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Many synchronous e-Learning

designs assume that online

instruction is primarily a visu-

al medium. This may be due

to the dependence of so

many designs on slide-like

visuals for support. But in fact

the audio component often

carries much of the informa-

tion that you wish to teach. In

this week’s article, an experi-

enced producer explains how

techniques from radio broad-

casting can transform your

virtual presentations into

engaging, compelling, highly

effective instruction.

Using Radio Production
Techniques to Improve
Synchronous Communication
By Marc Gamble

Six years ago I produced my first synchronous 

e-Learning event. I took a well-received classroom

presentation and converted it to an online synchronous

presentation. I did what most people would do in this situ-

ation — I took the classroom PowerPoint slides and put

them online with little or no redesign. I added some online

surveys, but for the most part, the presentation was un-

changed from the way it was delivered in the classroom.
When the event ran, I went back to my desk and logged on to the synchro-

nous sessions so I could experience it as a user. Overall, the event disappointed
me. It was a very different experience from seeing it in person. I found myself
much less engaged as a learner than when I heard the same presentation in a
classroom. In short, it was boring.

Ever since that day, I have been looking for ways to improve online synchro-
nous events. My goal is to make them more interesting and engaging. I struggled
with this until I hired a radio producer from Chicago Public Radio to review one
of my synchronous sessions, critique it, and suggest ways to make synchronous
events more engaging, using radio broadcast techniques. From his input came
several techniques and strategies that can improve any synchronous event.
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pressions, body posture, and gestures can help you
emphasize points. Good non-verbals (visible and audi-
ble) can help you “sell” the emotional side of your mes-
sage. A speaker who is appropriately animated can
hold an audience’s attention much more effectively than
a speaker who stands still and who does not show any
movement.

In a synchronous environment, you lose the ability to
use the visible non-verbal communication channels. So
you lose key tools in your speaker’s toolbox to grab
and hold people’s attention.

Freedom from distractions. In a classroom the
learners may have relatively little to distract them from
the instructor. In a synchronous session, however, par-
ticipants are most likely at their desks at work, taking
the session on their computers. This environment is
rife with distractions. Learners could have people talk-
ing to them, emails coming in, voice mails to check,
Instant Messaging etc. You get the picture. Maybe you
have experienced it. 

Controlled environment. In addition to external
distractions, participants in synchronous communica-
tion also have a degree of freedom that they never had
in a classroom. They are not just victims of external dis-
tractions. If your session is not engaging them, they
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What is lost by leaving the classroom?
To start to improve synchronous events, first analyze

and appreciate what you lose by leaving the class-
room. Once you know what you lose, you can design
to overcome these deficits. So what is lost when you
leave the classroom? I count five important features.

Eye contact. Eye contact is a powerful two-way
force between human beings. Eye contact between
strangers is not a comfortable behavior. If someone is
looking directly at you, especially someone you don’t
know very well, that person does get your attention. 
If you are looking someone directly in the eyes, you
want him to give you all of his attention. Good public
speakers use eye contact to hold an audience’s atten-
tion.

In addition, a speaker can read the audience and
see if they are paying attention. She can also read
their body language to see if they understand the
content, or if she is moving too fast. 

Do not underestimate how much is lost once the
instructor cannot see the audience, and vice versa. 

Non-verbal communication. As anyone who has
taken a public speaking class can tell you, your non-
verbal communication reinforces your verbal content.
Visible non-verbal communication, that is, facial ex-
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will exercise this new freedom by initiating emails,
phone calls, conversations, etc ... they might never
think of doing these things in the classroom. 

Peer pressure. Imagine that you are at a confer-
ence and you see in the conference guide a presenta-
tion that sounds really interesting. You go to the pres-
entation early and sit in the front row. Three minutes
into the presentation, you realize that it is not what
you expected and that this presentation will just be a
waste of your time. What to do? You want to stand
up and leave. But you think twice about standing up
and leaving because you don’t want to be rude to the
speaker and the other people in the room. 

In a synchronous environment this “peer pressure,”
or need to be polite, that holds people in their seats is
gone. Now people can leave your session guilt-free
with one click of their mouse because no one is
watching them. 

So, without redesign, your synchronous event is in
danger of being inferior compared to the same pres-
entation in the classroom because you lose eye con-
tact and the visible non-verbal cues that help you
maintain attention, and you lose support from peer
pressure. At the same time, if you produce an inferior
product, the audience has new distractions, freedom,
and the ability to leave your session unnoticed.

What tools can you leverage online?
This is a serious problem. What are organizations

doing about it as they produce synchronous events?
The answer: not much! 

The biggest mistake I see is that people are doing
what I did the first time I produced with this technology.
They are taking PowerPoint presentations that worked
in the classroom, and broadcasting them online, with lit-
tle or no redesign for this medium.

To be successful we need to design synchronous
sessions that will overcome what is lost when you
leave the classroom. To do this, we need to empha-
size and make the most of what we have NOT lost,
and take advantage of what we have gained to
engage the learner. 

So, let’s take a look at what we have not lost, to
determine what we can use to improve synchronous
events. At the highest level, a synchronous event uses
these four components to communicate with and en-
gage the audience.

• Visuals
• Interactivity
• Chat 
• Audio 
All of these are important in any synchronous event.

But of these four techniques, which is the most impor-
tant? That is, which one holds learners in your session
every second of the presentation? Which is the com-
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ponent that you could least afford to lose? To answer
these questions let’s analyze them one by one.

Visual elements

When I first started to develop synchronous e-Learn-
ing, I considered it a visual medium. I don’t anymore.
Don’t get me wrong, the right graphics in synchro-
nous communications, or PowerPoint for that matter,
are important. A good visual can illustrate a point or
organize content. But this is not TV, or even a photo-
graph. As visual information display expert Edward
Tufte points out, “PowerPoint slides projected up on 
a wall are very low resolution — compared to paper,
35 mm slides, and the immensely greater capacities
of the human eye-brain system.” Since synchronous
graphics are PowerPoint based, you can expect to
have the same, or less, resolution in your presenta-
tion. In reality, you can’t effectively have much text 
and graphics on a slide. This limits the amount of
information you can communicate visually. 

Also, compared to video, the visuals in synchro-
nous communication are static. The frames in video
change approximately every 1/24th of a second. How
often do the slides in a synchronous session change?
This depends on the speaker, but it can be as infre-
quently as once every five minutes, and it is rare if it is
less than every two minutes. Are these slides commu-
nicating for the entire time they appear? The human
brain can take in visual information in seconds. A
PowerPoint slide containing 40 words may require as
little as eight seconds to read silently. So, if one of
your slides appears for three minutes in a presenta-
tion, your audience “got it” in the first few seconds. At
this point, we have to ask ourselves, what purpose is
the visual serving during the rest of the time? 

I am not proposing that you ignore your graphics,
or that you show more graphics at a faster rate to
attempt to emulate video. Just understand the limits of
this technology in displaying information visually. Your
graphics may help you make a point, but they will not
engage your audience throughout your session.

Interactivity 

We can give the learner much more interactivity in
a synchronous event than we normally can (or do) in
the classroom. This is actually a big advantage of syn-
chronous communication over the classroom. Most
classrooms do not have the technology support need-
ed to take polls and surveys, and then collate the data
instantaneously as we can online. Interactivity pro-
vides many opportunities to engage the learner and
improve any presentation. For example, you can use
interactivity to gain information from the audience so
you can tailor the content on the fly in order to make
sure it meets their needs. Good interactivity stimulates
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users and leads to good questions for the instructor,
as well as good discussion in the chat area. 

However, it is difficult to have meaningful interac-
tions for the audience more often than once every five
minutes. If you have interactive exercises too frequent-
ly, it will break up the flow of your presentation. Inter-
activity will not hold your audience in your session
second by second.

Chat

Since the first grade, we have been told to sit in our
chairs, listen to the teacher, and to not talk in class.
That would disrupt the presentation and distract the
other learners. In a classroom, this is still true today.
But, once you go into a synchronous environment, all of
this changes. Now your participants can use the chat
feature in most synchronous tools to carry on conversa-
tions and it will not distract the speaker. Like interactivi-
ty, this is an advantage that synchronous training has
over the classroom, and even over asynchronous train-
ing. The potential to engage your audience with chat is
great. If you can make it one-fourth as interesting as
teenagers find Instant Messaging and texting, then your
presentation and the sideline discussions will so occu-
py your audience that they will not think of checking their
emails.

Although chat is constant, it is, unfortunately, your
participants who drive its content. It is out of your
control, so you can’t depend on it to deliver your key
messages. Chat is great at holding your audience in a
session, but it is not the most important of the four
components in your synchronous event.

Audio

Unlike visuals and interactivity in a synchronous
session, audio is constantly present. Imagine that the
audio in a synchronous session stopped for 15 sec-
onds. That “dead air” could be a disaster for your ses-
sion. If you went 10 minutes with the same graphics,
it would be boring but might not be a disaster. If an
entire synchronous event contained no interactivity or
chat it would be a shame, but it would not necessarily
be a disaster. The reality is that the audio of a syn-
chronous event never stops, and should never stop. 

Audio delivers the vast majority of your content in
synchronous sessions. This is even true with the ma-
jority of TV news broadcasts. Ask yourself, is your ex-
perience of a TV news broadcast a visual or an audi-
tory experience? Let’s do a quick thought experiment
to illustrate the power of audio in TV, and how we
take it for granted. 

First, imagine that you are on a treadmill at a health
club. Above the treadmill a TV is tuned to CNN, but the
audio is off. You watch the TV and see foreign soldiers
walking through a rainforest. You see some wreckage.

You see a man talking whom you have never seen
before, and then you see Secretary of State Condo-
leezza Rice talking. What have you learned by just see-
ing this news and not hearing a word? You don’t really
know what happened. You don’t know where. You don’t
know a whole lot more than you did before you saw the
news.

Now let’s experience this same video clip in a differ-
ent way. You are preparing dinner in the kitchen with
the TV on. You are cutting an onion, and you can’t
watch the TV because your eyes are watering and you
need to concentrate so you do not cut your fingers.
While you listen to the TV, you hear that rebels in Col-
umbia have bombed an oil pipeline. You learned that
the blast was in retaliation for a recent crackdown from
the Columbian government. You learned what the Col-
umbian government’s planned response would be
from the Columbian Interior Minister. You learn, from a
woman that sounds like Condoleezza Rice, the spec-
ifics of the State Department’s plans to help the Col-
umbian government. What have you learned by just
hearing the news and not seeing any of it? You know
what happened. You know where. You know more
about the whole story than you would have gained
from watching the video without sound.

In this example, you learned much more from the
audio alone than you did from the visuals alone. You
learned details of the story that just don’t come across
in the visuals. Yes, there are TV news stories where
the visuals are crucial and will tell you more than the
audio. Think about the visual images of the floodwa-
ters after hurricane Katrina. Words could not do jus-
tice to that story the way a few seconds of video did.
But in all news stories, the audio plays a crucial role,
and in many cases is clearly the more important of the
two media. 

Ask yourself what kind of content you need to com-
municate with a synchronous event. A majority of top-
ics in corporate training are not visual in nature. How
visual (relatively) is sales training, project manage-
ment, C++ updates or teaching accountants about
Sarbanes-Oxley revisions? Many content areas in cor-
porate or adult education will not be primarily visual,
and so audio will be the workhorse method for com-
municating your content.

The bottom line

Audio is extremely important in any broadcast com-
munication. Audio is the main technology that can hold
participants in a synchronous e-Learning session, and
it is the medium conveying a majority of your content. 

But, what is being done to improve audio in syn-
chronous sessions? Not much. Most people take the
audio for granted, and do not make the effort to im-
prove it.
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Luckily, there is a technology that has successfully
been attracting and holding audiences for more than
90 years. Radio has been a very successful means of
communication and entertainment without eye con-
tact or visible non-verbal behaviors. Because of this,
in my opinion, radio is a better model for developing
synchronous sessions than the corporate PowerPoint
presentation. 

Radio broadcast techniques
We need to appreciate the audio in our synchro-

nous sessions and take steps to improve it. Here are
several techniques used by radio producers that you
can use to improve your synchronous communication.

Find great speakers

In radio, producers put a premium on the talent they
allow to go on the air. Radio producers know that
great content, interviews, and scripts can all go to
waste if not presented well.

In order to present your content well, it is extremely
important that you have an instructor who is a strong
speaker. In the online environment, instructors who
are adequate speakers in the classroom can quickly
seem mediocre. And it gets worse: mediocre speak-
ers quickly become intolerable to listen to. So take
extra care when you select individuals to deliver your
content in synchronous events. 

If you have a good speaker, and you want to improve
his or her performance, there are some steps you can
take. Robert McLeish, who wrote Radio Production
(See References at the end of this article), names the
following skills that radio talent needs to be conscious
of, and to work on constantly to improve: 

• Projection — Is the vocal energy of the speaker’s
voice appropriate?

• Voice Inflection — Does your speaker have the
appropriate rise and fall in his or her voice? As McLeish
says, “It is the predictability of the vocal pattern that
becomes boring.” Not enough rise and fall in the voice
will become monotonous. Too predictable a rise and fall
becomes too rhythmic.

• Pause — Does your speaker stop at appropriate
times to separate ideas and allow the audience time
to absorb thoughts?

• Personality — How does the broadcaster come
across as a person? What visual image is the speaker
creating in the listener’s minds?

• Vocal stressing — Is there emphasis on the ap-
propriate words in each sentence to communicate the
desired meaning?

The simplest way to improve the speech style of
your presenter is to record her (or him) delivering your
content in a dry run. Then replay this recording for your
speaker and the synchronous development team to
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critique. Everyone, including the speaker, can learn a
lot from listening to these replays, and will have ideas
on how to improve them. Do several different takes
and encourage your speaker to vary projection, inflec-
tion, and vocal stressing. By experimenting, you can
optimize the speaker’s voice. Encourage your speaker
to exaggerate or even “ham up” the delivery in some
takes. Many times when a speaker believes the per-
formance is “over the top,” the delivery actually comes
across as clear, animated, and engaging. It takes the
replay to demonstrate this to the speaker.

Create dialogue

Currently, a majority of synchronous events just con-
sist of a basic monologue. This is the effect of thinking
of your synchronous event as a corporate PowerPoint
presentation online. This is a mistake.

How many monologues, lasting more than three
minutes, do you hear on radio or TV? The answer is
very few. Maybe the President’s State of the Union
address, but that is because it is beyond the control
of radio and TV producers. 

Look at successful radio and TV formats. All but
the smallest TV markets always have two news an-
chors. Why? So the audience never hears one person
for more than two minutes. 

Try to think of professional football with one announ-
cer. One person could easily announce the entire game
and describe every play to the audience, but that is not
enough for the producers. Ultimately, these producers
need to prevent the audience from changing the chan-
nel or going to bed. The producers create a dialogue
so the broadcast is more interesting and easier to listen
to. They want each speaker to build off what the other
is saying. The producers want banter, laughter, reaction,
and even disagreement.

Let’s look at Howard Stern. Does Howard entertain
with a monologue? No. Love him or loathe him, he
surrounds himself with characters and then encour-
ages dialogue between them. He wants banter and
he wants his team to build on a topic. 

The rule of thumb in radio is to keep speakers speak-
ing for no more than two and a half minutes at a time,
and preferably to hold them to a minute and a half.

Why dialogue? Monologues or lectures are one
person, talking unchecked for a long time. Lecturers
know they won’t hear a challenge to their message
until the Q&A session at the end of the presentation.
They know it is unlikely that someone will disagree or
ask them to reiterate something right away. 

Compare this to a dialogue. In a dialogue, you are
talking to someone, so every word can be challenged
immediately. The listener can and will ask the speaker
to clarify or reiterate the speakers statements. There-
fore, speakers are more careful about how they phrase

things. That is, speakers tend to use simpler lan-
guage in dialogues. They speak more slowly and
deliberately. They speak in conversational tones in-
stead of the monotone of a rigid lecture. 

Vary voice types

I once produced a synchronous event in which there
were two British men, of the same age and accent,
having a dialogue. For my US-based audience, and for
me, it became very difficult to tell who was talking be-
cause their voices were so similar. The flow of the con-
versation became confusing because listeners did not
know who was talking. All the benefits of a dialogue
were lost.

When you look for two or more people to be in
your synchronous event, try to find individuals with dif-
ferent-sounding voices. The easiest way to do this is
to vary the gender of your speakers. It is not coinci-
dental that most radio and TV news teams consist of
a man and a woman. Another option is to look for
speakers with distinct accents from each other. In my
event, a British accent would have been perfect, if
paired with any non-British accent. Also, try to vary
the tone level of your speakers. By varying the voices,
you will have clear distinction between the speakers,
and thus better dialogue.

Interview 

Interviewing is not only a great way to create dia-
logue; it also focuses the presentation on the audi-
ence’s needs. Let me explain. Experts tend to think
about content differently than novices, and they are
usually unaware of this fact. Experts may not explain
the topic in a way best understood by novices. For
example, the expert may stay too abstract. Radio and
TV producers are aware of this, and they try not to put
an expert in any topic on the air without “supervision.”
They normally will have someone interview the expert.

In radio and TV, the job of an interviewer is to rep-
resent the listeners: to be an advocate for the listener,
to ask the questions the listener wants to ask but
can’t, and to keep the speaker focused on what is
important or relevant to the audience. 

A good interviewer will get the speaker to:
• Reiterate points for better clarification;
• Support assertions with real world examples and

stories to make it more tangible for the listener;
• Stay concrete and not get so abstract the audi-

ence can’t relate to the content;
• Relax and thus create a more casual and under-

standable discourse; 
• Stay on schedule to make the best use of time;

and
• Maintain an appropriate pace. (This is especially

important in a synchronous event. Without eye
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contact, an expert can forget that the audience
even exists and charge through the content.)

Who makes a good interviewer? You want some-
one who is a good speaker and who can think on his
or her feet. You also want someone who knows
enough about the topic “to be dangerous.” That is,
they know enough to ask the right questions but not
enough to be able to answer those questions. For
example, if the interviewer is an expert in the field and
can answer the right questions, then they will not ask
the relevant questions for a novice audience. On the
other end of the spectrum, you might be tempted to
get someone who has radio or TV experience. This is
a mistake if they do not know anything about your
content. They will not be able to ask the right ques-
tions. Even if you feed them good questions, they will
not be able to ask the appropriate follow-up ques-
tions. 

The best person to be an interviewer knows enough
about your content to ask the right questions, but
doesn’t know the content so well that they ignore the
needs of the novice audience. That is why I recom-
mend getting someone from your target audience to
be the interviewer. 

Here are two techniques used in radio that will help
you improve interviews right away.

Pre-interview 
Before you go into your synchronous session, al-

ways do a pre-interview between the interviewer and
the interviewee. This will build familiarity and trust bet-
ween the two, and that will help to make the interview
more relaxed and thus promote natural dialogue. 

In the pre-interview, they each find out where the
other wants to take the interview. The interviewer ex-
plains what he believes the audience wants to get out
of the interview — the person being interviewed states
what message he or she wants to convey to the audi-
ence. They also must agree on what graphics to show
and when. It is NOT a time for the interviewer to ask
the exact questions planned for the interview. This
could lead to the interviewee preparing rote respons-
es, which tend to develop into the monologues that
you are trying so hard to avoid.

Politely interrupt 
Another important skill an interviewer needs is the

ability to politely interrupt the speaker. If an interviewer
is to represent the audience, he or she needs to guide
the speaker in a direction that is helpful to the audi-
ence. This means it may be necessary to stop the
guest occasionally to clarify a point or to get them
back on track. Doing this live in front of an audience 
is a skill that takes tact and politeness.

Keep audio quality high

Radio producers have a keen ear and are always
conscious of the audio quality of their broadcasts.
They know that the quality of the audio makes their
session more pleasurable for the listener. When I had
the radio producer critique my synchronous session, I
had my speaker talking through a speakerphone in-
stead of a microphone close to his mouth. The audio
quality appalled the radio producer. He felt that the
speakerphone, with its background noise and less
than optimal voice clarity, was degrading the audio
and making it “scratchy.” He felt strongly that for an
hour-long presentation this would eventually “grate on
the listeners’ ears.” 

We do not want to have an unpleasant presenta-
tion. To guarantee that we have pleasing presenta-
tions we must do everything we can to improve their
sound quality. Make sure your speakers have high
quality microphones and that they are the appropriate
distance from them. If you are choosing between IP
audio or a telephone conference call, please test
them out first and consider the audio quality of each
before you make your decision. 

Pre-recorded sessions
In my experience, one executive normally starts and

sponsors good training initiatives. I have always tried
to get these sponsors to kick off the training events
they created. They could explain why this training is
valuable to the organization and is a good use of the
audience’s time.

The problem is that these executives’ schedules
prevented them from being at the synchronous event
when I needed them. So I started to record them prior
to the events, and then used their recordings to kick
off my synchronous training session. This worked out
for everyone. The executive wasn’t inconvenienced,
and the learner received a compelling and motivating
message that explained the purpose of the training. 

Pre-recorded segments are a powerful tool used in
radio and TV that brings control and flexibility to the
producer. The majority of a National Public Radio
(NPR) broadcast consists of pre-recorded segments.
If you interview someone live, you have 10 or 15 min-
utes to get it right and no second chance. If you inter-
view someone for a pre-recorded segment, you have
as much time as the interviewee will give you. Once
done with the interview, you edit out the fluff, and re-
construct the audio to tell a coherent, concise story
that delivers the message you want. Pre-recorded
sessions give you a second chance.

The other advantage of a pre-recorded interview is
that it allows you to have individuals in your presenta-
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tion that you would have a hard time getting during
your synchronous event. If you can get your sponsor
in your presentation, think of whom else you could
get. Think of how testimonials from members of your
target audience, customers, vendors, suppliers, clients,
and high-level executives would improve your synchro-
nous event.

Also, think of the control you have. Now you can
interview several individuals and go with the ones that
deliver the best message. If you pre-record someone,
and he says a few great things but lots of inappropri-
ate things, you can choose not to play the segment at
all or edit it down to deliver just the great things. 

What makes pre-recording sessions work is the
editing. This used to be the domain of the sound engi-
neers. Now, with low cost editing software, you can
have novices create effective audio presentations. 

People do not realize how much is edited out of a
professional radio pre-recorded interview. For exam-
ple, at Chicago Public Radio an eight-minute pre-
recorded segment normally is the result of editing
down an hour-plus interview. 

Other radio techniques
Here are three more techniques that radio produc-

ers use that may benefit your synchronous session.
Formats — Many radio shows are arranged into

multiple segments consisting of various types of pres-
entation. This magazine format makes the broadcast
more interesting by adding variety and breaking up
your session. 

Music — Use music to start and close a segment
or your entire program. This adds a professional touch
to your synchronous event.

Host — Having a host adds a level of consistency
and professionalism to your programs.

Conclusion
Organizations like synchronous communication be-

cause of the money they save on travel, lodging, and
lost productivity. All of these are good reasons. There
is potential to save money by using synchronous com-
munication. However, what good is saving money if
you are not meeting your communication or training
objectives? If you do not have your audience’s full
attention, how can you reach your goals? Also, your
goal should not be to save money once with one
presentation. Your goal should be to save money over
the long term by using synchronous events repeated-
ly. Can you achieve this long-term goal if you create a
product that users are reluctant to return to?

Corporate PowerPoint presentations work in the
classroom because the instructor has control over the
audience. In a synchronous event, we cannot see our
audience and thus we have much less control over
them. Radio producers have never seen their audi-
ence, but have done a great job engaging them.
Radio producers know their listeners can and will
change the station quickly if the program gets monot-
onous. And now, your audience can basically change
“stations” as easily as any radio listener. 

There is potential to make synchronous sessions
compelling experiences without adding significant
costs to your development budget. Instead of thinking
of yourself as producing a PowerPoint presentation
online, start to believe that you are a radio producer,
creating a radio show with the supporting ability to
show graphics, and have interactivity. This will lead to
engaging audio that anchors your audience in your
sessions from start to finish, and that will have them
coming back to future synchronous events. 
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