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Apple to provide the “general public free access to a wide range of Stanford-spe-

cific digital audio content”! This academic/business partnership expanded in
2007 when Apple released iTunes U, a platform providing higher education insti-
tutions a space to distribute university-produced audio content. The then-newly
emerging technology of podcasting was a natural fit for freely available course
lectures, sports programs, informational segments, and other types of educa-
tional content, and in the intervening years, university-produced podcasts have
proliferated. In 2020, however, Apple announced it would no longer support
iTunes U and would remove it from its app store by the end of 2021.> While there
is no shortage of platforms available to distribute podcasts, the end of iTunes
U highlights an issue of concern to those involved in the digital preservation
of openly available university-produced content. Namely, how will podcasts be
preserved and made accessible going forward? What options do colleges and
universities have for preserving this institutional content and maintaining the
accessibility of the podcasts?

I n 2005, Stanford University launched Stanford on iTunes in partnership with
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Institutional repositories (IRs) are one possibility for the preservation of and
access to university-produced podcasts. Put in terms of podcasting technol-
ogy, institutional repositories are content management systems that employ
marked-up metadata and syndication protocols to distribute and enhance the
discoverability of content in the repository.® University-created podcasts repre-
sent content that is likely to be within the collecting scope of a university’s insti-
tutional repository. As a format, podcasts are digital objects—audio files—that
can be collected and described at the item level using descriptive and technical
metadata created by the podcast producers. In their production and release,
podcasts function as serial publications. In terms of being an informational
resource, podcasts produced by academic units not only provide educational
content, real-time news, or other updates to their audience but also fulfill a
documentary role in capturing a historical record of the institution.

This chapter introduces the University of Minnesota Archives’ efforts to locate
and ingest University of Minnesota podcasts into the institutional repository,
the University Digital Conservancy (UDC). The inclusion of podcast media in
IRs rethinks traditional formats in repositories by focusing on non-text-based
content. This undertaking extends the IR’s reach to local creators and new
contributors at the institution while broadening its reach beyond an academic
audience. By looking past traditional IR scholarly content to include podcasts
produced by university departments, institutional repositories can also capture
a particular record of the institution that might otherwise be lost: the sound of
the university engaged in its mission of research, teaching, and outreach.

PODCASTS AND INSTITUTIONAL
VALUE

The University Archives and Records Program at the University of Michigan
conducted a case study on institutional podcasts in 2010. This work applied an
institutional functional analysis based on Helen Samuels’ framework to assess
the value of university records. Through this analysis, archivists at Michigan
determined that podcasts have archival value, as the content they were evalu-
ating—classroom lectures, outreach, and student recruitment—supported the
functions of conferring credentials, conveying knowledge, sustaining the insti-
tution, and providing public service.* They further determined that individual
audio files and metadata should be added to their preservation environment and
access copies made available through their institutional repository, Deep Blue.?
The case study identified several challenges in preserving podcasts and methods
to mitigate them, including working with podcast producers and using tools to
extract metadata from the digital files and web-based submission forms.°
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Around the same time, Brock Peoples and Carol Tilley identified the institu-
tional podcast. Peoples and Tilley defined institutional podcasts as recordings
of course lectures, supplemental instruction material, or discussions of a faculty
member’s research. Where the archivists at Michigan connected these matters
to their functional analysis, Peoples and Tilley contextualized these works with
traditional scholarly outputs, and identified institutional podcasts as fulfilling
the definition of grey literature.” They continued by suggesting that institutional
podcasts “share similarities with scholarly works and forms of grey literature
that libraries collect and preserve directly or manage in institutional reposito-
ries”® Whereas the Michigan project deposited podcasts in the IR as an access
copy for content in their digital preservation environment, Peoples and Tilley
proposed institutional repositories as a means to intentionally preserve podcasts
for discoverability and access. Reasoning that IRs provide access to non-tradi-
tional scholarly works and that these works would not be made available through
more traditional catalogs like library OPACs, and combined with the ephemeral
nature of grey literature, Peoples and Tilley concluded that placement of institu-
tional podcasts in IRs “is vital for the continued availability and access of these
resources.”

As Peoples and Tilley also note, both podcasts and grey literature “circumvent
the traditional publishing process” and thus can be produced and released more
quickly than traditionally published materials.'” This timeliness allows podcast
producers to quickly respond to news or events that are of interest to their listen-
ers and to produce new episodes more frequently. Today, many institutionally
produced podcasts are released in an episodic format as a type of serialized grey
literature to deliver informational news, human interest stories, or academic or
scholarly content.

The combination of the serial nature of podcasts and their timeliness as an
informational resource presents two issues related to their continued preserva-
tion. First, their often-irregular release schedule makes it difficult to identify and
capture complete runs of these serialized digital publications. Second, lacking a
regular production cycle by the creator, it is more likely that these institutional
podcasts will become dormant. Known as “podfade,” podcasts may cease to
produce new content without warning, disappear from their hosting platforms,
or even see their platforms discontinued, as in the case of iTunes U."

Kidd, Nguyen, and Titkemeyer recognize the inherent vulnerability of podcasts
hosted on ephemeral websites but not otherwise managed for long-term pres-
ervation in their “Preserve this Podcast” project.'? The vulnerability of podcasts
to loss is no different for university-produced podcasts. While some university
podcasts are hosted on university websites and pushed out to other distribution
channels via an RSS feed, others have no central institutional web-based home,
and in any case, the university is continually updating, migrating, transitioning,
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and deprecating websites—making even an institutional URL unstable over the
long term. By demonstrating the IRs ability to preserve and provide stable access
to podcasts, repository staft can point to the IR as part of their outreach to
content producers to recruit other material for the repository, including older,
discontinued podcast series.

THE RECORDS OF A PODCAST

It became apparent during the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic that exist-
ing university podcasts were shifting their topical focus to the pandemic and
new podcasts were being created to address COVID information. These serial
podcasts were immediately responsive to a major event and documented not
only policy and procedural changes in real-time but also changing public atti-
tudes and awareness. On deeper reflection, archives staff realized that the histor-
ical value of the podcasts was not specific to the pandemic but rather that the
medium had an inherently documentary nature that provided informational and
enduring value and could operate as an institutional record.

Although the audio files of individual podcast series presented an obvious
focus for collecting, it was also important to recognize that these files were not
the sole record connected to the podcast. For instance, the University of Minne-
sota has a long history of producing audio content that educates, informs, and
engages current events. During the summer of 1946, a polio outbreak in the
Upper Midwest region of the United States precipitated the closure of parks,
pools, and fairs and delayed the opening of schools to curb the spread of the
epidemic. In response, the University of Minnesota radio station, KUOM, devel-
oped on-air programming to both entertain and educate children confined
to their homes."” The university’s engagement through broadcast technology
demonstrated how quickly the resources and expertise of the university could be
brought to the public’s benefit. Today, these audio recordings in the University
Archives are a primary resource documenting the events and response to the
polio epidemic.

The collection of archival records from the KUOM radio station includes
textual records related to the development of radio programs, pointing to the
likelihood of a larger constellation of contemporary records that may be created
in the development of podcast programs. These corresponding records are
conceivably even more hidden and likely to be lost than the podcast episodes
released online. Eric Hoyt cautions that “if researchers only engage with MP3
and XML files, they will miss important production and reception environ-
ments that are contributing to the rise of podcasting as a vital and important
media format”* In what ways are institutional repositories able to support these
contextual records? The inclusion of podcast series and episode descriptions,
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thumbnails or other artwork, transcripts, and text-based scholarship or datasets
connected to the podcast are all starting points.

COLLECTING PODCASTS AT THE
UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA

For this project, the institutional podcasts identified by University Archives staff
were made available in the University of Minnesota’s institutional repository, the
University Digital Conservancy (UDC). Launched in 2007, the Digital Conser-
vancy is considered the “digital arm” of the University of Minnesota Archives
and is directed and managed by archives staff. As a program, the Conservancy
focuses on the public institutional records of the university, including Senate and
Regents minutes, reports and strategic planning documents, and other types of
systemwide university publications. The UDC is home to the university’s elec-
tronic thesis and dissertation (ETD) collection. It serves as a publication clear-
inghouse for the Extension Division. It houses the university’s data repository
and provides open access to self-submitted scholarly works. However, the major-
ity of the 100,000 plus records within the repository represent non-traditional
academic content focusing on the grey literature produced by the university’s
many centers, programs, and research units.

The current podcasting environment at the university represents a distrib-
uted network of content creators. Repository staff needed a way to identify and
connect with these producing units and podcast creators and to determine what
information to request from them. This guidance came from the creators of
the Mellon-funded Preserve This Podcast project. Following their framework
to locate the audio files, capture metadata, and consider ownership issues, staft
began this process by distributing a brief survey in May 2020 with the goal of
identifying current as well as inactive podcasts and making initial contact with
podcast producers. The survey acted as a tool to gather information related to
relevant podcasts but also as an introduction to the longer-term purpose and
intentions of the project.

This documentation of current and historical podcasts was crucial to under-
stand the scale of podcasting at the University of Minnesota and, hopefully, gain
some insight into older podcasts that might not have any online presence. As
Gerber-Margie et al. explain, “The magnitude of podcast loss can be measured
by the loss of references to the original files”" The files might still exist some-
where, but the absence of any references to a URL makes them essentially lost
to those who seek them. Repository staff know that the creation of University
of Minnesota podcasts dates to at least 2006, as indicated both in responses to
the survey and discovered through secondary references to these podcasts in
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contemporaneous press releases found in the Digital Conservancy, but these and
other concurrent podcasts of earlier eras are otherwise lost.'¢

The survey identified thirty-two podcast programs. The oldest podcast repre-
sented in the survey began in 2006, but this was an outlier. The remainder of the
podcasts were created after 2015. Twelve of the twenty-three podcast series iden-
tified for inclusion in the repository began in 2019 or 2020. These results suggest
staff responding to the survey were primarily concerned with, or only aware of,
the podcasts they were actively producing and that this kind of general surveying
would be inefficient at identifying earlier years of podcasting at the university.
The survey responses indicated the number of episodes for each podcast at the
time ranged from two to 163, with the average being nineteen episodes. Most
of these series were relatively small—generally because they were on occasional
release schedules or the podcast had only recently launched.

In response to the survey, between fall 2020 and spring 2021, archives and
repository staff uploaded 752 episodes from twenty-three of the podcast series
determined to be within scope. Staff tested and documented a variety of meth-
ods to upload the podcasts to the IR. Acquiring the digital files and metadata
through different processes helped identify available resources for each podcast.
Staff used a mix of approaches that included collecting metadata and episodes
directly from the podcast website, uploading files individually, using RSS feeds
to automate the collecting of metadata, and utilizing a batch import process
through the repository to upload a series in bulk.

An example podcast included in the IR is The Moos Room, a series produced
by the University of Minnesota Extension Beef and Dairy Teams. The Moos Room
“discusses relevant topics to help beef and dairy producers be more successful”"”
The show’s format is an informal conversation between the hosts and their guests.
When the survey was completed, The Moos Room had fourteen episodes and
had only been in production for a few months. As a weekly podcast, it has since
passed a hundred episodes, meaning that although when originally surveyed it
had fewer than the average number of episodes to upload in 2020, the number
of episodes over two years accumulated quickly.

The Moos Room is available through multiple platforms, like many of the
podcasts represented in the survey. While it originally was available on a blog
platform using a umn.edu URL as its “home page,” it now directs listeners to a
dedicated podcast hosting platform. From this platform, there is a direct down-
load link for each of the audio files as well as additional descriptive metadata
to populate the IR record. The available episode synopsis becomes the item
abstract. The hosts and any special guests are listed as the authors. No additional
descriptive metadata is created for episodes during this process, except to add the
runtime of each episode as a descriptive element. The title field uses the format
of “Episode Number: Episode Title: Series Name.” Since the IR is indexed by
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Google Scholar, this helps identify the content when it displays in search results.
Although the Moos Room does not currently provide transcripts, other podcasts
do, and when available, transcripts are collected with the audio file and added
to the repository record as a downloadable PDE.

PODCASTS AND DISCOVERABILITY

When transcripts are available to download along with the audio file, including
them in the repository record is an easy way to increase the discoverability and
accessibility of the podcasts. While institutional repositories can ingest audio and
video file types, the text-based formats of transcripts work best with character
recognition software and keyword indexing. When paired with the podcast,
repository users download the transcripts more often than the audio files from
the podcast record page. While skipping the audio file and going straight to the
transcript may seem to defeat the purpose of preserving podcasts, podcasts are
composed of many parts, including audio and textual content. Both the Preserve
this Podcast project and Eric Hoyt note that the additional contextual records
created as part of a podcast’s production, like transcripts, are another layer of
ephemeral content that remains offline, unseen, and vulnerable to loss.'®* When
transcripts are not available, one option is to process the audio file through a
media filter to generate an automated transcription as a text file. This text file
can be uploaded to the record to provide indexing for the podcast, similar to
the way running optical character recognition (OCR) on a digitized document
allows it to be indexed in the repository.

IRs often provide stable and persistent URLs to content. Since content added
to the University of Minnesota’s IR is included in the libraries’ digital preserva-
tion program, content creators can be assured that episodes will be preserved in a
central location, even as the “live” version of the podcast moves between different
hosting locations. The repository can also serve as a point of metadata control.
For Peoples and Tilley in 2011, bibliographic control and optimized access
points were important features and could be achieved by cataloging podcasts
for discovery via a library’s OPAC." At the University of Minnesota, the institu-
tional repository leverages the Open Archives Initiative Protocol for Metadata
Harvesting (OAI-PMH) to push its metadata to the library’s catalog for ingest.
The metadata for each podcast then becomes discoverable via the catalog based
on the record in the IR. No additional cataloging is required, and the harvesting
and indexing in the catalog are automated. In addition to optimizing access to
the podcasts in the repository and the catalog, the IR is crawled and indexed by
Google Scholar, allowing for this audio-based grey literature to be discoverable
in the same environment as other scholarly works.

99



100

Chapter 9

CONCLUSION

Podcasts are a digital publishing medium that academic institutions use to
share information and promote current research activities. When produced by
a university department, a podcast may serve as an institutional record docu-
menting a function of the institution. These podcasts may also enhance a more
traditional academic publication or serve as a non-traditional scholarly work like
other types of grey literature. Although the format of podcasts as an audio file
published through online distribution platforms is not traditionally associated
with an institutional repository, the relevance of their content as an institutional
record or as a serial publication makes IRs an ideal solution for the preservation
of and access to university-produced podcasts.

By adding podcasts to an institutional repository, these audio works receive
many of the same benefits as other types of traditional repository content,
including indexing in Google Scholar, permanency of the resource, and statis-
tical tracking of use. Institutional repositories ensure that these contemporary
institutional records are preserved and document the shifting ways the university
reaches out through available mediums to engage communities and share its
research and learning.
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