doi:10.1093/brain/awz059

BRAIN 2019: 142; 1296–1309

| 1296

Mark A. Kramer,1 Lauren M. Ostrowski,2 Daniel Y. Song,2 Emily L. Thorn,2 Sally M. Stoyell,2
McKenna Parnes,2 Dhinakaran Chinappen,2 Grace Xiao,2 Uri T. Eden,1 Kevin J. Staley,2,3
Steven M. Stufflebeam3,4,5 and Catherine J. Chu2,3

In the past decade, brief bursts of fast oscillations in the ripple range have been identiﬁed in the scalp EEG as a promising noninvasive biomarker for epilepsy. However, investigation and clinical application of this biomarker have been limited because
standard approaches to identify these brief, low amplitude events are difﬁcult, time consuming, and subjective. Recent studies
have demonstrated that ripples co-occurring with epileptiform discharges (‘spike ripple events’) are easier to detect than ripples
alone and have greater pathological signiﬁcance. Here, we used objective techniques to quantify spike ripples and test whether this
biomarker predicts seizure risk in childhood epilepsy. We evaluated spike ripples in scalp EEG recordings from a prospective
cohort of children with a self-limited epilepsy syndrome, benign epilepsy with centrotemporal spikes, and healthy control children.
We compared the rate of spike ripples between children with epilepsy and healthy controls, and between children with epilepsy
during periods of active disease (active, within 1 year of seizure) and after a period of sustained seizure-freedom (seizure-free, 41
year without seizure), using semi-automated and automated detection techniques. Spike ripple rate was higher in subjects with
active epilepsy compared to healthy controls (P = 0.0018) or subjects with epilepsy who were seizure-free ON or OFF medication
(P = 0.0018). Among epilepsy subjects with spike ripples, each month seizure-free decreased the odds of a spike ripple by a factor
of 0.66 [95% conﬁdence interval (0.47, 0.91), P = 0.021]. Comparing the diagnostic accuracy of the presence of at least one spike
ripple versus a classic spike event to identify group, we found comparable sensitivity and negative predictive value, but greater
speciﬁcity and positive predictive value of spike ripples compared to spikes (P = 0.016 and P = 0.006, respectively). We found
qualitatively consistent results using a fully automated spike ripple detector, including comparison with an automated spike
detector. We conclude that scalp spike ripple events identify disease and track with seizure risk in this epilepsy population,
using both semi-automated and fully automated detection methods, and that this biomarker outperforms analysis of spikes
alone in categorizing seizure risk. These data provide evidence that spike ripples are a speciﬁc non-invasive biomarker for seizure
risk in benign epilepsy with centrotemporal spikes and support future work to evaluate the utility of this biomarker to guide
medication trials and tapers in these children and predict seizure risk in other at-risk populations.

1
2
3
4
5

Boston University, Department of Mathematics and Statistics, Boston, MA 02215, USA
Massachusetts General Hospital, Department of Neurology, Boston, MA 02114, USA
Harvard Medical School, Boston, MA 02115, USA
Massachusetts General Hospital, Department of Radiology, Boston, MA 02114, USA
Athinoula A. Martinos Center for Biomedical Imaging, Charlestown, MA 02129, USA

Correspondence to: Catherine J. Chu
175 Cambridge Street
Suite 340
Boston, MA 02114, USA
E-mail: cjchu@mgh.harvard.edu

Received July 24, 2018. Revised January 9, 2019. Accepted January 21, 2019. Advance Access publication March 25, 2019
ß The Author(s) (2019). Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the Guarantors of Brain. All rights reserved.
For permissions, please email: journals.permissions@oup.com

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/brain/article-abstract/142/5/1296/5419310 by Harvard Library user on 03 May 2019

Scalp recorded spike ripples predict seizure risk
in childhood epilepsy better than spikes

EEG spike ripples in BECTS
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Introduction

Materials and methods
Subject recruitment
All children aged 4–15 years who received a clinical diagnosis of
BECTS by a child neurologist following 1989 ILAE criteria
(Commission on Classiﬁcation and Terminology of the
International League Against Epilepsy, 1989) were eligible for
this prospective study. Candidate BECTS subjects without both
a history of focal motor or generalized seizures and an EEG showing sleep activated centrotemporal spikes were excluded (Fisher
et al., 2014). Healthy control school-aged subjects without a history of seizure or known neurological disorder were also recruited.
BECTS and healthy control subjects with a history of autism spectrum disorder, intellectual disability, or other unrelated neurological disease were excluded. Children with attention disorders
and mild learning difﬁculties were included, as these proﬁles are
consistent with known BECTS comorbidities (Wickens et al.,
2017). Twenty-seven children with BECTS and 17 healthy control
children were enrolled. Of those enrolled, ﬁve children with
BECTS and four healthy control children did not fall asleep
during EEG recording and were excluded from this analysis.
One further child with BECTS was excluded because of poor
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In the past decade, brief bursts of high frequency oscillations (80–600 Hz) have been identiﬁed as a promising biomarker for epilepsy that track disease with higher ﬁdelity
than classic interictal spikes (Worrell and Gotman, 2011;
Frauscher et al., 2017). Originally described in invasive
intracranial recordings (Worrell et al., 2004), several
recent studies have now identiﬁed short bursts of ripple
range activity (80–200 Hz) in the scalp EEG in patients
with epilepsy from a variety of aetiologies (Kobayashi
et al., 2004, 2010a; Inoue et al., 2008; Andrade-Valenca
et al., 2011, 2012; van Klink et al., 2016b; Chu et al.,
2017), raising interest in this biomarker as a potential
non-invasive measure of epileptogenicity. Consistent with
observations from intracranial EEG recordings (Zijlmans
et al., 2009), early work investigating scalp-recorded ripples has shown that these events decrease with medication
in infantile spasms (Kobayashi et al., 2015) and track with
disease severity, where more frequent ripples were observed
in epilepsy patients with more frequent seizures (van Klink
et al., 2016b). In addition, ripple-based classiﬁcation methods identiﬁed patients with epilepsy with more speciﬁcity
than those based on spikes (van Klink et al., 2016b).
Despite the enormous potential clinical utility of scalp-recorded ripples, translation of this biomarker to clinical practice has been limited (Frauscher et al., 2017). Two factors
impeding clinical testing and application of ripples include
the difﬁculty of detecting these low amplitude, brief events in
noisy brain recordings, and the time-consuming and subjective process of manual detection and veriﬁcation of ripple
events. Recent advances in ripple detection include the development of automated algorithms (Blanco et al., 2010;
Zelmann et al., 2010; Dümpelmann et al., 2012; von
Ellenrieder et al., 2012; Malinowska et al., 2015; Gliske
et al., 2016; Charupanit and Lopour, 2017; Chu et al.,
2017), and the observation that nearly half of ripples cooccur with interictal epileptiform discharges (or ‘spikes’),
termed ‘spike ripple’ events (Urrestarazu et al., 2007;
Jacobs et al., 2009; von Ellenrieder et al., 2012; van Klink
et al., 2016a). Spike ripple events are easier to detect than
ripples alone, and may have greater pathological signiﬁcance. Ripples co-occurring with a spike are more closely
related to the seizure onset zone than ripples without a
spike (Roehri et al., 2018) and are more likely to represent
a pathological event than healthy physiology (Blanco et al.,
2011; van Klink et al., 2016b; Chu et al., 2017).
Here we sought to objectively test scalp spike ripple events
as a non-invasive biomarker for seizure risk. To do so, we
analysed a population of patients with the most common
childhood focal epilepsy syndrome, benign epilepsy with

centrotemporal spikes (BECTS), and healthy control children.
We chose this patient population for two reasons. First, despite extensive clinical experience with this disease, there are
no clinical predictors available to determine an individual
child’s risk of subsequent seizure. One-third of children will
have only a single seizure, while others will have recurrent
seizures over several years (Bouma et al., 1997). A non-invasive biomarker to isolate which children are at ongoing
risk of seizure would improve treatment decisions and prevent the consequences of over- or under-medication during
critical years of cognitive and psychosocial development in
this large cohort of children. Second, because epilepsy in
BECTS spontaneously remits, this patient population provides an ideal cohort to test the ability of a biomarker to
track seizure risk over the course of resolving disease.
We hypothesized that the spike ripple rate would be
higher in BECTS children during the active phase of epilepsy compared to healthy control children and children
with resolving or controlled epilepsy and that the presence
of spike ripples would predict seizure risk better than classically identiﬁed spikes alone. To test these hypotheses, we
quantiﬁed spike ripple events from EEG recordings in a
cohort of children with BECTS at different stages of the
disease and healthy control children, using semi-automated
and fully automated detection techniques. We then compared the characteristics and diagnostic accuracy of spike
ripple events to manually and automatically detected spikes
in these children.
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anticonvulsant drugs (three because of combined parent and
provider preference, one because of parent preference, and one
because of side effects from a medication trial). Here, we chose
to use 1 year of seizure freedom among BECTS subjects to
signify a low risk of seizure recurrence because the vast majority of children with BECTS who are seizure-free for 1 year
have a sustained remission (Berg et al., 2004). As children who
are seizure-free for longer are less likely to have a subsequent
seizure (Berg et al., 2001; Sillanpaa et al., 2017), we also
evaluated the relationship between spike ripple rate and duration seizure-free as a continuous variable (see below).

EEG acquisition and preparation
All subjects arrived to EEG recording sessions after instructions for sleep restriction (recommended maximum of 4 h of
sleep) the previous night. Sleep deprivation prior to an EEG is
standard protocol in order to increase the likelihood of capturing sleep in the recording. To optimize spatial and temporal

Table 1 Subject characteristics
Patient

Age, years

Gender

Group

Medications

Electrodes

1
2
3
4
4 Visit 2
5
6
7
8
9
10
10 Visit 2
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34

4.9
13.7
11.8
14.7
16.8
14.9
13.3
9.1
9.8
8
11
12
8.6
9
9
12.9
12.2
11.5
12.8
10.5
10.4
11.9
11.6
9.9
14.2
11.3
9.4
13.6
9.4
14.3
13.4
14.6
8.7
10.9
11.8
11.5

M
F
M
M
M
M
M
F
M
M
F
F
F
F
M
F
F
M
M
F
M
M
M
M
F
M
F
F
M
F
F
M
M
M
M
M

Active
Remission
Seizure-free
Active
Remission
Remission
Seizure-free
Active
Active
Remission
Active
Remission
Seizure-free
Healthy
Active
Healthy
Healthy
Remission
Seizure-free
Active
Seizure-free
Seizure-free
Remission
Active
Healthy
Active
Healthy
Healthy
Healthy
Healthy
Healthy
Active
Healthy
Healthy
Healthy
Healthy

LCM
None
LEV
None
None
None
LEV
LEV, LTG
OXC
None
None
None
LEV, LTG
None
None
LEV
LEV
LEV
LEV
None
None
None
LCM
-

T3, C4
T3, C4
C5, C4
C5, T4
C3, C4
C3, C4
C3, C4
C3, C4
CP5, C4
CP5, C4
C5, C4
CP3, C4
C3, C4
C3, C4
C5, FC6
C3, C4
C3, C4
C3, C2
C3, C4
C3, F6
C3, C2
C1, C4
C3, C6
CP5, C4
C3, C4
C5, C4
C3, C4
C3, C6
C3, C4
C3, C4
C5, C4
C5, C4
C3, C4
C3, C4
C3, C4
C3, C4

LCM = lacosamide; LEV = levetiracetam; LTG = lamotrigine; OXC = oxcarbazepine.
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EEG recording quality (continuous artefact contaminating all electrodes). In total, 21 children with BECTS (aged 4.9–16.8 years, 17
males) and 13 healthy control subjects (aged 8.7–14.3 years, ﬁve
males) were included in this study. Two children with BECTS
returned after a minimum of 12 months for repeat evaluations.
Clinical data on each subject including age, time from most
recent seizure, and medication use were collected from chart
review and updated on the day of EEG recording. Detailed
clinical data on each subject are provided in Table 1. This
research received prior approval by the Massachusetts
General Hospital and Boston University institutional review
boards and informed consent was obtained from each subject
and guardian.
Subjects were grouped as belonging to one of three categories of seizure risk: BECTS with active disease (here, deﬁned
as having had a seizure within the last 12 months, n = 10),
BECTS seizure-free (here, deﬁned as seizure-free for at least
12 months, n = 13), and healthy controls (n = 13). Of the
10 active BECTS patients, ﬁve were not treated with

EEG spike ripples in BECTS

Semi-automated and automated
detection of spike ripple events
As patients with BECTS typically have bilaterally independent
spikes (Commission on Classiﬁcation and Terminology of the
International League Against Epilepsy, 1989), one channel was
selected from each hemisphere to represent each spike population for analysis. If spikes were present, then the channel in
which the spike amplitude was maximal was selected. If no
spikes were observed, the C3 and C4 electrodes were selected,
as these electrodes are most commonly involved in this focal
epilepsy syndrome (Koutroumanidis et al., 2017). In the case
of artefact contamination, the closest adjacent artefact-free channel was selected. Channel selections are listed in Table 1. The
detection of spike ripple events followed a previously described
procedure (Chu et al., 2017) using the software available at
https://github.com/Mark-Kramer/Spike-Ripple-Detector-Method.
To summarize, candidate events that contain a high frequency
oscillation (100–300 Hz) approximately sinusoidal in shape,
with at least three cycles, that co-occur with a large amplitude
discharge were automatically identiﬁed, and then validated
through visual inspection (Chu et al., 2017). We report for
each subject the rate (detections/min) of both the automatically
detected and the validated spike ripple events. We note that
epileptiform discharges are typically abundant (present at a
rate 40.1 Hz) during non-REM sleep in BECTS (Commission
on Classiﬁcation and Terminology of the International League
Against Epilepsy, 1989) and there was no relationship between
duration of EEG recording and the rate of detected or validated
spike ripple events (linear regression, P = 0.29 for predictor of
rate in both cases).
Validation of the candidate events requires the subjective
judgement of ripple quality by a reviewer, which may introduce potential confounds in the resulting analysis. To assess
the inter-rater agreement of each validation, we applied the
following procedure. First, we developed a custom procedure
to choose at random (without replacement) a subject and
hemisphere, and visualized all candidate spike ripple events
from this subject and hemisphere for validation. We performed
this random selection of a subject, and visual inspection of this
subject’s candidate events, until all 36 EEGs were analysed
(n = 1534 candidate events total). We designed this procedure
to replicate a realistic scenario in which a clinical EEG would
be reviewed. Two reviewers with varied experience (C.J.C. and
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M.A.K.) performed this entire procedure and classiﬁed each
candidate spike ripple event, blinded to subject and hemisphere
and the other reviewer’s classiﬁcations.

Manual and automated detection of
spike events
For the manual detection of spikes, each sleep epoch was reviewed in 10 s increments by an experienced board certiﬁed
paediatric neurophysiologist (C.J.C.) in bipolar, average, and
nasion-referential montages. All epileptiform discharges were
manually marked according to standard clinical criteria
(Commission on Classiﬁcation and Terminology of the
International League Against Epilepsy, 1989; Niedermeyer
and Lopes da Silva, 2005).
For automated spike detection, we apply one of the most
popular automated spike detection methods in common use:
the Persyst 13 spike detector (Persyst Development
Corporation, San Diego). This commercial software has been
shown to be non-inferior to human experts in two separate
and large studies: one involving 438 000 manually marked
spikes by four neurology board-certiﬁed practicing clinicians
(Scheuer et al., 2017) and the other involving 5474 manually
marked individual spikes by three senior EEG technologists
(Joshi et al., 2018). Despite these encouraging results, this
automated spike detector does not yet perform well enough
to replace human experts (Westover et al., 2017), but nonetheless provides a reproducible approach to detect spikes with
similar performance to humans. In our analysis, we applied the
Persyst 13 algorithm (as outlined in Scheuer et al., 2017) to the
same patients and intervals of data analysed with the semiautomated spike ripple detector. To complement our focus
on a single active channel for spike ripple detections, for
each patient, we selected the 10–20 channel with the largest
number of spike detections reported by Persyst 13 for continued analysis of spike events.

Analysis of the spatial profiles of spike
ripples and spikes
To assess the spatial proﬁle of spike ripples and spikes, an
experienced electroencephalographer (C.J.C.) ﬁrst identiﬁed
through visual inspection of the EEG data the channel with
the maximal spike amplitude for each patient; we label this the
primary channel. Four channels immediately adjacent to the
primary channel—in the anterior, posterier, left and right directions—were then identiﬁed; we label these the secondary
channels. Finally, four channels immediately adjacent to the
secondary channels—again in the anterior, posterior, left and
right directions—were identiﬁed; we label these the tertiary
channels. For each patient with active BECTS (n = 10), we
determined for each channel: (i) the rate of candidate spike
ripple events; and (ii) the average spike amplitude. To compute
the latter, we ﬁrst identiﬁed all validated spike ripples at the
primary channel. We then determined the difference between
the maximum and minimum voltage in a  100 ms interval
surrounding the time of the validated spike ripple at the primary, secondary, and tertiary channels. We chose the duration
of 100 ms because the typical duration of a spike is
5200 ms. We interpret the difference between the maximum
and minimum voltage within this interval as an approximation
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resolution of the EEG signal (Chu et al., 2017), EEG were
recorded with a 70-channel cap based on the 10–10 electrode
placement system at a 2035 Hz sampling rate (Easycap,
Vectorview, Elekta-Neuromag) with additional electrodes
placed at T1 and T2 locations. EEG data were visually inspected by a board-certiﬁed neurophysiologist (C.J.C.) and
channels with signiﬁcant artefact were excluded from analysis.
To minimize the impact of movement and muscle artefacts,
and improve sensitivity and consistency of spike measures
(Tenney et al., 2016), non-REM sleep was selected for analysis
and all available data per subject were used. A median of 780 s
of data were used for analysis (range 214–2840 s, mean
1030 s). We note that there was no difference in duration of
EEG recording between BECTS and healthy control groups
(two-tailed t-test, P = 0.117). Data were referenced to the average reference.
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Statistical analysis
To mitigate the impact of false positive results following from
the multiple testing problem, we tested three a priori hypotheses: (1) that the mean spike ripple rate is higher in children
with active BECTS compared to healthy control children and
children with BECTS who are seizure-free; (2) that the spike
ripple rate decreases with duration seizure-free in patients with
BECTS; and (3) that the presence of spike ripples would have
greater diagnostic accuracy than the presence of manually
identiﬁed spikes alone to classify groups based on seizure risk.
For hypothesis (1), we applied a one-way ANOVA with
groups corresponding to the three patient populations. Upon
ﬁnding a signiﬁcant effect, we performed group comparisons
of the spike ripple rates using one-tailed t-tests, following the
protected least signiﬁcant difference method (Kass et al.,
2014).
For hypothesis (2), we examined the relationship between
the spike ripple rate and duration seizure-free for the validated
spike ripple detections. To do so, we constructed a generalized
linear model, choosing a binomial distribution for the response
variable, deﬁned for each patient as the spike ripple rate (e.g.
the number of validated spike ripples per the data length in
seconds). The model contained a single predictor—the duration seizure-free—and used the logistic link function. We
tested the hypothesis that duration seizure-free is a signiﬁcant
predictor of the spike ripple rate using all BECTS patients. We
ﬁt the models and performed statistical tests of the predictor’s
signiﬁcance using the function ﬁtglm in MATLAB. To assess
model goodness-of-ﬁt, we compared the single predictor model
to a constant model by computing the Akaike information
criterion (AIC) and a chi-square test for nested models; we
found in all cases that the single predictor model reduced the
AIC and provided a statistically signiﬁcant improvement compared to the constant model.

For hypothesis (3), we ﬁrst developed a logistic regression
model to examine whether the presence of a spike ripple is
predictive of active BECTS. For this model, we computed the
impact of a non-zero spike ripple rate on the odds of an active
BECTS classiﬁcation. To rule out the potential confounding
impact of medication, we explored the impact of medication
status on spike ripple rate using a two-tailed t-test.
We then classiﬁed each patient as having active BECTS in
two ways: (i) the presence of at least one validated spike
ripple; or (ii) the presence of at least one manually detected
spike. To compare these two classiﬁcation schemes, we computed the sensitivity, speciﬁcity, positive predictive value
(PPV), and negative predictive value (NPV) and tested for differences using the exact binomial test (Zhou et al., 2011) and
the weighted generalized score statistic (Kosinski, 2013) using
the R-package DTComPair (Stock and Hielscher, 2015). We
also provide the performance of manual spikes on all tests
used in hypotheses (1) and (2) for comparison to spike ripples.
We note that for hypothesis (3), the PPV, NPV, sensitivity,
and speciﬁcity of spike ripples and spikes as detected using
manual classiﬁcation are calculated based on the presence or
absence of at least one spike ripple or spike event, respectively.
We chose this approach because, for both spikes and spike
ripples, experts have excellent consensus on the presence or
absence of an event in a subject’s recording (e.g. kappa of
0.83 for the presence of epileptiform discharges, see Stroink
et al., 2006; kappa of 0.73 for the presence of spike ripples, as
reported below). However, inter-rater agreement at the level of
an individual spike or spike ripple (and consequently spike
ripple rate or spike rate) is not as reliable, estimated to be
13–18% for spikes (Webber et al., 1993; Scheuer et al.,
2017) and 78% (kappa 0.55) for individual spike ripples, as
reported here. Thus, based on these observations, the optimal
classiﬁcation threshold based on rate will vary by reviewer,
and the results may be misleading and would not be replicable.
We also note that although inter-observer agreement is poor
for spikes and spike ripples, there is good consistency in any
individual reader’s style across subjects (Webber et al., 1993;
Chu et al., 2017). We therefore use manually identiﬁed spike
and spike ripple rates to characterize the difference in rates
between groups and the relationship between event rates and
duration seizure-free for hypotheses (1) and (2).
We conﬁrmed the objectivity of the results for hypotheses
(1–3) by repeating all analyses on the automatically detected
candidate spike ripples and spikes. Here, for patient classiﬁcation, we compared the performance of the automated spike
ripple detector with the automated spike detector. To do so,
we ﬁrst computed a threshold corresponding to the optimal
operating point in the receiver operator characteristic (ROC)
curve for each automated method. We then thresholded the
automated spike ripple and spike rates such that patients
with rates above (below) the threshold were classiﬁed as
active (not active). As these automated techniques require no
subjective decisions, we expect that creating an ROC curve
and selecting the optimum rate upon which to compute PPV,
NPV, sensitivity, and speciﬁcity will be reproducible.
To correct for multiple comparisons, we implemented a procedure to control the false detection rate proposed by
Benjamini and Hochberg (1995) with a false discovery rate
level of q = 0.05. The exact P-values, effect sizes, and 95%
conﬁdence intervals (CI) are reported. All values are signiﬁcant
unless noted otherwise.
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of the spike amplitude. We average these spike amplitudes
across all spike ripple occurences to calculate the average
spike amplitude for each channel.
Upon computing the results for each patient’s four secondary
(tertiary) channels, we then average these results across the
secondary (tertiary) channels. Then, to compare (i) the spike
ripple rate; and (ii) the average spike amplitude across patients,
we normalize the results for each patient by dividing the results of the primary, secondary, and tertiary channels by the
value in the primary channels.
To compare the normalized spike ripple rate to the normalized spike amplitude at the secondary or tertiary channels, we
implement a bootstrap procedure (Kramer and Eden, 2016).
To do so, we deﬁne as the statistic the difference between the
median normalized spike ripple rate and the median normalized spike amplitude. To test the null hypothesis of no difference between these two median quantities, we sample with
replacement from the combined set of 20 normalized values
from all patients with active BECTS (n = 10) to generate a
surrogate set of 10 normalized spike ripple rates, and a surrogate set of 10 normalized spike amplitudes. We generate these
surrogate data 10 000 times, and for each instance we compute
the test statistic. We then compare the observed value of the
statistic to the distribution of surrogate values, and deﬁne as a
P-value the proportion of surrogate statistics less than the
observed statistic.

M. A. Kramer et al.

EEG spike ripples in BECTS

Data availability
Raw data were generated at Massachusetts General Hospital
and the Athinoula A. Martinos Center for Biomedical Imaging.
Derived data supporting the ﬁndings of this study are available
from the corresponding author on request. Software for the
detection of spike ripple events is available at https://github.
com/Mark-Kramer/Spike-Ripple-Detector-Method.

Spike ripples are identified with good
inter-rater agreement
We applied a semi-automated method to detect spike ripple
events; candidate spike ripple events detected by the
method were subsequently validated by visual inspection
blinded to subject group. When assessed at the level of
individual spike ripple events, we found good inter-rater
agreement between two reviewers; the observed proportional agreement was 0.78 and the kappa statistic was
0.55, consistent with studies requiring manual marking of
spike ripple events (van Klink et al., 2016b). We also determined for each reviewer whether each patient’s EEG possessed a validated spike ripple event, or not. Comparing
this patient-level classiﬁcation (n = 35 EEGs with candidate
spike ripple detections), we found improved agreement between the two reviewers; the observed proportional agreement was 0.89 and the kappa statistic was 0.73. These
results suggest that the bias introduced by the subjective
visual inspection of the candidate spike ripple events is
low, and that the repeatability of the procedure is good
at the level of an individual spike ripple event. At the
level of patient classiﬁcation based on the cumulative classiﬁcation of events detected over the duration of the EEG
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recording (here, 15 min of NREM sleep per subject), repeatability was substantial. Representative examples of
agreed positive, agreed negative, and disagreed candidate
spike ripple events are shown in Fig. 1.
As the detector was designed to identify spike ripple
events with low sensitivity and high speciﬁcity (Chu
et al., 2017), for the analysis that follows, we classiﬁed
the 22% of events for which the reviewers disagreed as
validated spike ripple events. As two channels were evaluated per EEG, for each EEG, we then selected for further
analysis the channel with the largest number of validated
spike ripple events. In this manner, our results reﬂect the
lowest threshold of validated spike ripple events between
the two combined reviewers and the largest number of detections for each subject. In what follows, we also repeat
the analysis with candidate spike ripple events without classiﬁcation, and ﬁnd qualitatively consistent results.

Spike ripples are more spatially
restricted than spikes
Here we analyse spike ripples that occur at the channel in
which the spike amplitude is maximal in the left and right
hemispheres. The spatial focus imposed by choosing a
single electrode from each hemisphere is motivated by
prior observations showing ripples are more spatially
focal than spikes (van Klink et al., 2016a). To test this
prior result in the scalp EEG data collected here, we
applied the semi-automated spike ripple detector to secondary channels immediately adjacent to the channel of maximal spike amplitude (the primary channel), and tertiary
channels adjacent to the secondary channels. We found
that the candidate spike ripple rate decreases dramatically
with distance; the median rate at secondary channels is
31% of that observed at the primary channel, and 6% at

Figure 1 Three example candidate spike ripple events. Each subfigure displays the unfiltered EEG data (blue), the bandpass filtered EEG
data (100–300 Hz, red), and the spectrogram of the EEG data in an interval surrounding the spike ripple event (dashed vertical lines) with power
(in decibels) shown in colour. Both reviewers classified the candidate spike ripple events (A) as a true spike ripple, (B) as a false spike ripple, or
(C) the reviewers disagreed on the classification. In A, a distinct high frequency ‘spectral island’ is visually evident in the spectrogram, and a ripple
is visually evident on the spike in the unfiltered data.
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spikes. The normalized spike ripple rate and the spike amplitude at
the primary channel (1 ), secondary channels (2 ), and tertiary
channels (3 ). Each circle indicates one patient, and the bar height
indicates the median across patients. As the distance from the primary channel increases, both measures decrease, although the decrease is significantly faster for the spike ripple rate.

the tertiary channels (Fig. 2). In comparison, the median
spike amplitude (see ‘Materials and methods’ section) at the
secondary channels is 69% of that observed at the primary
channels, and 48% at the tertiary channels; the difference
between the median spike amplitude and median spike
ripple rate is signiﬁcant (P = 0.003 and P = 0.004, for the
secondary and tertiary channels, respectively, bootstrap
resampling procedure, see ‘Materials and methods’ section).
We conclude that, while both spike amplitude and spike
ripple rate decrease with distance from a spatial focus,
the spike ripple rate decreases signiﬁcantly more rapidly.
This result, consistent with previous observations (van
Klink et al., 2016a), motivates the characterization of
spike ripple events using the channel of maximal spike
amplitude.

Spike ripple rate is higher in active
disease
We found a signiﬁcant difference in the mean spike ripple
rate between the three groups of active BECTS, seizure-free,
and healthy control subjects (one-way ANOVA, P =
0.00094). To investigate this difference further, we then
compared the mean spike ripple rates between the patients
with active BECTS and the other groups. We found that the
spike ripple rates were signiﬁcantly higher in patients with
active BECTS (n = 10) compared to healthy controls (n = 13,
P = 0.0018), and compared to BECTS patients who were
seizure-free (n = 13, P = 0.0018, Fig. 3A).
Among patients with active BECTS, anticonvulsant drug
treatment status did not impact spike ripple rate (n = 5 ON
medication, n = 5 OFF medication, P = 0.48). We found a
similar result for BECTS patients without recent seizure
(n = 6 ON medication, n = 7 OFF medication, P = 0.22).
Thus, spike ripple rate was decreased in patients taking
medication, only if they were also seizure-free.

Figure 3 The spike ripple rate is significantly higher in
patients with active BECTS, and decreases with each
seizure-free month. (A) Each circle indicates the spike ripple rate
(detections/min) for a subject, which are divided into three categories. All patients with active BECTS (red circles) have non-zero
spike ripple rates, whereas no healthy controls and only two seizurefree patients with BECTS have non-zero spike ripple rates. (B) The
spike ripple rate versus time since last seizure for all patients with
BECTS. Red (grey) circles indicate patients with active (seizure-free)
BECTS. The rate decreases with time since last seizure (black curve
indicates model fit, mean in solid, 95% CI in dashed lines).

Spike ripple rate decreases with
duration seizure-free
To examine the relationship between spike ripple rate and
disease course, we modelled the spike ripple rate as a function of the time since a patient’s last seizure for all patients
with BECTS. Visual inspection revealed an inverse relationship (Fig. 3B). To characterize this relationship, we constructed a generalized linear model, see ‘Statistical
analysis’ section. Among all BECTS children, we found
that each month seizure-free signiﬁcantly decreased the
odds of spike ripple by a factor of 0.69 (95% CI: 0.51–
0.93, P = 0.024; Fig. 3B).
We conclude from the generalized linear model that a
signiﬁcant inverse relationship exists between the spike
ripple rate and time since a patient’s last seizure; the
longer duration seizure-free, the lower the spike ripple rate.

Spike ripples predict seizure risk
To determine whether the presence of a spike ripple increases the odds of active disease, we constructed a logistic
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regression model with outcome disease state (active or free)
and binary predictor of spike ripple rate (non-zero or not).
The bounds of the 95% Bayesian conﬁdence region for the
effect of this predictor included odds 51.65, thus, we conclude that the presence of spike ripples increases the odds
of active disease by at least 65%.

To compare the classiﬁcation performance of spike ripples
and spikes, we computed four measures: the sensitivity,
speciﬁcity, PPV, and NPV. We computed all four measures
for patients with active disease and those who were seizurefree (Table 2). When comparing the presence of at least one
manually identiﬁed event, we detected no difference in sensitivity or NPV between spikes and spike ripples (P = 1.0);
however, spike ripples were more speciﬁc than spikes as a
diagnostic biomarker of active disease (P = 0.016) and had
a better PPV compared to spikes (P = 0.007).
Consistent with the spike ripple results, we found that the
spike rate is higher in patients with active BECTS compared
to seizure-free patients (P = 0.00052) and healthy control
subjects (P = 3.4  10 10; Fig. 4A). Among BECTS subjects, the presence of a spike increases the odds of active
disease. Computing a 95% Bayesian conﬁdence region for
the effect of this predictor, we found that the presence of
spikes increased the odds of active disease by at least 1.15
(the 95% conﬁdence region included odds 51.15). We
conclude that the presence of spike events increases the
odds of active disease by at least 15%. We found no relationship between spike rate and the time since last seizure
(P = 0.13; Fig. 4B).

Automatic detection of spike ripples
produces consistent result
Nearly all methods to detect ripples in human data require
the subjective classiﬁcation by an expert reviewer. There
are many disadvantages to manual classiﬁcation, including
the possible introduction of bias, the difﬁculty of standardizing the results of different reviewers, and the time
required to perform the classiﬁcation. To reduce the

impact of manual classiﬁcation, we repeated the analysis
above using all candidate spike ripple events, without validation. In this way, the analysis was fully automated, and
avoided any subjective classiﬁcation of events.
Using the candidate spike ripple events, we found that
most patients’ EEGs (n = 35 of 36) had a non-zero spike
ripple rate, including the healthy controls (Fig. 5A).
We found a signiﬁcant difference in the mean spike ripple
rate between groups (one-way ANOVA, P = 0.00035),
where the spike ripple rate was signiﬁcantly higher in
patients with active BECTS (n = 10, 7.5  2.3 events/min)
compared to healthy controls (n = 13, 0.27  0.05 events/

Figure 4 Manually detected spikes performance. (A) The
spike rate is higher in patients with active BECTS, though most
seizure-free subjects have a non-zero spike rate. Each circle indicates the spike rate (events/min) for the three patient categories.
(B) No relationship between the spike rate and time since last
seizure is detected. The black curve indicates a generalized linear
model fit with mean (solid) and 95% CIs (dashed). In both figures,
red (grey) circles indicate patients with active BECTS (seizure-free
BECTS).

Table 2 Spike rate and spike ripple rate diagnostic characteristics

a

Spike ripples (95% CI)
Spikesa (95% CI)
Automated spike ripplesb (95% CI)
Automated spikesb (95% CI)
a

Based on presence or absence of event.
Based on optimal threshold using ROC curve.

b

Sensitivity

Specificity

PPV

NPV

1 (1,1)
1 (1,1)
0.8 (0.55,1)
1 (1,1)

0.85 (0.65,1)
0.31 (0.057, 0.56)
1 (1,1)
0.77 (0.54,0.998)

0.83 (0.62,1)
0.53 (0.27,0.75)
1 (1,1)
0.77 (0.54,0.998)

1 (1,1)
1 (1,1)
0.87 (0.70,1)
1 (1,1)
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min, P = 0.0008), and compared to patients who were seizure-free (n = 13, 0.46  0.13 events/min, P = 0.0011).
Constructing a standard logistic regression model of disease state (active or seizure-free) with a single predictor of
automated spike ripple rate, we found that spike ripple
rate was a signiﬁcant predictor (P = 0.032) of active
BECTS; an increase in spike ripple rate by 0.1 events/min
increased the odds of active BECTS by 26% (95% CI:
1.9%–55%, Fig. 5B).

Medication status did not impact spike ripple rate among
patients with active BECTS (n = 5 ON medication, n = 5
OFF medication, P = 0.35), nor among BECTS patients
without recent seizure (n = 6 ON medication, n = 7 OFF
medication, P = 0.29).
All patients with BECTS (n = 23) had a non-zero spike
ripple rate, which decreased with time since last seizure
(Fig. 5D). Estimating the relationship between spike ripple
rate and the time since last seizure for these patients, we
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Figure 5 Analysis of fully automated detection of spike ripple events produces consistent results. (A) The spike ripple rate is higher
in patients with active BECTS. Each circle indicates the spike ripple rate (events/min) for the three patient categories. (B) Patients separated into
those with active BECTS (red circles) and seizure-free (grey circles). A logistic regression model (black curves, mean in solid, 95% CIs in dashed)
indicates a significant increase in the odds of active BECTS with increasing spike ripple rate. (C) From the ROC curve (black), the optimal
operating point (blue) is used for classification. (D) The spike ripple rate decreases with time since last seizure. The black curve indicates a
generalized linear model fit with mean (solid) and 95% CIs (dashed).

EEG spike ripples in BECTS

found that each unit increase in month signiﬁcantly
decreased the odds of candidate spike ripple by a factor
of 0.89 (95% CI: 0.82–0.96, P = 0.0082). We again conclude that the longer the time since a patient’s last seizure,
the lower the spike ripple rate.
In conclusion, fully automated detection of candidate
spike ripple events qualitatively reproduced the results of
the validated spike ripple events.

To compare the classiﬁcation of patients with the two automated methods, we used the optimal operating point in the
ROC curve as the threshold for classiﬁcation of spike ripples (Fig. 5C) and spikes (Fig. 6C). We found that spike
ripples had higher speciﬁcity and PPV than spikes, although
these differences were not statistically signiﬁcant (Table 2;
P = 0.25 and P = 0.11, respectively).
Similar to the automated spike ripple method, we found that
the automated spike rate is signiﬁcantly higher in patients with
active BECTS compared to seizure-free patients (P = 0.00094)
and healthy control subjects (P = 3.1  10 5; Fig. 6A). For the
automated spike detector, the odds of active disease increased
signiﬁcantly with spike rate (P = 0.010; Fig. 6B). While the
automated detection of spike ripples decreased signiﬁcantly
with time from last seizure (P = 0.0082; Fig. 5D), we found
no such relationship for the automated detection of spikes
(P = 0.096; Fig. 6D).

Discussion
Epilepsy is a common neurological disorder, affecting 1 in
26 Americans in their lifetime (Institute of Medicine, 2012),
yet diagnosis and management of this disease remains empiric, requiring a trial-and-error approach to determine if
and when seizures occur. A reliable, non-invasive biomarker for seizure risk could improve stratiﬁcation of
those potentially at risk from a variety of insults such as
trauma, infection, or genetic predisposition (Engel, 2011).
Here, we used a unique population of patients with a selflimited epilepsy syndrome to test a proposed non-invasive
biomarker for epileptogenicity, spike ripples. We found that
spike ripples can be reliably identiﬁed in a subject’s scalp
EEG using both expert and automated techniques, that
these events track with seizure risk in BECTS, and that
validated spike ripples improve diagnostic accuracy of seizure risk compared to manually identiﬁed spikes.
Growing evidence has highlighted spike ripples as a promising new biomarker of epilepsy in non-invasive EEG
studies, with continuing work to better characterize and
understand these signals (Frauscher et al., 2017). On
scalp recordings, only a small percentage (3–22%) of
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spikes co-occur with ripples (Andrade-Valenca et al.,
2011; Melani et al., 2013; Chu et al., 2017), though approximately half of ripples co-occur with spikes (AndradeValenca et al., 2011; Melani et al., 2013). The onset of
ripples in spike ripple events typically precedes the spike
peak and ripples are more spatially restricted than spikes
(van Klink et al., 2016a), suggesting that this coupled activity may provide higher speciﬁcity for the epileptogenic
process. Our work contributes to these growing observations and helps validate the reliability, utility, and relevance
of this biomarker in non-invasive EEG recordings.
Previously, we have shown good intra-rater reliability in
identifying spike ripple events using a semi-automated technique (Chu et al., 2017). Here, we show good inter-rater
reliability, as well as good performance in an unsupervised,
fully-automated setting.
We note that, in developing the spike ripple detector, we
must balance the trade-off between sensitivity and speciﬁcity (Chu et al., 2017). An overly sensitive detector would
require visual inspection of a high number of candidate
ripple events, making the method less feasible in practice.
An overly speciﬁc detector would result in missed detections of active BECTS patients. We have shown previously
that the sensitivity of the detector to capture spike ripple
events is 62% compared to manual review (Chu et al.,
2017). As spike ripple rate decreases with duration seizure-free in BECTS patients, and is low but non-zero in
some healthy controls, missed detections in a patient with
a very low spike ripple rate may have low clinical signiﬁcance. Here, the detector successfully identiﬁed all subjects
with active BECTS. By changing parameters in the spike
ripple detector (e.g. the envelope threshold; see Chu
et al., 2017), we may increase the sensitivity while reducing
the speciﬁcity. Developing a more sensitive measure, while
maintaining the practical utility of the method, would require additional development, for example an automated,
machine learning procedure to classify the spectrogram
images (Fig. 1). The results reported here were based on
the selection of the channel with maximal spike amplitude,
or in the case of automated spike detection, the channel
with the greatest number of spike detections. Inclusion of
all channels to derive a measure of the total burden of spike
ripple events or spikes may improve the sensitivity of the
method. However, the inclusion of non-informative channels may increase the variability in detection estimates, and
thus reduce classiﬁcation performance. We also note that
intracranial studies have suggested that ripple rate varies
with respect to brain structure and brain pathologies,
such that they may provide a better biomarker of epileptogenicity in mesiotemporal regions than the occipital lobe
(von Ellenrieder et al., 2016), and in focal cortical dysplasia
than polymicrogyria (Ferrari Mainho et al., 2015), for example. As we focused here on stereotyped spike populations in a single electroclinical syndrome, the results may
not generalize to other populations. Future work is
required to explore the regional variability and generalizability of spike ripple behaviour to disease in scalp EEG.
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regression model (black curves, mean in solid, 95% CIs in dashed) indicates a significant increase in the odds of active BECTS with increasing spike
rate. (C) From the ROC curve (black), the optimal operating point (blue) is used for classification. (D) No relationship between the spike rate and
time since last seizure is detected. The black curve indicates a generalized linear model fit with mean (solid) and 95% CIs (dashed). In all figures,
red (grey) circles indicate patients with active BECTS (seizure-free BECTS).

Our ﬁndings have direct implications for children with
BECTS. Although no class I or II evidence is available to
guide treatment choice or duration in this disease (Glauser
et al., 2006; Tan et al., 2014), most practitioners favour
prolonged treatment with anticonvulsant medications until
at least 1–2 years after the last clinical seizure (Bourgeois,
2000). Non-treatment or premature taper may result in
seizures, injury, and even death (Doumlele et al., 2017);
but chronic anticonvulsant drug exposure is also not
benign, as the most common medications prescribed for
BECTS are known to cause attentional deﬁcits, aggression,
hostility, nervousness, and somnolence in 30–70% of

exposed children (Perry et al., 2008; Oguni, 2011; Masur
et al., 2013; Halma et al., 2014; Mellish et al., 2015).
Among BECTS trials in particular, somnolence, psychomotor slowing, dizziness and worsened performance on
cognitive testing after treatment was started have been reported with a variety of anticonvulsant drugs (Coppola
et al., 2007; Kang et al., 2007; Wirrell et al., 2008;
Andrade et al., 2009). Unnecessary cognitive side effects
are particularly problematic in light of an emerging recognition that BECTS is associated with subtle but pervasive
cognitive difﬁculties (Wickens et al., 2017). Current methods to estimate remission and attempt medication
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events as an early biomarker for anticonvulsant medication
efﬁcacy in BECTS and the need to explore this biomarker
in other epilepsy syndromes. A biomarker that tracks with
medication efﬁcacy could mitigate the need to rely on
breakthrough seizures to guide medication adjustments in
this syndrome. Furthermore, quantiﬁcation of spike ripples
prior to medication taper, and at mid-taper, could minimize
the chance of recrudescence. Such a biomarker could enable
rapid drug screening and bypass the need for prolonged
observation and requirement for symptomatic seizures in
clinical trials.
Our current study was designed to optimize the yield of
biomarker discovery by evaluating a disease population
that consistently progresses from active to remission
states. This focus on a homogeneous population may
have facilitated detection and differentiation of spike
ripple features obfuscated in a more heterogeneous population. However, the focus on a single disease population is
also a limitation. Future work to understand the pathophysiological mechanisms underlying spike ripples and the
relevance of this biomarker across varied populations remains to be done (Jiruska et al., 2017). As new computational tools and improved recording techniques provide
novel opportunities for discovery, non-invasive quantitative
biomarkers promise to signiﬁcantly improve patient care.
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