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57 ABSTRACT

The invention includes a method of forming an alpha,
beta-unsaturated compound. A carboxylic acid is mixed with
an alpha-hydroxy acid or an alpha-hydroxy ester and is
esterified to form an alpha-acyloxy derivative. The alpha-
acyloxy derivative is transformed into an alpha, beta-unsat-
urated derivative. The invention additionally includes a
process of forming an acrylate. Lactic acid or a lactic acid
ester is reacted with a first portion of acetic acid in the
presence of a first catalyst to produce the corresponding
2-acetoxy propionic acid or ester. A non-reacted portion of
the acetic acid is recycled. The 2-acetoxy propionic acid or
ester is transferred to a second vessel containing a second
catalyst, and acetic acid is liberated from the 2-acetoxy
propionic acid or ester to produce a corresponding acrylic
acid or acrylate ester. The acid or ester is subsequently
esterified by reaction with an alcohol to form a desired
acrylate ester.

34 Claims, 1 Drawing Sheet
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METHODS OF FORMING ALPHA,
BETA-UNSATURATED ACIDS AND ESTERS

TECHNICAL FIELD

The invention pertains to methods of derivatizing an
alpha-hydroxy group, and methods of forming alpha, beta-
unsaturated compounds.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Various alpha, beta-unsaturated acids and esters are com-
mercially valuable. Compounds such as acrylic acid and
acrylates are used extensively for production of a variety of
polymer materials, plastics and super-absorbants.

A number of synthesis methods are currently utilized to
produce alpha, beta-unsaturated compounds such as acrylic
acid and its ester derivatives. Many of these methods can be
expensive, time consuming and/or inefficient. Additionally,
for methods that utilize an expensive reagent such as anhy-
drides, regeneration of the reagent, although possible, is
difficult and may be cost prohibitive.

It is desirable to develop alternative methods to generate
alpha, beta-unsaturated acids and esters.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In one aspect the invention pertains to a method of
forming an alpha, beta-unsaturated compound by mixing an
initial amount of a carboxylic acid with an alpha-hydroxy
acid or an alpha-hydroxy ester. A first portion of the initial
amount of carboxylic acid is esterified to form an alpha-
acyloxy derivative and water. A second portion of the
carboxylic acid is recovered in combination with the water
produced during the esterification. The alpha-acyloxy
derivative is transformed into an alpha, beta-unsaturated
derivative and carboxylic acid released during the transfor-
mation can be recovered.

In one aspect the invention pertains to a process of
forming an acrylate without utilizing an anhydride reagent.
Lactic acid or a lactic acid ester is introduced into a first
vessel with an excess of acetic acid (as measured by molar
value). The lactic acid or lactic acid ester is reacted with a
first portion of the acetic acid in the presence of a first
catalyst to produce the corresponding 2-acetoxy propionic
acid or ester. A non-reacted portion of the acetic acid is
recycled and can be re-used for further reaction without
converting to an anhydride. The 2-acetoxy propionic acid or
ester is transferred to a second vessel where, in the presence
of a second catalyst, acetic acid is liberated from the
2-acetoxy propionic acid or ester to produce a corresponding
acrylic acid or first acrylate ester. After removing the liber-
ated acetic acid by distillation, the acetic acid or first acrylate
ester is mixed with an alcohol and the acrylic acid is
esterified, or the first acrylate ester is trans-esterified, by
reaction with the alcohol to form a second acrylate ester.

The present invention can be particularly advantageous
since it allows utilization of a continuous system for pro-
duction of alpha, beta unsaturated acids and esters.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Preferred embodiments of the invention are described
below with reference to the following accompanying draw-
ings.

FIG. 1 depicts a vessel that can be utilized in performing
methods according to one aspect of the present invention.
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FIG. 2 is a flow diagram showing a processing system that
can be used in performing particular aspects of the present
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

In general, methods according to the present invention
can be utilized to produce an alpha, beta-unsaturated com-
pound having formula (I).

Formula (I):

Ry

where R;=H or a linear or branched, saturated or unsaturated
hydrocarbon group which can optionally contain one or
more hetero atoms. Preferably, R, is H or a hydrocarbon
comprising from 1-20 carbons. In particular aspects of the
invention, R; can be selected from the group consisting of H,
methyl (Me), ethyl (Et), n-butyl and 2-ethylhexyl. R, can be
H or a linear or branched, saturated or unsaturated hydro-
carbon group which can optionally contain one or more
hetero atoms. R, can preferably be H or a hydrocarbon
comprising from 1-20 carbons, and more preferably can be
H or Me. R; and R, can be individually selected from the
group consisting of H and linear or branched, saturated or
unsaturated hydrocarbons which can optionally contain one
or more hetero atoms. Preferably, R, and R, are individually
H or a hydrocarbon having from 1 to 20 carbon atoms, and
most preferably R; and R, are independently H or Me.

In particular embodiments, the produced alpha, beta-
unsaturated compound can be acrylic acid or an acrylic ester
having R,=H, R,=H and R,=H.

Formation of alpha, beta-unsaturated compounds accord-
ing to methods of the present invention can typically com-
prise a two step reaction process. In a first step, a first reagent
can be an alpha-hydroxy compound having formula (II).

Formula (II):

A compound having formula (II) can be reacted with a
second reagent, for example, an organic acid having formula

(Im).

Formula (III):

(0]

PN

Rs OH.
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Reaction step one can form an alpha-acyloxy compound
having formula (IV).

Formula (IV):

Ry

R{ 0,
Ry

In a second step, the alpha-acyloxy compound having for-
mula (IV) can be converted to an alpha, beta-unsaturated
derivative comprising formula ().

Methods of the present invention can include performing
the first and second reaction steps in a single reaction vessel
or alternatively performing the first step of the reaction in a
first vessel and the second step of the reaction in a second
vessel. Typically, a first reaction step comprising esterifica-
tion to produce the alpha-acyloxy derivative of the alpha-
hydroxy compound is performed in a first reaction vessel
and the resulting alpha-acyloxy derivative is transferred to a
second reaction vessel for further derivatization. Alterna-
tively, the alpha-acyloxy derivative produced in the first step
of the reaction can be collected and can optionally be
purified. The alpha-acyloxy derivative can be utilized, for
example, as a solvent or as a reagent in producing other
useful compounds.

An exemplary vessel for utilization in production of the
alpha-acyloxy derivative is shown in FIG. 1. A reaction
vessel 10 can comprise a first inlet 12 and a second inlet 14.
The carboxylic acid reagent can be introduced, for example,
through inlet 12. The alpha-hydroxy reagent can be intro-
duced, for example, through inlet 14. As shown in FIG. 1,
inlet 12 can be disposed at a first elevation along reaction
vessel 10 and second inlet 14 can be disposed at a second
position elevationally higher along reaction vessel 10 rela-
tive to inlet 12. It is to be understood that the relative
elevations of inlets 12 and 14 are not limited to the rela-
tionship shown in FIG. 1 and inlets 12 and 14 can be
independently disposed at any elevation along reaction
vessel 10. Alternatively, reaction vessel 10 can comprise a
single inlet through which both the alpha-hydroxy reagent
and the carboxylic acid reagent are introduced.

The carboxylic acid can preferably be introduced through
first inlet 12 in vapor form. Accordingly, the carboxylic acid
can be heated to at or above its boiling point prior to
introduction into reaction vessel 10. Alternatively, the car-
boxylic acid reagent can be introduced in liquid form and
reaction vessel 10 can be preheated, can be-heated during
the introduction of the carboxylic acid, can be heated
subsequent to the introduction of the carboxylic acid, and/or
can be maintained at a desired temperature subsequent to
introduction of the carboxylic acid. Preferably, vessel 10 is
maintained at a temperature sufficiently high to maintain the
vapor form of the carboxylic acid. It can be advantageous to
provide vaporized carboxylic acid to promote an upward
directional flow of the vaporized acid within vessel 10.

The carboxylic acid utilized for derivatization of the
alpha-hydroxy compound is not limited to any specific
carboxylic acid. In other words, Ry is not limited to any
specific group and can be, for example, a linear or branched,
saturated or unsaturated hydrocarbon group which can

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

optionally contain one or more hetero atoms. Preferably Ry
comprises fewer than 20 carbons, and in particular embodi-
ments can preferably be CH,. In methods of the present
invention that utilize a vessel such as exemplary vessel 10
shown in FIG. 1, the carboxylic acid utilized can preferably
comprise a boiling point that is lower than the boiling point
of the alpha-hydroxy compound utilized for the reaction.

The alpha-hydroxy compound can be introduced, for
example, through second inlet 14 of reaction vessel 10, and
can preferably be introduced in liquid form. The liquid form
of the alpha-hydroxy compound can promote downward
migration of the alpha-hydroxy compound within reaction
vessel 10. Accordingly, reaction vessel 10 can be maintained
at a temperature which is at or above the boiling point of the
carboxylic acid and lower than the boiling point of the
alpha-hydroxy compound to promote upward migration of
the carboxylic acid vapor and downward migration of the
alpha-hydroxy compound and the resulting alpha-acyloxy
derivative. Such cross-flow can promote mixing of the two
reagents and thereby promote the esterification reaction
between the reagents to form the alpha-acyloxy derivative.

The alpha-hydroxy compound utilized as a reactant in
vessel 10 is not limited to any particular compound. R, R,,
R; and R, can be as indicated above with respect to the
desired alpha, beta-unsaturated product. In particular aspects
the alpha-hydroxy compound can preferably be lactic acid or
a lactic acid ester (wherein R,, R5 and R, are all hydrogen).
As indicated, R, can preferably be hydrogen or any of those
functional groups set forth above with respect to R;.

The esterification reaction involved in reaction step one
can produce the alpha-acyloxy derivative and one equivalent
of water. Water can preferably be removed from the reaction,
for example, providing one or more substances that can form
an azeotrope with water, or addition of a substance that can
chemically react with water. An exemplary compound which
can react with water and thereby assist in the removal of
water from the reaction is dicyclohexylcarbodiimide. Exem-
plary substances which can combine with water to form an
azeotrope are benzene, hexane, chloroform, and acetic acid.
Where a compound will be utilized as an azeotrope but is not
a reagent in the reaction, it can be beneficial to utilize an
azeotrope that is inert to both the carboxylic acid reagent, to
the alpha-hydroxy reagent and to the alpha-acyloxy product.

Where acetic acid is used as a reactant to form an
alpha-acetoxy product of step one, acetic acid can be utilized
both as a reactant and to form an azeotrope for removal of
water from reaction vessel 10. It can therefore be beneficial
to utilize acetic acid as a reagent since it can serve as both
the reagent and the azeotrope. The resulting azeotrope can
be removed from vessel 10 through an outlet 18. A shown in
FIG. 1, outlet 18 can preferably be disposed at or near an
uppermost elevation of reaction vessel 10. A second outlet
16 can preferably be situated at or near a lowest elevation of
reaction vessel 10. The product alpha-acyloxy derivative
produced during step one of the overall reaction can be
collected through outlet 16. It is to be understood that vessel
10 can comprise alternative configurations having outlets
positioned at other locations than those depicted if FIG. 1, or
can comprise a single outlet for common removal of prod-
ucts and/or reagents.

The rate of the esterification reaction to form the alpha-
acyloxy derivative in step one can be enhanced by, for
example, providing a catalyst in reaction vessel 10. Exem-
plary catalysts for utilization in step one can comprise, for
example, a strong acid catalyst such as sulfuric acid,
polysulfonic acid, polyphosphoric acid or a solid acid cata-
lyst. It can be advantageous to utilize a solid acid catalyst
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such as an ion exchange resin, nafion or a zeolite as a
catalyst in reaction vessel 10 to allow a continuous reaction
without a continuous feed of a liquid acid catalyst. Alterna-
tively, a liquid catalyst can be continuously fed to reaction
vessel 10 or a batch process method can be conducted
utilizing a liquid acid catalyst, a solid acid catalyst or
combinations thereof.

The esterification reaction in step one can also be
enhanced by utilizing an excess reactant, such as the car-
boxylic acid. A reagent excess can be utilized in combination
with one or more of the acid catalysts discussed above. It is
to be noted that removal of water by, for example, addition
of an azeotrope can also enhance the rate of esterification.
Accordingly, it can be advantageous to utilize a combination
of two or more rate enhancers selected from the group
consisting of excess reactant, product removal, and cataly-
Sis.

Reaction step one can be performed under vacuum, at
atmospheric or under pressure. The temperature of the
reaction can be adjusted accordingly.

Where methods of the present invention involve utiliza-
tion of an azeotrope, it can be advantageous to provide one
or more of the reagents in anhydrous form. For example,
where the carboxylic acid reagent is acetic acid, such can be
provided in glacial form. Additionally, where the alpha-
hydroxyl compound is an ester, such ester can be provided
in anhydrous form.

The second step of the overall reaction involves conver-
sion of the alpha-acyloxy derivative produced in step one
into the corresponding alpha, beta-unsaturated acid or ester.
For methods utilizing, for example, a reactive distillation
column such as that shown in FIG. 1, the alpha-acyloxy
compound produced in step one can be collected through
outlet 16 and transferred to a second reaction vessel wherein
the step two conversion will take place.

Transforming the alpha-acyloxy derivative into an alpha,
beta-unsaturated product can typically comprise a pyrolysis
reaction, with production of the alpha, beta-unsaturated
derivative accompanied by liberation of one equivalent of
the carboxylic acid utilized for esterification during step 1.
The liberated carboxylic acid can optionally be collected,
dried and/or recycled.

Although the pyrolysis step can be performed without a
catalyst, it can be preferable to utilize a catalyst such as a
weak acid catalyst during the pyrolysis step. Exemplary
weak acid catalysts include but are not limited to sulfate salts
and phosphate salts. In particular embodiments, the weak
acid catalyst can comprise calcium sulfate. The acid catalyst
can be provided to a concentration suitable to catalyze the
pyrolysis reaction. It can be advantageous to provide a
catalyst during the pyrolysis step to allow lower pyrolysis
temperatures. Providing a catalyst during pyrolysis can also
improve yields of the resulting alpha, beta-unsaturated prod-
uct.

In order to alleviate or avoid fouling or contamination of
the catalyst utilized in the pyrolysis step, it can be advan-
tageous to decrease or eliminate impurities present in the
alpha-acyloxy sample prior to introducing the sample to the
presence of the catalyst. Where the pyrolysis reactor is
distinct from the reactor in which the esterification reaction
was performed, a pre-reactor can be utilized prior to intro-
ducing the alpha-acyloxy compound into the pyrolysis reac-
tor. As an example, where the alpha-hydroxy reagent utilized
in step one comprises lactic acid or a lactic acid ester, use of
a pre-reactor after collection of the initial alpha-acyloxy
product can remove impurities such as lactide and lactide
breakdown products, prior to introducing the 2-acyloxy

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

6

lactic acid or ester sample into the pyrolysis reactor. Con-
ventional pre-reactors are available for purposes of the
present invention as will be recognized by one of ordinary
skill in the art.

The alpha, beta-unsaturated compound produced during
the pyrolysis step can be an acid or an ester as discussed
above. Optionally, an esterification or trans-esterification
reaction can be used to replace the initial group R; with Ry,
thereby producing a desired ester derivative having formula

).

Formula (V):

Re

Ry

As indicated above, R can be any group desired. Preferably,
Ry is a linear or branched, saturated or unsaturated hydro-
carbon group which can optionally contain one or more
hetero atoms, and in particular aspects can be selected from
the group consisting of CH;, CH,CH,, 2-ethylhexyl, and
(CH,),CH;, wherein x is from 2 to 19. Conversion of the
alpha, beta-unsaturated product from the pyrolysis reaction
to the desired ester can utilize conventional esterification
techniques. Such conversion can occur within the same
reactor in which the pyrolysis was performed or can occur
in a separate reactor.

An exemplary system which can be utilized for producing
any of the initial alpha-acyloxy product, the initial alpha,
beta-unsaturated acid or ester product, or an esterified or
trans-esterified alpha, beta-unsaturated product is described
generally with respect to FIG. 2. A first reactant source 22
can be provided to supply a first reactant to a first reaction
vessel 30. The first reactant source can supply any of the
alpha-hydroxy acids and esters discussed above. A second
reactant source 24 can supply a second reactant to reaction
vessel 30. Exemplary second reactants can be any of those
carboxylic acid compounds discussed above.

Reaction vessel 30 can comprise, for example, a column
such as the reactive distillation column shown in FIG. 1.
Alternatively, reaction vessel 30 can comprise an alternative
column structure or a non-column reactor. A catalyst can be
provided in reaction vessel 30 and can comprise any of the
step one catalysts discussed above.

In embodiments wherein an excess of the carboxylic acid
reagent is utilized in reaction step one, a recovery system 32
can be provided for recovery of the non-reacted carboxylic
acid. The recovered carboxylic acid can then be recycled
back to reactant source 24. Where an azeotrope is utilized to
remove water from the reaction, recovery system 32 can
comprise, for example, a drying compound or molecular
sieve capable of removing some or all of the water from the
collected azeotrope.

The alpha-acyloxy acid or ester produced in reaction
vessel 30 can be transferred to a second reaction vessel 34
in which the pyrolysis reaction can be conducted. The
pyrolysis reaction can convert the transferred alpha-acyloxy
acid or ester to the corresponding alpha, beta-unsaturated
acid or ester accompanied by liberation of one equivalent of
carboxylic acid. A catalyst, such as any of the pyrolysis
catalysts discussed above, can optionally be provided in
pyrolysis reactor 34.
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The pyrolysis products can be transferred to a flash tank
36 for removal of byproducts produced during the previous
esterification and/or pyrolysis reactions. For example, when
the carboxylic acid utilized for the initial esterification in
reactor 30, byproducts may be generated during the forma-
tion of the alpha, beta-unsaturated acid or ester product.
Some or all of the byproducts generated can be removed in
flash tank 36 and can be transferred for example, to a waste
container 38.

As shown in FIG. 2, the liberated carboxylic acid and the
alpha, beta-unsaturated acid or ester can be transferred from
flash tank 36 to a distillation reactor 40. Alternatively, the
regenerated carboxylic acid and alpha, beta-unsaturated acid
or ester can be transferred directly from pyrolysis reactor 34
into distillation reactor 40 without utilization of flash tank
36.

Distillation reactor 40 can be utilized to remove some or
all of regenerated carboxylic acid which can be recycled
back to reagent source 24. The distilled alpha, beta-unsat-
urated acid or ester can be recovered from distillation reactor
40. In particular embodiments, the alpha, beta-unsaturated
product can be recovered in anhydrous form.

Optionally, the alpha, beta-unsaturated acid or ester from
distillation reactor 40 can undergo further reaction to
esterify or trans-esterify the distilled compound to produce
a desired ester derivative in an independent reaction vessel
44. Reaction vessel 44 can be, for example, a reactive
distillation column such as vessel 10 shown in FIG. 1.
Accordingly, an esterification reactant such as an alcohol can
be introduced from a reagent source 42 through a first inlet
disposed at a first elevation on reaction vessel 44. The alpha,
beta-unsaturated acid or ester can be introduced into reaction
vessel 44 for example, through a second inlet positioned at
a second elevation which is elevationally above the first
inlet. Using conventional esterification conditions and an
appropriate alcohol, the introduced alpha, beta-unsaturated
acid or ester can be converted into the desired ester deriva-
tive. Water and non-reacted alcohol can be recovered and
introduced into a distillation reactor 46 for example, and the
resulting distilled alcohol can be recycled back into source
42.

The resulting esterified or trans-esterified alpha, beta-
unsaturated compound can be collected from vessel 44 and
can optionally be distilled in a distillation reactor 50 to
remove at least some of any byproducts present in the
collected sample.

In alternative embodiments, an alpha, beta-unsaturated
ester produced in reaction step two can be subsequently
hydrolyzed to produce an alpha, beta-unsaturated acid using
conventional ester hydrolysis methods.

EXAMPLE 1
Batch Production of Alpha-Acyloxy Products

Anhydrous methyl lactate (1 ml) was combined with
glacial acetic acid (15 ml) in a reaction vessel to form a
solution. Concentrated sulfuric acid (0.1 ml) was added and
the resulting solution was heated to a reflux temperature of
about 73° C. at a pressure of 150 mm Hg. The resulting
condensate was dripped into a soxlet containing SiO, (dis-
posed between the reaction vessel and a reflux condenser) to
remove water from the vapor and recycle dried acetic acid
back into the reaction vessel. After one hour, the reaction
was terminated by cooling the solution to room temperature
and venting the vessel to atmospheric pressure. Nuclear
magnetic resonance (NMR) analysis of the solution indi-
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cated a product ratio of 2-acetoxy propionic acid to its
methyl ester (methyl 2-acetoxy propionate) of about 1:1.
Methyl acetate was also formed as a byproduct. The com-
bined acid and methyl ester product yield was approximately
95% of theoretical (estimated by NMR spectra). The NMR
analysis further indicated an apparently complete consump-
tion of the starting methyl lactate.

In an independent experiment, a molar equivalent of lactic
acid was utilized as a starting reagent in place of methyl
lactate. The lactic acid reagent utilized was an aqueous
solution containing approximately 85% lactic acid, by
weight. The reaction conditions were otherwise as indicated
above. NMR analysis of the resulting product material
indicated a 2-acetoxy propionic acid product yield of greater
than about 90% with some dimer or polymer byproduct
formation apparent.

The results of the batch production of and methyl 2-ac-
etoxy propionate and 2-acetoxy propionic acid indicate that
acetic acid azeotropically removes water from the reaction.

EXAMPLE 2

Production of Alpha-Acyloxy Products Utilizing
Continuous Flow Simulation

In a distillation reactor at atmospheric pressure, an acid
solution formed by combining 30 ml of glacial acetic acid
with 0.5 ml concentrated sulfuric acid was maintained at
approximately 114° C. A reactant solution was prepared by
combining 5.0 ml of an 85% lactic acid solution, by weight
(15% water) with 20 ml of glacial acetic acid, and was added
dropwise to the distillation reactor. The resulting distillate
was collected and analyzed by NMR. After 1 hour, the
2-acetoxy propionic acid product yield was greater than
about 90%. A small amount of dimer or polymer was also
detected.

In compliance with the statute, the invention has been
described in language more or less specific as to structural
and methodical features. It is to be understood, however, that
the invention is not limited to the specific features shown
and described, since the means herein disclosed comprise
preferred forms of putting the invention into effect. The
invention is, therefore, claimed in any of its forms or
modifications within the proper scope of the appended
claims appropriately interpreted in accordance with the
doctrine of equivalents.

What is claimed is:
1. A method of forming an alpha-acetoxy compound
comprising;
providing a reactant comprising an alpha-hydroxyl group
and having the formula

HO
H Ry

Ry

R3; Ry

wherein R is selected from the group consisting of H and
hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 carbon atoms,
wherein each of R,, R; and R, are independently
selected from the group consisting of H, hydrocarbons
containing from 1 to 20 carbon atoms, and heteroatom
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substituted hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 car-
bon atoms, and wherein if R, is methyl, at least one of
R, and R; is other than H;

providing acetic acid;

reacting the alpha-hydroxyl group with the acetic acid to

form an alpha-acetoxy compound; and

collecting the alpha-acetoxy compound.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the providing acetic
acid comprises providing glacial acetic acid.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the reactant comprising
an alpha-hydroxyl group is provided in anhydrous form.

4. A method of derivitizing an alpha-hydroxy group
comprising:

providing a reaction vessel having a first and second inlets

and an outlet, the first inlet being at a first elevation and
the second inlet being at a second elevation; that is
higher than the first elevation;

introducing an azeotrope forming substance through the

first inlet, the azeotrope forming substance having the
ability to form an azeotrope with water, the azeotrope
forming substance flowing elevationally upward after
introduction through the first inlet;

introducing a compound comprising an alpha-hydroxyl

group through the second inlet;

providing a catalytic acid within the reaction vessel;

introducing a reactant having a carboxylic acid group into

the reaction vessel;

reacting the alpha-hydroxy group with the carboxylic acid

group to form an alpha-acyloxy product; and
collecting the alpha-acyloxy product through the outlet.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein the catalytic acid is a
solid.

6. The method of claim 4 wherein the reactant having the
carboxylic acid group comprises fewer than 20 carbon
atoms.

7. The method of claim 4 wherein the reactant comprising
the carboxylic acid group is acetic acid.

8. The method of claim 4 wherein the azeotrope forming
substance and the reactant having a carboxylic acid group
are the same.

9. The method of claim 4 wherein the compound com-
prising an alpha-hydroxyl group migrates elevationally
downward after introduction through the second inlet and
wherein the outlet comprises an outlet positioned at a third
elevation, the third elevation being at or below the first
elevation.

10. The method of claim 9 wherein the outlet is a first
outlet and wherein the reaction vessel comprises a second
outlet positioned at a fourth elevation, and wherein a portion
of the azeotrope forming substance is collected through the
second outlet.

11. A method of derivatizing an alpha-hydroxy acid
comprising:

providing an alpha-hydroxy acid in liquid form into a first

vessel;

providing gaseous acetic acid to the first vessel;

reacting the acetic acid with the alpha-hydroxy acid to

form an alpha-acetoxy acid;

transferring the alpha-acetoxy acid to a second vessel; and

performing a pyrolysis reaction within the second vessel,

the pyrolysis reaction converting the alpha-acetoxy
acid to an alpha, beta-unsaturated acid.

12. The method of claim 1 further comprising collecting
the alpha, beta-unsaturated acid from the second vessel in an
anhydrous form.
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13. The method of claim 1 further comprising converting
the alpha, beta-unsaturated acid to an alpha, beta-unsatur-
ated ester.

14. The method of claim 13 wherein the alpha, beta-
unsaturated ester comprises a member of the group consist-
ing of n-butyl ester and 2-ethylhexyl ester.

15. A method of forming a compound having a formula (I)
)

Ry

comprising:
providing a directional flow of a first reactant having a
formula (IT) into a reaction chamber

(ID)
ISH

Ry R

providing a cross-flow of a second reactant having the
formula (I1I)

(IIn)
o)

PN

Rs OH;

providing a catalyst;
in the presence of the catalyst, reacting the first and

second reactants to form an initial product having the
formula (IV)

(V)

and

transforming the initial product into the compound having
formula(I), wherein R, is selected from the group
consisting of H and hydrocarbons containing from 1 to
20 carbon atoms, and wherein each of R,, R;, R, and
R; are independently selected from the group consist-
ing of H, hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 carbon
atoms, and heteroatom substituted hydrocarbons con-
taining from 1 to 20 carbon atoms.
16. The method of claim 15 wherein the catalyst is
selected from the group consisting of sulfuric acid, polysul-
fonic acid, polyphosphoric acid and a solid acid catalyst.
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17. The method of claim 15 wherein the providing the
second reactant comprises providing the second reactant in
gaseous form.
18. The method of claim 15 further comprising collecting
the compound, wherein the providing the first reactant
comprises providing a molar quantity of the first reactant
and wherein the collecting the compound comprises collect-
ing a molar quantity of the compound, the molar quantity of
the compound being about 90% of the molar quantity of the
first reactant.
19. The method of claim 15 further comprising:
providing a reaction column comprising:
a first inlet at a first elevation;
a second inlet at a second elevation;
a product outlet; and

collecting the initial product through the product outlet;
wherein the providing the first reactant comprises pro-
viding the first reactant through the first inlet, and the
providing the second reactant comprises providing the
second reactant through the second inlet.

20. The method of claim 19 wherein the first elevation is
at a higher elevation on the column than the second eleva-
tion.

21. The method of claim 19 wherein the column further
comprises a recovery outlet elevationally higher than the
product outlet, wherein the providing the second reactant
comprises providing an initial amount, and wherein a por-
tion of the initial amount is recovered through the recovery
outlet.

22. The method of claim 19 wherein the transforming
comprises:

providing the initial product to a reactor; and
performing a pyrolysis reaction within the reactor.

23. The method of claim 22 wherein Rs=CH; and
wherein the pyrolysis reaction produces acetic acid.

24. The method of claim 19 wherein the catalyst com-
prises a solid acid catalyst.

25. A method of producing an acrylate ester comprising:

providing a first reactant comprising lactic acid in the
presence of water;

providing a carboxylic acid,;

esterifying the carboxylic acid to form an alpha-acyloxy
derivative of the first reactant;

converting the alpha-acyloxy derivative to the corre-
sponding acrylic acid; and

converting the acrylic acid to an acrylate ester.

26. A method of forming a compound having a formula
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comprising:
providing a first reactant to a first vessel, through a first
inlet, the first reactant having a formula

Ry

R3 Ry

providing a second reactant to the first vessel through a
second inlet disposed elevationally below the first inlet,
the second reactant having the formula

(¢]

A

Rs OH;

providing a catalyst within the first vessel;

in the presence of the catalyst, reacting the first and
second reactants to form an initial product having the
formula

o)
/! )k
R
+ 0 Rs
RS O

Ra

transferring the initial product to a second vessel; and

after the transferring, transforming the initial product into
the compound, wherein R, is selected from the group
consisting of H and hydrocarbons containing from 1 to
20 carbon atoms, wherein each of R, R5, R, R5 and Ry
are independently selected from the group consisting of
H, hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 carbon atoms,
and heteroatom substituted hydrocarbons containing
from 1 to 20 carbon atoms.

27. The method of claim 26 wherein R¢=R;, and wherein
Ry is selected from the group consisting of methyl, ethyl,
n-butyl and 2-ethylhexyl.

28. The method of claim 26 wherein R =R, and wherein
R, is selected form the group consisting of CH,, CH,CH;,
and H.

29. The method of claim 26 wherein the transforming
comprises:

forming an alpha, beta-unsaturated compound in the

second vessel, the alpha, beta-unsaturated compound
having the formula

Ry
Ry

distilling the alpha, beta-unsaturated compound; and
after the distilling, reacting the alpha, beta-unsaturated
compound with a compound of the formula HOR, to
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esterify at least some of the alpha, beta-unsaturated
compound to replace R; with Rg.

30. A process for forming an acrylate comprising:

introducing an amount of one of lactic acid or a lactic acid
ester into a first vessel,; 5

introducing a molar excess of acetic acid relative to the
amount of lactic acid or lactic acid ester into the first
vessel,

reacting the lactic acid or lactic acid ester with a first
portion of the acetic acid in the presence of a first 10
catalyst to produce the corresponding 2-acetoxy pro-
pionic acid or ester;

recycling a non-reacted portion of the acetic acid:

transferring the 2-acetoxy propionic acid or ester to a

second vessel; 15
providing a second catalyst in the second vessel;
within the second vessel, liberating acetic acid from the
2-acetoxy propionic acid or ester to produce the cor-
responding acrylic acid or first acrylate ester; 0

removing the liberated acetic acid by distillation of the
acrylic acid or first acrylate ester;

14

after the removing, mixing the acrylic acid or first acrylate

ester with an alcohol; and

esterifying the acrylic acid or trans-esterifying the first

acrylate ester by reaction with the alcohol to form a
second acrylate ester.

31. The method of claim 30 wherein the alcohol is
selected from the group consisting of butanol and 2-ethyl
hexanol.

32. The method of claim 30 wherein the esterifying the
acid or trans-esterifying the acrylate ester by reaction with
the alcohol comprises reactive distillation and wherein an
unreacted portion of the alcohol is collected and recycled.

33. The method of claim 30 wherein the non-reacted
portion of acetic acid forms an azeotrope in the first vessel
and wherein the recycling the non-reacted portion comprises
collecting and drying the non-reacted portion to remove at
least some of any water present in the collected non-reacted
portion.

34. The method of claim 30 wherein the second catalyst
comprises calcium sulfate.

* * #* #* #*
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Column 4, Line 50 — Replace “A shown™ with --As shown--.

Column 4, Line 58 — Replace “if FIG.” with --in FIG.--.

Delete claims in Column 8 line 50 through Column 14 lines 20 and insert the following
claims as follows.

--1. (Currently amended) A method of forming an alpha-acetoxy compound
comprising:

providing a reactant comprising an alpha-hydroxyl group and having the

formula o

H HO

Ay
Ry
Ra Ra

3 >

wherein R, is selected from the group consisting of H and hydrocarbons

containing from 1 to 20 carbon atoms, wherein each of R,, R; and R, are independently

selected from the eroup consisting of H, hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 carbon

atoms, and heteroatom substituted hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 carbon atoms,

and wherein if R, is methvyl, at least one of R, and R; is other than H:

providing acetic acid;
reacting the alpha-hydroxyl group with the acetic acid to form an alpha-acetoxy
compound; and

collecting the alpha-acetoxy compound.
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2. (Original) The method of claim 1 wherein the providing acetic acid

comprises providing glacial acetic acid.

3. (Original) The method of claim 1 wherein the reactant comprising an

alpha-hydroxyl group is provided in anhydrous form.

4. (Currently amended) A method of derivitizing an alpha-hydroxy group
comprising:
providing a reaction vessel having a first and second inlets and an outlet, the

first inlet being at a first elevation and the second inlet being at a second elevation: that

is higher than the first elevation;

introducing an azeotrope forming substance through the first inlet, the azeotrope
forming substance having the ability to form an azeotrope with water, the azeotrope

forming substance flowing elevationally upward after introduction through the first

inlet;

introducing a compound comprising an alpha-hydroxyl group through the
second inlet;

providing a catalytic acid within the reaction vessel;

introducing a reactant having a carboxylic acid group into the reaction vessel;

reacting the alpha-hydroxy group with the carboxylic acid group to form an
alpha-acyloxy product; and

collecting the alpha-acyloxy product through the outlet.
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5. (Original) The method of claim 4 wherein the catalytic acid is a solid.

6. (Original) The method of claim 4 wherein the reactant having the

carboxylic acid group comprises fewer than 20 carbon atoms.

7. (Original) The method of claim 4 wherein the reactant comprising the

carboxylic acid group is acetic acid.

8. (Original) The method of claim 4 wherein the azeotrope forming

substance and the reactant having a carboxylic acid group are the same.

9. (Currently amended) The method of claim 4 wherein the compound
comprising an alpha-hydroxyl group migrates elevationally downward after introduction
through the second inlet and wherein the outlet comprises an outlet positioned at a third

elevation, the third elevation being at or below the first elevation.

10. (Original) The method of claim 9 wherein the outlet is a first outlet and
wherein the reaction vessel comprises a second outlet positioned at a fourth elevation,
and wherein a portion of the azeotrope forming substance is collected through the

second outlet.
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11. (Currently amended) A method of derivatizing an alpha-hydroxy acid
comprising:

providing an alpha-hydroxy acid in liquid form into a first vessel;

providing gaseous acetic acid to the first vessel;

reacting the acetic acid with the alpha-hydroxy acid to form an alpha-acetoxy

acid;
transferring the alpha-acetoxy acid to a second vessel; and

performing a pyrolysis reaction within the second vessel, the pyrolysis reaction

converting the alpha-acetoxy acid to an alpha, beta-unsaturated acid.

12. (Currently amended) A method of forming a compound having a formula (I)
0
R

N 0/ P

(3] Rz , comprising:

Rz

providing a directional flow of a first reactant having a formula (1) into a

reaction chamber

H HO .
o/

By
iy Ry Ry

providing a cross-flow of a second reactant having the formula (I11)
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0O

A

1y Rg

providing a catalyst;
in the presence of the catalyst, reacting the first and second reactants to form an

initial product having the formula (IV)

(s © ;and

transforming the initial product into the compound having formula (I), wherein

R, is selected from the group consisting of H and hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20

carbon atoms, and wherein each of R,, R3;, R4 and Rs are independently selected from

the oroup consisting of H, hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 carbon atoms, and

heteroatom substituted hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 carbon atoms.

13. (Original) The method of claim 12 wherein the catalyst is selected from the
group consisting of sulfuric acid, polysulfonic acid, polyphosphoric acid and a solid

acid catalyst.

14. (Original) The method of claim 12 wherein the providing the second reactant

comprises providing the second reactant in gaseous form.
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15. (Original) The method of claim 12 further comprising collecting the compound,
wherein the providing the first reactant comprises providing a molar quantity of the first
reactant and wherein the collecting the compound comprises collecting a molar quantity
of the compound, the molar quantity of the compound being about 90% of the molar

quantity of the first reactant.

16. (Original) The method of claim 12 further comprising:
providing a reaction column comprising;
a first inlet at a first elevation;
a second inlet at a second elevation;
a product outlet; and
collecting the initial product through the product outlet; wherein the providing
the first reactant comprises providing the first reactant through the first inlet, and the
providing the second reactant comprises providing the second reactant through the

second inlet.

17. (Original) The method of claim 16 wherein the first elevation is at a higher

elevation on the column than the second elevation.

18. (Original) The method of claim 16 wherein the column further comprises
a recovery outlet elevationally higher than the product outlet, wherein the providing the
second reactant comprises providing an initial amount, and wherein a portion of the

initial amount is recovered through the recovery outlet.
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19. (Original) The method of claim 16 wherein the transforming comprises:
providing the initial product to a reactor, and

performing a pyrolysis reaction within the reactor.

20. (Original) The method of claim 19 wherein Rs = CH; and wherein the

pyrolysis reaction produces acetic acid.

21. (Original) The method of claim 16 wherein the catalyst comprises a solid acid
catalyst.
22. (Currently amended) A method of producing an acrylate ester comprising;:

providing a first reactant comprising atdeast-ene-of-lactic acid and-alaetic-aeid

ester in the presence of water:

providing a carboxylic acid;

esterifying the carboxylic acid to form an alpha-acyloxy derivative of the first
reactant;

converting the alpha-acyloxy derivative to the corresponding acrylic acid erfirst
-aeryate-ester; and

converting the acrylic acid to an-er-first-aerylate-ester-te-a-seeond- acrylate ester.
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23. (Currently amended) A method of forming a compound having a formula
Ry
Rg
R{ oS o’
Rz comprising:

providing a first reactant to a first vessel through a first inlet, the first

o

HO

H A,

Ry
R3 Rz

reactant having a formula ;

providing a second reactant to the first vessel through a second inlet disposed

elevationally below the first inlet, the second reactant having the formula
o)

F!s/u\OH

providing a catalyst within the first vessel;

in the presence of the catalyst, reacting the first and second reactants to form an

initial product having the formula

o~ THg

R o,
R 1
o) ;

transferring the initial product to a second vessel; and
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after the transferring, transforming the initial product into the compound,
wherein R, is selected from the group consisting of H and hydrocarbons containing

from 1 to 20 carbon atoms, wherein each of Ry, R3, R4, Rs and R4 are independently

selected from the eroup consisting of H, hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 carbon

atoms. and heteroatom substituted hydrocarbons containing from 1 to 20 carbon atoms.

24, (Original) The method of claim 23 wherein R¢ # Ry, and wherein R is

selected from the group consisting of methyl, ethyl, n-butyl and 2-ethylhexyl.

25. (Original) The method of claim 23 wherein R¢ # Ry, and wherein R; is

selected from the group consisting of CH;, CH,CHj3, and H.

26. (Original) The method of claim 23 wherein the transforming comprises:
forming an alpha, beta-unsaturated compound in the second vessel, the alpha,

beta-unsaturated compound having the formula

Ay
S e

Rz ;

R3

distilling the alpha, beta-unsaturated compound; and

after the distilling, reacting the alpha, beta-unsaturated compound with a

compound of the formula HOR to esterify at least some of the alpha, beta-unsaturated

compound to replace R; with R.
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27. (Original) A process for forming an acrylate comprising:

introducing an amount of one of lactic acid or a lactic acid ester into a first
vessel;

introducing a molar excess of acetic acid relative to the amount of lactic acid or
lactic acid ester into the first vessel,

reacting the lactic acid or lactic acid ester with a first portion of the acetic acid
in the presence of a first catalyst to produce the corresponding 2-acetoxy propionic acid
or ester,

recycling a non-reacted portion of the acetic acid:

transferring the 2-acetoxy propionic acid or ester to a second vessel;

providing a second catalyst in the second vessel;

within the second vessel, liberating acetic acid from the 2-acetoxy
propionic acid or ester to produce the corresponding acrylic acid or first acrylate ester;

removing the liberated acetic acid by distillation of the acrylic acid or first
acrylate ester;

after the removing, mixing the acrylic acid or first acrylate ester with an
alcohol; and

esterifying the acrylic acid or trans-esterifying the first acrylate ester by reaction

with the alcohol to form a second acrylate ester.
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28. (Original) The method of claim 27 wherein the alcohol is selected from

the group consisting of butanol and 2-ethyl hexanol.

29. (Original) The method of claim 27 wherein the esterifying the acid or
trans-esterifying the acrylate ester by reaction with the alcohol comprises reactive

distillation and wherein an unreacted portion of the alcohol is collected and recycled.

30. (Original) The method of claim 27 wherein the non-reacted portion of acetic
acid forms an azeotrope in the first vessel and wherein the recycling the non-reacted
portion comprises collecting and drying the non-reacted portion to remove at least some

of any water present in the collected non-reacted portion.

31. (Original) The method of claim 27 wherein the second catalyst comprises

calcium sulfate.--
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