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Abstract: Microparticles of corn starch and chitosan crosslinked with glutaraldehyde, produced by
the solvent exchange technique, are studied as reinforcement fillers for thermoplastic corn starch
plasticized with glycerol. The presence of 10% w/w chitosan in the microparticles is shown to
be essential to guaranteeing effective crosslinking, as demonstrated by water solubility assays.
Crosslinked chitosan forms an interpenetrating polymer network with starch chains, producing
microparticles with a very low solubility. The thermal stability of the microparticles is in agreement
with their polysaccharide composition. An XRD analysis showed that they have crystalline fraction
of 32% with Va-type structure, and have no tendency to undergo retrogradation. The tensile strength,
Young’s modulus, and toughness of thermoplastic starch increased by the incorporation of the
crosslinked starch/chitosan microparticles by melt-mixing. Toughness increased 360% in relation to
unfilled thermoplastic starch.
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1. Introduction

Environmental concerns have increased public awareness over the use and disposal of
common petroleum-based plastics, especially those used in manufacturing short-lifetime products,
like disposable eating utensils, food packaging, bags, and so on. [1–3]. Bioplastics, sourced from natural
materials, have been the growing focus of attention, as they are based on renewable raw materials
and are biodegradable. Currently, the most widely used bioplastic is thermoplastic starch (TPS),
either alone or blended with natural or synthetic polymers. TPS has some limitations, mainly related
to high hydrophilicity, low processability, and a tendency to increase brittleness with time due to
recrystallization (retrogradation) [4,5].

Native starch is composed of amylose, a linear polymer of D-glucose units linked by (1→4) bonds,
and amylopectin, a highly branched polymer of D-glucose units linked by (1→4) bonds, branched
with (1→6) linkages at intervals of approximately 20 units [6–8]. Starch granules have amorphous and
crystalline fractions composed mostly of amylose and amylopectin, respectively [9,10].

The production of thermoplastic starch (TPS) requires the disruption of starch granules, in a
process called gelatinization. Water or another solvent able to form hydrogen bonds with the starch
chains is used, in conjunction with heat. As the amylose molecules dissolve and the amylopectin
crystallites melt, a gelatinous paste is obtained [11–13]. After drying, the previously gelatinized starch
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is not processable, because of strong intermolecular hydrogen bonding in amylose and amylopectin
chains. Plasticizers must therefore be used to allow for processing by extrusion or injection molding.
Common starch plasticizers are water, glycerol, sorbitol, and urea [14–17]. As the plasticizer content
increases in TPS, so does the elongation at break, but the stiffness and tensile resistance decrease [18].
Depending on the desired application, the amount of plasticizer must be adjusted in order to achieve the
intended performance. The source of the starch will also be determinant for the mechanical properties
of TPS, as it affects the amylose/amylopectin ratio and thus the crystallinity of the material [19].
Starches with high amylose content typically crystallize to a higher extent after processing, and thus
have a higher tensile strength and lower elongation at break [20–22].

Lignocellulosic fibers are known to provide good mechanical reinforcement in TPS [23].
Examples include sisal, hemp and green coconut fibers [24,25], cotton cellulose nanofibers [26],
and cellulose fibers from recycled paper [27]. Particulate fillers, like graphene [28], calcium carbonate
nanoparticles [29], and clays [30,31] have also been reported to improve the mechanical properties
of TPS.

In this work, a new approach for reinforcing thermoplastic corn starch is studied, which is based
on the incorporation of starch/chitosan microparticles crosslinked with glutaraldehyde. The fact that
the filler particles are of the same nature as the matrix should ensure a good compatibility between
the two, and provide strong interfacial interactions. The filler microparticles are intended to be
mechanically tough, thus taking advantage of the known affinity between starch and chitosan, and the
ability of dialdehydes to chemically crosslink these blends [32].

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

The corn starch was purchased from Frutalcarmo (Alcoentre, Portugal), chitosan ([CS] degree
of acetylation 90%) from Golden-Shell Pharmaceutical Co., Ltd. (Yuhuan County, Zhejiang, China),
glutaraldehyde solution (25% in H2O) and propionic acid from Sigma-Aldrich (Lisbon, Portugal),
glycerol from JMGS (Odivelas, Portugal), ethanol from PanReac AppliChem (Madrid, Spain),
and hydrochloric acid from Fisher (Porto Salvo, Portugal). All of the materials were used as purchased,
unless otherwise noted.

2.2. Preparation of Crosslinked Starch/Chitosan Microparticles

The starch/chitosan microparticles (SCM) were prepared using the solvent exchange technique,
adapting procedures previously described in the literature for microparticles composed solely of
starch [6,33]. The first step consists of the gelatinization of corn starch in order to disrupt the granules.
8 g (0.049 mol) of polysaccharide (either starch alone, or a mixture of 90% w/w starch and 10% w/w
chitosan) was added to 25 mL of distilled water under mechanical agitation (Heidolph RZR2041,
300 rpm, Schwabach, Germany). To ensure complete dissolution, chitosan was added in the form
of an acidic aqueous solution with 5% chitosan and 6% propionic acid. The aqueous mixture of the
starch and chitosan was heated to 80 ◦C, the vessel’s external jacket was connected to a recirculating
thermostatic bath for a period of 20 min, and was kept at that temperature for an additional 20 min,
under mild agitation. The obtained gel was then cooled to 50 ◦C over a period of 1 h. Then, 100 mL of
ethanol was added and the mechanical stirring increased to 700 rpm and was maintained for 15 min.
A visibly agglomerated precipitate was formed. In order to promote deagglomeration, the dispersion
was kept for 15 min under high shear, using an IKA T-18 Ultra-turrax (Staufen, Germany) at 10,000 rpm.
The precipitate was then filtered using qualitative filter paper (5–13 µm, VWR international, Radnor,
PA, USA, Grade 413) in a Buchner funnel under a vacuum, in order to remove the excess water.
To promote crosslinking, the particles were re-suspended in 100 mL of 90% (v/v) ethanol and the
dispersion was heated to 50 ◦C under mechanical stirring (500 rpm). Glutaraldehyde was added
in different amounts, from 0 to 10 g per 100 g of polysaccharide, mixed with 0.5 mL of HCl 1 M,
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after which the dispersion was kept at 50 ◦C for 1 h. The resulting particles were filtered as described
above and re-suspended in 100 mL of ethanol under mechanical stirring at 300 rpm for a period of
15 min, to remove any unreacted glutaraldehyde. The particles were finally filtered and dried to
constant weight at 105 ◦C.

2.3. Preparation of Thermoplastic Starch

The thermoplastic materials were prepared by melt mixing, using 30% glycerol as a plasticizer,
as described by Carvalho et al. [34]. The SCM content was varied from 0 to 50%. Dried native corn
starch granules and glycerol were pre-mixed the day before use, to promote the absorption of glycerol
by the granules. This pre-mixture and the intended amount of SCM were fed to a DSM Xplore 5 twin
screw microcompounder (Sittard, The Netherlands), having a 5.5 mL conical barrel and recirculation
channel. The mixing chamber temperature was 140 ◦C. The twin screws were operated at 200 rpm and
the mixture time after loading was 5 min. The resulting mixture was then injected into a mold, using a
DSM 10 cc micro injection molder (Sittard, The Netherlands), in order to produce dog-bone shaped
specimens with a 2 mm thickness and 80 mm length. The injection pressure was 10 bar, the temperature
in the injection nozzle was set to 150 ◦C, and the mold temperature to 60 ◦C.

2.4. Characterization

The water solubility and boiling water solubility of the SCM were evaluated in terms of the total
soluble matter (TSM). Both tests were performed in an aqueous solution with two pH values (4 and 7).
The water solubility was evaluated for a period of 24 h under constant magnetic stirring. The boiling
water solubility was evaluated for a period of 1 h. Previously dried and weighted particles were used.
After the conclusion of the tests, the liquid was filtered and the residue was dried to a constant weight.
The TSM value, in a percentage, is given by Equation (1), where mfinal is the final mass after drying and
minitial is the initial mass of the particles, as follows:

TSM (%) = 1−
m f inal

minitial
× 100 (1)

An FTIR analysis of the native starch and microparticles was performed on a VERTEX 70 FTIR
spectrometer (BRUKER, Billerica, MA, USA) in absorbance mode, with a high sensitivity DLaTGS
detector at room temperature. The samples were measured in ATR mode, with a A225/Q PLATINUM
ATR Diamond crystal (Billerica, MA, USA) with single reflection accessory. The spectra were recorded
from 4000 to 500 cm−1 with a resolution of 4 cm−1.

X-ray diffraction (XRD) measurements were performed on native cornstarch granules and on SCM
crosslinked with 7.5% glutaraldehyde, after one day and 30 days after production. The experiments
were performed at the IFIMUP-IN facilities, in a Rigaku SmartLab diffractometer (Tokyo, Japan) that
operates with 9 kW power (45 kV and 200 mA) and a Cu source with a wavelength λ = 1.540593 Å in
Bragg-Brentano geometry. All of the samples were measured at room temperature over the range 2θ =
5–30◦ in rotation mode.

The mean diameter of crystallite was calculated with the Debye-Scherrer equation, as follows:

Dhkl =
Kλ

Bhklcosθ
(2)

where Dhkl is considered on the direction perpendicular to the lattice planes, hkl is the Miller indices of
the planes being analysed, λ is the wavelength of the source Cu Kα (λ = 1.5406 Å), Bhkl is the full-width
at half-maximum (FWHM) of the principal peak, and (002) θ is the Bragg angle [35].

The volumetric crystallinity fraction was determined accordingly to the following equation [36]:

Crystallinity(%) =
IT − IA

IT
× 100 (3)
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where IT is the total area under the intensity curve and IA is the area under the amorphous halo.
The FWHM/area determinations were performed using the free license Fityk software

(version 0.9.8) [37].
The morphological characterization of SCM was performed using a scanning electron microscope

(SEM, Hillsboro, OR, USA), FEI QUANTA 400 FEG ESEM/EDAX Pegasus X4M, property of
CEMUP-Centro de Materiais da Universidade do Porto. The sample was placed on carbon tape
and coated with a gold–palladium (Au-Pd) layer to ensure conductivity, and then analyzed at a voltage
of 15 kV.

The thermogravimetry analysis (TGA) of SCM was performed in a STA 449 F3 Jupiter (Netzsch,
Selb, Germany). The samples weights were about 10 mg. The runs were carried out from 30 to 550 ◦C,
at a rate of 10 K·min−1, in aluminum pans under a nitrogen flow.

The tensile tests of the composite thermoplastic starch specimens were performed in a Tinius
Olsen H50KT universal tensile testing machine equipped with a load cell of 10 kN at crosshead speed
of 2 mm/min, according to the standard of ISO 527-1. The tension tests were conducted at ambient
conditions (20 ◦C, 65% relative humidity) on dog-bone shaped samples (80 mm × 11 mm × 2 mm),
according to ISO 527-2. The ultimate tensile strength, percentage elongation at break, and tensile
modulus values were recorded using the software Tinius Olsen Horizon, according to ISO 527-1.

Water absorption of thermoplastic starch was evaluated as described by Prachayawarakorn et al. [38].
The specimens were stabilized at room temperature for over a month. After stabilization, the samples
from five different specimens of each composition were dried for 12 h in a vacuum oven at 50 ◦C
and 125 mbar. The samples were then placed in a desiccator to cool to room temperature for 1 h,
and then placed in a closed container at 100% relative humidity (RH). The samples were weighed
after 8 h, 24 h, 3 days, 7 days, and 14 days, and the water absorption was computed according to the
following equation:

% abs =

(
mwet −mdry

mdry

)
× 100 (4)

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Starch/Chitosan Microparticles

Figure 1 shows a representative SEM image of the crosslinked starch/chitosan microparticles
(SCM). These microparticles have roughly spherical shapes with diameters between about 10 and
20 µm, independent on the amount of glutaraldehyde crosslinker used.
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Figure 1. SEM image of starch/chitosan microparticles crosslinked with 7.5% of glutaraldehyde.



Polymers 2018, 10, 985 5 of 14

The use of dialdehydes, such as glutaraldehyde or glyoxal, as crosslinking agents for polysaccharides
is commonly mentioned in the literature [39–41]. A straightforward form of evaluating the effectiveness
of the crosslinking reaction is by determining the product solubility. As new intermolecular covalent
bonds have been formed, the water solubility is expected to decrease significantly. SCM with different
amounts of glutaraldehyde were prepared, and the particles’ solubility was measured using two
different assays, after 24 h immersion at room temperature, and after 1 h immersion in boiling water.
As chitosan is insoluble at a neutral pH and completely soluble under acidic conditions (pH < 5),
because of the hydrophilic character of the protonated amine groups, the particles’ solubility was
evaluated for two pH values (7 and 4). Figure 2 presents the results obtained in terms of the total
soluble matter (TSM).
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Figure 2. Water solubility at room temperature (a) and at boiling conditions (b), expressed in terms of
total soluble matter (TSM), for starch/chitosan microparticles with different glutaraldehyde contents.
All of the microparticles contain chitosan except the one labeled “w/o CS”.

The SCMs prepared without the glutaraldehyde addition are completely soluble at both pH values.
The physical interaction between the starch and chitosan did not prevent solubility, even at a neutral
pH. However, the addition of crosslinker greatly decreased the solubility. For both room temperature
and boiling water immersion tests, increasing the glutaraldehyde concentration up to 7.5% tends
to increase the water resistance. A further increase to 10% does not improve the results. Therefore,
7.5% seems to be an appropriate value for attaining effective crosslinking. TSM is higher when SCM
is in contact with boiling water, as expected for such extreme conditions. Somewhat unexpectedly,
however, TSM tends to be higher for pH 7 than for pH 4. The opposite could have been predicted,
considering that chitosan is soluble only under an acidic pH. However, reaction of aldehydes with
amines is known to be catalyzed by acids. Therefore, the lower TSM observed at pH 4 is probably
a consequence of further crosslinking taking place between residual unreacted glutaraldehyde and
amino groups in chitosan. When chitosan is not used, the microparticles become completely soluble,
despite of the presence of glutaraldehyde. This suggests that only chitosan’s amino groups, and not
starch’s hydroxyl groups, intervene in the crosslinking process with the aldehyde.

A FTIR analysis was performed on native starch and on starch microparticles containing 7.5%
glutaraldehyde, both with and without the chitosan addition. The results are show in Figure 3.
The microparticles without chitosan did not present significant changes on the spectra when compared
to the native starch, which may be an indication that the reaction between the starch and glutaraldehyde
is unlikely. Because of its low concentration, the addition of chitosan to the microparticles was not
detectable by FTIR, as the typical bands of NH2 group (1650–1580 cm−1) are not present in the
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corresponding spectrum. As a consequence, the bands that would result from the reaction of chitosan
with glutaraldehyde are also not detectable. Nonetheless, in order to demonstrate the feasibility
of this chemical reaction under the conditions used for production of the microparticles, the same
synthesis procedure was followed using chitosan alone, with and without the glutaraldehyde addition.
The resulting spectra are also shown in Figure 3. When glutaraldehyde is added to chitosan, a new
band appears at 1658 cm−1, confirming the formation of the N=C linkage, originated by the reaction
between an amine group from chitosan and an aldehyde group from glutaraldehyde. In addition,
a small band around 1720 cm−1 is visible, which may be attributed to the unreacted aldehyde groups
from glutaraldehyde. It must be noted that glutaraldehyde was already known to be an efficient
crosslinker for chitosan [42,43]. It can therefore be suggested that the crosslinked SCM particles consist
of an interpenetrating polymer network of starch and crosslinked chitosan chains.
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Thermogravimetric curves were obtained for the native corn starch, chitosan, and SCM crosslinked
with 7.5% glutaraldehyde. These are shown in Figure 4.

All of the materials show an initial mass loss consistent with the desorption of water molecules,
corresponding to roughly 6% of the original mass. The onset of thermal degradation for corn starch
is 311 ◦C, which is consistent with the literature [44,45]. On the other hand, for chitosan, the onset
occurs earlier, at 280 ◦C, and the mass fraction remaining at 500 ◦C is much higher than for starch
(41% compared to 16%). The onset of degradation for crosslinked SCM occurs at the same temperature
as for chitosan, and the residual mass fraction is 27%. Considering the starch/chitosan ratio (9:1)
present in the microparticles, and the residual mass fraction measured for each single compound,
a residual mass of 19% would be expected for the microparticles. The higher value obtained is a
consequence of crosslinking with glutaraldehyde, improving thermal stability of the material.

X-ray diffraction measurements were performed on native cornstarch granules and on SCM
crosslinked with 7.5% glutaraldehyde. For the SCM, the XRD spectra were obtained one day
and 30 days after production, in order to evaluate the possible changes in the crystallinity over
time. A 30-day period is considered sufficient for retrogradation to occur in starch molecules after
gelatinization [46–48]. Figure 5 presents the XRD diffractograms in the range 2θ = 10–30◦.

Native corn starch exhibits diffraction peaks at 2θ = 15.1◦, 17.6◦, and 23.0◦, consistent with
a crystalline structure with A-type polymorphism that is usually found in cereal starches [49,50].
The A-type crystallites are, normally, denser and less hydrated because of the double-helical
arrangement of amylopectin chains. One day after production, the starch/chitosan particles show
peaks at 2θ = 13.2◦ and 20.2◦, resembling the Va-type microstructure [18,51]. This polymorphism
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usually appears after gelatinization, and, with time, may undergo a transformation into Vh-type
crystals as a result of exposure to humidity. This process is called retrogradation and is associated
with an increase in the brittleness of the starch material [52,53]. The XRD pattern obtained for the
same particles after 30 days does not exhibit the peak characteristic of the Vh-type structure (2θ =
18.3◦), indicating that the Va-type crystalline structure is maintained. Therefore, one may conclude
that crosslinking with glutaraldehyde after gelatinization/precipitation induces the stability of the
crystalline structure, hindering the retrogradation of starch chains. The mean diameter of the crystals
was determined by the Debye-Scherrer equation (Equation (2)), and the fraction of crystallinity by
peak area integration (Equation (3)). In native starch, the crystals presented diameters around 6.7 nm
and a 55% crystallinity. The crosslinked particles presented a smaller crystal mean diameter and lower
crystallinity of 4.1 nm and 32%, respectively, on day 1. On day 30, the crystal size and fraction of
crystallinity were similar, as expected in the absence of retrogradation.
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3.2. Reinforced Thermoplastic Starch

Thermoplastic starch samples containing different amounts of SCM crosslinked with 7.5%
glutaraldehyde were produced by melt mixing followed by injection molding. Their mechanical
performance was evaluated in stress-strain tests. Figure 6 shows representative examples of the
curves obtained.
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The shape of the stress-strain curves indicates that linear elastic behavior is present only at
low strains, and is followed by extensive ductile deformation, without a defined stress yield point.
This behavior is typical of thermoplastic starches [19]. Strain hardening occurs during the plastic
deformation regime, as a consequence of the reorientation of molecular chains and/or crystalline
regions in the direction of the applied stress. This contributes to increase the toughness of the material
under tensile strain [54].

The ultimate tensile strength (UTS) obtained for the thermoplastic starch samples is plotted in
Figure 7a. Figure 7b represents the corrected ultimate tensile strength (UTScorr), that is, the UTS
divided by the fraction of thermoplastic starch present in the sample. If the SCM acted as an inert filler,
having no effect on mechanical reinforcement, UTS would decrease with the increasing SCM content,
but the UTScorr should remain constant.

Figure 7a shows that the UTS reaches a value 58% higher than the neat TPS for the 30% SCM
content, and decreases afterwards. This reinforcement is a consequence of an efficient stress transfer
through a strong interfacial bond between the thermoplastic matrix and the microparticles. As expected,
concomitantly with the UTS decrease above the 30% SCM content, the UTScorr stabilizes, showing that
no additional reinforcement is obtained by incrementing the amount of SCM. This is probably due to
microparticle agglomeration within the thermoplastic starch matrix, which does not contribute to an
increase in the interfacial stress transfer.

Figure 8 presents the elongation at break, Young’s modulus, and toughness for all of the materials.
All of the properties exhibit a maximum for the 30% SCM content. The initial increase in elongation at
break with filler content, seen in Figure 8a, is not the most common behavior. Reinforcement with a filler
usually translates into a continuous decrease in elongation at break, concomitantly with an increase
in rigidity (Young’s modulus), as the chain mobility is restrained by matrix-filler interactions [24].
The observed 84% increase may be due to the microparticles being able to undergo elastic deformation
while maintaining strong physical bonding with the thermoplastic matrix. The work of Kvien and
co-workers with potato starch plasticized with sorbitol and filled with cellulose nanowhiskers also
evidenced an increase in elongation at break with the filler content. The authors proposed that the
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interaction of the nanofibers with the plasticizer could maximize the plasticizer effect as well as
reinforce the Young’s modulus of the material [55]. Teixeira and co-workers reported a 66% increase
in elongation at break with the incorporation of 5% cotton cellulose nanofibers in thermoplastic
corn starch [26].Polymers 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  9 of 14 
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Figure 7. Ultimate tensile strength (UTS) (a) and corrected ultimate tensile strength (UTScorr) (b) as a
function of crosslinked SCM content in thermoplastic starch.

The combined increase in rigidity, strength, and elongation at break for the SCM contents up to
30% leads to a significant improvement in toughness, computed as the area under the stress-strain
curves. Toughness is about 360% higher for the 30% SCM content than for the neat thermoplastic
starch, which translates into a much higher capacity to absorb energy without fracture. Above this
filler content, all of the properties decrease, due to an inefficient dispersion of the microparticles,
as mentioned before. Agglomerates behave as defects with lower cohesion than the rest of the material.
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Figure 8. Elongation at break (a), Young’s modulus (b), and toughness (c) as a function of crosslinked
SCM content in thermoplastic starch.
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The water absorption was measured along the time under 100% relative humidity for all of the
materials (Figure 9). In all cases, the maximum absorption is attained after three days. The kinetics
of the water uptake is similar to that previously reported for thermoplastic corn starch reinforced
with wood fiber [56]. The equilibrium absorption values, shown in Figure 9b, show that there is not a
clear relation with the SCM content. The variations observed are probably due to an inaccuracy of
the measurement method. The microparticles, despite being insoluble, are able to absorb water and
therefore do not seem to affect the hydrophilicity of the material. Other researchers have reported
some reduction in the water uptake for some types of fillers. As an example, glycerol-plasticized potato
starch reinforced with 30% cellulose microfibrils had water uptake 14% lower than unfilled starch [57].
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Figure 9. Examples of water uptake at 100% relative humidity for some crosslinked SCM contents in
thermoplastic starch (a), and equilibrium water absorption after 3 days as a function of crosslinked
SCM content (b).

4. Conclusions

Microparticles composed of corn starch and chitosan were produced by solvent exchange and
crosslinked with glutaraldehyde. The effectiveness of crosslinking was evaluated by measuring
the fraction of soluble matter. The results showed that the microparticles are completely soluble
when composed of only starch. When 10% w/w chitosan is used, the soluble fraction becomes
relatively low, tending to decrease as the crosslinker content is increased. For 7.5 g glutaraldehyde
per 100 g of polysaccharide, the total soluble matter is lower than 10% after one day of immersion in
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water at room temperature, and lower than 20% after one hour in boiling water, even under acidic
conditions that facilitate the chitosan dissolution. The presence of chitosan’s amino groups is therefore
essential for a reaction with glutaraldehyde, forming an interpenetrating polymer network with starch
chains. Thermogravimetry indicated that the microparticles’ thermal degradation behavior is coherent
with their polysaccharide composition. An XRD analysis showed that the microparticles have 32%
crystalline fraction with Va-type structure, and do not exhibit a tendency to undergo retrogradation.

The crosslinked starch/chitosan microparticles were melt-mixed with corn starch plasticized
with glycerol and were able to reinforce its mechanical properties in terms of tensile strength, rigidity,
and toughness. Contrary to what is usual, elongation at break also increases with the filler content,
probably due to the microparticles being able to deform while providing an interfacial stress transfer.
An optimum weight fraction of 30% was identified, leading to 58%, 87%, and 84% increases in ultimate
tensile strength, Young’s modulus, and elongation at break, respectively. The materials toughness
increased 360% in relation to unfilled thermoplastic starch.
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