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Abstract
Deep learning models have proven to be effective methods for classifying DNA segments into their
respective chromatin state labels. However, current methods consider small segments of DNA indepen-
dently, ignoring long range dependencies and the 3D shape of DNA which are influential in chromatin
state labeling. In this work, we extend previous methods that classify segments independently by
utilizing the 3D shape of DNA from Hi-C data and graph neural networks to model the interactions
between segments. Our method leads to stronger classification performance, particularly for labels
that have a high degree of interactions with other DNA segments, as indicated by the Hi-C graph.

1 Introduction
With over 3 billion base pairs (characters consisting of A,C,G,T) in human DNA, modeling the chromatin state, or
regulatory labeling, of each base pair has been a long standing challenge due to the shear length and complexity of
DNA. Deep neural networks have shown promise in extracting useful features from segments of DNA in order to
predict each segment’s chromatin state as a probability of state labels (e.g., transcription factor binding). However,
these methods heuristically divide DNA into short windows (about 1000 base pairs long) and predict the state labels
of each window individually, disregarding the effects of distant windows. Due to the spatial 3D organization of
DNA, distal elements (potentially over 1 million base pairs away) have shown to have effects on chromatin state of
DNA [12]. In this work, we extend current methods which predict the labels of each DNA window independently
by taking into account long range interactions in DNA via window-to-window dependencies.

Fig. 1(a), illustrates an example of long range dependencies, where the colored shapes represent transcription
factors (TFs). TFs are chromatin state elements which typically bind to specific patterns in DNA known as “motifs”.
However, if a TF binds to a segment that does not contain the motif needed, it is likely that it binds due to the
presence of other TFs nearby in the 3D space in order to form a protein complex. This in turn is related to the
motifs nearby in the 3D space, corresponding to dependencies between the DNA segments. This is illustrated by
the circle TF in Fig. 1(a). The two segments interacting in the middle of the diagram are very far in the 1D sequence
representation, but very close in the 3D representation. Similarly, a TF may not bind to a segment with its motif
present due to interfering TFs nearby in the 3D space. These types of interactions are lost in models which only
consider short segments independently, resulting in a need for effectively considering such long range dependencies.

Modeling long range, or non-local interactions, has had a long history in many areas such as natural language
processing where the label of one particular segment depends on the label of a segment far away. Recurrent neural
networks such as LSTMs [6] have been used to model non-local dependencies where the network relies on the
hidden state of the network to remember the state of a token (e.g. a word) very far away. However, LSTMs have
been known to only be able to remember the dependencies from a small number of tokens back [6, 14]. This has
lead to an increasing interest in the direct modeling of non-local dependencies using pairwise interactions [14, 5, 4].

In a related line of work, graph neural networks [13, 9, 15, 18] have been proposed to model the pairwise
dependencies of nodes in graph or 3D structured data such as citation networks and point clouds. While typically
viewed in its 1D sequential form, DNA can can be represented as 3D graph structured data via Hi-C maps, as
shown in Fig. 1(b). Hi-C maps are matrices which give the number of contacts between two segments of DNA,
and normalized Hi-C maps tell us the likelihood of two locations interacting [2]. In other words, the nodes are
segments of DNA and the edges are physical interactions between the two segments, relating to the 3D structure.
Such interactions have been shown to be crucial in regulatory processes such as gene transcription [12]. In other
words, Hi-C contacts are a reflection of the likelihood of regulatory elements interacting. Thus, we hypothesize that
accounting for such contacts will allow us to better model the state of DNA, leading to improved chromatin label
classification performance. Using graph neural networks, we leverage the 3D graph structure of DNA given from
Hi-C maps and model such interactions for a better representation of chromatin state.



Figure 1: (a) The 3D shape of DNA can lead certain locations to be spatially close. These spatial interactions can influence
chromatin state, such as TFs binding (as shown by the colored shapes). In most cases, chromatin state is determined by the DNA
sequence, however it can also be influenced by interactions, such as the formation of TF complexes shown in the middle. (b)
The graph representation of subfigure (a), where the orange lines are the edges indicated by Hi-C data. (c) Our GNN method
which uses a graph neural network on top of convolutional outputs to consider dependencies between segment windows. The
orange lines between windows correspond to edges in Hi-C data.

2 Experimental Setup

Problem Formulation The goal of chromatin state prediction is to tag each segment of DNA with the probability
of each possible chromatin label, a multi-label classification task. Given an input DNA window xi (a segment
of length T ), we want to predict the classification yli ∈ {0, 1} of each label l, where l ranges from 1 to L. In our
formulation the labels are TF binding, DNase I-hypersensitivity, and histone modifications. Thus, we seek to learn
a model f which takes in a sample xi and predicts all labels ŷi, where ŷi is an L dimensional vector.

Data Processing and Setup We follow a similar setup as in [17] where we bin the DNA into 1000 bp windows,
and if any ChIP-seq peak overlaps with at least 100 bp of a particular window, we consider that a positive site
for the ChIP-seq label. We then extract the 2000 bp sequence surrounding the center of the window for the input
features, as done in [16] since the motif for a particular signal may not be contained fully in the 1000 bp window.

We then use Hi-C contact map data to represent interactions between the extracted windows. We use the 1000bp
resolution GM12878 intra-chromosome Hi-C data from [12]. In other words, we extract the Hi-C contact map
graph for each chromosome where the edges indicate number of contacts between two 1000bp windows. Since the
full Hi-C contact for each chromosome is too dense, we rank each contact edge using the “SQRTVC” normalization
method from [12], and set the top 500,000 Hi-C edges to 1, and all others to 0.

3 Method

Different from previous approaches, we follow a two-step method to predict the chromatin state labels of DNA
segments. First, as previously done, we train a convolutional network (CNN) to predict the labels of each window
independently. This step shuffles all the samples in the training set, and uses no known structure of pairwise window
dependencies. Second, we use the pretrained feature vectors from the CNN and train a graph neural network to
model the between window dependencies. This step uses the graph structure of each chromosome from the Hi-C
contact maps and treats each chromosome as a single sample, where all windows are predicted simultaneously for a
specific chromosome. We explain the details of our two step procedure in the following subsections.

3.1 Modeling Local Sequence Dependencies Using Convolutional Neural Networks
To encode the short windows of DNA, we feed the raw sequence of each window through a convolutional network
(CNN). CNNs have become the de facto standard for encoding short DNA windows due to their inductive bias
of encoding local dependencies in DNA. Each learned kernel, or filter in CNNs learns a DNA “motif”, or short
contiguous sequence representative of a particular output label [1].

In our implementation, we use several layers of convolution where each successive layer learns higher order motifs
of the window. After several layers of convolution, the output of the last convolution layer is flattened into a
vector and then linearly transformed to a lower dimensional vector of size d, which we denote h. Thus, for a
particular window xi, the output of the CNN model is a single vector hi. Each hi is then fed through a classification
layer which outputs a probability for each label: ŷi = σ(h>i Wo + bo) where Wo is a d× L matrix, bo is an L
dimensional bias vector, and σ is a sigmoid function. The final output, ŷi is an L dimensional vector.
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3.2 Modeling Long Range Sequence Dependencies Using Graph Neural Networks
While CNN models work well on individual windows, they disregard neighboring windows which may be influential
in the chromatin state labelling. One option would be to extend the window size. The problem is that these long
range contact dependencies are up to millions of base-pairs apart, making traditional convolutional models infeasible.
[7] showed that dilated convolutions can implicitly capture long range dependencies, which we plan to compare to
in future work. In this subsection, we introduce our proposal for efficiently modeling such long range interactions
using graph neural networks on known interactions from Hi-C data. An overview of our method is shown in
Figure 1(c).

In order to model relations between DNA windows (i.e. between each xi), we utilize DNA Hi-C contact maps.
A Hi-C map can be represented as an adjacency matrix A, where the nonzero elements indicate physical contact
between two DNA windows. We then use a modified version of graph neural networks [9] (GNN) to update
each xi using known physical contacts, or 3D shape of DNA. Specifically, the GNN works by taking as input the
intermediate output of a CNN for each window, hi, which we denote h0

i , and uses a parameterized summation of
its neighbors in the Hi-C map, denoted N (i):

ht+1
i = σ

(
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|N (i)|

∑
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jW

t

)
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where σ(·) is a non-linear activation function such as tanh and Wt ∈ Rd×d is a linear feature transformation
matrix for GNN layer t. Importantly, pairwise interactions are modeled using the summation in Eq. 1, where the
representation of each DNA segment xi is updated based on the representation of its neighbors which are segments
that physically interact with xi. We can represent all window vectors hi together by concatenating them, resulting
in H of size N × d where N is the number of DNA windows, and d is the dimension of each hi. We can then
represent the simultaneous update of all windows together using A′, which is a normalized adjacency matrix:

Ht+1 = σ(A′HtWt) (2)
In our experiments, we use a variant of the graph neural network, which uses a gating function allowing the model
to use the neighboring windows to update the vector for a particular window if needed:

H̃t = tanh
(
A′HtWt

z

)
(3)

Gt = sigmoid
(
H̃twt

g

)
(4)

Ht+1 = Gt � H̃t + (1−Gt)�Ht (5)

where wt
g ∈ Rd is used to compute the gate, Gt, which allows the model to selectively choose between using the

neighborhood representation of nodes, H̃t, or the independent representation, Ht. � is an element-wise product.
Equations 2-5 indicate one layer update of the window embeddings. In our experiments, we use a 2-layer GNN,
and we denote the final output, H2 to be Z. We then use the same linear classifier from the CNN, to now classify
each zi into its label probabilities: ŷi = σ(z>i Wo + bo).

4 Model Variations
Local Dependency CNN Model We use the 6-layer CNN model from [16] as a baseline model to learn the
features for each window (we modify the last layer in order to extract a lower dimensional feature vector). The
CNN takes input DNA sequence Xi, and outputs feature vector hi: hi = fCNN (Xi). Each hi is then fed to a
linear classification layer, fout which classifies hi into probabilities for each label l: ŷi = σ(h>i Wo + bo).

Long Range Dependency Models After pretraining the CNN model, the following models use all CNN window
embeddings h1,h2, ...,hN from a particular chromosome (where N is the total number of windows in the
chromosome) as input to model dependencies between windows. Each method outputs vectors z1, z2, ..., zN , which
are then all classified using ŷi = σ(z>i Wo + bo). Model and training details are presented in appendix section 6.3.

LSTM: As a baseline to compare against using GNNs, we use a bi-directional LSTM [6]. The LSTM model takes in
all window embeddings at once and models the sequential dependencies among windows: (z1, z2, z3, ..., zN ) =
fLSTM (h1,h2,h3, ...,hN ). We note this is different from other methods using LSTMs for classification which are
used on top of CNNs within windows [11]. This instead is for modeling dependencies between windows.
GNNconst: To compare against the LSTM, this GNN variation uses a constant local set of neighbors, surrounding
each window (7 on each side) which we denote as Aconst. Z = fGNN (Aconst,H).
GNNHi-C: This GNN variation takes in all embeddings at once and models the long range dependencies among
windows using the contact map matrix from Hi-C data, denoted AHi-C . Z = fGNN (AHi-C ,H).
GNNconst+Hi-C : Lastly, we use a combination of the constant neighborhood around each window (local) and Hi-C
contact map neighbors (long-range). Z = fGNN (Aconst+Hi-C ,H).
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GM12878 K562

Model Mean
AUC

Mean
AUPR

Mean Recall
at 50% FDR

Mean
AUC

Mean
AUPR

Mean Recall
at 50% FDR

CNN [16] 0.895 0.350 0.293 0.894 0.325 0.265
LSTM 0.906 0.384 0.342 0.907 0.363 0.326
GNNconst 0.904 0.377 0.331 0.905 0.358 0.321
GNNHi-C 0.906 0.383 0.338 0.906 0.355 0.314
GNNconst+Hi-C 0.909 0.388 0.345 0.908 0.363 0.324

Table 1: Performance results. For both cell types, GM12878 and K562, we show the average across all labels for three different
metrics. Our method, using a graph neural network (GNN) to model long range dependencies helps improve performance over
the baseline CNN model which assumes all DNA segments are independent.
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Figure 2: Comparison of our GNNHi-C method vs the baseline CNN [16] for 3 Metrics. Each point represents one ChIP-seq
label in K562. The labels are sorted in the x-axis by the average degree of their positive windows. The y-axis indicates absolute
increase of the GNNHi-C over the CNN model. As the average degree increases, the improvement of the GNNHi-C model
increases over the CNN. Green points indicate GNNHi-C performed better, red indicate the CNN performed better. The blue
line shows the linear trend line. The GNNHi-C is significantly better, as demsonstrated by the pvalues from a pairwise t-test.

5 Experiments and Results
We use chromatin label ChIP-seq data from two of the most widely used cell types from ENCODE [3] and Roadmap
[10], GM12878 and K562. For GM12878, there are 103 ChIP-seq labels, including 90 transcription factors, 2 DNase
experiments, and 11 histone modifications. For K562, there are 164 ChIP-seq labels, including 150 transcription
factors, 1 DNase experiment, and 13 histone modifications. For each cell type, we use all windows which have
at least one positive label from the respective cell type. In our experiments, we use chromosomes 3, 12, and 17
as validation and chromosomes 1, 8, and 21 as testing. All other chromosomes (excluding X and Y) are used for
training. To evaluate the methods, we use Area under the ROC curve (AUROC), Area under the Precision-Recall
curve (AUPR), and the Mean Recall at 50% False Discovery Rate (FDR) cutoff.

Table 1 shows the mean metric results across all chromatin labels for each cell type. We can see that modeling
between window dependencies results in improvements over the baseline CNN model which does not account for
such long range interactions. More importantly, we can see that the GNNHi-C models outperform the LSTM model,
indicating that it is not only the closely neighboring windows in the 1D space, but also the close neighbors in the
3D space, as indicated by the used Hi-C maps.

Figure 2 shows a fine-grained comparison of the GNNHi-C vs the baseline CNN model across three different
metrics for K562 (GM12878 is shown in appendix). Each point represents a label, and the y-axis shows the
improvement of the GNNHi-C model over the CNN. The labels are sorted on the x-axis by the average degree of
their positive windows across all samples. We can see that for all three metrics, the GNN improvements over the
CNN increase as the average degree of the labels increase. This indicates that the GNN is important for labels
which have many neighbors in the graph (are frequently in contact with other segments in the 3D space). Thus,
we demonstrate the importance of modeling such long range interactions, especially for DNA segments which are
close to many other segments in the 3D space. The p-values shown are computed by a pairwise t-test across all
labels. The GNNHi-C model significantly outperforms the CNN model in all three metrics.

Importantly, our results indicate that by using the long range interactions given by Hi-C data, we can obtain
improvements in modeling the chromatin state labeling, resulting in better classification accuracy. We plan to
further validate our method using real biological evidence from wet lab experiments.
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Figure 3: GM12878 Chromosome 3 Hi-C contact map edges. The edges (lines) are weighted weighted by the
gating function, G (Eq. 4). The darker the line, the more the edge was used, indicating that the Hi-C data was used
by the GNN for that particular interaction.

6 Supplementary

6.1 Long Range Interaction Visualization

Since we use a gating function which allows a particular window to selectively use its neighbors, we seek to
visualize which edges are used. Figure 3 shows an example from Chromosome 3 in GM12878, where the darkness
of the line indicates how the amount those edges were used, as computed by the gating function G.

6.2 Additional Performance Figures
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Figure 4: Comparison of our GCN (Hi-C) method vs the baseline CNN [16] for 3 Metrics. Each point represents one ChIP-seq
label in GM12878. The labels are sorted in the x-axis by the average degree of their positive windows. We can see that as the
average degree increases, the performance of the improvement of the GNN model increases over the CNN model. The blue line
shows the linear trend line.

6.3 Model Details

For all model predictions, we run the forward and the reverse complement through simultaneously and average
the output of the two. All DNA segment inputs are a 4× T one-hot encoded matrix, where the 4 represents the
characters A,C,G,T, and T represents sequence length, which in our case is 2000.
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All of our models are trained using Adam [8] using a learning rate of 0.0002. The CNN model is trained using a
batch size of 64, and the GNN and LSTM models are trained using an entire chromosome as a batch (since each are
modelling the between window dependencies of an entire chromosome at once). The CNN model projects each
window to a vector of dimension 128. The LSTM and GNN both use two layers of feature dimension 128 at each
layer.
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