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Background

Staff in the Faculty of Informatics and Communication (Infocom) at Central Queensland
University (CQU) has long been at the forefront of innovative delivery of computer-facilitated
learning materials for on-campus and distance students. While some of the recent initiatives
have been in collaboration with CQU’ s Division of Distance and Continuing Education
(DDCE), most have been driven by individual s funded through partial workload allocation for
unit development or Faculty Specid Initiatives monies.

The author has been the recipient of CAUT funding for the development of interactive
multimedialearning materials for diabetes education and was responsible for using information
technology to teach information technology in the Bachelor of Information Technology unit
85138 Human Issues in Computing. Thisunit is currently delivered on all CQU campuses and
at adistance with a 16 page printed introduction to using the web and e-mail, a diskette
containing the majority of the unit resources, a videotape with a unit introduction and topical
lectures, and a business communications textbook. The student’ s first tasks are to print the unit
profile (description of unit requirements) and assignment materials from the diskette and to
enrol on the class e-mail discussion list. Assignments include writing reports on I T-related
tasks, organising group discussions and helping anovice user to learn a software package. On-
campus students have face-to-face tutorial support but most unit support isviae-mail.

In 1998 the author developed the lead unit for CQU’ s new undergraduate multimedia degree.
The unit, 00101 Introduction to Multimedia Systems, was designed asa ‘fun’ introduction to
the broad spectrum of multimedia design and implementation. The unit was delivered in a
classroom mode for the first two years of implementation but is now also being offered at a
distance with a CD-ROM based resource package which includes a stock image library for
assignment and project use. Student support is provided through a class web site, e-mail, fax
and telephone.

Asis common with many CQU teaching and learning innovations, the development of these
units has primarily been an individua effort. While Infocom does provide monies for external
unit development through its strategic initiatives fund, there is no consistent process to assess
units and to ensure that staff learn from successful developments or avoid mistakes.

Desired Outcomes

The corefirst year multimedia unit, 00101 Introduction to Multimedia Systems, introduces
students to the broad spectrum of multimedia technologies so that they become enthused about
the discipline and aware of its potential. The presentation mode for the face-to-face classis
relatively informal and depends heavily upon demonstrations of awide variety of commercial
and educationa multimedia products. These range from multimedia encyclopedias to product
promotions, games to children’s stories, and include desktop, kiosk and on-line products. As
students become more aware of multimedia design they actively participate in evaluating the
presentations, turning what could have been passive ‘show and tell’ sessionsinto lively
discussions.

In addition to the large class product demonstrations, tool demonstrations (image manipulation,
sound and video editing, etc.) are provided for smaller groups of students. While the size of the
class generally precludes a‘hands-on’ approach, class participation is encouraged and, asfar as
possible, examples are taken from the students themselves. For example, a demonstration of
PhotoShop’ s ability to manipulate images used photographs of the class taken in a previous
session demonstrating the use of adigital camera.
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While distance students have somewhat different needs, an attempt has been made to retain the
excitement and variety of the classroom presentations in the distance delivery materials.
Accordingly distance students will al receive aCD-ROM containing the unit profile (details of
the unit and its assessment), lecturer-written notes in Adobe pdf format to Australianise content
and highlight products and topics of interest, short video demonstrations (products and tools)
for on-screen viewing, a stock library of over 1000 images and 100 sounds for usein the
assignments, plus other resources. A list of ‘recommended’ texts guides interested studentsto
an in-depth coverage of topics covered more generaly in the ‘required’ textbook.

The three assignments lead the students gently into the discipline while providing scope for
individual initiative. Thefirst resultsin a PowerPoint presentation which uses lecturer-supplied
visuals. A tutorial on PowerPoint is provided. The second rewards participating students for
working in agroup to learn html techniques necessary for presenting a short report on a
multimediatechnology. The third requires developing a multimedia presentation which
demonstrates a multimedia-rel ated skill learned during the term. The presentation does not have
to be computer-based but in-person performances are not allowed (ie dance or theatre activities
must be videotaped for assessment). Submissions have included paper and computer-based
animations, video presentations and interactive desktop and web presentations.

Using Technology to Learn About Technology

The multimedia degree is an applied, rather than theoretical, program. In addition, the intention
has been to deliver the program to students studying at a distance aswell as on acampus. Asis
common with most other Infocom units, the multimedia units have been delivered to a campus
class prior to the development of the unit for distance delivery. This ensures that both the
content and assessment for a unit is appropriate and provides some opportunity for coordinating
the delivery of the unit with other units within the degree and the Faculty. Unfortunately, it also
often ignores the unique needs of the non-campus students.

The multimedia degree will only be offered on a CQU campus when adequate facilities are
available for student and staff support. There are at least two views within Infocom about what
congtitutes adequate facilities. One group insists that students should only use the most current
industry standard tools. This would mean introducing tools such as Adobe PhotoShop and
Macromedia Director in the first year, followed by more advanced use of the toolsin
subsequent years so that the graduating student was eligible to receive an industry certificate as
an expert user of the chosen tools. Adequate facilities in this case means developer level
multimedia computers and advanced, hence expensive, software tools for every student.
Experience suggests that students would need such facilities at the university and their residence
with continuing and escalating costs for regularly upgrading the software.

The alternate view suggests that we should be providing more generic skills. While students
would still be introduced to expensive industry standard tools, they would not be required to
achieve expert status with these tools. In particular, they would be able to submit assignments
using any software tool which was appropriate, available and otherwise met their needs.
Adeguate facilitiesin this case should mean alower level of computer facility with an emphasis
on the use of shareware and demonstration software. Many textbooks, for example, come with
save-disabled or outdated versions of software for demonstration purposes.

Infocom decided on the latter strategy late in 1998, thus the only absol ute software requirements
for 00101 being aword processor, PowerPoint or ‘an equivalent presentation’ package, an
image manipulation package capable of manipulating the supplied JPEG stock imagefiles, afile
editor and aweb browser. On-campus students will have accessto adigital camera and a flatbed
scanner and distance students will receive amail-in ‘ coupon’ entitling them to alimited number
of image scans through the Faculty.

The need for on-going student support is even more important. Infocom has been using class

web sites and e-mail as a primary support mechanism for on-campus and distance students for
severd years. The latter includes both a class discussion list for staff and peer communication

aswell asdirect e-mail contact with the lecturer. A unit such as 00101 would generate 10-20
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messages per day on the class discussion list plus another 5-10 messages direct to the lecturer
per 100 students. Queries would range from requests for assistance on specific aspects of an
assignment to more genera discussion of theoretical issues, and requests to resolve atechnical
issue to the dates for an up-coming training event sponsored by a multimedia publisher.

From a staff perspective the effective use of technology is both time consuming and an
unreachable goal, not the least because it involves constant upgrading of both hardware and
software, resulting in a constant need for retraining and reskilling. In the two offerings of
00101 to date, for example, there have been several major upgrades of tools such as
Macromedia Director as well asthe release of new tools such as Macromedia Flash and
Shockwave. The same period saw major advances in computer technology, including the
release of Apple's G3 computers, and significant changes in the capacity and use of delivery
mechanisms such as the Internet.

Existing Materials

One of the main components of the 00101 package is a stock image and sound library.
Comprising of over 1000 low resolution images and 100 short sounds, this stock library

enabl es students to experiment with multimedia and complete their assignments without
copyright difficulties. When first planning the unit it was argued that students should be able to
use‘clip art’ and other image files freely available from the web or through low cost CD-
ROMs. Investigation revealed, however, that many of these materials were of doubtful
provenance and had restrictive copyright provisions. It proved easier, and far less expensive, to
utilise photographic images from the author’ s collection than it was to obtain clearance to
duplicate and use an existing commercia collection. Sound and music collections are even more
restrictive. The collection on the student CD was digitised from sounds collected by a student
and the author.

Print materials are adifferent matter; there are literally thousands of consumer and academic
books on various aspects of multimedia. After examining about a dozen texts one was chosen
which both provided a general introduction to multimedia and had a multiplatform (Macintosh
and Windows) CD-ROM with appropriate software. Aswell, seven other titleswere
‘recommended’ for students who wished to explore topics such as interactive design, drawing,
animation or web site design in more depth.

CAL, the Copyright Agency Limited, has procedures for academic institutions to duplicate
relevant topical magazine and journal articlesin print form. Regrettably, these procedures do not
extend to materials to be distributed on disk, CD-ROM or viathe web. To overcome thisthe
author wrote a series of precis, reviews and short articles to accomplish the same purpose or, in
some cases, to bring the same materia to the attention of the students. The result isacollection
of 30 plus short articles which contextualise multimediafor the Australian student.

The Development Platform

The Faculty’ s normal unit development procedure is for an individual academic, with or without
the assistance of an instructional designer, to prepare a unit profile, assessment detailsand a
study guide. These materials are then moderated by an individua with a solid understanding of
the topic area and rel eased to the Distance Education unit for production and duplication.
Academics are increasingly developing unit materials which are not print-based, thus avoiding
some of the Distance Education unit’ s timelines and procedures.

00101 was devel oped from a face-to-face class which was conducted by the author, a part time
tutor, and a computing student fulfilling a“project’ assignment. The moderator was a nomina
appointment and did not directly participate in the development of the unit materials. Staff from
the Educational Media unit (video production and editing), one of the Distance Education unit’s
instructional designers, severa of students in the multimedia class and a number of the author’s
colleagues assisted with specific aspects of the unit development.
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The author has a multimedia development facility which has been funded through projects,
consultancies and Faculty equipment allocations. It includes alaptop computer for
documentation and presentation of multimedia products plus amid-level desktop development
machine. The laptop is aso used in the classroom for most of the author’s multimedia
demonstrations. The desktop machine has a video capture card and is supported by a flatbed
scanner, side/negative scanner, CD-ROM burner (writer) and aging laser printer. A Windows-
based multimedia laptop computer was borrowed for fina testing of the class CD-ROM since
the author’ s computers are M acintosh-based.

Software included both professional and shareware type tools which alowed for the preparation
and manipulation of images, creating panorama and virtua reality images, drawing realistic
human mannequins, creating interactive multimedia presentations for desktop and web delivery,
and utilities to manage images, files, and projects. Replacement of the hardware and software
available would cost approximately $40,000 plus roughly $10,000 per year for maintenance
and upgrades.

Problems Encountered

A number of problems were encountered, and mostly resolved, in developing the materials for
this unit. First, and perhaps most critical, was the Faculty’ s time allocation and funding
formula. Infocom’ s workload allocations may be adequate for the devel opment of a print-based
unit built around atextbook but it isinadequate for the units using new media. While this might
be resolved with the hiring of support staff, the Faculty ssmply does not have the funds to do
so0. A review of the workload formulas is underway.

Some attempt was made to overcome workload issues through the use of students and
colleagues. One student was hired to record and digitise the sound library and another worked
for aterm as a production assistant. Unfortunately the workload in this student’ s other classes
prevented him working during a second term (and prevented him from completing his
‘project’). Those colleagues involved in the unit development did so as an extraload or, asin
the case of the part time tutor, out of personal interest and on their own time.

The development of materials for this unit, including requisite skills development (learning new
versions of software applications, etc.), expanded to four to ten hours per day of mousing cum
keyboarding for six to seven days per week for a period in excess of six weeks towards the end
of the development period. This resulted in the author requiring medical assistance for OSS
(Occupational Overuse Syndrome) and a rescheduling of timelines. In addition, a staffing
change for 1999 necessitated revising several hundred of the files to change references to the
author from Lecturer-in-Charge to Unit Developer. The unit materials were completed by the
new deadline but without adequate debugging and error checking.

The sampl e student assignments, for example, had been archived using software which
enforced an eight character filename with athree character extension. Since the filenames were
not corrected prior to making the CD-ROM students will have to copy the filesto their own hard
drive and correct the filenames before viewing some assignments. All other links worked on the
CD-ROM but the html and pdf files were only verified on a Macintosh, even though we expect
that most of the distance students will be using a Windows-based computer.

Intellectual property issuesinvolved in distributing materials on CD-ROM had been identified in
the development of materials for earlier units. These were resolved for this unit, as noted above,
by the writing of resource materials specifically for the unit. These materials were saved using
the Adobe pdf format to ensure consistency of fonts and formats across computer platforms.
Adobe pdf filesrequirea‘plug-in’ or ‘reader’ program for viewing. This software is available
on the CD-ROM included with the text specified for the unit and are by download from the
web.

The specified ‘required’ text was selected from a number of sample texts supplied by
publishersin 1998. At that time the publishers al indicated that their texts would be available
for 1999 purchase. Mid-January 1999 the publisher’s Australian agent advised the author that
the selected text was now out of print and they were substituting an earlier text by the same
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author. Since the Adobe software is not included with this text alternate distribution
arrangements are required.

Broader I mplementation?

The Faculty’ s policy of allowing individual development does not automatically ensure that
other staff in the Faculty are even aware of the unit’ sinnovative features and, unlessthereisa
significant student protest, problems with the delivery of the unit are not identified and shared.

More critically, there islittle awareness of the amount of time and resources actually required to
develop and deliver units utilising new media. The Faculty’ s official records, for example,
would suggest that the development of 00101’ s learning resources ‘ cost’” approximately $5,000
plus aworkload allocation of three to four hours per week. Instead, the resources cost over
$10,000 in direct expenses, over 1500 hours of academic staff time and over 250 hours of
unpaid student time, and a multimedia development infrastructure (the author’ s facility,
Educational Media Services, etc.) worth several hundred thousand dollars.
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