
MUS 121 Music Appreciation: summer assignment (make a copy here) 

(due date in NOVA Canvas calendar) 

 

The Acoustic Ecology Sound Walk 
Welcome!  I look forward to getting to know each of you in the fall. This assignment will help you practice the core skill of 

the course: active listening.  I look forward to reading your work.     
 

Overview: Most of the time, the sounds of daily life just fade into the background. This assignment challenges you to pause and 

intentionally listen. You will then actively map the layers of sound that make up your environment. 

Part 1: Active Listening  

Choose an environment to sit in for exactly 10 minutes. You can choose a vibrant, active space (like a coffee shop or community center) or seek out 

a quiet space (like a park or public library).  Silence your phone and place it out of sight, or leave it behind entirely. Do not wear headphones or 

earbuds. Listen.  On paper, write down everything you hear over the ten minutes (you may not take notes electronically -- only on paper). 

 

Part 2: The Sound Map  

When you are finished  listening, catalog what you heard. You will group your observations into three fundamental categories used in 

the study of acoustic ecology (the relationship between humans and their sonic environments): 

Sound Category Definition Your Observations​
(at least three in each category) 

Keynotes Background sounds that are consistently heard 

but often ignored. They outline the character of 

the space. (air conditioner noise, birds, or light 

traffic sounds, for example). 

1. 

 

2. 

 

3. 

Signals Foreground sounds that are explicitly designed 

to get your attention or transmit a message (a 

car horn or crosswalk signal, for example). 

1. 
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2. 

 

3. 

Soundmarks Unique sounds that are community-specific or 

heavily tied to that exact location. 
1. 

 

2. 

 

3. 

 

Part 3: Written Reflection 

Write a thoughtful paragraph (minimum 5–7 sentences) answering the following prompts: 

1.​ Describe the setting: Where did you conduct your sound walk, and what time of day was it? Describe the setting in detail. 

2.​ Analyze the layers: Did you find it easy or difficult to separate the keynotes from the signals?  What specific characteristics 

helped you distinguish between them? Did any background sound unexpectedly become a foreground sound?  What 

triggered the shift? 

3.​ The Myth of Silence: The American composer John Cage famously argued that true silence does not exist. Based on your 

experience, why is "silence" rarely truly silent, and how might becoming aware of these everyday sounds change the way 

you think about music? 

Write your reflection here: 
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Submit a legible photograph of your written notes here: 
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