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Multimedia materials 
for European projects
- an introduction from sosuMedia
Opening

An important part of the development of a European project is the design and production of good quality materials. The project material is expected to be a combination of project productions and local productions, and of traditional paper material and web based multimedia material.
The purpose of this paper is to prepare the project for the design and production of the web based multimedia material – and more specifically to prepare the partner discussions.
Some of the partners might have worked with multimedia and web based material, some partners have not. Therefore it is important to us to develop a mutual understanding.

Material for a European project
Course material can be very different things: books, papers, films, websites etc. Most projects have promised to develop interesting and visual material for the project activities, partly web based. This paper is only about the web based part of the material.
What does webbased mean here? It means, that all the material can be accessed through the project website – either as open materials, to be worked with online, or materials for download on the users own computer (Power Points, longer texts).

It also means that a course participant is not dependent on being physically present in a course or in a school to be able to work with the material. She can do it at home, at work – she just need a computer connected to the internet.

This is important, because it means that the material can be used in all kinds of educational processe or non-formal activities: classroom, e-learning, blended learning, independent studies, workshops etc.
It also means, that all kinds of institutions in Europa have access to the training material, without having to buy a lot of books, films or whatever.

And it furthermore means, that the course material can be like a living organism: it can change all the time and even include the work of the participants!

And the fact that the material is web based also means, that it is possible for us to use all kinds of media – from text to high quality video.

Web based and other materials

One of the basic discussions should be about the coherence of the total course material: which part should be made by the project, which part should be provided by the local partner? 
Is the project supposed to produce all the material, including printed material, guides, instruction, trainer guides etc. – or is the project supposed to produce the basic material, and what does that mean?

If we are going to produce both webbased and other kinds of material, we will have to discuss the overall design and content of the different kinds of material: which parts should be on the web, which parts should be in paper or film or...
The project might for example prefere to produce guides in paper version, beside the web version.

So the first important thing to discuss is the overall form and mosaic of the material. Then we can move on to and specify the webbased parts.

Different designs: the material should be flexible...
We think that we must produce some materials, that can be used in very different ways by the different partnes and even in different ways within the individual partner environment. Some institutions will prefere traditional classroom teaching, some will prefere e-learning, some will prefere a kind of blended approach, combining face to face learning with individual or group based preparation etc. Some would prefere a number of non-formal workshops. There are many possible variations.
It is very important that the material is not limited to one or two educational set-ups, but could be used in several kinds of formal and nonformal educational activities.

This means that it should be possible for a participant to work independently with the web material – and therefore have access to online guides and instructions as well as primary content.

And we must always consider the fact, that the user must have access to a fairly modern computer and to a medium quality internet connection. If not, then she will not be able to access this webbased part of the material.

Why multimedia?

Using multimedia instead of just textbooks and papers opens up a lot of possibilities. We can produce a mosaic of material, using very different forms of expressions: text, sound, video, graphics, pictures of all kinds. These different forms of elements can be combined in a module, defined by a specific theme.
Using multimedia material is often very motivating for our target groups – usually low educated and non-academic learners. They prefere the visual approach to long text books. And different users with different learning preferences can focus on the media elements they personally prefere.
So multimedia offers a lot of opportunities. The material will simply be more interesting to work with, if it is a combination of different media.

But advanced multimedia work is also complicated and expensive. Thus we must balance our wishes against the reality of the project budget: for example, how much video work can we effort?
The most important thing is always to use the most simple and effective form of expression: we should choose the form of expression, that supports the user’s maximum understanding of a subject. Sometimes we will choose a video interview, sometimes a small text, other times a dias show with voiceover. And we should combine these elements in the most creative and economic way.
In general multimedia material will relate to the feelings of people, whereas long texts relate to their intellectual level. One might say, that multimedia adresses the whole person, whereas formal texts only adresses the brain.
The target groups

It is extremely important to consider the target groups before we produce anything at all. Will they have access to webbased material? Are they used to work with multimedia material? If not, will they be guided and receive the proper training?
Therefore it is most important to develop a number of user profiles, based on our experience and our knowledge about the expected target groups. These profiles should have serious consequences for the design of the material: which kinds of material will benefit the users, which kinds of material will on the contrary function as obstackles to their training and motivation?
At certain key points, the material should be tested by small groups of users, and these tests should be very well evaluated and influence the further production.
The design af the material: instructive or exploring?

One of the most crucial discussions will be the overall pedagogical design of the web based multimedia material. If we simplify the subject a litlle bit, we can say, that there are two overall ways of structuring multimedia material. 

1. The insctructivist way: the material is very well structured and linear and the user is led from one point to another. First you do this, and then you do this. This proces will often be supported by a very straight guide, describing the only possible way through the material.
2. The exploring way: the material is s mosaic of different types of information, links, textual and visual based elements and story based scenarios. The user is supposed to enter this nonlinear material and explore it: what can I use, how can I combine the different elements in the material etc. This proces will often be supported by a guide giving examples of, how to explore the material.

The difference is very easy to understand: the first one aims at putting a specific amount of knowledge into the user’s head, the second one aims at developing the learning competencies of the user. The first one is a very controlled form of learning, the second one challenges the user. Empowerment processes can, of course, only use the second one.
The discussion about this basic approach is also a discussion of the pedagogical principles underlying the course concept. And the consequences for the training material is enormous – it is not possible to produce quality web based material, if we have not decided on this overall structure of the material.

How to organise the material: information or drama?

This leads to another important issue: what kind of material should be provided for the users? A lot of information, or story based scenarios? What kind of material is needed for this kind of course, for this kind of training and for this kind of people? Should we give priority to narrative elements, or should we give the user a lot of information, very often text based? What kind of material will support the learning of our target groups and encourage them to go on...?
The subjects we want the participants to work with, how are they presented in the most effective and motivating way: formal information or living stories?

And if we choose to combine these forms in the different materials, how do we balance these two forms against eachother, what kind of elements should be informative, and what kinds should be expressed by storytelling and thus be presented in dramatic form?

It is all about where to use the informative form and where to use the dramatic form. This discussion is different from the discussion about choice of media (text, video, sound etc.), because all types of media could be either informative or dramatic. A text can be very formal and informative (a legal text for example), but a text can also be very dramatic (a novel, a poem).
So, what we should decide on here, is the overall profile of the material: do we primarily wish to produce informative or dramatic elements?

What kind of content elements should be included in the webbased 
material?

The web material might consist in very different forms of content elements. A material is defined by a limited number of subjects, linked together in a well defined thematic field. A cluster of closely interrelated subjects. It could be a “language” material for example: how to deal with the different languages of the group of migrant children and their families?
Such a material might contain some of the following elements:
· introductory reader-friendly texts

· small cases using texts, graphics and perhaps sound

· described links to other web resources to be explored

· a simple guide, informative or dramatic

· a number of small scenarios showing different examples or live situations, or interviewing an experienced social worker
· a number of small, easy to read articles (for download)

· a simple dias-show visualising key problems

· recommendations for further study (library)
· etc.

The challenge is to select and combine the most useful elements for the different modules. This work is to be done by the media group (pedagogical designers, the people who deliver the content, the medie producers).

What kind of media might be used?

Now, what kind of media elements can a European project work with?
Actually the webbased material could consist in all kind of digital media. Everything is, technically, possible. But not possible in relation to resources such as time and money. Advanced multimedia is very time cunsuming and thus very expensive. Therefore one of the challenges is to use the most simple solution, provided that this solution is pedagogically satisfactory. And to give priority to, for example, video production in exactly those cases, where it is very important for the learning and motivation of the participants.

Once we have produced a description of the content and subjects within each material, we can decide about how to express these elements in different media.

Here is a list of possible types of media elements, that could be used in the web based material:
· online text and text for download
· all kinds of graphics (symbols, drawings, paintings)

· all kind of sounds (speak, music, dialogue)

· pictures and photos of all kinds (single or dias-show)

· video documentary (interviews, for example) and video drama (scenarios)

· links to other web resources
· collage (mix of the different media)

· and of course: a combination of these media forms.

It is also possible to integrate computer game elements, but it might be a big problem for a European project budget, because it takes hundreds of hours of heavy programming! But, it is possible...!
How is the web based material going to be produced?
The most difficult thing about multimedia work is, that it requires the cooperation of many different people in the project: the pedagogical designers of the activities, the professionals who will deliver the content, the knowledge, and the media producers, who can transform the principles and the delivered material into interesting multimedia elements. In certain cases we also would need the cooperation of specialists outside the media production unit: programmers, artists, musiciens etc. The most economic reasonable strategy is to produce almost everything with the resources of  the production unit and the partnership.
The most effective way of producing multimedia is the day to day and face to face cooperation proces. But this is not possible in a European project. Therefore we must be very good at organising the needed cooperation.

The ongoing face to face proces is not possible, but neither is the 100% online cooperation. What can we do, then?
Well, we might combine media workshops around the partner meetings with online cooperation between these workshops. And the people cooperating must be very experienced in online cooperation!!
So we recommend the following organisation of the cooperation:
· opening workshop (forming of the group, planning, first overall dialogues)
· on line cooperation based on a special maillist or the First Class conferencing programme
· additional workshops, if needed and if possible, between the partner meetings or in connection with partner meetings
· on line cooperation based on a special maillist or the First Class conferencing programme
· final media workshop in connection with a partner meeting.
Online communication: project participants? mentors?
If the project decides to establish online course dialogues between the project participants, these dialogues should not be transnation, but should established via local mailsystems.
If the project decides to establish online dialogues between the mentors, this could be done on a transnational level, but should be separated from the website (because other organisations might wish to use the website and the material and should not be involved in the private dialogues of a specific project). We could provide a very good online forum in the First Class system for the mentors and project participants. Often it is very difficult to engange teachers and mentors in transnational dialogues, so this should be taken into account, when we make decissions about online dialogues.
Recommendations
· develop a limitied number of well defined materials
· specify the learning goals and learning activities of the materials
· give priority to dramatic elements instead of informative elements

· use the most simple and effective way of presenting the material

· give priority to visualisation of the content
· use the exploring approach to support empowerment

· focus on a limited number of advanced multimedia elements

· use the same basic design in all the materials and use the same structure in all the materials
· give priority to a diversity of elements in each material
· establish a very strong media group

· give priority to additional media workshops (on discount basis), if needed

· be sure to test the demos, before a lot of money is invested in full productions

· give priority to the production of different language versions, if possible.












Examples

· www. sosuMedia.dk
· www.iguana-eu.com

· www.mutual-eu.com

· www.ear-eu.com

· www.mpowermen2men.dk
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