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Prospectus: Recording and Distributing Audio Files of Mormon History Association Conference Presentations
Ed Jeter, 2009 June 06
Introduction

At the 2009 MHA conference student reception (Springfield, IL, May 22), the students discussed recording audio files of MHA conference presentations and distributing them online. I volunteered to explore the possibilities. This is my first attempt to engage the questions of whether it should be done and, if so, how. 
To start, there are, I think, three fundamental questions: 
1. What gets recorded? 
2. Who gets access? and 
3. How long will the recordings be available? 
Conversation about these questions can, in turn, be framed between two ways of imagining the recording and distribution of a conference. On the one hand, we might think of it as an integral part of the conference, extending it in space and/or time. An example of this “conference logic” is the real- and delayed-time broadcasting of LDS general conference. On the other hand, we might imagine the audio files as a permanent record of the conference, but not part of it. An example of this “archive logic” is the distributing of DVDs of general conference. 
Using conference logic, we could say that the conference is part of an ongoing conversation that takes place in time; once the conversation moves on, the conference becomes part of the past, and, therefore, the recordings should also only be available for a short time. Similarly, we could say that access criteria should be the same as for admission to the conference. Archive logic might suggest that recordings be permanently available and have no access restrictions. The various decisions to be made might be facilitated by determining where within this conceptual space MHA chooses to position its idea of conference recording. 
Below I will analyze potential consequences of recording and distributing MHA conferences and then examine equipment and procedure options. For initial reference points, I chose the online recordings of LDS general conference (GC) and of the Mormon Theology Seminar (MTS).

Skipping to the conclusion: my initial analysis indicates that with a user-generated content approach, recordings of acceptable quality could be made and distributed 
· At little or no cost to MHA, but

· At non-trivial hassle to some volunteers, and 
· At slight risk of inhibiting some conversations. 

The potential costs, however, are far outweighed by the benefits of 

· Expanded conference audiences and

· Enhanced conference experiences. 

However, this outcome depends on whether or not 

· Personal electronics like iPods and Blackberries can record adequately OR enough dedicated voice recorders are available,
· MHA is willing “get the word out” about the recording strategy,

· MHA is willing to add a consent form to the session acceptance paperwork, and

· Conference attendees are willing to supply the time and equipment.

If these conditions hold, I think MHA can and should record its conference sessions.

Cost/Benefit Analysis
Recording and distributing MHA conference sessions would enable:
· Attendees to get more out of sessions by
· Supplementing incomplete notes,
· Preserving audience comments for presenters,
· Helping non-aural learners access information (via multiple hearings), and
· Helping aural learners receive information.

· Participants to gain larger audiences and more information by providing access to:

· Otherwise simultaneous sessions to attendees,
· Conference information to those unable to attend, and
· Aspects of conference sociality to those unable to attend.

· Participants to learn about Mormon History while working-out, commuting, etc.

Those with limited time and resources to attend conferences might find recordings useful and many people spent money on similar content this year, so there is potential demand.
 However, recording and distributing sessions might also reduce the conference’s effectiveness by 
· Diverting MHA resources toward

· Coordinating equipment, operators, schedules, etc.,

· Administering a logistically more complex conference,

· (Possibly) paying for equipment, data storage, etc.

· Inhibiting the free exchange of ideas by discouraging participation by those with
· Unpolished research,

· Research destined for future publication, 

· Tentative or off-the-cuff ideas, or
· A voice or delivery about which they feel self-conscious.

· Prejudicing scholars willing to be recorded, since unrecorded sessions will likely draw attendance over recorded, which could be heard later. 

Administration will be analyzed below. The big concern is inhibition: no scholar I know wants to sound stupid “on the record” or prematurely broadcast new information, so participants might not share as fully or critique as candidly. The effect will likely be small, however, since
· Participants openly record sessions already, 

· Live-blogging, tweeting, etc. already make the conference quite public, and

· The recording equipment is inconspicuous: out of sight, out of mind.

Restricting access to the recordings might also reduce inhibiting effects.
 
If technical issues can be resolved, the potential benefits far outweigh the potential costs.
Technical Issues
I will describe three general approaches: loose, tight, and death-grip.

Loose: simple and cheap but with weak guarantees: Many attendees bring digital recorders—including iPods, iPhones, Blackberries, etc.—to conferences. So… we ask them to record sessions, slap titles on the files, and upload the lot to a free data-sharing site. We take what we get: some recordings might be fuzzy, some sessions missed, some uploaded late, and so on. But, it’s free and no one person, except maybe a coordinator, has to do much work. 
Tight: complicated and cheap but with stronger guarantees: Same as the Loose Way, but instead of just hoping things work out, we get consent and commitments, make schedules, record redundantly, backup files, and so on. 
Death-grip: complicated and expensive but with strongest guarantees: Death-grip ditches user-generated content in favor of distributor-generated content. The steps are like the Tight Way, but with MHA-purchased recorders and MHA-assigned operators. 

The Loose Way

1. Publicize the strategy and procedure in advance—on the MHA website, on blogs, in mass e-mails, in conference announcements and advertizing, etc.

2. Add consent forms to the acceptance paperwork for speakers. 
3. Setup a website for file transfers. (I’ll discuss technical requirements below.) 

4. Manage the website (coordinate filenames, support uploaders and downloaders, etc.)

The Tight and Death-grip Ways
The approaches are almost the same. The differences are in who owns the equipment and, possibly, when the data is transferred. The steps: 
1. Collect written permission from 200 presenters.

2. Persuade at least two individuals in each of 40 sessions to use their own recorders OR borrow/buy12 recorders and learn how to use them.
 

3. Record, inconspicuously but with mid-quality sound, 60 hours of audio, in ten acoustically-imperfect locations, with audiences between 20 and 400.

4. Transfer 4 GB from 12 or more recorders to computers and back it up on the day of the conference or soon thereafter.

5. Process 200 20-MB files (separate, check quality, sound edit, label, upload).

6. (Possibly) arrange web resources to process orders and payments from 100 users.

7. Arrange web resources to store 4 GB of data and to dispense—(possibly) to designated users only—40 GB in a month, with half in the first week.
 

8. Prepare after-action report for MHA Board (# users, traffic, lessons learned, etc.)

9. Bask in the glow of enhanced Mormon History discourse.

Consent Forms
MHA will need written consent from the copyright owners. Presenters might deny access

· To facilitate future publication and sales, 

· To avoid losing control of preliminary, unpolished findings, or

· To cover self-consciousness about their voice or delivery. 

Restricting access to the recordings could help presenters feel more secure with distribution. Also: the presenter should be able to revoke consent at any time (there should be a procedure).
 Consent forms could be handled with the presentation acceptance paperwork.

Recording Devices
In Loose mode, only the owner’s judgment constrains device choice. The other modes are pickier. To capture all sessions and comments, the equipment should enable operators with divided attention to 
· Record two hours of

· Human speech (no music, usually) with

· Volumes varying from conversational to amplified coming from 
· Various angles and distances to the recorder over
· Low-level background noise, all so as to
· Not distract from the session, and then to 

· Transfer the data to a computer quickly enough that the operators can participate in conference sociality between sessions.
Factors affecting the quality of the recordings include

· Recorder positioning

· Post-processing, and
· Equipment quality.

Recorder positioning will be determined on location. Post-processing, due to time and cost, will likely be limited to a simple noise filter. Minimum equipment specifications might include:
· Size: 20 x 10 x 5 cm (about like a human hand)

· Frequency range: 0.30–7.2 kHz

· Sampling rate: 16.0 kHz

· Dynamic range: 30 dB

· Bit depth: 8 bits

· Bit rate: 128 kbps

· Available memory: 115 MB

· Battery life: 2.0 hrs or external power supply

· Channels: 1

· Storage: Flash Memory

· Connectivity: USB 2.0 (or 3.0) with Type-A connector.

· Data-transfer rate: 2.0 MB/s (16 Mbits/s)

· Interface: simple.
Many recorders fitting these characteristics are available, for $40 to $200 or more.
 Many personal electronics, like iPods and cell phones, also meet or approach these specifications.
Obtaining Recording Devices

Experience dictates that at least two devices, with different operators, should record each event.
 Six simultaneous sessions, therefore, call for twelve recording devices and twelve operators. MHA can acquire recorders and operators by

· Purchasing recorders and training volunteer operators, 

· Borrowing recorders and training volunteer operators, or 

· Borrowing recorders along with their owner/operators.

Using prices cited above, twelve recorders would cost $480 to $2,400—not counting shipping and batteries. Further, they would only be used once per year, or twice if shared by MHA and JWHA. Borrowing recorders but not operators raises the possibility that the volunteers might damage the equipment, adds time for training, and increases the probability for operator error. Having the owners do the recording runs the risk of not having two recorders in every session as well as complicating data transfer.
MHA e-mailing lists and publications, along with non-affiliated blogs and user-groups, are probably the most effective way to recruit owners and/or operators.

Transferring data from recorders to computers and backing it up. 

The recordings will need to be collected for distribution and backed up for security. Assuming a low tolerance for risk, backups should be redundant and multiple events removed from failure—that is, one car crash shouldn’t destroy the original and the backup. To avoid accidentally recording over data, files should be collected after each session. The general procedure would be:

· After each session both operators transfer the recording (120 MB) 
· To different computers, then (they or the computer owner transfer it)
· To different flash drives, then (they or the drive owner transfer it)
· To a designated computer, held by a “block coordinator,”
· All without deleting the file from any device (triple redundancy).

· The block coordinator then (before the next session)
· Burns the files to a DVD, and 
· Gives the DVD to the overall coordinator,
· Again without deleting the file from any device.

· The overall coordinator
· Rips the DVDs to his/her computer and

· Gives the DVDs to someone else (two car crashes to wipe out the full set).

If your mind hasn’t already gone there, I refer you to The Loose Way. The Tight Way seems, perhaps, unnecessarily complicated.
 We could throw caution out by trusting that operators won’t accidentally delete recordings, recorders won’t fail, and owners will upload the files after conference. It makes everything much easier—if we are willing to run the risks.
Processing Files
Some users will prefer to download individual presentations while others will want whole sessions. “Audacity” is freeware audio processing software suitable for MHA’s post-processing needs. Separating the session recordings into individual presentation files is not difficult but it takes time to scan through a file and find the transitions between speakers and then create the new files. Some voice recorders have an “indexing” option: at the beginning of each presentation the operator pushes a button, enabling them to go directly to that point in post-processing.
The processor will also need to choose between the redundant recordings and apply a background-noise filter (as necessary) and a standardized filename—something like:

MHA2010 [Session #, letter] [OperatorInitials] [PresenterLastNameFirstInitials] [AbbreviatedTitle].mp3
MHA2009 6c ABH JeterEH MissionariesSoutheastTexas.mp3
The operator initials distinguish the (potentially) multiple recordings of each session.

Access Fees 

The simplest way to distribute the recordings is as free, open-access, downloadable files: no passwords, no order forms, no payment processing, no mailing—nothing except some server space and a web page. There are, however, some plausible reasons to charge a fee:
· Discourage frivolous downloading 

· To make presenters feel more secure 

· To reduce bandwidth requirements

· Cover costs

· Generate profit

As noted, MHA has self-confident presenters, access to cheap bandwidth, and few or no recording costs. As also noted, something like 1,000 people spent money this year on similar content, so… as long as conference-goers donate time and equipment for free, it’s not crazy to imagine a profit. On the other hand, I heard Sunstone had difficulties with their recordings.
 Further, recording and distributing for profit 
· Introduces pecuniary irritants to the scholarly environment,

· Increases administrative chores (accept and track payments, control access to files), and

· (Possibly) reduces demand.

The irritation is pesky but manageable;
 the administrative chores can be implemented with off-the-shelf software, which is still work, but not overwhelming; and effective pricing can capture available demand. The current rate for non-fiction audio files is $1.25 to $5.00 for 1.5 hours.
 If MHA charges at all, I think it should go cheap. I see three general, non-exclusive strategies:

· Flat rate in conference registration: if the price is low enough, say $10 for complete access, attendees might pay for it on the possibility that they would want a recording. (They might also think of it as a donation to MHA. Remember: graduate student travel funds.) 
· Multi-level flat rates after the conference: same as above, but different rates for attendees, non-attending MHA members, and everyone else. Also: more expensive than pre-paying, say $15, $20, and $30, respectively, for complete access.
· By the session: say, $1.00 per (1.5 hr) session.
 

Online storage and distribution  

Online is easier and cheaper than mailing disks;
 downloadable files are more convenient than streaming media for some users.
 The mp3 is a convenient, common file format that works on most platforms. Online storage and distribution services are free or very cheap—say, $30 for 5 GB for a month with unlimited downloads. Making it password-protected narrows the field; charging per item narrows it further. However, all three options are available at low or no cost. 
Miscellaneous Thoughts

· Those most likely to want audio files are also most likely to know computers.

· Authors should get free access to their own session.

· Recording volunteers should get free access to all recordings.

· Recording volunteers might also be given books, tickets to banquets, etc.

· Plenary sessions might should not be recorded to guarantee audiences for guest speakers. 

· Couples will share whatever recordings they purchase; thus, when counting potential buyers, the effective MHA membership is reduced by, say, one third to one half. 

· Instead of asking presenters for consent to record, the call for papers could stipulate that all presentations will be recorded and that consent is a condition of acceptance. 
· To improve sound quality, presenters could record “in studio”—separate from the actual presentation. This approach neglects comments and is a logistical nightmare.

Basking in the glow of enhanced Mormon History discourse
Skin cancer is a serious health concern. Use sun block. 
Conclusion
MHA can make and distribute adequate-quality recordings of its conference sessions cheaply and with manageable hassle with “user-generated content” and low-cost online data storage. Doing so would increase the effectiveness of the conference and reach a larger audience. 

For preparation to proceed, MHA would need to decide

· Whether or not to proceed, 

· What gets recorded,

· Who gets access,

· How long the recordings will be available, and 

· Whether to buy or borrow recorders. 
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� Recordings would also provide a more complete record of MHA conferences.


� A printed proceedings might be better, but to include comments would require recording anyway. 400 conference-goers + >1,500 dues-paying MHA/JWHA members = target market >1,900. The 2009 MHA conference lasted 36 hours, including 9 hrs of concurrent sessions (6 blocks of 6) + 10 hrs of plenary = 19 hours of session. Attendees gain 45 hrs (36 sess. @ 1.5 hrs = 54 hrs, less the 9 attended); non-attendees: 54 + 10 = 64 hrs.


� Other possibilities: decreased rigor (broader audience); reduced attendance or attention; and recording failure.


� Options include: limit access to MHA members, charge a fee (prevent frivolous downloads), make recordings available for a limited time, give presenters option to opt out, and impose Terms of Service.


� All numbers are approximate. I think we’ll need written permission from presenters, chairs, respondents, and panel members. For the audience, I think the registration packet needs to stipulate that sessions might be recorded.


� 36 concurrent sessions + 7 plenary = 43 sessions. Two recorders in each of 6 concurrent sessions.


� 54 hrs concurrent + 10 hrs plenary = 64 hrs (assume 0.5 hrs for meals). 


� MTS mp3’s require 60 MB per hour of audio. 60 hrs @ 60 MB/hr ≈ 4 GB. GC: 30 MB/hr, so ≈ 2 GB. 


� Made up numbers: 25% of 400 conference attendees might download something. 


� Made up numbers: 100 users, 20 20-MB files each (7 hrs content). Users will sample more files than they download entirely. Minimum bandwidth = Data transferred [B] x 8 [b/B] / Transfer time [s] = 264 ≈ 300 kbps.


� There should be a revocation procedure specified on the original permission form.


� I think a paper should not be accepted without a positive declaration of consent or refusal to be recorded. 


� Most adults hear frequencies between 0.020–16 kHz; most speech is 0.080–1.0 kHz, but harmonics extend higher. Telephones use 0.10 – 4.0 kHz and a bit depth of 4 bits. Greater freq. range reduces voice distortion. The range’s upper limit is half the sampling freq. plus some overhead. For human speech, 0.30 – 7.2 kHz (the MTS range) is adequate. (7.2 kHz x 2 = 14.4 kHz) + 1.6 kHz overhead = 16.0 kHz sampling freq. 


� Greater dynamic range helps overcome background noise. 30 dB seems to be a standard minimum value. 


� The 30 dB dynamic range eliminates 4-bit recording. Dynamic range (theoretical) = Bitdepth [b] x 6 [dB/b].


� MTS mp3: 128 kbps; GC: 64.0 kbps. Bitrate [kbps] = Bit Depth [b] x Sample Freq. [kHz] x Channels. 


� Memory requirement [B] = Bit rate [bps] x Time [s] x Channels / 8 [b/B]. 128 kbps @ 2.0 hrs = 120 MB.


� Sessions last 1.5 hrs but sometimes run over. Battery life while recording is a significant issue for iPods.


� 1 channel is fine for speech. Freq. range and bit depth are more important. MTS’s VN-4100PC has 1 channel.


� The important capability is transferring data to a computer quickly and easily. If the owner is able/willing to do the transfer, other media are fine; MHA volunteers don’t have the time or equipment. Ditto for analog/digital. 


� USB 2.0 with Type-A connectors is nearly universal (and 3.0 is backwards compatible). Flash drives use type-A connectors. If the owner has their own computer and cables, their connectivity does not concern MHA.


� Let us arbitrarily say that 1 minute is the maximum transfer time. 120 MB / 60 s = 2.0 MB/s = 16 Mbit/s.


� Searching <digital voice recorder> at Amazon.com yields many results. Other devices might be useful: recording stands, lapel microphones, microphones connected directly to recorder, and so on. 


� Redundancy hedges against failure—like dead batteries, forgetting to start, or pushing the wrong button.


� The key to a user-generated-content approach is to make every step easy, even if it means more steps; with easy steps and many feet, no one has to do anything hard. The process above calls for multiple computers and flash drives, both of which are plentiful at conferences. DVD-Rs holding 4.7 GB cost a few cents. The vexing issue will be time and coordination. Each block will have twelve 100 MB recordings. We could transfer directly from the recorder to the coordinator’s computer. Each transfer takes less than two minutes (connect, transfer, disconnect)—after you find the coordinator and wait in line. Not transferring after each session runs the risk of deletion and makes for a big job at the end of the day. Easy chores spread widely make the system work.


� I’d bet that Sunstone used distributor-generated content, aimed for high-grade recordings, and sold CDs. User-generated, mid-grade, downloadable content is cheaper to produce and more convenient to purchase.


� Also, attendees might donate less and authors might claim royalties for profit-making efforts—though, as long as profits went to MHA, I don’t foresee difficulties. (Subliminal message: graduate student travel funds.)


� A non-random sample (N=31) from Deseret Books and LDSAudio websites shows $1.75–$14/hr for audio. Multi-hour histories (N=6) go for $1.75–$3.50/hr. 60 conf. hrs ≈$100–$200; 40 pro-rated sessions: $2.50 – $5 each. At MHA 2009, one person could attend 19 hrs of session out of 36 hrs of event; half (19/36 ≈ 0.5) the conference is session; half the member registration fee ($105) ≈ $50; 40 pro-rated sessions: $1.25 each. On iTunes and Audible.com, popular books seem to cost $10–$40, with most $15–$25. Runtimes tend to 10–30 hrs. 60 MHA hrs: $30–$150 (2 30-hr books @ $15; 6 10-hr books @ $25); the middle range: $50–$90 (2 30-hr books @ $25; 6 10-hr books @ $15). In the middle range, 40 pro-rated sessions: $1.25–$2.25 each.


� Though the files could be downloaded as a whole session or as individual presentations, the pricing should be per presentation session [edit 2009 Jun 08] since the number of presentations per session varies.


� The file processing is the same for both but online requires uploading the files only once; offline requires burning and mailing a disk for every user. Online incurs server, maintenance, and bandwidth costs, which are cheap or free; offline incurs disk, burning, envelope-stuffing and labeling, and postage costs—not to mention all the labor.


� Streaming media requires an active internet connection, which excludes the joggers. It can be captured and converted, but many users might not be able to do so. It also (mostly) excludes users with dial-up connections. 
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