
Fundamentals of Sound and Music
Arts 1960 - Fall 2018
Tuesday & Friday, 12:00-1:50pm
Class Room: WH 323

Dr. Christopher Fisher-Lochhead
Office: WH 307
Office Hours: Tuesday 10:00-11:50am, or by appointment

Course Description
In this course, students will acquire a broad foundation of theoretical knowledge, musicianship 
skills, and practical experience in order to create and understand music in a contemporary 
context. We will explore sound as a physical phenomenon and will cover the basics of music 
theory and literacy in a way that will be applicable to a wide variety of musical traditions and 
practices. In addition to continuing work on theoretical concepts and musicianship skills, we will 
pursue creative projects, learn how to approach the music around us critically, and examine the 
ways in which music can acquire larger meanings and resonances. No formal musical 
background is required. This course must be taken by those who wish to go on to Music and 
Sound I and II.

Learning Outcomes
• Students will understand the basics of sound as a physical phenomenon and of the human 

perception and cognition thereof.
• Students will understand and be able to articulate the ways in which acoustics and auditory 

perception inform historically constructed musical forms and values.
• Students will become sensitive and informed listeners and will be able to articulate their 

experience.
• Students will acquire an understanding of fundamental theoretical concepts and a basic ability 

to read and write in musical notation.
• Students will gain an appreciation of the incredible diversity of contemporary musical practices 

and traditions and will be able to situate them within a broader historical and cultural context.
• Students will acquire the necessary musicianship skills to translate spontaneously between 

sonic percepts and theoretical concepts.
• Students will acquire the knowledge and skills necessary to advance to Music and Sound I.

Assessment Measures
Class Patricipation
This is a skills-based course that covers a wide variety of material. Students will achieve the 
highest level of success through active participation in class activities and discussions. As with 



any musical skills, one cannot improve one’s musicianship skills without regular practice and 
without inevitable mistakes. Speaking up, taking initiative, and asking questions are highly 
encouraged and will result in a more robust learning experience for everyone involved. Students 
will be graded on effort, preparation, integrity, and improvement over the course of the semester.

Sound Journals
In addition to the acquisition of theoretical knowledge and musicianship skills, this class is 
designed to allow students to experience the music and sounds around them as experienced, 
knowledgeable, sensitive, and critical listeners. Throughout the semester, students will complete  
five sound journals in which they will record their experiences of listening closely to a particular 
sonic situation or musical text. Students will be graded on their curiosity and the depth of their 
listening experience.

Assignments
Students will complete three assignments that will ask them to work creatively within parameters 
specific to the given topic. They will be graded on thoroughness, creativity, and understanding of 
the material involved.

Theory and Practice Worksheets
These worksheets test the theoretical concepts and notational practices that are introduced in 
each unit. They are graded on effort. This is your chance to recognize what material you know 
well and what you need to learn. If these worksheets are completed in their entirety, there will be 
no penalty.

Creative Projects
In between the three theory/musicianship units, there are two creative projects that will draw on 
students’ ingenuity and inventiveness. The first project asks them to use their knowledge of 
acoustics and instrument design to build a musical instrument and to develop a rudimentary 
technique for playing it. The second project asks them to make a simple beat using audio 
sequencing software. These projects are graded on creativity, ingenuity, dedication, and 
contextual understanding.

Unit Examinations
The theoretical concepts and notational practices introduced in each unit will be tested in an in-
class written examination.

Performance Examinations
The musicianship skills introduced in each unit will be tested in an individual performance 
examination. Preparation and effort are the most important grading criteria here, and will be 
given priority over objective measures of assessment.



Grading Criteria
Class Participation 15%
Sound Journals 15%
Assignments 10%
Theory and Practice Worksheets 5%
Creative Projects 20%
Unit Examinations 20%
Performance Examinations 15%

Required Materials
All materials will be provided by the instructor. Come to class prepared with manuscript paper 
and a pencil.

Course Policies

Attendance
Attendance is mandatory. A student is permitted to miss two classes over the course of the 
semester without penalty. Beyond this, any unexcused absence will result in lowering the overall 
grade by a half letter grade (A to A-, etc.). If a student misses a class, they are responsible for 
catching up on the material covered. Contact your classmates or schedule an appointment with 
your instructor to make sure you are up-to-date. Excused absences must be documented by an 
official form from RPI processed through the Student Experience office: http://studentlife.rpi.edu/
student-success/excused-absence. Whenever possible, please inform the instructor of a 
planned absence by email at least a week beforehand. 

Email Policy
I will answer all course-related email within 48 hours of receipt. Do not wait until the night before 
an assignment is due to send an important question — I might not be able to respond in time.

Devices
Electronic devices, including phones, laptops, tablets, and smart watches, are ubiquitous in 
today’s society. In the furtherance of the learning goals of this course, their use is encouraged. 
However, if at any point a student’s use of electronic devices becomes inimical to their learning 
or distracting to their fellow students, they will be asked to discontinue use and could face 
penalties to their participation grade.

Accessibility Statement
Students with diverse learning styles and needs are welcome in this course. In particular, if you 
have a physical, psychological, medical, or learning disability or health consideration that may 
impact your coursework and/or require accommodations, please feel free to approach me and/
or the Disability Services for Students (dss@rpi.edu). DSS will work with you to determine what 

http://studentlife.rpi.edu/student-success/excused-absence
mailto:dss@rpi.edu


accommodations are necessary and appropriate. All information and documentation is 
confidential.

Academic Integrity
The Rensselaer Handbook of Student Rights and Responsibilities defines various forms of 
academic dishonesty. The educational experience is predicated on trust between students and 
teachers; all infractions of academic integrity inherently violate that trust. The penalties for 
academic dishonesty depend on the offense, but can include immediate failure of the 
assignment, immediate failure of the course, academic censure, suspension, and expulsion. 
Don’t jeopardize your future at Rensselaer. If you are having difficulty in this course, make an 
appointment to meet with me.

Course Calendar

Introduction

Week 1
• Friday (8.31): Introduction: What is sound? What is music?

Week 2
• Tuesday (9.4): Physics of Sound

• Due: First Sound Journal

• Friday (9.7): Fundamentals of musical perception and experience
• Due: Physics of Sound Worksheet

Unit 1

Week 3
• Tuesday (9.11): Theory

• Due: Second Sound Journal

• Friday (9.14): Applications
• Due: Theory Worksheet

Week 4
• Tuesday (9.18): Practice

• Due: Assignment 1

• Friday (9.21): Review
• Due: Practice Worksheet



Week 5
• Tuesday (9.25): First Unit Exam

• Friday (9.28): First Performance Exam (by appointment)

Project 1: Instrument Building

Week 6
• Tuesday (10.2): Introduction to Timbre and Instrument Mechanics

• Due: Third Sound Journal

• Friday (10.5): Introduction to Instrument Building Project

Week 7
• Tuesday (10.9): No Class (Monday Schedule)

Unit 2

• Friday (10.12): Theory
• Due: Instrument Building Project Videos

Week 8
• Tuesday (10.16): Applications

• Due: Theory Worksheet

• Friday (10.19): Practice
• Due: Assignment 2

Week 9
• Tuesday (10.23): Review

• Due: Practice Worksheet

• Friday (10.26): Second Unit Exam

Week 10
• Tuesday (10.30): Second Performance Exam (by appointment)

Project 2: Beatmaking

• Friday (11.2): Introduction to Beatmaking
• Due: Fourth Sound Journal



Week 11
• Tuesday (11.6): Introduction to Beatmaking Project

Unit 3

• Friday (11.9): Theory
• Due: Beatmaking Project Files

Week 12
• Tuesday (11.13): Applications

• Due: Theory Worksheet

• Friday (11.16): Practice
• Due: Assignment 3

Week 13
• Tuesday (11.20): Review

• Due: Practice Worksheet

• Friday (11.23): No Class (Thanksgiving Break)

Week 14
• Tuesday (11.27): Third Unit Exam

• Friday (11.30): Third Performance Exam (by appointment)

Unit 5: Meanings and Context

Week 15
• Tuesday (12.4): What can music mean?

• Due: Fifth Sound Journal

• Friday (12.7): Situation
• Due: Review Worksheet

Week 16
• Tuesday (12.11): Wrap-up and Review for Final Exam

• Due: Meanings and Context Writing Assignment

Final Exam: TBD


