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This paper describes and analyzes how, in an on-line university setting, an educational scenario is organized for giving the students the opportunity of getting involved in professional practices while acquiring the required skills to be granted academic recognition. During a two months intensive workshop, a networked team of six students from different countries developed a multimedia informational game for a professional use. The client and producer was an independent humanitarian medical aid agency (MSF) that had a need for creating a multimedia CD. The staff from the multimedia degree acted as service provider. The paper illustrates the methodology used to arrange this learning scenario, and describes what set of procedures in a fully virtual environment were established in order to accomplish the task.  Overall, the experience is reviewed and analyzed with the purpose of developing a working model for including professional practice as part of the Multimedia studies curriculum. The analysis of student activity indicates that not only were they forced to use many of the multimedia knowledge learned, but also prompted to quickly acquire new knowledge and develop new skills, specially the ones required to operate in a networked team. Students’ opinion at the end of the process showed their enthusiasm for this type of learning methodologies.

Virtual Universities and job training
Before becoming a fully developed educational institution, virtual universities have to face a wide range of challenges. During their short life, some of these Virtual Universities have been through a very intensive and constant evolution. Primarily, they had to create an educational vision, powerful enough, to gather acceptance, enthusiasm and resources among politicians, administrators, and academia. Secondly, it was necessary to build an electronic Campus with all the required facilities: classrooms, administration offices, computer rooms, departments, meeting rooms, bulletin board, library, bar, and so on. 

In addition, a complete team of e-professionals had to be selected: managers, professors, tutors, authors, computer experts, administrators, instructional designers, and educational material producers. Moreover, a specific organisational model had to be put in place to make possible delivering education in a new way. In the end, really curious learners were checking whether this appealing educational alternative was real and valid.

Online universities passed the test. Since then, thousands of students have enrolled; students that, in general, are diverse in age, motivations, educational background, and rhythm of study. Many of them are lifelong learners with a wide range of expectations, like improve their academic curriculum, expand self-esteem, complete a degree, obtain a new one, or simply get involve with ICT. Learners with high motivation and capability “to continue their learning throughout life in a range of social and work contexts so as to achieve personal fulfilment and maintain employability” (Kearns, 1999). 
Co-operative relationships between university and industry to offer students job training practices had been channelled through a wide range of forms and intensity. Though, universities main objective is work with generic skills associated to knowledge production and management rather than specifics ones relevant to the labour market (Sager, 1996), university commitment with employability and emphasis on professional development has traditionally been a strong area of activity. Consequently, diverse methodologies have been successfully proven: inter-ships, job practices, workshops, seminars, and so on. 

Although virtual universities have gone a long way since they first started, they still have many questions to address before gaining full prestige and recognition. What are the employments needs of online students? What type of professional training do they demand? How an online university should address the “employability” issue?  Should an online university deliver professional training and, if so, what type of teaching methodology is the appropriate? How an online curriculum could include the acquisition of practical experience? The experience we present here puts on the spot some of these topics and sheds some light for its further development.

Ways of delivering job oriented practices within a Multimedia degree
Graduado Multimedia (GMMD) is a three-year university degree focus on design, programming and multimedia production. It takes a multidisciplinary approach for organising the constant generated knowledge of the field around three traditional areas: arts, computer technology and management. Distributed in 6 semesters, the curriculum is structured in 26 subjects addressing topics as diverse as: math and physics foundations for multimedia, computer graphics, video, scriptwriting, programming, interface design, 2D and 3D animation, , production management, and virtual reality.

Currently, more than 700 students are enrolled in one of theses 26 subjects. They get access to all the facilities of the virtual university, as well as an electronic classroom. In addition, students also get specifics books with CD-ROM and an educational version of the standard soft used in the multimedia industry to do practices. Each of the degree’s subjects is developed with the purpose of covering the conceptual framework of the topic, as well as the specific practical skills associated to it.

The curriculum of the Multimedia degree focus in both theory and practice; thus, attempts to balance the need of transmitting generic skills and disciplinary content with the need for developing specific skills linked to the labour market demands (Bennet, N., Dunne, E. & Carré, C., 2000). One of the primary sources for acquiring the multimedia skills required by this particular professional sector is doing practices within the subject. In this manner, embedded in the curricular activities of each subject, students find a variety of small professional practices. 

In addition, students find other options to practice professional skills spread along the degree. Workshops, seminars and team product development, complete the range of learning opportunities that allow students to get in touch with the knowledge and abilities used in the world of work. In the virtual seminar an expert from the field, with cut edge experience in a relevant topic, is in charge of developing a short written material and a tutorial for discussion.  Students enrolled get access to an electronic area in which they meet with the expert to discuss the topic according with a given timetable. The learning activity is conducted, in such way that appears to be a virtual knowledge building community (Peters, 1998).
Other learning environment is the online workshop, a brief and intense form of presenting student with information about emergent topics in the multimedia field.  Students often have to work in teams in order to develop a multimedia project like create a web page or develop an interactive game for a web. This type of methodology gives students a chance of practising teamwork skills and the associated management skills. A more demanding methodology is the networked team product development, which offers students the opportunity of creating in-group a professional multimedia product for a real client. This practice is only for advanced students and they are exposed to the pressure and time constrictions of working for the industry. This last learning scenario is the subject of this paper.

An experience of professional multimedia product development through collaborative teamwork in a virtual campus setting

Medecines Sans Frontiers (MSF), an independent humanitarian medical aid agency, came to GMMD staff asking for voluntary students to help in developing a multimedia CD-ROM presentation for its Neglected Diseases information campaign. In order to respond to MSF request and because of the dimensions and complexity of the project, a professional treatment and orientation of the task was taken. GMMD staff thought that this was a clear opportunity to experience a virtual learning model for offering students professional practices with academic value. A professor from the academic staff, jointly with MSF, was in charge of defining the terms of the agreement: detailed description of the job, deadlines, communication style, and information sources. 

a. Main phases of the project

Signing a contract (Ph1): MSF staff described GMMD their need for developing a multimedia product. GMMD staff reciprocally explained the criteria for academic involvement. The educational institution offered a pack of resources: a virtual Campus infrastructure, knowledge of the matter, a team of students, a project manager, and expertise on collaborative work for multimedia products development. Foreseeing the benefits of the project, as a starting point, MSF and GMMD elaborated a clear description of the job and other points of the agreement and, finally, both parts signed it.

Selecting the team and assigning resources (Ph2): At this point, GMMD announced the project in the virtual campus and, 24 students requested participate. Among them, a team of 6 students was selected; the ones that better provide a combined expertise for each of the critical task of the project. Specifically, for selecting the team, this elements were taken into account: progression on the degree, motivation, previous experience in workshops and virtual teamwork, level of knowledge on each of the critical areas of the project development: graphic design, interface design, programming (Lingo), video and sound editing, animation (Flash), and teamwork and project management. Then, a specific electronic classroom for the team was created. 

Setting up management rules and project development (Ph3): Once the team was created and allocated in a virtual room, strategies for teamwork management were put in place. The team had different electronic space and recourses within the UOC Virtual Campus for teamwork management: electronic communications spaces (teachers blackboard, forum, debate), a shared hard drive, and a synchronous communication tool.  Product manager present the task and made explicit basic ground rules. The team created a combine document with all personal data relevant for the project. The product manager and team discussed the idea, and produced a project schedule, a distribution of roles and task, and establish rules for communication and information management. Along the process, sub-teams were created and dissolved at each stage the multimedia application development. Each student was involved in collaborate intensely with others students in different parts of the project development. 

Testing and exhibiting the results (Ph4): During this stage, the team delivered a prototype of the multimedia application. Both, the client and the academic coordinator revised the application and ask for changes, and the team worked until the client, satisfied, approved a final version. The application was exhibited in one of the central streets of Barcelona, during the town festival celebration. 
b. Project development 

A networked team of seven members, six students and a project manager of the degree’s staff, started to work the 16th of June. During 8 weeks they got together in a virtual room for doing all the necessaries task for get the job request done. Before the multimedia CD-Rom was finally delivered and approved by the humanitarian agency, students had gone through an unforgettable and enlightening learning experience. They got together in the electronic room to share their experience and knowledge (Bates, 2001), to look for the better idea for solving client needs, to argue, to discuss, to jointly build parts of the project, and to cooperatively manage the project. Very often each of them went back and forth from the private computer to the shared virtual spaces in order to individually create and collectively build the pieces and ideas needed for the CD-Rom construction.

All the collective work and all the required communication processes were done virtually, not only because it is an intrinsic part of UOC’s methodology, but also inevitably forced by the fact that students were very a part from each other: Bilbao, Buenos Aires, Barcelona, and Segovia. By the end of the process, the networked team had exchanged 240 messages in the common space, produced more than 70 documents, and carried out 10 long chat meetings. The team was able to adequately manage the process of working virtually because the project manager expertise, students’ previous experience with networked teams, and group knowledge in using digital communication tools. 

During the project development process the team produced a multimedia application that within an interactive interface incorporated, graphics, photos, Flash animations, videos, and an educational game. Accordingly with the storyboard guidelines, all this elements were blended and integrated in a CD-Rom using Director, a multimedia author tool for multimedia application development. 

Technically, the project followed these steps:

 

To adequately develop this process, it was important identify all the phases and stages of the project. That allowed the execution and control of the main task following its natural progression and, to periodically check the real situation of the project development and to observe if it was evolving accordingly to initial planning, or, on the contrary, significant deviations were happening. For that reason, the role of project manager was essential since he had the experience to clear understand the nature of the task to be performed. He was in possession of all the specific technical knowledge that this type of product development required. 

The execution of each of these steps was segmented in smaller parts easier to handle. These parts of the task development were distributed and performed by two or three members of the group at different stages. Each of this small parts in which the project was decomposed was a significant element with its own entity. That meant that each of these subprojects could be solved independently having in mind the storyboard and framework guidelines. Once finished these parts, often, the small group was dissolved and regrouped to move on to the next stage. Each time a sub team completed their task, it was assembled with others team-mates work. This shared integration assured that all the members were fully aware of the way the project was evolving, although, they were not authors of all the elements.  

A systematic approach to organising professional practices in a technical degree of a virtual university 

As mentioned, this case was expected to serve as pilot experience for establishing a systematic manner of incorporating professional practices into the GMMD degree. The analysis of the experience revealed that there were three areas that had significant differences in the type of activity, participants’ involved, and decision- making structure. The following graphic presents from an institutional perspective an organized synthesis of the main levels of activity that implied the project with its associated specific elements:



At the operational level, we looked this case in detail trying to identify a reasonable systematic set of procedures that could be applied in the next practice. In order to accomplish the task, the experience showed that at this stage, the networked team was involved in two main areas of activity: the management process and product development methodology.  


The experience also gives further insights about the methodological aspects of collaborative learning practices, the role of project manager and the importance of harmonises team efforts between management and task resolution (Guitert, 2002; Brand, 1996). Listed below are the main elements involved in the management of a networked team:

a. Networked Team Management
This case revealed that the management of a team working virtually requires the usage of specific procedures and electronic resources. Moreover, it clearly demands carefully planning the process accordingly with the nature of the project. Following are the set of procedures and resources that the networked team of multimedia students used through this experience:

1. Assigning communication spaces and selecting tools and management instruments:

· UOC’s Virtual Campus electronic spaces for communication and documentation exchange

· Shared disc for organising documentation 

· Synchronous communication tool (ICQ, MSN)

· Timetable and blueprints for task identification and distribution 

2. Establishing communication and decision-making protocols

· Teachers blackboard (e-mail and attachments) for project management and task orientation

· Forum (e-mail, attachments) a virtual space for shared project management and general product development tasks: sharing-debating ideas, presenting doubts, making comments, exchanging information, bringing up questions, and project follow-up. Also, it was used for keeping track of the documentation produce and stored in the shared disk.

· Debates (e-mail, attachments). This electronic space was meant for concentrate and regulate specific task discussions and regulate chat meetings.

· Chat (ICQ, MSN). This synchronous communication tool was used for speed up discussion in order to make decisions, intensify group commitment, close stages, and perform group control of project development.

3. Management procedures and roles

· The team defined and assigned these roles: project manager, client co-ordinator, and logistics manager.

· The group had a project manager who in charge of the following:

· Initiate the activity asking teammates to expose experiences, preferences, etc.

· Present the task and its components, task roles associated, a possible schedule, and opens up discussion

· Expose a task distribution diagram and possible roles for its execution

· Summarize brainstorming, discussions, etc.

· Propose meetings, adjusts timing, etc. 

· Supervise quality and takes care of follow up control

· Coordinate ssynchronous meetings
· In general, he did share theses management tasks with the group

· A member of the group took responsibility for client-coordination and logistics
4. Defining information organisation system

· The group define a protocol for information exchange and shared disk use, and documentation labelling

· In the common disk relevant documentation is stored: personal data spreadsheet, client documentation (photos, style, etc), multimedia objects produced for each subtask (videos, fotos, animations, etc.) and  recorded meetings are stored in the share

b. Product Development Methodology
If we looked at the project development in all its extension, it can be recognised that the whole project came out from an idea, often a bit imprecise, no well defined. The idea went on taking shape slowly until it got to the point, in which a firm decision of development was taken in a synchronous chat meeting. This initial vision was the energy that pushed for project execution and it is was constant driven force that helped to translate the idea in a real fact. A general evolution of the project development methodology can be represented in the following manner:


The structure that the team designed, it was dynamic and flexible: new grouping and regrouping of students were created for a new task of the project. Such groupings have clear, although different, life cycles. They were created, and then terminated once their objectives had been met. Content was developed and refined and drafts prepared. Information was presented in a variety of formats –text, graphics, animation, video, etc., All these information was refined in collaboration with team mates in a variety of locations. (Mitchell, B, 1998)

Conclusions: lessons for teaching and learning
From the academic point of view, this experience conveys a very persuasive significance. On the one hand, it represented a powerful learning methodology that let students acquire the knowledge linked to teamwork in professional scenarios, as well as acquire and practice the technical skills required for developing a multimedia product. On the other hand, it was a perfect occasion for the academic staff for experiencing with an extremely valuable way of learning.

This practice was a unique opportunity for the students to place in real context what they had learned previously in each of the subjects taken. Not only were students demand to put into practice skills learned during their studies, but also to quickly acquire a set of new ones.  In addition, they got a full picture of how the concepts and skills required for developing a multimedia product depends and interacts to each other. 

In the interview we conducted at the end of the project, students clearly point out the advantages and inconveniences of this type of learning methodology. They highly value the flexibility, the possibility of working with people from around the world, the fact that they worked intensively with ICT technologies and methodologies demanded by today’s professional sector. They also considered very positively practicing concepts and skills in a professional like context. Another very valuable learning outcome was the experience students gather about networked team management. 

In their analysis, students also identify the inconveniences they had to overcome in order to complete the task.  Their most important request was an efficient synchronous communication tool to facilitate discussion and decision-making process. Looking for the time slot to log simultaneously was another inconvenience students mentioned. One difficulty more was the fact that for building the application they had to use heavy multimedia elements, and to manage large volume of information. Another inconvenience students stressed out was not having frequent feedback from the client. 

Student’s satisfaction also came because they experienced project development in a very meaningful manner. They not only had to organise and control all the management procedures, but also divide the project into subtasks, assign subtasks to group members, oversee the progress of the work, and finally bring the parts together for completion. Counting on product manager specialist support, contrary as it generally happens with this type of methodology, students no were left to struggle with failure, missed deadlines, and inequities. Overall, having to work with client expectations, specific requirements and time pressure was a very rich and enlightening learning experience for each of the students involved in this project. 

There is still a clear room for improvement.  Students need better instructions on project management and let alone tools for scheduling and monitoring the overall project. It is essential for the success of this type of learning that participants have access to easy-to-use tools for networked group management (Norman, K, 1998). Organising learning scenarios to perform this type of professional practices might be as simple as one of the students putted “it is just a question of understanding that the only virtual thing is the presence”. However, been students at some point in our life, we all know that thoughts apparently simple as this one, get easily twisted within educational institutions.
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