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Project Synopsis:

There have been a number of podcasting presentations in recent years, and a large amount of work has been done detailing the importance and use of podcasting within academia. However, one group that this technology could especially benefit from is Freshman level classes. The purpose of this document is to outline a cost-effective podcasting medium that benefits both the students and the teachers of freshman-level courses. In addition, combining podcasting with a social medium such as facebook provides for a community-based learning environment that has strong benefits for both the teacher and class. 

The Details:
The goal was to create something that would work well, be transportable, and be useful to other faculty in our college. Wordpress, a blogging engine, is the publishing engine that drives the model. Though it is blogging software, a post that is a link to media formats the RSS feed so that it is podcast-ready. As a product it is easy to install if you have your own server; wordpress.com, a community blogging site, can be utilized if you don’t. Where it shines is in the ease of posting episodes; the interface provides a simple way of creating and editing a post.

 Another tool in creating a podcast for this level of a class is feedburner.com. Feedburner offers some very useful statistical tools to determine how the feed is being used. The amount of downloads per episode as well as other statistics can be useful in a teaching environment to determine what content might need to be re-visited during a semester and to determine the successfulness of a lecture.  

The actual recording equipment was a bit of a challenge. There are several ways to record; however, one device that has proved invaluable is the Belkin tunetalk Stereo—a recording add-in to the iPod that allows for high fidelity recordings of lectures. Lectures are saved as a lossless wav file and can be converted to any number of formats. In some cases, a microphone proved a useful add-on, but the one purchased for the project was too cumbersome to use. In smaller classrooms, the built-in mic proved to be more than adequate and was able to pick up my voice anywhere in the classroom.

One surprising observation from this project was that of attendance. At no point did podcasting this particular course result in a significant drop in attendance. For the majority of the students that responded, podcasting had no negative effect on class attendance. The podcast also did not significantly affect grades.

There are several possible explanations for this. One explanation that needs to be tested is the quality of the feedback channel produced from putting the podcast on a blog. In our post-modern culture, community and experience is a valued part of learning, and providing this mechanism on a blog went a long way to promoting the community of the class. As the idea was explored further, facebook became a vehicle to produced and distribute the podcast. The majority of the students had said that they primarily listened to the podcast on their personal computer and that they did not use their mp3 player. During the spring semester, facebook opened students’ platform for applications, and a few were added that made facebook a classroom management solution. 

In spring 2007, a facebook group was created for the class and assignments and materials for the course were distributed through the group and through the blog. The group met with limited participation. Facebook groups seem to be primarily about identity management and in most cases are not heavily visited. In the fall, the class was switched to being run through my individual profile; files such as the syllabus, schedule, and assignments were distributed via the files application, and podcast episodes were inserted into my individual feed using an RSS broadcast application. There has been a noticeable increase in class participation as well as individual interactions with me. 

A formal study will start in spring 2008 to determine the effect of using facebook as a classroom management solution and to determine the effect of facebook on such things as student perceptions, amount of interaction during class and online, and satisfaction of the students with their instructor. 

Equipment used:

Belkin tunetalk Stereo: $54.98
Feedburner Pro Stats: Free
Minimum 1G iPod Nano: $149.00
Wordpress.com account: Free
*facebook.com account: Free
iTunes software/*Garage band software: Free
**Audio Technica ATR-35S Mic

*The facebook account came along later and will be further discussed in the future. Garage band software is useful and free if you have a mac and desire to do post-production on the audio but it is not necessary.

**Although useful for production of non-class podcasts, the length of the cable on the Audio Technica mic was a bit cumbersome and prevented me from adequately interacting with my class. In some contexts, such as a large lecture hall, this would be useful. Balancing the needs of being physically immediate with the students and being able to power the recorder effectively for a long class should be weighed. 

For more information:
For raw data and survey instrument, please check my website. Also, I’ll be reporting back on the progress using Facebook as a communications medium. Direct links to equipment purchased as well as software used will be on the website as well.
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