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Introduction

Are the contents the last stage in the creation of multimedia? Or is it even more important in terms of technological evolution? The answer to this question is more clear to the eyes of the users than to the eyes of contents producers, because is common to see a bad management of the fundamental element in the interactive application, so it is not possible to adapt the content to the container, forgetting to use it as an important issue in the interactive process. How can we guarantee the success of the multimedia creation without a solid base, secure and attractive to the eyes of the user? Is it possible to the technology to hide the failures in terms of contents production, and at the same time, demonstrate that these contents should work directly and respecting the technology evolution?

These are the main questions and the fundamentals problems that can break the success of on-line enterprises in this competitive world.  A world where information turns to  business.

But in this process is easy to see a "money tree" that never ends while is possible to bomb the user with tons and tons of advertisement and sometimes, poor and subjective information... Now is more important the "product" than the development of technology. When this idea finally became generalised, we will see who are the strongest in terms of contents creation. Certainly we will see the creation of strategic fusions between technology and contents, something we saw in the USA, where the AOL and Time Warner got together few months ago. Now, they are ready to unite the success on the online market of AOL with the most powerful contents producer in the world.

Time Warner wanted to take the communication boat, turning to new online technologies and AOL used the fusion to deal with the big problem of the online companies: the lack of contents.

Same people said this fusion was a strategy aiming the  conquer of the world by the Internet...But is that true? Who knows? We will see...

But, in fact, there are companies with good quality and quantity contents but they don't manage them in a right way. In the majority of the situations, we see a low quality in their production, instead of high and efficient contents. If we take a look around the world today, a high quality of multimedia information means success (e.g. Amazon.com). 

The contents have to adapt to the "container", this mean, for example, the contents for Digital TV must be different than for a UMTS platform, because there some random characteristics and needs for each one. The bad management of the contents is evident in the Internet portals, where there is no respect for the user. Is important to study the economic factor engaged in the unsuccess of this portal in terms of contents, and some data about the history of them. 

The e-learning system is making a deep impact in the Internet and in traditional learning, making clear the urgency of an education reform. Is also important to know more about this process of Internet-enable learning, and how to manage the contents of it. 

Thinking in contents is not so "hard", but making them... is not so easy.

Contents in transition

In the history of Human Communication, we can note a series of changes in the way we communicate and the tools we use to do it. With the advance of time we can see a development of the technology and the development of the communication with the creation of new concepts and tools to communicate. Those concepts and tools adapt to a new reality, solving and creating new problems. The transformation of the concept mass media into self-media made a deep impact in the concept and structure of the information, resulting in a new way to handle and to see the contents. This transformation must be planned very carefully because these two concepts are very different: first of all the interactive communication system can receive and produce information at the same time using with harmony images, sounds and text in a single communication language. The user doesn't have anymore a passive role in the communication process because they can now create their own contents using a new pro-active possibility never seen before in the mass media. The costs of the production of the multimedia contents are, of course, much higher but their value is very important in terms of profit. 

Another characteristic we can choose to make the distinction between mass media and self media is as a technologic object works as agnostic container in which the digital contents adapt to the container making possible producing the same contents in different platforms, as the WEB PC or the UMTS. The mass media tries to attract many people using the strategy of allocating the intelligence in the middle, centralising the information and then expand it further beyond all frontiers. The self-media structure is very different, allows the intelligence to stay around the middle and in result we have an expansion of the information. Here, the numerous publics lost importance, becoming sometimes only one person. There is a personalization of the information because the multimedia model community has unique characteristics we cannot find in the mass communication. Is very important to study this community, knowing their wishes, enter in a profound knowledge of tastes and willings of the users.

We can point out 1964 as the peak of the communication revolution in terms of contents. For the first time we can find Hypertext, a non-linear system of communication, using images and sound, forming new electronic ink, with very strong powers. We can note the capacity of the multimedia in mapping the contents using semantic navigation. There is a deep cut with the traditional communication system, because now we can articulate the semantic of the contents. There is still many weak points in the multimedia language, noting strongly the absence of grammatical and pragmatic that allows the structure of the contents. 

There are differences in the treatment of the contents in mass and self-media, some are very easy to see, but some of the contents in mass media convert in self-media. We are talking about the digital TV and digital newspapers. Each one surely brings advantages and disadvantages for the users, but both are secure in the way they treat the objective: individualisation the contents allowing the interaction between user and PC.

Unfortunately, this objective is not being easy to achieve, because sometimes they only makes a "copy/paste" of the information, not regarding the needs and imperatives of the self-media system.

That's why the paper editions are more used than on-line editions? That's why the segmentation of information allows the "boom" of self-media consume?

Certainly there is something wrong, because the contents exists... we only have to adapt them to new realities and new communication needs.

Developing the art of contents

"In Multimedia, there are five ways to format and deliver your message. You write it, illustrate it, wiggle it, hear it and interact with it." 

 D.E. Wolgram
We have just arrived to the major problem of nowadays: how to do efficient contents and how to manage them for the success of a multimedia application. As we know, there are a lot of problems when producing contents and that happen because of the external evidences that we must count with (study the target communities and the destination of the information). Is very important to all users to see that the creation of contents for a multimedia application is really a need for the community who claim for a better, structural and truth information.

And if it is a need, why not invest in the product, in the contents? This is a frequently asked question because the most difficult isn't create a big amount of contents, but produce them with quality, in order to put the technology working for the counts.

We are already seeing an information explosion. It is said that the total base of information is doubling every two years. And this mean ever-bigger data stores will be needed and access to it to create knowledge will demand bigger and bigger computers and networks. The main problem is to create contents that will respond to the community wishes. The Self-media is not an agnostic container, is an interactive way to establish communication, and a powerful "media". With the technology predominance, the contents producers have the responsibility to give the correct answer and resolve the problem of contents organization. In this way, talking about progress, creation and innovation, is talking about their sustent base; is talking about education, science, technology and creativity and the contents creation. And if we don’t want to loose the way of development, is very important to invest in schools and students, in a formation of human resorts strategy. It’s precisely with the high school and University students that we can find the critical mass, the creativity, and the necessary dedication needed for a big project in contents conception. Their easy adaptability to the new information and communication technologies make us believe in the success of this method. But, in fact, without a investment in formation and a encouraged plan for this "young producers", it will be very difficult to get there... The traditional formation must develop for the new contents of communication programs. The student must be able to manage with the new technology, it’s important to reform the old school programs, and put the multimedia education as a major priority in their course. Simultaneous, is important to create multimedia labs where students and professors can develop experiences and new projects. The last step will be coherence between two faces: to form and to employ, with practical instruction, workshops and the necessary support to that enterprises, that take the young workers to work with them.  This is one of the solutions for the success of a cultural, and educative content industry... 

Is also important to understand the Multimedia Authoring (the process of creating multimedia applications) and analyse all the methodology inherent. 

 A multimedia presentation should have a consistent theme or style and it should not be disjointed and cluttered with multiple themes. Those can be a Cartoon theme (more interesting/entertaining and must be consistent with the character's personality), a Traditional theme (more simple than the others more often informative but not as interesting), an High-tech theme (contemporary computer art work like morphing, metal texture, explosions, etc.) and also a Technical theme that includes blueprints, 3D models of the product giving impression of solid design and construction. 

When we write for multimedia, some rules must be defined: first of all, we must understand our audience and correctly address to them. The multimedia communities are distinct in the way they look, though and express their feelings, as well as their ambition... The second big method in scripting is to keep our writing as simple as possible. We must write out the full message first, then shorten it and make sure technologies used complement each other. 

And when we talk in illustrating we can use a picture to effectively deliver our message. In fact, a picture is worth ten thousand words! And in this case we can choose between creating our own pictures that can be a draw, a PhotoCD, etc ... or keep "copy files" of art works. When doing graphics we must pay attention to the colour themes (pastels, earth tones, metallic colours, primary colours or neon colours) that should be consistent with the contents.

Other point of study can be the animation in a multimedia application.  And there are four types to choose: one of them is the Character Animation where we can humanize an object (e.g. a car, a coke bottle, etc). Here, there are five factors in choosing a character: his emotion (is it happy, sad, funny, sloppy??), his movement (is it fast, slow, bumpy??), his visual style (is its colour/texture consistent with the rest??), his adequacy and (very important) be careful with the copyright.

The second one we can use to draw attention. With highlights and sparkles (e.g. to pop a word in/out of the screen, to sparkle a logo) you can get the attention of our user. Using moving text will give our application a dynamic concept of multimedia  (e.g. put up one character at a time like a typewriter, or "pulsing"- the word grows/shrinks or change colour a few times). But we must not slowly move entire line of text, they are not readable. Instead, for example, slide the bullets in and out. Our last choose can be de introduction of a video (live or digitised video) that is more powerful than still images and more often easier to obtain than graphics animation. But the video takes a lot of disk space and sometimes needs special hardware, so we must analyse if is strongly recommended a video in our application.

The Audio is other piece of this "puzzle". There are three types of audio in Multimedia applications: music, sound effects and narration. The first one set the mood of the presentation, enhances the emotion and illustrates points. We can use the sound effects to make specific points (e.g. squeaky doors, explosions, wind, etc) and with the narration we can get most direct messages, often effective. 

When we talk about a multimedia application, we cannot forget the interactive point. According to late 1980s study, people remember 70 per cent of what they interact with. There are some common types of interactive multimedia applications we can choose: Menu - driven programs and presentations; Hypermedia; Simulations/performance - dependent simulations (e.g. Games) and Video-conferencing (NetMeeting, etc) where users can communicate at long distances using texts, video and audio in simultaneous. 

After all, with the correct structures and behaviour, producing good multimedia contents is not so difficult...

Producers need a new face

-   The portals

"Portals are used for a variety of reasons, they're not just search engines. They'll still be used for some of the services they provide, like portfolio management. They'll remain the place to go for the majority of users."

Bridget Leach

When we talk about online contents, we cannot forget one phenomenon that is expanding over the Internet and everybody talks about: the portals.

Talking about portals is talking about organisation? Is it talking about a new open space full of consistence information? Why will it be that to the times I connect myself with the simple intention to read something, and I am half hour sailing without finding a single text interesting? Asking is easy, but the true answer is hard to swallow to the investors and creators of the portals: the content suppliers need to change their faces. They represent a secure alternative to mass media, but they can't supply to the user some good contents they produce or have. Who dictates the rules in any media instead in first place the economic viability, perhaps is not excessively to believe that has enough demand in the world for well-written things, and quality contents.

Sometimes as we use one of these portals we feel a little bit lost and unapt with all the confusion in information. We search a specific information and... BOOM, tons and tons of themes, news, games, and quizzes drowning us, at the speed of one "click". The big problem of these content creators is considering the Internet as a tool to mass distribution. 

The history, the money and some undefined strategy combined to become the great monsters that are the portals, as I said before, one of the phenomenon in nowadays communication.

To have a most clear reference about the intention, the main idea of a portal is to allow the user to have access to everything he needs, stores in one single place. And when we say everything, we say news, sports, games, weather forecast, horoscope, and much more, needing of course a careful storing in time and space. Well, but continuing our analysis, the News.com, in one of the editions in 1998 defined the portals as root with various contents allowing a series of services combined in one entire page to be used by many many users. The main objective of this strategy is simple: the advertisement. That's why the enterprises and big companies, investors and advertisers love the portals. There's no doubt about the importance in terms of market, because the Internet can generate in a very fast way a great number of users, so the economic prosperity is a reality. For the last two years or so, portals have reached stratospheric capitalisation levels on Wall Street and raked in the majority of online advertising dollars, precisely because they attracted the lion's share of Web traffic. 

Nielsen/Net Ratings Inc., which measures Internet audiences and traffic, says that the growth of portals such as Yahoo!, Excite@Home and Go Network has levelled off recently, even as the Internet population as a whole continues to grow steadily.

Industry analysts speculate that it could be because as mainstream users grow more sophisticated about Web browsing, they don't have as much need for a site that gathers everything they need into one place. "Once users become savvy with the Web, they no longer need the convenience and helping hand that a portal can offer them," said analyst Bridget Leach with Giga Information Group. "They'll go straight to their destination site." As previously reported on ZDNN, growth has been tailing off on the portals for several months. But in April, it coincided with slower growth in the Internet as a whole, probably due to the return of balmy weather. Now more users are flocking to the Internet again -- but they're going directly to a variety of speciality sites, with such topics as education, sex and finance, instead of stopping first at the all-in-one portals, Nielsen/Net Ratings found. 

In the beginning of 1999, the portals received less than 15 per cent of the net traffic, but they were responsible for 60 per cent of the advertisement receipts. Users don't like a lot this strategy...but they are responsible for this success. In one market analysis, less than an half of the users don't change their access (home) page. This means that the majority, every time they use the Internet, they go where their access responsibles or the salesman take them. 

Of course, these are "obligation" visits, but it brings economic richness, that allows a good explanation to that "boom" that we spooked about. The users are key members in the success of the portals, even if that means leaving their active role behind and become passive, something that the great investors enjoy a lot.

The portals are the kings of Internet. In 1998 their objective was to concentrate the users in one single place. But in that time things were much more truthful. The first portals had no name, they were just pointers. Big names as Yahoo!, Lycos, or Infoseek were born as simple pointers, where the users could find some random information. But the fidelity problem came at the top; these pointers worked just as simple passing spots and were not very interesting to the cybernauts. They arrived, searched what they wanted then vanished!

Then the portals gave the possibility to users to access news and services, trying to establish a bound with the users. The greatest role model was the AOL (America On-line), a corporation with a different points of view the Internet in the early years: allow North American users to have access to the online contents, supplying access and information. All of the program systems, used to navigate in the information, were private. They allowed users to have the chance to access all kind of services, like E-mail and chats, news blocks, etc, but not allowed the access to the Internet. The Internet was isolated and parallel, where the users were faithful customers, never leaving their "own net". This way they earn lots of money because the access was paid and the advertisement was profitable.

The world context made the online services different. In this case, the context was the Internet itself. The access was cheaper, the contents and services had a very low quality, and the navigation very hard and confused. But, surprisingly, many millions of users chose the Internet, and then the AOL and other companies started to give the possibility to their users to access new services. But this effort was not sufficient, because the prices of the services were very high, and they couldn't deal with the "BOOM" of contents in the net.

One by one, their path was decadence, forcing fusion between large contents supplying companies. The big problem was the business model. One portal must offer information and services as good as their opponents, or else, they could loose all their users eager to search information in specific sites, more easy to access. This mean to compete in terms of technology with technology companies, in news with newspapers and news agencies, in dept with encyclopaedias and so on...

The cybernaut continues to demand quality content, deeper texts, longer and elaborated articles, more minute and sincere summaries. The important role is to innovate and find new solutions combining organisation, credibility and clearness. Then the contents business will fly even higher. 

To be or not to be E-learned

   -   E-learning system
"There are two fundamental equalisers in life - the Internet and education. E-Learning eliminates the barriers of time and distance creating universal learning-on-demand opportunities for the people companies and countries."

John Chambers, President and CEO 

Cisco Systems
We can consider that E-learning is a success in the art of producing contents for this new self-media. In fact the capacity to transform the information in knowledge is a value in our society. In the past, application of technology to education was often motivated by a desire to implement "teacher proof" instruction. Technology was viewed as a "black box", something that could be bestowed on schools and classrooms from above. To be effective, technology and teachers must work together to provide challenging learning opportunities. These opportunities we can find in E-learning, an Internet-enable learning that encompasses training, education, just-in-time information and communication. Components can include content delivery in multiple formats, management of learning experience, and networked community of learners, content developers and experts. E-learning provides faster learning at reduced costs, increased access to learning, and clear accountability for all participants in the learning process. In today's fast-paced culture, organisations that implement E-learning provide their work force with the ability to turn change into an advantage. It allows people and organisations to keep up with changes in the global economy that now occurs on Internet time. Some authors believes that E-learning "...will be the great equaliser in the next century" this because they think that "...by eliminating barriers of time, distance, and socio-economic status..." individuals can now take charge of their own lifelong learning. 

Is very important that countries and organisations see that they must adapt to the demands of the Internet economy to stay ahead in an increasingly competitive world marketplace: countries must educate their citizens like businesses must train their workers and like Educational institutions must offer innovative programs. Beyond the benefits for Education and Business, the E-learning system gives the opportunity to know more and learn faster with lower cost...

What options are out there for companies looking to launch an E-learning program? Today, companies want "just in time" training solutions. The traditional, log lecture format in which trainees had to take in large amounts of information and figure out when to apply it in a work context is really a thing of the past! The new focus for training is delivering immediate answers to problems. Ideally, this will involve a system of easy-to-access video, audio, text, and multimedia files covering a specific topic; the different media types help ensures that you address your employees various learning styles (visual, auditory, etc.).  E-learning offers numerous advantages over traditional means of sharing information. The benefits include immediate results in internal employee development and external performance. Also, with the availability of e-learning applications, companies no longer have to gather individuals for training. This has made training more affordable and convenient for companies with remote workers.

There are many different media-based technologies that provide delivery services for E-learning solutions.

These technologies includes Broadcast Video (live, streaming video, audio and slides), Video on Demand (on demand pre-recorded video and/or audio with accompanying graphics that can be accessed by a learner) or Virtual Classroom that is a combination of a browser-based web conferencing tool and audio conferencing. Integrating the industries is a sign of futuristic thinking. Without all the verbiage, information sharing, in essence, is learning. 

But is this so easy? And the content’s quality? The content quality will be the most important aspect of E-learning, and will determine who succeeds and who doesn't... There are three essential characteristics of a quality E-learning program for adult learners: The instructional design, the course delivery and the support and contact with learners. In the first one, quality E-learning education is not about replicating a classroom lecture by reading it on a computer screen. Courses should be carefully designed to directly engage and involve the student. Many learners say they feel more involve in E-learning courses then they ever did in traditional classes. The course design should permit you to have greater control over the process of learning than would be possible in a traditional class. Courses should be learner-centred, permitting students to relate course content directly to their specific needs and goals. When talking about The course delivery we can say that E-learning programs can use a wide range of delivery modes, including print correspondence, telephone and FAX, World Wide Web, e-mail and listservs, interactive television, teleconferencing, and audio-video conferencing like we said before. The structure should meet our learning style and needs for convenience. Courses can be either synchronous or asynchronous. Synchronous instruction requires learners and teachers to participate at the same time with interaction done in "real time". The asynchronous instruction, on the other hand, offers greater flexibility because students may choose to participate when it is convenient to their schedules. Web based instruction, e-mail, listservs, videotapes and correspondence courses are used in courses offering asynchronous instruction. Contrary to what many people assume, E-learners in a quality program should not feel isolated from each other. Quality programs use many means to develop a strong sense of community. In well-designed programs, E-learners often find faculty to be more accessible than in traditional classrooms. 

But even when utilise these proposes there are some myths that make E-learning not so easy to accept. One of them is "E-Learning is about technology". In this case we can say E-learning is about education, not technology. However, it is technology that has spurred the growth of E-learning, making it feasible for more people to further their education - people who live in remote areas, people with disabilities, and those whose schedules don't permit them to take a traditional classroom-based course. 

Another custom myth is "There is little human contact in E-learning". Even though e-learners may be continents apart, many report that they receive far more individual attention and interaction with instructors and fellow learners than they ever had in a traditional classroom. Well-designed e-learning programs engage learners through group projects and on-line discussions. In quality programs, professors respond promptly to questions and give regular feedback, and students have many ways to keep in touch with each other. A degree from an E-learning university is inferior? Despite the conventional wisdom that classroom is the best place to learn, research has consistently shown that E-learning can be as effective, and in some cases, more effective than classrooms-based programs. When evaluating the quality of an e-learning degree program, it is important to consider the institution's accreditation status. In accessing quality, consider another factor. By their nature, quality e-learning degree programs require a higher level of discipline and motivation from students than most traditional schools. Another myth is when people say that E-learning is easy. If anything, E-learning can be more challenging because it puts more responsibility on the learner. In a classroom-based course, having to show up for class is a motivator. It is up to e-learners, on the other hand, to pace themselves and follow through with the course. Dispelling these myths is very important, and when the contents are rich, we can say E-learning is a strong alternative in learning reform.

Europe is also making the shift to Internet training technology, and we can say that E-learning growth in Europe is being driven by the need for a broad rang of training across a dispersed workforce at a lower cost. Some statistics prove that European E-learning market will reach US$4 billion by 2004. This would represent a compound annual growth rate of 96 per cent. The U.K., the Netherlands and Sweden are the countries can be the strongest E-learning markets because they show the strongest Internet adoption levels, and feature large populations that speak English and are used to conducting business in English. Like in the rest of the world, the strategies that could lead to success in the E-learning sector is offering an integrated, total E-learning solution, or forming partnerships with others that will help you provide a wide range of products and services across content areas and countries.

We can say that Internet gave opportunity to rediscover the education, and the E-learning is a new tool used for that. But, once again, we cannot forget the good manage of the contents used by this system. The users have to know if that information is important for their learning. The bad quality of the "product" can commit the development of E-Learning system.... 

CONCLUSION

Resuming, multimedia contents continue in the biggest part of the cases, not corresponding to the expectations of the users, who became more concern in the resolution of this problem.  We verified the occurred alterations in the pass of mass media into self-media where we concluded that this step is very complicated, being necessary great care in this hashing. This because "new" media got it own characteristics that it distinguishes it from the old mass media. The principal is the personalization of the information cause it's is very important to take a profound knowledge of the users wishes and tastes. 

As we had the chance to see, the failure of the portals of the new generation is an example of a path that the producers of contents do not have to take.  The user doesn't need much information...  He needs quality information adequate to its seeks.  In this device of self-media communication the information have to be broken up and being customised to the virtual community it's turned to.

One more time the business in the Web finishes for being the great attractive for who distributes the contents, and it results, of course, in a not recommended application of the existing information.

The distinctions between Software and Web had disappeared, producing a powerful union of content and interactivity. Currently, it is indispensable that a website integrates accesses perfectly the databases, applications and content in constant mutation.  A system is necessary end-to-end, that it makes possible a fast show of sites that integrates perfectly in the existing processes, aiming to optimise and maximises the value strings. The Web became basic in all the enterprise applications, speeding up each time more the rhythm of execution and effectiveness of the companies.  For other words, it is not enough to be in the Web, it is necessary " to live " in the Web.

The truth is that the best examples of information contents and entertainment in the Web still are those that do not try to substitute everything what it exists in the real society but those that bring a total new language and a format.

The problems are many and varied: since the free distribution of contents that until then would have to be paid (periodicals, magazines and other types of publications); still the difficult dissemination of picture contents, the question of the aggravated costs of distribution of books (the case of permanent bankruptcy of the Amazon is elucidative); the wire of the razor where the sites of sound contents live (wants cybernauts or, it is not very difficult to imagine a world where the copyrights do not exist and that artists and recorders find a good business to invest its talents and money in the production of music that later they will be heard and recorded until the a eternity without reverting all to its pockets) and the barrier of difficulties that the promoters of great porting events are to establish to hinder the exhibition of its contents in the Internet (the Olympics will not be in the Net, as well as the FIFA still did not decide what it will go to make in relation the subject).

What it cannot happen is to confuse easiness of publication and great volume of information with negligence, deviating the user of that it looks for and publishing empty sites.  I find that a great potential offered for the Internet for the production of spreading of the art and the culture is being wasted still, as happened with the television, for example.

The e-learning system is trying to force the new Education reform, and it appears as a strongly tool in learning. Again, the contents are, we can say, the biggest factor for the success of E-learning. 

We can ask to put technology working for the contents? Or we must order that? I like this last. Internet likes it too...
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