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As the use of ontologies to annotate data in the life sciences becomes common 

practice, there is an increasing demand for tooling that enables a wider community of 

users to contribute to both data annotation and the ontology authoring process. 

Spreadsheets have long been the de facto tool of choice for users wanting to collect, 

organise and share data, and their use in ontology annotation and ontology 

authoring has been demonstrated through tools such as RightField 

(http://www.rightfield.org.uk) and Populous (www.populous.org.uk). These tools were 

previously aimed at generating Microsoft Excel documents that had limited 

capabilities for collaborative development and resulted in static documents that could 

easily become out of date with respect to the embedded ontologies.  

 

To address some of these issues we have developed Webulous. Webulous is built 

on top of the Google App Engine and allows both data annotation and ontology 

authoring within a Google spreadsheet document. Webulous takes advantage of the 

existing Google infrastructure for collaborative editing and enables the creation of 

dynamic templates that ensure the most current ontology versions are available to 

the users, should this be required. Since the initial use case was for the life science 

domain, we have enabled connection to the NCBO BioPortal within Webulous to 

allow for part or all of a BioMedical ontology to be pulled into the spreadsheet on 

which cells can then be restricted, encouraging reuse and consistency. On 

completion, a spreadsheet can be turned into new OWL ontology classes through a 

‘submit’ option, invoking OPPL (http://oppl2.sourceforge.net/) patterns which specify 

how a particular row should be translated into a class description. Webulous is in 

Beta and being evaluated across several projects at the EBI and Stanford University. 


