Word FM – Radio to live by.

Steve Thompson, Institute of Digital Innovation, Teesside University. S.d.thompson@tees.ac.uk
Children's and young people's digital literacies in virtual online spaces

Sheffield Hallam University – Seminar 5
I will explain how an Internet Radio Project was used as a means to develop traditional oral literacies as well as digital literacies. The project became a catalyst for personal development with the Primary school children as well as building team skills and self esteem. Using only free, and freely available tools the children were able to function in a world more traditionally the domain of mainstream media and the children were well aware of these digital affordances. A new world was opening up for them and to emphasize this I drew upon my own International networks to join the ranks of listeners. This was tremendously encouraging for the children but also took on a life of it’s own with genuine admiration for what the children had achieved.
I facilitated a project in Holy Cross School on Tyneside over two  months which led to a week of Internet Broadcasting 15th – 19th March. This was funded by Creative Partnership. The School wanted an Internet Radio project. My past experience with Schools Podcasts is that they tend to peter out through lack of staff time and interest. So, with this in mind I proposed a "Podcast RSL". We decided on just four programs in a week of broadcasting, in good old Community Radio RSL style. This, I imagined could not fail because it was designed to come to an end. The Children chose the name for the site and I purchased the domain name and installed and configured the software to run their podcasts. 

The children worked a local musician (whose Grandchildren attend that school) on songs for the broadcasts. I worked on program production introducing them to radio techniques and audio production. I also facilitated staff and provided support materials. I gave them all guidance on the ethics and legalities of copyright as well as how to research and structure an interview.

Over 40 children were involved aged 9-10.

Much of my support has been from a distance. I’ve worked on this production whilst travelling in Vienna and Holland as well as from Teesside. The school sent audio files to me using a system I had set up and I was able to review the recordings, make or suggest edits (or ask for re-recordings) and then finally incorporate into the final programs.  The reason I mention the travelling is because I used the networking to tell people about the project and they effectively became part of the (International) audience for the broadcasts.

The school has a program of "Statements to Live By" and so 4 statements were chosen to become the theme of each show with songs and interviews on that theme.

Tuesday: "I listen to what you say; I show that I am listening to you”.
Wednesday: "I cooperate with others in work and play"
Thursday:  "I try to use words to make the world a better place"
Friday: "I try to appreciate the world around me"
I initially gave the school some guidelines in radio production but in the end it was themselves, staff and children who devised the program structure. I showed them how to use Audacity and the children really took to it and when they had free time in the ICT room they played with the software. Audacity was not “officially” installed and so they had to download it and re-install each day. Some of them said they had also installed it at home.

We developed a linear pattern based approach to program compilation with cardboard rectangles representing jingles, songs interviews etc. The longer the soundclip the longer the rectangle.

I had  hoped that the school would compile the final shows either themselves or at least we’d do it all together but the project got a little behind schedule and I compiled the final shows using the materials they had assembled at the very last minute . I edited the first couple of shows whilst at a conference in Holland with the final shows being edited just as the first were going out.

At the same time I was running another project to produce a days worth of “blogcasts” during European Get Online Day and I invited the children to produce a trailer for that, advertising their own broadcast to come. This resulted in their charming trailer “Hello Europe”. I’m sure this helped the achieve a wider audience for their own programs.

On Monday 15th March we “transmitted” the trailer program at 2pm on www.wordfm.co.uk and then the four statements shows each going out at 2pm throughout the rest of the week:
I have observed many times that people seem to have an instinctive grasp of media and I can only conclude that we are so surrounded by it that it becomes second nature.  I don’t mean the technical things such as video and audio recording and editing but things like interviewing people. I gave them some guidelines on interviewing and put many resources on the website in video and PDF and they did really well with their interviews.

The children have done really well and taken a journey that we all agree has seen them grow in confidence. Some of the children said they would be sorry to see the project end and would love to do more. They may well do just that perhaps at the end of their year. I also suggested that there were community radio projects that would love to have them participating when they leave school. Broadcasters of tomorrow!

On a technical note, I've kept it really simple and cost free. I used Wordpress with the Blurberry Plugin and Audacity. The site is hosted on my own web space. It was envisaged that if Word FM succeeded then we may replicate it with other projects and this indeed could be the case.
The Word FM launch day was attended by School Governors and the Interviewees as well as the children themselves. We had some food and the children made excellent speeches and then we listened to the first pilot show, which had trailers of the four statement shows to come throughout the rest of the week. At the same time this show went live on the Internet.

The week of "Radio To Live By" podcasts is now over but the shows remain to be enjoyed by latecomers at www.wordfm.co.uk  Over the week the site visitor count exceeded 4000. The comments to the children are wonderful and come from all around the world.

The contact from around the world was very exciting and encouraging for the children. I have done this several times before, i.e. to promote a project to networks and encourage visitors.  Rather than simply doing it by instinct I shall now write this into the structure and process for all such projects because I think utilizing whatever networks one has can be a valuable catalyst in the process. If visitors are moved to make positive comments and in particular mention where they are from this provides a great deal of validation to the work of the participants. 

I added a page to the site and fed all comments into it http://www.wordfm.co.uk/all-comments/ 
I think this could be replicated regionally even nationally and this is one of the reasons I was interested to pilot a schools podcast using a different approach.  I think we could make bids to support further projects like this by sub-region.  

On returning to the school for a debrief about a month after the broadcasts I found the children remembered the experience well and thought fondly of it. They felt they would like to do it again and some of them still used Audacity at home and at school. Some thought it would have been nice to keep going with broadcasts but of course they didn’t realise that this may have made them lose focus and lose the sense of occasion. They were all delighted at the International interest they generated and the comments they received on their broadcasts. I think it has whetted their appetite for more adventure and experiments in Digital Media.

In conclusion this was not a research project so we did not collect baseline data on where the children were starting from and their perceptions of broadcasting. As a result the story is largely anecdotal but I did test a theory, which was to attempt to produce a set of broadcasts that had a finite time span. All the resources created for the project still exist, the “how-to” guides and the video guides and I kept field notes of the process so it could easily be replicated at some time in the future.
