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If human interaction is life's greatest treat, then story telling is the sugar. WordShots is a place that will let writers keep their storytelling skills sharp. WordShots is a place for writers to develop the craft of storytelling and meet one another. At WordShots writers can: write a story based on a weekly prompt designed to sharpen story telling skills, submit their own prompts to help others learn how to tell stories and read stories written by other people. They are also able to leave feedback for one another on the stories they write. 
Personal Statement


In 1893 my great-grandfather Wilbur Crawford attempted to build a flying machine.  On an early spring day, he rolled the creation out of his barn.  Sitting in what must have served as a cockpit; he started the engine and began to move across the fresh earth.  After traveling some distance and gaining speed, or so the story goes, his flying machine rose a few inches into the air.  However, the flying machine quickly descended.  The impact with the ground caused the wheels to snap off and the body of the flying machine to drag across the ground.  The starboard wing clipped a tree.  Failing at gaining flight, my grandfather returned the broken machine to his barn.  He never repaired it.  Nor would he ever again attempt to build another flying machine.


My family tells this story on occasions when we gather together.  It has always made me feel depressed.  I wondered why my great-grandfather allowed a single failure to end his attempts at innovation.  This led me to wonder how many would-be innovators gave up on their dreams, whether it involved constructing complex flying machine or authoring a simple short story.  Ira Glass, creator and host of This American Life, suggests that the reason individuals give up after failure is because they have good taste.  “You’ve got really good taste, but there’s a gap, for the first couple years of making stuff you’re making stuff and it’s not so good.  But your taste is a killer.  Your taste is so good that what you’re making is disappointing to you.  A lot of people at that point, they quit.”
 Glass goes on to argue that the solution to getting past this phase, and continuing with creative work is to “do a lot of work, do a huge volume of work and put your self in a situation where you have to turn out work.”


The emergence of Web 2.0; where the internet is used as a platform for individuals to contribute, communicate and cooperate;  can create an environment where an individual develops creative work, receives feedback on that work, and presents a constant challenge to the development of their work.  This observation led to the development of WordShots, a Web 2.0 site that offers creative writers the opportunity to develop their craft and close the gap between taste and ability mentioned by Glass.  

Creative writers were selected as a target audience primarily because a set of sites which allow creative writers the ability to contribute and develop stories currently exists, however few of these sites are designed for the specific facilitation and inspiration of their constituency.  Secondly, there is a steadily shrinking pool of places for writers to publish short format fiction.  One magazine, Zoetrope: All-Story reports it receives over 12,000 submissions annually
 of which it will likely publish approximately 1%
.  This fierce competition means that writers who have already closed the gap between taste and ability are far more likely to be published.  This makes it far more difficult for amateur and novice writers to close this gap.  They must rely on writer’s workshops and university courses, both of which likely charge a fee, to develop their craft.  WordShots is a place for writers to sharpen their story skills at no cost while offering a weekly prompt based deadline to encourage writers to turn out work. 

Context and Research
WordShots is a website which offers a weekly constraint to prompt the imaginations of amateur creative writers.  Bernard Sciavetta's “Toward a General Theory of Constraint” lays out a useful definition of constraint: “Constraints in writing can be more or less restrictive, but in general one chooses to make use of them in a playful, even aesthetic spirit. Restrictions are a characteristic of all choices and all obligations: the very making of choices always signifies a restriction of possibilities”
.  WordShots seeks to limit the possibilities of users’ submissions.  While this may seem overly restrictive at first glance, it is possible to make use of constraints which will immediately start the user in the process of forming a story. Additionally, restrictions make it easier for a community of individuals to learn from one another.  Sciavetta notes that “the trace [constraint] in question really becomes objectifiable once it is recognized by the use of a reading grid enabling us to pay attention to the absence of the letter "e" throughout the whole text. This is what I call the reading constraint.”
  In other words, when someone reads a constrained text, it is possible to see the constraint as a reader.   As short pieces of fiction are written that revolve around a particular constraint, the constraint will be visible to the reader across each piece.  This allows the community to evaluate the merits and abilities of various writers’ use of a particular constraint. 

The term Web 2.0 was coined by O’Reilly and Media Liver International to describe sites which survived the dot com market crash as well as those sites which began to appear afterwards.
  Tim O’Reilly draws out a variety of properties which serve to define a site as being part of Web 2.0.  These properties are useful in developing a Web 2.0 site, because they focus on what is “qualitatively different about today's web” rather than marketing hype.”
  The two most important properties are using “the web as a platform”, rather than an application and “harnessing collective intelligence.”

When the internet is used as a platform, it is:  “never sold or packaged, but delivered as a service, with customers paying, directly or indirectly, for the use of that service.”
  Therefore, as a service, a Web 2.0 site either accomplishes a task for a user or provides them with the ability to complete a task they would otherwise engage in more easily.  Additionally, as more individuals use a Web 2.0 site, “the service automatically gets better” and “acts as an intelligent broker, connecting the edges to each other and harnessing the power of the users themselves”
.  As more users use a site, they each bring his/her own experience, talents and knowledge to the community.  The application makes use of the intelligence and passion of its users, allowing users to be the ones responsible for the content of the website.  A successful Web 2.0 site, therefore, allows its target audience to drive its content.  As more users are gained, the quality of the overall content increases, as do the ability for members of a community to learn from one another.  This means that the information contained on a website will be current, timely and practical.  It also means that a user should be respected, given control and ownership over their contributions to the larger community.    
From this definition of Web 2.0 we can draw a number of elements which we should implement in our own site, and use to examine other Web 2.0 which target writers.  First, a site should attempt to engage with a user in an activity they would otherwise already do, making the action simpler to accomplish.  Secondly, it should create a system to harness the intelligence of its users. Users should be allowed to guide the content of the site and share his/her own talents with the community.  Finally, users should also be allowed to control his/her own data.
  
WordShots aims to implement these principles into its design.  The core of the site is a set of constraints designed to inspire writers to create short stories of less than five-hundred words once a week.  Additionally, users are allowed to submit his/her own original stories.  Writers already typically use constraints in order to practice their writing.  Raymond Queneau’s book Exercises in Style is an example of a book which tells the same story in 99 different ways
.  While many writers do not share these exercises with the general public, Queneau’s text serves as an example of how reading the variety of methods used to tell a constraint based story can be pleasurable for an audience.  
The variety of stories which may be submitted is the first step towards harnessing the collective intelligence of the WordShots user base.  The array of creative abilities possessed by various people build into our system the ability for the casual reader of WordShots to enjoy the stories written.  As in Exercises in Style, the visibility of the formal constraint will assist in the generation of pleasure for our reader. WordShots will also seek to help writers improve their writing skills.  Again, we are able to harness the collective intelligence of our user base to accomplish this.  By encouraging writers to comment and leave feedback for one another’s stories, WordShots will give individuals a place to communicate what is, or is not, effective in a particular story.       

Finally, we must ensure that users are the sole owners of the stories they submit to our site, even if the stories are based on a constraint.  This means that users will be allowed to professionally publish anything they submit to our site, if they have the chance, and will also be welcome to post his/her story to other sites as he/she sees fit.  Another possibility offered by the need to give owners ownership of their stories is to allow users to add Creative Commons Licenses to their work; however as a non-essential element, this is best left for a later, more robust version of WordShots.
The decision to use a core set of writing constraints sets relies on a user’s desire to want to learn to write rather than their desire to just write whatever and however they please.  Also, users are not working towards a shared goal of writing one story, but each is writing his/her own story.  Therefore, the community may not necessarily choose to offer advice that is conducive to writers becoming better writers.    It is therefore possible that the use of constrained writing undermines the original purpose of the site, and that perhaps what is needed is to switch from targeting amateur writers who want to learn to write to a market of professional writers who submit whatever stories they are working on at the moment for a virtual workshop session.  However, with this in mind, WordShots will remain a site for amateur writers for the time being, holding on to a mission of being a place that keeps writers on a regular schedule of writing so they can build their skills, rather than be a virtual workshop for professional writers.  
There are many other sites in existence which serve as resources for creative writers.
  The most popular of these, according to Alexa, is FanFiction.net.
  FanFiction.net is a community of writers who have written stories, which at times are novel length, featuring characters and events from pre-existing books, movies and television shows.  Users are able to contribute stories, write reviews of one another’s stories, communicate in a forum and look up words in an online dictionary.


At first glance, FanFiction.net seems to be a platform for individuals to share and write stories.  However, the reliance on 3rd party creative assets targets the site towards fans of pre-existing media rather than individual story tellers.  This means that users are unable to truly own their assets, the characters, locations and situations are the intellectual property of someone else.  However, the site is very successful at harnessing the collective intelligence of its users who, because they are ardent fans who wish to expand the fictional worlds of the media they consume, pool their knowledge about events and characters in pre-existing media in order to expand the fictional universe created by television, films and books.  It also serves as a platform for writers who want to expand the fictional universes of which they are fans.  

The success of FanFiction.net illustrates that a website does not need to fit inside the Web 2.0 box to be a successful website.  In fact, as the graph
 of FanFiction.net’s growth over the past few years illustrates below, FanFiction.net’s user base is expanding.
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While the service FanFiction.net provides to fan culture is important, the site’s reliance on pre-existing story worlds is also a weakness.  The goal of WordShots is to become the destination for writers once they are ready to graduate beyond FanFiction.net and create their own fictional universes, even if those universes are very small.  
Another site targeting writers is Sribd.  This site allows writers to submit written documents in any format, MS Word, PDF, TXT, etc.  It then converts the documents into PDF and displays them in the browser.  It also allows a user to download the documents in a variety of formats as well.  This site does not target creative writers, but writers of all kinds.  The home page shows mostly non-fiction documents.  The original concept behind Scribd was to create a place for the owners to share his/her school papers with the world.  
Scribd uses Web 2.0 principles well.  Its ability to convert documents to PDF’s without Adobe Acrobat makes it a valuable platform in addition to considering the vast amount of information contained on the site.  It also uses tagging and rating systems in order to harness the intelligence of its users, besides using the written intelligence of its users as content.  It also allows users ownership of their content, and makes clear that they are sharing it with other users without the expectation of financial gain.  

Scribd, only a month or two old as of March 2007, is growing quickly.  The graph
 below shows Scribd’s user traffic since its launch:
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Scribd’s successful implementation of Web 2.0 principles has allowed it to begin an upward growth trend.  The ability for individuals to upload any form of document with any form of content allows it to have mass appeal and ensures a larger user base.  This broad base is also its weakness, however, as individuals have particular, targeted interests.  Additionally, the ability to post as an anonymous user results in submissions to quickly descend into adult-oriented topics.  Quality is sacrificed for the benefits of quantity.  As a web site that specializes in fiction, WordShots will likely not see an equal amount of traffic as Scribd, but will contain information which is more relevant to its visitors.  
Ficlets.com, owned by AOL, was launched in March of 2007 at SWSW.  Ficlets allows users to contribute short stories which are less than 1,024 characters long, but also longer than 64 characters.  Additionally, any user can write a prequel or a sequel to an already existing story.  They also offer photos which they pull from Flickr, suggested starting or ending sentences and terms pulled from other websites, all of which are meant to serve as inspirations.  Additionally, everything a user writes is automatically put under a Creative Commons Attribution-Share-Alike license
.  The site also features a blog which highlights writers, provides other types of inspiration, interviews authors and gives updates on publishing news.  
The following graph
, provided from Alexa web rankings, shows the daily reach of Ficlets.com from March 1st to March 23rd:  
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The graph grows slowly, and then peaks during the week of the SXSW conference, when it was revealed to the public
, and then quickly descends back down to levels slightly above the point where it was at before SXSW.  This seems counter-intuitive, as Ficlets appears to be a robust Web 2.0 site.  It gives a user a piece of inspiration for writing, allows users to comment and/or continue one another’s stories, and also gives ownership of the data to an individual who creates it.  

The reason for this seems to be a lack of clear messaging and the potential for shared ownership of the stories on Ficlets.  The inspirations offered on Ficlets sacrifice quality at the expense of trying to relate to other Web 2.0 sites.  It pulls images in from Flickr, words of the day and cliché story “enders” and story “starters”.  While each of these may stir the imagination, none of these elements particularly call out to be used.  Additionally, as each one is random, it is difficult to see the variety of stories which can be written from a particular inspiration.  
The shared ownership of stories on Ficlets, where a user can write a prequel or sequel to any story previously written also creates a problem for users.  Writing is a difficult exercise.  Time and care are typically taken developing characters, settings and events.  When another individual is able to take something that was created with a great deal of time and effort and rewrite elements, create new incomes and new beginnings, one possible result that seems to emerge is that individuals do not put time and effort into their creations.  Wikipedia is the natural contradiction to this argument, however, Wikipedia succeeds because it requires users to come to a consensus and discuss what an outcome or cause should be, rather than each member of the Wikipedia community creating and rewriting a definition as he/she sees fit.  

Ficlets’s lack of stickiness indicates a need to not only incorporate O’Reilly’s useful principles to build useful web platforms, but also to consider what drives a user to use the application.   Writing fiction is not a marketable task for most aspiring authors.  It has already been mentioned, only a minority of fiction writers actually see their words published in exchange for money.  Similarly, all web sites that rely on user generated content face the problem that the time a user spends generating content could just as easily be spent engaging in more lucrative activity, guaranteed to result in financial gain.  

The view that users are primarily motivated by economic reward is potentially a fallacy.  Wikipedia is one example of a community of users who are dedicated to a web service without the incentive of financial gain.  In his essay “Buddhist Economics” economist E.F. Schumacher theorizes an economic system that is not based on financial gain, but instead on production.  Beginning with the idea of labor, Schumacher builds an argument that traditional economists “consider labor as little more than a necessary evil. From the point of view of the employer, it is in any case simply an item of cost, to be reduced to a minimum if it can not be eliminated altogether, say, by automation. From the point of view of the workman, it is a ’disutility‘; to work is to make a sacrifice of one’s leisure and comfort, and wages are a kind of compensation for the sacrifice.”
  Therefore, a traditional economist would expect a group of workers, including workers who write fiction, develop software and contribute to an online encyclopedia to expect compensation.  Schumacher explains the need of this compensation as a means to engage in the act of consumption.  Schumacher illustrates how traditional economists “consider consumption to be the sole end and purpose of all economic activity, taking the factors of production—and, labor, and capital—as the means.”
   We see then that the desire for consumption rules all economic activity.  The fact that individuals develop open source software or contribute to Wikipedia seems counter intuitive.  


However, Schumacher envisions a new form of economy in which Wikipedia and open-source software would thrive.  In his economy, consumption is not the purpose of economic activity, but instead “consumption is merely a means to human well-being, the aim should be to obtain the maximum of well-being with the minimum of consumption.”
 When an economy is based on obtaining well-being with little consumption, the question arises what is the purpose and force which then drives economic activity.   When, according to Schumacher, consumption is no longer the driving force behind economic activity “the essence of civilization lies not in a multiplication of wants but in the purification of human character. Character, at the same time, is formed primarily by a man’s work. And work, properly conducted in conditions of human dignity and freedom, blesses those who do it and equally their products.”
  Therefore, when we develop a website that relies on user generated content, the development of the content itself becomes the sole purpose of the site.  The focus of the designer should be on how to ensure that through developing content, a user feels as if he/she is contributing to the purification of his/her character.  


In the essay, Commons-based Peer Production and Virtue” Yochai Benkler and Helen Nessenbaum lay out two principles that allow for an economic endeavor to encourage the development of virtue, which is equivalent to Schumacher’s concept of character.  These requirements are as follows: “The first is decentralization.  Authority to act resides with individual agents faced with opportunities for action, rather than in the hands of a central organizer, like the manager of a firm or a bureaucrat.  The second is that they use social cues and motivations, rather than prices or commands, to motivate and coordinate the action of participating agents.”
  From Benkler and Nessenbaum we learn that our users must decide whether or not they participate in our site.  The most effective tools to accomplish this are social motivations.  Therefore, with WordShots we must assume that our writers actively want to learn how to write.  Again we see that the constraints we have developed may limit the participation we receive from users.  However, it is also possible that our writing constraints will instead attract only the most serious of users, and rather than be seen as an attempt to remove the user’s authority, instead be a challenge with which to sharpen his/her writing ability.  User testing will ultimately reveal what is appealing to our target user base.


   Benkler and Nessenbaum might question the belief that people might visit our site in order to simply develop their ability to write, rather they might engage in making contributions for a “higher good.”  “While some contributors contribute because of an expectation of learning and earning a reputation that could translate into a job in the future, most of the participation cannot easily be explained by a relatively mechanistic reliance on economic incentives.  Rather, it seems that peer-production enterprises thrive on, and give opportunity for, relatively large scale and effective scope for volunteerism, or behavior motivated by, and oriented towards, positive social relations.”
  Benkler and Nessenbaum make it clear that a site like ours will not function with an educational focus alone.  Therefore, time and effort should be spent attempting to recruit users who would enjoy the social interactions with one another around the theme of story telling.  The marketing of our site should target not only entry amateur writers, but also those who can mentor them.  The relationship between the mentors and the amateur writers, combined with the pleasure gained from telling a good story, becomes the primary reason our users engage with WordShots.  Benkler and Nessenbaum also note that users will “self-identify for tasks which attract them and for which they are suited.”
  In order to build a large user base, marketing efforts will focus on places which already attract our target user group.  Google Adwords, fliers at book readings, personal letters to individuals who may be interested in participating and advertisements in writer’s magazines are all possibilities to effectively target individuals who are likely to participate in the WordShots project.  Mass marketing efforts would be a waste of time and resources as they will reach a broad audience, rather than the specific audience we are targeting.

Pursuing a niche audience may seem counterintuitive, because it may be possible to obtain greater revenue in an economy of scale. More potential customers, mean more potential earnings. Chris Anderson points out in “The Long Tail” that the tools of the internet allow businesses to leave the constraints of the physical world behind.  Examining the entertainment industry, Anderson notes, “People are going deep into the catalog, down the long, long list of available titles, far past what's available at Blockbuster Video, Tower Records, and Barnes & Noble. And the more they find, the more they like. As they wander further from the beaten path, they discover their taste is not as mainstream as they thought (or as they had been led to believe by marketing, a lack of alternatives, and a hit-driven culture).”
  If we were to combine Anderson’s ideas with the economic principles of Schumacher, explored earlier, it becomes clear that individuals no longer consume for the sake of consumption, but consume with the expectation of expanding their “character” beyond the desires of mainstream media and marketing hype.  This leaves small places, for strategically targeted services, to gain a foothold in the marketplace.  In fact, Anderson, while examining the book market, notes that “the average Barnes & Noble carries 130,000 titles. Yet more than half of Amazon's book sales come from outside its top 130,000 titles. Consider the implication: If the Amazon statistics are any guide, the market for books that are not even sold in the average bookstore is larger than the market for those that are.”
  If we were apply this to the world of social networking web sites, the post profitable and successful sites are not MySpace.com or YouTube.com, but will be the sites that are able to specifically cater to their constituents’ desires.   

MySpace.com, for example, earns its revenue from advertising.  A majority of its advertising is for the dating web site True and relies on scantily clad girls in order to encourage users to click on it.  These ads alienate at least half of the population and continue to operate on the same economic principles that regulate the hit driven marketplace Anderson decries.  WordShots and other niche market social networking sties, while they will have a much smaller user base, will be able to offer more effective and relevant advertisements for their users because niche websites themselves are designed to target specific kinds of people with particular interests beyond those of the mass marketplace.  

Process/Methodology

WordShots began as an inquiry into the nature of interactive narrative while I was taking the course Show and Tell Studio with Nancy Hechinger.  Through my experience of a number of interactive narratives, and also from reading a variety of texts, it became apparent that one of the central problems with traditional interactive narrative was that whenever a user was asked to make a decision, he/she was removed from the narrative frame, placed back inside of themselves and then preceded with the story.  This felt unappealing.  

Further research led me to Jack Zipes’s article “Breaking the Disney Spell”.  This article explores how Walt Disney was able to take traditional folktales and use “his technical skills and ideological prerogatives”
 to create what are now the mainstream interpretations of fairy tales.  He explores the transition of the presentation of fairy tales across the mediums of speech, literature and film.  Literature requires that an author and reader utilize a book as a mediating agent to communicate ideas.  For Zipes, while readers are able to interpret works in different ways, the media between them and the author means that the reader is not empowered to make choices about how the tale is told. Film functions in a similar way for Zipes.  A folktale, however, because it is transmitted orally does not have any form of media between author and reader.  It is, instead, a presentation between a storyteller and a listener.  This listener is also a potential future performer of the work, and has the power to reshape the tale as he/she sees fit.  He ends the article wondering how Disney could have used technology in order to return fairy tales to their roots as shared cultural tales, rather than use them to promote his ideology.  


The relationship between storyteller and story receiver analyzed by Zipes seemed like a much richer form of interactive narrative.  Retelling other authors’ stories seemed to limit a user’s ability to harness and utilize his/her own creativity at best and at worst can feel like plagiarism.  It was possible to create stories around the same set of actions or physical elements within a story.  For example, a wolf, a young girl and a grandmother placed in a forest evoke the story “Little Red Riding Hood”. These elements can be used, rearranged and updated in order to tell a multitude of tales to create a story of a resourceful young girl who tricks the wolf in the Brothers Grimm, a helpless girl who needs to be saved by a huntsman again in the Brothers Grimm, a foolish girl who gets devoured in Charles Perrault, an object of male sexual desire in Tex Avery, and knowledge of the self in Angela Carter.   


Rather than focus on creating an interactive narrative based on a multitude of “if” statements, it would be interesting to create a system that allowed individuals to utilize his/her own unique creativity in order to finesse and shape a series of events.  Additionally, it seemed possible to create a location where these individuals could comment and teach each other how to develop and improve their story telling abilities.  The idea behind WordShots was born.  

The original programmed version of WordShots was completed in December of 2006.  Built with PHP/MySQL as the final project for Show and Tell Studio and Dynamic Web Development, the site allowed users to submit and read stories only.  Originally, a daily constraint which would slowly walk a user through developing a story was the method used to generate content.  On Monday, a user would create a hero.  On Tuesday, he/she would create an obstacle.  Wednesday was a day to create conflict and so on.  User testers did not find this fun.  I was told that the site felt too much like grammar school, attempting to teach people to write, rather a fun website to use for engaging in writing.  Additionally, WordShots was originally intended to have users re-write other user’s stories.  This was disliked, as users reported that they felt as if they were committing plagiarism.  

For Thesis, WordShots was defined as a set of constraints that users would use to generate narrative.  It was intended to be non-web based, and instead an interactive narrative exercise.  My classmates and thesis advisor were not sure what was meant by constraint, nor what the finished project would look like.  The goal was to create something that had the force of narrative without being a story.  There was not yet a form, nor a method in order for users to take these story-elements and begin to create stories from them, however.  
Charles Pratt suggested that I research the French writer group Ouilipo.   The Ouilipo were a group of writers interested in potential literature.  Raymond Queneau, the leader of Ouilipo, wrote Exercises in Style, a collection of stories that tells the same 2-paragraph story in 99 different ways
. Part of the pleasure of reading these stories is that the same characters and elements occur repeatedly, giving each story a point of familiarity, but presented in wildly different methods. From this reading, it was decided to create the constraints allowing users to retell the same story in a variety of different styles while containing the same underlying structural elements. 
At the same time, during a visit to the Museum of Modern Art with Caren Rabino and Tristan Perich, I saw “Why Fear the Future?” by Carolos Amorales.  The work is a set of drawings, proposals for Tarot cards. A set of symbols and characters repeat across the cards. Sometimes they appear together, sometimes alone. This creates a feeling of a story world, the details of which are completed by the imagination of the viewer. Each picture is an identical size, and small enough that you can take in multiple pictures at the same time, much like a graphic novel. The success of “Why Fear the Future?” primarily comes from the ability to see at an event occurring, but not see the context or end results of the event. Therefore, the reasons for the events and the results of the events are left open to the viewer to fill in for themselves.
 It was decided that the constraints should also allow a first time viewer to immediately recognize a potential for story. 
These two experiences led to the development of the first constraint which would attempt to generate a full story from a user.   A list of rules for the development of constraints was devised, which broke a constraint into three parts.  First, there was the story constraint which dictated the narrative events. The second constraint provided the user with a particular style for telling the story. Finally, there was a constraint to the length of each entry to allow for multiple versions to be easily read in one sitting. In addition, it was assumed that correct grammar and spelling were required, unless a previous constraint called for this not to be the case. 

A set of story elements consisted of four to six separate elements, and provided either two or three characters. This allowed a structure that was open enough to be freely interpreted, but also was constrained enough to have the elements be easily recognized from one story to the next. These elements were presented in bland sentences. They told only events, and left open why the events were happening. The first such structure, sent to a group of test users through email was:
1. Joe approaches Jane.

2. Joe requests an apple.
3. Jane makes sure Joe wants an apple.
4. Jane responds to Joe.
5. Joe leaves.
The stylistic constraints were broken down into four areas. The first area was a constraint of genre. Here, a user was asked to write a story of a particular type, such as science fiction, western, romance, et cetera. The second was a constraint of point of view. Here, a user was asked to tell the story from the point of view of a character in the story world. This constraint could add a character to the story, such as an eavesdropper, a casual passerby, or an animal. The next form of constraint was a poetic constraint. This type of constraint asks a writer to compose the story in a poetic form such as a sonnet, sestina, love song or a newspaper article. The final stylistic constraint was a constraint on the language used. Such a constraint encourages playing with language by requiring that a user does not use particular letters or writes in a particular sentence structure. 
The third constraint was the number of words a user could use. Between 200 and 400 words was chosen as a length which was short enough to express a story, while also allowing a reader to read multiple versions and discover the underlying elements used in each story's construction.

As noted above, the first set of constraints was sent to a group of test users.  Of the six users who where sent a set of constraints, four of them responded with a story.  One test user was too busy to complete a story.  Another thought the constraints were too constraining.  One of the four took a month to write the story, while the other three returned a story within three days.  All of those who returned a story followed the constraints perfectly.  
Feeling secure in the constraints, the larger website began to be developed.  First, a wireframe was created with CSS in order to create a basic navigation system.  Next, a basic HTML page was developed.  Finally, a PHP version of the site was developed that could communicate with the database.  Photos where taken from Flickr, and licensed by their users with a Creative Commons Attribution license.  The photos selected were or had a nostalgic style, featuring writing instruments such as pencils and typewriters, and objects such as a card catalog, each having a relationship to story telling, but largely no longer in use.  Once completed, this site was made live and I invited a group of individuals to preview the first iteration, beginning with those who sent the original stories.  I also posted a new prompt. 

I received some feedback on how the constraints worked.  The genre constraint was disliked by a number of initial visitors.  Users where confused that the constraint did not show up in the story they were reading.  It was also suggested that I allow users to create their own prompts, as this would create a self-sustaining site and require me to write prompts for a limited amount of time.  As a result, a story’s constraint was added to appear on the page where a user reads a story.  A form that allowed users to submit their own constraints was also added.  I chose to retain the genre constraint, and added links to Wikipedia articles explaining each genre.  

In addition to user testing, I received feedback from guest critics during the midterm presentation.   It was noted that by simply giving a title and author, a user is unsure about what he/she will read when they visit the site.  A possible fix for this would be to show the first 25 words of a story under each title and author.  It was also suggested that perhaps the imagery chosen was incorrect for the design of the site.  However, during my presentation I referred to what was being written as flash fiction.  The disconnect expressed revolved around the speed suggested by flash fiction versus the slowness of old writing technology.  A fellow student suggested that perhaps the nostalgic feel would appeal to senior citizens.  Instinctively, the photographic choice feels correct, so it has not been changed.  

The use of a rating system, where a user could rate a story from one to five was also called into question.  It was noted that Flickr could include a ranking feature, but likely chose not to do so because it would change the feeling of community present among the members of the site.  I agreed with this point, and removed the ranking system, and instead allowed users to only mark stories as favorites.  This would still give me the ability to monitor what stories people think are good, but also prevent the sort of discouragement which can be caused by a user receiving a low rating.  

This led to a process to create featured stories.  This process uses an algorithm in order to select stories written in the past week, and determines whether or not they should be featured.  A featured story is one that is written by a dedicated, skilled community member.  It is also a story that attracts readers to the site who are not members and is enjoyed by WordShots members.  In order to measure dedication, WordShots calculates the sum of stories written and comments written.  Skill is calculated by how effective a user’s feedback is rated by other members of the community.  The number of people who have read a story calculate how much traffic it generates for WordShots, while the number of times a story has been favorited tells us how much the WordShots community enjoys a story.  Therefore, Featured = Reputation*(Stories written + comments written + Reads + Favorited).  Each of these variables is given a different numeric value and a different weight in the calculation.  The easiest attribute to achieve is Reads, which are given a value of one.  Likewise, each story written gives a user one point.  An unranked comment has a value of two, while a ranked comment has a value of negative ten to positive five.   Each time a story is selected by a user as a favorite, it receives five points as well.  Reputation is a binary value.  If a user contributes primarily negative feedback, they are considered a troll and the value of reputation is zero, otherwise it is rated as one.  A user whose reputation is zero cannot have their stories featured.  It was noted in a class critique that users should also be able to control who is allowed to post comments to their stories.  As this made perfect sense, users can also choose to receive comments from anyone, to only receive comments from their contacts, or to not receive comments at all.

Each week, the featured algorithm runs on cron to select five stories from the previous week to be selected as featured and appear on the WordShots homepage.    
The primary concern to rise out of the guest critic visit was the question of “who is the audience of WordShots?”  Two options arose.  The first was a group of professional writers, who would use the site to develop their stories and meet one another.  The other option was individuals interested in story telling, who have not been published.  The more likely audience seemed to be the later group.  This group is more likely to be willing to write constrained stories, as well as be more interested in practicing their story telling skills.  However, it should also be noted that it is equally important to have a group of professional writers who can participate in order to give advice and nurture the community of practicing writers.  

After considering the feedback from the guest critics, another iteration of the site was completed.  Marianne Petit offered some useful feedback on this iteration.  She persuaded me to fully remove the genre portion of a constraint, as it created an extra level to the constraint which resulted in over complication.  This was noted by other users as well.  In addition, she suggested a system of being able to save a story as a draft, much like in a piece of blog software, and also suggested an enhanced community feature, where a user would be able to write a story or create a prompt for the people the user has designated as contacts.  At the moment, contacts function as a system to subscribe to a user’s posts.
 

In order to allow a user to search WordShots, I used Google’s custom search engine.  Google custom search engine is a useful tool that allows a webmaster to put a search bar on there site.  When a site visitor visits the site and uses the search bar, results are returned based on Google’s search algorithm.  In return, a webmaster agrees to place Google branding on the site as well as display ads in the search results.  It is possible as a webmaster to gain revenue from these ads as well through Google Adsense. 


Spell check was added to the site with an open source GPL AJAX/PHP library, Active Spell.  This library is downloaded from the Active Spell website
.  A few changes are made to a text area, and new JavaScript and CSS links to allow a user to spell check their work.  It took about 30 minutes to set up.  As a package, it is useful to allow a user to spell check form inputs.  The downside to this package is that a user must click a button in order to perform the spell check.  It would be nice to have a more AJAX intensive spell check application that examines words as they are typed, rather than require a user to press a button in order to spell check an application.  

The iteration which included spell checking and search also attempted to incorporate more feedback from colleagues.  I was given the feedback that I should design the page to be one step ahead of the user, and that perhaps the dashboard page I send them to is inappropriate, because it did not contain enough relevant information.  It was suggested that, when a user signs up or logs in, he/she is most likely doing so in order to write a story.  Therefore, I switched the default login page to write.php.  

The most difficult suggestion involved the challenge of creating an environment that would encourage people to take risks and, at the same time, prevent attacks by trolls and other individuals that do harm to a web community.  In his article “A Group Is Its Own Worst Enemy”, Clay Shirky outlines four things necessary to design a community building website.  The first of these is to give users “handles they can invest in”
.  WordShots uses a user’s first and last name as their handle.  All comments and stories written are directly related to a person’s identity.  While a user technically could create a fake name to write under, Shriky points out that the reason behind having a handle is “to associate who's saying something to me now with previous conversations. The world's best reputation management system is right here, in the brain. And actually, it's right here, in the back, in the emotional part of the brain.”  The primary goal of using a first and last name is therefore not to ensure that an individual is who they say they are, but to allow users to monitor who said what and when, through which they build or damage their own reputation with the other members of their community.  


While this offers a way for users to have conversations, it fails to ensure that no individual posts completely derogatory comments to other users.  Shirky’s second rule comes to our rescue.  This rule suggests “you have to design a way for there to be members in good standing.  You have to design some way in which good works get recognized. The minimal way is, posts appear with identity. You can do more sophisticated things like having formal karma or "member since."
  This means that WordShots cannot necessarily prevent people from posting derogatory comments, it can, however, reward those who post useful comments.  In order to create a system that rewards positive comments, a user who receives a comment will be allowed to rank how useful that comment is to them.  Therefore, a sincere and useful comment will increase the commenter’s standing, while an inflammatory comment will reduce the standing.  Users also will be empowered to delete comments they find totally unacceptable.  

While this handles the issue of trolls and negative feedback, Shirky offers two more design patterns to help maintain an online community.  The first of these is to “create barriers to participation.”
  The first of these barriers in WordShots is the need to register in order to write stories and post comments.  Additionally, having your first and last name published on anything you write will likely deter some individuals from joining as well.  Finally, the featured algorithm will serve to protect the core users by requiring newer members to work harder at first in order to have their stories begin to be featured, since it takes some time and work for a new user’s stories to become featured.  We can also use this pattern in order to continue to fight our problem of trolls.  A user who posts a poorly rated comment is required to post two positively rated comments before they are allowed to make up for their reputation lost.  A user who posts multiple poorly rated comments will be barred from posting comments at all.  

Shirky’s second community design pattern is to “find a way to spare the group from scale.”
  This design pattern has not yet been fully implemented in WordShots.  However, in future implementations I plan to allow users to create their own groups.  These groups will empower individuals to write collective stories and create prompts for one another.  Users who are parts of groups will also be able to switch their accounts in order to only received comments from fellow members of their group.  
A concern presented in user testing was the possibility that the exercise, if presented in the same format over and over again each week, would become redundant.  The result would be a lack of returning users and would not encourage the fun experience WordShots is trying to generate.  The logical next step seemed to offer new types of constraints that would allow for a variety of challenges.  The methodology used to generate constraints was altered.  Rather than develop constraints that revolve around events that happen, the focus was shifted to new kinds of constraints that focus on suggesting events, rather than presenting them.


The first form of constraint developed in this manner is a constraint based on an object.  In this form of constraint, the user is given a person, a place and an object.  The object ends up developing the relationship between the character and the location, as it inevitably belongs to one of the two.  If it belongs to the location, it is discovered or interferes with the character.  If it belongs to the character, then he/she has brought it to the location for some purpose.  In Six Notes for the Next Millennium, Italo Calvino examines the power of objects in stories, “the plot can be described as an exchange of a certain number of objects, each one endowed with certain powers that determine the relationships between certain characters.”
  For Calvino, as well as this constraint, it is the object that “determines those [movements] of the characters”
 and “establishes the relationships between them.”
  In order to implement this form of constraint, we only need an object and characters whose actions are defined by the object.  The object, character and location should be carefully chosen in order to suggest to a user to allow the object to control the actions of their story characters.  

Language could also be constrained in order to develop events.   The language constraints involved giving users a list of nouns, verbs and adjectives.  The Kuleshov Effect teaches us that when “two pieces of film are put side by side the audience immediately draws the conclusion that the shots must be related in some way”.
   It is likely that a group of words presented side by side will similarly be put together by a user in order to form meaning.  This exercise leaves the blanks of meaning to be filled in by each individual user.  

Re-imagining the constraints also allowed the reemergence of the rewriting constraint.  In this iteration, however, rather than re-write another user’s story, users are asked to tell his/her own version of a variety of public domain stories.  In this form of constraint, a user is given a few versions of a well-known fairy tale, fable or folk tale.  They are then asked to re-write it in his/her own personal style, preferably using personal experiences.

Conclusions

The most important next step for WordShots will be to attract a user base and begin building an online community.  Generating a comprehensive marketing plan that would seed WordShots in blogs, chamber of commerce, Google Adwords and other sources is the first step to transforming WordShots from a thesis project and transforming it into either a business or non-profit organization.  Both of these models, while differing in possible revenue source, require a business plan to be drafted to plan for the next three years of WordShots’s existence.   


What cannot change is a dedication to creating a quality community experience.  Web 2.0 offers web masters a chance to respond to the needs of their users.  In order to do this, it is useful to also build a forum where users can talk to one another, and a Blog, where the WordShots team will be able to communicate with its user base, feature some of its community members, and post other information relevant to the community.  As the goal of each user is likely to have their name appear in print, whether it be a book and/or a magazine, rather than a low stakes website, it would also be worthwhile to pursue the possibility of creating a “best of book”.  This book would feature the top stories from WordShots and give users something they actually want, publication.  

Beyond WordShots and this thesis project, the Web 2.0 movement is growing.  The successful sites will be the ones that facilitate pre-existing user behaviors.  Already sites exist that attempt to help users plan parties, share photographs and find dates.  Web 2.0 is often seen as a revolution because it shifts the consumer into the role of producer of content.  The large corporation then consumes the producers’ content by serving as a nexus to redistribute the content produced by users.     Douglas Rushkoff, in his article “Peer Review: Person of the Year” explores this phenomena.  Rather than see this as an economic shift, he argues that “for the corporations profiting off all this [Web 2.0 and the production of user generated content] activity, it’s simply a shift in the way entertainment hours are billed to consumers. Instead of our paying to watch a movie in the theater, we pay to make and upload our own movies online. Instead of paying a record company to listen to their artists’ music on a CD player, we pay a computer company for the hardware, an Internet access company for the bandwidth, and a software company for the media player to do all this.”
  He views that there has been no change “in the relationship between consumers and the corporations that sell to them.  For Rushkoff, Web 2.0 is a method for marketers to transform “every attempt at self-expression is reduced to a brand preference.”  This manifests itself in the use of Web 2.0 companies to typically rely on advertising revenue in order to support themselves.  Flickr, for example, advertises digital cameras to site visitors.  Additionally, the site visitors’ reliance on a subscription to an internet service and appropriate hardware and software to access the web site means that they must have already been consumers before accessing Flickr.  Therefore, for Rushkoff, Web 2.0 is not a revolution of personal expression and freedom, but instead keeps people “glued to a tube, watching mostly crap, arguing like angry idiots, surrendering the last remains of our privacy, and paying a whole lot more to large corporations for the privilege.”
  

The exceptions to Rushkoff’s arguments are what Yochai Benkler refers to as commons-based peer production.  Commons- based peer production differs from traditional production methodologies by being a system of “large and medium scale collaborations among individuals that are organized without markets or managerial hierarchies”
.  These self organized groups of individuals have produced an encyclopedia, software, and map craters on mars.  Benkler argues that the motivations of individuals who participate in commons -based peer production are rewarded not by financial gain, but instead by  “Social-psychological rewards, which are a function of the cultural meaning associated with the act and may take the form of actual effect on social associations and status perception by others or on internal satisfaction from one’s social relations or the culturally determined meaning of one’s action”
 and “Intrinsic hedonic rewards experienced from taking the actions.”
  In other words, people participate in commons-based peer production because they receive status or believe that they are participating in something culturally important.  This could possibly describe the stereotypical anarchistic viewpoint of the hacker who participates in the open source software movement in order to resist consuming goods produced by large scale corporations.  Benkler’s second reason for participation is that people simply enjoy performing the act they are participating in.  WordShots users, for example, will write because they enjoy writing and Flickr users contribute photographs because they enjoy photography.  

By Benkler’s definition, the motivations for a site that relies on commons-based peer production takes the opposite approach to one developed for profit.  In a commons- based approach to user generated media, the user’s efforts are not transformed into a brand preference – transferring the social desires of an individual into the profit for a corporation, but instead are executed because users are genuinely interested in a particular type of action, and see a social advantage to being part of a particular community.  Benkler’s argument of production is similar to E.F. Schumacher’s imagined in economy in “Buddhist Economics”.  This economy would “give man a chance to utilize and develop his faculties; to enable him to overcome his ego-centeredness by joining with other people in a common task; and to bring forth the goods and services needed for a becoming existence.”
  
While sites will exist that seek to turn a profit from user-submitted content, the possibility of sites that “give man a chance to utilize and develop his faculties” is what makes Web 2.0 attractive many individuals.  Web 2.0’s reliance on amateurs to produce content translates into a need to treat each individual user as a person with individual creative ability and imagination.  It is likely that sites which attempt to transform this creative ability and imagination into profit will fail, not because profit is impossible, but because the site that seeks to fulfill an individual’s creative needs will more successfully engage with its community sincerely and honestly.  
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Appendix A

32 Example Constraints
Story Elements

Write a short (200 words or less) story that has the following things:

The Apple
1. Joe approaches Jane.

2. Joe requests an apple.

3. Jane makes sure Joe wants an apple.

4. Jane responds to Joe.

5. Joe leaves.

Walking
1. Joe leaves home to meet someone

2. He travels for a short time on his usual route

3. He cannot continue when he reaches the halfway point

4. Joe looks for an alternate route to his destination

5. Joe meets someone

Mass Transportation
1. Joe gets onto a form of mass transportation

2. Joe sits down, four people surrounded him

3. Joe stares at them

4. Joe notices they all have the same eyebrows

5. Joe gets off the train

The Phone Call

1. Jane answers her cell phone

2. Jane tells the person on the phone she cannot understand them.

3. Jane hangs up.

4. Jane’s phone rings, she answers

5. Jane responds to the person who called.

The Donut

1. Joe sits down next to Jane
2. Joe looks at Jane
3. Jane looks away from Joe

4. Joe takes Jane’s Donut

5. Joe leaves 

Shouting

1. Joe is walking down the street

2. Jane shouts at Joe

3. Joe responds

4. Jane responds

5. Joe does not respond

Meet Yourself

1. Joe walks up to someone who looks like himself

2. Joe 2 tells Joe 1 something

3. Joe 1 responds

4. Joe 2 laughs at Joe 1’s response

5. Joe 2 leaves

The Present

1. Jane opens a package

2. Jane examines the contents

3. Jane attempts to use the contents

4. Jane makes a mess

5. Jane puts the contents away

The Fall

1. Joe slips and falls

2. Jane walks past Joe

3. Joe cries for help

4. Jane responds

5. Joe responds

Wake Up
6. Joe is standing over  Jane, who is sleeping
7. Joe wakes Jane up
8. Jane responds, and goes back to sleep
9. Joe responds
Object, Character, Location Constraints
Write a short (400 words or less) story that has the following things:

The Kitchen

· A timid and deeply spiritual woman

· An antique gold watch, with the letters L.E. scratched into the back of it

· The kitchen of a diner style restaurant

The Wooden Block

· A vizier

· A block of wood with a symbol burned into it

· The downtown of a small town or village

The Ring

· A silver ring

· A Turkish art dealer

· A busy city street

The Camera

· A Polaroid camera, in a box of old photographs

· An attic

· A 10-year old boy

The Bowl

· A ceramic bowl that smells of earth

· The foyer of a mansion

· A salesman

The Glove

· A glove that smells like peanut butter

· An alcoholic

· The parking lot of a meat packing plant

The Dog

· A damaged dog

· A public park

· A bag of breadcrumbs

The Fountain Pen
· A famous motivational speaker

· A fountain pen
· A bus stop

The Mirror
· A ghost

· A cheap, plastic framed mirror

· The courtyard of an apartment complex

The shoe
· A pair of new shoes

· The monkey exhibit in a zoo

· A undergraduate student majoring in psychology
Required Word Constraints

Write a story (500 words or less) using the following words:

The Letter P

· Pouch

· Purple

· Parson

· Partake

· Poorly

The Letter T

· Take

· Temperature

· Textile

· Telephone

· Timely

The Letter S

· Sort

· Sink

· Serpent

· Saliva

· Spryly

The Letter M

· Miss

· Mount

· Mourner

· Melon

· Moody

The Letter A

· Ask

· Alert

· Aftershave

· Alabama

· Aptly

The Letter B

· Blend

· Burn

· Boring Beetle

· Blemish

· Bluntly

The Letter C

· Crumble

· Climb

· Cloud

· Crystal

· Clammily

The Letter D

· Drop

· Digest

· Dollop

· Dulcimer

· Devoutly

The Letter O
· Open

· Ogle

· Owl

· Outsourcer

· Ornately

Other Constraints
The Pebble

· Write a short  story (500 words or less) about discovering the perfect pebble in a stream.  Show the reader they are there.

10-Minute Story

1. Get a timer

2. Set it for 10 minutes

3. Write whatever comes to mind

4. Don’t think.  Just let the words flow

5. After ten minutes, your done!
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Appendix C

Source Code – Attached CD-R
� Glass, Ira.  “Storytelling”.  VC2 Producer Training.  Current TV. March 2007.  http://www.current.tv/make/training?section=storytelling&sub1=interviews&sub2=glass  


� Ibid


� “Guidelines”.  Zoetrope All-Story.  February, 2007.   http://www.all-story.com/submissions.cgi
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� http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5/ for more information.


� Alexa. “Ficlets”. March 23, 2007 Amazon.com Company. March, 2007.


http://www.alexa.com/data/details/traffic_details?q=ficlets.com&url=ficlets.com


� Lawver, Kevin “SXSW and a Monday Update”.  March 11, 2007.  Ficlets.com March 2007


http://ficlets.com/blog/entry/sxsw_and_a_monday_update


� Schumacher, E.F. “Buddist Economics” (1973) Small is Beautiful: Economics as if People Mattered.  London : Blond and Briggs


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Ibid


� Benkler, Yochai and Nissenbaum, Helen.  “Commons-based Peer Production and Virtue” The Journal of Political Philosophy 14.4  (2006) 394-419.  


� Ibid. 


� Ibid.


� Anderson, Chris.  “The Long Tail”. Wired.  October, 2004. Wired.com March, 2007 http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/12.10/tail.html.
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