TEACHING MULTI-PLATFORM DOCUMENTARY
( ALISTAIR OLDHAM & JUDITH ASTON, UWE BRISTOL)

LEVEL 2 / DOCUMENTARY RESEARCH & PRODUCTION / AO
We’re presenting this paper on teaching multi-platform documentary production on the basis of the 60 credit  Level 2 module ‘Documentary Research and Production’, which forms part of the Filmmaking & Creative Media undergraduate programme at UWE Bristol.
Although multi-platform delivery is perceived to be a relatively new phenomenon, we’ve been running this module for 12 years at UWE Bristol. 
An average size for a year 2 cohort is around sixty students.
MODULE BRIEF / AO
The essence of the module brief is to ask students to form groups of six, with the aim of producing a multi-platform documentary treatment of a subject or theme within a 20 mile radius of Bristol, that somehow captures or responds to an element of the contemporary zeitgeist. 
MULTI-PLATFORM / AO
Within this team of six, students are then asked to allocate two of their group to take responsibility for the respective mediums of Sound, Video and Interactive.
The project is to produce a multi-platform documentary artefact that crosses over between the three media forms, utilising the particular characteristics of each medium to its maximum advantage in order to convey a documentary story, or transmedia narrative. The emphasis is very much on the creative development of the overall multi-platform artefact, and not just on three separate and individual pieces.
PRODUCTION RESEARCH / AO
The first two or three weeks includes a period of subject selection, when students try and identify appropriate potential subject matter. This is seen as a crucial part of the overall learning process, as in many ways it is the quality and purposefulness of the idea that will drive the projects forward and give them momentum through the whole process of production. 
Once subject matter has been identified, students embark on a process of production research, where they have to become temporary experts in the small universe of the subject area that they have selected to represent. 
This period includes a field trip to a nearby mystery destination otherwise known as Bath, where student groups are given three hours to research items for a multi-platform news broadcast, which they then have to pitch the following week, as a micro exercise that simulates the experience of the module as a whole.
SOUND VIDEO INTERACTIVE MEDIA / AO
As they are doing this dummy run, they are also researching and developing their main production ideas. Much of this will depend on them achieving access, on finding the right people to tell their stories, of gaining permission to film and record in the places that they need. This experience of real world negotiation is seen as a crucial part of the overall learning process.
Crucially, they must also negotiate amongst themselves, as to what is the best way to make the editorial arrangement of their material across the three media forms of Sound, Video and Interactive Multimedia : they need to decide who is going to do what.
To achieve this students must actively consider the particular attributes of each respective media : at its most obvious, this might mean considering what part of the story is going to be more visually based in the actuality of the present, what lends itself to the more personalised and possibly retrospective interior voice, and how the story might need further exploration in terms of providing contextual understanding around it, but actually the delineation of the story across different media can become far more nuanced than that.
TEACHING METHODS / AO
In week seven student cross-media teams have to present their ideas in a professional pitch, with leave behind materials for a formative assessment.
By this midway point , the complexity of the module will have already begun to reveal itself. 
Students will have realized that it is not just about production, but also about teamwork, communication, dealing with the real world, presentations skills, content design, editorial judgement, ethical consideration and so on.
So a lot of the teaching is coaching students through the complexity of their situation, guiding then through idea selection, team organisation, production management and dealing with live characters in real situations who have perhaps unwisely agreed to be the subject of a multi-platform student documentary.
CREATIVE DEVELOPMENT / AO
As students engage in the research process, we will constantly be asking them what are they going to do with this material, what are you going to record, how are you going to give it creative interpretation, how are you going to shape it into a piece of meaningful communication.
This process will continue from the very outset in terms of writing proposals and treatments, but carries on right through recording and into postproduction, where students are actively encouraged to write transcriptions and paper edits of their intended narratives.
This challenge to find the right tension or balance of scripting the documentary in many ways gets to the heartbeat of the module, which of course is really about creative process.
EVOLUTION OF DOCUMENTARY GENRE / AO
All through this process a combination of seminars, lectures and screenings, gives students an overview of the historical evolution of the documentary genre, going all the way back to the Lumiere Brothers, Vertov, Flaherty, through the experimentation of Direct Cinema and Cinema Verite and forward into the contemporary exploration and development of interactive media.
Throughout this they are asked to consider how documentary practitioners and pioneers sought to give creative interpretation to the world around them, and in particular to consider how over the years changing technologies have transformed and shifted that interpretation, for example through the invention of portable sound recording, video tape, shoulder mounted cameras, wireless microphones and of course the invention of the Internet and most recently Web Version 2.0.
TRANSMEDIA STORYTELLING / JA
Having described what we teach in this module and the mechanics of its delivery, I am now going to go a little deeper into the philosophy behind the module and why we think it’s important that we teach multi-platform documentary.
Underpinning what we do is the concept of ‘Transmedia storytelling’. This entails telling a story across multiple media, often with a degree of audience participation, interaction or collaboration.
In transmedia storytelling, engagement with each successive medium heightens the audience’ understanding, enjoyment and affection for the story. To do this successfully, the embodiment of the story in each medium needs to be satisfying in its own right while enjoyment from all the media should be greater than the sum of the parts.
AUTHORSHIP & INTENT / JA
In order to place this approach firmly within the context of documentary making, we place authorship and intent at the heart of what we ask the students to consider.  This brings us back to the key concept of Zeitgeist - ie. why this story, why now, and what makes you well placed to tell this story? Through our tutorials and seminars, we make it clear that there are many different approaches to documentary – poetic, expository, participatory and so forth and that these apply as much to new formats as they do to the more established forms. In asking them to consider authorship and intent, we want them to consider where their voice sits in the process and what is their motivation behind telling this story.
DEEP STRUCTURES / JA
In taking a transmedia approach we are exploring deep and surface structures to multi-platform storytelling. The surface structures involve consideration of the affordances of different media – ie. consideration of which platforms lend themselves best to different approaches to the content – and how new technologies open up new possibilities for documentary storytelling. At the same time, looking at deep structures enables us to avoid the trap of falling into technological determinism. What are the wider cultural forces at play here, how does our understanding of reality frame the way we interpret the world through documentary making, what are the core universal themes that keep recurring? Whilst new technology does offer new possibilities, many of the issues raised have been well trodden - such as that of participation – who is the audience for our documentaries and why should anyone care?
CONVERGENCE / JA
Convergence is another key theme. We don’t want to create divisions or schisms between different media but rather identify a set of core principles and processes that work across all media. For example, interaction design is a term associated with new media forms. However, we prefer to think that there is a degree of interaction with all forms of media and that it all involves design – cinema may be a well tested medium but audiences are still interacting with a set of conventions. As the adage goes, if you innovate by more than 10%, you lose 90% of your audience. Another binary we like to challenge is the idea of linear versus non-linear narrative – the idea that interactive media are somehow lends itself to non-linearity whereas film and radio are linear. In our view,  this far too simplistic a view. Indeed, several recently feted interactive documentaries, such as Bear 71 and Alma have been essentially linear in their structure, So what we are searching for is a common language for convergence – one in which the worlds of film-making and interaction design can come together in a new synthesis to create new ways of thinking about production. Lev Manovich wrote an article called cinema as a cultural interface, in which makes the point that there is an interface between humans and the received conventions of cinema  - these conventions may be widely understood but they have nonetheless had to be learnt and shouldn’t be taken as given.
RESEARCH INTO TEACHING / JA
We believe that there is a strong link between the teaching that we do and our own research/practice. Again we are trying to avoid binaries. Alistair’s work as a documentary maker feeds directly into his teaching, as does my work on interactive documentary. For those of you that don’t already know about it, you should visit the i-Docs website – a forum that we have created with interactive documentary researcher, Sandra Gaudenzi, for discussion and debate around the problems and possibilities of new approaches to documentary. Our approach to the subject is deliberately open ended, as the last thing we want to do is over-specify on genre and restrict the creativity that can occur when boundaries are blurred. For us, web-docs, locative media, serious games, gallery based installations and live performance are all part of the rich mix of possibilities. See our article on 'Interactive Documentary: setting the field', published in the June 2012 issue of the Journal of Studies in Documentary Film. 
I-DOCS / JA
We held our first i-Docs symposium in March 2011 with a follow up in March 2012 and a third one planned for March 2014. These have brought leading industry practitioners together with researchers, artists and community activists to encourage a sharing of knowledge and approaches to production. The i-docs website has had well over 100,000 hits since it went up less than two years ago and receives and average of 200-300 hits a day from all over the world. That’s not bad going for a so-called niche subject. We also have set up the i-Docs lab, which delivers workshops and seminars at festivals, conferences and training events. So far this year, we have had a presence at Visions du Reel in Switzerland, the Freiburger Film Festival, Interdocs in Barcelona, WebDocs in Belgium, and DocHouse and Documentary Now in London. We also have a developing relationship with Open Doclabs at MIT in the States, which is leading to the generation of several research proposals around interactive documentary.
DOCUMENTARY FUTURES / JA
Another activity in Bristol is the REACT future documentary sandbox, which has recently commissioned six projects to create new work. This is part of a 4 million pound knowledge exchange hub to create innovation between universities and the creative industries in the southwest. It is funding a series of short, sharp projects developed over a three month period. Previous projects have been on cultural heritage and books and print, with this autumn's focus being on future documentary. I am working with Sheffield Docfest best in show film-maker, Jeanie Finlay, to extend her innovative approaches to crowdfunding and audience anticipation, through her latest project on the Elvis tribute singer, Orion.
AUDIENCES & CHANGING LITERACIES / JA
At the heart of all this is the idea that literacies are changing. Lev Manovich wrote in The Language of New Media that the dominant artistic medium of the late twentieth century was film but that in the 21st century film would evolve and reposition itself in relation to the human computer interface. Whilst cinema is still a very powerful and relevant medium, it is also true that we are starting to see a resurgence of multimedia happenings, films being screened in unusual places, often linked to live music and theatrical performance. To reflect this, we do not confine the work that students create in this module to the Internet alone. If students want to produce installation work or a live event, that is fine by us, subject to feasibility and appropriate fit to their concept. We also want to empower our students to be actively engaged digital citizens by giving them an under-the-bonnet understanding of the principles of code. With this in mind, we teach them HTML 5 and JavaScript, our central aim being to enable them to make meaning and reach audiences in new and interesting ways. 
FINISH BY PLAYING EXAMPLE OF WORK 
In the past few years we have had Student multiplatform documentary projects on a wide range of subjects : for example, we have had work on the youth leader of the British National Party, a transgendered artist, a twenty year old marine returned from Afghanistan, a pole dancer, a soldier suffering from post traumatic stress disorder, on teenage pregnancy, environmental activism, music programmes in prisons, radical architects and so on. But the particular piece of work that we are going to show you is about Jane Bown, the famous portrait photographer who worked for the Observer newspaper for over thirty years and who is now well into her eighties. So across the three platforms of sound, video and interactive media, a documentary is created that explores the restricted circumstance of her life as an elderly lady in an original and quite elegant way. 

PLAY MEDIA : followed by Q & A
