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Abstract

Podcasting is nowadays one of the fastest growing Internet media, broadly used in domains such as
broadcasting, entertainment, and education. After 2016, podcast market has seen tremendous growth
in both production volume and consumption. Podcasts are becoming increasingly popular among
younger people, such as students, especially when it comes to mlearning applications, as they are a
medium fully suitable to their increasingly mobile, always-connected lifestyle.

Podcasts have been used for educational purposes and specifically for language learning applications,
since the early 2000. In this paper, numerous studies and research papers published from 2005 to
2021 have been examined to define the effects of using podcasts on language learning. The paper
presents the conclusions of the bibliographic research to date and highlights the strengths and
weaknesses of podcasts as tools for language learning, as well as students’ perceptions about them.
The current data of the podcast market is also presented, and conclusions are drawn for the future
use of podcasts in language learning. From the market data, but also from the positive conclusions
that emerged from the reviewed research, it appears that the use of podcasts in language education
presents great prospects. The future of podcasting in language learning is promising, as podcasts can
offer remarkable benefits to both teachers and students. Podcasts are a technological educational tool
which, in the contemporary mobile educational environment, increases students’ language skills and
proficiency as well as the probability that students will feel engaged and motivated, and thus, their
exploitation must be further investigated.

Keywords: Podcasts, MALL, mLearning, elearningLanguage learning, Technology, Listening skills,
Motivation.

1 INTRODUCTION: PODCAST BASICS IN BRIEF

The term Podcast, which is a neologism derived from the terms "Pod" and "Broadcast", was
introduced in 2004. The term Pod, for many people, came up from the global release of the Apple iPod
after 2001 - which coincided with the creation of the first podcasts - while, according to others, it is a
derivative of the terms "Personal On Demand (POD) and "broadCAST”. In fact, both hypotheses are
valid, as podcasts are always “on demand” and are usually transmitted and reproduced on users’
mobile devices.

A Podcast is a common digital audio file (usually in mp3 format) which is recorded using a voice
recorder, a PC, a mobile device or -in demanding situations- professional recording equipment.
Subsequently, this file is uploaded and hosted in a website or file storage service and is available to
users for download. Audio files were of course always available on the internet, either as files in
repositories or as posts uploaded by bloggers in «audio blogs». To listen to an updated audio file from
the same blog, users had to regularly check the audio blog for a new audio file, download it in their PC
and move it for reproduction in their mp3 player. The factor that radically changed this procedure and
gave birth to the appearance of this new form of digital audio distribution type, was “syndication
technologies”. Syndication technologies (RSS and more recently Atom) are XML-based technologies
that allow users to receive new content from a specific web source without having to visit it. They are
particularly widespread in the automatic delivery of content from blogs, podcasts and other (RSS
enabled) websites and play a key role in the circulation of information on the web. Users subscribe to
the podcast they are interested in, and then, using an RSS reader program, also known as
aggregator, feed reader, or podcatcher, are automatically fed with new content -"episode" is the term
regarding new recordings in podcasting- whenever it becomes available by its producer {1}. Feedly
(Web, iOS, Android), NewsBlur (Web, Self-Hosted Web, iOS, Android), Inoreader (Web, iOS, Android,
Windows Phone), Netvibes (Web) are among the most widely used RSS readers / services.
Nowadays, however, users can also use one of the big online podcasting services dominating the
podcast market, which offer these syndication services transparently for the user.
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The subscription model that is followed in podcasts and the ease of distribution they offer is what
differentiates them from the other digital audio formats available on the internet (webcasting,
streaming audio, downloadable files, web radio). The distinction between the term podcasting and the
term webcasting is clear. The second, refers to online listening to audio or video transmission and
works with streaming playback of the audio file (as, for example, happens on youtube for video
transmission). On the other hand, the term podcast means asynchronous transmission, but also the
simultaneous existence of two components: an audio file and an RSS feed. Without an RSS feed, an
audio file played on the internet is considered merely streaming audio. For similar reasons, there is
also a clear distinction between the term podcast and the term web radio. In the latter, live audio is
transmitted (pushed) and it is reproduced -with a short delay- while it is downloaded. In a podcast,
audio files are pre-recorded and stored in a podcasting service (or in another hosting facility) and must
be downloaded before reproduction. Podcast producers prepare and upload each new episode and
users are notified through syndication technologies when this new episode is available. Thus, users do
not have to tune in a web radio station to listen to a broadcast, but simply subscribe to the podcast
they are interested in. The podcatcher app or service they use is informed via RSS feeds and
automatically downloads any new episode available on users’ device. Closing this reference to the
terminology used in the field, it is worth mentioning the term “enhanced” podcasts which is a
combination of audio and images and the term “videocasts” or “vodcasts” (“VOD” stands for “video-on-
demand”) which contain audio and video. In the latter case, the term VODcasting (also called
“vlogging”) is used, instead of podcasting.

2 PODCASTS IN EDUCATION

Podcasts are among the key tools offered by web 2.0. Several factors have contributed to the
popularity and growth of podcasting: ease of production, low cost, portability, flexibility in time,
location, pacing, their convenience for both creator and listener, the growing and widespread use of
mobile devices, the adoption of podcasting by major media broadcasters as a way of delivering catch-
up services [2], their possibility to offer “bite-sized learning opportunities” [3], as well as the popularity
they encountered immediately after their appearance. These explain the interest and the effort for their
use in education. Towards this direction, i.e., the exploitation of podcasts in education, a lot of
research and studies have been carried out.

The first conclusion that emerges from most of these studies is that podcasts can be an effective
teaching resource with positive pedagogical results and can undoubtedly contribute to the
improvement of learning. O'Bryan & Hegelheimer [4], Walls et al [5] and Fehennig [6] consider that the
use of podcasts had a positive effect on the understanding of teaching materials, on improving
knowledge and on student performance. Bolliger et al [7], studying 302 students who participated in 14
online courses of various disciplines using podcasts published through iTunes University, found an
increase in motivation and self-confidence of students, who found the podcasts very interesting as
learning materials. Going one step further, Lazzari [8], Fernandez et al [9] and Ainsworth [10] not only
offered podcasts to their students but also involved them in developing podcasts for their courses. It
was almost a common finding that the participation of students in podcast design and creation had
positive effects on the development of their learning skills and motivation ([9], [11]), while at the same
time promoted the development of collaborative and critical thinking skills. In other research, podcasts
have been found to help reduce student stress [12] and facilitate much greater multitasking [3]. Walls
et al [5] believe that podcasts are suitable for enriching distance learning and help slower learners, as
they allow them to work at their own pace in their available time, while Kim & King [13] believe that
implementing podcasts as part of teacher training courses leads to more prepared teachers.

Some researchers reported drawbacks, disadvantages, or problems. Abt & Barry [14] consider that
the learning benefits of written text are greater than those of podcasts, Cann [15] and Kazlauskas &
Robinson [16] found that podcasts are not very popular among students, while Deal [17] and Lazzari
[8] noted that podcasts do not offer remarkable learning outcomes. However, the conclusions for the
majority of researchers are positive. According to most researchers, podcasts are a good way for
distribution of information or learning materials, can augment and enrich traditional learning
experiences ([5], [8]) and help students better understand topics and stimulate thinking more deeply
about the lecture’s content [18]. Furthermore, podcasts can facilitate passive learning with
nontraditional students [19] especially in informal learning situations [20].
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3 PODCASTS IN LANGUAGE LEARNING

It is common knowledge that language learning applications usually try to integrate target language
authentic audio recordings into learning and teaching activities. Until the advent of the internet, the
main channel for authentic material provision was radio and television programs which had been used
in language teaching and learning for decades. In the early days of web 2.0 posting audio files to
“audioblogs” was the usual way to provide learners with online authentic audio. While audioblogs -or
voice blogs- are still in use for specific applications [21] the advent of podcasts -which, according to
Rosell-Aguilar [22] had an impact on language learning comparable to that of the arrival of the
Internet- has focused the research of language experts towards this direction.

Language learning is a scientific field that can have clear benefits from the integration of podcasts.
Rosell-Aguilar [2] states that, while in other disciplines the value of a podcast is in its content and
information, in the field of language learning “the focus of listening also lies on form, through which
learners become aware of grammatical, pronunciation, or other features of the language they are
using or are exposed to “. The fact that podcasts allow learners to be exposed to natural speakers is
the reason why the use of podcasts in language learning has a great potential both as a teaching and
learning tool ([23], [24], [25]). Podcasts can be used to bring authentic material and cultural
experiences to students ([5], [8], [26]), can provide original information about history, culture, and
politics as well as resources which are free and “...otherwise not available in territories where the
target language is not spoken® [2].

The wide spread of podcasting has led commercial developers, institutions, or individual broadcasters
to produce various materials that are of use to the language learner. According to Rosell-Aguilar [22]
this material includes both authentic content provided by native speakers of the target language which
was originally produced for native speakers, such as news podcasts released by broadcast media,
and teaching content (language courses) specifically designed for language learning. This -latter-
content can be classified into complete courses with the podcasting materials at the core of instruction
and supporting (add-on) materials to support other courses designed to be used in classroom teaching
or distance education. To these existing resources we can of course add self-developed podcasts by
teachers or students. Kukulska-Hulme et al [27] believe that podcast production has positive impact on
learners’ sense of progress and achievement and on the development of technological and
collaboration skills as it can facilitate learning and practicing at the same time. Several other
researchers agree that podcast production by students can enhance students’ motivation and
confidence, release their creativity, and help them develop collaborative learning and language
production skills ([21], [28], [29]).

3.1 Literature review

Numerous researchers have studied the effects of podcasting on different aspects of language
learning. In their majority, these reports have arrived at positive conclusions about the use of
podcasting as a tool for language learning ([30], [31], [32]). The common conclusion of most research
is that podcasts can raise language awareness ([29], [33]). Their integration in language learning
applications can have a significant effect on improving the overall level of language skills and
proficiency in the foreign language, as they can be used to augment and enrich traditional learning
experiences such as face-to-face lectures, discussion, and oral activities ([4], [34], [35]). Some
researchers found them also useful in the development of language knowledge [36] and the use of
idiomatic expressions and phrasal verbs [37]. One area in which podcasts seem to prove particularly
useful is vocabulary development. Putman & Kingsley [38] investigated the effects of podcasts to
enhance the development of science vocabulary. They concluded that podcasts enable students to
gain more vocabulary and can help them learn it at their own pace. Borgia [39] arrived at the same
conclusion, observing the effects of technology-based vocabulary instruction. Kargozari & Zarinkamar
[40] and Farshi & Mohammadi [41] also believe that podcasts had a positive impact on motivating
students to learn Iranian and English vocabulary respectively. Allan [42] and Palalas [43] found that
podcasts can develop vocabulary learning and improve memorization and Kennedy [44] had positive
results using content acquisition podcasts (CAPs) to provide vocabulary instruction to adolescents
with and without learning disabilities (LD).

However, the main aspect of language learning in which podcasts can play a crucial role as a tool and
resource is the development of listening comprehension skills. The contribution of podcasting in
improving listening comprehension, was studied exhaustively from the first moment of the emergence
of this technology, as the development of listening skills was its obvious field of application. Early
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research has shown that podcasts can undoubtedly be useful in this particular aspect of language
learning ([4], [22]). Later research conducted by Kim and King [13] and Istanto & Indrianti [36]
confirmed these findings. In their studies, they also reported significant improvement on students’
listening skills, as well as students’ positive attitudes to this technology. This may be due to the fact
that podcasts are a medium that can support asynchronous informal learning, as it gives students the
choice to do the listening activities at their own pace and at suitable time and place, as well as
practicing individually. Thorne & Payne [23] believe that this technology is suitable for informal
learning out of the classroom as it offers “...flexibility, portability, time-shifting and multitasking”.

Several studies and experimental applications have been conducted since then. Studies and research
from Rahimi & Soleymani [45], Yeh [46], Xiangming et al [47] and Adawiyah et al [48] are among
them. Most of this research concerned EFL learning but also other foreign languages such as German
[30], and Chinese and Korean [31]. A remarkable number of these studies has been conducted in
Asian countries and/or with Asian students such as Iran [40], Hong Kong [49], Indonesia [50], [51],
[52], Saudi Arabia [53] and Turkey, both for Turkish pre-service EFL teachers [54] and for EFL
students [34]. All this research arrived to the conclusion that podcasts are a very useful and effective
tool that teachers can use, both as resource and as activity, to foster listening and oral skills of their
students. In addition to the results presented above, which derived from the research on the
exploitation of podcasts in language learning and concern the improvement of basic language skills,
there are other valuable findings that are worthy of note. Several studies concluded that podcast use
in language learning can offer a series of other pedagogical benefits. Ducate and Lomicka [55] found
that podcasts can be useful for the improvement of pronunciation. Knight [56] studied the use of
exercise podcasts for phonetics with speech and language therapy students. Chinnery [24],
Edirisingha et al [20] and Chan et al [30] consider podcasts as a powerful tool to expose students to
aspects such as culture and history of the areas where the target language is spoken. Ashton-Hay &
Brookes [29] and O’Bryan & Hegelheimer [4], believe that podcasts can help in different learning
strategies and can promote students’ autonomous learning. Yoestara & Putri [52] and Cross [57] claim
that podcasts can support self-regulated learning and increase language confidence. Indahsari [58]
and Istanto & Indrianti [36] believe that podcasts can improve learning and enhance students’ learning
experiences beyond classroom instruction. Edirisingha et al [20] and Abdous, Camarena & Facer [25]
reported that podcast is successful in supporting students’ preparation for assessed work and can be
an effective tool which facilitates the completion and evaluation of assignments. Finally, Kim [59]
believes that students involved in podcast production build expertise in instructional technology and
develop confidence in using more and different technological tools.

However, skepticism is also expressed. Several researchers believe that despite their ability to provide
access to authentic resources, podcasts have minimal or little impact on learning gains and
performance [60], [61]. According to Rosell-Aguilar [22], there are two main reasons for this. The first
is the fact that content -with the exception of vodcasts- is delivered mostly through audio, which poses
an obvious restriction for visual-type learners. Thomas & Toland [26] agree and argue that not
accessing the verbal or visual domains is a serious weakness in instructional strategies. The second,
which is an inherent peculiarity of this medium, is the lack of interaction, which is an essential element
of language learning [22]. What emerges from the above research, is that the results of using
podcasts depend to a large extent on their successful use and integration into the curriculum. Learning
with podcasts needs enough time [55] and carefully selected materials, in order to expect the desired
results. Otherwise, Goldman believes that podcasts may be misused by teachers -if they use them just
to replace lectures- and students — if they neglect class materials and rely solely on podcasts [60].

3.2 Students’ perceptions & motivation

In a recent research, Panagiotidis et al [62] concluded that the use of technology in the foreign
language classroom can undoubtedly have a positive effect on increasing students’ motivation and
lead them to better learning outcomes. Towards this direction, several research have been made to
investigate more specifically the relation between podcast use and students’ motivation. Asoodar et al
[63] explored the effect of podcasting on the motivation of students in an online English for Academic
Purposes (EAP) course. They concluded that podcasting is very effective in motivating the students to
learn in an online environment. In a similar study, Yudhiantara & Nasir [35] also found that involving
students in podcast project activities improved their motivation and their higher order thinking in
reading, writing, and listening skills. Chan et al [31], Farshi & Mohammadi [41] and Lio & Marafat [51]
also arrived at the same conclusions in their research. The findings of their studies suggested that
learners showed very high motivation to continue learning English vocabulary with the help of
podcasts. Similar findings have emerged regarding the effect of using podcasts on reducing student
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stress and anxiety. It seems that the use of small and informal recordings such as podcasts, reduces
students’ anxiety and apprehension, and creates a sense of belonging to a learning community ([3],
[12]). These findings are confirmed by recent research, such as these of Rahimi & Soleymani [45] and
Xiangming et al [47]. The results in their studies evidenced significant reduction in students’ anxiety in
general between the beginning and the end of the technology-embedded learning process. Having in
mind the above presented positive learning and pedagogical results, as well as the positive impact the
use of podcasts has in augmenting students’ motivation and reducing their anxiety, it becomes clear
why, in their majority, students’ perceptions on integrating podcasts in the learning procedure are
positive. In a recent research conducted by Phillips [64], students agreed that creating their own
podcasts was a valuable learning experience. In his study, Yeh [46] concluded that students found
podcasts especially useful and interesting. Lio & Marafat [51] and Nikolou and Darra [65] found that
most of the students are interested in audio podcast media. Abdulrahman et al [50] state that podcasts
impressed students with their meaningful and appropriate content for listening, their portability and the
benefits they offered them. Adawiyah et [48] reported that online learning and the use of media
podcast in learning Indonesian language and literature received mostly good responses from students.
More positive opinions have derived from the studies and research conducted by O’Bryan &
Hegelheimer [4], Ducate & Lomicka [55], Sun [21], Kim & King [13], and Basaran & Cabaroglu [34].
Negative comments are, however, also recorded. $Sendagd, Gedik & Toker [54] reported that podcasts
are usually perceived as boring by learners, Faramarzi & Bagheri [66] noticed that most users prefer
to use them only for music, and Phillips [64] in the same research cited above, observed that
podcasting production created stress, anxiety and insecurity to students, perhaps due to lack of
technical confidence.

4 PODCAST MARKET

Podcasts appeared in the early 2000s, and their popularity has been a gradual process since then. By
2003, with the introduction of portable audio devices, such as the iPod, downloading a file from an
audio blog became mainstream. In 2005, Apple officially added podcasting to its iTunes Music Library
and, with the proliferation of smartphones, podcasts started to build a wide audience. After 2016, the
market has seen tremendous growth in both production volume and consumption [67]. Locker [68]
reports that in 2014, there were 7 billion total podcast downloads from Apple iTunes, 10.5 billion in
2016, 13.7 billion in 2018, and in March 2018 Apple Podcasts jumped to 50 billion total podcast
downloads and streams. Today, Apple Podcasts offers more than 730,000 active podcast shows [69],
while a recent research calculated that there are in total over 2 million podcasts and over 47 million
episodes [70] offered by numerous providers to an audience of around 162 million people worldwide
[71]. From a financial point of view, the global podcast market size is expected to grow exponentially
over the forecast period (estimation: USD 60.50 billion by 2027) owing to the high demand for readily
available entertainment content [67]. Key factors that led to this impressive growth of podcast market
include the emergence of podcasts as an interesting and interminable source of entertainment, easily
accessible on smartphones and other devices at any given point of time during commutes or
multitasking [67]. Multitasking is also an important factor, and a unique characteristic of podcasts. A
recent study showed that 49% of podcast listening happens at home, 22% happens while driving, 11%
at work, and 8% while exercising [72]. The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, also helped
increase the audience of podcasts [73]. Prior to the pandemic, people were listening to podcasts
mainly during their commutes. Nowadays, listeners spend more time at home due to teleworking and
transportation and public gathering restricting policies [67]. It is also important to note that podcast
seems to be attractive especially at younger ages [74]. The most popular age group for podcast
listeners is 25-44, which make up almost 50% of total listeners [67]. Podcasts are a medium fully
suitable to their increasingly mobile, always-connected lifestyle.

Since the advent of podcasts, hosting has been offered by specialized providers such as Podomatic,
Transistor, Soundcloud, Podbean, Fusebox, Blubrry, and Buzzsrpout. These services offer complete
solutions that usually include both the stage of production (sometimes with online recording) and
hosting. However, the podcast market is today dominated by major providers such as Spotify podcasts
(28,2% of podcast listeners), Apple podcasts (28%) and Google Podcasts (6%) ([75], [73]). As
expected, available podcasts cover a wide area of subjects -news and politics segment accounted for
the highest revenue share of over 30.0% in 2019 [67]. Language learning podcasts are offered by all
major platforms as well as by many specialized language learning services. Apple Podcasts hosts
more than 9,000 language learning episodes of podcasts for several languages. Google Podcasts
displays 35 different courses for each one of the major European languages (English, French,
German, ltalian and Spanish) as well as for the Chinese language and Spotify more than 1,000
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English podcasts and a total of 3,000 for the same languages. Most of these are series of courses,
mainly for everyday situations or supplementary learning material such as grammar and vocabulary.
They are designed for self-instruction, but under certain conditions could be integrated into the
curriculum of a language learning course, the same way as the non-educational podcasts with
authentic native speakers’ recordings.

5 CONCLUSIONS

Podcasting is nowadays one of the fastest growing Internet media, broadly used in domains such as
broadcasting, entertainment, and education. Using podcasts for educational purposes, can be directly
associated with the raise of mobile devices and, consequently, with mobile learning. This explains
why, podcasting is becoming increasingly popular among younger people such as students, especially
when it comes to mlearning applications [29], [64]. Kukulska-Hulme [76] noted quite early on the
suitability of the podcasts for mlearning, as podcasting “...can be spontaneous, personal, informal,
contextual, portable, ubiquitous, and pervasive” [22]. From the market data presented above, but also
from the positive conclusions that emerged from most of the research presented in the literature
review, it appears that the use of podcasts in language education presents great prospects. The new
dynamics of podcasts, especially among the most interesting age group for education [67] lead to the
conclusion that, “...podcasts can no longer be ignored by anyone in this digital age” [60].

Apart from the obvious advantages that podcasts can offer in enhancing students’ language skills and
language proficiency, podcasts can also help students to overcome psychological barriers such as low
self-esteem, anxiety, and low motivation. McQuillan [77] believes that learners who systematically
listen to podcasts enter a state of “flow” and temporarily forget that they are listening to a foreign
language which is very important for acquisition. Podcasts are a flexible and easy to use medium, and
thus can be integrated with the syllabus to support several learning theories such as constructivism,
the use of authentic materials for language learning or informal and lifelong learning. They can also be
combined with different pedagogical approaches and be beneficial for all learning styles and types of
learners [65]. However, in order to be useful in a language learning course, podcasts must be
integrated in a carefully designed manner and clear objectives within a defined syllabus [22]. As
Goldman [60] states, “...the goal is not to have podcasts replace textbooks or class lectures, but
rather to serve as a supplement in learning”. Therefore, podcasts can be integrated as learning
materials in different types of formal or informal language courses such as MOOCs [78], PLEs [1],
NGDLEs [79] or any other type of distance learning course suitable for mlearning applications. The
future of podcasting in language learning is promising, as podcasts can offer remarkable benefits to
both teachers and students. Podcasts are a technological education tool which, in the contemporary
mobile educational environment, increases the probability that students will feel engaged and
motivated, and thus, its exploitation must be further investigated. As research has proven, integration
of podcasts in language learning can improve language proficiency and skills. However, the success
of their use will depend on how they will be incorporated in the course curriculum.
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