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Developed to explore the relationship between sound and learning, our fall

forum on “Sound and Pedagogy” blends the thinking of our editors (Liana Silva), recruited guests

(D. Travers Scott), and one of the winners of our recent Call For Posts (Jentery Sayers) to explore

how listening impacts the writing process, the teachable moment, and the syllabus (and vice

versa). If you need a make-up assignment for the first post by D. Travers Scott, click here, or for

last week’s post by Liana Silva, click here. Otherwise, get ready to take some furious notes,

because today’s post from Jentery Sayers offers a generously revealing—and unprecedented—

glimpse inside the development of his audio culture course over several years. Chock full of

suggestions, prompts, unique assignments, and troubleshooting tips, Sayers’s offering

is refreshingly frank about the unique challenges facing sound studies scholars in the classroom.

As in most classes, information this deep may need some time to settle in and effect some

change, so we’ll check back with you in spring with a Sound and Pedagogy “refresher course.” It’s

already on our syllabus.–JSA, Editor in Chief 

—

This semester, I am teaching my fourth course in audio culture studies. Since students and faculty

in the humanities rarely have the opportunity to intensively examine sound in the context of

higher education, thus far I have learned that—even for teachers who are well-versed in sound

studies—planning and structuring work in an audio culture course is more difficult than it may at

first appear. For instance, to what degree should an audio culture course intersect with visual

culture studies? What cultural assumptions about sound inform how students learn about it, not

to mention how instructors teach it? When engaging histories of sound reproduction, how might

students combine knowing and doing, or composing about and with sound? And how should work

in an audio culture course be assessed? Through what sorts of learning outcomes? With what

forms of student preparation and self-reflexivity in mind?

In the following paragraphs, I engage these questions by unpacking a portfolio-based assignment

sequence from an undergraduate course I taught at the University of Washington-Bothell in 2010: 

“Technologies of Expression: Sound Reproduction Studies.”
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			6: Final Remix



						

Here’s the prompt (PDF).


See me with questions!


			


			

	

			on December 9, 2010 12:12 pm.


			under: prompts 			


						



		








		





			Time to Reflect
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 Details »


			


			

	

			on November 18, 2010 11:55 am.


			under: announcements 			


						



		








		





			Cut-Up Tuesday!
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 Details »


			


			

	

			on November 16, 2010 1:02 pm.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			5: Documentary
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 Details »


			


			

	

			on November 15, 2010 8:36 pm.


			under: prompts 			


						



		








		





			4: Re: Found Sound
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 Details »


			


			

	

			on November 4, 2010 12:46 pm.


			under: prompts 			


						



		








		





			Cluster Assessment
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Ok, folks. For this workshop, you’ll be determining how your participation in this class should be assessed and then arguing accordingly for your participation grade. We will do this twice this quarter.


 Details »


			


			

	

			on November 1, 2010 7:17 pm.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Today: Voice-Over!
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Today, through voice-over narration as our boundary object, we’ll discuss:


 Details »


			


			

	

			on October 28, 2010 12:23 pm.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			3: Found Sound
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It’s time for the third entry in your audio portfolio, folks. For this one, we’ll change gears a bit, toward researching the cultural history of sound reproduction.


 Details »


			


			

	

			on October 28, 2010 11:47 am.


			under: prompts 			


						



		








		





			Today: iPhones



			
			



















			


			

	

			on October 21, 2010 11:56 am.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Today: Storytelling



						

Before we begin, I believe I remedied the HTTP error. If you encounter it again, then let me know.


Now, for today…


 Details »


			


			

	

			on October 19, 2010 8:12 am.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Review of Class So Far



						

Audio MP3
Audio MP3

Here’s a quick list of what we’ve covered.


 Details »


			


			

	

			on October 15, 2010 11:04 pm.


			under: reviews 			


						



		








		





			Prepping Your Story?



						

Audio MP3
Audio MP3

We’ll start workshopping your stories for “Re: Audiography” during class on Tuesday the 19th. In the meantime, you might start not only listening to your peers’ audiographies, but also searching for some example material. There are classics like the work of Marshall McLuhan, who made an audio version of one of his books, The Medium Is the Massage. There’s a clip above, but you can listen to all of it here.


 Details »


			


			

	

			on October 15, 2010 9:23 pm.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Ask Ira



			
			

The anecdote needs to be interesting. & it needs a moment of reflection.





 Details »


			


			

	

			on October 15, 2010 8:58 pm.


			under: tutorials 			


						



		








		





			Today: Soundscapes



						

Today, we’re going to chat soundscapes, using your audiographies as examples.


Here’s what’s in store:


 Details »


			


			

	

			on October 14, 2010 11:37 am.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Girl Talk Interview



			
			




			


			

	

			on October 14, 2010 11:32 am.


			under: history 			


						



		








		





			DJ Shadow in Scratch



			
			




			


			

	

			on October 14, 2010 11:24 am.


			under: history 			


						



		








		





			“Reef”: A DJ / Rupture Mix



			
			




			


			

	

			on October 14, 2010 11:20 am.


			under: history 			


						



		








		





			Audacity Workshop



						

Click on this. Thanks!


And now for some quick notes:


 Details »


			


			

	

			on October 12, 2010 12:37 pm.


			under: workshops 			
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		about


			Thanks for visiting! 


This is the course site for BIS 205: Technologies of Expression (Autumn 2010), taught by Jentery Sayers at the University of Washington, Bothell.


If you are a student in the course, then you can visit your passcode-protected audio blog. 
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As I prepare for my “Audio Culture Studies” undergraduate course at the University of Victoria this

semester, the above questions are guiding my lesson plans as well as my revisions of previous

teaching materials. Yet more importantly, I imagine they—or variants of them—resonate with other

instructors invested in sound studies, and I hope this post will spark a conversation about how to

continue developing sound studies curricula in higher education. In one sense, such curricula

should be and are distinct from work anchored in visual culture, print, film, and e-text studies.

Nevertheless, there are a variety of suggestive intersections across these fields, and my approach

to audio culture courses often builds upon them, especially since my training is in literary and

cultural studies.

To begin “Sound Reproduction Studies” (heretoafter “205”) at the University of Washington-

Bothell, I told students to let me know (in writing) how they were going to record sound during the

course. After all, I did not know what technologies they could access, and I wanted to make sure

that—with help from the University’s library and digital media services—recording equipment was

available to them. I also informed them that, throughout the course, we would be focusing on

basic recording and editing but not high fidelity techniques or post-production. In other words, I

was not expecting them to gain competencies common in sound art and audio engineering, and

my humanities-oriented assessment of their audio work would privilege content and composition

over the aesthetics of recording and playback. For a course anchored primarily in cultural studies,

they were welcome to use everyday audio equipment intended for consumers and amateurs, and

fortunately that equipment was available on loan through the University.

After that request, I asked them to “crowdsource” a brief history of sound reproduction using 

SIMILE’s Exhibit 2 framework. While I have my reservations about crowdsourcing, for the purposes

of the class—especially at the beginning of the quarter—it was appropriate. As the prompt

suggests, I wanted to survey what students already knew about audio, together with where their

interests in sound tended to constellate.
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From the start of the course, I also wanted to situate visual and audio cultures in the same space,

encouraging students to think about the tensions and intersections between them as well as the

epistemologies and affects they enable. Here’s a screen grab of what students produced in a week

(between two class meetings):

I used this crowdsourced exhibit as the basis for an introductory lecture on the vexed legacies of

sound reproduction. It helped me identify gaps in student knowledge while also underscoring

what was familiar to them (e.g., Edison’s phonograph, the turntable, and auto-tune). The exhibit

became a handy vehicle for posing questions to explore for the balance of the course: How is

noise defined differently over time, by whom, and for whom? How is sound naturalized, and to

what effects on critical inquiry? How is sound embodied, and why is it so often associated with

emotion, affect, and immersion? When studying the history of sound reproduction, what roles do

old technologies and media play in our research? How has the composition and playback of audio

changed from decade to decade?

In other words, the exhibit was a low-stakes launching pad into the course material. I found it

instilled a bit of confidence in students by giving them some sense of authority over the material.

And it gave them a concrete sense of what I meant by “audio culture” (as opposed to, say, “music

history”). Early in the course, I also appreciated the opportunity to highlight the deep and rich

history of sound reproduction, a history which no doubt informs contemporary obsessions with all

things digital. Where I failed as an instructor was by not returning to the exhibit later in the

quarter. In future courses, I’ll give them an opportunity to add, revise, and even remove content

where appropriate. Such a gesture would add a layer of self-reflexivity and iterative knowledge-

making to the learning process, premised on questions like: “Now that you’ve studied audio for

seven weeks, how would you revise your contributions to the crowdsourced exhibit you helped

compose earlier in the course? How has your perception of audio’s history changed and why?”
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After the crowdsourced exhibit of sound reproduction, the students in 205 shifted toward

composing with audio, exploring ways to combine knowing and doing sound studies. For this shift,

I relied on another low-stakes assignment: the “audiography.”

Here, students had the opportunity to share “playlists” of sounds typical to their everyday lives.

However, the ultimate motivation of the exercise was twofold: (1) for them to closely attend to

those common soundscapes, organize them (around a theme of some sort), and record them; and

(2) for them to develop some basic competencies in the free audio editor and recorder, Audacity

(based on a workshop conducted during class). Although the very notion of a “soundscape” was

likely new to them, and even though most of them had never recorded audio, the concept of a

playlist was personal and familiar enough to make the assignment approachable. It also stressed

the fact that, like images and texts, people design and structure arguments through sound. A

playlist of everyday sounds involves rhetorical strategies not entirely distinct from, say, an

academic essay or television broadcast.

For the audiography (as well as every other audio composition in 205), the students were given

constraints (e.g., “no narration,” “no effects,” and “eight to fifteen recordings only”) similar to

guidelines for academic essays. And once the audio files were composed, the students uploaded

them to our class audio blog (using a WordPress theme that unfortunately is no longer supported

or maintained). The benefit of the blog was that everyone in the course could hear everyone else’s

audio work. Additionally, I could play student audio during class meetings, treating it as an object

of inquiry for discussion. In so doing, I made sure that—during the quarter—we discussed every

student’s audio work at least once.

Audiographies are great for getting at cultural assumptions about sound, especially when

students are able to respond to them through repurposing, voice-over, or a similar strategy. For

the “re: audiography” prompt, I asked students to do just this.
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			1: Audiography
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Welcome to the first step in your audio portfolio! How about giving your 205 peers a sense of what sounds are around you on a routine basis?


Aims of the Exercise


For you to:



		Unpack how sounds influence your everyday life and help form your cultural â€œsoundscapes.â€�


		Use audio as evidence in an argument about certain aspects of your life.


		Consider how you represent yourself (e.g., what you tell or don’t tell your audience) through sound.


		Gain some experience in recording and editing audio.





Constraints for Audio



		Eight to fifteen recordings only


		Between two and three minutes long


		One text title (for your blog entry), but no other text


		No narration


		Editing: only duration (no overlap, no effects)


		Due: Thursday, October 14th





Steps


(1) Use a theme to compose a playlist of eight to fifteen sounds. Â Using a word processor or the like, you should compose a playlist (or â€œaudiographyâ€�) of sounds that often occur around you.Â  (Just the playlist, not the actual sounds.) Â Be creative here.Â  What sounds (e.g., commercials, voices, and noises) do you hear regularly?


Your list should consist of eight to fifteen sounds.Â  There should also be a theme for how you order the soundsâ€”what comes when and why. Â For example, consider something like, “Sounds I Hear Every Morning,” “Ten Sounds I Don’t Like, But I Hear Often,” or “Sounds that Remind Me of My Family.”


(2) Test Record, Import, and Export. Next, try a test run of audio from start to finish. That means recording a sound using whatever audio technology you decided to use this quarter, transferring it to your computer (if applicable), importing it into Audacity, and exporting it as an MP3. Â Note: Audacity will not import AC3, AMR(NB), M4A, or WMA. It will only import WAV, MP3, OGG, AU and AIFF. If need be, then you can use a program like iTunes to change the format. Â (In iTunes, under “preferences,” you can change the import settings to “MP3” through the “when you insert CD” option. For PCs, “preferences” is under “edit,” and for Macs, it’s under “iTunes”.)


If you are having difficulty with a test, then email me.


(3) Record All of the Sounds on Your Playlist. As you record, keep in mind where you are recording. Is the room noisy? Are you recording in such a way that accurately depicts an everyday situation for you? Or are you altering the situation for the purposes of recording?


If possible, then record your audio with headphones on. Â That way, you can hear what you are recording.


Most importantly, all sounds should fall within the realm of fair use, with permission. For example, if you are recording someone’s voice, then first ask permission to record them. Â During class, we will further discuss fair use and permissions and how they affect the work you do in this course. Even though our audio blog is passcode-protected, we still need to abide by copyright law and human subjects policies.


(4) Import All of the Recordings into Audacity and Edit. I suggest dedicating one named track to each of your eight to fifteen recordings. Also, for this assignment, the only editing permitted is cutting seconds from a recording. Â (For instance, you might cut the permissions you received from any volunteers.) Â You should NOT add any effects or narration to the audio, and you should NOT overlap the tracks. Comparable to most albums you hear, your audiography should be eight to fifteen contiguous recordings. 


In other words, let the recordings from your audiography and its theme (see #1 above) do the work, not the editing or a voice-over narration. 


(5) Save Your Project, Export as an MP3, and Upload the MP3 to the Class Audio Blog. No worries, you’ll learn that last step during class on Tuesday, October 12th. However, I recommend that you complete this exercise prior to Tuesday’s class. 


Outcomes


(1) Your audiography is an experiment in sound, style, and genre. It should be creative and aware of its audience (i.e., your 205 peers). The title of your audio blog entry should reflect the theme of your audiography. When listening to your audiography, your audience should be able to follow your implicit theme throughout your eight to fifteen recordings.


(2) Without narration or much editing, your audiography should persuasively use sound in order to give audiences a sense of some aspects of your everyday life.


Schedule


Your audiography is due on our audio blog by the start of class on Thursday, October 14th. The blog entry should include a title (i.e., your audiography theme) and your playable Mp3. Â That’s it. Please categorize it under “audiography.” I will not be responding directly to this entry. However, we will listen to some of them during class on Thursday, October 14th. Â Also, for the next audio entry, “Re: Audiography,” your peers will respond to your audiography, edit it, and incorporate it into their own work. I will respond directly to all entries for “Re: Audiography.”
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			6: Final Remix



						

Here’s the prompt (PDF).


See me with questions!


			


			

	

			on December 9, 2010 12:12 pm.


			under: prompts 			


						



		








		





			Time to Reflect
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 Details »


			


			

	

			on November 18, 2010 11:55 am.


			under: announcements 			


						



		








		





			Cut-Up Tuesday!
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			on November 16, 2010 1:02 pm.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			5: Documentary
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			on November 15, 2010 8:36 pm.


			under: prompts 			


						



		








		





			4: Re: Found Sound
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			on November 4, 2010 12:46 pm.


			under: prompts 			


						



		








		





			Cluster Assessment
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Ok, folks. For this workshop, you’ll be determining how your participation in this class should be assessed and then arguing accordingly for your participation grade. We will do this twice this quarter.
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			on November 1, 2010 7:17 pm.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Today: Voice-Over!
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Today, through voice-over narration as our boundary object, we’ll discuss:


 Details »


			


			

	

			on October 28, 2010 12:23 pm.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			3: Found Sound
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It’s time for the third entry in your audio portfolio, folks. For this one, we’ll change gears a bit, toward researching the cultural history of sound reproduction.


 Details »
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			under: prompts 			


						



		








		





			Today: iPhones



			
			



















			


			

	

			on October 21, 2010 11:56 am.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Today: Storytelling



						

Before we begin, I believe I remedied the HTTP error. If you encounter it again, then let me know.


Now, for today…
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			on October 19, 2010 8:12 am.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Review of Class So Far



						

Audio MP3
Audio MP3

Here’s a quick list of what we’ve covered.
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			on October 15, 2010 11:04 pm.


			under: reviews 			


						



		








		





			Prepping Your Story?



						

Audio MP3
Audio MP3

We’ll start workshopping your stories for “Re: Audiography” during class on Tuesday the 19th. In the meantime, you might start not only listening to your peers’ audiographies, but also searching for some example material. There are classics like the work of Marshall McLuhan, who made an audio version of one of his books, The Medium Is the Massage. There’s a clip above, but you can listen to all of it here.
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			on October 15, 2010 9:23 pm.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Ask Ira



			
			

The anecdote needs to be interesting. & it needs a moment of reflection.
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			on October 15, 2010 8:58 pm.


			under: tutorials 			


						



		








		





			Today: Soundscapes



						

Today, we’re going to chat soundscapes, using your audiographies as examples.


Here’s what’s in store:
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			on October 14, 2010 11:37 am.


			under: workshops 			


						



		








		





			Girl Talk Interview



			
			




			


			

	

			on October 14, 2010 11:32 am.


			under: history 			


						



		








		





			DJ Shadow in Scratch



			
			




			


			

	

			on October 14, 2010 11:24 am.


			under: history 			


						



		








		





			“Reef”: A DJ / Rupture Mix



			
			




			


			

	

			on October 14, 2010 11:20 am.


			under: history 			


						



		








		





			Audacity Workshop



						

Click on this. Thanks!


And now for some quick notes:
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			on October 12, 2010 12:37 pm.


			under: workshops 			
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			Thanks for visiting! 


This is the course site for BIS 205: Technologies of Expression (Autumn 2010), taught by Jentery Sayers at the University of Washington, Bothell.


If you are a student in the course, then you can visit your passcode-protected audio blog. 
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They downloaded a peer’s audiography (from the class audio blog), edited it, produced a story

through it (including voice-over tracks), and circulated the final product. While, quite obviously,

this exercise became a gateway into studying montage, cut-up, turntable, DJ, and laptop practices,

it also gave students an opportunity to assess how an audience member might interpret their

audio work, the soundscapes with which they are familiar, and the rhetorical strategies motivating

their compositions. “Re: audiography” relies on re-situating audio in a new context, as it demands

thinking about how setting, history, and ideologies all affect interpretation. In so doing, it also

requires significant consideration of the risks, play, warrants, and claims involved in an audio

composition relying heavily on existing work. As an instructor, I was sure to remind students that

such play is not innocent; it is quite serious, and—in the context of 205—it was not intended to

offend or mock another student’s work, interests, or background. Consequently, adding this line to

the prompt was key: “Don’t be rude to them and recognize that they worked hard to make their

audiographies. What’s more, the sounds involved mean something to them.”

As I plan for my audio culture studies course at the University of Victoria, I am revising the “re:

audiography” prompt to make it more concrete, with clear parameters. In particular, Step 5 in the

instructions is too vague; it lacks sufficient focus, without being anchored in a particular genre or

example to which students can refer. As such, during 205 I ultimately worried that the flexibility in

the prompt induced student anxiety. Without a genre in mind, they had too many avenues to

explore, even if all of those avenues afforded ways of engaging cultural assumptions about sound.

After the audiography prompts in 205, I assigned students two “found sound” exercises, which

furthered the combination of knowing and doing through a line of research. Both exercises were

scaffolded toward the production of an audio documentary that was academic in character.

The first “found sound” prompt asked them to gather a series of historical audio clips related to a

particular medium and begin formulating a research question about them.
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The audio piece that resulted included not only the audio clips but also the student’s initial

thoughts, questions, and concerns about the research. One significant benefit of this exercise was

that it acted in conversation with other strategies for academic argumentation, namely how

arguments involving actual audio differ from and intersect with arguments devoid of audio. In

other words, it introduced students to the very notion of multimodal argumentation, including the

ways in which audio functions in scholarly communications. Students also had to consider what it

means for an argument to be heard, not read.

As an instructor, I find that I still tend to map norms for text- and image-based argumentation

onto audio work. For instance, the language of the “found sound” prompt resonates with a prompt

I would write for a text-based “thought piece.” It is a translation of modes, without much

consideration for how audio-based arguments might actually serve distinct and perhaps divergent

aims—aims premised on, say, affect or non-sequential arrangement. For future iterations of this

prompt, I plan to highlight such possibilities, brushing against my own proclivities for validating

audio-based arguments through text- and image-based conventions.

Comparable to the “re: audiography” prompt, the students in 205 responded to each other’s

“found sound” exercises, this time through “re: found sound.”

Rather than repurposing or sampling a student’s work, in this case students recorded verbal

feedback, which essentially acted as a form of peer review. Perhaps above all else, this exercise

allowed students to articulate an understanding of how to structure and evaluate audio
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compositions, preparing them for the audio documentary. Yet one of the most effective

components of the prompt is this request: “Identify at least one thing (but preferably more) that

you think your peer is overlooking or not considering. This thing can be a concept (e.g., ‘speaking

with’), an example work (e.g., film, audio recording, or text), or a perspective (e.g., conflicting

opinions on the topic). When you make this gesture, explain why it’s relevant to not only his or her

audio documentary, but also the history of sound reproduction.” From my perspective as an

instructor, this intervention in a peer’s work is difficult yet rewarding. It is a response that

demands its own research, as it asks the reviewer to more or less deconstruct what is being heard.

“Re: found sound” also requires students to meticulously consider how they are saying what they

are saying when critiquing someone else’s work. For instance, tone, inflection, and dialogic

gestures are foregrounded. To be sure, students make similar decisions when responding through

text. Nonetheless, the shift in modality affords a learning experience arguably rare in higher

education humanities.

For future iterations of “re: found sound,” I will ask students to submit written feedback in tandem

with the audio, not only for accessibility purposes but also to stress correspondences between the

media. Again, one of my ongoing concerns in audio culture courses is that I will—in a reactionary

fashion—privilege speaking and listening over seeing, reading, and watching. Such reactionary

approaches risk dividing critical approaches when they can instead be suggestively blended

through interdisciplinary research.

The two “found sound” prompts guided students in 205 toward an audio documentary, which was

steeped in a specific historical issue and informed largely by cultural studies approaches to audio

technologies and media.

To prepare students for this genre, I provided example documentaries, and we also conducted

several workshops on how to make and critique those documentaries. In the end, these

documentaries were a real pleasure to hear, and one of the biggest difficulties is listening and re-

listening to them closely. After all, the evaluation of audio operates through a different

temporality than text, and often times it lends itself to focusing too much on production and post-

production (rather than, in this case, the actual content of the audio documentary). Requesting

transcripts, and even the original AUP files (or a similar format), can facilitate fair and thorough

Sounding Out! • Audio Culture Studies: Scaffolding a Sequence of Assignments

https://doi.org/10.59350/3jj5f-ns522 Page 8

http://www.jenteryteaches.com/205/?p=98
http://www.jenteryteaches.com/205/?p=101
http://www.jenteryteaches.com/205/?p=101
http://www.jenteryteaches.com/205/?p=101
http://www.jenteryteaches.com/205/?p=101
https://doi.org/10.59350/3jj5f-ns522


evaluation. I also try to listen to each documentary at least twice, with and without headphones.

Finally, as an instructor I have learned that audio documentaries will always take students twice

as long as I assume they will. Despite popular assumptions about the speediness and ease of

digital production, the genre is labor-intensive and layered with samples, effects, voice-over, and

transitions. It is also often new to students in higher education.

Even though the documentary was the most involved piece of the students’ audio portfolios in

205, it was not the final submission. In a self-reflexive fashion, the students were asked to submit 

a final remix of their work (PDF).

At its core, the final remix intersected audio theory, practice, and history. Intended for educated,

non-expert audiences beyond the course, it asked students to provide specific examples of how

they fulfilled particular outcomes in the course. Among other things, the samples in the remix

were intended to demonstrate an awareness of: (1) audience, (2) the technocultural history of

sound, (3) a theory of listening, (4) audio composition and post-production, (5) constructive,

audio-based peer review, and (6) persuasive media strategies for audio-based argumentation.

Perhaps quite obviously, this reflective remix borrows from a long history in writing studies. And I

have found it quite effective for identifying what and how students learned from the course. That

said, what I enjoy most about it is how it requires thinking about sound as matter: its arrangement

and manipulation, its existence in various iterations and formats, its function as tangible, audible

evidence. For, when returning briefly to those questions in the first paragraph of this piece, I tend

to think the greatest challenge facing sound studies curricula and pedagogy is the challenge of

sound’s materiality. As sound studies scholars, how do we foster spaces and opportunities where

people can learn about the history of sound as an object with its own fluctuations, politics,

aesthetics, and material particulars? How do we teach audio culture as that which can be

simultaneously inhabited and examined from a distance? As a thing, a mode of composition, and

a way of thinking, feeling, and acting?

—

Featured Image “Burn Station @ inSIRACJE festival” by Flickr User Paula Rey

—
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book project is a cultural history of magnetic recording. He’s grateful to Jennifer Stoever-Ackerman
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[image: ]Developed to explore the relationship between sound and learning, our fall forum on “Sound and Pedagogy” blends the thinking of our editors (Liana Silva), recruited guests (D. Travers Scott), and one of the winners of our recent Call For Posts (Jentery Sayers) to explore how listening impacts the writing process, the teachable moment, and the syllabus (and vice versa). If you need a make-up assignment for the first post by D. Travers Scott, click here, or for last week’s post by Liana Silva, click here. Otherwise, get ready to take some furious notes, because today’s post from Jentery Sayers offers a generously revealing—and unprecedented—glimpse inside the development of his audio culture course over several years. Chock full of suggestions, prompts, unique assignments, and troubleshooting tips, Sayers’s offering is refreshingly frank about the unique challenges facing sound studies scholars in the classroom. As in most classes, information this deep may need some time to settle in and effect some change, so we’ll check back with you in spring with a Sound and Pedagogy “refresher course.” It’s already on our syllabus.–JSA, Editor in Chief 


—
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This semester, I am teaching my fourth course in audio culture studies. Since students and faculty in the humanities rarely have the opportunity to intensively examine sound in the context of higher education, thus far I have learned that—even for teachers who are well-versed in sound studies—planning and structuring work in an audio culture course is more difficult than it may at first appear. For instance, to what degree should an audio culture course intersect with visual culture studies? What cultural assumptions about sound inform how students learn about it, not to mention how instructors teach it? When engaging histories of sound reproduction, how might students combine knowing and doing, or composing about and with sound? And how should work in an audio culture course be assessed? Through what sorts of learning outcomes? With what forms of student preparation and self-reflexivity in mind?


In the following paragraphs, I engage these questions by unpacking a portfolio-based assignment sequence from an undergraduate course I taught at the University of Washington-Bothell in 2010: “Technologies of Expression: Sound Reproduction Studies.”


[image: Screen Grab of Technologies of Expression]


As I prepare for my “Audio Culture Studies” undergraduate course at the University of Victoria this semester, the above questions are guiding my lesson plans as well as my revisions of previous teaching materials. Yet more importantly, I imagine they—or variants of them—resonate with other instructors invested in sound studies, and I hope this post will spark a conversation about how to continue developing sound studies curricula in higher education. In one sense, such curricula should be and are distinct from work anchored in visual culture, print, film, and e-text studies. Nevertheless, there are a variety of suggestive intersections across these fields, and my approach to audio culture courses often builds upon them, especially since my training is in literary and cultural studies.


To begin “Sound Reproduction Studies” (heretoafter “205”) at the University of Washington-Bothell, I told students to let me know (in writing) how they were going to record sound during the course. After all, I did not know what technologies they could access, and I wanted to make sure that—with help from the University’s library and digital media services—recording equipment was available to them. I also informed them that, throughout the course, we would be focusing on basic recording and editing but not high fidelity techniques or post-production. In other words, I was not expecting them to gain competencies common in sound art and audio engineering, and my humanities-oriented assessment of their audio work would privilege content and composition over the aesthetics of recording and playback. For a course anchored primarily in cultural studies, they were welcome to use everyday audio equipment intended for consumers and amateurs, and fortunately that equipment was available on loan through the University.


After that request, I asked them to “crowdsource” a brief history of sound reproduction using SIMILE’s Exhibit 2 framework. While I have my reservations about crowdsourcing, for the purposes of the class—especially at the beginning of the quarter—it was appropriate. As the prompt suggests, I wanted to survey what students already knew about audio, together with where their interests in sound tended to constellate.


[image: Screen Grab of the Crowdsourcing Prompt]


From the start of the course, I also wanted to situate visual and audio cultures in the same space, encouraging students to think about the tensions and intersections between them as well as the epistemologies and affects they enable. Here’s a screen grab of what students produced in a week (between two class meetings):


[image: Screen Grab of Exhibit ]


I used this crowdsourced exhibit as the basis for an introductory lecture on the vexed legacies of sound reproduction. It helped me identify gaps in student knowledge while also underscoring what was familiar to them (e.g., Edison’s phonograph, the turntable, and auto-tune). The exhibit became a handy vehicle for posing questions to explore for the balance of the course: How is noise defined differently over time, by whom, and for whom? How is sound naturalized, and to what effects on critical inquiry? How is sound embodied, and why is it so often associated with emotion, affect, and immersion? When studying the history of sound reproduction, what roles do old technologies and media play in our research? How has the composition and playback of audio changed from decade to decade?


In other words, the exhibit was a low-stakes launching pad into the course material. I found it instilled a bit of confidence in students by giving them some sense of authority over the material. And it gave them a concrete sense of what I meant by “audio culture” (as opposed to, say, “music history”). Early in the course, I also appreciated the opportunity to highlight the deep and rich history of sound reproduction, a history which no doubt informs contemporary obsessions with all things digital. Where I failed as an instructor was by not returning to the exhibit later in the quarter. In future courses, I’ll give them an opportunity to add, revise, and even remove content where appropriate. Such a gesture would add a layer of self-reflexivity and iterative knowledge-making to the learning process, premised on questions like: “Now that you’ve studied audio for seven weeks, how would you revise your contributions to the crowdsourced exhibit you helped compose earlier in the course? How has your perception of audio’s history changed and why?”


After the crowdsourced exhibit of sound reproduction, the students in 205 shifted toward composing with audio, exploring ways to combine knowing and doing sound studies. For this shift, I relied on another low-stakes assignment: the “audiography.”


[image: Screen Grab of the Prompt]


Here, students had the opportunity to share “playlists” of sounds typical to their everyday lives. However, the ultimate motivation of the exercise was twofold: (1) for them to closely attend to those common soundscapes, organize them (around a theme of some sort), and record them; and (2) for them to develop some basic competencies in the free audio editor and recorder, Audacity (based on a workshop conducted during class). Although the very notion of a “soundscape” was likely new to them, and even though most of them had never recorded audio, the concept of a playlist was personal and familiar enough to make the assignment approachable. It also stressed the fact that, like images and texts, people design and structure arguments through sound. A playlist of everyday sounds involves rhetorical strategies not entirely distinct from, say, an academic essay or television broadcast.


For the audiography (as well as every other audio composition in 205), the students were given constraints (e.g., “no narration,” “no effects,” and “eight to fifteen recordings only”) similar to guidelines for academic essays. And once the audio files were composed, the students uploaded them to our class audio blog (using a WordPress theme that unfortunately is no longer supported or maintained). The benefit of the blog was that everyone in the course could hear everyone else’s audio work. Additionally, I could play student audio during class meetings, treating it as an object of inquiry for discussion. In so doing, I made sure that—during the quarter—we discussed every student’s audio work at least once.


Audiographies are great for getting at cultural assumptions about sound, especially when students are able to respond to them through repurposing, voice-over, or a similar strategy. For the “re: audiography” prompt, I asked students to do just this.


[image: Screen Grab of Prompt]


They downloaded a peer’s audiography (from the class audio blog), edited it, produced a story through it (including voice-over tracks), and circulated the final product. While, quite obviously, this exercise became a gateway into studying montage, cut-up, turntable, DJ, and laptop practices, it also gave students an opportunity to assess how an audience member might interpret their audio work, the soundscapes with which they are familiar, and the rhetorical strategies motivating their compositions. “Re: audiography” relies on re-situating audio in a new context, as it demands thinking about how setting, history, and ideologies all affect interpretation. In so doing, it also requires significant consideration of the risks, play, warrants, and claims involved in an audio composition relying heavily on existing work. As an instructor, I was sure to remind students that such play is not innocent; it is quite serious, and—in the context of 205—it was not intended to offend or mock another student’s work, interests, or background. Consequently, adding this line to the prompt was key: “Don’t be rude to them and recognize that they worked hard to make their audiographies. What’s more, the sounds involved mean something to them.”


As I plan for my audio culture studies course at the University of Victoria, I am revising the “re: audiography” prompt to make it more concrete, with clear parameters. In particular, Step 5 in the instructions is too vague; it lacks sufficient focus, without being anchored in a particular genre or example to which students can refer. As such, during 205 I ultimately worried that the flexibility in the prompt induced student anxiety. Without a genre in mind, they had too many avenues to explore, even if all of those avenues afforded ways of engaging cultural assumptions about sound.


After the audiography prompts in 205, I assigned students two “found sound” exercises, which furthered the combination of knowing and doing through a line of research. Both exercises were scaffolded toward the production of an audio documentary that was academic in character.


The first “found sound” prompt asked them to gather a series of historical audio clips related to a particular medium and begin formulating a research question about them.


[image: Screen Grab of Prompt ]


The audio piece that resulted included not only the audio clips but also the student’s initial thoughts, questions, and concerns about the research. One significant benefit of this exercise was that it acted in conversation with other strategies for academic argumentation, namely how arguments involving actual audio differ from and intersect with arguments devoid of audio. In other words, it introduced students to the very notion of multimodal argumentation, including the ways in which audio functions in scholarly communications. Students also had to consider what it means for an argument to be heard, not read.


As an instructor, I find that I still tend to map norms for text- and image-based argumentation onto audio work. For instance, the language of the  “found sound” prompt resonates with a prompt I would write for a text-based “thought piece.” It is a translation of modes, without much consideration for how audio-based arguments might actually serve distinct and perhaps divergent aims—aims premised on, say, affect or non-sequential arrangement. For future iterations of this prompt, I plan to highlight such possibilities, brushing against my own proclivities for validating audio-based arguments through text- and image-based conventions.


Comparable to the “re: audiography” prompt, the students in 205 responded to each other’s “found sound” exercises, this time through “re: found sound.”
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Rather than repurposing or sampling a student’s work, in this case students recorded verbal feedback, which essentially acted as a form of peer review. Perhaps above all else, this exercise allowed students to articulate an understanding of how to structure and evaluate audio compositions, preparing them for the audio documentary. Yet one of the most effective components of the prompt is this request: “Identify at least one thing (but preferably more) that you think your peer is overlooking or not considering. This thing can be a concept (e.g., ‘speaking with’), an example work (e.g., film, audio recording, or text), or a perspective (e.g., conflicting opinions on the topic). When you make this gesture, explain why it’s relevant to not only his or her audio documentary, but also the history of sound reproduction.” From my perspective as an instructor, this intervention in a peer’s work is difficult yet rewarding. It is a response that demands its own research, as it asks the reviewer to more or less deconstruct what is being heard.


“Re: found sound” also requires students to meticulously consider how they are saying what they are saying when critiquing someone else’s work. For instance, tone, inflection, and dialogic gestures are foregrounded. To be sure, students make similar decisions when responding through text. Nonetheless, the shift in modality affords a learning experience arguably rare in higher education humanities.


For future iterations of “re: found sound,” I will ask students to submit written feedback in tandem with the audio, not only for accessibility purposes but also to stress correspondences between the media. Again, one of my ongoing concerns in audio culture courses is that I will—in a reactionary fashion—privilege speaking and listening over seeing, reading, and watching. Such reactionary approaches risk dividing critical approaches when they can instead be suggestively blended through interdisciplinary research.


The two “found sound” prompts guided students in 205 toward an audio documentary, which was steeped in a specific historical issue and informed largely by cultural studies approaches to audio technologies and media.
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To prepare students for this genre, I provided example documentaries, and we also conducted several workshops on how to make and critique those documentaries. In the end, these documentaries were a real pleasure to hear, and one of the biggest difficulties is listening and re-listening to them closely. After all, the evaluation of audio operates through a different temporality than text, and often times it lends itself to focusing too much on production and post-production (rather than, in this case, the actual content of the audio documentary). Requesting transcripts, and even the original AUP files (or a similar format), can facilitate fair and thorough evaluation. I also try to listen to each documentary at least twice, with and without headphones. Finally, as an instructor I have learned that audio documentaries will always take students twice as long as I assume they will. Despite popular assumptions about the speediness and ease of digital production, the genre is labor-intensive and layered with samples, effects, voice-over, and transitions. It is also often new to students in higher education.


Even though the documentary was the most involved piece of the students’ audio portfolios in 205, it was not the final submission. In a self-reflexive fashion, the students were asked to submit a final remix of their work (PDF).
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At its core, the final remix intersected audio theory, practice, and history. Intended for educated, non-expert audiences beyond the course, it asked students to provide specific examples of how they fulfilled particular outcomes in the course. Among other things, the samples in the remix were intended to demonstrate an awareness of: (1) audience, (2) the technocultural history of sound, (3) a theory of listening, (4) audio composition and post-production, (5) constructive, audio-based peer review, and (6) persuasive media strategies for audio-based argumentation.


Perhaps quite obviously, this reflective remix borrows from a long history in writing studies. And I have found it quite effective for identifying what and how students learned from the course. That said, what I enjoy most about it is how it requires thinking about sound as matter: its arrangement and manipulation, its existence in various iterations and formats, its function as tangible, audible evidence. For, when returning briefly to those questions in the first paragraph of this piece, I tend to think the greatest challenge facing sound studies curricula and pedagogy is the challenge of sound’s materiality. As sound studies scholars, how do we foster spaces and opportunities where people can learn about the history of sound as an object with its own fluctuations, politics, aesthetics, and material particulars? How do we teach audio culture as that which can be simultaneously inhabited and examined from a distance? As a thing, a mode of composition, and a way of thinking, feeling, and acting?
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