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Introduction

The aim of the Flash training sessions is to broaden your knowledge of Flash concepts and teach you how to use Macromedia Flash to create buttons and animations. Although some issues like download time aren't relevant for delivery by CD-ROM you will be taught techniques to conserve bandwidth, and development time.

This is going to be a hands on course. I will demonstrate procedures for using the software and you will follow along. The purpose of these notes is to provide you with a categorised list of hints and tips. I have also provided a blow-by-blow description of the lessons for you to practice or revise. You can refer to this list later if you need to refresh your memory about anything we have covered.

List of terms encountered in Flash.

.fla file

1) The native, editable Flash file.

.swf file

The compiled flash movie, ready to embed into your html, or director movie.

Action

2) An action is a simple instruction that you can attach to a frame or button i.e. when clicking on a button you can get it to open a URL by attaching an action to it.

Alpha Channel

3) An 8 bit (256 greys) channel designed to give varying amounts of opacity, black being most transparent, white being most solid. In Flash you cannot apply a true alpha channel to an object but you can apply an alpha value.

4) Bandwidth 

The range of transmission frequencies a network can use. The greater the bandwidth the more information that can be transferred over that network at one time. The term bandwidth also broadly includes throughput, meaning the amount of data sent.

Frame

5) Frame cels are where we control what takes place at a certain

point in time. Any product developed in Flash is a series of frames. A Flash file is referred to as a movie.

fps

Frames per Second. You can set this in the movie properties dialogue box.

6) G I F

This acronym stands for Graphic Interchange Format, a commonly used file compression format developed by CompuServe for transferring graphics files to and from online services.

HTML 

An acronym for HyperText Markup Language, HTML is the language used to tag various parts of a Web document so browsing software will know how to display that document's links, text, graphics and attached media.

JPEG 

The acronym for Joint Photographic Experts Group, JPEG is an image compression format used to transfer color photographs and images over computer networks. Along with GIF, it's one of the most common ways photos are moved over the Web.

Keyframe

7) A keyframe is a reference frame. Flash is able to tween between one keyframe to another keyframe. If no tween is applied to the keyframe, the object residing in that keyframe will remain static until another keyframe is encountered.

Motion Guide

8) A motion guide is another layer that, when attached to the layer of your target object, acts as a path that the target object can follow to get from point a to point b.

Motion Tween

An automatic in-betweening method that will animate a symbol’s rotation, size, colour effect and any motion guides it may have. Also see keyframe.

Scene

A scene is a discrete timeline within the one Flash movie file. They are usually used to break up large animations into more manageable portions, or to act as a pathway for user interactivity i.e. if click on button “A” go to scene “XY” 

Shape Tween

An automatic in-betweening method that will animate a single shape appearing in keyframe “a”, morphing it into another shape residing in keyframe “b”. You can also use shape hints with this method.

Symbol

9) A most valuable concept in Flash. You could regard a  symbol as a “parent object” that resides in the movies symbol library. You can have multiple instances (“child”) on the stage all taking the characteristics of their parent. This is obviously a key way Flash can save file space. You can convert any graphical object to a symbol.

Timeline

Timeline consists of frames and layers, the playback head moves along the timeline revealing each frame as it goes. It is a key area for editing.

10) URL 

This is the abbreviation for Uniform Resource Locator, the addressing system used in the World Wide Web and other Internet resources. The URL contains information about the method of access, the server to be accessed and the path of any file to be accessed.

Some hints to remember.

Symbols

11) I suggest using them They’re efficient, easier to use and make your objects more transportable to other projects.

Text

12) When you use text in Flash, it stores one reference character for each font. By that I mean if you use a lowercase “g” in the font style “Times”, it will store that once, even if throughout your movie it occurs 200 times. This is an efficient way to do things, however try not to damage this efficiency by having 20 different font styles in your movie. It will store 20 different lower case “g” ‘s.

Motion Tweening

Remember to convert the object or objects in the desired layer to a symbol before applying the motion tween.

Shape Tweening

Almost the opposite of a motion tween, in that the target object can not be a group or symbol. * Any line effects will not tween.

If your shape tween seems to be breaking up or looks un-natural try adding some shape hints to help it work out the morph path. To add a shape hint hit the “Ctrl” and “H” keys or menu Modify > Transform> Add a shape hint.

Bitmaps

13) Whilst flash can import bitmapped images, try to use them sparingly, as they are not as efficient as Flash’s vector based system. (I also think its fun and challenging to try to achieve a good look with the available tools.)

Naming

Name all your Scenes, Symbols, Layers and Files with something meaningful. Believe me, when you end up with 40 layers all called “untitled layer” you will wish that you had. SO.. get into the habit  now so those complex animations are made that a whole lot easier.

Layers

14) It’s easy to start creating things in the wrong layer with Flash so always check which layer you have selected before starting that character or dragging those symbols to the stage.

Saving Files

“Save” often and “Save As” on those major changes or milestones in your animation. I don’t have to explain this one.

Design

Consistency is a part of good design. Keep navigation elements, text styles, layout and backgrounds consistent. All of this helps the user to comprehend the information more quickly.

15) Don’t try to fit every bell and whistle in your project; just because you can doesn’t mean you should. Try to remember good design is also about restraint, restraining those urges to just “funk” everything to the max can be part of that, or as my granny would say “everything in moderation”.

16) With animation one of the key things you strive for is continuity. Try to make things flow into each other seamlessly. This doesn’t just mean the use of some dodgy wipe or transition, but more about thinking of the audience. 

17) An example would be if you were watching a movie; the action was some deep and meaningful conversation between 2 prisoners on death row, then suddenly you were in deep space, aliens spewing green gunk all over the place, you could quite understandably feel confused. Lack of continuity, and lack of setting up the premise are two likely suspects here. The way to get around this problem is to plan any animations you are going to be involved with. A little planning can help you work out any problems before they occur and save you oodles of time when it comes to developing the animation.

Without getting into this too much, there are two main types of planning to be done here. 

18) The first to be planned should be the overall animation specs. What do you want to communicate? Who is your target audience? What is your budget in time, money, resources, people or a combination of all?  You should brainstorm this stage with your team and come up with a clear definition with all those BIG questions answered. From the definitions, develop your animation goals and keep referring to these goals as you go along, and always refer to them if you encounter a problem (often referring to your original goals can help to solve the problem or point out that there really is no problem. i.e. You’re worried about a new idea that someone has suggested you incorporate, but reading your goals suggest that, not only don’t you have the time budget to incorporate it, but that it doesn’t help you communicate the primary goal of your animation.)

19) The next planning exercise you should do is storyboarding your animation or navigational interface. Just divide some pages into 2 rows of cells and number them. Write down what should be taking place in the scene in the top row and draw a “snapshot” in the bottom cell. You can also project timings for the sequences on paper (this football should be on screen 5 seconds before foot “a” comes from the left of stage and kicks it out  the top-right stage) You can get further into detail as you revise (football; after being kicked, the football should rotate 2.5 times through the air; reduce scale and brightness as it goes towards edge of stage to add the illusion of depth). Make a draft copy then go through and work out any continuity, space, and technical problems. Solve all these on paper first, then you’re ready to commence.

Lesson One

Oh no! Not the bouncing ball…

Yes it’s the bouncing ball, but it’s a quick way to get across shape tweens.

1) We will do this together but here are the steps for you to follow or try in you own time.

2) Draw a ball on the stage using the shape tool. If you hold down the shift key while dragging your shape it will constrain to a circle.                 * Notice that frame 1 now has a solid spot, this indicates that the keyframe has content.

3) Click on the line of the ball, it will highlight signifying that it is active, hit the delete key to delete it.

4) Locate frame 20 and click on it. Now hit the “F6” key or right click on the frame and choose add keyframe. We now have a keyframe at 1 and 20.

5) Making sure that frame 20 is your active frame (click on it to make it active) move the ball down to the bottom of the stage.

6) Create a keyframe at frame 22.

20) Make frame 22 your active frame. Move the cursor over the bottom edge of the ball until the cursor changes to a cursor with a curly tail. This indicates what your about to do you do to the line of the object. Distort the ball so that it resembles a squashed ball. Make sure that the bottom of the ball is touching the bottom of the stage.

7) Activate frame 20. In flash there are a number of different copying and pasting methods. We want to copy the frame so either hit the “Ctrl” , “Alt” and “C” keys , use the edit menu or the easiest way is to right-click on the frame and choose “copy frame”.

8) Paste that frame into frame 23. Use “Ctrl”, “Alt” and “V”, use the edit menu or the easiest way is to right-click on the frame and choose “paste frame”.

9) Copy frame 1 and paste it into frame 43

21)  Now we’re going to add a shape tween to the relevant frames (1, 20, 23). To do this, double click on the desired frame to bring up the “frame properties” dialog box. Click on the “tweening” tab and select a shape tween. Repeat this for frames 20 and 23.

22)  Check your movie. You can either drag the playback head along or hit “Ctrl” & “return” to create a preview file, and there you have it–your very own bouncing ball.

10) Try changing the frames per second properties in the movie properties dialogue box (“Ctrl” & “M”) and create a preview again. Its default rate is 12 fps, try 20 or 30 and note the difference in playback.

Creating a “movie clip” symbol…

23) Let’s turn this bouncy ball into a movie clip. That way we could fill the stage up with bouncing balls and not increase the file size by much at all. It also means we can animate the animation.

1) Select all 43 frames of the animation by click on frame 1 then shift clicking on frame 43. Copy the selected frames.

2) Press “Ctrl”  & “L” to bring up the symbol library. Click on the little + sign to create a new symbol, select “movie clip” and give it a name.

3) Paste the frames into your newly created symbol. It is now done.

4) Click on the Scene tab to get back to your scene. 

My first Motion Tween…

We can now animate our animation of the bouncing ball, give it the illusion of bouncing forward or backwards left and right.

24) Create a new layer for the movie clip by clicking on the “+” icon located under the layer names. Name the layer “Ball Symbol 01” or something like that.

25) Drag your movie clip from the library window onto the stage. * Make sure you have the right frame in the right layer selected before you drag on the symbol.

26) Click further up the timeline in your “Ball Symbol 01”  layer and insert a keyframe (I’ll leave the duration up to you but somewhere between 20 and 60 frames).

27) Return to frame 1 and scale the symbol down and move it to the right of its initial location. The scale tool is the bottom right icon on the drawing tools palette. 

28) Double click on frame 1 to create a motion tween.

29) Experiment with adding more keyframes and motion tweens. Try adding some colour effects as well. (Ask me how to achieve this.)

