
‘Sound effects (or audio effects) are artificially created or enhanced 
sounds, or sound processes used to emphasize artistic or other content of 
films, television shows, live performance, animation, video games, music, or 
other media’

‘In motion picture and television production, a sound effect is a sound re-
corded and presented to make a specific storytelling or creative point with-
out the use of dialogue or music’
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sound_effects

Sound effects are a rich non-visual, often non-verbal medium. The 
inherent links with story-telling mean they can be a natural fit into 
language teaching activities that require students to tell each other 
or write stories. However, if we delve a little deeper into the nature 
of sound itself, of which sound effects are a part, we will see that 
there is a lot more potential for their use in the language classroom.

Read this poster in a clockwise direction to find out some 
reasons why sound is such a powerful part of everyday life, how 
sound effects can be found, stored and created, and take away some 
practical ideas how they may be used in the classroom.

You will see some QR codes on this poster. You can download a 
QR reader app for your smartphone or tablet here:
iPhone, iPad: Scan http://bit.ly/iosscan
Android: QR Reader for Android http://bit.ly/andqrreader
Windows: QR Reader http://bit.ly/winqr

What? Why?
Sound affects us in 4 ways:
Physiologically  - an alarm makes our heart race
Psychologically  - music can stir our emotions
Cognitively   - it is very difficult to focus on 2 or more   
     streams of sound at once
Behaviourally   - we consciously move away from unpleasant  
     sounds

(Treasure, 2009)

Using

SOUND
to stimulate
CREATIVITY

Culture

Values
Language

Beliefs
Attitude
Expectations
Intentions

All sound

What we pay attention to
(Treasure, 2011)

Sound recording hardware and 
software has come a long way  in the past few years.
Digital recording, storing and playback of sound files is possible in a 
variety of formats and on a variety of devices.

Formats: mp3, m4a, wav, wma, aiff (Mac)

 Devices: mp3/mp4 players (e.g. iPod), smartphones,  
 tablets,  PCs, digital voice recorders

How?

The 4 ways that sound can affect us and the 7 filters we use when 
we interact with it can provide a rich resource for teaching.

Sound effects
- are non-visual: they require the use of the imagination
- are non-verbal: they leave space that can be filled with language
- are open to interpretation: they can be used with language students of 
any level

7 filters we use to process sound

http://bit.ly/4treasure

http://bit.ly/5treasure

The way in which we record and make sound effects and later use 
them has obviously changed over time.  The devices used to re-
cord and store audio have developed from the earliest phonograph, 
through to cassette tapes to the digital tools that we have today (see 
below for some examples).

Digital recording devices and software have also enabled audio to 
be stored on the Internet, available to play on desktop and brows-
er-based media players, available to be downloaded and transported 
on CD, DVD, memory stick and on mp3/mp4 players.

Intellectual property rights and copyright need to be re-
spected when using sound effects.  Whenever possible, if using sound 
effects in your teaching and especially if that teaching is going to be 
done on the Internet, it is best to use those that you have recorded 
yourself.

There are sound effect banks on the Internet, both free to access 
and subscription services exist.  It is avised to look carefully at the 
‘terms of use’ if you are going to use these sites.

How?

Sound bank (scan this QR code or access this link)
http://bit.ly/mikes-sounds

Some classroom activities using sound effects

Vocabulary generator: Choose one of the sound effects from 
the sound bank.  Play it and whatever comes into your mind, write 
down the words in English.  If you can’t think of any in English, write 
them in your language.

Sound effects into stories: Choose 4 sound effects from the 
sound back.  Divide a blank piece of paper into 4 equal sections (for 
example, divide a sheet of A4 paper into quarters).  Play each sound 
effect in turn, and for each draw whatever you think of in one of the 
sections of your paper.  If you are not good at drawing, simply write 
down the words for what you here.  Take your 4 drawings or collec-
tions of words and try to link them together in a story.

Instant role-play: Choose one or two of the sound effects from 
the sound bank.  As you listen to the sound effect, imagine you are 
doing whatever activity the sound represents or you are in this par-
ticular situation.  Either: describe what you can see - what is there, 
who else is there; or describe someone who is there with you; or 
write a dialogue that you might be having, or ...

Mobile sound effects: using mobile devices such as smartphones or 
mp3 players it is possible to capture sound and play or broadcast 
it in a very short space of time.  A sound can simply be played back 
once it has been recorded, on the device used to record it, with or 
without connected speakers, or through a connected computer.

Social audio uploading apps like AudioBoo and SoundCloud allow 
recorded sound effects to be stored and shared on the Internet, 
including via social media channels such as Facebook and Twitter.  
Links to uploaded sound effects could also be posted on course 
wikis or virtual learning environments.

Software (desktop and mobile OS applications)
For reording and playback
Audio only:
PCs - Audacity, Sound Recorder, Quicktime
Android, iOS - AudioBoo, SoundCloud, Voice Recorder, 
Voice Memos

Audio and image :
PC and mobile - VoiceThread, Fotobabble

Article in TESOL France Teaching Times Nouvel An 2012 
Harrison, M. (2012), A Sound Theory for ELT, p. 12, available at http://bit.ly/soundtheoryelt

Useful links and reading
TED Talks by Julian Treasure: The 4 ways sound affects us (2009), 5 ways to listen better (2011)
These can be accessed by the following short URLs http://bit.ly/4 treasure and http://bit.ly/5treasure

This poster, text, images and linked sound effects are © 2013 Mike Harrison
except images of Julian Treasure which are property of TED and all quotes referenced above 

if you have any questions contact me at mjah84@gmail.com


