counting, up to 1 hour incubation time may be
acceptable. Preferably, the incubation time should be
no longer than 30 min. For useful concentrations of
antibodies, the antibody-antigen binding takes about 10
min-30 min. Therefore, the diffusion time of the anti-
bodies across the chamber should be no longer than
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about 10 min. This limits the chamber thickness to
about 50-100 pum if one of the chamber walls is coated,
100-200 pm if both sides are coated.

The minimum sample volume is given by the concentra-
tions of the cells of interest in the sample and the
acceptable statistical error. In the case of CD4 counting,
treatment decisions are based on cell concentrations in
the range 100-500 cells per pl. If 10% uncertainty is
acceptable, at least 1 pul has to be tested. If this volume
is to be captured in one image, this condition deter-
mines the minimum image field. For a 25 um thick
counting chamber, this area is 40 mm?.

Microchip Fabrication

The microfluidic chambers are built from standard
microscopy slides (Menzel Glaser, 25 mmx76 mm), lami-
nating adhesive (3M, 501FL, nominal thickness 1 mil (25.4
um)), gelatin (type A, Sigma Chemical, bloom approx. 300),
and antibody solution (Exbio; CD4-PerCP: Mouse 1gGl,
clone MEM-241; CD8-PerCP: Mouse IgG2a, clone MEM-
31). The shape of the microfluidic chambers (8 mmx12
mm-+inlet section) is cut from laminating adhesive, which is
then attached to a microscope slide together with the plastic
liner of the tape as illustrated in FIG. 1. One or several (e.g.
five as shown in FIG. 1g) chambers can be fabricated on one
slide.

A gelatin solution of 0.15% (wt) gelatin is prepared by
dissolving gelatin type A from stock in micro-filtered deion-
ized (milliQ) water at 40° C. We then add CD4-PerCP or
CD8-PerCP solution and CD3-APC solution from stock to
obtain antibody concentrations in the range of ~1 to ~5 nM/1
(or ~2x10° to ~10*° antibodies/ul) with all reagents at room
temperature. This solution is sonicated for approximately 5
seconds to dissolve aggregated antibodies and spun at
11,000 rpm for 10 min to remove remaining larger aggre-
gates of antibodies. The areas that were cut into the tape
previously are filled with 15-20 pl of the reagent solution.
After drying, the slides are dipped for 10 seconds into milliQ
water at room temperature to remove the antibodies, which
are quickly released from the reagent layer. Antibodies in
smaller pores within the collagen network of the gelatin and
antibodies, which are not close to the surface of the layer
will remain. To prevent further release of antibodies, the
layer is dried quickly (within a few seconds) using dry air.
The nominal thickness of the layer is approximately 150 nm,
assuming that the gelatin is dry (0% water) and compact.
The tape liner is removed and the cover, a microscope slide
cut in half (12.5 mmx76 mm), is attached to define the
chamber. Using interferometry the thickness of several
chambers both with and without the reagent layer has been
measured with a precision of about 250 nm. The measured
chamber thickness is 26.5 um=1 pm. Differences in chamber
thickness between coated and uncoated slides were insig-
nificant since the resolution of the measurement was not
sufficient and due to the variation of the thickness of the
adhesive.

Choice of Fluorochromes

Typical immunofiuorescent protocols use fluorochromes
with different emission wavelengths to identify the staining
of the cells labeled with different antibodies. This works
well in flow cytometry because of the time resolution of the
instrument. Since there is only one cell at a time in the
excitation spot(s), events on different detectors can easily be
attributed to the same object (cell). Because the flow speed
is controlled precisely, this also works for several excitation
spots. However, image cytometry is typically done without
time resolution (exception: e.g. laser scanning cytometry).
Therefore, a good overlay between the images correspond-
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ing to different emission wavelengths is required. Using
automatic filter changers requires high precision in manu-
facturing and assembly of the components, but even a very
small offset between images can be critical with the low
magnification used in the present invention. Furthermore,
the chromatic aberration of the imaging optics can be
problematic. Alternatively, a chromatic beam splitter can be
used to image different emission wavelengths onto different
image sensors, as in 3-chip (typically 3-CCD, but also
3-CMOS) cameras. Affordable cameras for the consumer
market typically have rather low resolutions and the chro-
matic beam splitters do not meet the requirements of fluo-
rescence imaging.

With the combination of the fluorochromes PerCP and
APC, the need to image two different emission wavelengths
is eliminated. This is possible because their emission spectra
have a large overlap, with maxima in the far red spectral
range at 670 nm and 685 nm, respectively, while their
excitation spectra have only very little overlap with maxima
at 480 nm and 630 nm, respectively. Therefore, PerCP and
APC can be distinguished taking two images through the
same emission filter with red and blue excitation light,
respectively. This reduces complexity and costs because the
alignment of excitation light is less critical than the align-
ment of two images. Further, high-power LEDs are available
at lower costs than high-resolution image sensors or high
quality interference filters. As described below, the excita-
tion module contains three LEDs, red, green and blue.
Therefore, a third fluorochrome could be used which is
excited mainly by green light. Examples are Nile Red, the
tandem conjugates PE-CyS5, PE-Cy5.5, or the nucleic acid
dye 7-AAD. The considerable overlap between the excita-
tion spectra could be problematic, but compensation can be
applied.

Imaging Setup

A schematic representation of the image cytometer is
illustrated in FIG. 5. It consists of an LED excitation module
20 with three light emitting diodes (LEDs) 21, 22, 23, a
microscope slide holder 26 and a monochrome CCD camera
30 (SBIG, ST-1603ME, with 1530x1020 9 um square pixels,
sensor size: 13.8 mmx9 2 mm) with a combination of two
macro lenses 27, 29. The excitation module is taken from a
video projector (Samsung SP-P410ME 800x600 DLP LED
ultra-portable projector). The contained 5.4 mm? red, green
and blue LEDs were replaced by 4.0 mm?® LEDs from the
same manufacturer (Luminus Devices, Phlatlight CBT-40
Series (red: P,,~1.6 W, green: P, ~1.2 W, blue: P, ~2.2
W)) to reduce power consumption and heat generation. The
LEDs are in good thermal contact with a copper block for
cooling. The module contains a collimation lens for each
LED and combines the optical paths of the three colors with
dichroic beam splitter plates. Through a 650 nm short pass
filter 24 (Semrock, FF01-650/SP-25) and a lens (f~30 mm,
part of the LED projector), the LED areas are projected with
about 3.5x magnification towards the imaging area. Since
the optical path of the excitation light is tilted approximately
45° with respect to the image plane, this image is distorted
and therefore has a slightly non-uniform intensity distribu-
tion across the image area. However, the intensity variation
is much smaller than the variation of antigen density rec-
ognized by the antibodies on the surface of the cells and is
therefore negligible for the purpose of immunophenotyping
of cells.

The surface of the slide holder 26 is aligned parallel to the
CCD chip (cooled to -5° C.) of the camera and has an
opening underneath the microscope slide to allow for the
transmission of excitation light. The fluorescence is col-
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lected with a close-up lens 27 (f=40 mm, LM-scope), filtered
with a 685/40 nm band pass filter 28 (Semrock, FFO1-685/
40-25), and imaged onto the chip of the CCD camera 30 with
a macro lens 29 (Nikon, AF Micro-Nikkor 60 mm /2.8D).
The numerical aperture is mainly limited by the iris dia-
phragm of the lens, which is set to £/8. The focus ring of the
lens is set such that the image has a magnification of ~1.7x.
A larger aperture would result in larger angles of the light
passing through the interference filter, which in turn would
result in reduced suppression of the excitation light. For
larger aperture settings (f# <5.6), this is visible in the corners
of the image. Hence, a larger image sensor would also be
problematic.
Image Analysis

After 30 min incubation at 37° C. we take one image with
red and one with blue excitation light. The image analysis
software is written as a platform independent Image) macro.
Therefore any operating system that can run Java can be
used for image analysis, which includes open source free-
ware, such as Linux as well as common smartphone oper-
ating systems (Android, Symbian, Blackberry, Windows
CE), some of which are also open source. After background
subtraction, regions of interest (ROIs) are identified in the
sum of the two images. To be identified as a cell, an ROI has
to meet several criteria, including the maximum value, the
noise (variance) in the neighborhood and the size and shape
of the area. The parameters to distinguish between CD4+/
CD3+ (CD8+/CD3+) and CD4- (CD8-) or CD3- cells are
the fluorescence intensities of APC and PerCP, respectively.
The integrated intensity (after background subtraction)
within an ROI for blue (red) excitation was used as the APC
(PerCP) fluorescence intensity, neglecting the small overlap
between the APC (PerCP) excitation spectrum and the
spectrum of the excitation blue (red) excitation light. Com-
pensation could easily be applied. However, since we do not
apply gates on single parameters, compensation is not nec-
essary in a two-parameter measurement.
Characterization

To characterize the imaging system, fluorescent micro-
beads were used. Microfluidic chambers built as described
above (without the reagent layer) were filled with micro-
beads suspended in phosphate buffered saline (PBS) or in
whole blood (90% whole blood +10% bead suspension). In
FIG. 6 histograms of the fluorescence intensities of five
kinds of microbeads (Accudrop, APC, PerCP, unlabelled
(BD), Rainbow calibration particles (Spherotech)) for red
and blue excitation are compared. The upper two rows of
graphs show histograms of the detected intensities for red
excitation light of beads suspended in PBS and whole blood
(90% whole blood with 10% bead suspension). The lower
two rows of graphs show histograms of the corresponding
intensities for blue excitation light. The integration times
were chosen according to the brightness of the beads
between 0.2 seconds (Accudrop beads, red excitation) and
20 seconds (unlabelled beads, both colors). The coeflicient
of variation (CV) of the detected fluorescence intensities
ranges between 6% for Accudrop beads excited with the
blue LED and 20% for the unlabelled beads with red
excitation. In PBS, most CVs are around 12%. In blood, the
surrounding blood cells lead to a decrease of the fluores-
cence intensity for blue excitation light of about 30%-50%,
whereas the intensities for red excitation light do not change
considerably. The CVs typically increase to about 25%
(red)-30% (blue), ranging from 20% (APC, red excitation)
to 44% (Accudrop, blue excitation).

The detection limit of the image cytometer is about 1,000
PerCP molecules or about 5,000 APC molecules in a clear
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(PBS) solution. In whole blood, about 5,000 PerCP mol-
ecules or about 20,000 APC molecules can be resolved.
CD4 and CD8 T-Lymphocyte Counting

T-lymphocytes express 200,000 CD3 antigens, CD4+
T-lymphocytes ~100,000 CD4 antigens and CD8+ T-lym-
phocytes range from 30,000 to 500,000 CDS8 antigens.
Given the results described above the system should resolve
CD4-PerCP, CD8-PerCP and CD3-APC labeled cells. FIG.
7 shows the scatter plots of the fluorescence intensities of
automatically identified ROIs for red and blue excitation of
a test chip with CD4PerCP/CD3APC (Panel a) and
CDu8PerCP/CD3APC (Panel b) after filling with whole
blood from a finger prick and a 30 min incubation at 37° C.
In the scatter plots the CD4+CD3+, CD4-CD3+, CD8+CD3
+and CD8-CD3+T-Lymphocytes can be clearly identified.

To compare with flow cytometry, in an exemplary experi-
ment, blood from three donors was collected in EDTA
collection tubes. Since donors with low CD4 counts are rare
in high-income countries, low lymphocyte counts were
simulated by spinning part of the initial volume of blood
down (1500 rpm, 10 min), separating plasma and erythro-
cytes, and mixing them with the initial blood sample to
prepare blood samples with lower leukocyte concentrations,
but similar hematocrit value. Samples were prepared with
nominal concentrations of 100%, 14, Vs, and 0% of the initial
concentration. For flow cytometry, 20 ul of the multi test
reagent CD3-FITC, CD4-APC, CD8-PE, CD45-PerCP (BD
Biosciences) were added to 50 pl of blood in a tube
containing a known number of fluorescent microbeads (BD
Trucount). After 15 min incubation, the erythrocytes were
lysed with 450 ul of a lysing buffer (BD FACSlyse) for
another 15 min. Blood from the same samples was used for
the test employing the CD4/CD3 and CD8/CD3 test cham-
bers. FIG. 7¢) shows the comparison of the number of CD4
and CDS8 T-lymphocytes in these samples obtained using the
described slide method with flow cytometry. Apart from a
few false positives and a systematic undercount of about
10-20% for high cell concentrations, the results compare
very well.

Other Cell Types

The reagents contained within the gelatin solution define
the targets that can be identified. For example the presence
in the gelatin solution of CD20 APC present on B-lympho-
cytes and CD5 PerCP present on T-lymphocytes and a subset
of B-lymphocytes will permit the enumeration of CD20+
CD5+ B-lymphocytes. This phenotype is associated with
B-cell Chronic Lymphocytic Leukemia (B-CLL) and the
frequency of these cells is associated with clinical outcome
and can be used to guide therapy (Blood 2009; 113(18):
4188-4196). Another example is the presence in the gelatin
solution of CD34 APC (present on hematopoietic progenitor
cells and endothelial cells) and CD45 PerCP (present on
leukocytes) to enumerate CD34+CD45+ hematopoietic pro-
genitors important to determine whether a sufficient number
is present for transplantation (Blood 1991; 77(2) 400-40,
Biology of Blood and Marrow Transplantation 2006; 12, (1)
34-41).

While certain of the preferred embodiments of the present
invention have been described and specifically exemplified
above, it is not intended that the invention be limited to such
embodiments. Various modification may be made thereto
without departing from the spirit of the present invention,
the full scope of the improvements are delineated in the
following claims.
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What is claimed is:

1. A sample preparation method for combining reagents
within a blood sample in order to detect cells using image
cytometry, comprising:

a. adding at least one reagent comprising a fluorochrome

conjugated antibody to a microfluidic chamber having
a height between approximately 5 pm and 150 pm
wherein the reagent is contained in a dried hydrogel to
provide a controlled release of the reagent within the
chamber upon contact with the sample;

b. filling the chamber with a blood sample wherein the
reagent is released from the dried hydrogel into the
sample between a time required to fill the chamber and
a time required to stain the cells;

c. distributing the hydrogel containing the reagent within
the chamber such that during the time required to stain
the cells the released reagent is uniformly distributed
within an imaging area of the chamber; and

d. releasing the reagent from the hydrogel within the
chamber in order to detect blood cells in the blood
sample using image cytometry.

2. The method of claim 1 where the reagent-containing
hydrogel releases the reagents by dissolving in the blood
sample.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the reagent molecules
are within a reagent layer approximately 150 nm thick.

4. The method of claim 1 where blood fills the chamber
between approximately 0.5 s and 5 s.

5. The method of claim 1 where the hydrogel is gelatin.

6. The method of claim 1 where the reagent is released in
between 10 s 10 minutes.

7. The method of claim 1 where the reagent is released
from the hydrogel with a change in temperature.
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8. The method of claim 1 where the blood contains cells
which are stained by the reagent.

9. The method of claim 1 where the fluorochrome is
Peridinin-Chlorophyll-Protein.

10. The method of claim 1 where the fluorochrome is
allophycocyanin.

11. The method of claim 1 where the chamber has a
maximum height of approximately 100 um.

12. A sample preparation method for combining reagents
within a blood sample in order to detect cells using image
cytometry, comprising;

a. adding at least a Peridinin-Chlorophyll-Protein conju-
gated antibody reagent and an allophycocyanin conju-
gated antibody reagent to a microfluldic chamber hav-
ing a height smaller than the diffusion length of the
reagent within a 30 min incubation time through the
blood sample and larger than approximately 5 pum
wherein the reagents are contained in a dried gelatin to
provide a controlled release of the reagent within the
chamber upon contact with the blood sample;

b. filling the chamber with a blood sample wherein at least
50% of the reagents in the dried gelatin are released
between a time required to fill the chamber and a time
required to stain the cells;

c. distributing the gelatin with bound reagents within the
chamber such that during the time required to stain the
cells the released reagents are uniformly distributed
within an imaging area of the chamber; and

d. releasing the reagents from the gelatin within the
chamber in order to detect blood cells in the, blood
sample using image cytometry.
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