
P lay ing  t he  f  i e l d
Away f rom the h igh prof  i le  v ideo
techno log ies ,  t he  o the r  s i de  o f  t he  AV
co in  i s  a l so  s ta r t i ng  t o  ma l<e  an
impress ion  i n  t he  educa t i on  mar l<e ts
o f  Eu rope  and  the  M idd le  Eas t .  New ly
in t roduced  p ieces  o f  l eg i s l a t i on  such
as  the  U l ( ' s  Bu i l d i ng  Bu l l e t i n  93  and
i t s  Eu ropean  coun te rpa r t s  a re  l ay ing
down  a  se t  o f  r equ i remen ts  f o r  t he
acous t i c  cond i t i ons  i n  c l ass rooms  and

o the r  schoo l  env i ronmen ts .
Amb ien t  no i se  i n  t he  c l ass room

f rom shu f f l i ng  cha i r s  t o  cha t te r i ng
ch i l d ren ,  and  ex te r i o r  no i se  f r om
pass ing  t ra f f i c  o r  ad jacen t  c l asses
means that  teachers have to ra ise
vo i ces  and  ch i l d ren  a re  d i s t rac ted -
0ne  poss ib le  so lu t i on  t o  t h i s  i ssue  i s
the  use  o f  a  Sound  F ie ld  sys tem.
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But  wha t  i s  a  Sound  F ie ld  sys tem?
S imp ly  pu t  i t ' s  a  sound  amp l i f  i ca t i on
sys tem.  The  te rm o r i g i na l l y  de r i ved
f  rom Aud io log i s t s  who  a re  t he
sc ien t i s t s  mos t  f r equen t l y  t o  be
found  s tudy ing  the  commun ica t i on
l in l<s between students and teachers
v ia the speech and hear ing pfocess.

T rad i t i ona l l y  t hey  have  emp loyed
two ways to test  hear ing.  The f  i rs t  is
v i a  t he  use  o f  headohones -  The
second  i s  t o  use  sma l l spea l<e rs  i n  a

cuiet  envi ronment  and is  referred to
as  the  "Sound  F ie ld "  me thod .

Under  qu ie t  cond i t i ons ,  mos t  peop le

have  enough  na tu ra l  s t reng th  i n  t he i r
vo i ces  t o  commun ica te  w i t h  and
con t ro l  g roups  the  s i ze  o f  schoo l

c l asses ,  even  fo r  s i x  hou r  o f  con t rac t -
However c lassroom noise can mal<e
commun ica t i on  d i f  f  i cu l t  and  a  Sound
F ie ld  sys tem may  he lp  t o  l i f  t  t he
sound  l eve l  o f  t he  t eache rs  vo i ce  and
dist r ibute i t  evenly across the room.
Th i s  can  res to re  an  adequa te  ba lance
be tween  tha t  vo i ce  and  the
accumu la t i on  o f  i n te r fe r i ng

background noises.
L i l <e  any  o the r  sound  amp l i f  i ca t i on

sys tem a  Sound  F ie ld  i n  i t ' s  mos t
bas i c  f o rm  cons i s t s  o f  t he  sou rce  -

common ly  a  rad io  m ic  f o r  t he
teacher,  ampl i f  ier  and loud speal<ers.
Spea l<e r  cho i ce  w i l l  be  l a rge l y
dependan t  on  the  l og i s t i cs  o f  t he
c lass room.  0 lde r  schoo l  bu i l d i ngs
mos t  l i l <e l y  have  h igh ,  so l i d  ce i l i ngs
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rende r i ng  them unsu i t ed  to  ce i l i ng
mount  loud speal<ers,  whereas newly
bu i l t  schoo l s  w i l l have  cav i t y  ce i l i ngs
w i th  removab le  t i l es .

An act ive system however is  only
ha l f  t he  so lu t i on .  The  a im  o f  a  Sound
Fie ld system is  to avoid an upward
cycle of  vo lume where teachers
compe te  w i th  an  eve r  i nc reas ing  l eve l
o f  sound .  The re fo re  t he  amb ien t
acous t i cs  o f  a  room shou ld  be
cons ide red .  Acous t i c  i nsu la t i on  o f  a
room p reven ts  ou ts ide  no i se  f r om
ge t t i ng  i n  and ,  j us t  as  impor tan t l y ,
s tops  sound  f rom ins ide  the
c lass room in te r fe r i ng  w i th  ad jacen t
r00ms-  I n  an  o ld  bu i l d i ng  th i s  m igh t
i nc lude  doub le  g laz ing  o r  t he  f  i t t i ng

o f  a  suspended  ce i l i ng ,  wh i ch
add i t i ona l l y  wou ld  a l l ow  fo r  t he
insta l  la t ion of  ce i l ing speal<ers.
Add i t i ona l l y ,  ca rpe ted  f  l oo rs  wh i ch
w i l l  abso rb  sound  ra the r  t han  re f  l ec t
l i l<e hard t i l ing can improve the
s i  t ua  t i o  n -

The  ab i l i t y  t o  commun ica te
e f  f ec t i ve l y  w i t h i n  a  c l ass room,  as
w i th  any  space ,  depends  on  a  f ew
bas i c  e lemen ts  -  Reve rbe ra t i on  t ime
(RT) ,  S igna l  t o  No i se  Ra t i o  (SN)  and
Sound Pressure Level  (SPL) These
three factors combine to produce

Speech  In te l l i g i b i l i t y  (ST )  wh i ch  i s  an
ob jec t i ve  measu re  accoun t i ng  f o r  a l l
t he  acous t i c  va r i ab les  i n  a  room-

The  e f  f ec t s  o f  a  Sound  F ie ld  sys tem,
and  acous t i c  t r ea tmen ts  on  ST  a re
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The e f fec ts  o f  acous t ic  t rea tments  and Sound F ie lds  on  c lassroom sound leve ls .
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i l l us t ra ted  i n  t he  se r i es  o f  d i ag rams .
They  c lea r l y  show tha t  wh i l s t
acous t i c  t r ea tmen ts  pos i t i ve l y  a f  f ec t
t he  SPL  i n  a  t yp i ca l  c l ass room and
reduce  i t  t o  an  accep tab le  l eve l  t he
SPL degrades towards the bacl<.  The
comb ina t i on  o f  Sound  F ie ld
techno log ies ,  and  acous t i c
t rea tmen ts  p rov ides  a  l ower ing  o f  t he
ove ra l l  SPL  as  we l l  as  a  un i f o rm i t y
ac ross  t he  who le  space -

Archi tects are now required to ta l (e
accoun t  o f  t he  acous t i c  p rope r t i es  o f
learn ing spaces and ta l<e act ion to
" . . . p rov ide  acous t i c  cond i t i ons  i n
schoo l s  t ha t  f ac i l i t a te  c l ea r
commun ica t i ons  o f  speech  be tween
teacher and students. . . "  (D


