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3. Abstract 
 
Distributed Biography (dBio) is a web-based application currently in ‘proof-of-concept’ or 
‘alpha’ stage that supports the expression of human experience. The dBio Project aims 
to create an environment for the construction and dissemination of collaborative, 
distributed, multimodal accounts of a range of human experiences. With the help of 
NEH Grant funding, dBio will be developed into a fully functional ‘beta’ web application 
with improved and expanded features, including: 1) an ability to embed and present a 
range of multimodal artifacts (e.g. images, video, text); 2) connections to other 
expressive electronic genres; 3) a system for identity verification and extended 
collaboration; 4) a visualization and navigation system for interacting within and 
between dBio projects; and 5) updated interaction, creation, and administration 
interfaces. The products of this project include a working beta and a white paper 
summarizing lessons learned and next steps. 
 
Statement of Innovation 
 
There are no existing web-based platforms that support the creation, compilation, and 
dissemination of expressions of human experience produced by multiple individuals 
about a person, a place, or an experience. Comparable existing tools support long-form, 
single-author blogging, and those that do afford collaborative expression tend to carry 
expectations in terms of voice and tone. In contrast, dBio will combine multimodal 
expression and distributed authoring within a single web application.  
 
Statement of Humanities Significance 
 
The dBio environment generates a new multimodal, nonhierarchical, distributed genre 
of expression. We see this project as beneficial to the humanities in that it offers a way 
forward in terms of 1) the application of theory to human experience, 2) the embedding 
of democratized expressions of experience in an open source application, and 3) the 
way it supports consideration, complication, critique, and the enactment of experience 
and identity within electronic genres (Appendix A: Fig. 1). 
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4. Narrative 
 
Enhancing the humanities through innovation 
 
Distributed Biography (dBio) (http://www.distributedbiography.org/) is a functional, freely 
available, web-based prototype application that integrates poststructural theories about 
human experience into a tool that supports new types of expression and collaboration. 
In the design of dBio, we draw on several ideas of Deleuze and Guatarri's construct of 
the rhizome [1] and Deleuze’s notion of identity [2]. Specifically, our forefronting of 
heterogeneity, and multiple and overlapping connections, entry points and pathways, 
create an environment that tangibly experiments with expression from a theoretical 
perspective without requiring creator-users to ‘buy in’ or understand the theories on 
which the application is built. Our use of the word “biography” is broadly conceived so 
as to include not only accounts of individuals’ lives, but also the shared ways humans 
experience objects, ideas, locations, and emotions.  
 
In encouraging the re-presentation of personally meaningful experiences, dBio moves 
away from enforced consensus toward expressions of human interaction from a range 
of individuals who experienced the subject (i.e., a person, event, location, experience) 
at different times and in different capacities. A distributed biography project about a 
person, for example, might be created by a dozen or more people who knew her. Some 
knew her in her youth, others later on, some called her ‘boss,’ and others referred to her 
as ‘mom.’ Through images, audio, video, and text, collaborators add moments or 
fragments, which, in combination and juxtaposition with other fragments (Appendix A: 
Fig. 2), construct more complicated understandings about a subject. It’s like a Chuck 
Close painting (Appendix A: Fig. 3). Each fragment offers its own aesthetic, and 
together forms part of an imperfect but useful portraiture of an individual, a place, or an 
experience. 
 
Through the dBio StartUp project we aim to build on the existing prototype, developing it 
into a fully functional web ‘beta’ application with an expanded feature-set and improved 
user interface design. 
 
 
Enhanced Beta Features 
Expanded features and usability considerations include: 1) the ability to embed a range 
of multimodal artifacts (Appendix A: Fig. 4); 2) connections to other expressive 
electronic genres; 3) a system for identity verification and extended collaboration; 4) a 
visualization and navigation system which affords macro and micro interaction with dBio 
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projects; and 5) updated, more usable, interaction, creation, and administration 
interfaces.  
 
Technical Specifications 
dBio, including all features, will be developed as an open source web application and 
template based on python, HBase, redis, CSS, HTML5, paper.js, and JavaScript. 
Particularly, python (http://python.org/), via a web platform such as Zope/Django and 
HBase or redis database, will serve as the technologies providing the main functionality. 
HTML5 and paper.js will enable dBio interaction on a range of mobile devices. 
 
 
Environmental Scan 
 
A number of web applications exist which, in combination, represent many of the 
features proposed in the dBio application. Such features include multimodal embedding 
and expression (e.g. Wordpress, Tumblr), collaboration (e.g. Wikipedia, Google Docs), 
democratized, nonhierarchical organization (e.g. Twitter, Tumblr), and connection 
visualization (e.g. Facebook, Twitter). A few applications (e.g. Tumblr) incorporate 
multiple features but fail to support the sort of integrated patterns of collaboration 
necessary for the type of expressive work we envision and wish to support. 
 
Contemporary attempts at co-constructed expression and identity tend to suffer from a 
need to distill subjects into a categorically recognizable experience presented in a 
consistent voice – thus leaving little or no support or opportunity for the inclusion of 
fragmented, incongruous first- and second-hand accounts. The tendency to present a 
consistent identity and mode of expression is tacitly embedded and explicitly 
encouraged in most electronic genres including Facebook [3] and Wikipedia [4]. dBio 
supports a different type of experimentation and expression of experience. The 
construction of uncategorized experiential narratives (Appendix A: Fig. 5) may be linked 
to one another via temporal, geographical, emotional, and via other connections [1] 
without requiring that they conform to particular themes or narrative arcs. The 
democratized nonhierarchical nature of the display of each composition in juxtaposition 
with others (Appendix A: Fig. 6) places the ordinary and everyday on equal footing with 
attempts to encapsulate or summarize experience. 
 
History and Duration of the Project 
 
The genesis for the Distributed Biography project emanated from a series of meetings 
held during the summer of 2006 between several members of what would eventually 
become the Digital Spaces Working Group (DSWG) (Appendix A: Fig. 7).  
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At the time, the DSWG was comprised largely of graduate students in the College of 
Education at The University of Texas at Austin, as well as graphic designers, 
programmers and publishers scattered across the country. During the Fall 2006 
semester, we created a white paper and began meeting biweekly to discuss ideas we 
had for the application’s design. Out of a concern that the project was overly dominated 
by the text in the white paper, we created an “image series” of three PowerPoint 
presentations that focused on (1) theoretical aspects of the design of dBio, (2) 
considerations of the application’s overall structure, and text entry and media features, 
and (3) issues of collaboration and how dBio could facilitate the setup, seeding and 
growth of dBio projects. 
 
In the spring of 2007, we worked to convert our ideas and the theories that supported 
them into some initial wireframes. We selected a development paradigm, and assumed 
roles based on member interest, availability, and skill-set. We selected the Agile or 
‘extreme’ software development approach [6], which promotes an accessible, constantly 
collaborative participation dynamic between programmers, designers, application 
visionaries, and potential users. The group wrote “user stories” which described 
application functionality and features. These stories were assigned a unit score based 
on the estimated development time needed to realize the functionality described in each 
story. These scored user stories were ranked by DSWG members from most to least 
necessary, and developers, based on their available time, selected stories from the top 
of the queue that fit within the available time they had during a given two-week cycle. At 
the end of each cycle, the in-progress application was shown to the rest of the group for 
testing, and decisions about the next round of stories were made. 
 
The iterative design and initial development process continued throughout the summer 
of 2007. Distributed Biography has been a working, ‘proof-of-concept’ alpha ever since. 
  
Work Plan 
          

 Task Staff Completion 

01. Create the user stories that go with the features 
for inclusion. 

Greenstein, 
Olmanson 

June, 2014 

02. Identify a lead software developer and design 
intern. 

Greenstein, 
Olmanson 

June, 2014 

03. Initiate a series of fifteen 2-week design and 
development sprints based on Agile Programming. 

Software 
Developer, 
Design Intern, 
Olmanson 

July, 2014 
--  
January, 
2015 
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04. Conduct user testing on the extended Alpha of 
dBio. 

Greenstein, 
Olmanson 

December, 
2014 – 
January, 
2015 

05. Review and update user stories based on Alpha 
progress, testing, and user feedback. 

Greenstein, 
Olmanson 

January, 
2015 

06. Initiate a second series of ten 2-week design and 
development sprints (Agile programming). 

Software 
Developer, 
Design Intern, 
Olmanson 

February, 
2015 – 
June, 2015 

07. Conduct user testing on the latest iteration of the 
application. 

Greenstein, 
Olmanson 

May, 2015 
– 
June, 2015 

08. Initiate a series of five 1-week usability, bug fixing, 
and performance sprints (Agile). 

Software 
Developer, 
Design Intern, 
Olmanson 

July, 2015 
– 
August, 
2015 

09. Create and publish a dBio project wiki to support 
users and developers.  

Technical 
Writing Intern, 
Greenstein 

July, 2015 
– 
August, 
2015 

10. Release Beta version. Software 
Developer 

August, 
2015 

11. Make open source code freely available. Software 
Developer 

August, 
2015 

12. Publish White Paper documenting lessons learned 
from development and testing. 

Greenstein, 
Olmanson 

December, 
2015 

13. Present project results at conferences. Greenstein, 
Olmanson 

Ongoing 

 
Staff 
 
Steven Greenstein (Project Director). Assistant Professor, Department of 
Mathematical Sciences, Montclair State University. Dr. Greenstein will serve as lead 
applicant on the project and point of contact with the Office of Research and Sponsored 
Programs at Montclair State, where the grant will be administered. In addition, he will be 
responsible for collaborating in the creation of initial user stories; identifying, 
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interviewing, and offering input on the hiring of a lead software developer; being virtually 
or physically present for user testing and focus groups; co-writing the white paper 
regarding lessons learned; and co-presenting at conferences regarding the application 
and its development. 
 
Justin Olmanson (Project Co-Director). Postdoctoral Fellow, College of Education, 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. In addition to the responsibilities outlined in 
the Work Plan above, Dr. Olmanson will be responsible for collaborating in the creation 
of initial user stories; identifying, interviewing, and offering input on the hiring of a lead 
software developer; participating in design and development planning for each of the 
three series of “sprints”; being virtually or physically present for user testing and focus 
groups; co-writing the white paper regarding lessons learned; and co-presenting at 
conferences regarding the application and its development. 
 
Lead software developer/graduate student. Primary responsibilities comprised of 
programming the expanded alpha version of Distributed Biography, incorporating the enhanced 
beta features described elsewhere, and releasing the code base to the development 
community. The lead software developer will also be responsible for participating in design and 
development planning meetings, observing user testing, and explaining elements of the code 
base to the technical writing intern. 
 
Graphic design intern/graduate or undergraduate student. Primary responsibilities 
comprised of redesigning the graphic ‘look’ and interactive ‘feel’ of the expanded alpha version 
and ensuring the enhanced beta features described elsewhere are integrated into the graphic 
and interactive approach. The design intern will also be responsible for participating in design 
and development planning meetings, user testing, focus groups, and designing explanatory 
images to accompany select elements of the application and the collaborative process. 
 
Technical writing intern/graduate or undergraduate student. Primary responsibilities 
comprised of describing enhanced beta features and processes of navigation and use via 
writing and images. The design intern will also be responsible for working with the lead software 
developer to create documentation to support future open source development. 
 
 
Final Product and Dissemination 
 
At the conclusion of grant funding, MSU in concert with UIUC will have created a 
working, open source beta application that will be available to the public as a web 
application and as web-accessible source code via a GetHub repository and via the 
application’s ‘about’ page.  
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Iterations of the dBio application will be tested with a range of prospective users and 
iterative redesigns and bug fixes will be based on user feedback. The application and its 
wiki will support users in their use of the beta version of the application.  
 
The project’s director and co-director will author a white paper about lessons learned 
and guide the work of the technical writing intern in the creation of documents for users 
and developers. To further raise the project’s profile, the director and co-director will 
present the dBio project at conferences such as Digital Humanities 2016, the annual 
meeting of SIGDOC, and at other such gatherings. Post-grant-period products may also 
include a proposal for a Digital Humanities Implementation Grant to add features and 
robustness to the application based on user and conference attendee feedback. 
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Computational 
Details/Notes (notes) Year 1 (notes) Year 2 (notes) Year 3  Project Total

06/01/2014-
05/31/2015

06/01/2015-
12/31/2015

1. Salaries & Wages
Steven Greenstein Summer Salary 5% $3,252 $3,252

$0
Graduate Student 
Developer

$20 per hour x 20 hours 
per week $14,000 $8,000 $22,000

Graduate Student Technical 
Writer

$20 per hour x 8 hours 
per week $800 $800

Graduate Student Designer
$20 per hour x 10 hours 
per week $1,600 $800 $2,400

$0

2. Fringe Benefits
Summer Salary 9% $293 $293
Student Salary 7.65% $1,193 7.65% $734 $1,927

3. Consultant Fees
$0

4. Travel
PI to D.C. $700 $700

$0

5. Supplies & Materials
Focus Group Costs $350 $350

6. Services
Server Space $360 $90 $450

7. Other Costs

Sub-Award
University of Illinois 
Urbana Champaign $7,462 $3,036 $10,498

8. Total Direct Costs Per Year $29,210 $13,460 $42,670

9. Total Indirect Costs 
Salaries and wages Per Year 59% $11,123 59% $5,664 $16,787

10. Total Project Costs $59,457

11. Project Funding a. Requested from NEH $59,457
$0

$59,457

b. Cost Sharing $0
$0
$0
$0
$0

12. Total Project Funding $59,457

Budget Form
OMB No 3136-0134
 Expires  7/31/2015

Applicant Institution: Montclair State university
Project Director: Steven Greenstein

Project Grant Period: 06/01/2014 through 12/31/2015

(Direct and Indirect costs for entire project)

Outright:
Federal Matching Funds:

TOTAL REQUESTED FROM NEH:

Applicant's Contributions:
Third-Party Contributions:

Project Income:
Other Federal Agencies:

TOTAL COST SHARING:
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Budget Narrative 
 
A. Senior Personnel:  

Steven Greenstein (Project Director), with a 10-month appointment and an annual 
salary of $65,044, will allocate 0.5 months of summer salary at 5% of his annual 
salary. The total salary allocated to Dr. Greenstein is $3,252. 

 

B. Other Personnel: 
A Graduate Assistant Developer will work 20 hours per week for 20 weeks in year 
1 and for 35 weeks in year 2. Total wages for this student are $22,000, calculated at 
$20 per hour x 20 hours per week x 55 weeks. This student’s responsibilities are 
outlined in the Work Plan. 
 

A Graduate Assistant Technical Writer will work 8 hours per week for 5 weeks in 
year 2. Total wages for this student are $800, calculated at $20 per hour x 8 hours x 
5 weeks. This student’s responsibilities are outlined in the Work Plan. 
 

A Graduate Assistant Designer will work 10 hours per week for 8 weeks in year 1, 
and 10 hours per week for 4 weeks in year 2. Total wages for this student are 
$2,400, calculated at $20 per hour x 10 hours x 12 weeks. This student’s 
responsibilities are outlined in the Work Plan. 
 

C. Fringe Benefits total $2,220, calculated at 9% of Dr. Greenstein’s summer salary for a 
total of $293, and 7.65% of the graduate students’ salary for a total of $1,927.  
 

E. Travel: $700 is requested for Dr. Greenstein to attend a one-day planning meeting in the 
first year of the grant period at the NEH offices in Washington, D.C.  
 

G. Other Direct Costs: $11,298 
Refreshments and Materials for a Focus Group: 20 people x ($12.50/meal + $5 
for materials) = $350 
 

Computer Services: $450 ($30/month x 15 months) is requested for server space.  
 

Subaward: Justin Olmanson (Project Co-Director), with a 12-month appointment 
and an annual salary of $52,000, will allocate 1 month of salary, fringe benefits, and 
indirect costs at $7,462 in year 1 and $3,036 in year 2. A 3% projected cost of living 
increase is included in year 2. $989 is requested to cover costs for the NEH one-day 
planning meeting in D.C. The total allocation to Dr. Olmanson is $10,498. 

 

H. Total Direct Costs: $42,670 
 

I. Indirect Cost Rates: MSU’s federally approved indirect cost rate of 59% (on salaries and 
wages excluding all stipends and fringe benefits) has been applied for a total of $16,787. 
 

J. Total Direct and Indirect Costs: $59,457 
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6. Biographies 
 
Steven Greenstein 
 
Dr. Steven Greenstein is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Mathematical 
Sciences at Montclair State University. He earned his PhD in Mathematics Education 
from The University of Texas at Austin in 2010. He is interested in children's 
mathematical thinking, the design of exploratory software environments for learning 
mathematics, and issues of equity and social justice. In addition to his collaboration on 
prior work with Distributed Biography, Dr. Greenstein has used design-based research 
to collaborate on the design and development of a dynamic geometry environment 
called Configure (available at www.playwithshapes.com) that supports topological 
representations and transformations of plane figures. Dr. Greenstein has also designed 
Peer-Led Team Learning (PLTL) featuring web-based exploratory tools for STEM 
students in entry-level mathematics courses, and conducted professional development 
with university-level mathematics instructors to explore the pedagogical possibilities of a 
variety of computing environments including domain-specific exploratory playgrounds. 
 
Justin Olmanson 
 
Dr. Justin Olmanson is an IES Postdoctoral Fellow in literacy, assessment, and 
technology in the College of Education at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. He earned his PhD in Instructional Technology from The University of 
Texas at Austin in 2011. He works on several projects (Scholar and FunWritr) which 
focus on literacy acquisition and writing within K-12 learning environments. Specifically 
online open-ended multimodal literacy acquisition & language exploration environments. 
Additionally, he is interested in socio-educational contexts of technology; 
implementation dynamics, and new ethnographic writing. Finally, Dr. Olmanson was the 
lead developer of the dBio Alpha prototype.  
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7. Data Management Plan 
 

Data to be Generated 
 

Data type Sharing Timeline Conditions 

The application’s open 
source computer code 
including server and client 
side, reader, creator, and 
admin components.   

Two weeks after the 
release of the Beta version 
of the software. 

Code will be made 
available via GetHub or a 
similar open source project 
repository.  

Text, video, audio, and 
images generated by users 
throughout the course of 
the project. 

Data made public by users 
will be available throughout 
the course of the project. 
Private user data and 
contributions will remain 
so.  

Users/creators will have 
discretion as to when, for 
how long, and to whom 
access to their data will be 
shared.  

Project wiki information for 
users and developers. 

User-related wiki entries 
will be available at the time 
of beta release. Developer-
related wiki entries will be 
available when the 
application code is made 
open source.  

Wiki entries will be freely 
available via the project 
website.  

White paper.  At the conclusion of the 
project. 

Freely available on the 
project website.  

NEH final report. After the project has been 
completed.  

At the discretion of NEH.  

 
Period of Data Retention 
 
Project-related data will be archived for five years after the completion of the Start-Up 
grant period. User-generated content will be available for as long as users designate 
their data as publicly available. Open source code will remain on GetHub or a similar 
repository/clearinghouse for as long as the repository (and others like it) remain in 
operation. Wiki content will remain available for as long as the dBio application is used.  
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Data Formats and Dissemination 
 
Data will be stored in html, python, CSS, zip, gzip, tar and other widely compatible 
formats and accessible via the application’s project website as well as its GetHub 
repository web address.  
 
Data Management and Maintenance 
  
Application code (server-side, client-side, viewer, creator, and admin) will be housed at 
GetHub or a similar code repository (https://github.com/). All other forms of data will be 
available via the web and accessible via links on both the GetHub repository and the 
dBio “about” page.  
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8.   Letters of Commitment and Support 
Attached are letters of commitment and support from: 
 
Justin Olmanson, Ph.D 

IES Postdoctoral Fellow 

College of Education 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 

Phone: (512) 299-8606 

E-mail: olmansju@gmail.com 
  
Clay Spinuzzi, Ph.D 

Professor of Rhetoric and Writing 

The University of Texas at Austin 

Phone: (512) 471-8707 

E-mail: clay.spinuzzi@austin.utexas.edu 
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University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign     
         Education Policy, Organization and Leadership 

                                                            1310 South Sixth Street, Champaign Illinois 61820 
 

 
 
 
 
August 27, 2013 
Steven Greenstein, Assistant Professor 
Department of Mathematical Sciences 
Montclair State University 
1 Normal Avenue 
Montclair, NJ 07043 
 
Dear Steven,  
 
I am pleased to serve as co-director on the proposed Distributed Biography Start-Up project, as 
described in your September proposal to the National Endowment for the Humanities. I agree 
to provide the following range of services at a total sub-award amount of $10,498. 
 
During the project I will collaborate in the creation of initial user stories, help to identify, 
interview, and offer input on the hiring of a lead software developer, and participate in design 
and development planning for each of the three series of sprints. I will also be either virtually or 
physically present for each user testing and focus group meeting, co-write the white paper 
regarding lessons learned, and co-present at conferences regarding the application and its 
development.  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
Justin D Olmanson, PhD 
Lead Researcher & Developer of the Language Learning & Technology Research & Design Group 
IES Postdoctoral Fellow in Education, Technology, & Assessment 
College of Education 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
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9. Appendices 
 
Appendix A: Selected Features, Underlying Theories, Use Cases, and Mockups 
 
Fig. 1: Theory of Change: A logic model for the project. 
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Fig. 2: Alpha Composition Environment Screenshot 
 
Collaborators on a dBio project create their text- and image-based content and add meta-data via a simple composition 
environment. In addition to tagging, collaborators can explicitly link their entry with others. 
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Fig. 3: 
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Fig. 4:  
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Fig. 5: Use Case 
1. Jennifer starts a distributed biography about Amy, her mother. 
2. She invites Amy’s sister, nephew, best friend, co-worker, and husband to collaborate with her. 
3. Some of them contribute stories about Amy based on dramatic and ordinary interactions they had with her. 
4. Together, the stories create a complicated, unordered portrait open to interpretation, enriched with every new writer 

and each additional story. 
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Fig. 6: Intertextuality & Interaction 
 
More rhizome than reading space, the display and interaction space in the alpha version of the application positions 
selected texts (centered) within other texts (light gray font color). Order and linearity give way to interconnectedness and 
re-readings with subtle shifts in affect. Those interacting with the biography can move from the text they are currently 
reading to one of the light gray colored texts, following it to its conclusion via the linked “…” at the end of each introductory 
snippet. 
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Fig. 7: Project History and Trajectory 
 

 
 
 
 

GRANT11484982 -- Attachments-ATT9-1242-appendices.pdf



Montclair State University (Greenstein)  26 
 
 

Appendix B: Prototype Alpha to Initial Beta Feature Comparison 
 

Feature Description Current Prototype Proposed Beta 

Text composition and editing space X X 

Brainstorming & Composition Support -- X 

Manual Content Arrangement   X 

Organizable Notepad  -- X 

Image embedding -- X 

Audio and Video embedding  X 

Internal Invitation System X X 

Proxy* Invitation System  X 

Internal Identification and Login X X 

Proxy* Identification and Login  X 

Group Member Management X X 

Public/Private Story/Project Toggling -- X 

Non-Hierarchical Content Viewing X X 

Between-Project Linking  X 

Multiple Modes of Project Navigation  -- X 

Within-Project Visualization  X 

Between-Project Visualization   X 

Intuitive User Navigation Experience  X 

Intuitive Creator Experience  X 

Intuitive Admin Experience  X 

Mobile Device Optimization  X 

 
X = fully supported   |    --  = partially supported 
Proxy = Login or Invite via Facebook, Google, Twitter...   
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Appendix C: Project Evaluation Plan 
 
Guiding questions meant to consider the extent to which the project team has reached 
its goals.  
 

● Have all of the proposed features been realized in the final beta design? If not, 
which did not, and what was the rationale for non-implementation? Or, if 
implementation was attempted, what obstacles impeded progress?  

●  What obstacles proved to be the most difficult to overcome? How were those 
obstacles approached and what was the result?  

● What did users have to say about their interactions with the dBio application in 
each of its design iterations? How was user feedback leveraged in subsequent 
iterations?  

● How did the types of interactions and artifacts generated by users change as 
features were added?  

● What are the most important features and integrations that came up as a result of 
creating the initial beta?  

 
These queries will be addressed via the following methods: 

● User focus groups 
● Artifact and interaction evaluation  
● Functionality checklists 
● Correspondence review 
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