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Abstract

We present VISA, a graphical annotation
tool for OWL-based annotation schemes
with a focus on generality and usability.

1 Introduction

The W3C standard OWL was originally designed
as an ontology language for the semantic web,
but it is progressively finding its way into vari-
ous other fields of application. Annotated (linguis-
tic) corpora, on the other hand, still often rely on
their own specific data storage formats, although
newer developments show a trend towards the use
of XML (Carletta et al., 2005).

We believe that OWL is a suitable format for fu-
ture corpora and annotations thereof, as it provides
a semantically potent language based on a simple
and open format. The main advantage is that fur-
ther processing of corpus data can make use of au-
tomatic inference mechanisms, working only on
one underlying formalism for all annotations. Ex-
isting annotation schemes can easily be expressed
in OWL; annotation then becomes a process of
assigning instances of ontology classes to corpus
segments.

A number of tools specialized for different kind
of annotations exist, as well as programs for work-
ing with OWL data. However, the number of tools
for annotating OWL ontologies is rather small.
One way to build such tools is to combine existing
software for annotation and for OWL – a proce-
dure taken for instance by (Bontcheva et al., 2004)
or (Lauer et al., 2005) which both integrate the
Protégé1 editor for OWL into their own annota-
tion framework.

∗The research presented here is funded by the EU under
the grant FP6-506811 (AMI).

1http://protege.stanford.edu

But this approach suffers from the fact that
Protégé was not originally designed for annota-
tion work. Ontology instances, for example, are
displayed as a flat list which makes it difficult
for the annotator to discern which corpus segment
was annotated with which instances. Relations be-
tween instances are displayed in a similar fashion.
Furthermore, we found that Protégé reactivity de-
creases notably with increasing ontology size.

Hence, although a tool that combines existing
programs is commendable in principal, practical
application may prove very difficult under certain
circumstances in which the user might prefer a
tool tailored specifically to annotation with OWL.
Furthermore, these observations illustrate the im-
portance of good usability for annotation tools.

2 The VISA Annotation Tool

Based on the analysis of deficiencies of existing
annotation tools we derived a first requirements
specification for a new tool which was followed
by the development of a prototype. The further de-
velopment process has been accompanied by fur-
ther theoretical considerations with respect to the
possible extension of the requirements specifica-
tion. Moreover we have conducted practical eval-
uations in form of repeated testing and the proto-
type has continuously been adapted according to
the extended requirements specification.

The following screenshot displays the VISA

tool. On the left hand side the classes of the ontol-
ogy are displayed with their hierarchical relation-
ships, on the right hand side the relation hierarchy
of the ontology is shown. In the middle of the win-
dow an annotation panel and the text segments that
are to be annotated are displayed.

To create a class instance during the annotation
process, the corresponding class is selected in the



hierarchy. An instance of the selected class is then
created on the annotation panel by drag and drop.

Class instances can be connected with one or
several words of the current text segment by drag-
ging from the instances to the words. Relations
between instances can be annotated by selecting
a relation from the relation hierarchy and drag-
ging from the instance of the corresponding do-
main class to the instance of the range class.

The graphical instances are arranged automati-
cally on the annotation panel, thus the annotator
does not need to take care of the graphical layout
of the annotation. To facilitate navigation in the
ontology, keyword search functions are available.

V ISA is capable of dealing with large-sized on-
tologies without slowing down the annotation pro-
cess. One of the ontologies we tested VISA with ,
e. g., contains more than 60.000 concepts.

V ISA is based on NXT (Carletta et al., 2003)
which supports the development of corpus tools
through the provision of an open source Java API.
However, through its modular architecture, VISA

allows the integration of other data formats as
well.

3 Conclusion and Future Work

We developed a tool for the annotation of text seg-
ments with OWL-based ontologies, focussing on
a rich feature set an good usability. VISA can deal
with large-sized ontologies without slowing down
the annotation process.

V ISA requires that the text to be annotated is
pre-segmented. Furthermore an already existing
ontology is required. As our primary concern is to

provide an appropriate tool for annotation, VISA

does not provide functions for creating or editing
ontologies, nor for segmenting or editing of the
corpus.

Currently, VISA should still be considered as
a prototype. Several features are planned to be
added, particularly with regard to the further fa-
cilitation of the annotation process, but also fea-
tures like a reasoning function in order to prohibit
inconsistent annotations.
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