Introduction

Famous creative writing lecturer Robert McKee once said, “Stories are the creative conversion of life itself into a more powerful, clearer, more meaningful experience. They are the currency of human contact.”  Here in Digital Media, we realize that storytelling is the vehicle in which we can entertain, inform and express.  Today’s films, television shows, video games and books are so diverse and readily available that we may take storytelling for granted.  With Blockbuster hits being released one after another, we may forget to share our own stories.  Imagine a place where anyone from around the world can be an author of creative content; a place where they can collaborate on each other’s stories and branch out to endless possibilities.  Wouldn’t it be nice to make some friends in the process, and also, receive feedback on your stories when you’ve hit a writer’s block?  Well our senior project has dedicated itself to bringing this place to you.  Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Derivativ.

What is Derivativ

You might think of Derivativ as a manifestation of the storytelling process we have learned here in Digital Media.  While one person may have a great idea, it’s always best to present it to a number of other students or faculty for their constructive criticism or revisions.  Derivativ is a website where imaginative writers can introduce a story to the community, who in turn can contribute with alternative twists in plot.  As we developed the idea, we realized it’s an excellent venue for groups to promote ideas and find out what works and what doesn’t by means of rating and favoriting posts.
Features: Basics & Features: The social network connection
The main function of the site allows users to collaborate on stories, so the first order on our agenda was to create a design and aesthetic that would cater to this intuitively and comprehensibly.  This included large font types for clarity and readability.  The buttons for reading, writing, and profile editing on the logged in home page are quite big, with easy to read icons.  The stories themselves can be rated, flagged, and favorited so that users may browse the most popular or preferred ones.  
Derivativ also serves as a social network community, so features such as friending and messaging were implemented into the design of the website.  Since Derivativ centers on collaboration, we knew it was important for users to find and build relationships with others.  Their identity is represented by personalizing their profile with their own stories and collaborations, avatars, and basic background information.  Additionally, users can contribute to others’ profiles by writing “testimonials”, or short blurbs indicating their personal affiliation or affirmations.  Simply by being an active participant in the community, one can achieve “street cred” and have “legends” written about them!
Walkthrough

It’s about time we take you on a tour of the site, so let’s load up the page at Derivativ.net.

Register New User / Edit Profile


The home page for new users gives a brief explanation of the site, and quick access to registration.  Registering here does not involve e-mail confirmation because we wanted to make the process as quick and painless as possible.


After we’ve logged in, we can see that the options to read, write, or edit our profile are readily available.  Since we’re new, let’s go ahead and edit our profile.  The personalization is not that extensive here, just some basic info as we’d rather have users identify themselves through their writing, as well as through friends’ testimonials.  As you can see here, our user already has a friend waiting to accept their invite.  After accepting, we can go on our profile page and see that our new friend has already begun our “legend”, so to speak, by contributing a testimonial about us.

Browse Stories / Posts


But let’s move on to the meat of the site.  Back at the home page, we see that our friend’s stories are listed in our friend feed.  Say we want to see what else the site has to offer.  By accessing the browse page, we can sort stories by genre, character length, popularity, newest vs. oldest, or through mature content.  We’re going to bring up the story that some of you helped contribute to earlier in the day, at our kiosk.

Read Story ALOUD


Here we see some of the contributions that were made…
Writing deviating branches

Say we wanted this story to move in another direction.  We could instead write…
Fav/Follow – See Updates Later

Now that we’ve invested time into this story, it would behoove us to Fav, or follow it for future perusal.  By favoriting this story, we can see updates later on our home page.  It’s as easy as that!
Creating Derivativ: Intro
Derivativ started out like most of the senior projects here today: a tangible idea but not feasible in the 20 weeks allowed to us.  We looked at a lot of existing technologies to prune excess and hone our goal into something new and unique to other websites.  The choose your own adventure story provided the platform for branching storylines, and sites such as Novlet were the basis for collaborative stories between users.  We thought the word count was an important addition to our idea as it lent itself more toward a conscious effort in creating branches that allow for more continuous content.  This was essential because it was integral that this site would be used as a social community, and not just a generator of individual stories.  Derivativ is a think tank for social storytelling.
Creating Derivativ: Project History
The original concept of Derivativ was conceived by Christian.  His idea was to create a “webbed-universe” of stories that connected to each other and could be extrapolated upon by anyone.  While it was sound enough to catch our interest, we felt there needed to be some adjustments.  We played with many different ideas on where to begin with Derivativ. It even started out under the project name of SagaGaga.  Through brainstorming and criticism we eventually arrived at the Derivativ concept.
Creating Derivativ: The Team

Under the guidance of Aaron as our team leader, we worked collectively in scheming the Derivativ plan, but from thereon we split into two smaller groups.  Frank, Brandon, and Leigh took on the art, design, and functionality of the site, while Christian, Pavel, and Aaron delved into the code.  Throughout the term there was some interplay between individuals’ roles, but we mainly stuck to these ones.  As much as we might have learned how to create a better design better for  HCI, or a better way to implement AJAX, one of our most important lessons was the reliance on communication between designers and programmers in order to bring this project to life.
Creating Derivativ: The Look

In terms of the look of the site, Derivativ  went through many reconstructions and graphical adjustments.  Our main goal was to make the site likeable and fun, with the most intuitive usability.  We went through many layout changes in order to create a design that would stand out.  These developments ranged from changing the color palette to creating rounded corners on the borders.
Creating Derivativ: Coding

Besides creating a site that looked up-to-date, we of course had to utilize functionality that one would expect in any modern website.  This included a lot of AJAX coding for a site that would save time.  For example, when a user wants to contribute to the site the page does not need to be refreshed after they have hit the Contribute button.  This saves them from becoming disoriented.  PROGRAMMERS: PLEASE ADD ADDITIONAL CONTENT HERE AS YOU SEE FIT.  I’M NOT SURE WHAT ELSE TO SAY IN A CLEAR WAY ON THIS TOPIC.
Creating Derivativ: Beta Testing & Problems


We came to find a major process in Derivativ’s development was beta testing.  We needed to see what parts of the site were difficult or even impossible to use.  In order to build up a user base who could find these problems, our whole group set out through various methods of advertising.  By word of mouth, fliers, Facebook, Twitter, and e-mail we were able to generate quite a solid group of testers.  We even sought out creative writing students and role-players by advertising in their respective classrooms or forums.
Derivativ: Overcoming the Odds

It would be a lie to say we didn’t hit roadblocks, but our best strategy was to deal with our problems in timely ways.  Issues that testers found were dealt with as quickly as possible.  When an implementation was keeping us from our integral pieces of the site, we prioritized and reorganized our agenda.  Throughout the project we learned a lot more than web design, but also time management, communication, and team work.
Conclusion


Christian’s Bernie Blurb – ALL YOU, CHRISTIAN
Questions

