
 

Challenge: Measure Noise and Find Quiet 

Overview 
This challenge is for one or more people. We have found it to be effective and engaging when a 
group is divided into teams of 2 or 3, especially with children. One participant can take the reading, a 
second can record the data and a third can navigate. 
 
Choose a location that’s large enough for participants to spend one-hour taking readings in at least 3 
locations. We also recommend choosing a location that can be easily accessed more than once as 
noise levels change from morning to evening and between weekdays and weekends. 
 
After the allotted time, everyone convenes at the meeting spot and compares data. We recommend 
adding the readings to Google maps as a new map or a list, or an open and shareable map like Hush 
City (this is why recording the Latitude and Longitude is useful). 

Definitions 

Sound 
A series of vibrations in air (or water or metal, etc.) which causes pressure changes in the ear; these 
pressure changes can vibrate the inner workings of the ear very fast (heard as a high tone such as a 
baby cry or sound from a violin) or slowly (a low tone such as a deep voice or a trombone) or 
somewhere in the middle, and we hear these pressure changes as sound.  

Sound Measurement 
Meters that measure sound levels work by calculating the pressure of the sound waves traveling 
through the air from a source of the noise. That's why you'll sometimes see them referred to as sound 
pressure level (SPL) meters. Devices like this give a measurement of sound intensity in units called 
decibels (dB), a scale first devised by telephone pioneer Alexander G. Bell. Decibels (dB) are used 
because they respond in a similar fashion to the way the human ear. 0 dB has been designed as the 
threshold of human hearing. Over 120 dB is the threshold of pain and hearing damage will result after 
a short exposure. An increase of 10 dB seems about twice as loud to your ears, but it’s actually 10 
times more intense, or powerful. 
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dB(A) 
Measurements in dBA, or dB(A), are decibel scale readings that have been adjusted to attempt to 
take into account the varying sensitivity of the human ear to different frequencies of sound. The main 
effect of the adjustment is that low and very high frequencies are given less weight than on the 
standard decibel scale. Many regulatory noise limits are specified in terms of dBA, based on the belief 
that dBA is better correlated with the relative risk of noise-induced hearing loss. 

Noise Pollution 
Noise pollution refers to any unpleasant, damaging or irritating noise that has the potential to harm 
people, wildlife or the environment. Noise can be below recommended sound levels and still cause 
health issues like stress and disturb our concentration and sleep. 

A sound that is loud, unpleasant, unexpected or undesired. It’s too loud if: 
- You are speaking loudly or shouting so people an arm’s length away can hear you. Or you 

have trouble hearing someone talking in a conversational volume when an arm’s length away. 
- The noise hurts your ears. 
- Your ears buzz or ring during the noise or after the noise goes away. 

Sound Levels 
The World Health Organization advises that sound levels less than 70 dBA are not damaging to living 
organisms, regardless of how long or consistent the exposure is. Noises are more likely to damage 
your hearing if they are: 

- 85 dBA and lasts a few hours; 
- 100 dBA and lasts at least 14 minutes; 
- 110 dBA and lasts at least 2 minutes. 

 
These are the average sound levels that you may experience on a daily basis: 

- Whisper: 30 dBA 
- Normal conversation: 60-70 dBA 
- Road Traffic: 85 dBA 
- School Cafeteria: 85 dBA 
- Railways (Train passing with horn blowing: 110 dBA) 
- Lawnmower or tractor: 80-100 dBA 
- Concerts, and sporting events: 94-110 dBA 
- Ambulance siren: 110-129 dBA 
- Airports (Jet taking off): 140 dBA 
- Fireworks show: 140-160 dBA 
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These are the levels you should expect for indoor spaces: 

- Apartment Houses 35-45 dBA 
- Churches, Synagogues, Mosques 40-45 dBA 
- Private Homes, rural and suburban 30-38 dBA 
- Private Homes, urban 34-42 dBA 
- Hotel/Motel room or suite 35-45 dBA 
- School classroom 35-40 dBA 
- School library 40-50 dBA 
- Restaurant 50-55 dBA 

Protect Your Hearing 
- Lower the volume 
- Move away from the noise 
- Wear hearing protectors 

Measuring Sound Levels 
For a reported sound level value to be most useful, it is necessary to specify the conditions under 
which the reading was taken, especially the distance from the source.  

The sound measurement helps to determine if it can be called quiet, but we also need to consider the 
natural sounds, the visual impressions (to be surrounded by nature and see as little as possible of 
manmade structures) and the different attributes of nature (the view, the water, the trees, etc.).  

Several factors affect the noise level reading: 

- The distance between the meter and the source of the sound 
- The direction the noise source is facing, relative to the meter 
- Whether the measurement is taken outdoors (where noise can dissipate) or indoors (where 

noise can reverberate) 
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Team Name: ____________________________ Participants: ____________________________ 

Location: ____________________________ Date: ____________________________

 Weekend  Morning 

 Weekday  Afternoon 

 Evening 

 Spot 1: Spot 2: Spot 3: 

Coordinates (Lat/Long)    

View    

Human-made structures    

Trees    

Vegetation (shrubs, 

flowers, etc.) 

   

Water    

Birds, Animals, Insects    

Other observations 
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Sounds    

Human-made    

Water    

Birds, Animals, Insects    

Other sounds    

Measurements    

Measurement (dBA)    

Distance from sound 
source (indicate meters 
or feet) 

   

Direction of noise in 
relation to meter 

   

Number of minutes 
measured 

   

Other measurements 
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