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Introduction


In their article, iTunes University and the classroom: Can podcasts replace Professors? McKinney, Dyck and Luber investigate the question of “whether m-learning actually provides educational benefits, or at the very least, does not harm students that opt for a podcast instead of the actual in-class lecture" (2008, p. 617). There being a shortage of existing literature on the subject, this study offers valuable insight into the use of podcasts as educational tools and potential classroom substitutes; but its small sample group, failure to consider all possible variables, poor use of incentives and insufficient tracking of subjects throughout the experiment mean that further research is required in order to ensure the applicability of this article's claims to external populations.

Review of Background Research


Using the introduction of iTunes University as a starting point, this article aims to study the use of podcasts (portable voice-audio recordings) as a replacement for the traditional classroom learning environment. Reviewing research that goes as far back as 1980 (Kulik, Kulik and Cohen), the article finds a small but positive impact from computer-based instruction in education. In regard to the use of PowerPoint, it states that “students appear to generally have positive attitudes about the use of PowerPoint slides with lectures, and research indicates that PowerPoint slides can increase self-efficacy, organization and clarity, interest, and professor likeability” (Apperson, Laws, & Scepansky, 2006; Susskind, 2005), while results vis-à-vis evidence of educational effectiveness are mixed. The authors go on to explore the effectiveness of web-based courses. Once again, the article states that results are mixed, and cites various sources to back up the claim. McKinney et al. make the claim that note-taking may be one of the causes for the mixed results, and backs up the claim with cited research.

Because of the relatively recent introduction of the podcast, the article explains that very little research exists about it. The closest thing the authors found was a study that used recordings of lectures, though not on portable media (Stephenson, Brown, & Griffin, 2008), another study which used podcasts, but only for revision and not as lecture replacements (Evans, 2008), and a third where podcast-like (PowerPoint slides with audio clips) conditions were used (Cramer, Collins, Snider, and Fawcett, 2007). Among those three sources, results were again mixed, with the first study finding no benefit to the recorded lectures, and the latter two finding positive results for the use of audio lectures. It is finally explained that the aim of this study is to verify the efficacy of using podcast-format lectures as a replacement for a missed class. None of the aforementioned studies had that specific goal in mind.

Methods 


Participants in this study were psychology students from a small liberal arts college in New York State. McKinney et al. describe their study as being a "non-equivalent group, post-test only quasi-experimental design" (2008, p. 619). Simply put, this means that there was an experimental group and a control group, the participants did not participate in a pretest and the groups were not assigned randomly, rather, students self-selected into one of two groups. In order to determine if there were any relevant differences between the two groups, the experimenters analyzed the participants' GPA and SAT scores; no significant differences were found. The experimenters also attempted to determine whether or not mp3 player ownership could play a role in influencing the results. They found that 72% of the in-class lecture group owned mp3 players. In addition, only three participants in the entire experiment had ever downloaded any type of podcast. 


The first group (40 students) attended a live, 25-minute lecture on perception which included a PowerPoint slide-show. They also received a printed copy of the PowerPoint with four slides per page. The second group (40 students) also received the printed slides and they downloaded the same lecture as an enhanced podcast that was recorded using ProfCast software which allows the PowerPoint slides to be synchronized to the recorded audio of the lecture. Both groups filled out a questionnaire ( in order to collect information about demographics, study habits, mp3 player ownership, prior experience with educational podcasts) prior to their participation and both groups recorded their study habits over the week following the lecture. They were also told that the student with the top score on the exam would receive a $15 iTunes gift card. One week later, the students returned with their journals and any notes that they had taken and wrote an exam based on the lecture. The exam consisted of 50 objective-style questions typical of an exam format in a survey course. Each student submitted their notes and study journals to the experimenters prior to writing the exam. In all, 32 participants from the lecture condition and 34 from the podcast condition returned to write the exam. After the exam, students in the podcast condition were given a questionnaire asking about how they used the podcast and also what they were doing when they initially listened to the podcast. It also asked if they would prefer getting a podcast of a missed lecture or if they would prefer to get notes from a friend.

Results and Discussion


To obtain general information regarding mp3 player ownership and use as well as podcast use, all participating students completed a questionnaire. McKinney et al. found that 57 of the 66 participants owned mp3 players and listened for an hour a day. Only 3 of the 57 students had previously listened to a podcast and no students had listened to one of a classroom lecture. 


The 34 students who were in the podcast condition were asked further questions about their podcast use. The area that McKinney et al. were interested in was if the students’ mp3 players had video capabilities. They found that 18 participants did. They further questioned these students about their use of the accompanying PowerPoint presentation and found that all but one found that they could easily follow the presentation with the podcast. An interesting finding, given that none of the participants had ever listened to a podcast of a lecture, was that all participants indicated that they would prefer a podcast over lecture notes if they missed a class in the future.


The results of the 50 point exam found that the podcast group scored significantly higher than the lecture group. McKinney et al. found this surprising because the assumption is made that students who attend a lecture and take notes score the best on exams. Subjects were also requested to submit their PowerPoint notes pages. All students in the lecture group took notes but none took extensive notes. In the podcast group, 22 of the 34 students took notes and the majority of them, 21, took average or substantial notes.


The researchers also looked at how often students listened to the podcast and found that the majority of the students listened more than once. The average number of times the podcast was listened to was 2.56 times. It was also found that students most frequently listened to the podcast between 3pm and 8:55pm, likely because they were attending classes earlier.


Finally, McKinney et al. feel that further research into not just when but where students listen to lecture podcasts would reveal the true mobility of m-learning.

Conclusion


The study concludes that students who used the podcast did "significantly" better than the students who attended the lecture. The authors claim that this was unexpected because previous studies on the use of technology to assist learning typically have mixed results.


There are some factors that should be considered to appreciate the results of this study. Firstly, the podcast was treated as an alternative to using someone else's notes for a missed class; it was not considered an alternative to regular attendance. The podcast was used to replace the lecture, not add to it. 

Secondly, it is very important to look at how the students used the podcast. They were not told how to incorporate the podcast into their study regime, however those who listened to it more than once and took notes as they normally would enjoyed the advantage.

Thirdly, this was a small study and the authors acknowledge a need for further analysis. They suggest that future studies should look at how the podcast affects note-taking. They hypothesize that the podcast could help students take more thorough notes. Future studies should also examine if some courses are better suited to mobile learning than others, which the authors anticipate would be the case. Finally, though it was addressed in this study, the authors express a need for further examination of how the podcasts were used by the students, which they consider to be a key factor in their success. 

Analysis and Critique


The authors of this study go to great lengths to build a convincing case for the need to study their given issue. They cite various articles involving similar studies to demonstrate the need for research on this subject. They also explain the results of previous research articles in order to explore whether any relevant findings can be applied to their research. The overall result is a strong case for their research, as well as an interesting overview of previous research in the field.


Results were mixed for all the studies examined. In other words, none of the data gathered can be seen as definitive. What's more, none of the cited research in the introduction directly relates to podcasts used as portable lecture replacements. Therefore, while the date obtained may be representative of audio recordings in general, it may not apply to portable podcasts. Ultimately, that means that this research is warranted.


The experimenters were also clearly thoughtful in designing and implementing their study. However, there are some methodological issues that may have led to the results of the experiment being limited. The first methodological issue was that the sample size used by the experimenters was quite small; only 66 participants finished both parts of the experiment. The second, that they did not use incentives as well as they could have, and the third, that they did not track the participants well throughout the experiment.


The small sample size used in the experiment did not adversely affect the internal validity of the results (there definitely was a statistically significant difference between the two groups). Rather, the sample size may affect the degree to which the results of this study may be applied to university students in general. The incentives that were used to encourage participation (extra credit) and good performance (iTunes gift card) were a good idea, however, the problem with offering an iTunes card to the highest scores in each condition is that $15 may not have been very much of an incentive for all but the top 2-3 students in each condition. Even then, the gift card is only useful for those who use iTunes. People with mp3 players made by other companies would be unable to transfer any of their purchases to their mp3 players. Finally, due to the small size of the university where the study took place, it is possible that there was 'cross-contamination' of the groups as the students encountered and interacted with each other on campus. It does not appear that the experimenters anticipated or controlled for such interaction between the groups.


Furthermore, when presenting their results, the way that the authors organized the discussion and data was difficult to follow. It began with a nice clear heading for the mp3 information and then the exam results section included exam results, note taking and podcast listening habits (time of day and how often). These details could have been organized more clearly, for example, mp3 information; listening habits, note taking habits and exam results.


All in all, it is surprising that the authors were not expecting the results of the study to lean so far towards the podcast side. The assumption should be that students with access to the podcast would take the opportunity to listen to it more than once and take better notes. That this was indeed the case, and that those students did better on the exam, should therefore not have been unexpected. Essentially the conclusions serve to legitimize the benefits of podcasts in education, thus setting the stage for further studies. For the purposes of Distance Education (DE), it would be beneficial to explore the use of podcasts on a longer term basis.


Overall, the article “iTunes University and the classroom: Can podcasts replace Professors?” by Dani McKinney, Jennifer L. Dyck and Elise S. Luber is awarded 2 on a scale where 1 is best and 5 is worst.


Given the obvious advantages found in this study to the uses of podcasts as educational tools, educators in the field of DE would be wise to consider their use as a teaching method, or at the very  least as a supplement to other means of teaching.
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