Support: Guidance

3.5.1. Support: Guidance 

As demonstrated in the preceding chapters, the Arts and Humanities 3D visualisation community is a diverse group with wide-ranging interests, experience and expectations of 3D technologies. In order to respond to and meet the needs of this community in a satisfactory way a variety of actions at multiple levels of advice and support is required.  This chapter comments on the current situation and lists some of the needs identified in the area of training and best practice guidance. It should be noted that the enabling of skills and exchange of knowledge is a subject of an independent report by 3DVisA (in progress).

· The need to make existing advice and guidance easier to locate.

There is a wide range of advice and guidance available to those interested in 3D visualisation. This information is available through publications, online tutorials, academic and specialist courses, professional consultancy, industry training and from many other sources. The diversity and quality of provision are confusing; Art and Humanities academics and students find it difficult to locate the information about suitable source of advice and training (see examples listed in Introduction). Few prospective students of 3D visualisation will be aware of a fairly comprehensive list of relevant courses in the UK HE, which may be found on a website of a commercial supplier of 3D technology.

The offer of online, open-access training material is particularly rich, ranging from tutorials provided by software manufacturers
 to learning resources created for a specific academic course. An interesting example of the latter is learning material in Computer Aided Architectural Design, 3D modelling and visualisation, a course run by the School of Architecture of the University of Virginia in Charlottesville.
 This comprehensive resource includes handouts from hands-on training in surface and solid modelling, materials, rendering and lighting, as well as an archive of student projects 1994-2004 and a history of computer graphics.
· The need for independent advice on 3D visualisation. 

Much of the currently available advice is offered by those who profit from promoting the use of their own 3D visualisation software and hardware products.  While this does not preclude the quality and reliability of information, there is a need for advice independent from commercial interests and delivered in a way that would imply academic credibility. 
· The need for best practice guidance for academic use of 3D visualisation which is independent of current technologies.

This approach is exemplified by the guide to Virtual Reality published by the Visual Arts Data Service in 2002. 
‘Creating and Using Virtual Reality:
a Guide for the Arts and Humanities

Creating and Using Virtual Reality is intended for those who are interested in how virtual reality can be used within the arts and humanities. This Guide to Good Practice concentrates on accessible desk-top virtual reality which may be distributed and viewed on-line via the World Wide Web. It is concerned with the variety of virtual reality models that may be produced and how to ensure that these can be delivered successfully to users and preserved for future reuse.

This Guide introduces virtual reality by considering its history, philosophy and theory and discusses good practice in planning virtual reality projects. It does not attempt to cover all virtual reality technologies – this is a rapidly developing field and new methods are continually emerging.’ 

Although Virtual Reality remains the most popular of 3D technologies, a wider range of guides to other 3D technologies available from the same source would be beneficial. The fact of such guides being available from an organisation with proven expertise in ICT applications to the Arts and Humanities would be comparable with the reputation of an academic publisher of repute, thus responding to the previous need for recommended sources of advice.
· There is a need for continued support and guidance.
The support for UK ICT-based academic research in the Arts and Humanities is notorious of its short-term solutions. The unanimous outrage felt by the community at the closing down of the AHDS services was concerned primarily with the lack of understanding of the nature of ICT-based research, and the potential loss of a one stop advisory service based on unique expertise.  The loss of the convenience of depositing electronic data with AHDS was of secondary concern.
‘The decision of the Arts and Humanities Research Council, the primary funding body for the humanities in the UK, to terminate funding of the Arts and Humanities Data Service (http://www.ahds.ac.uk/), the UK national service aiding the discovery, creation and preservation of digital resources in and for research, teaching and learning in the arts and humanities […]was taken in the mistaken and ill-informed belief that each university is now capable of doing the work of the AHDS for itself, implying either (a) that perfect coordination will take care of itself, or (b) that arts and humanities data really don't matter in the long term.’ 
 [Emphasis ABK]
AGOCG (see p. 7) and a number of other academic advisory services with the mission to support researchers engaged in visualisation are, like AHDS, amongst projects started in the past only to cease after a few years. Although new initiatives often involve some of the same experts, the notion of ‘why bother if there is no future’ is common.  It takes time for an advisory service to establish its reputation among researchers. It is regrettable, once this reputation is established, not to allow a good support service to continue.
· The need to enable solutions to specific 3D visualisation problems.
Arts and Humanities researchers with no professional skills in 3D visualisation tend to seek an ad hoc solution to a one-off problem. Here is an example:
Simple Design Software to help visualise the effect of hanging pictures

‘My colleagues in Art are seeking a simple software package that would enable them to trial the look of combinations of pictures hung against a scaled representation of a gallery. Has anyone any suggestions of suitable packages?’ 

· The need to widen access to the products of completed 3D visualisation projects for the purposes of study and training.
3D reconstruction IT displays in museums

‘I am enquiring as to whether anybody knows of any 3D reconstructed IT displays in a museum environment. At present I am planning to focus my dissertation on visitors experience of IT displays and require another case study. One of the displays I am interested in shows a site and its use/disuse over time and the other has a 3D reconstruction of a site and provides choices of narrative.’ 

Communication of 3D scholarship has already been partly covered in chapters 3.2 and 3.4. The focus here is on actions which are needed in order to make the products of 3D visualisation available to study for training purposes.  The expertise gained in creating a 3D resource is transferable and may benefit others if made available. 
A wide range of tutorials in 3D modelling for school use was built around the Canadian 3D Historical Cities Project.
 This project has been run since 1997 by the Interactive Media Research Laboratory, being a partnership between the National Research Council, Canada's Digital Collections, and Canada's SchoolNet.  Although developed specifically for this project, the tutorials may be used by anyone who finds them useful.
· The need for reliable, tried and tested advice on best practice.
‘Dear list members can you help?

I am currently trying to determine the 'best practice' approach to creating accessible audio and video content for the National Gallery's website.

In my research I've come across all manner of interesting, vague or conflicting thoughts on this subject. I'd really welcome any advice you could offer, or experiences to learn from.

I am trying to determine:

-Which would be the most viable formats to use (e.g. Flash, Real Player, Windows Media Player, etc.).

-To better understand the pros and cons with each format.

-What level of accessibility is desirable and achievable within given resources.

-Any practical tips and tricks to achieving this.  Many thanks’ 

The above enquiry relates to online 3D visualisation with video and audio content and is indicative of the importance of peer advice.  Reputable academic advisory services are still needed but have no longer the monopoly over the advice they offer. A researcher in need of advice is likely to turn for help to fellow members of an online community.  The volume and quality of response to this particular query posted on a JISC mail list, also available to non-subscribers at any time, indicates the degree of help one may draw from such an open discussion.    
· The need to support the knowledge of traditional research skills, alongside novel methods in 3D visualisation.
The loss of traditional crafts, increasingly being replaced by computerised methods, is a common concern. The same concern applies to the loss of traditional research skills and basic research tools. ICT-based research tools and techniques should not be used and taught at the expense of manual skills and physical creative processes which are still beneficial for digital research. Otherwise, there is a risk of breeding designers unable to draw and actors relying on avatars acting in a virtual space. 

· The need to support initiatives promoting high standards, reliability and transparency of 3D visualisation methods.
The need to remind about the ethics of conducting and communicating digital research in areas which involve computer graphics is greater than ever. The ease of manipulation of digital information and the gravity of its potential abuse is possibly the single most distinct difference between the creative and scholarly use of digital media. The responsibility of making this distinction visible lies with those engaged in this kind of research. However, no support should be spared to allow researchers the time and resources needed to develop appropriate standards in this area.    
� The website of a South Yorkshire company, Design Academy, based in High Melton offers a wide range of visualisation-related material and news items of interest to the UK research community; the colleges offering courses in this area are listed at http://www.design-academy.co.uk/education.htm.


� Examples include free software and self-paced tutorials in Autodesk Maya for engineering and design students available at http://students5.autodesk.com/?lbon=1, and the already mentioned on p. 28, SketchUp 3D modelling software from Google.


� Computer Aided Architectural Design, 3D modelling and visualisation, Course ARCH 541, School of Architecture of the University of Virginia, http://www.arch.virginia.edu/arch541/, Course instructors Earl Mark and Eric Field.   


� The guide was edited by edited by Kate Fernie and Julian D. Richards and is available at http://vads.ahds.ac.uk/guides/vr_guide/index.html. Also in book format published in 2003 by Oxbow Books. 


� Source: An introduction by Willard McCarty to an open letter to the Arts and Humanities Research Council, posted on 18 June 2007 to the Humanist Discussion Group, Vol. 21, No. 106, available at http://lists.village.virginia.edu/lists_archive/Humanist/v21/0104.html


� Source: A message from John Williams posted to the Museums Computer Group List, www.jiscmail.ac.uk/mcg, 23 Apr 2007.


� This enquiry by Josephine Walker was posted to the CHArt List, www.jiscmail.ac.uk/chart, on 17 Apr 2003. Replying, Martin Zumsteg of Easyknow, Switzerland, recommended his own 3D reconstruction of Sebastian Serlio’s architecture available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.easyknow.ch/serlio/" �http://www.easyknow.ch/serlio/�.


� See 3D Virtual Cities Project (Canada), http://3dlearning.iit.nrc.ca/3DVirtualBuildings/Tutorial.html.


� Source: A message posted to the MCG List on 17 May 2007by Charlotte Sexton


Deputy Head New Media, National Gallery, London. See the archive at www.jiscmail.ac.uk/mcg.
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