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Abstract

Podcasting is a recent phenomenon that appears to have relevance to the enhancement of the learning experience. It consists of providing audio (or audio and video) presentations to a wide audience via the internet. This paper proposes and explores a model for the monetization of podcasting (that is, how it can generate revenue, and for whom) in the context of a wider range of pedagogical and research issues in the college environment. Described and discussed is experience already gained with podcasting in IT-201 in the spring 2006 term at DePaul University.

Podcasting is a phenomenon involving the provision of sound files, or sound and video, in the form of .mp3 or more advanced file formats. The technology to record sound digitally is several years old, and is not in itself the major new feature of the phenomenon. The phenomenon is instead centered on the distribution mechanism, which provides the means for interested parties to subscribe to downloading services that can make newly created sound files available on portable audio listening devices. These devices, created to allow playback "on the go," had become popular by 2002. Originally designed for music playback, they play back any form of audio. Podcast is a play on the words "broadcast" and "Ipod", Apple's premier portable audio playback device. While Apple has the largest share of the market, many other manufacturers produce competing .mp3 players.
By 2004, enterprising people realized that .mp3 files provided a way to stored recorded lectures or chatter, and to make these available to others via the internet. An earlier phenomenon, "blogging," uses the web to share textual information such as personal observations and thoughts, diaries, ramblings, rantings, and the diverse (and sometimes perverse) notions that some people are compelled to share with others. According to popular literature, podcasting is growing by leaps and bounds, and encompasses everything from audio blogging to the provisions of works of literature in recorded form.
It has occurred to many people in education that podcasting offers a new avenue into the mind of the student. Indeed it does. This brief exploration of podcasting examines initial experiences with it, and some observations and intuitions about where it may have the most relevance. More importantly, I examine here the critical issue of how to deploy this new medium in such as way as to "monetize" it, that is, produce a revenue stream from it that appears to fit well with the higher education environment and its established norms and practices regarding instructor prerogatives, the student learning experience, and faculty intellectual property rights.
Effective podcast content isn't an accidental byproduct
It's amusing to see how some individuals regard podcasting as the first way that anyone ever has been able to record his or her own voice and to make it available for others who may, or may not, be interested in hearing it. Magnetic tape sound recording has been commercially available since the 1950's, and the cassette deck of the 1960's made tapes convenient and portable. Conventions and churches have for many years created sound recordings of sessions and sermons, and made them available to their attendees. Providing this type of recording to a listener meant physically providing a copy of the tape. What podcasts introduce is immediacy of delivery, and they eliminate the need for  conveyance of a physical object. Yet—in both cases, the delivery of the recorded sound is only half of the equation. What is the sound of one hand clapping? What is the sound of a recording (of any type) if no one listens to it?

The realization that listener interest is needed hasn't yet dawned on some folks. A simple Google will readily locate snooze-producing, hour long, 60 Mb. podcast downloads of lectures on arcane topics that probably appeal to few people besides their originators. If a prospective listener has no interest in the content, or falls asleep during the process, the podcast hasn't succeeded anymore than would a radio station broadcasting in Greek to an audience fluent only in Portuguese. The same prerequisites that apply to any form of entertainment apply to podcasting:
· relevance of content

· appropriateness of content

· appeal of the presentation

· brevity vs. benefit (the amount of time needed is worth the experience)
For these reasons, podcasts that are simply lengthy recordings of class lectures, replete with pauses and gaps, administrivia, redundancies, references to slide or blackboard presentations that are not visible, and which possibly include questions from students poorly recorded, are apt to be losers and are hardly worth the bother to create. 

Podcasts that are created to capitalize on the nature of the medium and intended audience stand a better chance of being considered relevant. These will be podcasts that are created in a manner similar to other short, high-impact audio and visual experiences. Many people don't realize that even very short commercials require planning, scripting, and much content preparation. Successful podcast require the same kind of thought and effort. 

In our experience, podcasts that are intentionally scripted to serve a specific purpose in a 5 to 10 minute span are likely to be considered useful. This length of time fits well with typical uses of portable sound devices, which are often turned on walking between one place and another, or in the time between one class and another, or when some other semi-somnambulant activity is underway. This length of podcast is enough time for a 500 to 1000 word mini-lecture, which is about 2 to 4 pages of double-spaced text. If you consider what two or three important topics you hope to cover and have students understand in a typical 90 minute class session, why not carefully craft a script for each topic, and create two or three well developed podcasts?
The script for a podcast needs to be good writing. Even as academics accustomed to the need for clear and unambiguous expression, we may be prone to the same sloppiness of speech that plagues others, including the use of ugly, silence-killing "uhhhhhs" and the trite repetition of phrases like "you know." Producing a transcript of a lecture containing this kind of speech makes this evident. (Don’t laugh; there is a lot of this stuff now on the web!) Creating a transcript from speech amounts to proceeding in the wrong direction. It’s much more advantageous to produce good writing, honed to the purpose, and focused on an important topic or concept, then create the audio from that. This is the stuff of useful podcasts. But how do you now get it into audio form?
Getting podcast scripts into audio form

It's humorous to see how many people taking an interest in podcasts automatically assume that a making a mini-lecture podcast involves recording your voice. This is, to put it simply, not such a great idea. Most of us are blessed with voices that can communicate, and a few have voices that are especially pleasant to hear. But unless a person starts with a good voice and has been trained to use it well, podcasts produced by amateurs sound exactly as expected: amateurish. A voice not trained as an announcer will stack up very poorly next to other voices the listener is already familiar with from radio and television. It's inescapable that listeners will make this comparison, because all of us in modern society are already exposed to the sounds of scores of capable, trained voices. But why think about having anyone read your material? Why not let software do it?

Software to produce audio from written text works very well and is amazingly inexpensive. TextAloud, the same product used by Adobe to provide "read" .pdf documents, licenses for only $29. However, if you have heard a spoken Acrobat document, you're probably unimpressed. The pronunciation quality of the default voice software is fairly low, having originated at AT&T with telephone answering systems in mind, and recorded with sampling rates as low as 8K bps. Several much higher quality voices are available and integrate smoothly with TextAloud; check out the web site at http://www.nextup.com/ to listen to samples of scores of them. Surprisingly, none of the high quality voices is very expensive either. Laura McFall and I have been using "Daniel", a 22K bps voice from ScanSoft for our series of fifty IT-201 podcasts. Daniel sounds like a BBC announcer and often completely fools people into thinking a real human is reading the material. Daniel costs only $35. For less than $65, and some experimentation with settings, we're able to produce podcasts with consistent high quality audio, without having to utter a syllable ourselves. A little work with Audacity, a free audio editor, allows us to apply a few musical bars to the beginning and end of each podcast, giving each a distinctive audio "signature." The effect is close enough to a professional production that it strikes listeners as such.
Monetizing podcasts: what is the payback?
Given that effective teaching podcast creation takes time and effort, what is the payback to instructors to do it?

Of course, if podcasts make the learning experience better for students, they are worthwhile. But creating this form of learning materials requires time and energy. Some instructors will do it simply out of interest, but for most, some form of incentive is needed.
My own experience leads me to suggest that a viable way to monetize the provision of podcasts is to see them as an extension of a publishing effort that includes a traditionally published paper workbook, sold in the bookstore, from which a royalty customarily accrues to an author. I come to this suggestion by having backed into it myself. Up to this point, I have written and published three workbooks for use in DePaul courses. One was done several years ago, a second was the JavaPlease Workbook which I used in summer CSC-211 courses and which has been adopted by another school or two. The third is the GPH-205 workbook, which I have used for five terms in teaching this course since early 2005. All of the workbooks predated the podcast phenomenon. 
A word about workbooks and publishing. These are real published books. Stipes Publishing in Champaign has published workbooks for years, and specializes in this business. You provide them your copy about two months in advance of the course, they issue an ISBN, print enough copies and then some, and they deal with the book store. The author receives the customary 15% royalty on the retail price, which is usually in the $25 to $30 range. The author has no document handling responsibility. For courses that you organize well, workbooks of ten chapters (one for each week in DePaul's 10-week term) make excellent sense for both instructor and student. Students appreciate the workbook because it contains what they need for the course, and no chapters are skipped. 
I taught IT-201 in Winter, 2006 and was appalled at the $125 cost of the required text. As an experiment I set the goal of researching content equivalent to the book from freely available web sources such as Wikipedia, organization and vendor sites, government sources, and others. The effort was a complete success. Laura McFall got the course assignment for spring term, and liked the web link idea; it appealed to Terri Steinbach as well. Eliminating an excessive $125 student expense for reading materials for a basic "concepts" survey course is a boon, and we find that the freely available web-based content is actually superior to the static text.
Then along comes the notion to form "podcast previews" of groups of web-link readings! Laura and I decided to collaborate on writing the podcast scripts and to co-author a printed workbook that will house the homework assignments, podcast scripts, study questions, projects, and a sample final exam. Stipes Publishing is excited about the project and we'll deliver the manuscript this summer. Both instructors assigned to teach IT-201 in autumn are working towards this implementation.
Laura and I have been evolving the series of 50 ten-minute podcasts that sum up topics covered in IT-201. We have about 30 of them completed and freely available for download at www.ambriana.com. (Sir Daniel Daniel has read all of the scripts for us.)
The idea of web link readings—either fully supporting a course, or as a supplement to traditional text usage—is certainly not new. But the combination of web links and podcast mini-lectures can readily be adapted to other courses.
The monetizing model in summary

The core of my suggested podcast monetizing model is this: 
1. Each course deserves a workbook. It should contain the homework assignments, and study and review questions. This should be arranged in the same number of chapters as the term has weeks. This is ten for DePaul. It is a published document, students buy it in the book store at a reasonable price, and the instructor(s) receive a royalty on it. In a traditional arrangement the instructor is the author of this workbook—intellectual property—and owns the copyright to it.
2. A web site is needed to support the course. This can be a freestanding site such as www.ambriana.com or Course Online or BlackBoard. The web site includes info about the text used for the course (if there is one) and how to order it online. 

3. The web site provides links to assigned web readings. 
4. The web site provides access to the podcasts. One format for the podcasts is the kind of 5 to 10 minute mini-lecture that we are currently producing for IT-201. (This need not be the only access to the podcasts; see below.)
This arrangement provides an incentive for the instructors to author the workbook and make it generally appealing. The more it is adopted by others at other institutions, the greater are the royalties. 

As a variation on this, which is more common to commercial teaching vendors, the organization commissions one or more subject matter experts to create the course materials (the workbook) and owns it. While this variation could work in academia, it is not the way that instructors typically view their written products. This is not to say that it could not work, but it would require academic managers to understand that it would probably require extra pay to a person to author works to which they would not retain intellectual property rights. I personally favor, instead, the approach outlined above, because it is a much more appealing proposition and encourages me to put forth my best effort, which will continue to be directly rewarded if I do in fact create an appealing product that sells well.
Free podcast distribution? Yea or nay?

Berkeley and some other universities are making podcasts available free to all, via I-Tunes. Check this link for a recent brief article:
http://www.campus-technology.com/news_article.asp?id=18581&typeid=185



Distribution via I-Tunes is not a significant factor for student access and use in course instruction in this model. Students need to get to the course-support web site anyway to access links to readings, and they can just as readily click on podcast downloads there as they choose to hear them. But I-Tunes listing or free subscription availability does serve two very important ancillary purposes, and is certainly a goal:
· It publicizes the workbook, which may encourage other instructors at other institutions to adopt it, potentially expanding the workbook royalty revenue stream for the authors and workbook publisher

· It brings exposure to the institution for student recruiting purposes. It is quite likely that learners exposed to appealing instruction podcasts will carry a favorable attitude toward the institution that could be reflected in the schools they designate to have test scores sent to on SAT and ACT college entrance exams. 

To put it more bluntly, I see no reason to hide podcast content behind a security mechanism so that only enrolled students can access it. This is counterproductive and hides a good thing under a bushel basket. Good podcasts are as useful as advertising (for both author and institution) as they are as teaching materials. 
Research questions and possibilities
Several topics suggest themselves as areas that ought to be investigated as podcast creation and provision is attempted in the college environment. A few of these are listed here to spur thought and discussion. I'd be interested in collaborating with others in shaping research efforts in these areas as early as the autumn 2006 term.

1. To what extent does attendance in class diminish if much of the course content is available in podcast form? Does it necessarily diminish at all?

2. Qualitatively speaking, how does podcast usage vary between students? 
3. Is there any association between use of podcasts and student performance? It's not necessary (or even possible) to set up control and experimental groups, but students may self-select to avail themselves of podcast usage or not. Identifying users and non users and examining performance might produce some interesting results, if the effect of other factors could be identified and assessed.
4. Do podcasts have a differential effect on native English-speaking students and students classified as English as a second language? Anecdotal evidence exists that foreign students find Course OnLine particularly good for reviewing parts of lectures in which they have experienced language comprehension difficulties. Podcasts could have similar or greater effects.
5. What are study strategies for using podcasts? Do some students use them to preview material before a class session covering the topic, or use them to preview readings? What role do they play in the final exam review process of students?
6. What use do students make of the printed podcast scripts, made available in the published workbook that accompanies the supporting website? What preferences seem to exist between reading the material, listening to it, or a combination?

7. How does distribution of podcast mini-lectures on one consolidated CD/ROM, as opposed to provision for download from a web site, affect usage? Is provision of a few copies of such a CD/ROM on reserve in a library, for copying to a laptop in the library, a workable alternative to provision to each student directly?
Your comments or suggestions are solicited. Please e-mail me at jjanossy@depaul.edu if you would like to discuss any aspect of this presentation!
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