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Abstract
In university education, we aim for students to master the course materials, practice with
transferable skills, have meaningful discussions, learn from each other, and be active members of the
academic community. These goals are especially important for first-year students, who are new to
academic education. At the same time, teaching methods should be aimed at career development
and labour market opportunities. This study aims to evaluate the success of an education method
that attempts to incorporate this broad range of learning goals into one course. The aim of this study
is to evaluate, by means of a ‘mixed-method’ data analysis, the effectiveness, quality and sustainability
of the Activating Podcast Method (APM) in student’s learning experience, a blended learning
approach that uses a flipped classroom method tailored to these goals. An online survey (N = 30)
and an interview (N = 8) measured a 2022 cohort first year BA Film and Literary Studies students’
experiences of the effectivity of the Activating Podcast Method in their academic learning and
performance. After first conducting quantitative research, qualitative research was conducted to
further explain the generated data. Results suggest that the Activating Podcast Method enhances and
improves the students’ learning experience, efficiency and performance, by conveying theoretical
knowledge and context through online independent learning in advance of on campus classes that
focus primarily on in-depth discussion. The feedback of students as well as our own experiences as
the lecturer of and student assistant to this course, indicate the overall benefits of APM as a learning
method. Finally, this article explores how APM can be integrated into university education.

Keywords
Blended learning, educational podcasting, education innovation, higher education, online education,
transferable skills

Corresponding author:
Astrid Van Weyenberg, Centre for the Arts in Society, Leiden University, Arsenaalstraat 1, B1.06, Leiden 2311 CT, The
Netherlands.
Email: a.l.b.van.weyenberg@hum.leidenuniv.nl

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/20427530241277898
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ldm
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2171-4446
mailto:a.l.b.van.weyenberg@hum.leidenuniv.nl
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F20427530241277898&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-08-29


Introduction

In university education, making the most of our weekly classes with students proves to be a
Herculean task. We aim for students to master the course materials, to practice with a variety of
transferable skills,1 have meaningful discussions, and learn from each other. We additionally seek to
motivate them, improve their self-reliance, and engage them as active members of the academic
community. These different goals are especially important for first-year students, who are new to
academic education and whose academic skills are often still limited. The conventional teaching
method of lecturing, however, does not sufficiently encourage student engagement or stimulate an
active learning attitude. As Caulfield warns, traditional methods involve numerous risks, including
one-directional knowledge transfer, creating dependency of student comprehension on teacher
instructions, and limited interaction between teacher and student, and amongst students (2011: 4).
Having to concentrate on long stretches of academic content during lectures, moreover, can be
difficult for students.

The various challenges of lecturing became even more pronounced during the COVID-19
pandemic (Salta et al., 2022: 116–117). Suddenly confined to the digital classroom, we struggled to
effectively engage a group of over 60 Film and Literary Studies students. During the first lockdown
we therefore decided to transform our traditional lectures into an educational podcast series. This
first attempt we consider to be the pilot of the APM. The results were so promising that we were
determined to continue with this project, even when on-campus classes returned, resulting in a
second, improved series and the development of the Activating Podcast Method (APM), which we
elaborate on below. Educational podcasts are now a permanent element in our teaching.

We feel that although university education should not be transformed into mere entertainment, it
is nonetheless important to actively engage students as active members of an academic community
and to create an enjoyable and motivating learning experience. The task of lecturers is not solely to
convey expertise, but also to create meaningful learning environments directed at the academic and
personal growth of students (Slyusarenko et al., 2022: 169–171). Our teaching methods should
therefore be aimed at transforming the classroom into a vibrant online and offline space in which
students share ideas, ask questions, practice skills, collaborate, and contribute to meaningful
discussions. They should help to improve students’ academic competencies, but also benefit their
career development and labour market opportunities. This study aims to evaluate the success of the
APM, an education method that attempts to incorporate the above-mentioned learning goals into
one course.

This study evaluates the quality and effectivity of the APM and considers how the APM can be
integrated in university education. It aims to gain insight into how integrating activating exercises in
preparatory material improves students’ self-reliance and engagement with course material. We first
elaborate on the context in which the APM was developed and on our method of evaluating the
students’ experience. We then consider the APM as a blended and active learning method. Finally,
we elaborate on the practicalities of how the APM was designed and implemented. We conclude
with some remarks on the benefits and limitations of our method.

Literature review

In university teaching, one-directional knowledge transfer is no longer the norm. Blended learning
plays an increasingly important role in higher education, most notably since the COVID-19
pandemic, an increase of research interest on the topic seems to suggest (Tonbuloğlu and
Tonbuloğlu, 2023). The term “blended learning” refers to effectively combining traditional
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face-to-face interaction with digital teaching methods. Its composition and implementation in
education varies widely according to its position on the blended learning continuum, varying from
basic ICT usage, for example of PowerPoint, to E-intensive usage, such as incorporating extensive
online modules (Garrison and Kanuka, 2004: 97; Jones and Lau, 2010: 407). Avariety of studies in
different fields of education suggests that blended learning methods may contribute to improved
knowledge attainment, student engagement, student confidence, motivation to study, depth of
knowledge and understanding, all depending of course on the implementation, method and design
of the course and on the students’ cooperation (Buhl-Wiggers et al., 2023: 156, 163; Castro-
Rodrı́guez et al., 2021: 494; Condie and Livingston, 2007: 342; He et al., 2016: 70).

Following the interpretation of Staker and Horn (2012) and Chen et al. (2014), “flipped learning”
is a subset of blended learning. This method integrates digital components into learning methods to
redistribute elements of traditionally preparatory or at home learning activities, and in-class ac-
tivities to increase interaction (Chen et al., 2014: 17; Pierce and Fox, 2012: 1). In traditional
teaching, course materials are introduced to students and discussed in class. Flipped learning
approaches reverse this model. Aided with digital tools, students work with the course material
before class with the help of, for example, podcasts, video’s or (group) assignments (Freeman and
Schiller, 2013: 62). Students are thus introduced to new knowledge through course materials in a
variety of media formats before class, creating more time for in-depth explanations or discussions in
class (He et al., 2016: 61). In addition to positive blended learning results, research also suggests that
flipped classroom methods improve student engagement, student interaction, student-teacher in-
teraction, problem solving abilities, and taking in information, control over classroom management
for lecturers, overall student performance, student satisfaction, independent learning and collab-
orative learning (Chen et al., 2014: 25–26; Kazanidis et al., 2019: 2025; Peterson, 2016: 13).
Moreover, the flipped classroom method promotes students’ autonomy by assigning part of the
responsibility and ownership of learning that is traditionally held by the teacher to the students, as
students work on their own pace and schedule and decide themselves on what topics they do more
research and how to best prepare for their participation in the group assignments and class dis-
cussions (Bouwmeester et al., 2016: 56–59; Bergman and Sams, 2012: 67–8; Pierce and Fox, 2012:
1).

So-called “active learning” presents an additional departure from traditional teaching methods.
Active learning is an instructional method specifically designed to effectively engage students in a
learning process through meaningful learning activities that emphasize reflection, higher-order
thinking and comprehension, as opposed to passively receiving information (Freeman et al., 2014:
8413–4; Prince, 2004: 223). Examples of active learning include collaborative learning (in which
students work together in groups towards common goal), cooperative learning (students work
together in groups but are assessed individually) and problem-based learning (problems are in-
troduced to provide context and motivation for the study material) (Prince, 2004: 223). Additionally,
the principle of ‘deliberate practice’ requires students to first “demonstrate knowledge” to which
they then receive feedback with which they can improve their earlier knowledge, all the while
processing the course material (Kosslyn, 2021: 61). Avariety of studies suggests that active learning
methods may contribute to students’ improved comprehension and performance, their attitude
towards course work, their motivation, their graduation rates, fewer dropout rates and a reduction of
achievement gaps (Cleveland et al., 2017: 4; Freeman et al., 2014: 8413; Haak et al., 2011: 1215;
Misseyanni et al., 2018: 7; Schmidt et al., 2009: 216–7).

Educational podcasting, in which students listen to an audio broadcast as part of the curriculum,
increasingly gains interest in e-learning practices (Evans, 2008: 492). Educational podcasting
implements blended learning and active learning practices in a way that increases students’
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engagement and satisfaction (Drew, 2017a; Evans, 2008: 496–7; Hanafi et al., 2022: 603;
Shantikumar, 2009: 537). Studies further suggest that educational podcasting may improve un-
derstanding of the study material as well as student confidence, making students more assured of
their knowledge (O’Connor et al., 2020: 3, 9). The medium conforms to the learning styles of the
current student generation that has an ‘always on’ (and, perhaps, always online) mentality (Baird
and Fisher, 2005: 10; O’Connor et al., 2020: 9). Augmenting traditional lecture materials, edu-
cational podcasting not only allows students to personalize their learning strategy, by following their
own schedule and pace (Baird and Fisher, 2005: 10, 24), but also takes into consideration the
diversity in backgrounds and learning preferences among students. Students can pause or rewind
content as many times as preferred, which is beneficial for those who might have less prior
knowledge or have difficulties with text comprehension (Bergman and Sams, 2012: 14; Cebeci and
Tekdal, 2006: 49–50). Compared to traditional teaching methods, then, students gain more control
over their learning process, which encourages forming an active relation to the material (Evans,
2008: 496).

For teachers, educational podcasts prove to be beneficial due to their relative accessibility in
terms production costs and time: equipment is inexpensive and mastering audio editing is generally
not extremely time-consuming (King and Gura, 2008: 7, 12). In addition to the traditional audio-
only podcast, podcast may be supported by supplementary visual material, such as a limited se-
lection of slides with relevant images or a hand-out. In the APM, too, audio functions as the main
knowledge conveyer. Educational podcasts supported by visual material present a fruitful middle
ground between audio-only podcasts and video knowledge clips that require extensive production
processes on the other.

Methods

This study is based on the experiences of the first cohort of Film and Literary Studies students to
work with the APM, during the first semester of the 2021–2022 academic year, implemented in a
course on realism and symbolism in literature taught at the Faculty of Humanities at Leiden
University. In order to collect representative and functional information from these students about
the effectiveness, quality and durability of the APM, our evaluation method consisted of a
questionnaire and interviews. The questionnaire students completed after they finished the course.
Of the 48 first-year students who followed and finished the course, the number of students who
completed the form and subsequently qualified for the data collection is N = 30. The questionnaire
was administered online through Google Forms.2 Data collection was voluntary and anonymized to
ensure impartial, safe and sincere circumstances for evaluation. Before participation, students were
informed of the purpose of the questionnaire and interview. Obtained data from student interviews is
anonymized and not tracible to participants. Data collection took place over a 3-month period
(January to March 2022).

The questionnaire consisted of 21 closed and 4 open questions. 15 Likert-scale questions as-
sessed to what extent students agree with specific statements, with scores ranging from 1 to 10
(1 expressing a negative response and 10 a positive response). The remaining closed questions
accounted for multiple choice andmulti-select answers. In the 4 open questions, students were asked
to explain their answers to closed questions and to provide general feedback and suggestions for
improvement, which provided part of our qualitative data. The questionnaire was divided into the
following categories: perceived importance of digital learning, students’ experience with the APM,
impact of the APM on learning process and results, effectiveness of the APM, students’ assessment
of the APM as a flipping the classroom and blended learning methods.
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We also conducted (and audio-recorded) an in-depth interview with 8 students in March 2022,
after the students completed the course. This interview was semi-structured in order to guarantee
that a selection of relevant pre-determined questions was answered, but also to create an open
conversation in which the interviewees were free to express opinions and thoughts beyond prepared
questions. All data were in Dutch, which the authors have transcribed, translated and paraphrased in
English for the purpose of this study. Data was stored in accordance with the Leiden University
policies of data security. The open-ended questions were analysed by categorising in accordance
with the categories of the closed questions, and by interpreting the individual answers with a four-
eye principle by both authors. Another source of data was provided by reflection reports that
students handed in via de Leiden University LMS, Brightspace, in which they detailed their ex-
perience with podcasting during the course. This data was subjected to the same method of analysis
as the open-ended questions.

Data was analysed using the ‘mixed method.’ Following Creswell (Creswell and Creswell, 2018:
52), this approach integrates both quantitative and qualitative data, as the combination of both data
sets results in insights that extend beyond what can be extracted from isolated quantitative or
qualitative data research. Applying the ‘explanatory sequential mixed method,’ the research was
executed according to the following staggered phases: the authors first conducted the quantitative
research, then analysed the results. Informed by these results, the qualitative research was conducted
and analysed with the aim to further explain the quantitative data (Creswell and Creswell, 2018: 63).
To ensure reliability, the authors reviewed all data sets independently, and later compared inter-
pretations of data.

Process and development of the APM

The APM was developed as part of a first-year Literary Studies course on Realism and Symbolism
within the Film and Literary Studies Bachelor programme at the Faculty of Humanities of Leiden
University. A substantial part of the original course content was created by fellow colleagues in this
programme, so that the educational podcast series should emphatically be considered a collaborative
effort. The educational podcasts are part of a teaching innovation trajectory in this programme that
aims for students to practice different ways of communicating scientific knowledge to a broader,
non-academic audience. Next to using podcasts as a teaching method, we also instruct students on
how to make a podcast themselves, as an exercise in science communication. We intended for this
assignment to stimulate students to position themselves as autonomous scholars, who make their
own decisions on what is relevant to include in their podcasts and who independently conduct the
relevant research for this, and to tap into their “digital” skills. Lee, McLoughlin and Chan underline
that the “high levels of agency” of creating podcasts in an educational context prevents students
from positioning themselves as “passive recipients of knowledge” (2008: 517). Adding such 21st
century transferable skills to the more traditional academic skills of writing papers and making
exams, helps to prepare students for their professional careers (Succi and Canovi, 2020). Moreover,
more creative types of assessment enhance the learning of students (Cherif et al., 2016). The APM
correspond to the Teaching and Learning Vision of Leiden University, which outlines the ambition
to stimulate educational and technological innovation by creating and implementing activating
learning methods, making efficient use of contact hours, employing digital resources, and enhancing
students’ employability by developing transferable skills (Leiden University, nd). Our aim was not
simply to improve the learning experience for one single course, but to develop a course-
transcending method that lends itself to a variety of course types in higher education that simi-
larly rely on limited contact hours and independent learning. The APM relies on activating exercises

Muffels and Van Weyenberg 5



that are integrated in the narrative of an educational podcast. We use the educational podcast genre
of the narrative (Drew, 2017b: 206–207). We expect, therefore, that the APM can be used in courses
that use narrative to transfer knowledge, such as art history, literary studies, psychology, or
sociology.

In our experience, conveying academic content in alternative media requires a fundamental
reconfiguration of method and form. Our initial podcast lectures that were part of the APM pilot
during the first lockdown still mimicked traditional lecture methods. Realising that by transforming
a 45-min lecture into a 45-min podcast we did not fully benefit from the possibilities the medium has
to offer, we decided to develop the APM method by incorporating conventions from both academic
teaching and podcasting. We adjusted the contents, methods, assignments and assessments of the
course to create an integrated learning experience.

The APM method requires students to work according to the “3B” steps of “bestuderen, be-
luisteren, bespreken” (“studying, listening, discussing”). In preparation for each class, they in-
dependently read the literary texts and study the scholarly material. Then, they listen to the podcast.
While listening, they complete several short individual exercises and quizzes that give context to,
elaborate on, and let students practice with the course materials. The podcast concludes with
instructions for a group assignment students prepare before coming to class, stimulating them to
learn with and from each other. The exercises, quizzes and group assignments turn the podcasts into
an ‘active learning’ method. As an extra incentive to come to class prepared, part of the exercises
and assignments are graded. In the classroom students participate in group discussions with their
peers and their lecturer, on the basis of their preparations.

The APM thus combines traditional face to face interaction with online and offline learning
materials in a variety of formats: readings, podcast supported by visual material, individual ex-
ercises and group assignments. We aimed for our method to provide support for students with
different backgrounds and personal learning styles by using multiple learning formats, which we
hoped would allow for individually managed learning time and pace.

In a previously conducted questionnaire following our pilot during COVID-19, students had
suggested the podcasts could be improved by adding different voices to the voice of the lecturer. To
create a more varied listening experience, in the revised podcast series we included different audio
fragments (documentaries, interviews, music) and invited colleagues to share their opinions and
expertise in interviews or debates. We also asked enthusiastic students from previous cohorts to
record part of the content as well as the various student assignments. The idea was to give students
the sense of an academic community of lecturers and students of which they are part themselves.

In the questionnaire following our pilot students had expressed that most of them listened to the
podcasts at their desks taking notes, as opposed to listening to the podcasts while doing activities
such as walking or commuting, as we had hoped. We decided to take advantage of this desk-bound
listening experience by including supplementary visual material in the shape of simple videos to add
complementary visual material (such as quotes, images, questions and assignments). We aimed for
the visual material to be in service of comprehension, clarification and illustration, as opposed to
adding entertainment elements that potentially bring about distracting stimuli. The medium of video
allowed us to add visual content when relevant. Visual material in the videos included: quotes
students could read along to improve comprehension, animations to illustrate the different as-
signment types, text transcripts of open questions and quizzes, and images of discussed art works.
The resulting podcasts were embedded in Leiden University’s digital learning environment (DLE)
using the learning management system (LMS) Brightspace.3 The medium of video has the dis-
advantage that students with weak internet connections at home can encounter problems running
them. (Digital) hand-outs offer an alternative if video-editing is too time-consuming.
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For many of our students, the course in which we integrated the APM is their first introduction to
academic skills, so that their research and writing abilities are still limited. We used the interactive
document tool in FeedbackFruits to integrate short exercises in the narrative of the podcasts, al-
lowing students to practice with skills that they will need and further develop throughout their
academic career, such as researching, analysing, writing or reflecting. Students are asked to pause
each podcast a few times and answer open and multiple-choice questions (“Time for a Quiz!”) or to
do an academic exercise. These assignments are introduced with different animations to help
students distinguish between the different types of exercise and makes them more aware of which
particular skill they are practicing (see Figure 1).

The questions and exercises help students process, reflect on and practice with the material
discussed and allow them to check whether they have understood the material correctly. Feed-
backFruits helps to make this practical element interactive: when the podcast pauses, students type
their answer directly in a text field the tool provides (see Figure 2). The podcasts in FeedbackFruits
were embedded in Brightspace (see Figure 3). The advantage of this is easy access for students (who
use one platform that holds all course material) and the protection of the intellectual property of
lecturers (as the settings in FeedbackFruit allow for disabling the download option for the podcasts).

Materials

To record audio, Audio-Technica (AT2035) condenser microphones with Devine (Vocube) vocal
isolation chambers and a Focusrite Scarlett (2i2) audio interface were used. Audio files were edited
in Audacity. Visual material (supplemental texts, images, assignment animations, logo, opening
animation), designed by Nathalie Muffels, was created in IbisPaint and ProCreate, and then edited
into a video format withDaVinci Resolve and VN Video Editor. Integrated in Brightspace (LMS), the
podcasts were uploaded in the interactive video tool of FeedbackFruits, where text questions were
added to create interactive text fields for activating assignments that were ‘locked,’ automatically
pausing the podcasts at each assignment and preventing students from continuing the audio until
they submitted their answer. FeedbackFruits converted students’ answers into an Excel spreadsheet.

Figure 1. Selection of images, accompanied by animations in podcast supplementary video, from left to right:
“STOP AND REFLECT,” “STOP AND FIND,” “STOP AND ANALYSE,” “STOP AND LOOK UP,” “STOP
AND EXPLAIN,” “TIME FOR A QUIZ.”

Muffels and Van Weyenberg 7



Figure 2. Screenshot of podcast in FeedbackFruits (demonstration of a student answering a question).

Figure 3. Screenshot of podcast in FeedbackFruits, embedded in brightspace.
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Procedure

We used the educational podcast genre of the narrative, in which we made use of the storytelling
techniques of signposting and cross-linking (Drew, 2017a: 206–207). We broke up the podcast
narratives with questions and assignments, to help students maintain their concentration, process the
discussed topics, and reflect on and practice with the material. We sought to inspire students to do
further research if they felt their knowledge of a particular topic was lacking, and to formulate
questions to ask to the lecturer in class. It was our intention that by reading the students’ responses in
preparation for class, the lecturer could tailor her instructions to the students’ needs.

At the end of each podcast, students were given a group assignment to prepare before coming to
class, intended to encourage them to collaborate and further engage with the course materials. Group
members were assigned randomly, and every 3 weeks new groups were formed to help students get
acquainted and create an overall even distribution for fair conditions. The groups assignments had a
dual purpose: they were designed to let students practice with academic skills, such as researching,
analysing and reflecting, and to provide the opportunity for peer learning. The assignments aimed to
improve teamwork skills (such as time management, coordination, accountability and collabora-
tion) and to create an academic community in which students get to know each other and develop
their social skills.

As their final group assignment, students made their own podcasts, as an exercise in science
communication. They were instructed to choose one of the novels discussed in the course and to
integrate what they had learned, but also to add new material based on their own research. The
content of their podcast had to be academic, but the form needed to be directed at a general audience.
They were stimulated to be creative. Students were given instructions on how to prepare a script and
how to record their podcast at home using their personal recording devices and editing programs.
Students were also given the possibility to record their material in the lecturer’s podcast studio on
campus. The purpose of the podcast assignment is to allow students to experiment with 21st century
ways of expressing academic expertise.

The podcast assignment presents the challenge of striking the right balance between safeguarding
academic weight and providing an activating and enjoyable learning experience for students. For
this reason, the grading criteria for this assignment were partly academic and partly practical. We
evaluated the clarity of the topic, the analysis of the primary (literary) work, the integration of the
knowledge that was acquired throughout the course and the use of new material based on the
students’ own research, and we looked at the podcast’s structure and composition, the students’
presentation skills, their use of supporting audio material, and their editing skills. We also asked the
groups to submit the script for their podcasts, as well as a logbook in which they elaborate on their
planning, organization and division of tasks.

Finally, we asked each student to hand in a reflection report, in which they were asked to answer
questions about their individual evaluation of and contribution to the podcast, such as: “Describe the
division of tasks. Were the tasks divided evenly, in your view? Why (not)?”; “How would you
evaluate your individual contribution to this assignment?”; “Did you learn or discover new personal
skills during this assignment?”; “Which of your peers would you like to give a bonus point? Why?”
The reflection rapport allowed insight into the overall process of creating the group podcast, as
opposed to assessing only the final product. It was aimed at having students think actively about the
process of collaborative work, about their own role in this process, about the competences they
could draw on, and about the skills they practiced and/or learned.

After consultation with a staff member of the university’s Education Advice and Quality As-
surance team, we decided on the use of bonus points to be able to differentiate between individual
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students (rewarding those who showed some exceptional skill, in the opinions of their peers, e.g. in
terms of organisation or editing), but also to involve the students in the assessment of their peers and
to motivate them to take responsibility and do their part. Adjusting group grades to individual scores
based on peer ratings to evaluate individual performance can increase the validity of group as-
sessments (Zhang and Ohland, 2009: 305–6). Research on group assessment suggest that keeping a
logbook, as well as using peer evaluations reduce chances of students free loading (Aggarwal and
O’Brien, 2008: 262). Further, studies suggest that grading group project based on a combination of
different perspectives, such as peer evaluation, instructor observation, reports, logs and final
product, allows the instructor to evaluate a team’s process, rather than exclusively a final product,
which is beneficial to the quality of the evaluation and which enhances student motivation (Williams
et al., 1991: 49–50).

Results

This study set out to examine how a specific activating learning method, integrated in educational
podcasts, improves individual student learning and class preparation and participation. Specifically,
we are interested in the impact of the integration of various activating exercises in educational
podcasts on the students’ comprehension of course material and on their ability to contribute to in-
class discussions.

In the questionnaire, students were asked questions about different subjects related to their
learning experience, including: motivation, the ‘3B’-system (‘studying, listening, discussing’),
preparation, activating assignments, group assignments and podcast assignment. In terms of
stimulation and motivation, results suggest that, overall, the podcasts stimulated students to put
effort in doing the course work (see Figure 4). On a scale of 1 to 10 (in which 1 expressed that the
podcast did not stimulate the student to do the course work, and 10 meant the podcasts stimulated
the student to a great extent), 40% of the students expressed the podcasts stimulated them to put
effort in doing the course work, and 56.8% indicated the podcasts were very stimulating. There were
no negative answers, and only one student (3.3%) was neutral.

The podcasts appear to have a positive effect on the students’motivation as well. On the question
to what extent the podcasts increased students’ motivation, on a scale of 1 to 10 (1 expressed the
podcasts did not increase motivation, and 10 meant the podcasts greatly increased motivation),
44.8% of the students positively indicated that the podcasts increased their motivation and for
41.3%, the podcasts greatly heightened their motivation. Two students were neutral (6.9%) and two
students chose a slightly below neutral effect (6.9%). Some students indicated that the podcasts gave
them the advantage of being able to listen and do the exercises at their own convenience and pace.
One of them expressed: “[It was] really useful. I experienced less pressure because I could choose

Figure 4. “To what extent did the podcasts stimulate your engagement in this course?”
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when I studied the podcasts by myself.” The interview confirms this view. One student shared: “I
liked that I could pause and rewind the podcast, which of course is not possible during a live lecture,
this helped me take better notes.” The interview further revealed that the podcast motivated students
to engage with the course materials outside of assignments or in-class lectures: “Discussions on the
podcasts arose spontaneously in our WhatsApp group.”

The overall APM Method that was applied throughout the course of following the steps
“studying, listening, discussing” drew a positive reception (see Figure 5). When students were asked
to rate how the step-by-step learning method worked for them on a scale from 1 to 10 (in which
1 meant it did not work at all for them, and 10 expressed it worked exceptionally well), 40% of the
students indicated a positive response to the method, and 56.7% answered the method worked very
well, to exceptionally well. One student (3.3%) submitted a neutral response. Students generally
stuck to this order as their learning strategy, as 23% of the students said they always completed their
preparatory work before starting the podcasts, 60% indicated that they had done this most of the
times, and only 16.7% answered ‘sometimes.’ Asked to share their thoughts on these steps during
the interview, students said that they enjoyed this set up because it minimized passive, one-
directional knowledge transfer during class: “I felt like we could now use the in-class time for
discussions […] which I think was valuable and helped with our final assignment.”

The questionnaire showed that students valued hearing other lecturers (from within and outside
of the Film and Literary Studies bachelor) talk about their research area or field of interest. On a scale
of 1 to 10 (in which 1 expressed that the participant did not care for it at all, and 10 meant that the
participant thought hearing other teachers in the podcast was a great addition), 36.7% was positive,
and 63.3% very positive about this. Generally, the students were also positive to very positive
(53.4% and 19.9% respectively) about the added value of hearing fellow students feature in the
podcast. 63% of the students was interested in featuring in a future episode themselves.

The questionnaire also assessed the students’ experiences of the activating exercises (quizzes and
short open questions) during the podcasts, group assignments and final assignment. Students were
asked to evaluate to what extent the individual exercises (which consisted of multiple choice ‘quiz’
questions and short open questions) helped them to actively engage with the course materials, on a
scale of 1 to 10 (1 = not at all, 10 = exceptionally well) (see Figure 6).

Overall, the great majority of students found the individual exercises in the podcasts helpful and
stimulating. 43.3% of respondents expressed a positive experience, and 53.4% exceptionally
positive. Participants answered the same question on the multiple-choice quizzes in the podcasts.
Again, the great majority of students indicated that the quizzes were helpful: over 43%were positive
to very positive, and over 43% of the respondents were rated the quizzes as exceptionally helpful.
Participants clarified their rating in an open text question, explaining that the activating exercises
increased their motivation compared to teaching methods that only require reading materials as

Figure 5. “How well did the order of studying listening, discussing work for you?”
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preparation to class. The exercises helped students to actively engage with and memorize materials
and kept them alert throughout the learning experience.

In the questionnaire, students indicated that the structure of weekly podcast exercises improves
time management skills and allowed for an organic learning process that avoids last minute
cramming of material. In the interview a student explained: “I prefer having to do course weekly
[…] because it is easier to keep track of. Also, because I have to work on it every week, it makes sure
I stay involved continuously.” This student also added, however, that it was quite challenging to
combine the weekly workload with other courses. For most students, the weekly assignments
increased their reflection on and comprehension of the materials. In the interview, a student
explained:

By interactively working with the questions, researching things, I was able to remember this a lot better.
Also in the way it was constructed: for instance, we first would get an assignment ‘find out more about
this term,’ which was a term that turned out to be important later in the podcast. This way, we worked
with the course material step-by-step.

While to some students, the exercises took too much time and effort, in general the evaluation
shows that both the short exercises and quizzes increased the engagement of students with course
materials and contributed to an active learning experience. In the interview, a student said about this:

If I compare this [the podcasts] to the usual, dry articles we have to read normally, I preferred this because
it was more interactive and therefore I got bored less easily. […] I liked that I could hear things
— sounds, music, interviews, images — that worked a lot better than a chunk of text.

Another student agreed and added:

It was easier to stay concentrated because of the interactive elements and I personally feel it helped me
remember the materials more than just reading an article. Also, it was helpful that the language in the
podcast was more accessible compared to most academic articles.

Students were generally moderately positive about the group assignments (see Figure 7). On a
scale from 1 to 10 (in which 1 expresses that the participant did not like the group assignments and
10 indicates that the participants thoroughly enjoyed the group assignments), 73.3% of the students
indicated a positive to very positive experience with regards to the group assignments and their
effectiveness. Asked to elaborate on their score in a subsequent open question, students explained

Figure 6. “These podcasts contain various individual assignments, meant to have you engage with the material
actively. How did these assignments work in your experience?”
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that they enjoyed working together on assignments with their peers, the group assignments helped
them to get to know their peers and that the assignments increased comprehension of course
materials: “It is a lot of fun to exchange opinions and interpretations”; “I liked the group assignments
because frequently I had nice group members […]. I admit I personally thought most assignments
were not that interesting, but many novels became a lot more enjoyable by discussing them with
classmates”; “It felt really cool to discuss and write about a novel with classmates that are equally
enthusiastic about it (or the opposite!). It was also a nice way to meet a lot of people from the
bachelor.”

Additionally, the interview revealed that peer collaboration gives students an accessible, safe
space to talk, ask questions and affirm their newly gained knowledge. One student expressed:

I thought the group assignments were really helpful because of the conversations we had in which we
discussed our ideas and thoughts on the materials together, and this makes it easier, or more accessible, to
share something [during the in-class discussions] because I know I already talked about it with peers and
they had similar ideas and therefore I’m assured I’m not saying anything weird.

Small-scale preparatory peer-conversations are fundamental first steps for students to be able to
contribute to in-class discussions, which are often felt to be more intimidating because of the large
group size and the presence of a lecturer.

The students who were less positive about the weekly group assignments generally answered that
the process was too dependent on the motivation and work ethics of their peers. “Sometimes it was
hard for me that not everybody was equally meticulous or willing to spend time on the assignments.”
Some students also explained they found difficult to evaluate each other’s contribution to group
work when they had to divide bonus points among their peers in the reflection reports, especially
when they felt that they all worked hard so it would be unfair to give an advantage to only a select
few. Though students sometimes found it challenging to work together with their peers, the im-
pression is that they do see the benefit of peer-learning, for example: “It was awkward, but it did help
to gain a better understanding of the material and to apply it.”

Although not all students were equally enthusiastic about the group work, the evaluations show
that it did benefit their understanding of the course material and that it helped to create a sense of
community. The results suggest that the original plan of weekly group assignments proved too
ambitious. A main problem was that for the students it proved difficult to find the time to work
together: “the group assignments took a lot of extra work”; “organizing to meet with your group
members every week was difficult sometimes.” In the reflection reports, students also expressed that
group projects are time consuming and require more organizational effort compared to individual

Figure 7. “Each week, the podcasts contained a group assignment, meant stimulate collaboration and material
engagement. How did these group assignments work for you?”
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assignments, which is why in general, they seemed to prefer individual assignments over group
projects. Some students also brought up the problem that tasks were not always divided equally and
that their peers did not always put in sufficient effort.

Overall, students were enthusiastic about the creative assignment of making a podcast them-
selves (see Figure 8). On a scale of 1 to 10 (where 1 indicated the participant did not enjoy creating a
podcast, and 10 that the participant thoroughly enjoyed creating one’s own podcast in a group), 20%
of the responses was positive, while 73% was extremely positive. No less than 30% of the students
expressed their enthusiasm for creating their own podcast by rating the assignment 10/10 on the
Likert scale. About the usefulness of creatively experimenting with digital and technical methods
for their future career, interviewed students said: “I think we will have to create podcast more often
in life, so it is a skill we already learned and put into practice so that is useful,” and “What I liked
about the podcast assignment was the creative freedom.” Students also expressed that they feel that
educational methods should consider that new developments in the work field require young
professionals to master new skills: “In my opinion, it is important that lecturers think about ed-
ucation innovation, if not, we [students] might be disadvantaged compared to other students; we
might miss the opportunity to learn something that is really important for our future.”

Finally, students were asked to what extent the podcasts improved their self-reliance and in-
dependence on a scale from 1 to 10 (1 indicated the podcasts did not improve the students’ self-
reliance and independence, 10 expresses it improved greatly) (see Figure 9). The results suggest the
podcast had a positive effect: 26.7% of the students answered that the podcasts benefitted their self-
reliance and independence, and 70% expressed the podcasts improved it considerably. One student
was neutral (3.3%) and there were no negative responses. These responses suggest the APM is
beneficial to students’ personal responsibility and autonomy in learning, making them less de-
pendent on lecturers to manage their learning and encouraging them to reflect on their personal
learning needs and styles.

Qualitative data gives further insight on this topic. The APM helped the new students take up
study practices that are fundamental to their academic education. In the interview, one student
remarked:

While reading articles, I was less inclined to make notes, but here [during the podcasts with short
exercises] I was really compelled to start taking notes. The exercises in the podcasts also let us put our
new knowledge into practice right away, this also made me feel much more prepared for class, during
which the material is discussed again, helping me remember it even more. I liked this format.

Figure 8. “How much did you like creating a podcast yourself, in this course?”
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Avaluable additional advantage of the APM is that students experienced more self-confidence in
their academic abilities, which is especially important for first-year students, who are at the start of
their careers:

This [APM] helped me, because in high school, I never dared to participate in group discussions in class,
but now, before class, we were already familiar with some of the material, and therefore I dared to take
part in the group discussion. This was really nice, that it gave me the self-confidence to do this.

Another student added:

Yes, I share that opinion. […] Often, I feel I am not well-read enough to participate, so to me, it is
daunting. I liked that we got this course [with the APM] in the first semester of our first year, so it gives
you a bit of self-confidence right from the beginning, which is helpful in other courses as well, so maybe
I can try to participate in group discussions there as well.

The improved participation struck students in the interview: “Right, if I compare this to other
courses, really, a lot more students actively participated in the group discussions.”

Conclusion

The results show that having students engage with the course materials through a variety of media
and approaches in the APM, increased their motivation and their engagement. Students appreciated
that they were able to listen to the podcasts and do the individual exercises at their own convenience
and pace. The great majority of students found the activating exercises in the podcasts stimulating
and helpful for their comprehension of and reflection on the course materials. Students also felt that
the structure of weekly exercises improved their time management skills. Moreover, in line with the
findings of Bouwmeester et al. (2016) and Bergman and Sams (2012), the APM, as a specific
application of active learning and blended learning, proved beneficial to students’ personal re-
sponsibility, autonomy and self-confidence in learning. The results further show that most students
enjoyed working together on group assignments with their peers and that this collaboration gave
them an accessible and safe space to talk and ask questions. However, students also found the peer-
work challenging, because tasks were not always divided equally and it proved difficult to find the
time to work together. Moreover, students did not appreciate being asked to evaluate each other’s
contribution to group work. Overall, the results suggest that the APM leads to increased motivation,
engagement and comprehension and can therefore help to address the risks that, as Caulfield warns
(2011: 4) are involved in traditional teaching methods.

Figure 9. “To what extent did the podcasts improve your self-reliance and independence in this course?”
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Discussion

In addition to our insights as researchers based on the results discussed above, we would like to
place several comments from the perspective of us as lecturers of the course in which the APM was
developed and implemented. Firstly, we found it encouraging that students were not only very
enthusiastic about the creative assignment of making a podcast themselves, but that they were also
very skilled at it.

Our second reflection is about the group work, which students found challenging, an experience
we suggest is part of the interpersonal transferable skills that students practice in preparation for
their future careers (Williams et al., 1991: 45–8). Based on the results we would, however, rec-
ommend reducing the amount of group assignments, to allow students sufficient time and attention
for planning and organizing their collaborative work. Moreover, since students felt uncomfortable
with evaluating each other’s contribution to group work, we recommend removing the peer-
assessment method in future editions of the APM.

Thirdly, we wish to emphasise that the APM also benefited us, as lecturers, since the activating
exercises allowed us to customize our instructions according to the students’ responses. This freed
up time to have in-depth discussions and address remaining questions. The online and offline
combination of weekly (individual and group) assignments and in-class discussions, allowed us to
continually evaluate student comprehension and progress. It is primarily this aspect of the Acti-
vating Podcast Method, we feel, that can help lecturers to tailor their instructions to their students’
levels and needs. Admittedly, however, reading and evaluating the students’ contributions in
preparation for class is a lot of work, which is why we would suggest to reduce the number of
exercises in accordance to group size. In our experience, the APM also contributed to a higher level
of in-depth discussions during class.

Finally, setting up the APM is, time-consuming, requiring lecturers to first master the specific
skills of scripting, recording and editing podcasts, and then practice these skills within tight weekly
deadlines. We feel that this relates to a broader problem concerning teaching innovation and
teaching in general, we feel. Aware that the 21st century requires new educational methods and
practices, many universities stimulate lecturers to develop various teaching innovation projects.
Often, such projects rely on temporary funding, either from within the university or from external
sources (which was also the case here), funding that lecturers need to apply (and write applications
for) themselves. Despite many good intentions and the hard work and generous help of supporting
staff, a substantial budget to free the time needed to structurally implement teaching innovations in
the curricula is often lacking.

Within the Dutch academic context, moreover, many lecturers work on temporary contracts,
without the opportunity to invest long-term in the courses that they teach. It goes without saying that
this not only negatively impacts the careers of these lecturers, but teaching innovation as well.
Lecturers who do hold permanent positions are under increasing pressure to obtain research grants,
produce sufficient academic “output” and organize “valorisation” activities, while managing
substantial teaching loads and numerous administrative duties. This poses the dilemma of how to
integrate teaching innovation in our programmes in structural, sustainable ways, without having to
compromise on our research activities. These problems aside, it was very stimulating for us to be
able to learn new digital tools, to develop a 21st century method of teaching that gives students and
lecturers the chance to be more creative, and to observe the enthusiasm this sparked. It was re-
warding to find that the APM helped students practice with transferable skills in preparation for the
labour market, have meaningful discussions, learn from each other and be active members of the
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academic community. On the basis of our students’ feedback, we will continue to improve our
method in the years to come.

Limitations

There are several limitations to this study. Limiting factors are the sample size and the homogeneous
educational discipline of the students, who were all first-year students within the Film and Literary
Studies programme at Leiden University. Consequently, the study is based solely on a specific
Dutch academic context. Whereas this study sheds light on educational podcasting in higher
education, it does not provide sufficient data to be extrapolated to general conclusions about higher
education. This study is based on students’ insights that were gathered from questionnaires and in
interviews. The interpretation and collection of the questionnaire and interview data is potentially
subject to unintended bias. Related to this, is a second limitation to this study: the dual role of the
authors as lecturers and researchers. We acknowledge that it is impossible to fully separate these two
roles and we have tried to balance our educational goals as lecturers with our research goals as
scholars in a professional and ethical way. At the same time, we also feel that our dual role was
beneficial, as it allowed us to design and study the APM as part of a course. Lastly, we are literary
scholars who are not trained in Science Education. We wrote this study from the conviction that
educators across all disciplines could make valuable contributions to the field.
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Notes

1. Following Nägale and Stalder, ‘transferable skills’ refer to a broad variety of skills (including both non-
technical skills, such as social skills or problem solving, and technical skills) that “are transferable between
different contexts and situations,” such as basic skills, which are ‘core proficiencies’ including critical
thinking or interpersonal skills; generic skills, meaning skills that are applicable to a wide variety of jobs;
and employability skills, which are skills aimed to improve one’s employability (Nägele and Stalder, 2017:
739–740).

2. The questions were in part based on a questionnaire held during the pilot phase the year prior. Additional
questions were added to evaluate adjustments made in the podcast method in accordance with experiences
and questionnaire results of the pilot.

3. We do not consider these video’s vodcasts. Vodcasts are video recorded podcasts. Therefore, in addition to
the auditive element, vodcasts provide continuous visual material. We only added visual material where it
was necessary to be able to comprehend or work with the discussed materials and to integrate assignments,
leaving the majority of the podcasts without visual stimuli apart from an illustration that functioned to
indicate the podcast was playing.

4. The Student Assistant position was funded by the Gratama and LUF Grant and by the Leiden University
Centre for the Arts in Society.

5. A Dutch instruction video about the Activating Podcast Method, made by Thomas Vorisek and Astrid Van
Weyenberg, can be found here: https://video.leidenuniv.nl/media/t/1_0eyf11m9
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