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Abstract

This paper will report on the outcomes of several workshops conducted throughout Spring

2023 that explore the utility of a descriptive template for documenting web archives collec-
tions as datasets for research analysis. Past work in web archives scholarship has focused
on addressing the description and provenance of collections and their data, including Doo-
ley et al. (2018) who propose recommendations for descriptive metadata, and Maemura et
al. (2018) who develop a framework for documenting elements of a collection’s provenance.
While recent efforts from researchers have provided a model for documenting their steps in
generating a corpus from archived web data (e.g. Aasman et al., 2021; Fage-Butler, Ledderer
& Briigger, 2022; Briigger, 2021), there is a need to both standardize documentation and
strengthen communication between the curators collecting data and researchers who perform
subsequent computational processing and analysis. Additionally, looking beyond libraries,
archives, and cultural heritage settings, researchers in other fields are also addressing similar
issues and developing their own approaches to the description of data. One approach to the
challenge of describing large datasets comes from the field of machine learning where Gebru
et al. (2018, 2021) propose developing ”Datasheets for Datasets,” a form of short document
answering a standard set of questions arranged by stages of the data lifecycle.
Inspired by this work on Datasheets for Datasets, the authors conducted a series of workshops
to explore how web archives collections can be described using that framework. The work-
flow presented by Gebru et al. includes a total of 57 questions to answer about a dataset,
arranged into seven sections: Motivation; Composition; Collection Process; Preprocessing
/ Cleaning / Labeling; Use; Distribution; and, Maintenance. Through the workshops we
aimed to understand how these questions can be adopted for the purposes of describing web
archives datasets by asking participants to prioritize the questions and their information
needs through a card-sorting exercise. Workshop participants considered how each question
might be adapted and applied to describe datasets from the UK Web Archive curated collec-
tions. Each group evaluated a set of questions from the Datasheets framework and assessed
them using the MoSCoW technique, sorting questions into categories of Must, Should, Can’t,
and Won’t have. Through the discussion amongst participants, and across separate workshop
venues, we aim to develop a set of emerging themes and core concerns for documentation
from the card-sorting exercises.

The expected outcomes of these workshops are threefold. First, we will raise awareness
of the Datasheets for Datasets framework in the web archiving community, providing poten-
tial connections and shared concerns of data documentation with fields like machine learning.
Second, we generate a better understanding of the types of descriptive metadata web archive
experts think should accompany web archive collections published as data. Third, we use
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this discussion to promote stronger communication between web archivists and research users
on priorities for documentation. The aim of these workshops and the presentation at RE-
SAW is to generate a broader discussion of priorities and resources available for generating
descriptive metadata and documentation for public web archives datasets.
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