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Below is a detailed description of how to record an NBN interview using Zencastr and (at the end) 
what to do if Zencastr won't work and you have to use another method to record an interview. It's 
actually much easier than this guide suggests because most of the time everything goes right. Zencastr 
is the industry standard, and the folks who made know what they are doing. But I've included cases in 
which things go wrong, just in case. If you do this long enough (and I hope you do!), something will 
go wrong, so it's best to be prepared. 
 
 
Step 1. Get a Zencastr Account 

1. Go to Zencastr online and create an account. You only need the "Free" account under “For 
Individuals.” 
 

2. Note bene. All your recordings will be archived in your Zencastr account for weeks (I don’t 
know exactly how long, to be honest, but weeks). You can always go back to the account and 
find/download the files you've recorded. This is important because you may need to get the 
files again if something happens (a lot of things can happen, but usually they won't). 

 
 
Step 2: Prepare Your Guest 

1. When you've agreed on a date and time for the interview, send your guest an email telling them 
this: 

a. You will be using Zencastr to record the interview.  
b. To use Zencastr, they need to use the Chrome browser. 
c. If they are going to use earbuds with a dangling mic, and they are going to use that 

dangling mic as their "input," they have to make sure it does not brush against 
anything. Also, they cannot hold the dangling mic up to their mouths as that overdrives 
the mic. It should just dangle and not brush against anything.  

d. They should expect an email from you with a link to Zencastr a minute before the 
interview is scheduled to begin.  

 
 
Step 3: Start the "Episode" 

1. Right before the interview is scheduled to begin, go to Zencastr and log on. 
 

2. Click on the icon in the top right corner, then “Dashboard” in the dropdown menu.  
 

3. Once in the Dashboard, click “+New” in the top right corner and then “Room”. 
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4. Zencastr will give you three options on what to record: 
 

a. Record video and audio 
b. Record audio only but show video 
c. Record audio only and don’t show video 

 
We do not need any video recorded, so you should not choose A. It’s up to you as to whether 
you choose options B or C. Some hosts like the to see their guest (even though the video is 
not recorded) when they talk; other do not. It’s up to you.  
 

5. Health checks. You are now on the "Episode" window. Your name will appear in a little 
rectangle at the bottom of the screen. That's the "waveform" display. Zencastr will run "health 
checks" on your computer. There are three levels of "health": healthy, warnings, and failed. If 
you get "failed," then you can't record. Don't worry too much about warnings. You can find 
a way to become completely "healthy" by going to the Zencastr help pages online. Usually the 
problem is that you have the wrong mic settings. Fix them. If you are "healthy" or just a little 
sick ("warnings"), proceed. You should see the little wave moving in the waveform display 
when you speak into the mic. If you don't, it will not record. 

 
 

Step 4: Invite and Connect with Your Guest 
1. From the "Episode" screen, hit "Invite” at the top of the screen. 

 
2. You will see the pop-up window “Invite Your Guests.” This gives you two ways to invite 

guests: 
 

a. Enter their names and email addresses. 
b. Copy the invite link and send it by your personal email. 

 
I suggest you use b., that is, copy the link and send it by your personal email. The first option 
(a.) may not work because some people’s emails are set up to filter strange emails so they may 
not get it. But their email will like your email address because you’ve already corresponded 
with them. So… 

 
3. Paste the invite link into an email to the guest with the subject "Here's the link." You can do 

this multiple times if you have multiple guests.  
 

4. Once the guest clicks the link in the email, a second waveform rectangle will appear at the 
bottom of  he "Episode" window. One for each guest. At this point you should hear them.  
 

5. Zencastr will ask your guest if it can use their mic; they should say "yes." Then Zencastr will 
run "health checks" on their computers. The most common problem is that they don't have 
the right mic selected (in which case you see the waveform display, but you can't hear them). 
They need to go to systems preferences and select the right mic.  
 

6. One everything is "healthy" (or you just have "warnings"), you should hear them and see that 
the waveform moves when they speak. If you don't see the waveform moving, it will not 
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record. Do not proceed. Stop and fix it. If you cannot fix it, go to one of the fallbacks 
mentioned below or reschedule.  
 

7. Check the sound. If you or your guests sounds distorted or in any way bad, do not proceed. 
If it sounds bad in the earphones, it will probably sound bad in the recording; I can't fix really 
bad audio, and I can't publish it if I get it. Ask yourself "Would I want to listen to this?" If 
not, stop. There are many things that can make the audio poor, e.g., the guest is too far from 
the mic, or too close to the mic, or there is a lawnmower running right outside the guest's 
window. Adjust. If all that fails, reschedule or go to one of the fallbacks mentioned below. 
Most of the time, all will sound fine. Then proceed.  

 
 
Step 5: Record the Interview 

1. Chat with the guest before you start to record. Tell them to sit still and try to be quiet. Don't 
leaf through books, swivel around in a creaky desk chair, eat Cheetos, or play with a cat. That 
makes noise (vs. signal) and we don't want noise. 
 
One thing you must say is that they must not hang up after the formal, recorded interview is 
done. Tell them that at the end of the formal interview you will say goodbye and they will say 
goodbye, but everyone should stay on the line. This is because Zencastr needs time to 
"finalize" the audio files and make them ready for download. See below. 
 

2. Once you've chatted a bit with your guest and told them not to hang up at the end, tell them 
you are going start recording. Hit the little round button next to "Start Recording" in the upper 
left corner of the "Episode" window. It will turn red and you'll see the waveforms moving in 
both of the little waveform displays. It will be a line when you or your guest is not talking 
(indicating it is recording but there is silence on that end) and a bouncing wave when you or 
your guest are talking (indicating that someone is talking). If at any point in the interview you 
don't see that line/wave moving, it's not recording. That will almost never happen.  
 

3. Note any interruptions in the interview. We try really hard to do the interviews in one take, 
that is, with no interruptions of any kind. This makes editing them much easier. But if the 
interview is interrupted for any reason, note down the time (mm:ss to mm:ss) so I know to 
remove the interruption. I do not listen to the files all the way through (there are far too many 
of them), so I need to know what should be edited out and when it occurs. If you don't note 
it down, I may miss it. You can send me the "edit this out" notes in the blog post, by email, 
or however you like.  

 
 
Step 6: Stop Recording and Download the Separate Tracks 

1. Stop Recording. Once the interview is done—after the goodbyes in the formal interview—
hit the red button in the upper left again and the recording will stop. Note Bene: you will still 
be talking to the guest; it's just that what you are saying will not be recorded, which is exactly 
what you want.  
 

2. Finalizing. Zencastr will tell you it is "Finalizing." If it is a long interview, this may take some 
time. Wait. If it gets stuck here (very rare), something has gone wrong. Don't worry. This is 
probably because Zencastr's servers are overloaded or somebody's Internet connection has 
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failed (the files have to upload and download—and that means the Internet must be working). 
Again, wait. Once the files are “finalized,” you will see a pop up in the lower lift corner of the 
screen that says “Success. All of your tracks have finished uploading and it is now safe to close 
this tab.” That’s means you can it the “x” closing that pop up.  
 

3. Download the files to your computer. In each waveform rectangle at the bottom of the 
screen you will see a little blue “MP3” logo. Hit it and you will be given the option to download 
each “side” of the interview. Do that. They will probably go to your “Downloads” folder.  

 
4. Do not do any "post-processing" in Zencastr. Zencastr may ask you if you want to do some 

"post-processing." You do not. It’s important that I receive the raw, unprocessed audio files, 
one for each “side.”  

 
 
Step 7: Send the Files to NBN Mission Control—What to Send and How 

1. I only need two kinds of files: the solo audio tracks and the blog post. You may want to include 
a "production notes" Word doc with any mention of interruptions or noise, but these can be 
included in the blog post Word doc or communicated by email.  
 
You do not need to send me photos of the author or the book cover.  
 
In sum, the typical "package" you send to me would include three files: two audio files (your 
side and your guest's) and a blog post. More audio files if you have more than two guests. 
 

2. Name the files. It really helps if you name the audio files "[your last name].mp3" and "[your 
guest's last name].mp3." If you do a separate intro and outro (not necessary, or even preferred, 
but if you want to), name them "intro.mp3" and "outro.mp3." By the way, .wav files are fine, 
too. Naming the files is, strictly speaking, not necessary. I can usually figure it out. It does, 
however, make my work a bit easier.  

 
3. It also really helps if you put ALL the materials for an interview—the solo tracks + blog post 

+ production notes (if any)—in a single folder with the name of the channel and the last name 
of the guest, e.g., "East Asian Studies Smith."  
 

4. Use the official NBN Dropbox folder to communicate the files or the folder to me. There are 
actually many ways to get me the files other than the official NBN Dropbox folder. Please do 
not use any of these other ways; put them in the official NBN Dropbox folder. This is how I 
keep track of what's coming in, and it also produces a backup of the files. Backups are good. 
You should also use the official NBN Dropbox folder to send me blog posts and production 
notes (if any), though email is fine.  
 

5. Some notes on blog posts.  
a. You do not need to format, insert pictures or place hyperlinks in the blog posts. I 

strongly prefer if you do not do this. I just need the raw text in a Word document or 
an email with one exception concerning hyperlinks; see 5b. immediately below.  
 

b. You should always include your byline at the bottom of each blog post you send me, 
if, that is, you want a byline. Some folks don't and that's fine. These bylines should be 
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short and sweet. Who you are and what you do. You can (and I think should) include 
a hyperlink under your name. You can include an email or twitter feed. Feel free to 
include major recent publications, e.g., a book, or a project you are associated with. 
These—the book and project—can be hyperlinked as well if you want. 
 

c. If you feel uninspired (as I often do), you can always copy the blurb from the book's 
Amazon page and use it as the blog post. Just copy and paste it in a Word doc with 
your byline at the bottom. This is fine because in most cases the author wrote the blurb 
and it's pretty good.  

 
 
Typical Problems with a Zencastr 

1. Bad Internet/VOIP. Zencastr records locally, meaning on your computer and on your 
guest's computer. That means that what you actually hear is not what is recorded; what you 
hear is a "monitor," and that monitor is a VOIP signal (like you hear on Zoom). As you know, 
the strength and stability of that VOIP signal varies according to the strength and stability of 
the Internet. For this reason, you may lose the VIOP signal—and your guest—during an 
interview. This happens occasionally, the Internet being what it is. Don't worry. Zencastr is 
still recording because it doesn’t record what's on the Internet; it records, as I say, locally. So 
you just have to wait until the VOIP signal comes back online. It almost always does very 
quickly.  
 
If it takes more than a minute or two to come back online, you may have to establish a new 
connection/recording. This is done by hitting “New Recording” in the Zencaster window. 
This will reestablish the connection and enable you to do a second set of recordings and to 
complete the interview. The guest does not need to do anything.  
 
If you have to do multiple recordings for a single interview, then the interview will have a 
sequence of “parts,” e.g., first part, second part, etc. When communicating the files to me, 
these parts need to be clearly labeled. For example: “Host Part 1.mp3,” “Guest Part 1.mp3,” 
“Host Part 2.mp3”, “Guest Part 2.mp3”, etc. 
 
I can stitch all the files together without a problem and nobody will notice any interruption. 
I've done it hundreds of times (for my sins) and am pretty good at it. 

 
2. Buffering or memory problems. You and your guest must have enough space on your 

computer to record the interview—audio files are big. A surprising number of people don't 
have enough space. If you or your guest's memory buffers or hard drive don't have enough 
space, then Zencastr will send a warning and quit. Not much to do here except reschedule or 
use a fallback (see immediately below). 
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What To Do When You Can't Use Zencastr or Zencastr Doesn't Work--Fallbacks 

It sometimes happens that your guest cannot use Zencastr. This is usually because they can't or 
won't use Chrome. It also sometimes happens that even if they are using Chrome, their computer 
fails Zencastr's "health check" and they can't fix the issue.  
 
In these cases, you can easily use a fallback method. These are several, but all of them rely on 
recording a VOIP signal. This is how Zoom, Teams and the rest work. 
 
If you have any problems with Zencastr (because the guest can’t make it work), do not try to fix 
it. Rather, just fall back to Zoom. Write or say “This is not working so I’m going to send you a 
Zoom link and we’ll use that.” Then send the link and record the Zoom call. Everyone can now 
use Zoom. The audio produced by Zoom is not as good as Zencastr, but it’s good enough when 
Zencastr won’t work.  

 
   
  


