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Abstract

Research on podcasting in education is still in early, exploratory phases. As a result, the majority of the research conducted has been of a qualitative, self-reflective, and descriptive nature. More specifically, it has focused on the benefits of podcasting in education, its possible uses, and student attitudes towards this instructional medium. Little empirical research has been done, which assesses the impact of instructional podcasting integration on learner achievement. Inclusively, these studies have primarily taken place at the post-secondary level. Overall, the findings reveal that podcasting has proven to be a motivational tool for learners. Additionally, this tool has also positively impacted academic achievement; however, these gains in learning are minimal, as revealed by the small body of empirical data that is available. This paper will summarize current research on podcasting in education. It will highlight uses, benefits, limitations, as well as academic and motivational impacts of podcasting in instruction. 

Introduction:
As defined by podcastingnews.com, “podcasting is delivering audio content to iPods and other portable media players on demand, so that it can be listened to at the user’s convenience” (2010). Ultimately, the most beneficial aspect of this technological tool is the fact that listeners can take the media with them and listen to it wherever and whenever they want. Podcasts are usually saved in MP3 format. Due to its affordability, convenience, and versatility it is becoming a more and more commonly used medium for communication. Some of the more common uses of podcasts include the following: music, instruction, training, stories, self-guided tours, entertainment, distance learning, and media broadcasting. Additionally, in an effort to make learning more accessible to learners, universities have increasingly been utilizing this tool for lecture purposes.


As an educator, I see significant potential for podcasting as an instructional vehicle, even at the elementary level. Consequently, I am curious about how other educators and students across academic areas and levels are using podcasting instructionally. Even more importantly, I wonder what kinds of implications integrating this technological tool can have on academic achievement. Moreover, what role does podcasting play in motivating and engaging students for learning content? The following review of the current research on podcasting will begin to answer these questions. 
History:

Software developer, Dave Winer, and former MTV VJ, Adam Curry are credited with being at the forefront of podcasting in 2003; however, “journalist Ben Hammersley coined the term ‘podcasting’ in the February 12, 2004 issue of The Guardian. The catchy label quickly gained traction, and the New Oxford American Dictionary selected podcasting as the Word of the Year for 2005” (Ovadia, 2007, pg. 12). Beginning in October 2005, Stanford University was the first school to mainstream content through the iTunes Store; it included interviews and lectures. Other postsecondary institutions such as the University of Michigan and the University of Hawaii followed suit. Additional uses of podcasting began including scholarly discussions, audio tours, student performances, and advertisements. Soon after, podcasting integration entered the elementary, middle, and secondary school levels. They began using this tool to produce student radio shows. Ultimately, these are just a few successful uses of this technology in education. 
Research Summary:


Upon reviewing the research available on podcasting, one will find that the majority of studies conducted have taken place at the postsecondary level. In 2007, Palitha Edirisingha, Chiara Rizzi, and Libby Rothwell, of the UK, conducted a study on using podcasting to support teaching and learning in an undergraduate English language and communication class. Essentially, podcasts were developed to provide students with support in learning content, studying skills, developing a portfolio and presentation skills. Learning with the support of podcasts was assessed qualitatively through student interviews and questionnaires. “Data analysis showed that podcasts were successful in supporting students’ preparation for assessed work, providing significant advice on portfolio and presentations. … Podcasts enriched the learning resources available for the module” (Edirisingha et al., 2007, pg. 99). Additionally, students enjoyed the convenience and flexibility of using podcasts; they could listen to them whenever and wherever they decided to. Podcasts made the learning highly adaptable for the students because they could learn at their own pace and make choices as to how they would conduct their learning. As a result of this study, a model was developed “for integrating podcasts in on-campus blended learning, and which can have potential applications in distance learning contexts” (Edirisingha et al., 2007, pg. 87).

Also in 2007, Grant Abt and Tim Barry conducted a study to analyze the impacts of integrating podcasting into an undergraduate exercise physiology module. Contrary to Edirisingha et al.’s study, these researchers wanted to analyze quantitative effects of using this educational technology tool. There were two groups, a podcast group and a control group; they were given a pretest before beginning the instructional session. Throughout the duration of a six-week instructional period, the podcast group listened to six podcasts; however, the control group received the same exact content in print form, without podcasts. After the six weeks transpired, both groups were tested using the same assessment. Data analysis revealed that the podcast group improved its grade by 46%, whereas the control group improved its grade by 43%. 

This study indicates that supplementary material delivered either in the form of a podcast or written transcript enabled the students to improve their knowledge of exercise physiology. The main finding of a mean ES of 0.19 (trivial effect) suggests that the use of podcasts in an undergraduate setting may not result in a worthwhile improvement in student achievement over-and-above the use of written material. (Abt & Barry, 2007)

Ultimately, this study revealed that various supplemental materials do have a positive impact on learning and achievement. Although the podcast group did have a slightly higher performance, it was not significant enough to influence a shift towards podcasting as the preferred medium for supplementary instruction; further research in the area is needed in order to acquire more quantitative data. Moreover, the researchers stated that it would be beneficial to have learners involved in the actual development and creation of podcasts, rather than having instructors make all of them. This would make the learning even more active, meaningful, and motivational for the learners.


University of South Carolina’s Lara Ducate and Lara Lomicka conducted a study in 2009, which “examined the effects of using podcasts to improve pronunciation in second language learning and how students’ attitudes changed toward pronunciation over the semester” (pg. 66). Unlike the previous studies, this one combined both instructor-created and student-created podcasts. Throughout the sixteen-week semester, the language students recorded a total of eight podcasts. In addition to listening to teacher-created podcasts, and creating their own podcasts, the students were also expected to listen to their peers’ podcasts and provide them with feedback based on set language pronunciation criteria. Podcasts and feedback were posted on student and class blogs. Data was analyzed quantitatively for this study. “The results of this study suggest that podcasting and repeated recordings alone are not enough to improve pronunciation over an academic semester” (Ducate & Lomicka, 2009, pg. 77). The researchers suggest that more needs to be added to the instruction in order for podcasts to have a greater impact on improving pronunciation. Podcasting should be used as a supplementary form of instruction in addition to “more focused and consistent pronunciation practice in class” (Ducate & Lomicka, 2009, pg. 77). In addition, after receiving feedback on podcasts, students should receive the support of a tutor in order to improve on areas of need revealed in the podcasts. 

Crispin Dale and Ghislane Povey also conducted a study where undergraduate students had to create their own podcasts. This study was conducted for a module called Heritage Management at the University of Wolverhampton in the UK. Their podcast had to be based on an attraction, which would be featured in a visitor guide for tourists. Ultimately, the university was looking to help learners build skills that would make them more marketable to prospective employers. This study was a qualitative study; students were required to maintain a blog of their experience throughout the production process, and they were also interviewed. A critical element in this study was student training in the use of this technology. Although many were familiar with podcasting, most had never created one of their own and were a bit intimidated at the onset of the project. This uneasiness, however, subsided once they became familiar with the process, and students were successful. 

The findings suggest that learner-generated content enables an enhanced learning experience to occur and is effective for assessing student learning. A broad range of theoretical and practical skills are developed that could promote a student’s potential employability. The students in the study acquired a skill that they can take to a prospective employer, which offers them added value as a candidate. Furthermore, the activity has empowered students to gain a deeper theoretical understanding of the subject matter. (Dale & Povey, 2009, pg. 122)
Essentially, this study provides further validation to educators who believe in the constructivist philosophy of instruction. When students are asked to participate actively in their learning and create their own meaning from this learning experience. Consequently, many students in this study were increasingly motivated because they were asked to participate in a meaningful and practical application of learning. 


Yet another study, which focused on learner-generated content, was that of Mark J.W. Lee, Catherine McLoughlin, and Anthony Chan at a university in England in 2008. This time, undergraduate students were asked to create weekly radio-style shows, via podcasts, for their peers. These shows were characterized by multiple students discussing important issues and content from the class. Consequently, these shows would help fellow students prepare for upcoming class discussions, and their confidence would increase because they had already been exposed to the key information in the shows. Greater confidence would yield increased participation during class. This study featured both qualitative and quantitative measures of analysis. 

The findings suggest that the collaborative development of audio learning objects enabling student conceptualizations of disciplinary content to be shred with peers is a powerful way of stimulating both individual and collective learning, as well as supporting social processes of perspective-taking and negotiation of meaning that underpin knowledge creation. (Lee et al., 2008, pg. 501)

Essentially, participating in cooperative learning activities to create a final product yields positive results and is beneficial in promoting meaningful learning experiences. Not only do these activities promote academic gains, but they also foster social gains. In this case, podcasting was the vehicle through which these students had the opportunity to synthesize and apply their learning.


Marco Lazzari, of the University of Bergamo in Italy, conducted a study in the 2005-2006 academic school year, which analyzed the effects of podcasting on academic achievement. More specifically, it looked at podcasting and its impacts on competitive agency in a class on multimedia communication and human-computer interaction. Students had the opportunity to use podcasts created by the university, and they also had the chance to create their own podcasts to support their learning. At this university, podcasts were used as a form of distance learning in order to supplement course materials for student who rarely attended class, as well as sources of review for other students in need of reinforcement and review prior to assessments. On the other hand, students were also expected to synthesize and apply their learning by creating their own podcasts for peers. Subsequently, these podcasts were also used as a form of summative assessment. Similar to the Lee et al. study, this one also featured a combination of both qualitative and quantitative data analysis. “Both quantitative and qualitative analysis of exam results, satisfaction surveys and interviews not only highlight the full time students’ involvement in podcast producing, but also that this involvement improves students’ performance, promotes cognitive elaboration, and enhances their critical thinking” (Lazarri, 2009, pg. 9). Moreover, full-time students achievement levels surpassed those of their peers in prior years. Ultimately, having students create their own podcasts plays a critical role on positively impacting achievement and motivation. 

Finally, this last study looked at student attitudes toward podcasting and their readiness to use this tool in their learning. This approach is quite different from those of the previous studies, which analyzed the impacts of podcasting on instruction and learning. Stephen M. Walls, John V. Kucsera, Joshua D. Walker, Taylor W. Acee, Nate K. McVaugh, and Daniel H. Robinson, investigated students’ perceptions of repetitive and supplemental podcasting. Repetitive podcasting involves recordings, which are listened to more than once in order to reinforce or review material. Supplemental podcasting involves recordings used to reinforce or add to material that has been covered. Again, the target group for this study was undergraduate students; however, this time they were from Texas in the spring semester of 2007. The podcasts were provided in both audio and video formats. Because the focus of this study was student attitudes, it was qualitative in nature, and the data was collected via questionnaires and interviews. Surprisingly, their data analysis implies “that students may not be as ready as we think they are for educational podcasting, either repetitive or supplemental forms” (Walls et al., 2009, pg. 375). Moreover, “ if mobile learning is an important mode of learning for students, we as educators may have to introduce not only digital media players, but also the association of using these devices for educational purposes and the technology of podcasting in general” (Walls et al., 2009, pg. 375). In other words, if tools such as podcasting are to be integrated as vehicles for instruction, educators need to provide adequate training in their use to students. Additionally, many students did not realize that podcasts could be used for instructional purposes. Instead, they were only used to these types of files being used for entertainment purposes, such as listening to music.  As with many other things in the field of education, one should not assume anything with regards to instruction and to one’s students. Prior to reading this study, one would assume that students would be ready for this technology in education; however, this research sheds a very different light on the matter. With regards to students’ overall attitudes toward podcasting and its impacts on their learning, they were on the positive end of the spectrum; they felt that podcasting did contribute in some way to their learning progress. Ultimately, however, their results did reveal “supplemental podcasting appears to serve as a valuable resource for students in the college classroom, which could provide enrichment to students beyond what a typical course and instructor can bring” (Walls et al., 2009, pg. 376). Thus, once again, a case is made in support of podcasting in education. 

Conclusion:


Clearly, podcasting is infiltrating education around the world as a tool to support and enhance learning across academic areas, particularly at the postsecondary level. Like many other technologies, podcasts offer a motivating medium for instruction. Increased motivation yields more active participation in learning and stronger retention of content over longer periods of time. Yet, based on the studies reviewed, there is still a strong need for further empirical research in the area of podcasting in education. Although there is strong potential for podcasting as an instructional tool, it needs to be explored further. Podcasting alone cannot take the place of strong instruction. Its implementation needs to be designed around strong instructional objectives and meaningful integration in order for its true impact on academic achievement to be determined. 

I see numerous opportunities for integration of this technology into my teaching, at the elementary school level. Not only can podcasting be used to deliver instruction, but it also offers another means for assessment of student learning, as well as opportunities for differentiation. Students can work collaboratively to create and present podcasts as culminating projects for units of study across academic areas. For instance, they can create commercials, songs, stories, news broadcasts, and poetry. Students can also use podcasting as a way to help work on and improve their fluency. This can be used in two ways. They can listen to podcasts of fluent reading, and then they can create their own podcasts, where they demonstrate their own fluency. In creating their own podcasts, they can monitor and assess their own progress in mastering various elements of fluent reading.

Additionally, this would be an excellent tool for Special Education teachers to incorporate into their teaching repertoires. For instance, ELL teachers could use this tool as a means to help students develop their language skills. By having ELL students create their own podcasts, they would be giving them a meaningful and validating chance to showcase their growing skills. A similar activity was done at Highland Elementary School and Crestwood Intermediate School. There, educators Karen McClain, Theresa Boyle, Margie Franks, Barb Komoff, and Annett Kratcoski, utilized podcasting as a means of frontloading content to their special needs students. Frontloading is a way of helping students access and build background knowledge and schema, as well as engage and motivate students. Essentially, frontloading involves introducing key vocabulary and concepts to learners prior to beginning a new unit of instruction so that they are better prepared to participate in the learning that is to come. Students were also given the opportunity to create their own podcasts to demonstrate new learning. After implementation of podcasting with Special Education students they concluded: “podcasting can play a powerful role in motivating students and supporting learning. We found podcasting to be an effective and innovative way to frontload new information for students who have learning difficulties, providing a scaffold to support understanding and comprehension” (McClain et al., 2007, pg. 45). 


Ultimately, podcasting is a valuable tool worthy of further exploration in terms of educational technology. Critical elements need to be meaningful integration, as well as appropriate teacher and student training in order for its successful implementation. Edirisingha et al. poignantly summarize: “If podcasting is to be successfully used and scaled up in educational contexts, we need empirically based guidelines and models built on ‘best practice’ and sound principles” (2007, pg. 88). As a third grade teacher, however, I would like to see further empirical research being conducted on the integration of podcasting as an educational tool, as well as on its implications on student achievement, at the elementary level. Wouldn’t it be great to fast-forward through the next few years in the field of educational technology and play back the new research on this highly versatile tool? Let the downloads begin!
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