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Introduction

 Anival is an online environment for enthusiasts and creators of short animated films. It accommodates interests including arthouse-type animation, japanese animation, The Simpsons or even Looney Tunes cartoons. It also, and more importantly, provides the tools and support necessary to assist in the collaborative creation of animated short films that can also be viewed and commented online.  Its learning goals are for participants to actively engage in and learn about the creative and productive processes involved in the creation of animated films. Participants are also expected to learn about the different areas, what they do, what kind of work is involved and how to do it. It is not a learning goal for members to become experts in all the areas of animation film creation. It is expected for participants to also develop collaborative work skills as well as become immersed and exposed to the current state-of-the-art in animation both creatively and artistically as well as technically.

Pedagogy 

Inspired by the Vygotskian notions of learning as a social process, this environment strives to create a community where people of different ages, backgrounds and degrees of expertise can participate together in the creation of artefacts (in this case animated short films and their by-products). The environment setting is constructionist in that there is an explicit creation of personally meaningful artefacts, there is an audience to whom these artefacts are presented and the process is driven entirely by the participants needs and desires.

From the constructionist standpoint we understand that Anival is a learner-centered (or practicant centered) environment. There is no curriculum, no hoops to jump through and no imposition of tasks. A learner is encouraged to follow his or her personal interests and find others with whom to collaborate and work together to meet them.

Anival is a community of practice in which learning also occurs as described by Lave and Wenger. The community is a fit place for enthusiasts with differing degrees of knowledge and experience to work together. Novices can find their place through the work opportunities provided to them by expert members which constitute a form of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). The model used strays from the classic understanding of LPP since, due to technical limitations, the notions of co-location and presence are greatly diminished in an online environment. In particular, there is a loss in the possibilities that novices have of “watching” an expert at work. Novices have the opportunity to see experts’ works in progress and finished products, but not the actual process. Thus, we are left with what could be called LNP, or legitimate novice participation as an important characteristic of learning within online communities of practice. Anival has been designed to foster and promote LNP as will be discussed in later sections.

The existence of practicants with different degrees of expertise opens the possibilities for an environment akin to Collins’ model  of cognitive apprenticeship. It is undeniable that Anival is an environment where many of those practices could take yet it cannot be said that it is an ideal environment for that to happen. Anival has places, such as Studio pages and forums, where “thinking” can be made visible. However, I believe that the unstructured nature of the environment does not lend itself for these processes to occur naturally and spontaneously as much as we would desire.

On another note, Anival has also been designed to be as authentic as possible. In their “Thick Authenticity” paper, Shaffer and Resnick, discuss the different ways in which a learning environment may be authentic. The first of these, that learning be personally meaningful to the learner, is reasonably covered for by having a community that is practicant centered as well as self-selected. The second and third points, that learning relate to to the real-world and provide opportunities to think in the modes of a particular discipline, are also addressed. The subject matter of the community, the inclusion of industry news and information and the organizational units called Studios are a reflection of this. The last point, that assessment reflect the learning process, is perhaps the hardest to argue for.  Since community members, due to LNP, will be engaged from the get-go in tasks that are useful and needed by their team, their learning will be assessed directly by the quality of their contributions. 

A final and novel pedagogical idea implemented in the design of Anival regards the design for organizational flexibility. This idea borrows from the practical implications of Vygotsky’s explanation of how learning operates at a social level. In order for intersubjectivity to be established, a common heuristic used by the adult with the child involves trying out different modes of communication. Variations may be performed in both modality as well as content. For example, an adult may pose a question to the child and, realizing that the child is not understanding, change the wording of the question and point at an object. 

Anival borrows this concept and applies it to the learning and relationships that happen within groups. Anival provides for flexibility for the organization and decision making processes of a collaborative team. As Lessig pointed out
, online environments define the nature of interactions by the choice of interfaces as well as technological implementations. In a sense, in online environments, organizational factors such as power relationships and decision making are made explicit. Anival exploits this by making variations on forms of group organization an explicit design goal. I believe that raising the issue of how a group must be organized, as well as having the possibility to rapidly make changes to an existing organization, provides a unique opportunity for learning about how to work in a group and what forms of organization are better suited to certain tasks. I would expect an expert user to reach a point where he or she could decide on differing structural organizations according to the needs of the task at hand as well as the nature of the members of the group.

Why Animation?

It is fair to ask what makes the design of an online learning community that creates short animated films so compelling. The truth is, personal interests aside, short animated films have affordances that make them interesting from a collaborative learning point of view. 

Even though pretty much everyone has watched and enjoyed animation sometime in their life, the past 10 years or so has seen animation  assert itself as something not only of the domain of children’s entertainment.  We are at a time and moment where more and more people are realizing that animation can be interesting
, cool and commercially viable. The recent upsurge in “different” types of animation makes this, in terms of timing, an ideal moment for a community like this. 

There are also some technical reasons to consider. First of all, when compared to feature length movies, the duration of short films makes their realization online more feasible thanks to reduced file sizes and shorter viewing times (it is safe to assume that, given similar compression mechanisms, file size is proportional to movie length).  Also, when comparing animation with real-life video, there is a reduced expectation when it comes to production values
. For example, animated characters aren’t necessarily supposed to look realistic. This means that there are lower technical barriers to entry. In other words, a Studio can still produce animated films which can be recognised as high quality artistic products worthy of the general public’s interest without having to invest exorbitant amounts of money. 

This lower entry barrier also applies to opportunities for artistic and creative expression. Wild and fantastical ideas are easier to “see” in an animated format than after spending millions of dollars on special effects! This is not to say that there are no chances for artistic and creative expression in real-life film, far from it, it’s just that the animated format is more accessible in this fashion. It is easier to experiment and try out new things (visually speaking).

Due in part to lower expectations for visual flair, other aspects of animated films gain more importance. For example, the quality of the script and voice acting are “equalized” with the visuals. Many a hollywood blockbuster makes millions thanks to its visual effects alone. A weak script can’t be glossed over when we talk about an animated film. Thus, collaboration is more important in order to achieve high quality products since all participants become “key-players”.

Finally, the development of an animated film can be realized entirely on a computer. This is a strength since there are no requirements for additional sophisticated hardware (such as cameras and specialized video capture cards). The only exception to this is perhaps regarding voice audio. Also, there is an ample variety of software tools including industry-grade commercial (Adobe Premiere, 3D Studio Max, Maya , Director), free-ware/shareware (Alice 3D) and non-conventional (using game engines) that can be used. In this sense, there is a greater technical accessibility thanks to working with animation.

Community

The website is organized in two orthogonal dimensions. The first regards the degrees of development of an animated film called pre-production, production and post-production. It is expected that an animated short start as a project in pre-production, get taken on as a pilot in production and eventually end up as a short animated film in post-production. The second dimension relates to the type of work. The four basic areas considered are writing, art, animation, and sound. 

Anival allows for the co-existence of different sub-communities with different needs, tools and support. One grouping is that which takes film projects along their timeline for development. These sub-communities are called Studios, and are later described in more detail.  The second grouping corresponds with the basic areas described previously with the addition of a general area. Each grouping has the following available: message boards, chat rooms, and a repository for files and tools. Each of these is configured according the particular requirements of each area. For example, the animation area file repository, or library, is used for 3D models and motion capture information. The files would be organized in such a way as to be useful for animators. This organization may not necessarily make sense to the sound folk.

Home Page

Anival’s home page is a general area where it is expected that all members of the community can come together to read news about the community in general, particular “press releases” from Studios, and information regarding animation outside the community. For example, the latest projects by critically acclaimed directors or new tools and techniques being developed for the industry in general. This area of the site also serves as the focal point for the viewing and commenting of Studio releases. All public projects can be viewed and rated from this space. Finally, this space provides the ideal “entry point” for new community members without specific interests to learn about what is going on, the different Studios and pick one out to join. 

As can be seen in Figure 1, the top bar has screenshots for the latest/most acclaimed animation shorts of the moment. Above each of these is a direct link to the producing studios home page. Clicking on the actual animation name, screenshot or “watch” link takes the user to a web page for that particular animation. While the video stream begins, you can read some information about the animation, see recent comments and possibly download a version for later viewing
. (see Figure 2)

Below the title bar are direct links to the main site areas. The forums and chat, are general non-thematic areas. From there you can also reach the thematic (writing, art, sound and animating) forums and chat areas. The Screening Room is the hub for all the animation viewing activities.  All Studio releases are stored here where they can be viewed and commented. Searching is also possible by theme, rating, studio, etc. The Studios home page has information related to studios. Which ones exist, how to join, etc.  
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 Fig 1: Home Page Mockup

The left column has direct links to the most important thematically oriented areas. Namely, the particular forums, chat rooms, tools of the trade and file repositories (library). The center column of the home page has news items related to the world of animation. These news items are written by site members and cover news that is within the community as well as general industry. In this particular mock-up, the second news item is an interview of “CharlesJones” regarding his studios latest release while the third is a rumour piece about possible future episodes of  “Batman: The Animated Series”. Finally, the right-hand column has information on the Studios themselves. The top half lists studios that are currently operating (with links to their respective home pages) while the bottom half is a list of the task that studios are advertising for and need done. This section is of interest primarily to new members who are looking for a way to get in to a studio or to build up their rap sheets
. 
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Fig 2: Specific Animation Home Page and Viewing Center

Studios

General Structure and Organization

Animated short films are the products of Studios. They are the organizations that take a project and move it along its different phases of development. A Studio can have as few as 2 members or as many as 100. Each Studio has a private area of the website with message boards, chat rooms and a file repository (which is where source materials and works in progress are stored). The creation of a Studio requires the interest of at least two people and internal organization is left entirely up to Studio members. To this effect, a variety of options are presented from which to choose (and these can be changed as well). For example, one way of organization would be for all members of the Studio to vote on all issues and decisions regarding the Studio. A different approach could take a more authoritarian position in which one person has the power to decide everything related to the studios projects. The structural organization of each studio is not static and can also be changed after the Studio has already been created. This allows for the Studio to “reinvent” its way of organizing according to their current needs and members. 

It is possible, and in many cases highly desirable, for each Studio to organize itself into subgroups that work on specific tasks and areas. For example, a Studio could have a team of artists that only working in pre-production of a film while a different team handles production and post-production.  The existence of these subgroups is entirely of to the Studio itself, but it is important to point out that Studios are allowed this degree of flexibility in their self-organization.

The pedagogical reasoning behind the allowance for this degree of flexibility is grounded in the constructivist theory of the social origins of learning. Variations in the ways of communication between individuals increase the chances of establishing intersubjectivity (and thus learning). In an analogous way, providing for various and flexible forms of social organization should also increase the probability of more efficient outcomes in terms of learning (and productivity). The group can adapt to the particular characteristics of its members and the requirements of the task at hand.

It cannot be expected for all users to immediately realise the power of the flexibility provided. Neither would it be all too surprising to discover the difficulties behind proper appraisal of an organizational structure. To this end, the system provides suggestions designed to help each Studio get started. These suggestions will be based on current literature and can be changed according to how successful they prove to be with the first Studios created. It should be expected that the feedback obtained from each of the Studios help refine and perfect the “by default” organizational styles proposed.

Audience and Novices

This learning environment imposes no restrictions on age, sex or location. However, it wouldn’t be unreasonable to surmise that most community members’ ages will range from the teens up to the mid-thirties. This poses the challenge of encouraging Studios to have young and inexperienced members. As mentioned previously, each studio is strongly encouraged to provide opportunities for novices to work for them. This is defined as a win-win situation where Studios can get stuff they need done while novice users get a chance to do real work on a Studios animation project, learn from expert members of said Studio and their skills and potential in hopes of getting a full-time position or actual membership.

This is an explicit decision to foster the generation and growth of communities of practice as described by Lave and Wenger. Examples of the kinds of task that novices could handle include: checking scripts for grammar and spelling mistakes, voice acting, produce placeholder artwork, research specific tools a Studio is considering for use, update sections of the studio web page,  etc.

Roles and Responsibilities

Some basic roles are suggested by the system, though again, if the Studio opts to use them is a matter of personal (or group) decision. The following table illustrates what some of these roles could be, and what particular tasks could be expected of each.

	Sample Role
	Pre-Production Tasks
	Production Tasks
	Post-Production Tasks

	Director
	Planning
	Camera Direction
	

	Artist
	Concept Art

Character Design

Set Design

Storyboard
	Backgrounds
	Visual Effects

	Animator
	Models
	Animation
	

	Writer
	Script Writing

Playscreen
	
	

	Musician
	
	Sound
	Music



	Actors
	
	Voices
	


Once again, these are only suggestions for roles and it can be expected for these to change throughout the duration of a particular film project. Also, there is no reason for different people to be responsible for more than these roles. The director could be doing voice acting as well as working on the sound effects.

Projects

Studios decide what they wish to make public, and open to commentary, or private until release. All public projects, irrespective of their stage of production are subject to public commentary and evaluation. Studios also decide on when (and why) to advance a project from one development stage to another. They may decide to “release” sub-components of a project (such as a finished script they have no interest in developing into a film)

Assessment and Evaluation 

It will be necessary for the entire site to be subjected to a formative evaluation where issues of general web usability are evaluated. Once the site is “open to public”, log file analysis as well as user feedback will provide the main sources of information that will guide the improvement of the site.  As is usual in cases of online communities, the users will shape, guide and coax the continuous improvement and development of the community.

Since this environment will not be used in a formal setting such as a school or classroom, there really isn’t a need for an external assessment of the learning of community members. That does not mean that learning is not taking place or that it can not be assessed in any way. The assessment in this case should be akin to that of portfolio analysis in which it is possible to gauge the quality of a particular project and then see which community members participated.

Walkthroughs 

This section concludes this report by describing the imaginary experiences of two different members of the Anival community. The first is a new user, in terms of the community as well as domain knowledge, while the latter is of an experienced member with actual industry experience. The purpose of these experiences is to help imagine the potential of the ideas described in this report and shed light on a few things that have not been fully explored. This report should be considered an initial presentation of the design of a massive online community. A scant 20 pages cannot begin to do that as much jsutice as it deserves.

Newbie

Joe Schmoe is visiting Anival after a non-member friend suggested he might find it interesting. He is currently studying mechanical engineering at a well known university, really enjoys cyberpunk Japanese animation and has some working knowledge of Flash programming. He is in no way a filmmaker, expert or amateur, but generally enjoys watching animated films and commenting on them.

Visiting the site for the first time Joe is surprised by the amount of information on the home page. He doesn’t really understand what these “studio” things are all about and decides to take a look at some of the news. The first news header says, “Production IG
 has delayed the release of GitS: Stand Alone Complex Episode 12..”. Joe’s impressed. Not a lot of people know the series exists much less bother to report on it. He takes note that the short article is signed by “Batou: Studio Shell”. Both names are links to different pages. The first brings up a rap sheet for a person who goes by the moniker of Batou while the latter takes Joe to Studio Shell’s homepage. 

Studio Shell currently has 5 members working on the post-production of “Silica Wings”, a self-defined “Gibsonian Technobabble Fantasy”. Intrigued by the project he starts to explore the information the studio has made available to the public. For this particular production it means a few conceptual designs that look cool along with some teaser text. While perusing the information on “Silica Wings”, he sees a banner announcing that the studio is currently looking for a few freelancers to help them work the title and ending credits. They have a few rough sketches (storyboard style) of what they are looking but are also open to ideas. 

A month later, Joe is a member of Studio Shell. The older members were impressed by his work on the title credits for Silica Wings (which was used as a basis for the final version which was released to a successful reception, they’ve clocked more than 2,000 downloads in 3 weeks!) and offered him membership in the Studio. In the past few weeks he’s been hanging out with some animators from Studio KongPow in the Animation section of the site. They’ve been quite helpful by teaching him some new tricks using Flash MX. He’s also contributed some of the code he wrote for Silica Wings to the animation repository. It’s been downloaded a few times and Joe, now known as “Shmore”, is building up an interesting rap sheet. Above all, Joe is proud that his self-defined novice title credit proposal was accepted and that even though someone else did the final version, his name is right there on the credit roll.

Member

Kate logs on to Anival for the 3rd time this week. She’s been working on the script for “Dope L. Ganger 3”, a comedy series currently in its 2nd instalment though her Studio is already planning the next 3. On Monday she posted her latest version for a particular scene so that it could be voted on. 

She’s a bit nervous since the series has been quite successful and her script is trying out some new things that some members of the Studio may not quite agree with. The actual voting will be done by an anonymous committee that was randomly selected among group members. Previously, the studio had opted for a totally democratic way of taking decisions but it took too long for them to get things done. They’ve only been using this new system for a few weeks and everything has worked out alright so far.

She logs on to the Studio forum to see what people have to say about the script. Quite a few members are commenting on it, offering a few suggestions, but in general expressing their happiness regarding it. Whew! It seems like it just may pass!

Kate then logs on to the Studio’s chat channel to see what’s going on. There are a lot of people talking about last nights episode of “Futurama”. Everyone is having fun by arguing if Leela or Bender would win if they fought each other. Oh well, some things never change. As an older member she has op privileges in the chat channel and proceeds to ban Doofus for flooding the chat with “Bender ROolZ!!” messages.  

Before calling it a night, Kate does some more writing in the script writing tool that the site provides. She also posts a want ad asking for people to spell check and proofread her draft within the next 24 hours.

� Code and other Laws of Cyberspace, 1999, Basic Books


� It is interesting to note that only recently is an Oscar awarded to a feature-length animated film. 


� South Park is probably a great example of this.


� This is a decision of each studio regarding their own releases.


� The Rap-Sheet is a page for each member which, amongst other things, serves as a resume of past achievements.


� This is a real (famous) Japanese studio. http://www.productionig.com/
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