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Lesson 9 - The Pros and Cons of the “Zero-to-Five-Dollar” Budget Studio 
 

Welcome back to Home Brew Audio. Today, we're gonna talk about the pros and cons of the budget 

that we've been using. So far, all the tutorials we've done, we've done for a budget of about 0-$5 at 

the max. That's something anyone can afford. And the really good news, for about 80 to 90% of 

you, that's all you'll ever need. You can do a whole lot at this budget level including creating audio 

for your website, podcast, most voice-over needs, and a whole lot more. For the other 10 to 20% of 

you, there is also good news. The level ups in sound quality and production capability come in 

small easily affordable increments between 10 to $50. We'll talk about some of those level ups here, 

and I'll keep giving you detail about further level ups as we progress through the tutorials. 

 

So what are the pros of using the 0 to $5 gear budget? Like I said, 80% to 90% of you, will be able 

to do all you need with stuff you probably already have. You can record, edit and produce using the 

powerful tools and the open source, meaning free program called "Audacity." You can even do 

multi-track record, which was something unheard of at this price point until the last four or five 

years, that allows you to add royalty-free, pre-produced program music or royalty-free sound 

effects, which will give your podcasts, ads, e-learning programs, audio books, all that a very 

professional touch. You can sing harmony with yourself which is wicked cool. You can create stereo 

effects to enhance radio or TV ads, you can also convert audio to MP3 and other formats if you 

wanna put audio on the web. And there's just a staggering amount more that you can do that we 

haven't gotten over yet. 

 

So what are the cons of the 0 to $5 budget level? Noise is the biggest one. One of the absolute must 

at this budget level is the use of noise reduction tools like you can find in Audacity, because these 

mics and sound cards generate a lot of hiss and other background noise, plus they're susceptible to 

P-pops and stuff like that. Next, you can only record one track at a time. Now, this isn't a huge 

problem, but it can limit certain things, especially musical performances, bands, choirs, et cetera. 

It's also not possible on most built-in cards to record in stereo. You have to create the stereo image 

after the fact, which is the way a lot of pros do it anyway, so... 

 

And the third biggest thing is called 'latency'. Yeah, I know. Weird word. Basically means lateness. 

Remember in the multi-track tutorial when we had to drag a waveform to the left to make it sync up 

with the track you were recording along with? That's because the built-in sound cards are made 

primarily to either record or listen, which is what 99% of computer users need. When we do multi-

track recording on them, the recorded track is playing back in real time, but the voice being 

recorded has to travel through the mic, to the sound card, into the computer to get recorded. So 

there's a delay between what you're hearing and what you're recording. 

 

Just a few years ago, this delay would have been several seconds long, making it basically 

impossible to do multi-track sound on, sound layered recording with basic home computers, but 

with the increased speed of today's systems. That delay is so small, but it's actually doable. This will 

also prevent you from doing some more advanced recordings such as using MIDI sampler, soft 

synthesizers, et cetera. Don't worry if you don't know what any of those are. Just see future tutorials, 

and you'll learn. 

 

So now, let's talk about level ups. Each level up will solve or improve one or more of the cons that I 

mentioned. And each increment is very affordable, so you can build your system a little at a time. 

The first level up jump is for $10. If you've been using that straight plastic mic that came with your 
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computer or that you bought for $5, for as little as $10, you can buy a headset with a pop filter. A 

pop filter is just a little foam hat basically that goes over the end of the microphone. These start at 

about $7, then they go up from there depending on how fancy you wanna be. For that extra $10, you 

buy yourself a huge sound quality improvement. The next level-up jump is a $20 jump whether 

you've been using that $5 mic or a headset similar to this one, getting yourself a handheld dynamic 

mic will greatly improve your sound over any of the above options. You can get one of these 

starting at about $15. And to plug it in to your onboard sound card, you'll need one of the ones that 

has quarter inch plug at the end, and then get an eight-inch adapter for it. 

 

And the third level up jump is a 30 to $100 jump. We're talking USB mics. With these, you can buy 

bypass that onboard sound card and all the problems that come with them. You have two choices 

here basically. You can either get a USB mic. There are several models. Try the Samson Q1U, 

which is pictured right here for about $38, which will plug straight into your computer, or if you 

already have a microphone that has the standard three-pin connector, obviously not a USB one, you 

can use this little device called an MXL Mic Mate that will turn a regular mic into a USB mic. This 

is pretty darn cool. You can get one for about 50 bucks. All of these initial level ups will improve 

your recordings greatly. And for the 30 to $50, we're still working with the free Audacity software, 

which does limit you on doing the more advanced stuff that's mostly used in music production. 

 

The next phase of level-up jumps involves both hardware and software, but the cost increments are 

still in the 30 to $100 range. If you think you're ready to do that, you wanna move on to our next 

course, "The Newbies Guide To Audio Recording Awesomeness 2: Pro Recording with Reaper", 

which uses $60 recording software program, called "Reaper". That is all you'll ever need. Either 

way, as you decide to take on different projects it's important to know that you can just build on 

your system a little bit at a time. Let your need drive your gear purchases, despite what the local 

music store salesperson might wanna tell you. So as someone very close to me is always saying, 

"Bottom line it for me." Alright here it is, 80% to 90% of you can do everything you need to do 

audio wise, for the gear budget range of 0 to $5. Level ups are in affordable steps so you can build 

on your studio a little at a time, or not, if you're one of those 80%-90%. And if you're ready to go on 

to the next level and learn some more awesome recording techniques, you'll definitely wanna move 

on to our next course, "The Newbies Guide To Audio Recording Awesomeness 2: Pro Recording 

With Reaper." I'll see you there. 

 


