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Intro to Multimedia 

One of the most common and popular uses of a computer is 
sharing multimedia.  With a few clicks, people have the ability 
to share pictures, videos or sound with the entire world. 
 
But in order to take advantage of them, it's important to 
understand how they function. 
 
During this course we will look at: 

 Introduction 

 What is Multimedia? 

 Multimedia Programs  

 File Name Extensions and Compression 

 Association 

 Saving vs. Opening 

 Creating an Image 

 Creating an Audio File 

 Creating a Video File 

 Managing Media 
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Introduction 
Just like everything else with computers, images, videos, and sound are basically 
made up of a very long series of zeros and ones.  But those zeros and ones have 
to be decoded in the right way to do what we want.  In the same way that 

putting a piece of 
bread into a 
toaster can 
provide great 
results, but 
putting it into a 
VCR would not, 
we have to use 
the right tool that 

knows how to handle the file.  So for different types of files, we have to use 
different types of programs. Understanding the different types of program will 
help you better manage the various forms of media you may come in contact 
with. 

 

 

What is Multimedia? 
According to Wikipedia, “Multimedia is media and content that uses a 
combination of different content forms… Multimedia is usually recorded and 
played, displayed or accessed by information content processing devices, such 
as computerized and electronic devices, but can also be part of a live 
performance. Multimedia (as an adjective) also describes electronic media 
devices used to store and experience multimedia content. “ 
 
 

Multimedia Programs  
For images, there are many programs that can be used, and each is a little 
different.  Some may just show you 
the image, while others allow you to 
actually edit it.  The most common 
program for viewing an image in 
Windows is “Windows Photo 
Viewer”.  For editing, the most 
common program is “Paint”. 
 
There are also many different 
programs that allow a user to listen 
to audio files.  Some that simply play 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Media_(communication)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Content_(media_and_publishing)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Content_format
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electronic_media
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the audio file and others that allow the user to edit or manipulate it.  The same 
is true with video files. 
 
So how do we know which program to use? 
 
 

File Formats 
In Windows, files are made up of a name followed by a period and a few letters.  
The letters following the period are referred to as the “File Name Extension”.  
This extension tells us what kind of file we’re dealing with - whether it’s an 
image (.jpg), a video (.mpg), a document (.doc), etc. This file extension also tells 
Windows which program to use to open the file. The challenge is that many file 
extensions exist and different programs create their own unique file extensions 
which only their specific program can open.  

 

 
 

 

Association 
Fortunately, we don’t have to memorize every file extension and what program 
opens it.  Windows associates programs with files based on their file type.  So if 
we try to open a .WMA (Windows Media Audio), it will automatically open with 
the Windows Media Player. 
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If you right-click on a file’s icon, in addition to the command to “Open” the file, 
there’s an option to “Open With”.  If for some reason, you don’t like the 
program Windows 
associates with a type 
of file, you can open it 
with a different one 
this way.  You can 
also change the 
association by 
selecting “Choose 
Default Program.” If 
you’re not sure which 
program to use, a 
good place to look is 
extension.nirsoft.net. 
You can also add the 
extension to this url 
to go directly to a 
particular page. For 
example, adding /mov 
to the url, like this extension.nirsoft.net/mov  will bring you directly to the page 
describing Apple QuickTime Movie MOV files. 
 
For additional information on file extensions and software programs, refer to 
the PCC reference sheets, “Computer Files & Formats” and “Computer 
Software” available at the library or on our website at 
www.WSPLonline.org/PCC .  
  

 
 

http://extension.nirsoft.net/
file:///C:/Users/Cindy%20MEng/Desktop/PCC/Courses/Intro%20to%20Multimedia/extension.nirsoft.net/mov
http://www.wsplonline.org/PCC
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Which Graphics File Format To Use When? 
There are two major graphic types: bitmap and vector.  A bitmap (or raster) 
image is the most common one a basic computer user will run into. Bitmap-
based images are comprised of pixels in a grid. Each pixel or "bit" in the image 
contains information about the color to be displayed. Bitmap images have a 
fixed resolution and cannot be resized without losing image quality. Most 
bitmap images can be converted to other bitmap-based formats very easily. 
Bitmap images tend to have much larger file sizes than vector graphics, and they 
are often compressed to reduce their size.  
 
Common bitmap-based formats are: 
 
JPEG - Joint Photographic Experts Group - best for photos when you need to 
keep the file size small (in order to send them electronically or store them with 
limited space) and don't mind giving up some quality for a significant reduction 
in size. JPEG is not suitable for images with text, large blocks of color, or simple 
shapes, because crisp lines will blur and colors can shift.  
 
TIFF - Tagged Image File Format - produces large files, but there is no loss in 
quality. TIFF also preserves layers, alpha transparency, and other special 
features when saved from Photoshop. The type of extra information stored with 
TIFF files varies in different Photoshop versions, so consult Photoshop's help for 
more information. 
 
BMP – Bitmap - BMPs are huge files, but there is no loss in quality. BMP has no 
real benefits over TIFF, except you can use it for Windows wallpaper.  
 
PNG - Portable Network Graphic - Use when you need smaller file sizes with no 
loss in quality. PNG files are usually smaller than TIFFs. PNG also supports alpha 
transparency (soft edges) and was developed to be a Web graphics replacement 
for GIF.  
 
GIF - Graphics Interchange Format - best used for simple Web graphics having 
limited colors. GIF files are always reduced to 256 unique colors or less, and 
they make very small, fast-loading graphics for the Web. GIF is great for Web 
buttons, charts or diagrams, cartoon-like drawing, banners, and text headings. 
GIF is also used for small, compact Web animations. GIF should rarely be used 
for photos.  
 
A vector image is the other major graphic type. Vector graphics are made up of 
many individual objects. Each of these objects can be defined by mathematical 
statements and has individual properties assigned to it such as color, fill, and 

http://graphicssoft.about.com/library/glossary/bldefresolution.htm
http://graphicssoft.about.com/cs/general/ht/smallergifs.htm
http://graphicssoft.about.com/od/findsoftware/a/gifanimation.htm
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outline. Vector graphics are resolution independent, because they can be 
output to the highest quality at any scale. Software used to create vector 
graphics is sometimes referred to as object-based editing software. Common 
vector formats include AI (Adobe Illustrator), CDR (CorelDRAW), CGM 
(Computer Graphics Metafile), SWF (Shockwave Flash), and DXF (AutoCAD and 
other CAD software). Vector graphics tend to have much smaller file sizes than 
raster-based bitmaps. Vector graphics aren’t used for photos and images, 
because it’s not practical to achieve photo realism. Digital cameras and scanners 
are also not able to capture images as a vector. They would first have to capture 
the pixels and then convert them to a vector format which would distort the 
true image significantly. 
 

 
 
 

Compression 
Most image programs can open multiple graphics formats, and the average user 
usually won’t be able to see any difference between the two files.  The primary 
difference between various multimedia file formats is their compression.  A 
BMP is an uncompressed image, meaning that every pixel of the image 
represents a color from a pallet of millions of different colors.  As a result, 
Bitmaps can be very large, because they contain so much information.  A GIF 
file, on the other hand, is a compressed image, so it takes up much less space 
and, as you can see, sacrifices quality.  Compression basically means reducing 
the quality of the image to make it smaller.  This can be done in a variety of 
ways, from using slightly fewer colors, or finding parts of the image that look the 

http://graphicssoft.about.com/library/glossary/bldefresolution.htm
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The Mona Lisa saved in 
 .BMP format (Left) and .GIF (Right). 

same (a big blue sky in a photograph, for example) and combining them into 
one section rather than defining each individual pixel within them.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Saving vs. Opening 
Most computer users get their media from the internet.  It might be a 
photograph sent via email, or a song found on a website.  With most media, 
users have a choice of either Opening or Saving a file.  Opening it will cause it to 
display, giving you the option to view or listen to it.  Saving it, on the other 
hand, will give you the option of storing it on your computer for future viewing.   
 
 

Creating an Image 
There are many ways to create an image.  We can take a picture with a digital 
camera or scan a document and transfer it to our computer, or we can draw one 
using the computer. We can even take a snapshot of anything you see on your 
computer screen. Let’s try a few of these approaches.  
 
First, we’ll try drawing one.   Open  
 
Start Menu >> All Programs >> Accessories >> Paint 
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In the white area, the mouse pointer represents a brush.  You can click any color 
on the palette on the upper right to select the brush’s color. To draw or “paint”, 
hold down the left mouse button and move the brush around the white area. 
 
After selecting “Save As” from the file menu (Accessed by clicking the blue box 
in the upper left corner of the page), you can choose what type of image file you 
want to save it as. Each one represents a different type of compression.  Saving 
it as a .GIF will probably change the appearance of the image in a noticeable 
way. In order to heavily compress the file to make it smaller to store, it has to 
remove some of the content. 
 
Now, let’s try capturing one using the “Snipping Tool”. 
 
Start Menu >> All Programs >> Accessories >>  
 
 

 

The Snipping Tool will appear and the cursor will change to a cross +. 

Click and drag the cross around the area you want to capture. When you 
release, the program takes a snapshot of the image you surrounded. You can 
now save the image, email it to someone, or even mark it up with a pen or 
highlighter. As with Paint, you have several different file types you can choose 
from to store your image. 
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Similarly, the contents of the computer monitor can be captured by using the 
keyboard command “Print Screen”.  This command is found in different 
locations on different keyboards.  When pressed, it copies the contents of the 
computer monitor, which can then be pasted into applications like Paint, Word, 
Powerpoint, and many others. 
 
 

Creating an Audio File 
Like with images, audio files can be created in a number of different ways.  Let’s 
use a built-in tool Windows provides, called “Sound Recorder”. 
 
Start Menu >> All Programs >> Accessories>>Sound Recorder 
 

 
 
It’s a very easy program to use, but first, we have to make sure our computer’s 
microphone is working.  To do this, right-click the speaker icon in the system 
tray and select the “Recording Devices” option from the pop-up menu.   
 

Now, make some noise.  If green 
bars rise to the right of the 
“Microphone Array” icon 
corresponding with the noise, 
the microphone is working. 
 
To record, return to the Sound 
Recorder, and simply press the 
“Start Recording” button, make 
the noises you wish to record, 
and then hit "Stop Recording”.  
You will then be prompted to 
save the file you’ve created.  
Unlike Paint, “Sound Recorder” 
does not give the option of 
choosing to save as different 
types of files.  It will only save as 
a Window Media Audio File. 
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Creating a Video File 
To create a video, we’ll use “Dell Webcam Central” 
 
Start Menu >> All Programs >> Dell Webcam 

 
 
Make sure that the 
“Record Videos” tab on 

the upper portion of 
the window is selected.  
Once it is, view options 
by clicking the orange 
arrow to the right of 
the video camera 

below the 
main 

image.   Here, you can 
define the size of the 

video.  As with different types of images, a larger video provides a better 
picture, but one which takes up more space.  Once you’ve adjusted your 
options, click anywhere outside of the menu to return to the main screen.  To 
record, press the orange camera button.  Once recording begins, the icon will 
change into a stop button.  Press it whenever you are finished recording.  The 
clip will appear in the strip below. 
 

 
 

 

Managing Media 
Once we’ve created an image, sound or video file, we have several options.  We 
can save the file on our computer for our own future use, organize them into 
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special folders, or delete them.  Or we can share them with friends, family, or 
the whole world! 
 
One way of sharing multimedia files is emailing them.  Simply create a new 
email, select “Attachments”, navigate to the file’s location, and select it. 
 
For an in-depth explanation of email 
attachments, see the course 
“You’ve Got Mail!” at 
http://forms.wsplonline.org/Course
s/Youve Got Mail Handout - 
FINAL.pdf. 
 
For an in-depth explanation of file 
management, see the course “File 
Management” at 
http://forms.wsplonline.org/Course
s/File%20Management%20-
%20FINAL.pdf  
 
Another option is to store your files 
on a website. 
 
Many websites exist for the purpose of storing and sharing multimedia online.  
For images, some of the most popular are Flickr (www.flickr.com) and Snapfish 
(www.snapfish.com).  The features on these and other photo-sharing sites 
include being able to store images, share them with anyone or restrict their 
viewing to a specific group of people, and even to have them printed 
professionally and mailed to your home. 
 
For video, YouTube (www.youtube.com) is by far the most popular place to 
store and share but not the only one.  As with the image hosting sites listed 
above, videos on YouTube can either be set to private, so that only specific 
people can view them, or public, to share with the world. 
 
For audio, there is no clear leader for sharing and storing files online, but many 
options, including Houndbite (www.houndbite.com). 
 
With any of these websites, it’s important to understand that unless you adjust 
the privacy settings of your media properly, it can be viewed by anyone in the 
world. 
 

http://forms.wsplonline.org/Courses/File%20Management%20-%20FINAL.pdf
http://forms.wsplonline.org/Courses/File%20Management%20-%20FINAL.pdf
http://forms.wsplonline.org/Courses/File%20Management%20-%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.houndbite.com/
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Conclusion 
Hopefully you have a better understanding of the programs available to manage 
various forms of media that you may come in contact with. Each of these 
individual topics could be a detailed course in and of itself. What we’ve 
attempted to do is give you a taste of each, so that you can start exploring and 
learning more about the many multimedia avenues available to you.  


