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Sound Engineer

What Does a Sound Engineer Do?

Sound engineer Nathan Bond has always been drawn to the
technical side of music. “When | was a teenager, | had a little
sound system in my basement, and | played in a band with my
cousin,” he recalls. Now a live sound engineer, he travels with a
band and operates the console sending sound to the performers.
“Everything that | do is what the artist hears, not the crowd,” he
explains. “Whatever they need to hear is what | do.”®

At a Glance

Number of Jobs
18,000

Pay
$59,430

Educational
Requirements
Associate’s or bachelor’s
degree

Personal Qualities
Communication skills,
good hand-eye coor-
dination, tech-savvy,
problem-solving skills

Working Conditions
Recording studio or on
location

Future Job Outlook
Decline of 1 percent
through 2033

In-studio sound engineer |sa-
bel Gracefield finds that the best
recording sessions have artists
who know what they want and an
engineer and others working to-
ward that goal. “How that vision
gets realized can take any form,”
says Gracefield, whose engineer-
ing clients have included pop star
Dua Lipa. “I do think the core of
the role is to be a cheerleader: to
be the person in the room who is
most in love with the music and
keep[s] everyone on track and
productive.”s®

Sound engineers record, mix,
and reproduce music and vocals.
Also called audio engineers, their
work allows an audience to hear
the best version of the sound cre-
ated by a performer, musician, or
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speaker. At a concert, live event, or recording session, it is their
responsibility to ensure that the sound quality is up to the artist’s
standards. During a seminar or other event, an audience can clearly
hear what is being said because of the sound engineer’s expertise.
A video game dialogue editor might clean up an audio recording to
get rid of pops and clicks or make a voice sound like an alien. Sound
engineers also create the sounds that make a video game realistic,
synchronize sound effects in a movie, allow playgoers to hear the
actors’ dialogue, and make sure a podcast sounds polished.

How Do You Become a Sound Engineer?

Education and Training

Sound engineers may have an associate’s or bachelor’s degree
in audio engineering or a related field, such as communications
technology or music. Audio engineering courses are also avail-
able through nondegree certificate programs, and YouTube vid-
eos offer instruction in how to use sound mixing equipment and
software.

Volunteering and Internships

Helpful high school classes for sound engineers include math,
physics, and electronics. Sound engineers need training to run
the equipment, software, and other technology used to record,
edit, and mix sounds. Practice working with this equipment is
essential. While educational programs offer hands-on instruction,
audio engineering students can also gain experience by running
the sound for school productions and community theater groups.
A dialogue editor might work on student-related games and films.
Sound engineering students may also have an internship with a
recording studio or game company start-up.

Skills and Personality
Physical work is often involved in a sound engineer’s job. At a
live performance, sound engineers may set up and take down
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microphones, amplifiers, speakers, a mixing board, and other
equipment. They also repair and take care of sound equipment.

A sound engineer looking to work in a recording studio should
be a music fan and enjoy working with audio equipment and soft-
ware. A fascination with audio technology drew in Sierra Noble,
an audio engineer, artist, and producer. “I've always been in awe
of all the gear in the studios,”” she says.

When equipment does not work as expected, audio engi-
neers use problem-solving skills, patience, and persistence to
resolve the issue. As a monitor engineer, one of Kelly Kramarik’s
worst enemies is the screeching sound of feedback that develops
when the speaker picks up the frequency from the microphone.
When the pitch starts to ring out, she must immediately identify
the frequency and make the right adjustments to get it to stop as
soon as possible.

Sound engineers also need good people skills. When work-
ing with performers or recording artists, sound engineers need
to set their ego and personal musical tastes aside and strive
to achieve what the artist is looking for. “You are not the star,”
notes Justin Colletti, a mastering engineer who has taught au-
dio engineering courses. “You do not decide exactly how things
should sound. You’re a facilitator; you're providing services to
someone else.”38

Sound engineers must have good hand-eye coordination for
adjusting the knobs, dials, and sliders on a console. They should
also enjoy learning, since recording technology is ever-changing.
A professional sound engineer may attend continuing education
courses or receive on-the-job training to stay on top of the latest
technological advances.

Certification
To let employers know that they meet industry standards, sound
engineers may become certified. The Society of Broadcast Engi-
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Experiment to Find a Signature Sound

“Sometimes | amuse myself by putting completely the wrong
microphone in the wrong place, and smashing it through a
Distressor, just to see what happens. It’s great when you have that
level of trust in a setup to be able to play around. Seeing such a
range come out of each room has helped me develop my own
signature.”

—lIsabel Gracefield, audio engineer

Quoted in William Stokes, “Talkback: Isabel Gracefield,” Sound on Sound, May
2021. www.soundonsound.com.

neers offers certification and continuing education opportunities.
A sound engineer can become a Certified Technology Specialist
through the Audiovisual and Integrated Experience Association
by meeting eligibility requirements and passing an exam.

On the Job

In the Studio

Gracefield, who has spent much of her career at RAK Studios in
London, began working as an assistant to in-house engineers.
The job gave her the opportunity to ask questions and see how
the recording team worked together. “Beyond picking up a lan-
guage of mic and gear choices, | also got to see different styles
of interpersonal relationships between the engineer and the pro-
ducer and the artist,”® she recalls.

A recording session typically starts at 10:00 a.m. and can last
twelve hours or more. Before beginning a project, Gracefield lis-
tens to reference tracks suggested by the producer or artist to
gain an understanding of the sound they are looking for. “I do
a huge amount of planning and prep with colorcoded spread-
sheets,” she explains. “Pre-session me does all the boring stuff
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Sound engineers record, mix,
and reproduce music and
vocals. Whether at a concert,
live event, or recording session,
their job is to make sure the
audience hears the best
version of the performer’s work.

so that on-session me doesn’t need to, and that opens up the
headspace for looking after the producer and artist’s needs.”#°

At a Live Performance

When working as a monitor engineer during a live performance
at a music festival, there is little time between acts to prepare,
so Kramarik is constantly alert to what the band wants from her.
“Maybe while they’re walking onstage they say, ‘I want kick,
snare, and bass in my mix’ and | say, ‘Okay,” and then | just kind
of pull it up a little bit,” she says. Band members use hand signals
to let her know what they need to hear, and they depend on her
to get it right. “You want to make their performance go off without
a hitch,” she says. “If they can’t hear everything, that’s just not
gonna happen.”

Varied Working Conditions and Hours
Sound engineers may work inside at a recording studio, confer-
ence center, or performance venue or outdoors at a concert or
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Interview with a D)

Jess Morgan of Duluth, Minnesota, is a DJ known as Jesscribe
the Vibe. Morgan began working as a DJ in 2016 and answered
guestions about her work via email.

Q: Why did you become a DJ?

A: | thought it would be a good continuation of my education as
a musician. As a DJ, | could learn more about sound equipment
and practice skills that were relevant to other aspects of music
and performing. Being a wedding DJ or even a club DJ can be
a lucrative way to continue to grow skills, see what people are
excited to listen to right now, and earn some funds.

Q: How did you become a DJ?

A: After graduating with a B.A. in music from Lawrence University in
2016, | was looking around for jobs. There was a company that was
teaching folks how to DJ. | took a few classes with them, shadowed
as a wedding DJ, hosted trivia nights, and after about 10 wedding
gigs as a shadowing DJ, | started to do DJing on my own. Working
there helped me gain professional sound experience that | was then
able to apply to other sound tech gigs in the area, such as at a small
performing arts theater. After a few years doing sound tech gigs, |
wrote a grant to purchase some of my own sound equipment. This
has opened up the type of gigs that | can be contracted for, now
that | have my own speakers, mixer, and microphones.

Q: What is your typical workday like when you have a DJ gig?
A: During a typical wedding, those days can be really long! You
may be preparing your wedding clothes that morning, loading up
your vehicle with sound equipment, and taking a long drive. For
longer gigs, it’s good to charge enough for a hotel stay, or to have




Other Jobs in the Music Industry

Accompanist

Band director

Chamber musician

Choral director

Choreographer

Composer

Conductor

Copyright consultant

Cruise ship entertainer

Festival manager

Forensic musicologist

Instrument repair technician

Lyricist

Music editor for films and
television shows

Music festival marketer
Music lawyer

Music producer
Music professor
Music teacher

Pit orchestra musician
Radio DJ

Session musician
Singer

Songwriter

Studio manager
Theater manager
Vocal coach

Worship leader

Editor’'s note: The online Occupational Outlook Handbook of the
US Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics is an excel-
lent source of information on jobs in hundreds of career fields,
including many of those listed here. The Occupational Outlook
Handbook may be accessed online at www.bls.gov/ooh.
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