
Principles of Sound Design 
Instructor: Kirk Pearson (kirk.pearson@oberlin.edu) 
Meeting Times: TBD (2.5-3 hours/week) !
“Principles of Sound Design" is an intensive introduction to the world of digital audio. Every 
week, we will complete an interesting, hands-on project designed to teach a particular set of tools
— everything from digitally recreating the reverb patterns of Finney Chapel to synthetically 
processing birds from the Oberlin Arb. By the end of the course, students will have an excellent 
working knowledge of professional audio techniques as well as an understanding of the theories 
and concepts that underly the importance of sound in media.  !
Concept of This Course: This pre-professional course aims to teach a working knowledge of 
audio technique along with the conceptual skills surrounding the theory of sound design. After 
completing this course, you will have a significant technical toolkit of sound design techniques 
and two substantial independent projects. !
Pre-Requisites and Materials: This course will be taught in Logic Pro. While it would help you 
to own the software, the course will take place in the TIMARA lab where the application is 
already installed. You should already have a good working knowledge how the general interface 
works, how to make new tracks, and position layered audio in those tracks. The skills taught are 
all easily applicable to other DAWs, such as ProTools, Reaper, and Reason. !
Labs: Every week, we will complete an in-class lab. While all of the activities are designed to be 
finished in class, I ask that you take the time to complete the assignment if we do not finish it 
during the allotted time. Sound design is a learning process, and the more experience you get, the 
better your skills will become. !
Midterm: At least one minute of audio that demonstrates a knowledge of the areas we have 
discussed in lab. Please confirm your project proposal with me by the fifth class meeting. !
Final: Complete a project of your choosing that shows what you have learned in this course. You 
have a variety of options here— listed are just a few ideas: 
 • Make audio for a short stage production and have it performed in the black box theater. 
 • Sound design a 360-degree interactive space for Oculus Rift. 
 • Create two to three binaural (“3D”) audio postcards for interesting-sounding places. 
 • Mix a “fake” soundscape of an environment (Planet X, the bottom of the ocean, etc.) 
 • Remove the audio from your favorite movie scene and replace it with your own design. 
 • Create a series of mnemonics for a variety of Oberlin buildings. 
Along with your project, include a paragraph description that describes your creative process. !
Attendance Policy: Students are allowed one unexcused absence. Any more will result in a 
grade of “NP.” As the course is small and the waitlist long, commitment is absolutely vital. !
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Class Environment: We want to be a friendly, welcoming environment where people are 
encouraged to experiment and take risks! Technical critiques are encouraged, and constructive 
criticism is a must. !
Content Warnings: Occasionally, we will be viewing scenes from films or plays that might deal 
with a variety of difficult topics. These segments are never picked to impart an ideology, rather to 
show the use of sound in a particular manner. !
Week 1: What is Sound? 
Sound-of-the-Week: Scene from the film “Blow Out” (1981) 
Technical Concepts: air pressure, waveforms, amplitude, frequency, phase, channel strips, 
bussing, auxiliary tracks, sends 
Lab: We will sound design two short (5 second) animations by Cleveland-based animator Zach 
Christy. The first will be done as a class, where we will walk through how to set up a session in a 
digital audio workstation (DAW). The second will be done independently in class. !
Week 2: Digital Audio Bootcamp 
Sound-of-the-Week: Samples from the video game “Portal” (2014) 
Technical Skill:, Nyquist frequency, bit depth, sampling rates, bit rate, distortion, resonance, 
aliasing, phasing, file compression 
Lab: We’ll use our knowledge of how digital audio works to figure out the file size of “Sgt. 
Pepper’s Lonely Heart’s Club Band.” !
Week 3: Field Recording and Audio Postcards 
Sound-of-the-Week: “Caught in the Eye of the Storm” by the British Library 
Technical Skill: gain staging, attenuation, dynamic microphones, condenser microphones, 
polarization patterns, piezoelectricity, hydrophones, headroom, signal-noise ratio 
Lab: In groups of two, you will be given a microphone. You will have 45 minutes to find an 
interesting sound on Oberlin’s campus, make a high-quality recording of it, and return to class. 
We will listen to the recordings together, comment on them, and see if people can guess what the 
sounds are. !
Week 4: DIY Foley Session 
Sound-of-the-Week: The film “The Foley Artist” (2015), scene from “Jurassic Park” (1993) 
Technical Skill: automation, panorama (panning), channel EQ, the “Q” value, equalization, pass 
filters, bandpass filters, sonic niches 
Lab: You will be asked to bring in a few household items into class. Together, we will do a foley 
session for a scene from “Toy Story.” In groups, you will put together a session for the film. !
Week 5: Building Artificial Spaces (NB: Midterm Project Proposals Due) 
Sound-of-the-Week: Scene from the film “Interstellar” (2014) 
Technical Skill: delay, plate and spring reverbs, convolution integrals 
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Lab: Convolution reverb is a tool built for applying the true reverb of a space to a signal that 
was recorded elsewhere. We will learn how to record an impulse response (by popping balloons) 
in order to digitally record the acoustic characteristics of a location. In groups, you will find an 
interesting place on campus, record an impulse response, and apply it to an unrelated vocal track. 
As a class, we will meet and see if we can guess which campus space you digitally recreated. !
Week 6: The Exquisite Corpse 
Sound-of-the-Week: “Kits Beach Soundwalk” (1989) by Hildegard Westerkamp 
Technical Skill: optical and digital compressors, adaptive limiters, multiband compressors, 
envelopers, sidechaining, ducking 
Lab: An “exquisite corpse” is a surrealist term for a project that multiple people collaborate on, 
yet nobody sees anything other than what they’re working on. Our class is paired with a team of 
animators around the world participating in Nol Honig’s “Motion Corpse” project. Each of you 
will sound design a short segment of the motion corpse in class and we will stitch the videos 
together and watch the result. Your knowledge of dynamic plugins is vital to make sure all your 
segments flow nicely from one to the other. 
______________________________________________________________________________ !
Spring Break Midterm: The choice is up to you! Your project should demonstrate virtually all 
the skills we’ve learned in class and be at least a minute of audio (unless otherwise cleared with 
the instructor).  
______________________________________________________________________________ !
Week 7: Midterm Screening and Discussion 
We’ll host a public screening/listening for your midterm projects. Afterwards, we will have a 
discussion of everyone’s pieces at Slow Train. !
Week 8: The Diffusion Studio Challenge 
Sound-of-the-Week: Mark Applebaum’s “Pre-Composition” 
Technical Skill: mono, stereo, surround sound, binaural audio, the dummy head 
Lab: TIMARA Studio 3 is a diffusion studio, with nine speakers positioned around the room’s 
parameter. In groups of three, your task is to sound design an imaginary space as best you can— 
use those nine speakers to take us to the bottom of the ocean, a distant planet, into an erupting 
volcano, and so forth. We’ll sit in the middle of the diffusion field and listen to the recordings as 
a class. !
Week 9: Synthesis 101 (NB: Final Project Proposals Due) 
Sound-of-the-Week: iPhone vs. Android mnemonics 
Technical Skill: basics of synthesizer programming, MIDI data 
Lab: We’re going to wire several objects in a room to a bunch of digital triggers (a sound will be 
triggered when you, say, step on a certain spot on the floor, pick up an object, etc.). Your job will 
be to sound design a synthesizer-based mnemonic for when a user interacts with the object. Your 
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sound should be creative, and you should be able to defend why you think it’s an appropriate 
sound. !
Weeks 10 and 11: TBD 
There are so many applications for sound design, and these two weeks will be up to the class in 
what aspects we explore. Some possible topics include sound design for stage performances, 
binaural “3D” recording, installation design, how to clean up badly recorded audio, or playing 
around with some my favorite (read: really weird) plugins. 
______________________________________________________________________________ !
Final Project: Again, it’s up to you. Make sure it’s fun and takes full advantage of the variety of 
techniques you used over the semester. If you would like to sound design an original film (read: 
not just redo a film, let me know and we’ll see if we can find a match!) 
______________________________________________________________________________ !
Week 12: Final Presentations and Discussion 
We’ll host a public exhibition of your midterm projects, in all their multimedia glory. After the 
screening, we’ll all go out to some local business that serves sugary foods. !
No overdue work will be accepted past the end of finals period.
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