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Features of interactive multimedia

Interactive multimedia (IMM) is a broad category of computer-based programs authored to offer instant access to large amounts of information in various media formats such as text, alpha-numeric, audio, video, animation, graphics, and photographs.

This is achieved through navigation designs that are appropriate for the audience, content, purposes and level of hardware capabilities available to the users. The extent of the interactivity and resources involved in IMM are characteristics long dreamt of by communicators and educators. However, only with the development of cheap but powerful computers has this dream become a viable educational goal.

IMM environments may employ different pedagogical models such as open resource environments where the learner navigates freely, to more computer-based training environments, perhaps informed by traditional instructional design models.

While the future of IMM lies with online implementations, this briefing introduces the recognised stand-alone CD-ROM form of delivery. Also note that hybrid modes of delivery are also possible. The data hungry video content that consumes internet bandwidth, for example, may be assigned to CD-ROM, while the text-based and simple graphics-based information is delivered via the Web. This permits easier and more rapid content updating than when all information is locked in the duplicated CD-ROM. However, to date only a small number of constrained products have been created—complete solutions are not guaranteed.

In education, the term IMM tends to refer to a ‘learning environment’ providing many of the advantages of other computer-based educational approaches (e.g. flexible delivery, interactivity, rapid searching functionalities, individualised learning, enquiry learning).

Strengths of IMM

IMM environments provide at least the following advantages related to the tools and functions they offer for interacting with the potentially vast amounts of media-rich information:

•
finger-tip access to multiple interlinked media types and information nodes. (text, graphic, sound, video, animation) which can be used instead of wading through large numbers of books, videos or audiotapes;

•
immersive virtual learning environments;

•
interactive simulation events;

•
sophisticated search and access functions (multiple indexes, word search and database queries);

•
synchronous displays of related information in the same and different medium forms, and also the ability to display information in the media preferred by the student: e.g. sound rather than text;

•
interaction with the information in dynamic ways based on either learner or system control (e.g. suggesting that the user views materials not previously seen), or perhaps by following thematic links (hypertext links from words, regions and buttons);

•
visualisations of information in different ways (interlinked alternative representations of the same content—such as a video, an animation, a sequence of still frames, a 2D graphic, a rendered 3D sketch);

•
interpretive information (multiple commentaries or interpretations from different perspectives, online glossaries and encyclopedia);

•
manipulation and immediate use of the available information (students cut information from the IMM resource into their own documents, statistical tools to analyse data, graphic tools to plot data). This can be done ‘on the fly’ and annotated at the same time;

•
the useability of the product can be increased by providing background and bridging information (e.g. indexes appropriate to the expert and novice students in a particular field, as well as people from other disciplines) and interpretive and contextualising materials.

Limitations of IMM

•
keeping up to date with software developments, both as a developer and a user;

•
navigation for large amounts of information must be carefully designed so that the user does not become overwhelmed and disoriented;

•
in universities, the infrastructure and expertise to develop and deliver such complex environments is not always available;

•
the need to test the newly developed products for compatibility on a range of computer hardware, operating systems and software environments is time consuming and problematic;

•
exclusive use of a single medium or format imposes a ‘reductive bias’ on the richly complex information that could otherwise be represented—for example audio tends to be linear and transitory.

Before beginning work on a fully interactive, stand-alone multimedia product it may be advisable (though not always), to prototype a simpler product before working on the full product. Learning Services staff can put you in touch with others working on IMM projects, to establish a network for sharing ideas and mentoring. Another important step is to conceptualise the product in terms of the audience, content, functionality and relationship to other educational resources.

Total project costs for new IMM software development vary enormously. Indicative factors include:

•
readiness of existing content;

•
scope of the navigation and other functionalities;

•
availability of an existing design shell or template;

•
number of staff involved;

•
software and hardware purchases required; and

•
copyright costs.

With potentially high costs involved, it is important to:

•
maximise the number of student and other end-users of the product;

•
attempt to apply the generic features of the program in other related or similar areas;

•
ascertain the number of academic groups in different disciplinary areas who might benefit from using the program, or a derivative;

•
gauge the potential to commercialise the technology at completion.

Time factors

IMM can be a time-consuming and labour intensive technology to develop and produce. Usually such programs are content and media intensive, which means that they require substantial input from teaching staff, multimedia producers, possibly instructional designers, editors, graphic designers and copyright officers. Given the magnitude of such projects and the size of the team involved, a project manager may also be involved. 
To contain the length of the project the content rich nature of IMM suggests that a substantial amount of the content of the program should already exist as primary or secondary source material.

Allow time for copyright matters on all non-original material to be used in the electronic environment. If media, information and other content have to be compiled and/or gathered from scratch the period of development and production could easily extend to two years or more.
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