
Predicting RNA Structure and Dynamics with Deep Learning and Solution Scattering

Edan Patt1, Scott Classen2, Michal Hammel2*, Dina Schneidman-Duhovny1*

1School of Computer Science and Engineering, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem
2Molecular Biophysics and Integrated Bioimaging, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, Berkeley,
CA, USA.

Correspondence: mhammel@lbl.gov, dina.schneidman@mail.huji.ac.il

Abstract

Advanced deep learning and statistical methods can predict structural models for RNA molecules.
However, RNAs are flexible, and it remains difficult to describe their macromolecular conformations in
solutions where varying conditions can induce conformational changes. Small-angle X-ray scattering
(SAXS) in solution is an efficient technique to validate structural predictions by comparing the
experimental SAXS profile with those calculated from predicted structures. There are two main
challenges in comparing SAXS profiles to RNA structures: the absence of cations essential for stability
and charge neutralization in predicted structures and the inadequacy of a single structure to represent
RNA's conformational plasticity. We introduce Solution Conformation Predictor for RNA (SCOPER) to
address these challenges. This pipeline integrates kinematics-based conformational sampling with the
innovative deep-learning model, IonNet, designed for predicting Mg2+ ion binding sites. Validated through
benchmarking against fourteen experimental datasets, SCOPER significantly improved the quality of
SAXS profile fits by including Mg2+ ions and sampling of conformational plasticity. We observe that an
increased content of monovalent and bivalent ions leads to decreased RNA plasticity. Therefore, carefully
adjusting the plasticity and ion density is crucial to avoid overfitting experimental SAXS data. SCOPER
is an efficient tool for accurately validating the solution state of RNAs given an initial, sufficiently
accurate structure and provides the corrected atomistic model, including ions.

The method is available from: https://github.com/dina-lab3d/IonNet
Our pipeline is available for use as a web server: https://bilbomd.bl1231.als.lbl.gov/

Statement of Significance

Understanding the behavior of RNA in solution is critical for deciphering its biological functions, yet
predicting its macromolecular conformation remains challenging. While advanced computational methods
can predict RNA structures, their accuracy in solution is often limited by the absence of stabilizing ions
and the failure to account for RNA's conformational flexibility. This study presents SCOPER, an
innovative tool that addresses these challenges by integrating deep-learning-based ion binding site
prediction with conformational sampling, offering a more reliable approach to validate and refine RNA
structures against experimental SAXS data. We provide our source code and a web server that runs the
pipeline.
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Introduction

In recent years, novel and unexpected roles of non-coding RNAs have been discovered in multiple
processes, such as signaling, cancer, development, and stress response (1, 2). Structural characterization
of their solution conformations is critical to understanding their functional role (3). RNA flexibility
challenges traditional structural characterization techniques, such as X-ray crystallography and NMR
spectroscopy. While progress has been made with RNA structure determination by cryo-Electron
Microscopy, challenges due to instability, heterogeneity, and small size limit widespread application (4).
Consequently, RNA structures comprise only ~3% of all structures in the Protein Data Bank (PDB) (5).
Although novel deep learning methods produce highly accurate protein structures, for RNAs these models
are not as accurate and can produce a wide variety of structural models with different base pairings (6).

Small-angle X-ray scattering (SAXS) can rapidly provide in-solution structural information on biological
macromolecules, describing the size, shape, and dynamics (7–10). This in-solution structural technique is
experiencing a revival primarily due to improvements in data collection technologies and computational
algorithms (9). Unlike X-ray crystallography and NMR spectroscopy, SAXS is a fast and reliable
technique performed under dilute conditions, thus requiring minimal amounts of RNA samples. The
technique has provided reliable data on particles ranging from small RNA duplexes at 20 kDa to the large
70S ribosome at 2700 kDa (10–13). SAXS can be an invaluable tool for the structural biologist,
supplementing the traditional high-resolution techniques; yet, the method has limitations for RNA that
merit attention.

Directly comparing an RNA structure with a SAXS profile requires an accurate calculator of theoretical
SAXS profiles from atomistic models. Current SAXS profile calculators do not accurately match the
experimental SAXS RNA data within the noise (14). The difference between the theoretical and
experimental SAXS profiles is attributed to the ion-induced changes in the hydration layer (15) and the
conformational diversity of RNA (16, 17). The results from SAXS studies of counterion interactions with
rigid RNA duplexes have greatly improved our understanding of highly charged RNA’s folding into
compact structures (18). Ions, commonly Mg2+, also contribute signal to the SAXS profiles with the X-ray
scattering length density of Mg2+ almost two times larger than H2O. However, the ions are not predicted
by structure modeling algorithms and can be easily missed by experimental structure determination
methods. In addition to the localization of ions, we need to be able to predict their solution conformations
for functional studies of RNA molecules. Direct comparison between experimental or predicted RNA 3D
structures and SAXS profiles measured in solution is challenging. A solution conformation can have
similar secondary and tertiary structures as the structural model but different overall conformation due to
the RNAs' flexibility. Moreover, for larger flexible RNAs to describe conformational heterogeneity,
multi-state models (two or more conformations and their weights) can be required (19, 20).

Novel works for directly predicting RNA structure from SAXS data have recently emerged such as
Ernwin (21) and RNAMasonry (22). These works predict a tertiary structure beginning from a secondary
structure and sample a coarse tertiary structure guided by SAXS data. However, these approaches do not
account for Mg2+ ions or take multiple states into account.
Several methods exist to sample the conformational ensemble from a starting RNA structure, assuming
the in-solution conformation only varies slightly. These include Molecular Dynamics simulations (19),
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Monte Carlo-based methods, such as SimRNA (23), Normal Modes (15, 24, 25), and robotics-inspired
motion planning approach, KGSRNA (26). However, based on a statistical analysis of ions in the PDB,
there is only one predictor of metal ion positions in RNA, MetalionRNA (27). MetalionRNA relies on a
distance and angle-dependent anisotropic potential describing interactions between metal ions and RNA
atom pairs. The statistical potential was calculated using ∼100 structures when it was first published.
With the availability of novel geometric deep-learning methods for protein structures and a larger dataset
of RNA structures, there is an opportunity to develop more accurate tools that predict metal ion positions.
More recently, works leveraging large amounts of available data have approached this problem using deep
learning, such as Zhou et al. (28), which uses 3D convolutional neural networks to comb the 3D structure
of RNA as a 3D image. While this approach seems promising, 3D convolutions are not invariant to the
arbitrary orientation of the RNA structure. 3D convolutions are also notoriously slow to compute and
require large amounts of data to train while also dealing with many sparse voxels that hinder the training
process. The newest version of Deepmind’s AlphaFold (AlphaFold3 (6)) released a powerful new model
that can generate 3D RNA complexes along with predicted ion binding sites; however, their ion binding
site prediction has no reported accuracy measures.

We developed a SAXS-based Conformation Predictor for RNA (SCOPER), which takes an initial RNA
structure and a SAXS profile as input and outputs a single or multi-state model with improved fit to the
SAXS profile and Mg2+ ions added to RNA conformations. We used geometric deep learning to train a
model named IonNet for Mg2+ ion placement based on the atomic neighborhood. We use SAXS profiles to
select subsets of ion positions that best fit experimental SAXS profiles to identify further the most
probable ion positions from the predicted ones. To address the conformational flexibility of RNA
molecules, we sample multiple conformations using KGSRNA, a motion planning algorithm that
preserves the secondary structure of the initial structure, followed by the prediction of Mg2+ ion positions
for each sampled conformation. Finally, we determine single or multi-state models that fit the data within
the noise. KGSRNA sampling preserves the secondary structure of the initial RNA structure, enabling
reliable sampling of plausible conformational changes driven by RNA flexibility in solution. By
preserving RNA's secondary structure, this approach minimizes the risk of overfitting SAXS data by
models containing broken base pairs, which may happen in SAXS-guided normal mode sampling (29).
We benchmarked SCOPER’s capability with 14 experimental SAXS datasets, including experimental data
of three RNAs with known crystal structures (P4P6, SAM-riboswitch, and LYS-riboswitch) (30–32).

Materials and Methods

Summary. The input to our method is a PDB format structure of the RNA and a SAXS profile. The
structure can be obtained experimentally or using RNA structure prediction tools, such as DeepRNAFold
(33), RNAComposer (34), SimRNA (23), or recently released AlphaFold3 (6). The method proceeds in
four main stages (Fig. 1). First, we generate 1,000 RNA conformations from the input structure using
KGSRNA that perturbs the structure while preserving base pairing (26). The base pairing is assigned
by RNAview (35) prior to the KGSRNA sampling. Second, IonNet predicts potential Mg2+positions
for each generated conformation. Third, the input SAXS profile selects a combination of Mg2+ ion
positions that best fit the data using the goodness of fit parameter χ2. Finally, if a single conformation with
Mg2+ ions does not fit the SAXS profile within the noise, we apply MultiFoXS to find multi-state models
to explore conformational plasticity (36). If a SAXS profile is unavailable, it is still possible to use IonNet
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as a standalone tool, using the code on GitHub, to obtain the most probable Mg2+ ion positions using
stages two and three only. Below, we describe stages two and three that we have developed specifically
for this pipeline.

Prediction of ion positions with IonNet

IonNet training. IonNet is a deep learning model that can classify a probe located on an RNA surface as
either an Mg2+ ion or a water molecule based on the atomic neighborhood of the probe (atoms within an
8Å radius). To train the model, we relied on ∼1,000 PDB structures that contain ∼41,000 Mg2+ ions to
serve as positive examples. Water molecules and their atomic neighborhoods were negative examples
(Supplementary Data). We describe these neighborhoods as graphs, where nodes correspond to RNA
atoms, and edges represent the distances between the nodes. Our model performs its classification using
Graph Neural Networks (GNNs) leveraging graph attention (37) and graph convolution (38) layers to
extract information from the input graphs (Fig. S1, Table S1). Four-fold cross-validation was performed
with IonNet, resulting in an AUROC mean of 0.89 (Fig. 2A). We provide a complete overview of
IonNet’s training and accuracy metrics in the Supplementary Data (Table S1, Table S3, Fig. S6-11).

IonNet inference. We generate surface probes to predict ion positions in a given RNA structure (Fig. 2B)
using Connolly’s surface method (39). A neighborhood of RNA atoms (within 8Å) is extracted for each
such probe. Each neighborhood is passed to IonNet and is classified as either an Mg2+ ion or a water
molecule neighborhood. When IonNet is used outside of SCOPER as a standalone tool, iterative
clustering selects the predicted binding sites with the highest confidence. By the end of this stage, IonNet
suggests a number of plausible Mg2+ binding-site locations. We provide an accuracy metric for this
inference process over our test set in the supplementary data.
For example, IonNet could identify probes in the vicinity of 11 out of 12 experimentally observed ions for
the P4P6 structure (Fig. 2C). Overall, out of ~5,500 probes, IonNet identified 84 as Mg2+ ions. If we use a
strict cut-off (0.9 instead of 0.5) for Mg2+ ion prediction, 6 out of the 12 experimentally observed ions are
correctly predicted, with 30 predicted Mg2+ ion positions (Fig. 2D).

Combinatorial SAXS-based selection of ions
SAXS profile fitting. We computed the profiles using the Debye formula with the FoXS program (14,
40). For a given structural model, there are three adjustable parameters: excluded volume (c1), hydration
layer density (c2), and the scaling factor (c) that are optimized to fit the experimental profile as measured
by the χ2 score:
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where Iexp(q) is the experimental profile, which is a function of the momentum transfer ,𝑞 =  4π𝑠𝑖𝑛θ/λ
where 2θ is the scattering angle, λ is the wavelength of the incident X-ray beam, σ(q) is the experimental
error of the measured profile, and S is the number of points in the profile. I(q, c1, c2) is the computed
profile, given by the Debye formula (14), with c1 and c2 optimized to minimize the χ2 score.
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Enumeration of Mg2+ subsets
In the pipeline’s 3rd stage, the subset of Mg2+ ions that minimizes the χ2 score is selected from a set of
predicted Mg2+ ion positions by IonNet. These subsets are enumerated using a branch-and-bound
algorithm. First, we calculate the χ2 score for the RNA structure with a single ion. Second, we enumerate
all possible subsets with two ions (a branch step) and keep K best scoring ones (a bound step) for the next
iteration, when a third ion will be added. We continue enumerating the ion subsets of size N based on size
N − 1 subsets until the score can no longer be improved. To speed up the calculation of the SAXS
profile and the corresponding χ2 score for each subset, we precompute the RNA profile and the profile of
each Mg2+ ion relative to the RNA. This preprocessing enables a rapid summation of the relevant
sub-profiles for each subset of Mg2+ ions and χ2 score calculation.

SAXS data collection
To validate our pipeline, we collect experimental SAXS data from a monomeric RNA state free of
contaminants (higher oligomeric states and aggregation). We applied Size Exclusion Chromatography
coupled with small angle X-ray scattering (SEC-SAXS) (Tables S2, Fig. S2). All data, except RNA #10
and #14, were collected at SIBYLS beamline 12.3.1 at Advanced Light Source with recently reported
developed SEC-SAXS-MALS modality (41). X-ray wavelength was set at λ=1.127 Å, and the sample to
detector distance was 2100 mm, resulting in scattering vectors, q, ranging from 0.01 Å-1 to 0.4 Å-1. 60-95
μL of annealed RNAs with a concentration between 1 and 3 mg/ml were prepared in the SEC running
buffer (Table S2). The Shodex KW802.5 column was equilibrated with a running buffer with a flow rate
of 0.65 mL/min. Each sample was injected in an SEC column, and two-second X-ray exposures were
recorded continuously for 24 min. RNA #10 and #14 were previously collected at the SIBYLS beamline
and reported (13, 32). Program RAW (42) was used for further SEC-SAXS processing, including buffer
subtractions and merging SAXS frames across the elution peak (Fig. S2). For RNA #8, #9, and #11, we
applied the EFA approach (43) to ensure that the SAXS signal is derived from monomeric and
well-folded RNA. The final merged SAXS curves were further used for Guinier analysis using the
program RAW (42) and computing P(r) functions by the program GNOM (44). The MWSAXS was
calculated using Volume of Correlation (Vc) (45) and compared to the molecular weight estimated by
SEC-MALS (Table S2). The SEC-SAXS were deposited to the SIMPLE SCATTERING database
https://simplescattering.com/ (deposition IDs are listed in Table S2).

Results

Impact of ionic strength and RNA plasticity on SAXS fitting.
Fast calculation of SAXS profiles from protein structures usually involves modeling the hydration shell
with implicit solvent models (14, 46–49). In these models, the density of the hydration layer can be
adjusted to optimize the fit to the experimental SAXS profile (14, 46). The changes in the protein's
hydration layer, typically influenced by the protein surface net charge, result from the varying ionic
strength of the buffer used in SAXS experiments (14). However, in the nucleic acid world, higher ionic
strength increases the rigidity of nucleic acid structures (16) and can alter the overall arrangement of RNA
segments (50, 51), whereas the hydration layer is poorly understood. The ionic strength-dependent
plasticity of RNA poses a greater difficulty in quantifying changes in the RNA hydration layer using
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SAXS. Nevertheless, here, we look at the impact of salt concentration on the hydration layer model in the
FoXS SAXS calculator (14) and RNA plasticity.

We measured SAXS profiles for a small RNA stem-loop (#3 in the benchmark) and P4P6 RNA (#13 in
the benchmark) at different ionic strengths while keeping the Mg2+ concentration constant at 5 mM.
Although the Radius of gyration (Rg) values obtained by the Guinier plot (Fig. 3A,B) are identical within
the error across the ionic strengths (Table 1), we observed variations in the SAXS profile shown by the
normalized Kratky plot (Fig. 3A,B). The narrowing of the peak at higher ionic strength (Fig. 3A,B) could
be further visualized by changes in the P(r) function (Fig. 3C,D). Low concentration of RNA’s (stem-loop
~0.06mM, P4P6 ~0.01mM) at the elution peak, presence of 5mM Mg2+, and identical Rg’s across
measured salt concentrations (Table 1) shows that SAXS-changes are not derived from altered
inter-particular RNA interactions (52). Multiple factors may explain the observed changes: 1) changes in
RNA rigidity as previously observed for DNA (53–55) and RNA rearrangement (50, 51), or changes in
the hydration layer influenced by the altered RNA surface net charge, or all of the above. Nevertheless,
because distinguishing RNA plasticity/rigidity from the altering hydration layer is difficult, we fit the
SAXS profiles with the single or ensemble model of RNA, with/without adjustment of the c1/c2
parameters or with/without placement of Mg2+. The quality of fit for all the fittings is listed in Table 1.
The single conformer with adjusted c1/c2 parameters did not match the SAXS profiles within the noise
(Table 1), indicating that adding Mg2+ ions or a multi-state model (36) is necessary to match the data.
However, the fit for a model with placed Mg2+ or a two-state model is similar (Table 1, Fig. 3E,F) and
shows that the RNA plasticity or placement of Mg2+ is challenging to distinguish. The single conformer
with placed Mg2+ ions and default c1/c2 parameters slightly worsened the fit. In contrast, multi-state
models with placed Mg2+ ions and default c1/c2 parameters significantly improved the fit for P4P6 but
not stem-loop (Table 1). This further indicates that fitting SAXS simultaneously with RNA plasticity,
adjustment of the hydration layer and excluded volume, and placing Mg2+ may lead to data overfitting. To
avoid SAXS data overfitting, we set the c1 and c2 parameters to the default value of 1.0 in our further
pipeline testing.

SAXS profile fitting
Our dataset consisted of 14 RNA samples with experimental SAXS profiles. The starting structures were
obtained from DeepFoldRNA (#1-4, #6-8) (33), RNAComposer (#5, #9, #11), (34), and X-ray
crystallography structures (#10 PDB 2GIS, #13, PDB 1GID, #14 PDB 3D0U) (31, 32, 56). We used
different programs to predict our initial structures mainly due to time constraints, where RNAComposer
produced initial fitting structures faster than DeepFoldRNA. DeepFoldRNA was used when the
RNAComposer model fitted the SAXS data poorly. Additionally, we apply the SCOPER pipeline with
AlphaFold3 for large RNAs (#9, #11) to show how our pipeline can validate or reject models with
different secondary structures (see below). Deep learning prediction models such as DeepFoldRNA or
AlphaFold3 offer multiple conformations when predicting 3D structures. We always selected the
conformation with the best initial SAXS fit. We found that predictions with an inadequate initial structure
were usually unsuitable for our pipeline as KGSRNA explores the conformational space of RNA by
preserving its secondary structure. Our pipeline is expected to benefit from future improvements in RNA
structure prediction that will provide more accurate starting structures (57). The fit of most starting
structures to their corresponding SAXS profile was relatively poor (Table 2, Fig. 4). We predicted Mg2+

ion positions using IonNet. Adding Mg2+ ions to the starting structure only marginally improved the fit
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(Table 2, Fig. 4, Fig. 5). However, in the case of the accurately determined starting structure of the
SAM-riboswitch (#10) obtained from X-ray crystallography, the addition of Mg2+ ions resulted in
significant improvement (Table 2, Fig. 4). The SAM-riboswitch is a well-folded globular RNA where the
addition of a relatively large number of placed Mg2+ ions contributes to the improvement of the SAXS
profile fit. Significant improvement in SAXS fit could also be observed for some small RNAs (#3, #5)
with more straightforward folds and expected limited plasticity. Thus, the starting predicted structure
represents the solution state, and placing Mg2+ ions improves the SAXS fit. However, selecting a more
accurate conformation is critical to matching the experimental SAXS profiles except for the
RNA-riboswitch (#10).
In all of our benchmark cases, the single conformation with the best fit (lowest χ2) out of the 1,000
sampled by KGSRNA could fit the data significantly better than the initial structure (Table 2, Fig. 4,5).
Adding Mg2+ ions to these conformations further improved the fit (Table 2, Fig. 4,5). Additional
improvement in the fit to SAXS profiles could be achieved using multi-state models that mimic RNA
plasticity (Table 2). Notably, the multi-segment RNAs where the more significant movement of segments
could be expected (#11, #13, and #14) (50) showed significant fit improvement with a multi-state model.
For example, the SAXS profile of the P4P6 had the best fit with four conformations (Fig. S3) with a χ2

=1.17 vs. 1.48 for a single conformation. However, the different placements of Mg2+ in each conformer
(Fig. 3) suggest that placing Mg2+ ions in combination with multi-state modeling can lead to the
overfitting of experimental SAXS data. On the other hand, it may also indicate that the movement of
individual P4P6 segments in solution can result in more loosely defined coordinates for Mg2+ ions.
Generally, validating through SAXS whether the Mg2+ ions observed in the P4P6 crystal structure remain
ordered in the dynamic solution state is challenging. Smaller RNAs with single-stranded regions (#3) also
show improved fit with a multi-state model. The multistate model of the #3 RNA mimics the plasticity of
the unpaired 5'-end, resulting in an χ2 value of 1.22 compared to 1.52 for a single conformation (Table 2).
These results indicate that our pipeline can predict Mg2+ binding sites that significantly reduce the χ2 score
of the RNA structure (Figs. 4-5, Table 2). Although the improvements to the fit by adding Mg2+ ions were
relatively marginal compared to finding a suitable conformation, these additions are not insignificant
(Table 2, Figs. 4-5).
We conducted our profile fit calculations over all 1,000 conformations generated by KGSRNA. We found
that running IonNet on all 1,000 conformations can be redundant if a single conformation fits the data
within the noise. The best-fitting conformation without Mg2+ ions tends to be one of the best-fitting
conformations with added ions (Fig. S5). If a user lacks parallel computing power, a safe assumption is
that our pipeline can be run only on the best-scoring structures sampled by KGSRNA with little cost to
the optimality of the output. However, if multi-state modeling is needed to fit the data within the noise,
one needs to run IonNet for all the conformations.

Using SCOPER for validation of structural models
We observed that the SCOPER can validate structures with adequate secondary and tertiary initial
structures for the SAXS profile. We find that only adding Mg2+ ions predicted by IonNet is insufficient to
fit the data (Table 2, Fig. S5) as most structures’ fit to the profile is usually only marginally changed when
Mg2+ ions are added. IonNet selects binding sites with high accuracy, and SCOPER selects ions that
reduce the SAXS score with a clustering algorithm; both help to reduce overfitting the SAXS profile by
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only adding ions, although these do not eliminate the possibility that some ions are chosen specifically
because they help overfit the SAXS profile.
During experimentation, we also noticed that SCOPER worked best when the initial structure fit relatively
well. Because KGSRNA preserves the initial structure's secondary structure, SCOPER is unlikely to
overfit a structure with the wrong secondary structure convincingly. While KGSRNA does lend itself to
exploring a large conformation space (Fig. S12), we found 1,000 iterations to be sufficient for our needs;
however, this number can be increased if needed.
We ran SCOPER with two initial models derived from two different prediction programs for three RNAs
to demonstrate the role of SCOPER in validating structures rather than using it as a structure modeling
tool. We chose two large RNAs (#9, #11) with the unknown experimentally defined structure and possible
variations in tertiary structure prediction by AlphaFold3 (6) vs. DeepFoldRNA or RNAcomposer. The
SCOPER pipeline shows a significantly better fit for the refined DeepFoldRNA models (#9 χ2 =3.65 vs.
2.44, #11 χ2 =5.84 vs. 1.45) (Fig. 6A, B). In case #9, the unfolded RNA 3’-end was the most significant
difference contributing to the good fit derived from the DeepFoldRNA model. In case #11, the absence of
unpaired stem-loop segments in the AlphaFold3 model leads to a noticeably poorer fit.
When multiple conformations exist in a solution with variations in secondary structure between them,
SCOPER can be run with different initial structures. The resulting multi-state model can then be
determined by combining SCOPER's outputs for all initial structures using MultiFoXS (36). Therefore,
we strongly recommend using SCOPER to validate or reject structural models based on a SAXS profile
rather than relying on it solely as a predictive tool. This is because SCOPER's effectiveness is greatly
dependent on the accuracy of the initial structure, and its limitations must be carefully taken into account.

Correlation between RNA size and a number of potential Mg2+ binding sites
We found a positive correlation (Pearson coefficient of 0.67) between the number of atoms in an RNA
structure and the amount of predicted Mg2+ ions for the structure (Fig. 7). This is an expected outcome as
the more surface area the structure has, it would seem likely that there would be more Mg2+ binding sites
to stabilize the structure.

SCOPERWebapp
We implemented a straightforward and easy-to-use web-based application to make the SCOPER pipeline
available to the scientific community, particularly those without the knowledge or resources to install,
configure, and run the Python code directly from the GitHub repository. The SCOPER pipeline has been
added as an option within our existing BILBOMD job runner framework (58), available at
https://bilbomd.bl1231.als.lbl.gov/. Users are required to create an account before submitting jobs. The
required inputs are the initial RNA structure in PDB format and the experimental SAXS curve containing
three columns (q in Å-1 unit, intensities, and experimental error.). The SCOPER web server implements
the following pipeline steps (Fig. 1): (i) conformational sampling by KGSRNA, (ii) selection of the best
conformer using FoXS, (iii) prediction of possible locations of Mg2+ ions using IonNet, and (iv) selection
of the best Mg2+ ion placements by fitting the SAXS data using MultiFoXS. Users are notified by email
when their jobs are complete. Results are then available to view directly within the web app (Fig. 8). They
are also available to download as a compressed file containing the original uploaded RNA PDB file and
the SAXS fit files, along with the output from the SCOPER pipeline.
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The SCOPER webapp executes its calculations with the single best initial conformer out of the KGSRNA
samples. The user can choose to optimize the excluded volume, hydration layer, or adjustment of offset in
the SAXS fitting parameters. However, we recommend that the calculations be fixed with the excluded
volume and hydration layer parameters to 1 for initial modeling. MultiFoXS is not used in the webapp
either, and only a single conformation with identified binding sites is returned as an output. We encourage
users to report their results as such. More advanced users should be able to use our Github repository;
however, they should be aware that by not setting the excluded volume and hydration layer parameters to
1 or using MultiFoXS, there’s a possibility of overfitting the data.

Discussion and Conclusion

Although there has been substantial progress in predicting RNA structures, different tools can generate
widely varying models for the same RNA molecule. In such cases, the experimental SAXS profile serves
as a valuable resource for validating or discarding these models. For this purpose, we have developed
SCOPER, a novel pipeline that integrates a deep learning model for placing Mg2+ ions into the RNA
models or experimental structure, with SAXS-based validation to determine dynamic RNA conformation
in solution. For ion placement, IonNet, a novel, deep learning-based model was trained to predict Mg2+

binding sites. Results show that these binding sites are predicted with high accuracy. Support for
additional ions commonly found as structure stabilizers in the vicinity of RNA, such as Na+ and K+, can be
added with sufficient training data in future works.

The final ion positions and multi-state models are selected based on a fit to SAXS data. However, data
overfitting is possible when predictions of ions used in conjunction with experimental SAXS profiles
select a subset of Mg2+ ions that only improve the fit. To reduce overfitting, we recommend not varying
adjustable SAXS fitting parameters, where adjusting the hydration layer may lead to the incorrect
placement of Mg2+. However, with only three SAXS datasets (S-adenosylmethionine riboswitch #10,
P4P6 #13, and lysine riboswitch #14) that have an experimentally verified structure, we cannot be sure
that our pipeline entirely prevents overfitting. We suggest using a high threshold (0.3-0.5 for our model)
to obtain only the most confident IonNet predictions.

Another potential concern is our dataset construction. Regarding the accuracy of each Mg²⁺ ion position,
errors commonly arise because they are isoelectronic with water and Na⁺, leading to potential
misidentification (59). By taking high resolution structures, we attempt to mitigate this issue. We also
leverage neural networks's ability to learn with noisy labels with large enough amounts of data (60) (61).
We assume our model could learn despite these possibly noisy labels due to the model having a high
precision and low recall. This is because a low recall value but a high precision may indicate that the
model could learn true binding motifs while false positive labels would have no such discernable pattern.
IonNet can be improved further by explicitly considering Mg2+ coordination when classifying binding
sites. Most Mg2+ ions are generally coordinated by oxygen and nitrogen atoms (62). In future work, we
plan an additional data post-processing step that classifies the coordination neighborhood based on
distances to oxygen and nitrogen atoms. This classification can help improve the model’s precision even
further.
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We show that an accurate RNA SAXS calculator relies on the presence of Mg2+ ions in the model. The
often-used extreme adjustment of the hydration layer, in the absence of Mg2+ ions, can lead to the wrong
selection of RNA conformations by SAXS fitting. Optimizing the predicted starting RNA structural
model is crucial in delivering a good agreement with experimental SAXS profiles. Although the
prediction of Mg2+ ions in the RNA structure delivers a secondary improvement in the SAXS fit, it
increases confidence in the RNA structure validation. This is particularly important when novel RNA
structure prediction tools, like AlphaFold3 (26), need to be validated. We also note that SCOPER is
limited to validating or discarding structures and is highly dependent on the accuracy of the initial
structural model.

As shown in our comparison of χ2 for all models sampled by KGSRNA with and without Mg2+ (Fig. S5),
adding the ions to the wrong model does not fit data better than the best conformer without Mg2+. Also,
using different folds of the same RNA (Fig. 6) shows that adding Mg2+ to the wrong structure doesn't fit
data better than more correct predictions. However, the accuracy of the modeling, whether it is selecting
the conformer or placing the Mg2+, also depends on data quality and the amount of RNA flexibility.
Therefore the SCOPER pipeline should be considered a validation rather than a structure-determination
tool in the relationship to SAXS data quality.

Overall, SCOPER’s results prove that it can help find more accurate RNA structures and suggest their
conformations that better represent the solution state. The fact that the multistate model did not
significantly improve the SAXS fit in most cases suggests that accounting for the Mg2+ in the RNA model
is important to fit the experimental SAXS data properly. Here, we show that precisely calculated
theoretical SAXS profiles can be used to validate or discard RNA structure predictions.
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Data Availability: The SEC-SAXS were deposited to the SIMPLE SCATTERING database
(simplescattering.com). Additionally, the depositions contain the final merged SAXS curve and the final
atomistic models used to calculate the SAXS fit (see Table S2). The RNA samples #4, #5, #7, #8, #9, #11,
and #12 were collected under a proprietary agreement and unavailable in the SIMPLE SCATTERING
database. The method is available from https://github.com/dina-lab3d/IonNet. For the latest release,
please use our Zenodo link dina-lab3D/IonNet: Zenodo Release A SCOPER pipeline is available as a web
server from https://bilbomd.bl1231.als.lbl.gov/.
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Structure/
salt
concentration

Rg (Å) w.o Mg2+ w. Mg2+ w. Mg2+

c1=1.0 / c2 =1.0

Best single
conformer

2-state
model

Best single
conformer

Best single
conformer

Multi-state
model

χ2 c2 χ2 c2 χ2 c2 #io
ns

χ2 #ions χ2

P4P6-50 29.57
+/-0.09

1.90 2.50 1.63 2.0 1.49 2.00 14 2.45 20 1.42 w. Mg2+

1.52 w.o Mg2+

P4P6-150 29.56
+/-0.11

1.96 0.56 1.39 2.0 1.63 0.85 16 1.74 17 1.39 w. Mg2+

1.84 w.o Mg2+

P4P6-300 29.61
+/-0.11

1.78 0.45 1.31 2.0 1.40 0.84 18 1.48 20 1.17 w. Mg2+

1.21 w.o Mg2+

stem-loop-50 18.15
+/-0.11

1.90 -0.1
4

1.50 -0.5 1.67 -0.4
6

11 1.99 9 1.82 w. Mg2+

1.45 w.o Mg2+

stem-loop-150 18.15
+/-0.08

1.98 -0.0
8

1.51 -0.5 1.64 -0.5
0

11 1.96 9 1.72 w. Mg2+

1.37 w.o Mg2+

stem-loop-300 18.14
+/-0.05

1.65 0.48 1.42 -0.5 1.40 0.55 9 1.52 10 1.22 w. Mg2+

1.08 w.o Mg2+

Table 1. Concentration results
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RNA Starting Structure Best Scoring Structure MultiFoXS Number of States
w.o Mg2+ w. Mg2+ w.o Mg2+ w. Mg2+ w.o Mg2+ w. Mg2+

1 9.29 9.29 1.55 1.07 1.35 1.06 3

2 42.67 42.67 5.12 2.92 4.64 2.92 3

3 18.95 10.52 1.76 1.52 1.08 1.22 6

4 8.70 8.70 3.04 2.47 2.94 2.41 3

5 14.91 9.90 5.95 3.86 4.27 3.35 3

6 2.18 1.97 2.02 1.94 1.87 1.89 3

7 1.92 1.55 1.03 1.00 0.96 0.95 6

8 4.65 3.35 3.15 2.43 2.71 2.37 4

9 8.30 8.20 2.93 2.44 2.93 2.44 2

10 6.51 3.33 5.60 1.77 4.00 1.77 2

11 8.48 8.07 1.86 1.45 1.37 1.31 4

12 5.26 3.84 3.34 2.66 3.34 2.66 2

13 26.49 23.24 1.86 1.48 1.21 1.17 4

14 6.87 6.87 2.62 1.62 0.69 0.69 4

Table 2. χ2 values for our fitting experiments (corresponding to plots in Fig. 4.)
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Figure 1. Visualization of SCOPER pipeline.
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Figure 2: IonNet performance. A. Four-fold cross-validation of our best model over the whole test set.
B-D. IonNet prediction of Mg2+ ions for the P4P6 structure (PDB 1GID). Ions are predicted from the set
of 5,500 probes (orange) covering the whole structure (B) with high-confidence predictions above a
threshold of 0.5 with ~80 predictions (C) and 0.9 with ~25 predictions (D). The experimentally observed
Mg2+ ions are in green (12 in total).

19

.CC-BY 4.0 International licenseavailable under a
(which was not certified by peer review) is the author/funder, who has granted bioRxiv a license to display the preprint in perpetuity. It is made 

The copyright holder for this preprintthis version posted December 21, 2024. ; https://doi.org/10.1101/2024.06.08.598075doi: bioRxiv preprint 

https://doi.org/10.1101/2024.06.08.598075
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Figure 3. Impact of ionic strength on the hydration layer, Mg2+ placement, and RNA conformation
A-B Normalized Kratky plot for experimental SAXS curves of two RNAs (#3- RNA stem-loop, #13-
P4P6) measured at three different salt concentrations, 50 mM (blue), 150 mM (green), and 300 mM
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(pink). The SAXS signal was smoothed using adjacent averaging to visualize differences between the
curves better. The dashed gray lines on the Dimensionless (Rg) plot are guidelines for a globular protein.
For a globular protein, the peak position should be at 𝑞𝑅𝑔=3≈1.73, while the peak height should be
3/𝑒≈1.1. B-C. P(r) functions of two RNAs (#3- RNA stem-loop, #13- P4P6) calculated from SAXS curves
(see Fig. S4) measured at three different salt concentrations, 50 mM (blue), 150 mM (green), and 300 mM
(pink). C. Experimental SAXS curves collected at 300mM salt concentration for RNA #3 (stem-loop,
black) and #13 (P4P6, gray). SAXS fit of the best-fit structure with Mg2+ (red) and two-state model
without Mg2+ (cyan) reveal similar goodness of fit. The c1 and c2 parameters were adjusted in both fitting
approaches (see Table 1). Bottom panel: SAXS fit residual with its 𝛘2 values. D. Best-fit conformer with
Mg2+ and 2-state model shown for #3- RNA stem-loop, #13- P4P6 with corresponding weights. The 𝛘2

and c2 values for all salt concentrations are in Table 1.
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Figure 4. SCOPER results for 14 benchmark cases (labeled A to N). The decrease in χ2 per
Mg2+ ion added (left column plots), SAXS profile fit of original starting structure (green), best
structure without Mg2+ ions (red), and best structure with added Mg2+ ions (blue) vs. experimental
profile (black dots) (middle column plots), initial RNA structure (cyan) and best fitting RNA
structure (white) with predicted Mg2+ ions (green) (right column).
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Figure 5. Bar plots of χ2 scores for the 14 benchmark cases: starting structures (green), best scoring
conformations (orange), and multi-state models (purple), all with and without the addition of Mg2+

ions. A summary of the scores for all benchmark cases is provided in the last boxplot.

25

.CC-BY 4.0 International licenseavailable under a
(which was not certified by peer review) is the author/funder, who has granted bioRxiv a license to display the preprint in perpetuity. It is made 

The copyright holder for this preprintthis version posted December 21, 2024. ; https://doi.org/10.1101/2024.06.08.598075doi: bioRxiv preprint 

https://doi.org/10.1101/2024.06.08.598075
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Figure 6. SCOPER results for benchmark cases #9 and #11 (labeled A and B). SAXS profile fit of
AlphaFold3-refined structure (red), and DeepFoldRNA-refined structure with added Mg2+ ions (blue)
vs. experimental profile (black dots), initial RNA structure (cyan) and best fitting RNA structure (gray)
with predicted Mg2+ ions (green) (right column).
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Figure 7. Number of Mg2+ ions (x-axis) vs. the sequence length (y-axis). The correlation
coefficient is 0.670.
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Figure 8. An example of the SCOPER job results page.
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