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Foreword

I’m not sure what it is about Bart Farkas and forewords, but the last time I penned one of these things, it was in the guise of Michel Nostradamus, the 16th century’s all-seeing, dyspeptic monk, in the first pages of Bart’s and my book, The Macintosh Bible Guide to Games. Rib-tickling as that foreword was, we sold something like a baker’s dozen worth of the book. Given TMBGtG’s less-than-stellar sales, I’m shocked that Bart would risk opening this book with yet another inane foreword penned by yours truly.

Ah, well, such is the ill-considered good nature of your typical Canadian.

The difference between that book and this one, of course, is that—unbeknownst to us at the time—computer gaming was on the wane, whereas the subject of this book has barely begun its assured meteoric rise. With Bart’s Secrets of Podcasting, you’re getting in on the ground floor of the electrifying new technology known as podcasting.

The author will go into greater detail on the subject, but allow me to dip my oar in as well and say that podcasting is A Big Deal. It’s going to profoundly change the way you consume news and entertainment, as well as give a voice to those who normally work well outside the bounds of traditional media. Follow the techniques in this book, and one of those voices may even be yours.

One of the benefits of writing forewords is that you have the opportunity to read the book while it’s still in utero—long before some befuddled crank on Amazon issues a one-star rating because he’s disappointed that the book fails to address the intimate workings of Orvis’s Vortex VO2 Fly Reel. I’ve taken the time to read the book, and I assure you, you’re getting the goods. Not only does Bart clearly show you how to bring podcasts into your life (and onto your computer and portable music player), but he also tells you all you need to know to create a quality (and, one hopes, compelling) podcast of your own. Along the way, he speaks with individuals who are creating today’s best podcasts and passing along their insights on how to do it right.

You’re in good hands. Enjoy the book. Discover podcasts that stir you. And if the spirit moves you, make some of your own.

I’ll be listening.

—Christopher Breen

Editor in chief, Playlistmag.com

Author of Secrets of the iPod and iTunes


Chapter 1. Podcasting Basics

Wouldn’t it be nice to be able to listen to radio programs, audiobooks and magazines, and alternative broadcasting on your own time? Heck, it might even be nice to make your very own broadcasts that others could listen to and enjoy. If you have ever been interested in such a concept, the wait is over. In fact, the wait has been over for a little more than a year now, but the speed at which podcasting is becoming entrenched as a legitimate broadcast medium and the unbelievable rate of its evolution make it seem like podcasting has been around a lot longer than it really has.

The revolution continues, and it’s not just gaining steam; it’s beginning to steamroll other forms of information delivery, causing large ripples in the ponds of radio, television, and even publishing. Podcasting, as it has become known, is a new and exciting form of Web-based (that’s World Wide Web–based) broadcasting. This chapter takes a look at just what podcasting is, where it came from, and what effect it has had on media distribution and the public’s listening habits since its creation.

What Is Podcasting?

In a nutshell, podcasting is a World Wide Web–based form of broadcasting that allows anyone with a computer and/or a digital media device to download and listen to content. Formed by the combination of the words iPod and broadcasting, podcasting involves the creation of “radio” shows that are not intended to be broadcast over Marconi’s invention. Indeed, these podcasts can be downloaded and enjoyed only through access to the World Wide Web. Podcasts can be enjoyed via a media player on your computer (such as RealPlayer or Windows Media Player), or they can be uploaded directly to your digital media device (such as an iPod) for enjoyment any time and anywhere.

Recently, a new kind of podcast has arisen: video podcasting (or, as it’s sometimes called, vodcasting). Video podcasting was around in the early days, but video podcasts could be viewed only on home computers using Windows Media Player or QuickTime (or similar software). With the release of Apple’s very popular video iPod, however, as well as Creative’s Zen Vision, the floodgates were opened for video podcasts, and as a result, an increasing number of podcasts are being produced as video content. This shift has already altered the podcasting landscape significantly, pushing some podcast creators to make video versions of their podcasts to complement their standard audio content.

Over the past few years, sales of digital music, photo, and digital video devices such as Apple’s iPod line, MP3 players, and even cell phones and Palm Pilots have been soaring to new heights. Indeed, these devices have been finding their way into the pockets and purses of a wide cross-section of the North American public. With these gadgets becoming increasingly cosmopolitan, it was perhaps inevitable that a mass movement away from standard media broadcast methods would occur. After all, what’s on the radio might not be what the customer wants to hear at any given time, and the majority of digital media devices don’t even have built-in radios. Enter the podcast.

The concept is simplicity itself: Allow users to listen to (or watch) exactly what they want, when they want, and where they want. With today’s world becoming progressively crammed with tasks ranging from doing the dishes to taking the kids to karate class, the ability to time-shift information is increasingly desirable. On the other side of the coin are the folks who want to produce podcasts. With little more than a computer, a microphone, and some freeware (or shareware), anyone can produce an audio podcast on any topic under the sun. Producing a video podcast requires a little more gumption, but not so much that any Joe Blow can’t create one in the confines of his den or office.

It’s a new medium, to be sure, and it is still in its formative years, but podcasting and its variants are here to stay. From large corporations looking for new ways to get their programs heard or their ideas across, to home-brewed shows covering diverse topics ranging from sports to wine tasting to marital issues and beyond, podcasting is proving that it has the power and flexibility to reshape the media landscape. As the Web site Podcast Alley (Figure 1.1) says, “Free the Airwaves!”



Figure 1.1. Podcast Alley (www.podcastalley.com) is one of the best places to look for the hottest podcasts of all shapes and sizes.
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How It Works

The cutting edge of podcasting involves a set of rules known as RSS (Really Simple Syndication). RSS allows podcast content to be syndicated instantly on the World Wide Web for download and use by anyone who has an interest in listening to it (or watching it, in the case of video podcasts). By using RSS, the creator of a podcast can make his or her material available to anyone in the world (who has access to the Internet) within a matter of minutes.

With the evolution of RSS and associated technologies, podcasting becomes analogous to a TiVo for audio broadcasts of all kinds. Once syndicated, a podcast is disseminated over the World Wide Web to anyone who has subscribed to that content. Via RSS, podcasts are downloaded to a user’s computer and can be uploaded to a digital media player the next time it is connected to the computer. Soon, digital media players will have wireless connectivity, allowing podcast content to be streamed to these players in much the same way that laptop computers connect to wireless networks in airports and coffee shops the world over.

Although this process may sound complicated and cumbersome, it really isn’t. Thanks to incredibly versatile and user-friendly software like Apple’s iTunes, iPodder, and video-specific programs like TVTonic (Figure 1.2), the process of enjoying podcasts plays out like a soft Jamaican breeze.



Figure 1.2. TVTonic is a Windows-only, Web-based video podcast aggregator that allows you to manage all your video podcasts easily in one handy location.
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Although syndication is probably the most popular way of obtaining podcasts, there are other ways to get your hands on these audio and video gems without committing to daily or weekly content. Many podcasts are available as one-time downloads or as streaming content from podcasting Web sites (the number of which is sure to mushroom even while this book is at the printer), giving you the option of sampling small bites rather than ordering a four-course meal.

Technically speaking, any media event that is played on a digital media device such as an iPod or other MP3 player is a podcast. Indeed, many weekly magazines, radio shows, and even television shows (such as “The Charlie Rose Show”) are available for download in MP3 format for use on digital media devices or home computers. As one might expect, many of these commercial ventures are associated with some small cost, but that is just one small area of the podcasting realm. In fact, 99 percent of all podcast content has no cost associated with it other than the necessary audio hardware and computer/Internet connection.

Why Podcast?

The answer to the above question is simple: Podcasting is so incredibly simple, especially compared with getting your own FCC license, that virtually anyone with a personal computer and an Internet connection can produce a show that could potentially be heard by tens of thousands of people. In the United States alone, where freedom of speech is set forth as one of the founding pillars of society, one does not have to take a large leap of faith to imagine that the podwaves are filling with interesting, offensive, humorous, and often inane chatter.

You may ask, ”Who is podcasting?” That question can be answered very simply: Everyone is podcasting. Figure 1.3, for example, shows the conversational portion of a musical podcast from Tree House Concerts (see the interview with Tree House Concerts in Chapter 3). By everyone, I mean people from all geographic locations and all walks of life, and that number is growing by leaps and bounds. Between the first and second editions of this book, the number of podcasts available more than doubled.



Figure 1.3. A preperformance podcast interview in progress at Tree House Concerts (www.treehouseconcerts.org).
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Photo courtesy of Tree House Concerts

If the Internet ushered in a revolution in information dissemination, podcasting has done the same for the audio and video formats. Podcasting is the metaphorical saw that cuts through the chains of radio and television, be they satellite radio, old-fashioned AM/FM radio broadcasts, or network television stations.

The following is a short list of the sorts of topics that are routinely discussed in podcasts available today:

• Wine connoisseurship

• Husband-and-wife relationships

• Suburban life

• Macintosh technical issues

• Geek news

• Science fiction

• Comedy

• How-to shows

• Sports

• Skepticism

• UFOs

• Music shows of all genres

Needless to say, this list could go on and on. And on. The number of podcasts is growing exponentially, and by the time you read this book, there likely will be a podcast for nearly every subject that could come to mind (if there isn’t already). If you can think of a subject that isn’t covered, you’ve found your niche to start podcasting in yourself!

Commercial Podcasting

For existing radio networks, individual radio stations, and even television stations, the move to podcasting is an obvious one. These outlets quickly realized that there was a market for their programming to be disseminated in the form of MP3 or AAC files for audio, and MP4 or QuickTime files for video, so that individuals could enjoy them on their own time. And while the listener/viewer has control over whether she listens to or watches any advertisements during the program, the exposure can only serve to aid in the growth of a fan base for any program. As a result, an increasing number of media outlets are making podcasts available to the public from their Web sites. A trip to ESPN’s Web site, for example, shows an area specifically for podcasts (Figure 1.4).



Figure 1.4. Most Web sites now include specific areas for podcasting.

[image: Image]

Also, several Web sites, including Apple Computer’s iTunes Music Store and Audible.com’s online store (Figure 1.5), sell commercial podcasts of periodicals such as Scientific American magazine and newspapers such as The Wall Street Journal. The cost of these podcasts is often less than that of the publications on the newsstand, and they can be purchased through subscription, much like any magazine or newspaper. As time goes on, we can expect nearly every magazine to be available in this format, allowing readers everywhere to get in their reading while riding a bike or driving a car.



Figure 1.5. Audible.com’s Web site sells audiobooks and also commercial podcasts of popular television and radio shows.
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The Podcasting Echo

Exactly what mark podcasting will make on the world is a chapter that is as yet unwritten, although it’s clear that podcasting is here to stay. Still, despite the fact that podcasting is in its infancy, we don’t need a crystal ball to see that the whirlwind surrounding it today will most likely stir up the sand in several established sandboxes. Let’s take a look at what areas are being affected, directly or indirectly, by the rise of podcasting:

Conventional radio. Perhaps the one area that might be most affected by podcasting, traditional radio has a lot to lose. In today’s world, most of the people who listen to radio do so in their cars. With an increasing number of cars coming with MP3 players or Apple iPod connections, the ability for a driver to listen to podcast material rather than advertisement-laden radio broadcasts is on the increase. The effects of this on radio are already apparent, with many radio programs offering podcast versions of their shows via station Web sites.
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There are also products on the market that effectively turn any radio broadcast into a podcast. Griffin Technology’s radio SHARK (www.griffintechnology.com), for example, will capture any AM or FM radio broadcast and automatically export an MP3 file to iTunes so that the program will be loaded directly onto your iPod the next time you connect it to your computer.




Satellite radio. With less to lose than conventional radio (because satellite radio doesn’t include advertising), satellite radio is still in a flat position because its content is available only at set times. Podcasts are available at any time. It’s clear that satellite radio providers have seen the podcasting revolution coming and that they are taking steps to embrace podcasting, rather than rallying the troops to fight it. Sirius Satellite Radio, in fact, hired Adam Curry to do a new show called “Adam Curry’s PodShow” on its network (although Curry still creates his usual podcast, “The Daily Dose”). Sirius also has a special Web page, Sirius Podcast Central (Figure 1.6), featuring various Sirius shows that are available in podcast format.



Figure 1.6. Sirius Satellite Radio has a special Web page to go along with its podcast guru show, “Adam Curry’s PodShow.”
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Internet radio. Internet radio is perhaps the safest of the radio media because software already exists that allows the user to time-shift Internet radio shows. The downside to Internet radio is that it is primarily intended to be listened to on a computer and, as such, doesn’t have the mobility of a podcast.

Celebrity. In less than a year of official existence, the podcast has already created celebrity. Of course, Curry (former MTV veejay) is the face of iPodder and podcasting in general, but the hosts of the most popular podcasts are also beginning to achieve some measure of celebrity—Dawn Miceli and Drew Domkus of “The Dawn and Drew Show,” for example. It’s only a matter of time before a podcaster makes the jump from podcasting to mainstream popularity on television or in network radio. Indeed, Curry has already done that with his deal on Sirius Satellite Radio, but he was already a celebrity of sorts before getting into podcasting.

Television. In the early days, television didn’t have a great deal to fear from podcasting, but those days are past. With the significant sales of video-based digital media players, and with Apple’s inclusion of network television shows in the iTunes Music Store, television has been thrust into the podcasting realm whether it likes it or not. As of this writing, the video podcasting experiment has been a huge success, and Apple is constantly adding television content to its store for those with video iPods (or those who like to watch in iTunes on their home computers) to enjoy. Apple sells network television shows for $1.99 per episode and now offers a Season Pass option for an entire season of a show at a discounted rate. Talk-based shows like “The Charlie Rose Show” and “BBC News Hour” are available on commercial services like Audible.com (www.audible.com), but increasingly, television shows are being offered for those with the capability of watching them on portable media devices.



A Tiny Screen: Is It Worth It?

The video iPod (Figure 1.7) has a 2.5-inch screen. I own one of these, and the question I’m most frequently asked is “Can you even watch a show with a screen that small?” The answer is a qualified “Yes.”This is not the way you want to watch television or movies on a regular basis, but when you find out that your flight is canceled, and there is going to be yet another 3-hour layover in a depressing airport somewhere, being able to pull out a video iPod (or other such device) and watch a few episodes of a favorite TV show is a welcome ability. Sure, the screen is small, but you get used to it very quickly, and you forget the size of the screen as the show pulls you in.



Figure 1.7. Video iPods offer users the ability to watch television shows right on their iPods for a nominal cost.
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Advertising. The obvious problem for advertisers lies in placing advertising in a medium that prides itself on freedom: freedom of ideas, freedom from advertisers’ pressure, freedom to say what they want. With podcasting’s increasing fan base, you can be sure that corporations will want to find a way to advertise, but it’s unclear whether the listeners will accept such a thing. Perhaps the most logical path will be for companies to sponsor the production of individual podcasts, thus attaching their names to successful podcasting endeavors.

Education. Although at one time, this concept was highly speculative, that speculation has become reality as university classes are increasingly digitally recorded and then made available on a Web site as podcast “notes.” Students can download the audio of that class and listen to it while they’re out drinking beer and eating pizza later that evening. The possibilities for education are huge, and as MP3 players and iPods become ubiquitous (in phones and PDAs, and as stand-alone players), the ability for education to take advantage of this information pathway is increased. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Duke University has embraced podcasting technology, so who knows what the future of education will be as it pertains to podcasting?

Book and magazine publishers. Perhaps at the forefront of podcasting (although some would argue that pay service isn’t true podcasting), Audible.com went online in late 1997 and was at the forefront of digital audio content delivery. Audible made its name by selling audio-books for use on the computer, CD player, or MP3 player, but since its inception, it has been on the cutting edge, offering everything from comedy shows to daily newspapers (in audio format). No doubt the success of Audible.com has spurred more publishers to produce audio versions of their books, thus changing the publishing landscape.

The legal system. Any time there is talk of digital content of any kind, legal ramifications start to rear their ugly heads. Although independent podcasts are free to the world, it’s only a matter of time before some conflict arises in this area. How and when are matters of opinion, but one has only to look at the music industry to see how ugly things can become. That said, let’s try to be optimistic. Perhaps the spirit of podcasting will prevail, and the medium will thrive without copyright-infringement lawsuits to bog it down.

Commerce. As mentioned previously, Web sites like Audible.com and Apple’s iTunes Music Store already sell what are essentially podcast versions of popular radio and television shows, as well as audio versions of periodicals. As podcasting continues to take off, one can imagine compact discs for sale with hundreds of podcasts in a sort of “Best of Podcasting 2006” compilation. No doubt we will see many changes in commerce and e-commerce as a result of podcasting’s entrance into the marketplace.

A Brief History of Podcasting

How can I write a history of something that has been around for just over a year? The answer to that question lies in the truism that just about nothing is created in a vacuum, and just as x-ray photography evolved from radiation tests, podcasting evolved from humbler beginnings. Podcasting’s roots actually are planted in the world of blogs (Web logs). Therefore, we must look first at the origin of the blog. Indeed, to see the genesis of podcasting, we have to go back—way back—to the mist-shrouded days of the 1980s.



[image: Image]

What is a blog? A blog, or Web log, is a World Wide Web page where content is added periodically and time- and date-stamped. These additions can be made by one or more people, including the general public. The content of a blog can range from diary entries to news items to opinions on world events. Today, some blogs contain links to podcasts—which isn’t surprising, considering that the roots of podcasting are firmly planted in blog soil. As an aside, the Merriam-Webster dictionary announced that by virtue of the number of online lookups, blog received its “Word of the Year” award in 2004. (For some reason, defenestration made No. 10 on the list.)




The home computer and Internet

Entire phone book–size books have been written about the history of the home computer and the Internet, and I’m pretty sure that you don’t want me to go down that road in a book about podcasting! That said, I’ll cut to the chase and just say that the current ubiquity of the home computer and nearly universal access to the Internet (in one form or another) are the structural underpinnings that make podcasting possible to begin with. Without this technology in millions of homes, this book wouldn’t have been written. ‘Nuff said.

The blog

While some people feel that the roots of blogging lie in the ashes of pen-pal relationships and ham-radio operation, let’s start with the computer culture of the 1980s. By the early ’80s, the personal computer was starting to take hold. Apple was still king (in terms of home computers), but others, such as IBM and Commodore, were making significant inroads as the years passed. By mid-decade, many computer users had modems, and they were using these modems to log on to bulletin boards (also known as BBs), e-mail lists, or online services such as GEnie and CompuServe (precursors of today’s AOL). Many aspects of these outlets and services were essentially early versions of Web logs. People could dial in with their modems, read new messages that had been posted by others, and then enter their own messages.

Clearly, the seeds of blogging were sown in the 1980s, but the real sprouting and growth of blogging occurred in the mid-1990s, paralleling the meteoric rise of the Internet and the World Wide Web. According to Wikipedia, the term Web log was coined in 1997 by Weblog pioneer Jorn Barger. By the eve of the turn of the century, Web log had melded into the single word blog, and the popularity of blogs started to skyrocket. Ultimately, a gentleman by the name of Dave Winer designed a way to inform users when their favorite blogs had been updated with new information, thus making blogging even more versatile and useful to the masses. Today, there are countless blogs, many of which have large followings, such as Jade Walker’s The Blog of Death, shown in Figure 1.8.



Figure 1.8. www.blogofdeath.com, the brainchild of Jade Walker, is typical of the modern blog. The Blog of Death is a very popular site for those interested in detailed obituaries of unique individuals who had an impact on our world.
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Audio blogging

Audio blogging was a variant of the blog that involved the posting of audio files rather than text in its entries. By all accounts, the audio blog was not a resounding success in terms of garnering the kind of worldwide attention that the blog had. Still, the audio blog existed, and files were usually offered in MP3 format, although occasionally, other Web-based formats, like Flash (Macromedia), would be used. It was from the underpinnings of audio blogging that podcasting arose.

In 2004, the RSS format was combined with aggregator software, essentially to check RSS-enabled Web pages for new audio content and keep users up to date on content. In English, that means that a combination of software programs came together to enable people to subscribe easily to audio content (podcasts) and have that content delivered directly to their home computers and, ultimately, their digital media devices (MP3 players).

The digital media player

With all the talk about Web logs, blogging, and audio blogging, it can be easy to forget that the digital media player, otherwise known as an MP3 player (Figure 1.9) or iPod (Figure 1.10), also played a key role in the sudden rise and popularity of podcasting. The lineage of today’s digital media players can be traced back to the venerable Sony Walkman from the late ’70s. A play-only cassette tape machine, the Walkman was small enough that it could be taken virtually anywhere, and it became a huge hit, selling around 3 million units in its first 3 years of sales. (By comparison, Apple has moved more than triple that amount of iPods in a similar timeframe.)



Figure 1.9. A Samsung YP-Z5 MP3 player.

[image: Image]



Figure 1.10. Apple’s iPods, like this iPod nano, have taken the world by storm, capturing the vast majority of the market.
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Photo courtesy of Apple Computer, Inc

From the Walkman sprouted plenty of competition, including cassette tape players with radios included. These devices ultimately shrank to near the size of the cassette tapes themselves. In the mid-1980s, the compact disc (CD) hit the market and took it by storm. It wasn’t long before portable CD players showed up, and these, too, progressed from relatively bulky devices to very slim and elegant designs that were not much larger than the CDs themselves.

By 1998, the MP3 format was being used to play music on computers (with the help of a piece of software called WinAmp), and during that same year, the first viable MP3 player emerged on the market. Early MP3 players were flash memory–based (meaning that they had a small, fixed amount of space to hold music), but by late 1999, hard drive–based MP3 players also started to appear. The market for MP3 players was very fragmented until Apple Computer released the first iPod in October 2001.

The iPod has been nothing short of a resounding success, and in the few short years since the iPod’s introduction, Apple has gained control of more than 90 percent of the hard drive–based player market and 80 percent of the total MP3 player market. With Apple’s dominance and cultural influence with regard to MP3 players, it’s no wonder that the term podcasting includes a reference to the iPod.

MP3 players today include software that makes moving music and other audio files from the Internet to computer to player very simple. Apple’s iTunes software significantly affected the simplicity of all vendors’ software in this manner, making podcasting easier for the average user. In the past few months, several companies (including Apple and Creative) have released video-capable digital media devices. In Apple’s case, the device was the video iPod, while Creative introduced the Zen Vision. Both of these products are excellent and allow users to watch video wherever they want. With the huge success of video in the iTunes Music Store, we can expect to see plenty more video-ready digital media players hitting the market in the coming year.

The MP3 file

The MP3 file was developed in Germany by Dieter Seitzer and Karlheinz Brandenburg at a company called Fraunhofer-Gesellschaft and at the University of Erlangen. The MP part of MP3 refers to the MPEG roots of MP3 compression. MPEG stands for Moving Picture Experts Group, which was established in 1988 to set standards for digital encoding. Developed and perfected in the mid-1990s, the MP3 format, which stands for MPEG Audio Layer 3, became the standard for digital audio compression worldwide.

MP3 compression is necessary because CD-quality audio files are extremely large—too large, in fact, to fit on digital players of the day. An average song on a CD might consist of 30 MB to 40 MB of information, while that same song in MP3 format could be whittled down nearly tenfold—to 3.5 MB or 4 MB—with minimal quality loss. Obviously, without the MP3 format, the rise of small digital media devices would have been cost prohibitive and unrealistic.

As another piece of the puzzle, the MP3 format is one of the key elements of the rise of the podcasting phenomenon (among many other things). Although the MP3 format has been eclipsed by AAC (the format Apple uses on its iPods), it is still a viable and frequently used compression method for all Web-based audio content.

The MP4 file

The MP4 format (MPEG-4, for Moving Pictures Expert Group-4) was introduced in 1998. MP4 incorporates various portions of other MPEG standards and is designed specifically for video playback. MP4 files are the standard files for such players as Apple’s video iPod, Creative’s Zen Vision:M, and iRiver’s U10. The MP4 format allows for creating video files for portable video players, for burning files onto CD-ROM for home computer use, and also for streaming files over the Internet. In short, the MP4 format is the de facto standard for video podcasting.

Podcasting is born

And so with home computers, the Internet, blogging, audio blogging, the MP3 and MP4 formats, and digital media players all coming together in a roundabout way, the wonder that is podcasting was born. Without all these elements coming together in just the right way, podcasting as we know it now might not even exist. The connections among all these diverse technologies could be examined in much deeper detail, but for now, it will suffice to say that podcasting exists. Hooray!



What’s in a Name?

Why is podcasting called podcasting and not digital delivery or MP3casting? Well, the emergence of the dominant digital media device has a great deal to do with it. With somewhere around 90 percent of the hard drive–based MP3 player market, Apple’s iPods have taken the niche by storm. It’s arguable that iPods are a cultural phenomenon and an embodiment of a generation’s zeitgeist. With tens of millions of iPods hitting the streets in just a few years of sales (in the fiscal quarter January–March 2006 alone, it was reported that Apple sold 8.8 million iPods), who can argue? For the record, Dannie Gregoire of Louisville, Kentucky, is widely credited with coining the term podcast. Who knows—without this gentleman, we might have ended up with a lame moniker such as Intercasting!





Chapter 2. Jumping In

OK, so now you know what a podcast is, where it came from, and what sorts of technologies had to come together to make it possible. What’s next? Well, you may be champing at the bit to create your own audio or video podcast, but before I show you the ropes on that, I suggest that you learn a little more about the podcasting universe in general.

This chapter examines the various programs that scour the Internet for podcasts of all kinds, allowing you to get just the right podcasts for you. This section also touches on podcasting content, resources, commercial podcasting, Internet and traditional radio, television and streaming video, and computer and digital music device (MP3 players) podcast players for both audio and video podcasts. By the time you finish this chapter, the art of downloading and enjoying podcasts will be second nature.
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When podcasting is mentioned from here on out, please note that video podcasting and audio podcasting are included in my definition of podcasting, so I am referring to both audio and video podcasting unless one type is specifically mentioned.




Getting Started

As mentioned in Chapter 1, podcasts can be found all over the World Wide Web in multiple forms, from audio blogs to daily newspapers (in audio form) to celebrity interviews and video “shows.” The majority of podcasts, however, are home-brewed gems put together by everyday people in an effort to educate, entertain, or even offend. This section examines how to get your hands on just the right podcasts for you and helps you decide which software best suits your needs. Although the early days of podcasting featured a slew of programs that more or less did one or two things each, now the main pieces of software are refined multifunctional tools that allow you to manage most every aspect of podcasting in one convenient place.

Podcast aggregators (podcatching software)

The software that goes out and grabs podcasts for you is known as an aggregator. An aggregator scours the Web for the exact kind of content (podcasts) you have told it to look for. Many of these programs will go out and get the material at night (or whenever you tell it to), delivering the content to your desktop, iPod, or other MP3 player while you sleep. Because many broadband Internet connections are in an always-on state, aggregator software takes advantage of this situation, grabbing content around the clock.

Aggregators are available for Macintosh computers, Windows PCs, Unix/Linux systems, and handheld devices such as PDAs and SmartPhones.
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Aggregator is the technical term for a piece of software that collects and downloads podcasts, but the more friendly way to refer to it is to use the term podcatcher. In this book, aggregator and podcatcher are used interchangeably.
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Many great pieces of software are out there to help you capture podcasts, but for the beginner, I recommend two products. For the Macintosh, I suggest iTunes. For Linux and handheld devices, I suggest iPodder. For Windows, I recommend HappyFish and iPodder (and, of course, iTunes for Windows). Starting out with these programs will ensure a smooth entry into the world of capturing and enjoying podcasts.




BashPodder
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Required Software: Xdialog (Mac only)

OS Requirement: Mac OS X, Linux

Price: Freeware

BashPodder (http://linc.homeunix.org:8080/scripts/bashpodder; Figure 2.1) is a very simple (only 44 lines of code) aggregator that was designed primarily to work with Linux but works with Mac OS X as well. Basically, all BashPodder does is download MP3 files that are specified in an RSS feed. If you are not familiar with Linux and programming in general, I recommend that you set aside BashPodder, despite its power and simplicity, until you’ve learned more about tweaking scripts in Linux.



Figure 2.1. BashPodder is a very simple Mac/Linux option for grabbing podcasts.
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On the Macintosh, BashPodder requires Xdialog, a program that allows command-line interfaces to appear in dialog boxes rather than just as lines of text in a window.




FeederReader
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Required Software: Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1, Microsoft ActiveSync

OS Requirement: Windows Mobile

Price: Freeware ($9 donation requested)

FeederReader is a full-featured podcatcher for RSS feeds for the Pocket PC crowd running Windows Mobile. One key difference between many home computers and handheld devices like Pocket PCs is that the latter are not always connected to the Internet, which somewhat limits their ability to update podcasts frequently. Despite this limitation, FeederReader (www.feederreader.com; Figure 2.2) does an excellent job of managing podcasting feeds for Windows Mobile users.



Figure 2.2. FeederReader is a full-featured RSS aggregator for those who use Windows Mobile on Pocket PCs and similar devices.
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FeederReader can be configured to update podcasts only when it is connected to the Internet (obviously) and download the content as quickly as possible so that it can be stored for later use from the Pocket PC. Although FeederReader can be used by the beginner podcast enthusiast, its in-depth functionality and ability to show error messages and scripts in detail make it a better choice for the more seasoned podcast listener.

Following are some of FeederReader’s features:

• Can be stored directly on a flash memory card

• Can handle a large number of feeds

• Provides detailed error messaging

• Keeps statistics on all loaded files

• Supports OPML (Outline Processor Markup Language) import and export

HappyFish
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Required Software: Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1

OS Requirement: Windows 2000 or XP

Price: Freeware

HappyFish, shown in Figure 2.3, is the brainchild of Will Corum and Danny Boyd, and was designed as an RSS enclosure aggregator (see the note in this section). HappyFish is a very user-friendly piece of software that works on Windows-based PCs and that can be downloaded from http://thirstycrow.net/happyfish/default.aspx.



Figure 2.3. HappyFish is a solid choice for a Windows PC podcatcher.

[image: Image]



[image: Image]

An RSS enclosure can be any file from a movie to a picture to news headlines to audio files such as podcasts. When I refer to RSS enclosures, I am speaking of files that are put out on the Internet for anyone to access and download.




I should note, however, that for HappyFish to work properly, you must have Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1 running on your machine. This is a piece of background software that is published by Microsoft and is available from its Web site. The HappyFish Web site also contains a link to the Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1 site for your convenience.

HappyFish is an excellent one-stop podcatcher for a Windows PC, giving the user plenty of flexibility, including the following features:

• The ability to add an unlimited number of feeds

• Control over when and how often feeds are checked for new material

• The ability to have multiple devices updated (with different content) from the same PC

• The ability to catalog content so that you can see what’s available and choose what to download rather than downloading everything there, which can save on bandwidth considerably

• An easy-to-use interface

• A built-in Web browser, making it easy to obtain RSS feed addresses without leaving the HappyFish program

iPodder 2.1
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Required Software: None (iTunes suggested)

OS Requirement: Mac OS X 10.2.3 or later, Windows 2000 or XP, Linux

Price: Freeware

iPodder (www.ipodder.org; Figure 2.4), created by Adam Curry and Dave Winer, is arguably the program that got the whole podcasting ball rolling in the first place. iPodder was the aggregator of choice until Apple added a podcasting feature set to iTunes; even so, iPodder is still a popular and powerful podcatcher.



Figure 2.4. iPodder, the grand-daddy of podcatchers, has evolved into an elegant and useful program. The Windows version is shown here.
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iPodder is a small program designed simply to download audio files from selected podcasts to your computer, an MP3 player, or an iPod, and is packaged in a way that makes it accessible to all users.

The Macintosh version of iPodder, shown in Figure 2.5, is more pleasing visually than its Windows counterpart, but underneath the facades, these two siblings function in much the same way.



Figure 2.5. The Macintosh version of iPodder is also a solid performer.
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Current Mac iPodder specifications: If you want to run iPodder, you need to have a Mac that is capable of running Mac OS X 10.3 or later.




iPodder offers the following handy features:

• The ability to feed subscriptions manually or automatically. (Note that iPodder has a default channel that introduces you to several podcasts and podcast directories, instantly giving you access to a world of podcasts.)

• The ability to check for new podcasts manually or to schedule specific times.

• The ability to hide in the background while it completes its searching and downloading functions.

• Automatic downloading of podcasts to your MP3 player.

• Automatic downloading of podcasts to iTunes (Windows or Mac) and your iPod (if that is your player of choice).

iPodder.NET
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Required Software: Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1

OS Requirement: Windows 2000 or XP

Price: Freeware

iPodder.NET (http://ipoddernet.sourceforge.net; Figure 2.6) is a simple Windows-based aggregator that is very simple and no-frills in nature but nonetheless gets the job done.



Figure 2.6. iPodder.NET is a simple podcatcher for Windows PCs.
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Like HappyFish, iPodder.NET requires that Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1 be installed on your Windows 2000 or Windows XP machine before you can even install it.

In its current incarnation, iPodder.NET is designed to work with iTunes (the PC version, of course), ferrying all downloaded podcasts into the iTunes library, from where they can be transferred to the user’s iPod.

Once it’s installed and running, iPodder.NET actually functions in the background, and as such, it may appeal to those who don’t want to have to open and close a program repeatedly to complete aggregator tasks. iPodder.NET sits in the system tray, which in most Windows configurations is near the date-and-time area. When you right-click the program’s icon in the system tray (Figure 2.7) and choose Options from the shortcut menu, the iPodder.NET Configuration panel appears.



Figure 2.7. The iPodder.NET icon is a small black lemon on a blue background with a pair of iPod headphones on it. Right-click this icon to get at the Configuration panel.
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This panel is very simple. Cut and paste the feeds you desire into the Add Feed box and then click the Retrieve Now! button to gather up all the podcasts from that feed. In the top-right corner is a spot to set the refresh time for iPodder.NET to check the feeds for new material; you can set this option from 1 minute to 999 minutes.

Once the feeds are in place, there is no need to open the iPodder.NET application and fool with anything. Indeed, the podcasts go directly to iTunes or to a specified folder on the hard drive, and everything happens in the background. To add a new feed, you need only right-click the icon in the system tray to open the iPodder.NET Configuration panel; otherwise, the program runs entirely in the background.

iPodder.NET is not flashy, but it certainly gets the job done, especially for those using Apple’s free iTunes software to manage their audio files.

iTunes 6.0.4
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Required Software: None

OS Requirement: Mac OS 10.2.8 or later, Windows 2000 or XP

Price: Free

For those using the more than 40 million iPods (this number grows by more than a million every month that passes), Apple’s iTunes (www.apple.com/itunes; Figure 2.8) is the software they are most likely using to manage their digital music and book libraries. The program also provides a portal directly to the iTunes Music Store, allowing users to purchase songs for 99 cents a pop and books for varying prices. In late June 2005, however, Apple announced the release of iTunes 4.9, with a built-in podcast aggregator that gives you access to thousands of free podcasts, ranging from ABC News to Penn Jillette to Al Franken to the hottest podcasts burning up the charts at any given time. Adding a podcast aggregator (podcatcher) to arguably the most complete and functional of the digital audio organizers makes perfect sense, and Apple has risen to the occasion.



Figure 2.8. The Windows version of iTunes is similar to its Macintosh counterpart.
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What makes iTunes special is that for users of Apple’s iPods, it’s truly an all-in-one solution. For Macintosh users, iTunes ties in with iPhoto, iMovie, GarageBand, and iWeb, but even as a stand-alone product, iTunes rules the roost. iTunes brings together Internet radio, your library of music, audiobooks, podcasts, video podcasts, the iTunes Music Store, and other video content (such as music videos or home movies), all in one easy-to-use place (Figure 2.9). It’s an impressive collection of inter-locking parts that make navigating the digital-media realm a simple exercise.



Figure 2.9. The Source list in iTunes shows all the various sources of content available to you.

[image: Image]

As of this writing, iTunes is up to version 6.0.4. To access podcasts you already have stored in iTunes, simply click the Podcasts icon directly below the Library icon in the iTunes Source list.

iTunes 6.0.4 also allows you to set the usual parameters, such as how often iTunes checks for new episodes of your favorite podcasts and how many episodes of each podcast to keep, as well as preferences for how these podcasts are transferred (or not) to your iPod(s).
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The Macintosh software suite iLife ’06—iTunes, GarageBand, iDVD, iMovie, iPhoto, and iWeb—allows for the creation of video and/or audio podcasts as well as the publication of those podcasts. The great part is that iLife ’06 is an all-in-one solution that allows the user to create a podcast and get it out there for the world to hear/watch in a matter of minutes. Check out Chapter 5 to see how to publish your podcast using iWeb.




jPodder
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Required Software: Java version 1.4 or later

OS Requirement: Windows 98, 2000, or XP; Linux

Price: Freeware

One of the early entries in the aggregator software derby, jPodder (www.jpodder.com; Figure 2.10) is a solid candidate with a very full set of features. Installing jPodder can be a bit of a headache, however, because it requires that you have Java version 1.4 or later. That said, the software bundle contains all the information you need to install all the requisite software and program files to get yourself up and running on your Linux box or Windows PC.



Figure 2.10. jPodder is a capable and useful podcatcher for the Linux and Windows crowds.
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jPodder has a very complete feature set, including the ability to incorporate detailed information (such as images, artist information, and bit-rate data) about each podcast or file. Here is the feature set for jPodder:

• Because it is Java-based, jPodder can be installed on multiple systems.

• jPodder has a built-in user manual.

• On a Windows PC, jPodder can sit in the system tray (like iPodder.NET) to work in the background.

• Subscription feeds can be given detailed information.

• The program has drag-and-drop functionality.

• jPodder includes a built-in media player.

• The program supports transfers to iTunes and WMP (Windows Media Player).

Nimiq
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Required Software: Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1 or later

OS Requirement: Windows 2000 or XP

Price: Donation

Nimiq (www.nimiq.nl) is another solid podcast aggregator for the Windows PCs of the world. Like many of the other PC aggregators, Nimiq requires that Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1 or later be installed on your machine before you can install and run it. That said, installing Nimiq and getting the podcasting ball rolling are a breeze, although the feature set is somewhat limited compared with those of its contemporaries.

Nimiq has two main sections: the main screen, where subscriptions and enclosures can be viewed and accessed (Figure 2.11), and the OPML Browser.



Figure 2.11. Nimiq is very basic, but it’s easy to use and very stable.
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OPML stands for Outline Processor Markup Language, a format for outlines. (An outline refers to the structure of the file, which looks something like an outline with various layers.) Outlines using OPML are very flexible and are well suited for RSS feeds. Nimiq’s OPML Browser allows users to navigate many RSS feeds and then subscribe to those feeds or download them from directly inside the browser.

Nimiq has the ability to import and export files, and it has a History area where the podcast file transactions are logged. To set up schedules for checking RSS feeds, you use the Options panel (Figure 2.12), which you access from the Tools menu. Like other aggregators of this sort, Nimiq lets you choose where file downloads are saved, how often Nimiq should check for new files to download, and how long to keep the downloaded podcasts.



Figure 2.12. Despite its simplicity, Nimiq has plenty of useful features.
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Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1

Microsoft’s .NET Framework is a development environment (a set of tools that allows programmers to develop software) that allows different programming languages to work together to improve the way in which Windows-based software works for the end user. The .NET Framework is a collection of five kinds of development tools:Web services, client-to-server, service-to-service, server-to-server, and client-to-client tools.

Entire books have been written about the .NET Framework, but for the purposes of this book, you simply need to know that this Windows tool helps such disparate devices and concepts as cell phones and podcasts come together through software running on a Windows-based PC. The result is fantastic pieces of software (like the ones I’m examining here) that improve your interaction and experiences with the Internet and World Wide Web, as well as with any electronic devices you may connect to them.




Nimiq doesn’t interact directly with iTunes, and it doesn’t have a media player built in; however, it is more than capable of playing your podcasts through Windows Media Player. You need not use WMP to play the podcasts; indeed, you can simply save the podcast files to a specific directory and then move them manually to an MP3 player whenever necessary.

In summary, Nimiq is a fine podcast aggregator, but if you are using an iPod and iTunes, it will behoove you to look at other programs, such as iPodder 2.1 and HappyFish.

Now Playing
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Required Software: iTunes or Windows Media Player

OS Requirement: Windows 2000 or XP

Price: Freeware

Designed by Brandon Fuller, Now Playing (http://brandon.fuller.name/archives/hacks/nowplaying; Figure 2.13) is a podcast aggregator that is distinctly different from the others in that it is not a stand-alone program, but a plug-in for Windows Media Player or an iTunes PC. A plug-in is an add-on program that requires the presence of another program to function. Plug-ins are usually designed specifically to add features or functionality to a particular program, and Now Playing is no exception to this rule.



Figure 2.13. As a plug-in rather than a stand-alone program, Now Playing isn’t fancy, but it gets the job done.
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One excellent feature of Now Playing is that it also acts as a podcast server, getting podcasts (or other audio files) you’ve made out to the kind folks on the Internet.




Because Now Playing is an iTunes plug-in, any podcasts that are downloaded are placed directly in iTunes and then on your iPod. Entering feeds in Now Playing is a breeze. When you start iTunes after installing Now Playing, a prompt shows up with a panel that allows you to enter the feeds for your favorite podcasts and to set the parameters for checking those feeds.

A unique feature of Now Playing is the Amazon tab, which allows you to connect with one of Amazon.com’s Web sites to coordinate album art and other data.

Because Apple’s iPod has swept through the world and has become the dominant digital music device, many users rely on iTunes to manage their MP3 collections. Still, there are many who have not joined the iPod generation, and for those folks, Now Playing also exists as a plug-in for Windows Media Player.

PlayPod
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Required Software: None

OS Requirement: Mac OS X

Price: Free trial; then $16.99

Designed specifically for Mac OS X, PlayPod is a very slick, powerful podcatcher and news reader that is an excellent choice for newbies and experts alike.

One of the most impressive features of PlayPod is its built-in tutorial, Getting Started with PlayPod (www.iggsoftware.com/playpod. This mini-tutorial covers the main bases of podcasting’s background and function, making it easy for first-time users to get a handle on the key concepts involved in this new medium.

PlayPod comes with an easy-to-use master window that includes three main windows: a general directory window, a directory file window, and a media player window that functions as both a media player and a source of information for the individual podcast that has been selected. Figure 2.14 shows the PlayPod master window in action.



Figure 2.14. Like other polished podcatchers, PlayPod is as easy on the eyes as it is to operate and enjoy.
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PocketRSS
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Required Software: None

OS Requirement: Windows Mobile

Price: Free trial; then $5.95

PocketRSS (Figure 2.15) is an aggregator for Pocket PCs that was designed by HappyJackRoad (www.happyjackroad.net), a company that has been around since 2001. PocketRSS (up to version 2.1.6 at this writing) is a Today Screen plug-in and stand-alone application that allows the movement of podcasts and other RSS data to the Today Screen. (Those with Pocket PCs will know what that means.)



Figure 2.15. PocketRSS is a solid choice for Pocket PC users who want access to advanced options in a podcatcher.
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A solid aggregator for Pocket PC users, PocketRSS offers the following features:

• Simple RSS feed content management

• Namespace/XML mapping features for advanced users

• Full feed item control

• Ability to download when connected to Internet and store for offline viewing/listening at a later date

PoddumFeeder
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Required Software: None

OS Requirement: Mac OS X 10.3

Price: $4.95
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The $4.95 is a suggested donation to If Then software. If you do not donate this small amount of money, you are limited to subscribing to three podcasts.




PoddumFeeder (www.ifthensoft.com; Figure 2.16) is a straight-up, Macintosh-only podcast aggregator. It is very simple to install and use, and has most of the features we have come to expect from quality software.



Figure 2.16. PoddumFeeder is a quality Macintosh aggregator.
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As a bonus, PoddumFeeder has a couple of unique features that allow it to stand out from the crowd a little. The first of these features allows you to e-mail a podcast. When you click the Email a Podcast URL button, you can send podcast feed URLs directly to your friends without having to leave the cozy confines of PoddumFeeder’s interface. The other handy feature is a long slider bar labeled Download Less Podcasts at one end and Download More Podcasts at the other end. By moving this slider, you can adjust the number of podcasts that will be downloaded from each particular feed. Although not particularly concrete, it’s an easy-to-use, enjoyable feature.

Pod2Go
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Required Software: None

OS Requirement: Mac OS X 10.2.7 or later

Price: Free with registration

Pod2Go (www.kainjow.com/pod2go) is a podcast aggregator, but it’s also much more. Pod2Go includes feeds for a wide range of other handy information that is available on the World Wide Web through RSS. In fact, when you first run Pod2Go, there will likely be a moment of shock when you see all the things it can do. The list includes

• News

• Weather

• Movie times

• Stocks

• Horoscopes

• Lyrics

• Text

• Driving directions (Figure 2.17)



Figure 2.17. Talk about versatility! Among other things, Pod2Go offers driving directions.
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• Applications

• Backups

• Podcasts

• Launcher, a built-in utility that makes it easy to open applications and documents from inside Pod2Go

Pod2Go is truly an amazing piece of software, with everything you need built right in. In fact, the only thing you really need to make Pod2Go sing is a broadband Internet connection.

Many people have speculated about where podcasting will go in the future, and although that is open for debate, the future of podcast aggregators is here with Pod2Go, because there is just so much available information funneling through one place. If getting information other than podcasts turns you off, I recommend that you steer clear of Pod2Go. But if you want to have access to the maximum amount of data and services, this piece of software is worth a closer look.

RSSRadio
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Required Software: .NET Framework 1.1

OS Requirement: Windows 2000 or XP

Price: $4.95

RSSRadio (www.dorada.co.uk; Figure 2.18) is rated in Podcast Alley’s software area as one of the best podcatchers, and it’s obvious why. RSSRadio has an easy-to-use graphical interface; it integrates with iTunes, WMP, and the jRiver Media Center; and it includes features like an automatic right-click subscription from Internet Explorer or Firefox (which means that you can subscribe to podcasts from inside your Web browser).



Figure 2.18. A highly rated podcatcher, RSSRadio is an excellent choice for the Windows PC crowd.

[image: Image]

Some of its other features are

• Advanced plug-in object model that allows expansion of RSSRadio’s functionality

• Advanced iPod features

• Resumption of interrupted downloads where they left off

• Audio Player previews of podcasts without downloading them

• Embedded Web browser

• Capability to serve as a standard RSS/ATOM newsreader

Transistr
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Required Software: iTunes 4 or later

OS Requirement: Mac OS X 10.3.5 or later

Price: Free trial; then $19.95

Designed by August Trometer and Ray Slakinski, Transistr (http://transistr.com; Figure 2.19), formerly known as iPodderX, is a Macintosh-only aggregator that goes further than iPodder 2.1 in terms of functionality. Transistr allows the user to download audio files, and because it is fully integrated with iTunes, the program makes it easy for Mac users to manage their podcasts.



Figure 2.19. Transistr is a good choice for the Macintosh if iTunes isn’t your cup of tea.
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Transistr also manages images, and because it takes advantage of Apple’s iPhoto software, it makes managing visual content easy. Finally, Transistr can go out and grab video footage that you can view with the program’s built-in media player (Figure 2.20).



Figure 2.20. When video media is selected, a flap slides out from the side of the Transistr window to allow viewing of the content in the built-in media player.
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Transistr is an excellent choice for anyone who wants to stand ready on the frontiers of podcasting. The program contains a Special Directory of podcasts that is continuously updated. At this writing, the directory has more than 16,000 podcasts in it, which should be enough to get even the most voracious podcast listener started.

With its built-in media player and its ability to grab virtually any kind of file attached to an RSS feed, Transistr is a fantastic catch-all program that will likely take care of the immediate podcasting needs of even the most hard-core users.

Some of the features and advantages of Transistr are

• The ability to manage audio files, images, video files, and virtually any kind of file attached to an RSS feed

• The ability to deliver content right to your Mac and ultimately to iTunes and your iPod or iPod photo

• Slick, easy-to-use interface

• Easy installation

• Built-in Special Directory with thousands of podcasts to choose among





Interview with Transistr Creator August Trometer

In the first edition of this book, the software was called iPodderX. That has since changed, and the software is now called Transistr. I caught up with August Trometer again to find out what’s happened in the year since the first book was released.

Farkas: Why did iPodderX change its name to Transistr?

Trometer: Apple is very protective of the iPod name and brand. Unfortunately, they felt that the name iPodderX was an infringement. This, though, was a good thing for us. We always felt that podcasting was much bigger than just iPods, and the iPodderX name sort of locked us into that. We’re very happy with the new name—Transistr—and we have a lot of great plans for the product.

Farkas: What has surprised you the most in the past 6 months when it comes to podcasting?

Trometer: I think the tremendous growth is what has surprised me the most. When I first became involved with podcasting, it wasn’t even called that! There were probably a hundred or so people in the world who knew what it was. Since then, the interest has exploded. When corporate America gets involved, you know that the idea has taken root, and so many big corporations are using podcasting as a part of their business. It’s stunning, really, especially since I know what it was like when the concept was born.

Farkas: Where do you see video podcasting going in the future?

Trometer: The cliché used to be that everyone who wanted one was going have their own TV channel. I think podcasting, especially video podcasting, is the way this is going to happen. The tools to make your own show are now widely available and inexpensive. All it takes is a good idea and a little time.

Plus if you take a look at the 2004 elections, bloggers were a primary force in changing the outcome. Now imagine those same bloggers with microphones and video cameras. Big media is going to lose its hold, and fresh, new voices are going to take its place.

Farkas: What predictions do you have about podcasting in the coming year?

Trometer: I think we’ve only seen the beginning for podcasting. While it may be growing in mindshare, only a small percentage of people actually make use of podcasts on a daily basis. I think you’ll see that number climb dramatically. You’ll also see more people getting involved on the content-creation side. As the tools become more available and easier to use, more people will want to share their voices with the world.




TVTonic

[image: Image]

Required Software: None

OS Requirement: Windows 2000 or XP

Price: Free

TVTonic (www.tvtonic.com) is one of the most exciting new podcatchers to hit the market. Two very interesting features set it apart from the other podcatchers. First, TVTonic is used exclusively for video podcasting content. The second interesting feature is that TVTonic is Web-based, taking place entirely in your Web browser (Figure 2.21).



Figure 2.21. TVTonic is accessed entirely from the Web.
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With TVTonic, you can subscribe to (Figure 2.22), manage, and watch video podcasts all in one place: your Web browser. Video content is downloaded in the background, making the experience seamless. Both WMP and QuickTime are supported by TVTonic, making it easy to install and use on a wide range of PC systems. Although you can access any of the thousands of video podcasts available with TVTonic, it also gives you access to MoviePick, which is a channel dedicated exclusively to movie trailers, and to several other exclusive channels, including news, animated shorts, cartoons, and music videos. TVTonic is one of the most exciting new products in the video podcasting realm.



Figure 2.22. TV Tonic offers several video channels outside the podcasting realm.
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Setting up TVTonic is a breeze. Simply go to www.tvtonic.com and click the Install TVTonic button; that’s it. After the program is installed, you are taken to a Web page where you can choose which channels you’d like to subscribe to. It’s an exciting new access point for video podcasts and Internet video content in general.
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TVTonic is easy to use and works on nearly any contemporary Windows-based computer, but it does require a broadband connection to the Internet. If you don’t have broadband, TVTonic is out of reach.




Starting with iTunes on the Mac or PC

Start by going to Apple’s iTunes Web site at www.apple.com/itunes. From the download page, you can select which version of iTunes to download (Windows or Mac). When the software is downloaded, click the installer to install iTunes on your computer, it’s as easy as that!

When iTunes is installed, you can use it as a home base for all your digital music, audiobooks, home movies, and music videos, and even for Internet radio tuning (Figure 2.23).



Figure 2.23. iTunes is a full-featured product, to say the least. Shown here is the Internet radio service.
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That said, the reason you want iTunes right now is for the podcasts, so click Podcasts in the Source list on the left side of the screen. When you’re in the Podcasts area, you should see a empty list. In the bottom-left corner, however, is a button that says Podcast Directory; click that.

When you’re in the Podcast Directory (which is actually part of the iTunes Music Store, as shown in Figure 2.24), you can access podcasts in several ways, including:

• Clicking Movie Trailers or Music Videos (for video podcasting aficionados)

• Checking podcasts in the New & Notable section

• Clicking categories ranging from Arts & Entertainment to Science and Public Radio

• Searching for podcasts via a keyword

• Choosing items from the Top 100 Podcasts lists



Figure 2.24. The Podcast Directory in the iTunes Music Store.
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Apple’s podcasting area also includes 12 colorful buttons, each representing a major category of podcasts; clicking any of these buttons narrows your search to that category. Perhaps the most powerful tool is the Search tool, which allows you to search for podcasts simply by entering one or more keywords. A search of the words Star Trek, for example, quickly produced a list of 68 “Star Trek”–related podcasts. Note that to subscribe to any of these podcasts, you need only click the Subscribe button next to that specific podcast title.

When you have found the podcasts you desire, and the subscriptions are in place, you can go into the iTunes Preferences window to fine-tune your podcasting experience. The Preferences windows look very different on a Mac and on a Windows PC (Figure 2.25 and Figure 2.26, respectively), but they contain the same functionality.



Figure 2.25. The Macintosh iTunes Preferences window.
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Figure 2.26. The Windows iTunes Preferences window.
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Starting with iPodder on the Mac

After you have downloaded iPodder onto your Mac, click the iPodder icon (it looks like a fresh lemon), and the program will be installed on your Mac. When you run iPodder, you will be connected with a couple of welcome messages, including one from Adam Curry himself. To get started with iPodder, you can click the Subscriptions button and then click the Add a New Feed button to enter your own RSS feed address, as shown in Figure 2.27.



Figure 2.27. Add a new feed.
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As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Podcast Alley (www.podcastalley.com) is an excellent place to find a podcasting feed. Just click the Subscribe to Podcast link of the podcast that interests you to see the address. Figure 2.28 shows an example of a subscription address that has been pulled up on Podcast Alley’s Web site. After you have a feed URL cut and pasted (or typed) into the window, click the Save button to save the feed in the iPodder library.



Figure 2.28. Podcast feeds from Podcast Alley look like this.
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Next, you can check for new content by clicking the Check for New Podcasts button (the green button with two arrows on it), and iPodder will do the rest. It will find the new podcasts; download them to your machine; and place them in iTunes, which will ultimately place the podcasts on your iPod the next time you connect it to your Mac to update its contents.

There are five separate iPodder tabs, and each has a distinct function.

The Downloads tab contains up-to-the-second information about just what is being downloaded and from where (Figure 2.29), whereas the Podcast Directory tab contains a series of folders with various headings, each of which contains a list of pertinent podcasts. You can add podcasts to the directory simply by clicking the Add button after you’ve entered the podcast feed URL. Not surprisingly, you can also add or remove folders and subdirectories as you see fit.



Figure 2.29. This window contains download information.
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The Subscriptions tab shows you at a glance exactly what podcasts you have subscribed to and which podcasts are already being checked for new material.

The Cleanup tab is for managing files specific to each podcasting feed that you are subscribed to. This allows you to see what files are taking up space on your hard drive so that you can decide whether to keep them or turf them.

The last tab is the Log tab, which quite simply logs every action undertaken by the iPodder software. If you want to check to see whether a particular podcast downloaded successfully, for example, a quick look at the Log tab will answer your query.

Starting with HappyFish on the PC

To begin with, ensure that your machine has Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1; then you can install HappyFish. After Microsoft .NET Framework 1.1 is installed and you have downloaded HappyFish, you can run the installer to place it on your machine. Start it up, and you’ll see the basic program front end, shown in Figure 2.30. Then, by choosing Feed > Add Feed, you can add any RSS feed your heart desires. RSS feeds look just like the URLs you’ve come to know.



Figure 2.30. HappyFish is a great place to start on a Windows PC if iTunes isn’t your thing.
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There are several fantastic reservoirs of RSS feeds, not the least of which is Podcast Alley. Find the podcasting feed that you want to use by clicking the Subscribe to Podcast link (on Podcast Alley’s Web site; it may be different on other sites). To attach a feed to HappyFish (or any similar aggregator), just cut and paste the feed’s URL into the Add Feed window, and voilà! As soon as you complete this task, HappyFish goes out and gets the files available from that feed, as shown in Figure 2.31.



Figure 2.31. Add a new podcast feed.
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Next up, you can adjust how often the HappyFish software goes out and checks for new files on each feed. After you choose Feed > Global Application Settings, a window pops up, allowing you to select how often and when you want HappyFish to go looking for content (Global Feed Check Settings). After all your feeds are set up, you need only let HappyFish do the work while you sit back and enjoy the podcasts it brings to your electronic doorstep.

Now that you’ve got HappyFish downloading all the great podcasts you want to listen to, you may want to set the program up to download the podcasts automatically to your digital music player, such as an iPod or any other MP3 player. When you choose Devices > Add Device or Devices > Device Management, you can configure as many digital music player devices as you want to designate as destinations where HappyFish places downloaded podcasts.

Comparing podcatchers

Table 2.1 compares all the podcatchers presented in this chapter. With this table, you can establish the best aggregators for you at a glance and disregard programs that you cannot run due to the computer or OS you use.



Table 2.1. Podcatchers (Podcast Aggregators)
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Podscope: Google for Podcasts

During the writing of the first edition of this book, a very cool technology emerged for helping folks find the exact podcasts they want to find. You don’t need a podcatcher to get this material; indeed, you need only a connection to the Internet and a World Wide Web browser to take advantage of this powerful tool. Podscope (www.podscope.com) allows you to search the vast (and growing) library of podcasts for specific words or phrases; then it displays the results (Figure 2.32), complete with audio clips from each podcast that contains the phrase you’re looking for!



Figure 2.32. When you search for a phrase or a word in Podscope, a list of all the podcasts containing that phrase or word quickly appears onscreen, including short audio clips that include the spoken portions of the phrase you are looking for.
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Podscope is a one-stop search engine that is (currently) exclusively for podcasts. Developed by a company called TVEyes, Podscope uses proprietary technology to listen to each podcast and then convert that information to text strings that can be searched. Currently, Podscope is available on the World Wide Web and is an amazing technology that is already the best nonpodcatcher way to find podcasting content of all sorts. The power of tools like Podscope can actually change the shape of the medium itself. By being able to sift through tens of thousands of podcasts quickly and easily to find mention of a specific or rare disease, for example, the listener can save many hours of searching and perhaps hear something he would have missed otherwise.

Finding Commercial Podcasts

OK, so you have used your podcatcher software to scour the “airwaves” of cyberspace for the content that tickles your fancy the most. But the world of so-called free podcasts is just one portion of the equation. Although some people would disagree, I’m inclined to fit audiobooks into the podcast category, as well as periodicals that are routinely converted to audio format. As mentioned in Chapter 1, Audible.com is one of the forerunners of commercial podcasting, but if you look hard enough (and often, you don’t have to look very hard), you can find commercial podcasts all over the place.

Following are locations where you can purchase podcasts and audio-book materials online.

Audible.com

www.audible.com

Around since the late 1990s, Audible.com (Figure 2.33) is the dominant audiobook and commercial-podcast-content vendor on the World Wide Web. Audible’s principal role is to supply audiobooks in MP3 format for users to listen to on their favorite MP3 players, iPods, or desktop media players. Voted one of the best sites on the Web in 2003 by CNET.com, Audible has well over 30,000 hours’ worth of content for you to explore. Although most of this content has a cost associated with it, Audible offers various subscriptions that lower the effective cost of an audiobook to less than $10.



Figure 2.33. Audible.com is a great source for commercial podcasts.
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Certainly, some people would argue that commercial audiobooks are not truly podcasts, but I maintain that any audio program that can be easily downloaded and enjoyed on a digital music player such as the iPod should be considered in the same breath with so-called free podcasts. The number of available audiobooks has skyrocketed, and because the majority of them are now unabridged and often read by the author, it’s hard to argue that the original content (or intent) of a book is lost in the conversion to the aural format. In fact, even though I’m an avid podcast enthusiast, I have more than 150 audiobooks on my 40 GB iPod.

The periodicals and subscription shows better fit the traditional podcast mold, however. Indeed, the amount of podcastlike content on Audible.com has expanded greatly in the past couple of years; it now includes audio versions of popular newspapers, magazines, and radio shows, and even custom-made podcasts such as the fantastically funny “RobinWilliams@Audible.com” show (Figure 2.34).



Figure 2.34. Robin Williams’s show is exclusive to Audible.com and is absolutely hilarious. The show has a different celebrity guest every week.
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For Free or Not for Free: That Is the Question

In the case of some podcast content, it’s important to be absolutely sure that you don’t have to pay for something before you pay for it. Although that may sound convoluted, there are instances in which podcasts are both available for free and are for sale simultaneously (both legally). The great NPR show “Science Friday,” for example, can be bought as a 12-month subscription (the show airs every Friday) for $44.95. A little (very little) digging, however, gets you the exact same content for free via podcasts in the iTunes (or any other) podcast directory. I’ve come across several of these rather odd contradictions in the past year, so the message is that it’s worth checking to make absolutely sure that something isn’t available for free (legally).

It’s also worth pointing out that some content might be available for free, but it might very well be illegal, so be sure you’re doing the right thing before you snap up a “free” program. In the case of “Science Friday,” the free podcast is available directly from the show’s very own Web site, so it’s obviously legal and sanctioned by both NPR and “Science Friday.”




Audio Book Club

www.audiobookclub.com

Audio Book Club (Figure 2.35) is an online book club that specializes in audiobooks of all kinds, including downloadable podcast-type books. The idea is that you can get just-released audiobooks for a discount of 10 percent to 20 percent by shopping at the club’s Web site. Although you can order cassette or CD-based audiobooks, the Audio Book Club also offers downloadable books so that you can have them immediately available on your digital media device or computer.



Figure 2.35. Audio Book Club is another option for online audiobooks.
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Audiobooks Online

www.audiobooksonline.com

Audiobooks Online (Figure 2.36) is an online merchant that sells (at this time) audiobooks only. The company claims that it will be offering audiobooks in MP3 format for download in the near future, but the one intriguing product it does sell is MP3 CDs of classic books. These files cannot be downloaded—indeed, you must have the CDs shipped to a real mailbox—but they’re available for a bevy of classic titles, from Jules Verne’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea to Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina.



Figure 2.36. Audiobooks Online is a source for classic audiobooks.
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Blackstone Audiobooks

www.blackstoneaudio.com

Another of the audiobook Web sites, Blackstone Audiobooks (Figure 2.37) is unique in that it is an actual producer of audiobook content. You’ll find a fair amount of crossover between what is available on Audible.com and what’s on BlackstoneAudio.com. Still, this is another good source for audiobooks that are available for immediate download to your digital media player.



Figure 2.37. Many newly released audiobooks are published by Blackstone Audiobooks.
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iTunes Music Store

www.apple.com/itunes

Apple’s iTunes Music Store (Figure 2.38) opened on April 28, 2003, and in slightly more than 3 years since it opened, more than a billion songs (yes, you read that correctly) have been downloaded. The store itself is now available in 15 countries, and by the time you read this book, that number will likely have grown.



Figure 2.38. The iTunes Canada Music Store. Already, more than 1 billion (yes, a 1 with nine 0s after it) music downloads have occurred, and the amount of podcast material in the store is always increasing.
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Why does this matter to podcast enthusiasts? As the iTunes Music Store has evolved, an increasing number of podcast-type downloads (other than those available for free in the podcast section) has become available for purchase and download. The kind of content available includes comedy shows, podcasts, and even television talk shows. With the addition of video podcasting to the equation, more video-based products—such as music videos, television shows, and animated shorts—are being sold as well. Although the iTunes Music Store doesn’t have quite the selection that Audible.com does, I suspect that this groundbreaking Web site will continue to add podcast content as the phenomenon continues to grow.

Satellite radio

www.xmsatelliteradio.com and www.siriusradio.com

Satellite radio is a novel approach to broadcasting radio. The idea is that a satellite receiver in a home or car provides access to potentially hundreds of radio stations, in categories ranging from classical to children’s programming to up-to-date traffic reports around the clock! This service has caught on and now boasts more than 3 million subscribers. Currently, two satellite radio providers are available: XM Satellite Radio and Sirius Satellite Radio.

Like any radio service, however, satellite radio is broadcast live at particular times, making it entirely possible for busy professionals to miss the programming they desire. Not to worry—both XM and Sirius supply streaming podcasts of most of their key shows (Figure 2.39), but this is not a free service. If you are already a satellite-radio subscriber, however, the service is included in your fees.



Figure 2.39. XM Satellite Radio is one of two services available in the United States.
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Finding Free Commercial Podcasts

It has been said that the best things in life are free, and when one looks at the vast array of commercial radio shows and other content available as podcasts at no cost, the old saying may just be true after all.

As the phenomenon of podcasting continues to take hold in the general population, there is increasing pressure for producers to make their shows available online so that they can stay connected to their core audience. Indeed, doing so may even help expand their audience. At any rate, publishing shows as podcasts on their Web sites won’t hurt their ratings!

AudioBooksForFree.com

www.audiobooksforfree.com

AudioBooksForFree.com (Figure 2.40) is a place where you can grab audiobooks in MP3 format for absolutely no cost. How is this possible? The answer lies in the fact that all the books available on this Web site have expired copyrights. Before you become despondent with disappointment, remember that many fantastic classic pieces of fiction can be had for no cost at all, including works by Mark Twain and Edgar Allan Poe, and AudioBooksForFree.com is an excellent resource.



Figure 2.40. An audiobook source with a catch: If you want the high-quality version of the audiobooks, you must pay.
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The catch with this Web site is that the quality of the free books is not exactly what you would be willing to pay for. In other words, there is a reason why it is free. The free books sound like they are coming out of a telephone, but for a small charge of between $3 and $6, you can get high-quality versions of the same books. Either way, it’s worthwhile to see whether the “free” audio quality is bearable enough for you to enjoy.

Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC)

www.cbc.ca

The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) has jumped on the podcasting bandwagon, offering podcasts of several of its radio programs, not the least of which are Tod Maffin’s “/Nerd” show and “Quirks & Quarks,” hosted by Bob McDonald (Figure 2.41).



Figure 2.41. “Quirks & Quarks” was one of the first programs that the CBC podcasted.
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The CBC is a large radio and television network that arguably is the glue that holds the large country of Canada together. Like NPR, the CBC is publicly funded, and as such, the podcasts are available for no cost. The up side to the CBC’s adoption of this technology is that Canadians living around the world can keep up on happenings in their home country.





Interview with Tod Maffin

Tod Maffin is an international authority on the future of technology in business and media. He speaks to more than 30 conferences around the world each year. Today, he is the national technology columnist for CBC Television’s “Canada Now,” as well as a national CBC radio host and producer. I caught up with him in Vancouver.

Farkas: Was the idea of podcasting your show on CBC a hard sell?

Maffin: The mandate of CBC is to reflect Canada to Canadians, so we want to do as much as we can do of that, and if podcasting is emerging as a trend, then it behooves us to embrace it. There is cost involved with podcasting, so we’re still trying to figure out a cost-effective balance, but since I was already working on a technology column, it made sense to podcast it.

Farkas: How do you think podcasting has expanded your show’s audience? Has it?

Maffin: I think it has the potential to expand to a different demographic. Usually, public radio tends to be strong in the upper age demographic. For example, CBC historically is stronger in the 40-plus age range than they are in the under-40 age range, and podcasting helps to open up an entirely new demographic. I think the young people think of public radio as their parents’ radio, but if we can deliver it in a medium that they are used to, we can reach them in ways we couldn’t before. It is potentially a great way to introduce a younger audience to really intelligent discourse, and secondly, I think it’s a way to extend the brand of the public broadcaster.

Farkas: Where do you see podcasting taking the medium of public radio? What effect do you see it having?

Maffin: I think it definitely will have an effect. There are a number of places right now, such as Virgin Radio in the UK, where they strip out all of the music and commercials of a 4-hour morning show and podcast just the DJs talking. The result is like a well-produced 45-minute comedy show. If you can take that stripped-down 40- to 45-minute show and present it as what is essentially a marketing endeavor, then I think it’s an incredible opportunity for private radio.

Currently, I am consulting with Australia’s public broadcasting service, and they have incredible content that’s absolutely perfect for podcasting. It’s amazing, the kind of content that’s out there and how well it fits into the podcasting paradigm. Public radio has 4-minute documentaries, 12-minute packs; their programming is incredible material for podcasting.

Farkas: Do you envision radio moving toward having everything available in podcast format?

Maffin: Absolutely. Why should broadcasters spend money on terrestrial transmitters and regulation from their country’s broadcast regulator when they can produce content and distribute it electronically? Every public radio broadcaster from the BBC to the CBC is governed by an act of parliament or government, so they must by definition broadcast in terrestrial radio, but that doesn’t mean that they can’t offer value-added services in the form of podcasts. Imagine if we could take an award-winning documentary in one country and make it available via podcast to the entire world. This technology will allow the dissemination of fantastic content into countries and across borders in ways that were previously not possible.




Internet radio

Internet radio (shown in Windows Media Player in Figure 2.42) is a form of streaming audio in which traditional radio stations broadcast on the Internet for anyone to listen. With hundreds of stations from all over the planet, Internet radio can make for some very interesting listening sessions. Want to listen to a pop radio station in London or hear about traffic in Moscow? Internet radio is the medium for you!



Figure 2.42. Internet radio opens the entire world to your ears. As long as you have a connection to the ‘net, you’re in.
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Some would argue that Internet radio is also a form of podcasting, but because Internet radio involves live streaming audio, it is not podcasting per se. That said, there are software packages available, such as Replay Radio (www.replay-radio.com), that allow you to record any Internet radio show and then turn it into an MP3 file for download to your iPod or other digital music device. At $29.95, the software isn’t inexpensive, but if you are a big fan of the programming available on Internet radio, it will be money well spent.



The Stars Embrace Podcasting

Increasingly, celebrities are joining the ranks of podcasters by putting their content out on the Web for all to hear (for free). Celebrities who are already actively podcasting include Bill Maher, Penn Jillette (Figure 2.43), Ricky Gervais, and Garrison Keillor, and even shows like “The Man Show” are offering up podcasts. Although podcasts of this nature usually are fairly short, these podcasts are often extremely entertaining and well worth the price (nothing) of admission!



Figure 2.43. Penn Jillette (the speaking half of Penn and Teller) has his own podcast available for free.
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KYOU Radio (and radio stations everywhere)

www.kyouradio.com

KYOU Radio (Figure 2.44), a radio station in the Bay Area of California, was the first station to go to an all-podcast format. KYOU is unique because it’s available at 1550 on the AM dial in the San Francisco area, but it’s also available streaming online and in podcast form. What’s special about KYOU is that podcasters actually have a shot at getting their shows on the air! KYOU Radio openly solicits podcasts from the general population to help meet its programming needs.



Figure 2.44. KYOU Radio was the first station in the United States to go all-podcast.
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Like NPR in the United States and CBC in Canada, radio stations and networks everywhere are starting to jump on the podcasting bandwagon and are increasingly making content available for download. One of the countless examples is from CHUM Radio in Toronto (Figure 2.45). CHUM recently started podcasting its “Roger, Rick, and Marilyn” morning show so that commuters who may have missed the show in the morning can download it at work and listen to it on the drive home.



Figure 2.45. Radio stations everywhere are turning to podcasts to keep connected to their audiences.

[image: Image]

This is just one small example of how radio stations are turning to podcasts to reach and expand their audiences. After all, people who work an evening shift normally would not be out of bed in time to listen to a morning show. But if that morning show is available via podcast, they can catch the show on their way to work in the afternoon via their iPod (or other device). If you have a favorite radio program that you can’t always listen to, check to see whether a podcast is available for it. You never know.

National Public Radio

www.npr.org

National Public Radio in the United States (Figure 2.46) is a prime example of free podcasts that are available to the public. Currently, all the content available for free from NPR is available as streaming content (audio that streams directly for play on a computer-based media player), but not all the files are available as MP3 files yet (although this is changing). Many NPR shows are available for a small charge on Audible.com as well, if you are interested in obtaining a self-contained podcast of a particular show.



Figure 2.46. NPR is a pioneer in podcasting, making many of its shows available via this route.
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NPR is an excellent example of radio-show content that is made available to the public so that people can listen to specific shows at their leisure, and as NPR moves to make all of its content available as both MP3 files and streaming content, it can continue to be a leader in the podcasting realm.

To listen to a streaming NPR podcast, you need either the RealAudio media player or Windows Media Player.



Griffin’s radio SHARK

In the past five or six years, the DVR (digital video recorder) concept has become reality in hundreds of thousands of homes across North America. DVRs, better known by the name TiVo, allow users to pause, rewind, and fast-forward live television. TiVo units (and their cousins) also allow users to record programs very easily, capturing entire seasons of a show with only a few button clicks. The popularity of TiVo has been so significant that network advertising reps are shaking in their boots!

With the DVR revolution sweeping through Televisionland, you may have wondered why it hasn’t swept through Radioland as well. A product from Griffin Technology (www.griffintechnology.com) called the radio SHARK has changed all that. The radio SHARK (Figure 2.47) allows time-shifted recording of AM and FM radio signals from your area—that is to say that you can listen to, record, and pause live radio from your listening area.



Figure 2.47. The radio SHARK from Griffin Technology is an awesome podcast-creating tool.
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The radio SHARK, which works on both Macintosh and Windows computers, talks directly to iTunes, turning any new recordings into podcasts that appear in your iTunes window. This is extremely handy; I use mine a great deal to capture local radio shows that I would not be able to catch otherwise. The show is recorded, and within a few seconds, it is transferred to iTunes to be placed on your iPod during the next update.

The radio SHARK is extremely flexible. It can be set up to record radio shows one at a time, daily, and even weekly. The software is easy to use and flexible enough to ensure that all the content you want to capture gets captured. The only limitation to the radio SHARK is that you cannot record two programs at the same time. That said, I love mine and recommend it to the world.




Finding Educational Podcasts

It doesn’t take a college grad to see that podcasting can easily play a role in improving education. After all, having an entire semester’s worth of lectures available as podcasts could greatly improve a student’s chances on the final exam.

Duke University

In Chapter 1, I speculated about the future of podcasting and how it might affect education in years to come, but Duke University in North Carolina is already deeply involved in podcasting (Figure 2.48).



Figure 2.48. Duke University leaped to the forefront in educational podcasting, giving an iPod to every freshman during the 2003–04 school year (and every year since).
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Duke made headlines in the 2003–04 school year by purchasing iPods for every freshman. These iPods were distributed with an iMic (an iPod accessory that allows for recording, much like an old-fashioned tape recorder) so that students could record lectures as they saw fit. Other classes had lectures recorded as podcasts made available through a special Duke University page in Apple’s iTunes Music Store!

This concept intrigued me so much that I contacted Professor Richard Lucic, associate chair of the Department of Computer Science at Duke University, and asked him about this pioneering podcasting project.

Farkas: What was the genesis of Duke’s iPod program?

Lucic: It was an outgrowth from discussions that the Information Sciences and Information Studies Program at Duke was conducting with Apple to explore incorporating technology in the classroom. The iPod idea came up during these discussions and was expanded to a campuswide program.

Farkas: In a nutshell, how does Duke’s program work? Are there microphones in every class so that each lecture is recorded and then turned into a podcast at a central location? Also, are computers supplied for students to download the pertinent podcasts to their iPods?

Lucic: This first year, all freshmen were given iPods, but faculty could also make a request to have any course designated an official iPod course, with loaner iPods given to all students. The freshmen get to keep them; the others have to return them at the end of the class. Students were given an iMic in addition to the iPod so that they could record lectures. Duke’s Center for Instructional Technology (CIT) would, on request, come and make a recording of the class, but I think most faculty just made the recordings themselves. Duke made a site available to upload class audio content, and Apple also made a Duke-specific iTunes portal available.

Farkas: What has the impact of this program been in terms of both objective data and subjective feedback? Have the students taken well to this new educational medium?

Lucic: Apparently, the response from both students and faculty was very positive. Duke concluded that incorporating the iPod technology into the classroom did in fact enhance the learning experience. The faculty of the official iPod classes were required to provide feedback from surveys or other vehicles used to poll the students and instructors. Several roundtable discussions with faculty and with students were also conducted to assess the subjective feedback. A couple of the key conclusions of the experiment are that the iPods made learning portable, reaching beyond the confines of the classroom; increased student enthusiasm and work quality; and facilitated the learning process.





Duke University Update

I caught up with Professor Lucic for the second edition of this book so that I could ask him about Duke’s iPod/podcasting experience since we first chatted a year ago. Here are his responses to my questions.

Farkas: In your opinion, how much of a success has the program been now that there has been some time to refine the subtleties?

Lucic: It appears to be very successful. We are now passing out iPods on a course basis so any student registered for an official iPod course (not just freshmen) gets an iPod, and if they pass the course, they get to keep it. Of course, they only get one iPod even if they take future iPod courses. Over 40 classes are using iPods this semester, and many have incorporated podcasting. Focus groups have been conducted with faculty and students to assess the educational impact of the iPods, and the results have been quite positive.

Farkas: Has the program changed at all in the past 6 to 8 months?

Lucic: The program is now available to all students, not just freshmen. Duke has also significantly expanded the support and tools made available to faculty interested in getting into podcasting. For instance, Duke is working on an open-source podcast management tool called DukeCast that is available to the entire Duke community, faculty, students, student groups, staff, etc. DukeCast makes it incredibly simple to create a podcast, and Duke provides the storage and bandwidth.

Farkas: What are the greatest hurdles still facing the program?

Lucic: One of the biggest problems is intellectual property. It is much harder and more expensive than it should be for some faculty to get access to audio materials for academic purposes in fields such as music or the languages. Other issues include training for students and faculty who are technology-literate, and it does take time. In my case, I feel the results are worth the additional effort, but some of my colleagues are not willing to expend the additional effort.

Farkas: Is video podcasting something that can or will affect the program in the future?

Lucic: I am using video podcasting in my courses. I find it very effective in teaching methods and skills. Other faculty at Duke are using video podcasting in such fields as language education, multimedia communications, art, and drama.




Georgia College & State University

A small school in Milledgeville, Georgia, recently turned to iPods to improve the way its students are educated (Figure 2.49). Georgia College & State University has about 5,500 students and around 300 faculty members, but despite its relatively small size, this educational institution is making some big strides in podcasting education.



Figure 2.49. Georgia College & State University has jumped feet first into the podcasting education revolution.
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I had a chance to talk with Gregg Kaufman, director of Coverdell Institute at Georgia College & State University, about the school’s podcasting initiative.

Farkas: What was the genesis of this program?

Kaufman: The Coverdell Institute serves the Georgia College & State University Academic Affairs Division as a resource for civic engagement and promoting democratic skills that are necessary for becoming a good citizen. Many of the institute’s programs provide opportunities for learning outside the classroom. The Georgia College iPod project appealed to me, as iPod technology has many applications for the institute’s work with students, faculty, and community citizens. Consequently, I wrote several proposals to the Office of Technology Solutions and met with the staff. The institute was subsequently approved as one of many iPod project leaders at GC.

Farkas: How have the students responded to this concept?

Kaufman: I believe students who take advantage of listening to a guest presentation in their discretionary time appreciate the opportunity. I have heard faculty say that listening to podcasts relative to writing grants and learning about university protocols while commuting is extremely helpful.

Farkas: What are the hurdles in rolling out a project like this? What technical difficulties have you experienced?

Kaufman: We have experienced difficulty capturing the group discussions. It is not possible to record 20 voices with our audio equipment. One of our recent adjustments involves recording the discussion facilitator and one or two participants before and after the discussion, and then creating a podcast to introduce a subject that can be discussed on a blog that extends the weekly discussion.

Farkas: Are there any plans to expand this project?

Kaufman: There are four things in terms of expansion that come to mind immediately:

• A virtual exhibit—visual images and commentary on art and flags that represent America’s founding ideas

• A documentary of the Milledgeville mayor’s first 100 days in office—film and audio

• Liberty Lectures—podcasts of guest lectures

• A Times Talk podcast and blog—a weekly current-events discussion series “ripped from the New York Times headlines.”

Medical podcasting

The number of medical podcasts filtering into the directory has been increasing at a steady rate. The New England Journal of Medicine, JAMA (Journal of the American Medical Association), the Glasgow Southern Medical Society, the Texas Tech Family Medicine department, and a host of others now have regular medical podcasts for both medical professionals and the general public. I managed to catch up with the two principal characters in one of the most prestigious and famous medical podcasts, “Johns Hopkins Medicine Weekly Health News” (Figure 2.50).



Figure 2.50. There are plenty of medical-related podcasts around, but it’s hard to top the “Johns Hopkins Medicine Weekly Health News” podcast.
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The two hosts of this podcast are Elizabeth Tracey, director of “Hopkins Health NewsFeed” (a radio news service program) and Dr. Rick Lange, M.D., chief of clinical cardiology and professor of medicine at the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine.

Farkas: What was the genesis of the podcast? How did the idea come about?

Tracey: Actually, I thought of the podcast. There was a huge amount of information that started to come out last year about podcasting, including a huge article in The New York Times. Since my background is in electronic media and radio, I thought that this would be a no-brainer for us. I’m fortunate enough to work with Rick, who has a very dynamic and engaging personality, and I had already worked with him in the past, so when I ran through my mental Rolodex to think who would be the best fit for this podcast, Rick immediately came to mind.

We decided to look at the latest medical stories and research and then talk about them during the show, because as you know, there is an enormous appetite for this information from the public. There’s also an awful lot of misinformation out there, so we thought we could help the situation by presenting accurate information in this format.

Lange: Elizabeth’s vision, which I fully grasp, is that it be very timely—for example, what’s happened this week—that it be very understandable to the lay audience, that it be conversational and personal, and that we get in on the ground floor of podcasting. While we try to make it conversational and personal, it still is hard science, and that’s the foundation of what we do.

Farkas: What to you is the most exciting aspect of podcasting in general?

Lange: The thing that I most enjoy is giving accurate information to a wide audience in a manner that’s understandable and enjoyable.

Tracey: I feel extremely fortunate in my job. I get to spend my whole day being stimulated by the literature, but both Rick and I feel that it’s our raison d’être to convey this to people in a way that can change their lives. If we can’t do that, then it’s really just so much fluff with no real import. Also, what I really like about it is that we’re getting information out there, so that the next time somebody’s confronted with a health problem, they can say, “Hey, I’ve heard something about this from Johns Hopkins, and I can rely on this opinion.” Hopefully, then that person can go to their doctor with that information and use it in their health care plan. That’s the real driver for me: to get that information out there so that it has some practical application.

Farkas: What lies in the future for this podcast?

Tracey: This podcast has had an enormous reception, and our numbers are going up constantly—that is, the numbers we can actually track—and we are also getting a lot of press about it. As of right now, we’re looking for corporate sponsorship for this podcast, and once that’s in place, what we’d like to do is start vodcasting.

Within the institution of Johns Hopkins, we’re also doing an enormous amount of podcasting. Everyone wants it on their Web site. For example, right now I’m working with someone on a whole series of short podcasts on various plastic-surgery procedures.





iTunes U

As you can see on Apple’s Web site (www.apple.com/education/solutions/itunes_u), iTunes U is a free hosted service for colleges and universities that provides easy access to the institutions’ educational content. This content usually includes lectures and interviews (basically, educational podcasts) 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Apple sees iTunes U as being the most powerful way to manage large amounts of audio or video content and to make it available quickly and easily to students, faculty, and staff. iTunes U is based on the iTunes Music Store software; therefore, it’s easy to use. Ultimately, it’s not surprising to see Apple jump into the education pond with both feet; the company has always been closely involved with educational programs.




Listening to Podcasts

So now you know where to find and how to obtain your podcasts. How are you going to listen to them? Several options are available to you, depending on what software you are using. First, if you are using a program with a built-in media player, you can enjoy the podcasts on your computer using said player. If you want to use a digital music device, such as an iPod or a Nomad, you must get the podcast downloaded onto your player. There are many ways to do both, as you’ll see in this section.

Software-based (computer) players

For those who like to listen to their podcasts directly on their home (or work) computers, a software-based media player is the answer. If the podcast aggregator you are using does not include a built-in media player, and you are not using a program like Apple’s iTunes for Mac or Windows, you need to ensure that you have some other form of media player installed on your computer so that you can to listen to the podcasts as they arrive.

Many media players are available in cyberspace. Just about every sound card ever made comes with a media player, as do most video cards, be they from Matrox, NVidia, or ATI. In fact, there are so many media players for Windows-based machines that I could write an entire book on them. Not to worry. Despite the vast array of media players floating around, the ubiquity (and utility) of the “big three” means that I need to discuss only those three options: Windows Media Player, RealPlayer, and QuickTime.

QuickTime
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www.apple.com/quicktime

Operating System: Macintosh, Windows

The granddaddy of all media players, QuickTime (Figure 2.51) is Apple’s entry in the media-player sweepstakes. Introduced in late 1991, QuickTime has evolved and constantly pushed the envelope in doing so. Today, QuickTime is the media player of choice for movie studios when they want to put their trailers out on the World Wide Web. Indeed, QuickTime boasts the highest quality of all of the media players.



Figure 2.51. QuickTime is what the movie studios often use when they put their trailers out on the ’net.
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Perhaps the biggest bonus that QuickTime offers is that it is seamlessly integrated into iTunes. Because the majority of digital music devices are iPods, it makes sense that iTunes and QuickTime will be oft-used software in the world of podcasting. The basic version of QuickTime is free, and it does everything a podcast enthusiast needs. The other main factor with QuickTime is quality, and although this is open for debate, few people will dispute that QuickTime is the hands-down winner when it comes to image and sound quality.

RealPlayer
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www.real.com

Operating System: Windows, Macintosh, Linux/Unix

RealPlayer (Figure 2.52) is the main cog in the RealNetworks wheel. First released in 1995, RealPlayer has long been a favorite of many users, and it arguably has driven many of the innovations in media players. The latest version of RealPlayer, version 10.5, can play CDs, DVDs, audio DVDs, video, and audio, and also allows users to burn CDs. As a bonus, RealPlayer has a TiVo-like feature that allows you to buffer streaming content, such as Internet radio broadcasts. If you dislike Windows Media Player and feel like being closer to the cutting edge, RealPlayer is a good choice.



Figure 2.52. RealPlayer is a very respectable media player.
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The complaints with regard to RealPlayer revolve around the playback quality of the media (although this is entirely a matter of taste and opinion) and the installation process. If you want to get the latest and greatest from RealNetworks, for example, you must pay for it. We’re not against this, but compared with WMP’s free status, there are decisions to be made: cutting-edge technology versus cost.




Windows Media Player (WMP)
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www.microsoft.com/windows/windowsmedia/default.aspx

Operating System: Windows, Macintosh

Windows Media Player is the default media player from Microsoft Corporation. Because the vast majority of home computers run Windows software, this means that nearly everyone has Windows Media Player (or some version of it) installed. Because this software is free, updates for it can be downloaded at no cost so that users can keep up to date with the latest advances in media-player technology.

The current version of this software is Windows Media Player 10 (Figure 2.53), which is available for download at Microsoft’s Web site. Windows Media Player can play MP3 files, video files, picture slide shows, and Internet radio, making it a fantastic one-stop basic media player. Don’t forget that WMP also plays compact discs, DVD movies, audio DVDs, and MP3 CDs. For Windows users, I recommend Windows Media Player if for no other reason than that you probably already have it on your machine.



Figure 2.53. Windows Media Player 10 in action.
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If you update your Windows software regularly with the Automatic Update feature, your version of Windows Media Player will most likely be current.




MP3 players

Although you can listen to podcasts on your computer, the main thrust of the podcasting movement is to make podcasts portable, allowing them to be played on iPods and other digital music devices, including SmartPhones and PDAs. There are more digital music players, Smart-Phones, and PDAs on the market than you can shake a stick at, although in the past 3 years Apple has so thoroughly dominated the field that I must include plenty of Apple products in any analysis of these devices. That said, by sticking to the top few devices in each category, I can give you an idea of what is out there and what the feature sets are.

Before I delve into examining various digital music and video players, however, I need to reinforce the utter dominance of Apple’s iPod. According to media reports, at this writing Apple controls more than 80 percent of the total digital music player (MP3 player) market, so I’d be remiss if I didn’t focus heavily on these players.



[image: Image]

Although I have included prices for the MP3 players in this section, the market changes so frequently that both prices and model features are likely to have changed (and/or improved) by the time you read this book. This section is intended just to give you a feel for what’s out there.




Archos Gmini 500
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Manufacturer: Archos (www.archos.com)

Price: $699

Memory Type: Hard drive

Memory Size: 40 GB

Weight: 11.2 ounces

Screen: Yes/color (4 inches, 480x272, 262,000 colors)

Battery: Internal/rechargeable

OS Compatibility: Windows XP
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The Archos is a high-end portable video, audio, photo, and music player with a stunning 4-inch color screen. The price reflects the high-end nature of this device, but when video podcasting enters the equation, having a larger and brighter screen is important.

The features of the Archos Gmini 500 are as follows:

• 4-inch color screen capable of 480x272 resolution

• Can store up to 160 hours of video

• USB 2.0 connectivity

• Can store up to 400,000 photos or 20,000 songs

• Includes TV output

If a high-end, all-in-one video device is what you’re looking for, the Gmini must be considered for its large, crisp color screen, if for no other reason. The addition of plenty of useful features makes it a worthy option, although a very pricey one.

iAudio U2
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Manufacturer: COWON America (http://eng.iaudio.com)

Price: $180

Memory Type: Flash

Memory Size: 1 GB

Weight: 1.2 ounces

Screen: Yes

Battery: Internal/rechargeable

OS Compatibility: Macintosh, Windows
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COWON America’s iAudio U2 digital music player is an excellent flash-based player for both the Mac and Windows operating systems. One of the distinct benefits of the U2 over the iPod shuffle is the inclusion of a screen, although admittedly, the U2 is also larger than the shuffle. The U2 comes with a built-in, rechargeable lithium battery that should give you 18 to 20 hours of playback before the device needs to be recharged.

The U2 comes not only as a 1 GB model, but also in 128 MB, 256 MB, and 512 MB flavors. Following are the prime features of the iAudio U2:

• LCD display

• Personalized logo on LCD display

• USB 2.0 connectivity





iPods, iPods Everywhere

The iPod has dominated the market so thoroughly that it has become a true phenomenon. Perhaps part of Apple’s success in this department has to do with the way the iPod has constantly (and quickly) evolved, moving from a 5 GB black-and-white-screened device with an actual wheel on the front to a streamlined 60 GB video iPod that plays music, audiobooks, videos, contact lists, and even photographs. Even since the first edition of this book (in less than a year), three of the iPods mentioned in the first edition are no longer available, and two new models are gracing the shelves! Expect that by the time you read this book, a new iPod model (or two) will be available.




iPod
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Manufacturer: Apple (www.apple.com)

Price: $299 or $399

Memory Type: Hard drive

Memory Size: 30 GB (7,500 songs) or 60 GB (15,000 songs)

Weight: 5.5 ounces

Screen: Yes/color (2.5 inches)

Battery: Internal/rechargeable

OS Compatibility: Macintosh, Windows
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Photo courtesy of Apple Computer, Inc

The classic-style (that is, the iPods most like the original iPods in design) iPods available at this writing are the 30 GB and 60 GB video iPods. These are the most functional iPods ever created, capable of holding thousands of pictures, movies, video podcasts, music, audio-books, and contact databases. These are truly monster machines that, despite their huge hard drives and incredible capabilities, are actually smaller than previous iPod generations.

With a very easy-to-use interface that has been copied by its competition, the iPod combines impressive styling with user-friendly features that have propelled it to the top of the heap. The screen on the iPod is a QVGA 320x240 2.5-inch color screen, which makes navigating the menus a treat. The basic features of the iPod are

• Built-in calendar, clock, games

• The ability to make playlists on the fly

• Simple, elegant menu system

• Easy-to-use, multifunction touch wheel

• Rechargeable built-in battery

• Easy plug-and-play compatibility with iTunes on Windows and Macintosh computers

• Capability to play back video and display photographs

• Storage of text files so that the iPod can be used like a PDA for retrieving addresses and other information

• USB 2.0 connectivity

• Compatibility with Audible.com

• Large numbers of accessories, from wired remote controls with FM radio to carrying cases

• Capability to be used as a hard drive on Mac and Windows computers

iPod nano
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Manufacturer: Apple (www.apple.com)

Price: $149/$199/$249

Memory Type: Flash

Memory Size: 1 GB (240 songs)/2 GB (500 songs)/4 GB (1,000 songs)

Weight: 1.5 ounces

Screen: Yes/color (1.5 inches)

Battery: Internal/rechargeable

OS Compatibility: Macintosh, Windows
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Photo courtesy of Apple Computer, Inc

The iPod nano is an amazing little device. Capable of storing music, audiobooks, podcasts, and contact information, the nano can also be used to store (and display) thousands of digital photographs. Incredibly small and light, the nano is also very tough. When it was first released, someone on the Web tested it by dropping it, throwing it, and eventually running over it with a car, and even after all that, it still worked (although the screen packed it in after the car ran over it).

The iPod nano is the iPod for those folks who value space above all else. Only slightly thicker than a few credit cards stacked together, and only slightly wider than a pack of gum, the nano is a joy to tote around when traveling or exercising. The only limitation is its relatively small storage. If keeping your entire music collection on hand is important to you, the iPod nano shouldn’t be your first choice. The nano, however, is the coolest digital music device out there, in my book.

iPod photo
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Manufacturer: Apple (www.apple.com)

Price: $349/$449

Memory Type: Hard drive

Memory Size: 30 GB (7,500 songs)/60 GB (15,000 songs)

Weight: 5.9 ounces/6.4 ounces

Screen: Yes/color

Battery: Internal/rechargeable

OS Compatibility: Macintosh, Windows
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Photo courtesy of Apple Computer, Inc

Note that the iPod photo is still for sale in some places, but it’s not actively being manufactured by Apple anymore. The iPod photo is an iPod with the added benefit of a color screen and the ability to store thousands of photographs (in digital form) as well as music. Before you scratch your head wondering why anyone would want to combine these two things, let me point out that the ability to listen to music while a slide show of your latest vacation pictures zips by is surprisingly compelling and enjoyable. With the video/audio output cable, the iPod photo can be turned into a portable slide-show machine, displaying pictures while serenading viewers with music of the operator’s choice.

The iPod photo can hold up to 60 GB—more than enough to store a couple hundred CDs and a few thousand of your favorite pictures.

iPod shuffle
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Manufacturer: Apple (www.apple.com)

Price: $69/$99

Memory Type: Flash

Memory Size: 512 MB (120 songs)/1 GB (240 songs)

Weight: 0.78 ounce

Screen: No

Battery: Internal/rechargeable

OS Compatibility: Macintosh, Windows
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Photo courtesy of Apple Computer, Inc

The iPod shuffle raised a lot of eyebrows, because it is a flash-memory-based player rather than a hard-drive-driven device. Add to that the fact that the shuffle doesn’t have a built-in screen, and it would seem that Apple took a very big risk. Risk or no risk, upon its release, the public immediately fell in love with the iPod shuffle, and waiting lists to buy it were in the 6- to 8-week range!

Despite lacking a screen, the iPod shuffle is an outstanding digital music device that is arguably smaller than a seven-stick pack of chewing gum. The shuffle has the following functions: play, rewind, fast-forward, previous song, next song, pause, volume up/down, and play songs in order or shuffle songs. Although using an MP3 player without a screen as a podcast player may seem strange, I use my iPod shuffle for just that. In iTunes, I transfer two or three podcasts to the shuffle; then it’s off to the gym. I strongly recommend that you use iTunes if you are going to purchase a shuffle; only when these two products work together does the iPod shuffle really sing.
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Song-count disparity: Why does a Creative Zen Touch with 20 GB of hard-drive space boast that it can hold 10,000 songs when an Apple iPod with the same-size hard drive offers half as much? The answer lies in the details. The number of songs or podcasts that can fit on a digital music device depends entirely on the quality of the recordings you are storing. If you don’t mind your songs sounding like they are coming across two tin cans with a wire between them, a 20 GB iPod could hold about 50,000 songs. So remember—look at the size of the hard drive and not the boasts about the number of songs a player can hold. In the case of the players discussed in this chapter, all of them have 20 GB hard drives, and even though the various manufacturers predict that each player can store a certain number of songs, one player will not store more than another, with everything else being equal.




iRiver U10
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Manufacturer: iRiver (www.iriver.com)

Price: $249.99

Memory Type: Flash

Memory Size: 1 GB

Weight: 2.5 ounces

Screen: Yes/color

Battery: Internal/rechargeable

OS Compatibility: Windows XP
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iRiver has moved away from hard-drive-based players and now offers only flash-based players. Its U10 has a very small form factor and fits nicely into the palm of your hand. It has the ability to display photographs, videos, and music, or to play games. Perhaps the most enticing feature of the U10 is its battery life of more than 24 hours—a bonus no matter what kind of player you’re talking about.

Available only for Windows PCs, the iRiver has an impressive array of features, including:

• Up to 28 hours of battery life

• 2.2-inch color display

• Built-in FM tuner

• Built-in voice recorder

• USB 2.0 connectivity

When you’re shopping for a Windows-based digital music device, you cannot ignore the iRiver U10. The inclusion of an FM radio and a built-in voice recorder automatically save money compared with Apple’s iPods, for which those features are available only as add-ons. That said, the U10 has very limited storage space—only 1 GB.

Zen Micro
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Manufacturer: Creative (www.creative.com)

Price: $179.99/$199.99/$229.99

Memory Type: Hard drive

Memory Size: 4 G/5 GB/6 GB

Weight: 3.08 ounces

Screen: Yes/monochrome

Battery: Internal/rechargeable

OS Compatibility: Windows
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The Zen Micro is a great little MP3 player with tons of functionality. The Micro comes with an FM tuner/recorder so that you can record straight off of FM radio, as well as a built-in voice recorder so that you can record lectures, personal notes, meetings, and the like. Capable of holding contact information and even synchronizing with Microsoft Outlook, the Zen Micro is a great alternative to the iPod.

The downside to the Micro probably is its menu system, which I personally don’t find as intuitive as Apple’s. But the sound quality is high, there are 10 colors to choose among, and an FM radio (something that costs extra with an iPod) is included, all of which make the Micro a viable alternative.

Zen Vision:M
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Manufacturer: Creative (www.creative.com)

Price: $349.99

Memory Type: Hard drive

Memory Size: 30 GB

Weight: 5.75 ounces

Screen: Yes/color (2.5 inches, 320x240)

Battery: Internal/rechargeable

OS Compatibility: Windows XP

[image: Image]

The Creative Vision:M claims a 14-hour battery life for a unit that can store 120 hours of movies, tens of thousands of photos, and up to 15,000 songs. Those are some significant boasts, but the Vision:M pulls them off and then some. This is a true challenger to Apple’s video iPod, and in some ways, the Vision:M matches up very well, although there are a few shortcomings. The feature list includes

• The ability to create playlists on the fly

• FM radio and built-in recorder

• USB 2.0 connectivity

• Voice recorder

• Built-in personal organizer

• High-definition 2.5-inch color screen

• Vertical touchpad

• Can create movie and photo slide shows, and connect to a TV to display them

The Zen Vision:M has won many industry awards, and I have to say that it’s a very impressive unit. The main limitation is the somewhat-clunky interface, but for what you get in terms of value for the money, the Zen Vision:M is an amazing unit.
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Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Nowhere is that more true than when choosing a digital music player. Because everyone has a different opinion of what looks good and what is easy to use, I strongly suggest that you head to your nearest electronics store and test these units head to head before making a decision.







End of sample
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</item>
- <item>
<title>Slacker Astronomy</title>
<pubDate>Mon, 18 Apr 2005 23:00:00 +0500</pubDate>
<description>Show #6: Death of a Disco Star/description>
<enclosurs ur /vwwave.somethingpositive.net /050418~
Slackastro.mpd’ length="5117505" type="audio/mpeg" />
</item>
- <item>

S

:00 +0500</pubDate>

<title>Slacker Astronomy</title>
<pubDate>Tue, 12 Apr 2005 171
<description>Episode.

0:00 +0500</pubDate>
The Big Bad Astronomere/description>
/vwi.somathingpositive net /050412~
slackastro.mpa’ 1ength="6656854" type="audio/mpeq" />
</item>
~ <itom>
<title>Slacker Astronomy</title>
<pubDat>Tue, 4 Apr 2005 17:00:00 +0500</pubDate>
<description>Episode 4: Going Boom</description>
<enclosure ur /vwwawe.somethingpositive.net /050404~
Slackastro.mpd’ length="4606247" type="audio/mpeg" />
</item>
— citem>.

&) Done. © inernet
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TVTonic Windows No* No Yes
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field in your software.

3. Listen to, and enjoy 1000's of Podcasts!

If youwant to see the RSS or XML file, click here
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