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Abstract

The widespread use of paper or document-based forms for capturing patient information in various clinical settings,
for example in epilepsy centers, is a critical barrier for large-scale, multi-center research studies that require interop-
erable, consistent, and error-free data collection. This challenge can be addressed by a web-accessible and flexible
patient data capture system that is supported by a common terminological system to facilitate data re-usability, shar-
ing, and integration. We present OPIC, an Ontology-driven Patient Information Capture (OPIC) system that uses a
domain-specific epilepsy and seizure ontology (EpSO) to (1) support structured entry of multi-modal epilepsy data,
(2) proactively ensure quality of data through use of ontology terms in drop-down menus, and (3) identify and index
clinically relevant ontology terms in free-text fields to improve accuracy of subsequent analytical queries (e.g. cohort
identification). EpSO, modeled using the Web Ontology Language (OWL), conforms to the recommendations of the
International League Against Epilepsy (ILAE) classification and terminological commission. OPIC has been devel-
oped using agile software engineering methodology for rapid development cycles in close collaboration with domain
expert and end users. We report the result from the initial deployment of OPIC at the University Hospitals Case Med-
ical Center (UH CMC) epilepsy monitoring unit (EMU) as part of the NIH-funded project on Sudden Unexpected
Death in Epilepsy (SUDEP). Preliminary user evaluation shows that OPIC has achieved its design objectives to be an
intuitive patient information capturing system that also reduces the potential for data entry errors and variability in use
of epilepsy terms.

Introduction

Large scale multi-centers research studies require a consistent, flexible, and scalable informatics infrastructure to
capture patient information that also supports real-time data access and analysis by clinical investigators. In contrast
to free-text forms, which are either paper-based or word processor-based (e.g. Microsoft Word), web-based electronic
forms ensure data quality through the use of built-in data validation features, use of common terminological systems
to facilitate data sharing across participating study centers. Specifically, the use of common terminological systems
in web-based electronic forms, modeled as a domain ontology, eliminates terminological heterogeneity across study
centers [4,15,19] . Ontologies are formal knowledge models representing domain information in a logic-based language,
such as the Web Ontology Language (OWL)[8]. Domain ontologies play a central role in data harmonization and
integration in a number of biomedical domains, for example Gene Ontology (GO) for genome information[1], the
Foundational Model of Anatomy (FMA) for human anatomy information[17], and SNOMED-CT for clinical terms[3].
The use of ontologies in clinical informatics systems also facilitate linking of patient data with related information. For
example, epilepsy clinical data annotated with an epilepsy ontology can be cross-referenced with genotype information
annotated with GO terms[1].

In this paper, we present the design, development, and preliminary user evaluation results of OPIC, an Ontology-
driven Patient Information Capture System for Epilepsy, to support multi-center epilepsy clinical studies. The core
knowledge resource of OPIC is the Epilepsy and Seizure ontology (EpSO), which is based on the new epilepsy and
seizure classification system recommended by the International League Against Epilepsy (ILAE) classification and
terminology committee [2]. Hence, the use of EpSO in OPIC allows it to be used for data management across different
Epilepsy Monitoring Units (EMUs) that use the ILAE classification recommendations for reference thereby having a
notable impact on collaborative studies across national and geographical regions. OPIC uses EpSO to implement a
structured data entry interface, where the ontology terms are used to populate “multi-level drop-down” menu values
and the EpSO terms identifiers are used to store the user-selected data values. In addition to data sharing and interoper-
ability functions, OPIC also addresses an important logistical challenge faced by document-based forms in supporting
a range of analytical queries.
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Current document-based systems make it difficult for post-collection analysis of patient information, for example
identifying patient cohorts, reporting adverse drug events, and uncovering disease associations [9,16]. These clinical
research tasks require the use of complex natural language processing (NLP) approaches, and in some cases require use
of optical character recognition (OCR) tools for analysis of document forms stored as images to retrieve and represent
useful patient information in a machine understandable format. The NLP-based tools often have low accuracy and
coverage, which reduces the utilization of patient information in clinical research. Further, EMU generate multi-modal
patient information, including text and signal data corresponding to electroencephalograpy (EEG), electrocardiography
(EKG), and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) evaluations, which are difficult to be integrated with document-based
forms and require tedious manual effort to copy and paste into the forms.

The OPIC system supports multiple types of data entry requirements, such as admission notes, progress notes for a
patient, and discharge summary reports along with the functionality to support the input and storage of multi-modal
patient data in form of EEG, EKG, and MRI reports. OPIC has been developed to support the NIH-funded Prevention
and Risk Identification of SUDEP Mortality (PRISM) Project (P20-NS076965), which is a multi-institution study of
the sudden unexpected death in epilepsy (SUDEP) funded by the National Institute on Neurological Disorders and
Stroke (NINDS). The features of OPIC make it an ideal resource for capturing patient information and supporting
multi-center epilepsy projects of similar magnitude nationwide.

1 Background

Figure 1: Information flow in an EMU

The goal of the PRISM project is to
study SUDEP with or without evidence of
seizure [14]. The precise mechanisms of death
in SUDEP patients and effective prevention
strategies are not yet known. Hence, fol-
lowing a 2008 NINDS-sponsored meeting,
a new approach involving the use of multi-
modal parameters including cardiovascular,
biochemical, and genetic factors has been
adopted [12]. Further, due to the low rate
of reported incidences (about 5000 patients
deaths per year in the USA are SUDEP relat-
ing), multi-center studies are the key to col-
lect sufficient SUDEP/near SUDEP events
for statistical analysis. The PRISM project,
funded as part of NINDS SUDEP Centers
Without Walls initiative, will recruit patients
from the EMU population, which has the
highest number of potential SUDEP patients.
We expect to enroll about 1200 patients at
the participating EMUs at University Hospi-
tals Case Medical Center (UH CMC Cleve-
land), Ronald Reagan University of Califor-
nia Los Angeles (UCLA) Medical Center

(RRUMC-Los Angeles), the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery (NHNN, London, UK), and the North-
western Memorial Hospital (NMH Chicago).

PRISM is the first use case for OPIC, as it requires the ability to uniformly capture patient information across the four
EMUs and store the data in a common format with real-time access by researchers to support cohort identification.
Patient information is captured at multiple stages during the patient’s stay in the EMU and three separate reports
are generated: admission notes, progress notes, and discharge summary reports (Figure 1 illustrates the associated
information flow in an EMU). The admission note is generated on the first day the patient is admitted to the hospital
and records the demography, present history, past medical and surgical history, family history, psychosocial history,
past and current antiepileptic medications, physical and neurological examinations, prior EEG, MRI, classification of
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Figure 2: Schematic overview of OPIC illustrating the different components and the associated process flow

paroxysmal episodes, impression and plan. On the second day of the patient’s stay, clinical fellows create a daily note,
also known as progress note, for the patient. Information about history, examination, MRI, and medication information
at time of admission are copied over from the admission note to the daily reports. Other sections, such as current EEG,
classification of paroxysmal episodes, current AED, description of recorded seizures, are also added to the daily notes.

A discharge summary report is created at the end of the patient’s stay in the EMU. The discharge summary includes
some of the multi-modal patient data generated by the EMU, such as EEG and MRI reports. Hence, it is important for
OPIC to support inclusion of images and additional multi-modal information in the patient discharge summaries.

2 Method

The OPIC system is built using agile methodology for rapid and iterative development in close consultation with the
users. The Ruby on Rails (RoR) web development framework has been used to implement OPIC with a Model-View-
Controller (MVC) architecture pattern (Figure 2). The MVC pattern involves a strict separation of the application
logic from the user interface, which enable OPIC to seamlessly adapt to changing requirements of a clinical study
(e.g. addition of blood oxygen level parameter for patient evaluation) or updates to the ILAE epilepsy and seizure
classification system. This implementation approach ensures that OPIC is a flexible and user-centered system that
can be used nationally as well as internationally to support effective capture of patient information. In the following
subsections we describe the design and implementation of OPIC.

2.1 The Epilepsy and Seizure Ontology

EpSO is the key knowledge resource for OPIC, driving many of its functionalities, including structured menu-driven
data entry and data harmonization through use of uniform terminology across the participating study centers. Tradi-
tionally, the creation of a common terminology for epilepsy has been a difficult task due to the inherent complexity of
epilepsy, its symptoms, the etiology, and the diverse community of users. Past ILAE classification systems, including
the classification of seizures [10] and epilepsies [11], have been paper-based, which make it very difficult for these classi-
fication systems to be integrated with informatics applications. EpSO is a notable effort in creating a formal knowledge
model corresponding to the 2010 ILAE epilepsy classification system through close collaboration between epileptol-
ogists, clinicians, members of the ILAE CTC, and computer scientists [20]. EpSO is modeled using the description
logic-based Web Ontology Language (OWL)[8], which allows it to be easily integrated with OPIC.
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The current version of EpSO has more than 590 classes and their associated properties to represent the ILAE classi-
fication system and additional terms needed to represent information generated during a patient’s stay in the EMU.
These include classes modeling the etiology of epilepsy, which are categorized into four broad categories following
the ILAE classification system[2]: “genetic” (e.g. chromosomal abnormality), “metabolic” (e.g. substance abuse),
“structural” (e.g. cerebral palsy), and “unknown” (e.g. childhood febrile seizures). In addition, we have modeled
the set of antiepileptic drugs using the RxNorm approach to capture drug ingredient, the associated brand names, the
strength, and dosage types [13]. For example, EpSO models the information that drug ingredient “carbamazepine” is
the constituent for “carbatrol”, “tegretol”, and “tegretolXR” brand name drugs. This mapping information between
antiepileptic drug ingredients and brand name drugs allows clinicians and nursing staff to flexibly use either the drug
ingredient name or the brand name in patient records, while OPIC automatically reconciles the terms to the same
medication information. This important data harmonization step in OPIC is necessary for integration of patient data
from multiple EMUs, which often have their conventions regarding terminology usage. Further, OPIC allows clini-
cal researchers to use “carbamazepine” to identify relevant patient records, while OPIC automatically identifies and
retrieves all patient records that mention one of the four drug names as medication (current or past). EpSO also mod-
els brain anatomy information by re-using FMA classes [17], and parameters associated with measurement of seizures
(e.g. scalp electrodes versus intracranial electrodes for EEG recordings) by re-using classes defined in the Neural
ElectroMagnetic Ontologies (NEMO)[7].

Figure 3: EpSO class hierarchy

In addition to data harmonization and integration, the use of EpSO for anno-
tating patient information enables linking of epilepsy phenotype information
with closely related genotype information. Genetic information associated with
epilepsy is increasingly important for better understanding of seizures, more ac-
curate diagnosis, and patient care [6]. The use of EpSO in OPIC allows linking
of patient information with genotype information through “schema mappings”
between EpSO and widely used Gene Ontology (GO) annotations [18]. Similarly
to genotype information, EpSO annotated epilepsy data can be linked to existing
biological pathway data sources through mappings with the BioPAX ontology
(for pathways) [5].

Finally, OPIC leverages the EpSO class hierarchy (Figure 3) to automatically
reconcile variations in use of terms describing clinical findings also. For example, “fast ripples” is a special type of
“high frequency oscillation” EEG feature that is typically analyzed in evaluating surgical outcomes for refractory pa-
tients. Similar to the drug information example, OPIC automatically identifies all terms linked to a clinical description
by traversing the "parent-child" links in EpSO and retrieves the associated patient records that use either "fast ripples"
or "ripples" in their description of intra-cranial EEG data.

2.2 Input Data Validation

Validation of input data is important to (a) ensure data quality before data is sent to the data repository, (b) reduce
the need for expensive and labor-intensive “post-entry” data curation, and (c) improve the quality of query results in
subsequent data analysis tasks (e.g. adverse event reporting). Data validation procedures, often integrated with data
processing step in web-based forms, reduce typographical errors through a basic dictionary lookup, ensure “meaning-
ful” data is added to the data fields through use of user-defined rules, and normalizes the data format before committing
the data to the database. OPIC implements two kinds of validation resources: (1) a jQuery Validation Plugin, which is
a standard library of jQuery-based validation solution that not only includes many of predefined validation rules (e.g.
to make the field always required), but also allows users to create customized validation rules and, (2) a set of rules
using regular expressions. We implement the OPIC data validation procedure as follows:

(1) Presence check. The first check is implemented for “required” input data fields (e.g. patient name and epilepto-
genic zone) to ensure they are not empty and this validation procedure is triggered when the data field “loses” focus
or the form is submitted. If a required field is empty, a warning message is displayed at both the data field and also at
the top section of the data input form. In addition to the warning messages, the form “fails” to be submitted.

(2) Data type check. Specific data fields are linked to pre-defined data types to ensure that the input data is of the
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correct data type. Currently five general data types are supported in OPIC, namely character, numeric, boolean, image
(e.g. Portable Network Graphics, png), and date values.

(3) Range check. In many data fields, valid input values have to be within a pre-determined range. For example,
numeric values for the “Age of the patient” data field have been defined to be within a specific range for the PRISM
project.

Figure 4: "Range check" data validation for the dosage information

Hence, all input values that
violate the pre-defined valida-
tion rule are flagged and the
user is presented with a warn-
ing message. To reduce the
user effort in updating the in-
correct values, the validated
data values are retained and
only the invalid data values are
deleted during the data correc-
tion phase. Similar to the age
data input field, OPIC imple-
ments a range validation pro-
cedure for the frequency of
drug intake that allows entry
of integer data values between
the range of 0 to 10. Figure 4
illustrates an example warning
message in case a data value
outside of the appropriate data
range is specified.

2.3 Logical Skip Patterns

In addition to input data validation, document-based forms cannot implement an important feature called “logical
skip patterns”, which allows time constrained clinicians and nursing staff to input only relevant data items based on
their preceding data entries. OPIC automatically “hides” sections of the data input forms based on the previous user
selections. These skip patterns not only allow pre-defined sections of the form to be “hidden” from the users, but
also enable the OPIC report generation module to remove these section from the published reports. This automated
mechanism is especially helpful to reduce ambiguity in the data entry process and keep the context consistent during
data entry.

OPIC uses EpSO to define skip patterns, which creates a standardized representation format and facilitates re-use
of skip patterns across projects. Figure 5 illustrates an example skip pattern implemented in the “Classification of
Paroxysmal Episodes” section of a discharge summary form used in the UH CMC EMU. This skip pattern incorporates
three possible scenarios and the corresponding “behavior” of the form in each of the three scenarios. In the first
scenario, if the default option of Epileptic Paroxysmal Episode for the Diagnosis subsection is selected
then the Epileptogenic Zone subsection is set as a free-text input field and the Non-Epileptic Seizure
Semiology subsection is skipped. In the second scenario, if Non-epileptic Paroxysmal Episode option is
selected for the Diagnosis subsection then a default value of “None” is assigned to the Epileptogenic Zone
subsection and the Lateralizing Signs subsection is skipped. In the third scenario, if the Epileptic and
Non-Epileptic Paroxysmal Episode option is selected for the Diagnosis subsection then no subsection
is skipped.

The skip pattern implemented in the “Classification of Paroxysmal Episodes” is represented using the following tem-
plate:

(subsection,value,skip-subsection,default-value).
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Each skipped subsection will have an entry in the above template with an assigned default value (e.g. N/A for not
applicable), such as

(Diagnosis, Non-Epileptic Paroxysmal Episode, Epileptogenic Zone, None),
(Diagnosis, Non-Epileptic Paroxysmal Episode, Lateralizing Signs, N/A).

Figure 5: Conceptual view of "paroxysmal episode" skip pattern (left) and the corresponding sections (right)

Similarly, the skip pattern implemented in the “Evaluation” section is also useful in significantly reducing user effort
to input only relevant data. Many skip patterns represent complex domain logic, hence the use of EpSO in stan-
dardizing their representation and streamlining their implementation enables OPIC to use skip patterns in variety of
usage scenarios. Overall, OPIC implements skip patterns in 12 subsections of the patient report forms, which notably
contributes to improving the turnaround time of patient data forms in an EMU.

2.4 Indexing Ontology Terms

Figure 6: EpSO terms identified and indexed in free text fields

Though data entry fields in OPIC
predominantly use drop-down menus
(populated with values from EpSO),
there are some free text fields and these
data fields contain necessary informa-
tion for supporting different investiga-
tor queries. OPIC implements a par-
tial EpSO-driven indexing functional-
ity that lexically parses data in the free-
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text fields and annotates terms corresponding to EpSO classes (Figure 6). These annotated terms are indexed by OPIC
for subsequent use in query execution over both structured and free-text sections of the patient data entry forms.

2.5 Dynamic Table Interface for Medication Information

Figure 7: Table for input of medication information

An important feature of
OPIC is adaption of many
existing data entry features
from document-based sys-
tems, which have proven
to be useful to the EMU
staff, to a Web-based sys-
tem. For example, the pa-
tient drug information ta-
ble (Figure 7) allows sys-
tematic collection and rep-
resentation of information

about drug, dosage, and the level of antiepileptic medication in blood through a dynamic interface with built-in features
for easy data entry. For example, the data validation mechanism ensures that the first date (Figure 7), corresponding to
date of patient admission, is entered correctly. OPIC uses this date information to automatically generate subsequent
dates corresponding to the daily updates of the patient and generation of the discharge summary.

2.6 Dynamic Report Generation and Database Support

The OPIC system supports generation of various types of reports that are required in EMUs, including generation of
admission notes, progress notes and discharge summary reports. The user has the option to generate an editable HTML
representation of the final version of a report or generate a PDF version that can be easily printed. In addition to support
for report generation, OPIC has been designed as a flexible system that can be deployed in EMUs using multiple types
of databases, including MySQL, Microsoft SQL server, and PostgresQL. OPIC uses the RoR ActiveRecord pattern to
interface with the different types of databases, while providing an uniform and consistent user interface.

3 Results

OPIC was developed following an iterative and incremental development lifecycle conforming to agile software en-
gineering methodology. This enabled OPIC to prioritize and implement “client-valued” functionality changes in a
graduated manner interspersed with quick modifications following user feedback. The current version of OPIC is the
result of three distinct phases over a period of 4 months. The result of the first phase was a prototype implementation
featuring plain text input field, collapsible sections, the capability to review and edit the form as well as generation of
a PDF version of the patient report. During the second phase, a series of user-friendly features, including check box
and drop-down list were added, and logical skip pattern were implemented. The third phase included integration of
controlled terminology system (modeled in EpSO) to implement single/multi-level drop-down menu with the ability
to input data for repeated instances of a single type of event. For example multiple hospital visits or results of multiple
evaluations (EEG or MRI reports) can also be captured flexibly by allowing the user to dynamically add or delete data
field values. To validate the design principles and functionalities of OPIC, we conducted a systematic user evaluation
after deployment at the UH CMC.

3.1 Comparative User Evaluation

The objective of our evaluation is to validate two key aspects of OPIC: (1) the ease of use and intuitiveness of the
interface as compared to the previous document-based system used in UH CMC EMU, (2) potential to reduce errors
through term suggestions. The evaluation was implemented in form of a questionnaire with 11 queries covering
usability, effectiveness in data capture organization and validation of data. For example, Question 1 measured the ease
of creating the discharge summary report using the paper-based system as compared to using OPIC. Questions 6-10
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investigate the usability and customizability of OPIC as compared to the document-based system. Each query response
was scored on a graduated scale of 1-10 points. The responses were categorized into two sets: From question 1 to
question 5, 1 represented “not difficult at all” and 10 represented “very difficult”, while from question 6 to question
10, 1 represented “not at all” and 10 represented “very well”. Question 11 did not involve a score-based response but
asked users to identify errors in the resulting report from both OPIC and the document-based system. This question
was to evaluate the effectiveness of replacing most of the free-text data fields in the document-based system with
multi-level ontology-driven drop down menus to reduce typographical and related errors.

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10
0

10

20

30

OPIC

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10
0
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Document-Based System

A B C D E

Figure 8: User responses to evaluation queries comparing OPIC (left) with the original document-based system (right)
The evaluation was conducted in two phases with the same group of users at the UH CMC EMU consisting of five
clinical fellows on rotation in the department of neurology. In the first phase, the user group was asked to evaluate
the document-based system without any exposure to the OPIC system, which elicited responses describing desired or
missing features. In the second phase, the user group evaluated the OPIC system. The evaluation was conducted over
a period of three weeks prior to and after deployment of the OPIC system.

Figure 8 illustrates the variability in user responses to the questionnaire. It is interesting to note that there is greater
variability in user response regarding use of OPIC, which can be explained in terms of the relative familiarity of users
with computer-based systems (the UH CMC is currently in process of rolling out an electronic health record system).
Figure 9 shows that the clinical fellows found the information presented in both OPIC and the document-based
systems to be comparable, but unlike the document-based system, the potential for inadvertent modification of data
is less in OPIC. This addresses the primary objective of OPIC, that is, to reduce errors during the patient information
capture phase. Further, in response to question 10 regarding the importance of the "term suggestion feature" of OPIC
(in form of drop-down menus), users ranked the original document-based system significantly lower as compared to
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Figure 9: The average value of user responses comparing the original document-based system with OPIC
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OPIC.

4 Discussion

At present, electronic health record systems have limited or no role for domain ontologies in capturing, storing, and
retrieving patient information. Further, the incompatibility between vendor-specific EMR systems [21] makes it dif-
ficult to effectively conduct multi-center studies such as PRISM. The Research Electronic Data Capture (REDCap)
system is a widely used system for online surveys and managing databases [22] but it is not geared towards manage-
ment of discharge summary reports. In addition, REDCap features a library of data entry forms that can be re-used
by its user community, but these forms have limited functionalities as compared to the domain ontology-driven fea-
tures supported by OPIC. Hence, OPIC addresses an important requirement for a dedicated, ontology-driven patient
information capture system that can be deployed across different centers to support large scale multi-center clinical
studies.

OPIC is an evolving system and with the increasing coverage of the epilepsy domain in EpSO, including seizure
features, EEG patterns, and semiological zones, it will be able to improve the quality of data capture and provide
additional functionalities. For example, we are working to implement a EpSO-driven auto-complete feature in free-
text input field, which is expected to help users avoid making typographical errors and reduce variations in use of
terms to describe patient information. In addition, we are enhancing the report generation interface of OPIC to support
a greater number of file formats and ability to generate multiple types of clinical reports from the same dataset. This
is expected to significantly improve data re-use and prevent repeated data entry by users.

5 Conclusion

The use of document-based systems for patient data capture in EMUs is a significant challenge for large multi-center
epilepsy studies. As part of the PRISM project, involving four study centers in the USA and UK, we report the
development and deployment of an ontology-driven web-based patient data capture system called OPIC. Using EpSO,
which formalizes the recommendations of the ILAE epilepsy and seizure classification system, OPIC supports flexible
entry of multi-modal epilepsy data including EEG, ECG, and MRI reports. OPIC makes extensive use of EpSO driven
multi-level drop-down menus to reduce user errors that are often introduced in free-text fields of document-based
systems. OPIC has been deployed at the UH CMC EMU and initial user feedback shows that it has been successful in
meeting its design objectives.
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