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The regulation of gene expression is central to many biological processes. Gene regulatory networks (GRNs) link
transcription factors (TFs) to their target genes and represent maps of potential transcriptional regulation. Here, we analyzed
a large number of publically available maize (Zea mays) transcriptome data sets including >6000 RNA sequencing samples to
generate 45 coexpression-based GRNs that represent potential regulatory relationships between TFs and other genes in
different populations of samples (cross-tissue, cross-genotype, and tissue-and-genotype samples). While these networks are
all enriched for biologically relevant interactions, different networks capture distinct TF-target associations and biological
processes. By examining the power of our coexpression-based GRNs to accurately predict covarying TF-target relationships
in natural variation data sets, we found that presence/absence changes rather than quantitative changes in TF gene
expression are more likely associated with changes in target gene expression. Integrating information from our TF-target
predictions and previous expression quantitative trait loci (eQTL) mapping results provided support for 68 TFs underlying 74
previously identified trans-eQTL hotspots spanning a variety of metabolic pathways. This study highlights the utility of
developing multiple GRNs within a species to detect putative regulators of important plant pathways and provides potential
targets for breeding or biotechnological applications.

INTRODUCTION within an organism is critical to expanding our knowledge of
complex phenotypic traits and gene expression networks.
However, genome-wide characterization of TF-target asso-
ciations are only available for a handful of TFs in most crop
species, such as maize (Zea mays; Ravasietal.,2010; Negre et al.,
2011; Gerstein et al., 2012; Araya et al., 2014; Bartlett et al., 2017).

In some cases, a specific TF can regulate multiple genes that

A central goal in linking genotype to phenotype is to understand
how a limited number of transcription factors (TFs) drive dynamic
gene expression changes in different cell types and environ-
mental conditions. Based on the genomes of well-characterized
model systems, multicellular organisms dedicate a substantial

portion of their protein-coding genes (6 to 8%) to the expression
of TFs (Babu et al., 2004). TFs recognize specific cis-regulatory
elements and activate or repress the transcription of specific sets
of target genes by interacting with other TFs, coregulators,
chromatin modifiers, and the basal transcription machinery. TFs
are crucial for many important cellular processes and are widely
involved in development, responses to the environment, cell
cycle control, and responses to pathogens (Lee and Young,
2013). Therefore, characterizing the TF regulatory landscape
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are part of the same biochemical pathway, providing higher
level control of cellular functions. This can make TFs an attrac-
tive target for modulation through breeding or biotechnology
approaches.

A variety of approaches are available to link TFs to target
genes (Springer et al., 2019). Chromatin immunoprecipitation
sequencing (ChlP-seq) is a powerful approach to discover the
binding sites of a particular TF (Johnson et al., 2007; Kheradpour
and Kellis, 2014). In combination with transcriptome profiling of
mutant stocks, ChIP-seq has been widely used to elucidate the
regulatory functions of specific TFs (Robertson et al., 2007).
However, ChlP-seq experiments have been generally limited in
scale due to the difficulty in their execution, sensitivity to an-
tibody quality, and inability to work when using rare or poorly
expressed proteins (Kidder et al., 2011). As aresult, compared
tothe human Encyclopedia of DNA Elements (ENCODE) project
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Background: Transcription factors (TFs) play critical roles in regulating the expression of genes. A single TF can
control the expression of many genes, including instances in which a TF regulates many genes with roles in the same
metabolic pathway. One key step in understanding transcriptional regulation is to define the gene regulatory networks
(GRNss) that describe the interactions between TFs and target genes. One approach to predicting GRNs is to use the
co-expression patterns of TFs and other genes to predict potential regulatory interactions. Many groups have
documented genome-wide expression profiles for various tissues and genotypes of maize, and these were used to
develop a set of GRN predictions.

Question: We wanted to compare the computationally inferred TF-target interactions with experimentally derived
validations: What are the characteristics of computational predictions? Do they contain useful biological information,
especially about linking TFs to the regulation of multiple genes in a pathway? We also wanted to explore the
difference between networks built using different types of expression datasets. Finally, does the information from
these GRNs accurately predict natural variation?

Findings: We found that GRNs created from different types of datasets are enriched for biologically relevant
interactions, but different networks capture distinct TF-target associations and biological processes. When using
natural variation datasets to test the predictions of GRNs, we found that presence/absence changes in expression of
a TF, rather than quantitative changes in TF expression, are more likely associated with changes in target gene
expression. The integration of our TF-target predictions with pathway annotations and previous results provide
support for many TFs and their putative targets spanning a variety of plant metabolic pathways.

Next steps: Our findings provide potential targets for breeding or biotechnological applications. Given the prediction
of specific TFs that may play roles in regulating multiple target genes from a pathway or physiological process, we

can predict key TFs that may be good targets for crop improvement. There is also room for substantial improvement
in GRN prediction, including developing models that would incorporate additional types of data and machine-learning

methods that may synthesize information across networks and data types.

I T

in which ChlP-seq was conducted for 694 TFs (Davis et al.,
2018), even in a well-studied plant model such as Arabidopsis
(Arabidopsis thaliana), there are fewer than 50 TFs with ChIP-
seq/Chip data (Mathys et al., 2006; Weirauch et al., 2014; Khan
et al., 2018). In maize, only eight ChlP-seq data sets have been
published to date (Bolduc et al., 2012; Morohashi et al., 2012;
Eveland et al., 2014; Pautler et al., 2015; Yang et al., 2016; Li
et al., 2018; Zhan et al., 2018; Dong et al., 2019). The recently
developed DNA affinity purification sequencing (DAP-seq)
technique using an in vitro-expressed, affinity-tagged TF in
combination with high-throughput genomic DNA sequencing
offers a promising approach to efficiently generate genome-
wide TF-target interaction maps (O’Malley et al., 2016; Bartlett
et al., 2017). However, this approach has not yet been com-
prehensively applied to study maize regulatory landscape
(Galli et al., 2018; Ricci et al., 2019) and may not reflect in
vivo regulatory interactions that occur in a native chromatin
context.

Homology-based attempts to computationally predict TF
binding sites (TFBSs) based on existing TF binding motifs and the
conservation of TFBSs among species have provided predictions
of binding sites in many plants (Yilmaz et al., 2009; Chow et al.,
2016; Jin et al., 2017). However, these approaches typically have
a high false positive discovery rate, as there is accumulating
evidence that supports the widespread contributions of sequence
context in modulated sequence recognition, including flanking
sequences, DNA secondary structures, and chromatin status
(Siggers and Gordan, 2014). Although TFs are frequently classified
as activators or repressors, gene regulation is typically controlled

through the combinatorial control of different TFs, where context
dependency specifies how TFs modulate the expression of target
genes (Mejia-Guerra et al., 2012; Siggers and Gordan, 2014; Li
et al,, 2015b).

An alternative yet powerful approach to infer regulatory net-
works is through the use of statistical inference algorithms or
machine learning techniques applied to gene expressiondata. The
coexpression-based gene regulatory network (GRN) is an effec-
tive tool for identifying genes with essential biological functions or
genes involved in a specific pathway or process (Hecker et al.,
2009; Krouk et al., 2013). Inference methods that utilize transcript
abundance data and reveal connections between genes have
been used to construct GRNs and find important genes and
regulatory relationships involved in plant growth and de-
velopmental processes, such as cell wall synthesis (Taylor-
Teeples et al., 2015), regeneration (lkeuchi et al., 2018), and
root hair growth (Shibata et al., 2018). In addition, the computa-
tional inference of GRNs can help prescreen in silico potential
interactions to allow focused validation of high-confidence in-
teractions (Bassel et al., 2012). While there have been notable
successes in applying coexpression-based GRNs to identify
important regulatory networks in plant species, there remains
a substantial gap in our knowledge of how to develop GRNs from
large-scale transcriptome data sets that are currently available for
optimal use in crop improvement.

Maize is an important crop species with substantial genetic and
genomic resources. The B73 reference genome (AGP_v4) is
a chromosome-level, high-quality assembly with well-curated
gene ontology (GO)-based functional annotations (Jiao et al.,



2017; Wimalanathan et al., 2018). The maize TFome project
provides an invaluable resource of more than 2000 maize TF
clones to facilitate high-throughput studies, including a recent
yeast one-hybrid screen that identified more than a thousand TF-
target interactions in the maize phenolic metabolic pathway
(Burdo et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2017). Previous efforts in char-
acterizing GRNs in maize have provided insights into regulatory
networks (Li et al., 2010; Zhan et al., 2015; Walley et al., 2016;
Huang et al., 2018). A maize leaf network constructed along a leaf
developmental gradient revealed a dynamic transcriptome, with
transcripts for basic cellular metabolism at the leaf base tran-
sitioning to transcripts for secondary cell wall biosynthesis and C4
photosynthetic development toward the tip (Li et al., 2010).
Similarly, a maize endosperm network constructed using nine
different endosperm, embryo, and kernel tissues/developmental
stages identified an unexpected close correlation between the
embryo and the aleurone layer of the endosperm (Zhan et al.,
2015). Regulatory networks constructed using 23 different tissues
sampled across maize developmental stages show very different
topology at the mRNA level versus the protein (phosphoprotein)
level, with more than 85% of regulatory hubs not conserved
between the RNA network and the protein network (Walley et al.,
2016). By utilizing publicly available RNA-seq data sets and the
GENIES algorithm (Huynh-Thu et al., 2010), four tissue-specific
(leaf, root, shoot apical meristem, and seed) networks were
constructed, identifying well-studied key TFs in each network and
revealing very different regulatory functions for many TFs (Huang
et al., 2018).

In this study, we used a large number of RNA-seq data sets from
maize to develop 45 different coexpression-based GRNs. The use
of coexpression-based GRNs that are based upon sampling of
many tissues for a single genotype (developmental atlases) or
many different genotypes for a single tissue (genotype surveys)
allows for widespread sampling of potential gene regulatory re-
lationships and the detection of GRNs that are only found in some
networks. We provide evidence that these networks are enriched
for biologically meaningful connections and that different net-
works sample distinct processes or TFs. By comparing the pre-
dicted networks with data from natural variation surveys or
expression quantitative trait loci (eQTLs), we identified a subset of
regulatory interactions that are experimentally supported and may
be important for explaining trans-eQTLs and the regulation of
metabolic pathways.

RESULTS

Construction of Maize GRNs

Many RNA-seq data sets are available for maize, including surveys
of different tissues within a single genotype as well as surveys of
expression in a single tissue across diverse germplasm. We used
these data sets to generate putative GRNs based upon the ex-
pression patterns of TFs and their target genes. The set of maize
TFs were obtained from PlantTFDB (Jin et al., 2017). In total, 45
putative GRNs were developed for 25 different maize RNA-seq
expression data sets that were all aligned to the B73_v4 genome
and normalized using consistent methods (see Methods;
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Figure 1). We evaluated several methods for GRN construction
and found that the random forest approach (Huynh-Thu et al.,
2010) provided the best performance (see Supplemental Figure 1
and Supplemental Methods for details). The expression data sets
include eight developmental networks built using different tissues/
developmental stages of the same genotype (five independent
data sets for B73, one for Mo17, and one for B73xMo17 as well as
one combined data set including 247 different tissues or stages of
B73; see Methods), 28 tissue-specific networks built using the
same tissue sampled from multiple inbred lines, 5 tissue-genotype
networks that include multiple tissues sampled from a panel of
inbred lines, and 4 networks built using recombinant inbred
populations (B73xMo17, B73xH99, maize x teosinte and multi-
parent advanced generation intercross [MAGIC] recombinant
inbred lines [RILs]; see Figure 1 for details of networks and ref-
erences). For comparison purposes, we also included maize
coexpression-based GRNs generated in two recent studies
(Walley et al., 2016; Huang et al., 2018). These include a maize
developmental network (Walley et al., 2016) as well as four tissue-
specific networks (leaf, root, shoot apical meristem, and seed;
Huang et al., 2018). For these previously generated networks, we
downloaded and mapped the raw sequence reads and built the
regulatory networks using the same pipeline used in this study. By
including networks focused on specific tissues or genotypes as
well as meta-networks, we were able to investigate the relative
utility of focused networks as well as networks that use a more
comprehensive set of data.

Evaluation of Maize GRNs Using TF Knockouts and
Functional Annotations

We used several approaches to evaluate whether the putative
GRNSs were enriched for biologically significant edges. One ap-
proach that can be used to document the validity of GRNs is to
assess the enrichment of known targets based on analysis of TF
mutant RNA-seq and ChlIP-seq data. Previous studies have
characterized direct targets of six maize TFs using the mutant/
wild-type RNA-seq combined with ChlP-seq experiments
(Supplemental Table 1; Bolduc et al., 2012; Eveland et al., 2014;
Pautler et al., 2015; Li et al., 2015a, 2018; Dong et al., 2019); these
datasets were previously used to validate maize GRNs (Walley et al.,
2016; Huang et al., 2018). We assessed the TF-target interactions in
each coexpression-based GRN (rows in Figure 2) against TF-target
interactions from ChIP-seq studies (columns in Figure 2A).

There was significant enrichment for direct targetsin at least one
network for four of the six TFs (Figure 2A; Supplemental Figures 2
and 3). However, the level of enrichment varied substantially, likely
due to whether the TF is expressed or exhibits variable expression
in each network based on the tissues or genotypes that are
contained in the data set used to generate the network. It is worth
noting that there are relatively few examples in which the TFs
exhibit variable expression that do not show enrichment for tar-
gets (yellow cells in Figure 2A). Instead, the lack of significant
enrichment often reflects either the lack of expression or lack of
variable expression levels. For example, the Opaque2 (O2;
Zm00001d018971) TF gene is only expressed in endosperm
tissue and therefore the O2 interactions are not detected in GRNs
built using only vegetative tissues. There is also enrichment for
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Network type Study Note N  Network label TFs* Targets”
Tissue Chen et al. 2014 B73 53 Chen2014 B73 [53] 1,213 18,136
Stelpflug et al. 2016  B73 93  Stelpflug2016 B73 [93] 1,447 20,011

Walley et al. 2016 B73 23 Walley2016 B73 [23] 1,392 19,661

Zhou et al. 2018 B73 23 Zhou2018 B73 [23] 1,477 19,835

Mol7 23 Zhou2018 Mol7 [23] 1,472 19,969

BxM 23 Zhou2018 BxM [23] 1,514 20,364

Yi et al. 2019 seed dev 31 Yi2019 seed dev [31] 1,142 16,987

Tissue Atlas combined 247  Tissue Atlas combined [247] 1,429 20,902

Genotype Eichten et al. 2013 seedlingiea f3 62 Eichten2013 seedling_ leaf3 [62] 1,030 17,993
Fu et al. 2013 kernel 368 Fu2013 kernel [368] 1,194 19,248

Hirsch et al. 2014 seedling 503 Hirsch2014 seedling [503] 1,324 20,602

Leiboff et al. 2015 SAM 383  Leiboff2015 SAM [383] 1,313 20,730

Lin et al. 2017 ear 26  Lin2017 ear [26] 1,199 19,100

root 27  Lin2017 root [27] 1,182 20,475

shoot 27  Lin2017 shoot [27] 1,237 20,665

tassel 26  Lin2017 tassel [26] 1,208 20,882

SAM 27  Lin2017 SAM [27] 1,064 18,407

Kremling et al. 2018 GRoot 201 Kremling2018 GRoot [201] 984 17,359

GShoot 271 Kremling2018 GShoot [271] 1,030 17,577

Kern 226  Kremling2018 Kern [226] 893 17,220

L3Base 254 Kremling2018 L3Base [254] 978 17,431

L3Tip 257  Kremling2018 L3Tip [257] 995 18,681

LMAD 199 Kremling2018 LMAD [199] 902 17,823

LMAN 249  Kremling2018 LMAN [249] 902 17,445

Shaefer et al. 2018 rootgCN 48  Shaefer2018 root_ GCN [48] 1,253 20,593

Huang et al. 2018 leaf 394 Huang2018 leaf [394] 1,314 20,258

root 176  Huang2018 root [176] 1,359 20,437

SAM 406 Huang2018 SAM [406] 1,307 20,310

seed 159 Huang2018 seed [159] 1,271 19,033

Mazaheri et al. 2019  seedling 453  Mazaheri2019 seedling [453] 1,329 20,474

Li et al. 2019 endosperm 121  Li2019 endosperm [121] 778 16,347

internode 77  Li2019 internode [77] 960 17,820

leaf 84  Li2019 leaf [84] 915 17,698

root 84  Li2019 root [84] 1,153 19,221

shoot 85 Li2019 shoot [85] 1,108 18,648

seedling 169  Li2019 seedling [169] 1,188 19,264

Tissue*Genotype Lin et al. 2017 5 tissues 133 Lin2017 5 tissues [133] 1,460 22,387
Kremling et al. 2018 7 tissues 1,657 Kremling2018 7 tissues [1657] 1,117 19,491

Huang et al. 2018 4 tissues 1,136 Huang2018 4 tissues [1136] 1,530 21,832

Zhou et al. 2018 B+M+F1 73 Zhou2018 B+M+F1 [73] 1,499 20,905

Li et al. 2019 6 tissues 620 Li2019 6 tissues [620] 1,302 20,779

RIL Li et al. 2013 B73 x Mol7 107 Li2013 B73 x Mol7 [107] 1,095 16,583
Baute et al. 2016 MAGIC 102 Baute2016 MAGIC [102] 1,055 18,086

Baute et al. 2015 B73 x H99 106  Baute2015 B73 x H99 [106] 1,046 16,798

Wang et al. 2018 ‘W22 x Teosinte 617 Wang2018 W22 x Teosinte [617] 1,135 17,629

* Top 100,000 predictions

Figure 1. Data Sets and GRNs Developed for This Study.

Each of the coexpression-based GRNs created for this study is listed. They are separated into GRNs that utilize different tissues of B73 (blue), different
genotypes (red), combinations of multiple tissues and genotypes (green), and recombinant inbred panels (purple). For each GRN, we describe the reference
study, the tissue or genotype, the number of samples, and the number of TFs and targets that are classified within the top 100k edges for the GRN. The
network labels from this figure are used for the remaining figures.
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Figure 2. TF-Target Interactions Predicted by GRNs Are Supported by Experimentally Derived TF Targets and Knockout Mutant RNA-Seq Experiments.

(A) Direct targets of published TF studies derived from ChIP-seq and mutant RNA-seq experiments.

(B) For each of the 17 maize TFs with knockout mutant RNA-seq data available, DEGs between the mutant and the wild type were identified using DESeq2
(P-value <0.01). Wilcox rank tests were then performed using the predicted (TF-target) interaction scores (top 100k edges) between the group of true targets
(DEGs) and nontargets (non_DEGs). P-values were adjusted by the Benjamini-Hochberg method implemented in R. Numbers in each cell show the adjusted
test P-value (—log,, transformed). Supplemental Figure 2 provides the actual number of true targets captured by each GRN during each evaluation. Light
yellow cells with no numbers indicate not significant (P > 0.05), while blank (white) cells indicate missing data where the TF being evaluated is not expressed
or not variable (i.e., zero variance) in the corresponding GRN. The y axis labels correspond to the different networks listed in Figure 1. The x axis labels (e.g.,
KN1_ear (272) or KN1_ear[1576] [7.0%)]) represent the common name for each TF, the tissue in which the TF is expressed, followed by the number of direct

targets (A) or number and proportion of DEGs in TF mutant (B).

some sets of TF-targets identified by DAP-seq (Supplemental
Figure 4; Galli et al., 2018; Ricci et al., 2019). While these direct
targets were identified by overlaying ChlP-seq binding evidence
with RNA-seq data for differentially expressed genes (DEGs)
between the TF mutant and the wild type, it is likely that
coexpression-based GRN predicted TF-target interactions in-
clude both direct and indirect regulatory relationships.

We used aslightly different approach to utilize all DEGs (with and
without ChIP-seq binding evidence) from the TF mutants relative
to the wild type to evaluate enrichment for both direct and indirect
targets. We obtained paired RNA-seq data with at least two bi-
ological replicates (separate experiments) for both the mutant
and the wild type from public databases for 17 maize TFs
(Supplemental Table 2). For most TFs (14 of 17), at least one of the
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Figure 3. Enrichment of Coannotated GO/CornCyc Terms in Coregulated Network Targets.

For each network, the top 1 million predicted TF-target associations were binned to 10 bins and assessed for enrichment of GO/CornCyc functional
annotation. Fold enrichment is calculated as the observed number of shared GO/CornCyc terms (by targets regulated by a common TF) divided by the

expected number of shared annotation terms (determined by permutation).

(A) GO/CornCyc enrichment is shown for four selected networks.

(B) Heatmap showing enrichment of coannotated GO/CornCyc terms in the first bin (i.e., top 100k) of edges in the GRNs. See Supplemental Figure 7 for the
enrichment in all bins of all newly built GRNs. A total of six sources of GO annotation were used, but only three are shown here: GO_HC (high-quality hand-
curated terms transferred from maize AGP_v3 annotation), GO_arabidopsis and GO_uniprot.plants (see Supplemental Figure 6 for a complete list).

coexpression-based GRNs assigns significantly higher interaction
weights to true targets (DEGs between the TF mutant and the wild
type) than nontargets (non-DEGs; Figure 2B; Supplemental Figure 5).
Developmental networks tend to capture regulatory relationships for
many TFs, while tissue-specific networks typically generate the best
performance at predicting TFs that are specific to the corresponding
tissue. For example, the combined developmental network accu-
rately predicts targets for several maize TFs including ear-expressed

fasciated ear4 (fea4; Zm00001d037317), pericarp-expressed
ufo1 (Zm00001d000009), and endosperm-expressed bZIP22
(Zm00001d021191), O2, and nkd (Zm00001d002654). However,
02, which is mostly expressed in kernels and endosperm (Li et al.,
2015a; Zhan et al., 2018), is best predicted by a kernel network
built by 368 different inbreds (Fu et al., 2013). Likewise, the
Hirsch2014 seedling network only shows enrichment in the
meristem-expressed KN (Figure 2B; Supplemental Figure 5).
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The second approach used to evaluate potential functional
enrichments within the coexpression-based GRNs was to in-
vestigate how often a GRN would contain multiple genes anno-
tated to the same GO categories or genes that are in the same
metabolic pathway. For each of the networks, we documented the
frequency of targets of a shared TF that are annotated with the
same GO term (Wimalanathan et al., 2018) or were annotated in the
same CornCyc metabolic pathway (see Methods; Andorf et al.,
2016). We performed a permutation test of annotation terms to
determine the expected number of shared terms among targets.
Enrichment (observed shared terms/expected shared terms) was
assessed for each GO/CornCyc category in each network (see
Methods; Figure 3; Supplemental Figure 6). We performed en-
richment analyses of shared GO terms or metabolic pathways for
10 bins of 100,000 (100k) edges in each network (based on
predicted edge score). All networks exhibit significant enrichment
for shared annotations of multiple targets of the same TF, and
these remained significant when GO terms based on expression
evidence were omitted (Supplemental Figure 6). In all cases, the
enrichment was much greater for the higher ranking edges
(i.e., with stronger interaction scores), with the top 100k edges
showing the greatest enrichment (Figure 3A; Supplemental Fig-
ure 6). Among the developmental networks, the level of enrich-
ment for shared annotations was generally related to the number
of samples in the network, with the combined set exhibiting the
greatest enrichment (Figure 2B). Within the networks that utilized
diverse genotypes, there was significant variability for the en-
richments for shared annotations; this variability was not clearly
related to specific tissue types or the size of the networks. These
observations suggest that many of these GRNs capture in-
formation that can predict pathways or biological functions that
are regulated by specific TFs.

A third approach used to assess the ability of the GRNs to
capture biologically relevant data was to transfer documented
transcriptional regulations from Arabidopsis. We obtained
1431 high-confidence TF-target interactions in Arabidopsis from
Arabidopsis Transcriptional Regulatory Map, which were col-
lected based on systematic literature mining (Jin et al., 2015).
Among these, 285 TF-target interactions could be mapped to
homologous maize genes requiring both TF and target mapped to
their least divergent homolog in maize. Despite the significant
evolutionary distance between maize and Arabidopsis, 75 (26.5%)
TF-target interactions are supported by at least 1 of the 45 GRNs
(100k top edges), which is 5.8-fold higher than expected by
chance (1000 permutations of the same number of 285 TF-target
pairs show an average of 12.93 pairs of GRN support; Figure 4).
Examples include the well-studied Elongated Hypocotyl5 (HY5;
AT5G11260) TF-mediated pathway (Figure 3C; Supplemental
Figure 7B) and the abscisic acid signaling pathway (Figure 3B;
Supplemental Figure 8A). These two examples highlight the value
of using multiple GRNs. In both cases, there is substantial variation
in which TF-target interactions are detected in different GRNs
(Figures 4B and 4C; Supplemental Figures 7A and 7B).

Together, the analysis of annotations and previously docu-
mented TF-target interactions suggests that the coexpression-
based GRNs built for maize are enriched for functional interactions
and provides evidence that the new set of networks generated for
this study have equivalent or improved performance relative to
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previously published maize GRNs (Walley etal.,2016; Huang et al.,
2018). We also found evidence for enrichment of predicted TF
binding sites at the targets predicted by the GRNSs (for details, see
supplemental Methods and Supplemental Figure 8). These
analyses also suggest that there is significant variability among
networks in terms of which types of annotations, or which TFs, are
effectively captured.

Comparison of GRNs

Inthis study, we developed a number of GRNs based on subsets of
the data rather than simply making one larger meta-network or
even a handful of meta-networks. Clearly, there are differences in
GRNs that were predicted from different data sets, as some of the
TFs are not expressed (or do not show variation) in some tissues
and therefore will not have predicted targets. We sought to
compare the information from different networks to evaluate
the similarities/differences and to determine whether the meta-
networks routinely provided advantages over networks focused
on single tissues or genotypes.

A clustering of the 45 networks identified some patterns of
shared or distinct information (Supplemental Figure 9). However,
there is also evidence for relatively distinct information in many of
the networks, suggesting that pushing toward meta-networks
may lose GRNs predicted in specific tissues or genotype pan-
els (see supplemental Methods and Supplemental Figures 9 and
10 for details). There is also evidence that GRNs vary substantially
in terms of the enrichment of specific GO terms (see supplemental
Methods and Supplemental Figure 11). This suggests that dis-
tinct networks are likely capturing different information about
potential biological functions. In order to highlight the potential
value of using multiple GRNs, we selected several specific ex-
amples in which a TF is linked to multiple target genes within the
same pathway to assess the information content in different
coexpression-based GRNs (Figure 5; Supplemental Figures 12 to
14). The anthocyanin biosynthesis pathway is well characterized in
maize, and there are known TFs that regulate multiple steps of this
pathway (Figure 5A; Dooner et al., 1991; Petroni et al., 2014). Two
of the TFs that are known to regulate structural genes in the
anthocyanin biosynthesis pathway were identified in multiple
GRNs (Figure 5B). However, any single network only detects
a subset of these interactions (Supplemental Figure 12).

The 2,4-dihydroxy-7-methoxy-1,4-benzoxazin-3-one (DIMBOA)
biosynthetic pathway has been well characterized in maize (Gierl
and Frey, 2001), but there is little information about potential
TFs that may regulate this pathway (Figure 5C). We identified four
TFs with connections to multiple DIMBOA biosynthetic genes
(Figure 5D). Often a single TF is linked to multiple structural genes,
but the information content varies substantially between networks
(Figure 5D; Supplemental Figure 13). In the case of the chlor-
ophyllide biosynthesis pathway, there is a single TF that was
identified as putatively regulating 15 genes in this pathway (Figures
5E and 5F). Often the associations were identified in many different
GRNSs, but in some cases, the association was only detected in
a small number of GRNs (Supplemental Figure 14). Similar patterns
are observed for putative TFs that may regulate multiple genes
involved in zealexin biosynthesis, glycolysis, methylerythritol
phosphate, and growth repression pathways (Supplemental
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Figure 4. GRN Predictions Show Enrichment of Documented Transcriptional Regulation Interactions from Arabidopsis.

(A) Permutation analysis showing the number of random TF-target interactions supported by at least one of the 45 GRNs (histogram) compared with the
actual transcriptional regulation (transferred from Arabidopsis) with GRN support (red dashed line).

(B) Abscisic acid pathway transferred from Arabidopsis showed support for 12 of 20 edges.

(C) Sixof 11 HY5 targets transferred from Arabidopsis showed supportin at least one GRN. The letters along the edges of the networks in (B) and (C) indicate

significant support from a specific GRN, as indicated in the key.

Figure 15). These pathways provide examples of the relative value
of collecting information from multiple networks to reveal potential
connections between TFs and metabolic pathways.

Evaluation of Maize GRNs Based on Differential Gene
Expression among Maize Genotypes

One goal in generating coexpression-based GRNs is to predict
key TFs that could be modulated in order to affect changes in

expression for sets of target genes. This would enable approaches
that could control traits in a fashion that is often not achievable
through changes in single enzymes (Grotewold, 2008). We sought
to assess how often coexpression-based GRN-predicted asso-
ciations would be supported using natural variation in gene ex-
pression based on comparisons of paired genotypes of maize. We
selected four published transcriptomic studies that included at
least two maize genotypes. These studies explored differences in
transcriptome response between seedling leaf tissues of B73 and
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(A) and (B) Anthocyanin biosynthesis pathway (A) regulated by R1 (Zm00001d026147) and PL1 (Zm00001d037118; see [B]).
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(C) and (D) DIMBOA biosynthesis pathway (C) and four potential regulators (D): G2 (Zm00001d039260), D8 (Zm00001d033680), NACTF21
(Zm00001d036050), and MYB112 (Zm00001d046632).
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five other genotypes under control, cold, and heat conditions
(Waters et al., 2017), between B73 and Mo17 root tissues under
control and drought conditions (Marcon et al., 2017), between five
tissues of B73 and Mo17 under standard growth conditions (Sun
etal.,2018), and atissue atlas spanning 23 paired tissues between
B73 and Mo17 (Supplemental Table 3; Zhou et al., 2019). We
obtained data for a total of 42 paired tissue/treatment samples
with at least three biological replicates per sample between B73
and a different genotype (Supplemental Table 3) and identified
DEGs between the two genotypes in each of the 42 paired tissue/
treatment samples. In theory, if a regulator (TF) exhibits differential
expression (DE) between the two genotypes in a certain tissue/
condition, we anticipate that the targets of this TF (as predicted by
coexpression-based GRNs) will also exhibit DE in the same tissue/
condition. For every comparison, we classified each TF into dif-
ferent DE categories (non_DE, DE1-2, DE2-4, and DE4+ and
single parent expression [SPE], where one genotype is not ex-
pressed) and assessed the proportion of predicted targets also
exhibiting DE (Figure 6; Supplemental Figure 16). In addition, we
binned the TF-target predictions in each network into 10 groups
according to theirinteraction score predicted by the random forest
regression model with the assumption that stronger TF-target
interactions may receive stronger support from the paired ge-
notype data sets (see Methods).

Our initial analysis focused on testing the predictions of the
coexpression-based GRNs built using the combined tissue atlas
representing 247 samples of B73. As expected, for TFs that do not
exhibit DE (non_DE) or only show minor changes (DE1-2) between
the two tested genotypes, the predicted targets show very little or
no enrichment for DE (Figure 6; Supplemental Figure 9, blue lines).
However, when the TF exhibits high levels of DE (e.g., DE4+) or
SPE between the two genotypes, there is a markedly increased
likelihood that the putative targets exhibit DE levels (Figure 6;
Supplemental Figure 16, red and purple lines). In addition, the TF-
target interaction score has a strong impact on the validation rate
in paired genotype data sets, as observed for the functional an-
notation enrichments. The TF-target predictions with rank 10 (top
10% of predictions) exhibit a much higher proportion of targets
being DE (60 to 80%) for TFs in the SPE groups (Figure 6;
Supplemental Figure 16). These observations suggest that (1)
presence/absence (i.e., SPE) rather than quantitative (i.e., DE1-2,
DE2-4) changes in TF gene expression are much more likely to
result in changes in target gene expression levels and (2) only the
top network predictions with the highest interaction scores have
high predictive power in paired genotype data sets. Therefore, we
only utilized the rank 10 edges (TF-target interactions) in each
network and focused on the group of TFs showing SPE patterns to
compare the validation performance of different networks in each
of the paired genotype data sets (by calculating the enrichment
P-value of target DE proportion for TFs showing SPE pattern
versus the background genome-wide DE rate; see Methods).

Several patterns emerge when comparing the levels of support
for different GRNs based on paired genotype data sets. De-
velopmental networks built within a single genotype generally
have low power in predicting targets that are DE, with the ex-
ception of the combined atlas data set including 247 different
tissues/stages (Figure 7, networks in blue). Despite being built
using only tissues fromthe reference B73 genotype, the combined
tissue network shows significant predictive power in almost all
paired genotype data sets regardless of the two genotypes being
compared (Figure 7). Not surprisingly, the strongest enrichment
was observed using the paired B73 and Mo17 developmental
atlas network (tissue atlas combined in Figure 7; Zhou et al., 2019)
to predict DEGs between B73 and Mo17 samples, likely because
the variation between these two genotypes was included within
the information used to generate the GRNs. Indeed, this B73-
Mo17 paired developmental network shows poorer predictive
power whenever the genotypes compared in the validation data
set include a different genotype such as Oh43 or PH207 (Figure 7).
The same is true for the four RIL networks, with the B73xMo17 RIL
network doing the best on comparisons between B73 and Mo17
samples and the B73xH99 RIL network showing the greatest
performance on comparisons between B73 and non-Mo17
samples. The MAGIC RIL network, which is based on seven in-
bred parents, showed enrichment in a wider range of comparisons
spanning more genotypes, while the maize W22-teosinte RIL
network rarely predicts the transcriptional variation within maize
populations with the exception of some B37 and Oh43 samples
(Figure 7).

Single-tissue networks generally show low predictive power
unless the two genotypes in the validation data set being ex-
amined are among the genotype panel that was used to build the
network (e.g., Li2019 endosperm network at predicting endo-
sperm samples, Leiboff2015 shoot apical meristem network at
predicting seedling and meristem samples). Meta-networks built
from multiple tissues and multiple genotypes sometimes perform
better than individual single-tissue networks (such as Li2017
networks), but in other cases show worse performance (such as
the Huang2018 and Li2019 networks). Surprisingly, the largest
network (Kremling2018 and subnetworks) rarely shows any pre-
dictive powerin surveyed paired genotype data sets. This could be
due to the different library creation methods used compared to the
rest of the networks [3" RNA-seq versus poly(A) RNA-seq], the
relatively low sequencing depth (on average, three to five times), or
the dilution of B73-Mo17 variation in the larger genotype panel
(Figure 7).

Overlap with Trans-eQTL Hotspots

Three eQTL studies in maize have been published to date: one
using 105 B73xMo17 RILs (Li et al., 2013), one using an associ-
ation panel of 368 inbred lines (Fu et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2017), and

Figure 5. (continued).

(E) and (F) Chlorophyllide biosynthesis pathway (E) potentially regulated by HB26 (Zm00001d008612; see [F]).
(G) Network key mappings used in (B), (D), and (F). Mappings of reference gene IDs to aliases were obtained from MaizeGDB (https://maizegdb.org/
associated_genes?type=allandstyle=table). For genes without aliases, the reference gene IDs were prefix-trimmed (Zm00001d) before displaying.
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Figure 6. TF-Target Validation of the Combined Tissue Network in Three Selected Natural Variation Data Sets.

Each panel shows the proportion of differentially expressed targets regulated by TFs showing different DE levels between two genotypes in one tissue/
treatment condition. For each network, the top 1 million TF-target predictions were binned to 10 groups based on the interaction score in the GRN. Each TF-
target pair is classified according to the DE level of the TF (non_DE, DE1-2, DE2-4, and DE4+, or SPE) in each network. The proportion of TF-target pairs with
the target al.so showing DE was then determined for each category. Within each panel, the actual numbers of TF-target pairs falling into the SPE category
(i.e., purple line) are labeled next to each point. Dashed line in each panel represents the genome-wide (background) proportion of DE genes in each tissue/

treatment setting.

one using 623 maize W22xteosinte RILs (Wang et al.,2018). These
studies identified 96, 518, and 125 significant trans-eQTL hot-
spots, respectively, that each remotely regulate the expression
levels of multiple target genes (Lietal.,2013; Liu et al.,2017; Wang
et al., 2018). We asked whether the target genes associated with
each hotspot tend to share a common TF regulator based on the
TF-target predictions made by each coexpression-based GRN. In
most cases, target genes from the same trans-eQTL hotspot are
more likely to be regulated by a common TF (as predicted by
GRNs) than a simulated data set with randomly assigned eQTL-
eGene associations (see Methods; Supplemental Figures 17 and
18). In addition, the top 100,000 edges of each network consis-
tently show much greater enrichment for coregulating trans-eQTL

targets than the rest of the edges (i.e., top 200,000 to 1,000,000
edges; Supplemental Figure 17), which is consistent with the
results of GO/CornCyc functional validation. We thus only focused
on the top 100k edges in each network for subsequent analyses.
Interestingly, the two biparental RIL networks (Li2013 B73xMo17
and Baute2015 B73xH99) show much stronger enrichment for
regulating the trans-eQTL targets than the W22xTeosinte RIL
network and the multi-parent MAGIC network (Supplemental
Figure 18). Fifteen nonredundant networks showing the highest
enrichment among the coexpression-based GRNs were chosen
for subsequent analysis (Supplemental Figure 18).

Intotal, 372 TFs were identified in at least 2 of the 15 high-quality
networks that show significant coregulation with at least one
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Enrichment in Proportion Target DE (-log10(adjust p—value)): 0 . 100 . 200 . 300

Stelpflug2016 B73 [93] - 3 1 3 7 Ji21 2 15 2 39
Walley2016 B73 [23] - 2 3 2 2 76 72 2 4 1 6 3
Chen2014 B73 [53] - 8 8 2 2 27 61 3 2 3 3 3 1 3 1 3
Yi2019 seed dev [31] - 1 2 19 18 2 4
Tissue Atlas combined [247] - 27 20 67 BT + EIORREY 31 [182 3¢ 24T RPaREs] 43 147 55 i34 o8 57 7038 64 89 58 10 [iddl 71 57-43-28 14 [B199) 77 41 [ 38 13
Eichten2013 seedling_leaf3 [62] - 5 2 6 10 3 10 9 4 8 5 9 3 15 3 14 4 12 3 7 7 2 10 9 5 6 10 8 5 6 2 10 4 8 6 3 7 5 2
Fu2013 kernel [368] - 2 3 8 20 19 1 8 27 8 39 9 31 10 3 18 10 18 1 5 6 15 4 5 1 8 6 7
Hirsch2014 seedling [503] - 4 9 23 52 47 14 27 12 30 11 45 39 38 12 40 13 30 17 9 35 26 13 6 9 2521 15 5 11 6 4 47 23 14 14 35 10 3
Leiboff2015 SAM [383] - 12 10 42 61 4 [EF)e2 67 2292|151 5 72[iif{32 32 3 4 49 36 44 6288 4 2 |88 52 23 23 [{10 36 37
Shaefer2018 root_ GCN [48] - 7 12 8 10 4 19 15 3 5 15 4 16 7 12 14 9 4 7 53 8 5 9 115 20 8 2 15 24 7
Mazaheri2019 seedling [453] - 18 27 52 9 2 79 9 9 |71 45 18 70 9 3 2 10 55 70 39 5 7 7 10 9 80 48 38 25 51 24 24
Lin2017 5 tissues [133] = 31 47 43 61 3 9 8 18 41 42 34 26 81 8 14 19|75 54 75 28 48 18 23-56 63 13-10 49
Lin2017 ear [26] - 5 5 9 3 53 12 3 11 3 5 7 8 9 5 1 10 3 4 4 3 8 13 7 6 2 7 8 14 3 7 6 5 27 9 3 15 3 3
Lin2017 root [27] - 10 12 10 7 11 17 21 2 16 3 11 24 20 29 16 23 3 11 14 13 9 25 8 1 7 1 11 11 8 10 15 118 7 11 4 16 5 19
Lin2017 shoot [27] - 6 9 9 2 2419 6 4 2 5851303 4 5 7 5 3 5 3 1018 4 3 721 5 11 4 4 21 13 4 5 14 6 4
Lin2017 tassel [26] - 3 4 5 1 2 4 3 6 3 1 2 3 1.4 1 8 2 3 12 8
Lin2017 SAM [27] - 12 5 16 9 25 19 10 5 7 15 6 6 2 19 2 5 11 5 21 31 15 5 4 11 7 15 8 20 21 17 2 5 37 10 11 10 23 8 9
Kremling2018 7 tissues [1657] = 2 2 8 10 8 1 8 46 1283 7 9 2 2 9 8 35 2 8 6 20 6
Kremling2018 GRoot [201] - 2 3 7 7 6 8 4 5 331152 9 5 9 5 8 18 4 17 14 4 5 3 9 4 37 14 15 12 6 9 4 7 7 1
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Figure 7. Enrichment in Differentially Expressed Targets Regulated by TFs That Show SPE Patterns.

The color and number in each cell represent the enrichment P-value (—log, transformed, Benjamini-Hochberg adjusted hypergeometric test P-value) of
(SPE TF regulated) the proportion of the DE target relative to the genome-wide proportion of DEGs for each GRN (row-wise) evaluated against a tissue/
treatment condition in a natural variation data set (column-wise). Only edges in the first bin (top 100k) of each network were taken.

trans-eQTL hotspot (hypergeometric test enrichment P-value < targets (see Methods; Figure 8A; Supplemental Data Set). In other
0.01; see Methods). When plotting the physical positions of these words, GRN predictions led to the identification of the candidate
TFs against the corresponding trans-eQTL hotspot locations regulator TF underlying 74 trans-eQTL hotspots.

(coordinates from older assembly versions were all lifted over to Inspecting these 68 TF regulators validated by trans-eQTL
the AGP_v4 assembly), we found frequent colocalization of these hotspots, we found both well-studied TFs with characterized
two coordinates (Supplemental Figure 19). This suggests that functions and a number with yet unknown functions. One well-
many TFs fall within previous trans-eQTL hotspots and are pre- studied example is the colored1 gene (R71; Zm00001d026147) that
dicted by multiple GRNs to regulate the same set of target genes regulates the anthocyanin biosynthesis pathway (Figure 8B). A
(as eQTL targets; i.e., eGenes). Sixty-eight TFs were found to crucial step in this pathway is the oxidation of the colorless leu-
colocalize with 74 previously identified trans-eQTL hotspots coanthocyanidins to generate the colored anthocyanidins, which
(within 50 Mbp on the same chromosome), each showing sig- play important roles as pigments in flowers and fruits in numerous
nificant overlap between their GRN-predicted targets and eQTL plants across the plant kingdom to attract insects for pollination
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Figure 8. Identification of TFs Underlying Trans-eQTL Hotspots Identified in Previous Studies.

(A) Colocalization of TFs predicted by GRNSs in this study and trans-eQTL hotspots identified in previous studies that regulate the same set of targets. Each
dotrepresents a TF thatis supported by at least two high-quality networks to show significant coregulation with at least one trans-eQTL hotspot and is within
50-Mbp distance from the trans-eQTL hotspot location.

(B) to (D) Identification of R1, COL11, and MYC7, which colocalize with previously identified trans-eQTL hotspots and act as master regulators of the maize
anthocyanin biosynthesis pathway (B), photosynthesis light reaction pathway (C), and JA biosynthesis pathway (D), respectively.
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and act as protectants against UV-B irradiation (Koes et al., 2005;
Grotewold, 2006). A previous study identified a trans-eQTL hot-
spot on chromosome 10 regulating the expression levels of eight
genes in the flavonoid biosynthesis pathway and suggested
that the basic helix-loop-helix (oHLH) family TF gene R1 is the
underlying regulator (Wang et al., 2018). Indeed, R17 is predicted
by at least three independent GRNs in this study to regulate
a set of target genes that are significantly enriched not only in-
flavonoid and anthocyanin biosynthesis pathways but also in
the targets of the previously identified trans-eQTL hotspot
(Figure 8B; Supplemental Data Set). Among the shared targets
are anthocyaninless2 (a2; Zm00001d014914), bronzel (bzT,;
Zm00001d045055), and bronze2 (bz2; Zm00001d052492), which
is consistent with previous findings from functional character-
izations (Figure 8B; Grotewold et al., 1998; Hernandez et al., 2004).

A number of TFs were found to be involved in photosynthesis-
related pathways (Supplemental Data Set). One such example is
the C2C2-CO-like-TF 11 (COL11; Zm0001d003162), which cor-
egulates a similar set of targets with a previously identified trans-
eQTL hotspot (hs014, Li2013; Figure 8C). Regulated genes of the
trans-eQTL showed enrichment for GO terms photosynthesis,
photosystem |, and photosynthetic membrane categories (Lietal.,
2013). Targets of COL11 in our newly built GRNs are also enriched
in similar GO categories as well as the photosynthesis light re-
action pathways (Supplemental Data Set). Although there is no
directevidencethat COL11 plays arolein this pathway, the closest
Arabidopsis ortholog (AtCOL3; AT2G24790, BLAST E-value of 8e-
43) is annotated as a positive regulator of photomorphogenesis/
flower development (Lamesch et al., 2012). Furthermore, COL71 is
among the candidate genes associated with flowering time, ac-
cording to a previous genome-wide nested association mapping
study (Dong et al., 2012; Hung et al., 2012; Jamann et al., 2017).
Therefore, COL11 is astrong candidate underlying the trans-eQTL
(hs014) identified in a previous study (Li et al., 2013).

Another less-studied TF (myc transcription factor7 [MYC7];
Zm0001d030028) was predicted to regulate many of the same
target genes as a previously identified trans-eQTL hotspot
(Figure 8D; Supplemental Table 3). Among the targets regulated
by MYC7 are two lipoxygenase genes (TS7 or LOX8, and LOX10)
and three allene oxide synthase genes (AOS1, AOS2, and AOS3),
all of which are involved in the jasmonic acid (JA) biosynthesis
pathway (Figure 8D). Although no previous study has suggested
that MYC7 plays arole in the JA biosynthesis pathway, one study
showed that MYC7 mRNA levels increased in response to iron (Fe)
starvation and that homologous expression of MYC?7 restored the
growth of the yeast fet3 fet4 mutant, which is defective in both low-
and high-affinity Fe transport (Loulergue et al., 1998). Interestingly,
JAs play an important role in the response to Fe-deficiency stress
(Maurer et al., 2011; Hindt and Guerinot, 2012; Kobayashi and
Nishizawa, 2012). Therefore, it is possible that MYC7 is induced in
Fe-deficient environments to activate the JA biosynthesis path-
way. Indeed, the closest ortholog of ZmMYC7 in Arabidopsis,
ATMYC2 (AT1G32640, BLAST E-value of 8e-142), is induced by
dehydration stress and abscisic acid treatment and regulates
diverse JA-dependent functions (Lamesch et al., 2012). Moreover,
it should be noted that although previous eQTL analysis mapped
two of the pathway genes (aos7 and aos2) to an eQTL hotspot
(qtl0035) spanning the MYC7 gene, it was not able to fine-map the

actual TF regulator, nor was it possible to identify the involved
pathway due to lack of power to map other pathway genes to this
hotspot (Figure 7C; Wang et al., 2018). Therefore, GRNs builtin this
study offer a powerful and efficient approach to pinpoint the actual
regulator underlying the trans-eQTL hotspot and complement
previous eQTL studies in finding true TF-target associations.

DISCUSSION

The Value of Multiple Networks

One approach often used to generate coexpression networks and
coexpression-based GRNs is to include as many different sam-
ples as possible in a single large network. We were interested in
determining whether we would obtain distinct insights from dif-
ferent networks developed from specific subsets of the larger
available data sets. By consistently analyzing a large number
of maize RNA-seq data sets, we generated many different
coexpression-based GRNs. The comparison of GRNs generated
from many tissues for a single genotype (developmental atlases)
or many different genotypes for a single tissue (genotype surveys)
can allow for widespread sampling of potential gene regulatory
relationships. While these networks are all enriched for biologically
meaningful connections, different networks capture distinct TF-
target associations (Figure 1) and show enrichment in distinct
processes and functions (Figures 2 and 4). Increasing sample
size was reported to generally have a positive effect on network
performance (Ballouz et al., 2015; Huang et al., 2017), consistent
with our comparison of tissue-specific or genotype-specific
(i.e., developmental atlas) networks of different sizes. In-
terestingly, this is not always the case when comparing networks
constructed from samples spanning multiple tissues of the same
genotype panel (i.e., meta-networks) to the various tissue-specific
networks (i.e., using only samples from the same tissue for the
genotype panel). For most ubiquitously expressed TFs and
general processes, meta-networks perform better than individual
tissue-specific networks (Figures 2, 3, and 5). However, for certain
TFs or processes with tissue-specific expression patterns (Fig-
ure 2, KN1 or O2), the transcriptional variation specific to a tissue
will be diluted in the meta-network with a much larger sample size,
leading to a weaker signal of true TF-target associations, which
was also observed in a previous study comparing different co-
expression networks inrice (Oryza sativa; Childs et al., 2011). Thus,
which type of network (a tissue-specific network with large sample
size, or ameta-network spanning multiple tissues with moderately
large sample size) should be used depends on the goal of the
analysis (general interactions or tissue-specific interactions).

Network Predictions Contain Many False Positives

While these coexpression networks contain useful information
and show significant enrichments for specific annotations or
pathways, they are also very prone to false positive predictions,
especially when sample sizes are small. By binning network
predictions according to their interaction scores, we found
that top-scoring network predictions (top 100,000) consistently
show better performance (enrichment in functional annotation,
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validation rate in paired genotype data sets, and so on) than the
rest of the predictions (Figures 2 and 5). Across networks built in
this study, we found that the top 100,000 predictions (or top 0.2 to
0.3% predictions from each network, assuming atotal of 2000 TFs
by 20,000 targets = 40 million possible edges) is a good cutoff to
control for false positives while also keeping a high true positive
rate (Supplemental Figure 6), although a previous study com-
paring network topologies in yeast (Saccharomyces cerevisiae),
Caenorhabditis elegans, and fruitfly (Drosophila melanogaster)
suggests that 3.5 to 11.7% (i.e., 1.4 to 4.7 million) of all possible
edges should be used (Ouma et al., 2018). While this works well for
most small- to moderate-sized networks where a steep drop of
fold enrichment is typically observed from rank-10 to rank-9
predictions, it is not true for some well-powered networks with
large sample size, such as the tissue atlas combined (Huang2018
four tissues, Li2019 six tissues, and Zhou2018 B+M+F1 net-
works), inwhich astrong enrichment is observed for rank-9 oreven
rank-8 network predictions (Supplemental Figure 6). Therefore,
the level of functional enrichment in different-sized networks
can be used as an empirical indicator to inform proper network
filtering.

Presence/Absence Rather Than Quantitative Changes in TF
Expression Are More Likely to Result in Changes in Target
Gene Expression

By examining the power of our coexpression-based GRNs to
predict covarying TF-target relationships in paired genotype data
sets that include natural variation for gene expression, we found
that presence/absence expression changes of a TF (i.e., no ex-
pression versus moderately expressed) are very likely to result in
significant expression changes in target genes (Figure 6). On the
other hand, more subtle quantitative changes in TF expression
(e.g., differentially expressed but less than fourfold change) are
less likely to be associated with measurable changes (e.g., sig-
nificant DE) in the targets. This finding has potential implications
for how to best manipulate TFs in order to affect downstream
pathways and ultimately traits: overexpressing or under-
expressing a TF that is already moderately expressed willnotbe as
effective as complete knockout of an actively expressing TF or
activating a TF that is normally repressed. However, changing
tissue-specific expression patterns of a TF may result in novel
changes to target gene expression in specific tissues.

We also explored different options to identify potential TF-
target associations in the context of natural variation (Figure 7).
The genotype panel used to build a cross-genotype network in
large determines the performance of this network in predicting
expression variation in a validation data set. In theory, the more
genotypes that go into network construction, the wider the range
of expression variation that will be captured by the network.
However, genotype-specific signals for rare alleles may be di-
luted in such large genotype networks as the panel size con-
tinues increasing (e.g., the poor performance of Hirsch2014 and
Kremling2018). The ideal network for a specific validation data
set is always a network spanning the compared genotypes or
their close relatives (phylogenetic neighbors). On the other hand,
a comprehensive developmental network —although built solely
with B73 samples —had strikingly good performance in almost all
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validation data sets, indicating that developmental covariation is
a good predictor of allelic variation in TFs that will affect GRNs
among genotypes. However, it should be noted that when the
genotype for which the developmental network is made
(i.e., B73) lacks a functional TF that is present in other lines, the
GRN for this TF will not be predicted in the B73 developmental
network.

Identification of TFs That May Regulate Important
Metabolic Pathways

By integrating information from our network predictions with
known metabolic pathways or previous eQTL mapping results, we
were ableto link TFs with potential pathways. Using information on
metabolic pathways in maize, we identified many examples of TFs
that regulate multiple structural genes in these pathways. In some
cases, this identified TFs known to regulate the pathway, but in
other cases this resulted in prediction of TFs that may regulate
these pathways. By comparing the edges between the TF and
putative targets in the pathway in the different GRNs, it became
clear that the compilation of information from many different
networks provided a much more complete set of linkages of TFs to
pathways than using single GRNs. The analysis of trans-eQTL
hotspots identified 68 TFs as the putative sources underlying 74
previously identified trans-eQTL hotspots. These putative trans-
regulators span a variety of metabolic pathways, including the
well-studied bHLH TF R1, which regulates the anthocyanin bio-
synthesis pathway, as well as the less-studied CONSTANS-LIKE
TF COL11 and the bHLH TF MYC7, which might act as crucial
regulators for the photosynthesis light reaction pathway and JA
biosynthesis pathway, respectively. This highlights the utility of
a large set of coexpression-based GRNSs for identifying TFs that
may underlie trans-eQTL hotspots. These are potential targets for
breeding or biotechnology applications to influence specific
pathways or traits.

In summary, we compiled a comprehensive resource of maize
regulatory networks using a diverse collection of public RNA-seq
data sets. These networks are supported by previous charac-
terizations of TF knockout mutants (Figure 1), show different
levels of enrichment in functional annotation including GO and
CornCyc metabolic pathways (Figure 3), and greatly expand the
breadth and depth of previous work on maize GRNs (Walley et al.,
2016; Huang et al., 2018). When evaluated against external data
sets of natural variation, some of the newly built GRNs achieve
high predictive power in predicting transcriptional changes in
targets (Figures 6 and 7). In addition, GRN predictions show
significant overlap with the results of previous eQTL studies, in
many cases allowing the fine mapping/pinpointing of the master
regulators underlying trans-eQTL hotspots (Figure 8). Among
these potential master regulators are well-studied TFs such
as R1 as well as TFs with uncharacterized functions yet prom-
ising external evidence (Figure 8). These validated regulators, as
well as other high-confidence network predictions, provide
excellent candidates for accurate and efficient manipulation of
valuable traits and pathways. We have constructed a dedicated
web portal (maizeGRN, https://maizeumn.github.io/maize GRN)
for sharing these predicted TF-target interactions with the
community.


http://www.plantcell.org/cgi/content/full/tpc.20.00080/DC1
http://www.plantcell.org/cgi/content/full/tpc.20.00080/DC1
https://maizeumn.github.io/maizeGRN

1392 The Plant Cell

METHODS

RNA-Seq Data Sets, Mapping, and Normalization

Raw sequencing reads from 21 published RNA-seq studies (9 de-
velopmental atlas/tissue time-course studies [Liu et al., 2013; Chen et al.,
2014; Chettoor et al., 2014; Li et al., 2014; Yu et al., 2015; Stelpflug et al.,
2016; Walley et al., 2016; Yi et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 2019], 11 population
studies [Eichten etal.,2013; Fuetal.,2013; Hirsch etal.,2014; Leiboff etal.,
2015; Lin et al., 2017; Kremling et al., 2018; Schaefer et al., 2018; Li et al.,
2019; Mazaheri et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 2019), and 4 RIL studies [Li et al.,
2013; Baute et al., 2015, 2016; Wang et al., 2018]) were downloaded from
the National Center for Biotechnology Information Sequence Read Ar-
chive, trimmed using fastp (Chen et al., 2018), and mapped to the maize
B73 AGP_v4 genome (Jiao et al., 2017) using hisat2 (Kim et al., 2015).
Uniquely mapped reads were assigned to and counted for the 46,023
reference gene models (Ensembl Plants v41) using FeatureCounts (Liao
et al., 2014). Raw read counts were then normalized using the trimmed
mean of M-values normalization approach (Robinson et al., 2010) to
give counts per million (CPM) reads and then further normalized by gene
coding sequence lengths to give fragments per kilobase of exon per million
reads values. Hierarchical clustering and principal component analysis/
t-distributed stochastic neighbor embedding analysis was used to explore
sample clustering patterns. Outlier replicates with low mapping rate or poor
correlation with other replicates from the same sample were discarded.
Replicates (technical or biological) were merged into a single sample with
the resulting expression matrix re-normalized. All tissue/developmental
atlas data sets (Liu et al., 2013; Chen et al., 2014; Chettoor et al., 2014; Li
etal.,2014; Yuetal.,2015; Stelpflug et al., 2016; Walley et al., 2016; Yiet al.,
2019; Zhou et al., 2019) were combined and re-normalized to create alarger
developmental expression data set. The three population studies spanning
multiple tissues in panels of inbred lines (Lin et al., 2017; Kremling et al.,
2018; Zhou et al., 2019) were separated by tissue to create five, seven, and
six tissue-specific networks, respectively. Pipeline scripts, normalization
code, and expression matrices are available at Github (https://github.com/
orionzhou/rnaseq).

GRN Construction

Normalized CPM matrices from the 21 aforementioned RNA-seq data
sets were filtered to remove silent (CPM < 1 in all samples) and in-
variable (s of CPM = 0) genes. A set of 2289 maize TFs were obtained
from PlantTFDB (Jin et al., 2017) and converted to 2211 AGP_v4 gene
models using the v3_to_v4 mapping table from maizeGDB (Andorf
et al., 2016). All GRNs were built using the Python machine learning
library scikit-learn and XGBoost (Pedregosa et al., 2011; Chen and
Guestrin, 2016). Transformed CPM matrices and the list of putative TFs
were used to train three regression models (random forest, extra trees,
and xgboost) for each data set using the RandomForestRegressor(),
ExtraTreesRegressor(), and XGBRegressor() classes, respectively. Ran-
domForest and ExtraTrees regression models were built using the param-
eters “—n_estimators=1000-criterion=mse-max_features=sqgrt” and
XGBoost regression models were built using parameters “—n_estimators
=1000-max_depth=3-leaming_rate=0.0001-reg_alpha=0-reg_lambda=1"
(Pedregosa et al., 2011; Chen and Guestrin, 2016). For each regression ap-
proach, 44 GRNs in total were constructed, including four developmental
networks built using different tissues/developmental stages of the B73 line
(three independent data sets and one combined data set including 237 different
tissues or stages of B73), 23 tissue-specific networks built using the same
tissue sampled from multiple inbred lines, 4 tissue-genotype networks that
include multiple tissues sampled from a panel of inbred lines, and 1 network built
using shoot apical meristem sampled from 108 B73xMo17 RILs (Figure 1). Five
GRNs generated in two recent studies including a maize developmental

network (Walley et al., 2016) and four tissue-specific networks (leaf, root, shoot
apical meristem, and seed; Huang et al., 2018) were also included (Figure 1).

GRN Evaluation Using Results from Existing TF Functional Studies

Previous studies have characterized several maize TFs including KNOT-
TED1 (KN1; Bolduc et al., 2012), RAMOSA1 (RA1; Eveland et al., 2014),
FEA4 (Pautler et al., 2015), O2 (Li et al., 2015a), HDA101 (Yang et al., 2016),
and bZIP22 (Li et al., 2018) through ChIP-seq and/or knockout mutant
RNA-seq analysis. The predicted targets of these known TFs serve as good
candidates to evaluate the biological relevance of the GRNs built in this
study. The performance of each GRN was evaluated using the receiver
operating characteristic (ROC) curve space, defined over quantities de-
rived from a confusion matrix that consists of four basic numbers that
represent the correctness of link predictions: the number of correctly
recognized true network links (true positives [TP]), number of correctly
recognized absent links in the true network (true negatives [TN]), and links
that either have been incorrectly predicted to be present (false positives
[FP]) or true network links that were predicted as absent (false negatives
[FN]). T%ROC curve then depicts 't:l?:;e relative trade-offs between TP rate
(i.e., W) and FP rate (i.e., ). Area under the curve was then
evaluated t{\)‘r each GRN, which integrates the area below the two-
dimensional ROC curve. Area under the receiver operating characteris-
tic (AUROC) values range from0to 1, with avalue of 1 representing a perfect
classifier, values of ~0.5 indicating that the classifier is no better than
a default (random) classifier, and values below 0.5 indicating even worse
performance than a random classifier.

Since ROC curve can be misinterpreted if the problem under consid-
eration is characterized with an imbalanced distribution of class values,
that is, there are far more TN than TP, which is often the case in GRN
reconstruction, we used a partial AUROC score that only considers the first
part of the curve before an FP rate of 10% is reached. Similarly, a random
classifier will have a score of 0.005 for the partial AUROC, with a higher
score (>0.005) indicating a better classifier.

Instead of using the direct targets for each TF, a slightly different ap-
proach was also taken to utilize all DEGs from the TF mutant relative to the
wild type to evaluate enrichment for both direct and indirect targets. Paired
RNA-seq data with atleast two biological replicates for both the mutantand
the wild type were collected for 17 maize TFs (Supplemental Table 1). DEGs
betweenthe TF mutant and the wild type were then identified using DESeq2
(P-value < 0.01; Love et al., 2014). Wilcox rank test was then performed
using the predicted (TF-target) interaction scores between the group of true
targets (DEGs) and nontargets (non_DEGs), with test P-value —log10
transformed and missing data suggesting the TF being tested (knocked
out) is not expressed in the corresponding GRN.

GRN Evaluation Using GO and CornCyc

GO annotations for maize AGP_v4 were obtained from maize-GAMER
(Wimalanathan et al., 2018), and maize metabolic pathway information was
downloaded from CornCyc at maizeGDB (Andorf et al., 2016). We eval-
uated how often two genes annotated to the same GO term are predicted to
be regulated by the same TF in a certain GRN. Specifically, for each GRN,
we counted the number of gene pairs coannotated to the same GO term
that are also coregulated by the same TF. To obtain the background level of
GO/regulator sharing, we shuffled the GO labels and counted the number of
such gene pairs again. This process was repeated 100 times to create
a distribution of coregulated gene pairs for each GO term in random
networks, which enables the calculation of a significance P-value for the
observed level of coregulation. A P-value threshold of 0.05 was used to
assess significance level. If a GO term was found to be significantly en-
riched, an enrichment score (fold change) was calculated using the ob-
served number of coregulated gene pairs divided by the average number of
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coregulated gene pairs in 1000 permutations. Only GO or CornCyc terms
with more than two members predicted as targets in each GRN were in-
cluded in the analysis. The global enrichment fold change and significance
level were determined by summing all coregulated gene pairs over different
functional categories for each GRN as well as the permuted network.

GRN Evaluation Using Natural Variation Data Sets

Data for a total of 42 paired tissue/treatment samples with at least three
biological replicates per sample between B73 and a different genotype were
obtained from four published transcriptomic studies (Supplemental Table 2;
Marconetal., 2017; Waters etal., 2017; Sun et al., 2018; Zhou et al., 2019). In
order to test the assumption that a regulator (TF) with DE between the two
genotypes in a certain tissue/condition would result in DE for the targets of
this TF (as predicted by GRNs) in the same tissue/condition, we implemented
the following assessment. DEGs between the two genotypes were first
identified in each pair of tissue/treatment samples using DESeg2 (Love et al.,
2014). In each comparison, a TF was classified into different DE categories
(non_DE, DE1-2, DE2-4, DE4+, and SPE, where one genotype has com-
pletely lost expression) and the proportion of predicted targets also exhibiting
DE was assessed. Inaddition, the TF-target predictions in each network were
binned into 10 groups according to their interaction score predicted by the
regression model with the assumption that stronger TF-target interactions
may receive stronger support from the natural variation data sets.

eQTL Validation

eQTL-eGene associations were downloaded from three previous maize
eQTL studies (see Supplemental Methods; Li et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2017;
Wang et al., 2018) and converted to AGP_v4 genome coordinates and gene
IDs. cis- and trans-interactions were determined based on whether the eQTL
and eGene (i.e., target gene) are on the same chromosome and within 1-Mbp
physical distance. eQTLs that regulate more than 10 target eGenes in trans
were then tagged as trans-eQTL hotspots and kept for further evaluation.
eGenes associated with each trans-eQTL hotspot were checked for en-
richment of being coregulated by common TFs as predicted by each GRN,
using an identical permutation approach described in the GO/CornCyc
enrichment section. In general, target genes within the same trans-eQTL
hotspot are much more likely to be regulated by a common TF (as predicted
by each GRN) than a randomly generated GRN. Whenever an enrichment
was detected (i.e., a TF as predicted by the GRN sharing a significant number
of target genes with a previously identified trans-eQTL hotspot), the physical
location of the TF was obtained for a colocalization test with the trans-eQTL
hotspot (on the same chromosome and within 50 Mbp).

Accession Numbers

All network predictions are available for download at https://maizeumn.
github.io/maizeGRN. Code used to build and evaluate networks is avail-
able at GitHub (https://github.com/orionzhou/grn). The processed data
sets used to create networks and predicted interactions are deposited at
http://hdl.handle.net/11299/212030.

Supplemental Data

Supplemental Figure 1. Comparison of GRNs built using different
methods according to the enrichment of functional annotations (Gene
Ontology, CornCyc, and so on).

Supplemental Figure 2. Number of true TF targets captured by the
top one million predictions and the top 100K predictions in each GRN.

Supplemental Figure 3. Evaluation of GRNs using support from direct
targets of eight known TFs.
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Supplemental Figure 4. Evaluation of GRNs using support from 31
maize TF DAP-Seq data sets.

Supplemental Figure 5. Evaluation of GRNs using support from 17
maize TF knockout mutant RNA-Seq data sets.

Supplemental Figure 6. Enrichment of co-annotated GO/CornCyc
terms in co-regulated network targets.

Supplemental Figure 7. Different GRNs capture distinct parts of
documented transcriptional regulation interactions from Arabidopsis
for the abscisic acid (ABA) pathway and HY5 (Elongated Hypocotyl 5)
regulated pathway.

Supplemental Figure 8. Evaluation (AUROC and Wilcox P-value) of
constructed GRNs using four sets of predicted TF-target interactions
based on TF binding site motif, conserved element of TFBS motif, or
FunTFBS.

Supplemental Figure 9. Hierarchical clustering of 45 GRNs.
Supplemental Figure 10. T-SNE clustering of 45 GRNs.

Supplemental Figure 11. Hierarchical clustering of 98 Gene Ontology
(Uniprot.Plants, level 6) terms using fold enrichment in different GRNs.

Supplemental Figure 12. Different GRNs support different parts of the
anthocyanin biosynthesis pathway.

Supplemental Figure 13. Different GRNs support different parts of the
DIMBOA pathway.

Supplemental Figure 14. Different GRNs support different parts of
the chlorophyllide biosynthesis pathway regulated by homeobox-
transcription factor 26 (HB26, Zm00001d008612).

Supplemental Figure 15. Different coexpression-based GRNs cap-
ture distinct parts of classic and CornCyc metabolic pathways.

Supplemental Figure 16. TF-target validation of the combined tissue
network in all six selected natural variation data sets.

Supplemental Figure 17. Enrichment of co-regulated targets between
previously identified trans-eQTL hotspots and TF-target associations
predicted by GRNs.

Supplemental Figure 18. Enrichment of co-regulated targets between
previously identified trans-eQTL hotspots and TF-target associations
predicted by GRNs.

Supplemental Figure 19. Co-localization of TFs predicted by GRNs in
this study and trans-eQTL hotspots identified in previous studies that
regulate the same set of targets.

Supplemental Table 1. ChIP-Seq and DAP-Seq data sets used in
this study.

Supplemental Table 2. TF knockout mutant RNA-Seq data sets used
in this study.

Supplemental Table 3. Natural variation data sets used for validation
in this study.

Supplemental Data Set. GRN-predicted TFs supported by trans-
eQTL hotspots.

Supplemental Methods.
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