
As graphic designers we are makers of signs. It is our job to communicate, evoke, 
suggest, cajole, and persuade, at one time or another, through visual means. The 
philosopher Charles Sanders Pierce described his notion of a “sign” as “something 
which stands to somebody for something in some respect of capacity.” Through 
the artful manipulation of the physical form of communication, designers are 
able to shape content or meaning to their ends. This activity can serve a variety of 
purposes, not all of them noble. During the course of this quarter, we  will explore 
some of the conceptual and theoretical aspects of graphic design and creation of 
meaning through a series of assignments. These assignments will focus on semiot-
ics, message and content, representation, meaning and narrative as they relate to 
the generation and application of designed products.

The class will promote the development of a critical/analytical vocabulary as well 
as a rational method for image generation in visual communication. The goal is to 
explore the indivisible connection between form and meaning and to understand 
the processes by which meaningful form becomes significant and communicates. 

It is the intent of this class to question a familiar medium; to examine closely the 
internal and institutional structures of graphic design. You will employ the formal 
skills acquired in earlier classes toward solving more complex design problems. 
You are encouraged and expected to experiment and take risks.  Strong mistakes 
are superior to safe, timid solutions. 
 
You will learn the most by taking chances and making some mistakes.

Reading and research will be required for this class. I want you to expand your 
thinking, not stick to what you already know! Due to the complexity of our work 
and the limited amount of time we have available, it will be necessary to stick to a 
schedule. Though I do my best to keep the class moving, you will need to keep care-
ful track of time to make the greatest progress. I expect you to finish all work before 
studio week. This will allow enough time for careful and exacting production. I 
expect professionalism and outstanding work from everyone in this class.

Expectations and Rules:
You must attend all classes and meetings. If an emergency arises, you must contact 
me before class. Class begins promptly. We have a great deal to cover and late-
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ness and absence are unacceptable. This means you must get your work printed out 
BEFORE class. Last minute printing is never a valid excuse.

I do not schedule private meetings with students who miss class, so Please note that it 
is unacceptable to miss class with no advance warning and then demand to meet with 
me at another time of your choosing. This is inconsiderate and unprofessional behav-
ior and will not be tolerated. 

If you are not in class you will be marked absent. If you do not have your assignment 
ready to show in class, you will be marked absent. You will be expected to produce the 
assignment during that class period. Three unexcused absences over the course of the 
quarter are grounds for dismissal from this class. You will not be permitted back into 
the class without my permission. We will meet as a class for the most part. I believe 
strongly in the importance of in-class critique is an important forum for learning from 
your classmates. In addition, it provides a working vocabulary for critical analysis. You 
are strongly urged to take an active role in these sessions.

I ask that phones be silenced and put away during class and that your computer is 
closed unless you are presenting work to the whole class. Our class meetings are not 
an appropriate time to text, play games, or do work for your other classes. There will 
be a break partway through class when you can check messages, stretch and leave the 
classroom. I look forward to working with each of you this quarter.

Projects:
The following is a brief overview of our assignments and a preliminary breakdown of 
this quarter in Message and Content. The class will get an updated assignment sheet 
each week in class:

Week 1-3:  Fast, Cheap and Powerful: effective messaging and communication
Take a cause you believe in and create an impactful message using the power of design 
(type/ and or image) to draw awareness from a  chosen audience. You want to educate, 
communicate, motivate, inspire and possibly agitate to make your audience take notice 
and effect change. Solutions can take a multitude of forms. Whatever it is, must be 
inexpensive to produce. 

Weeks 3–quarter: Personal Geography: Mapping as a form of Narrative. 
You will create a map of a piece of Atlanta that tells a story about your day to day life or 
a particular series of moments.



Weeks 6–quarter: Poster Trilogy based on Rebecca Solnit’s A Field Guide to 
Getting Lost.
You will read Solnit’s book, a collection of essays on the themes of wandering, getting 
loss and the uses of the unknown. The essays will be a jumping off point for your own 
research and reflection on the themes of being lost.

Additional exercises and assignments will be given in class at the instructor’s  
discretion. More details about the three assignements above will be given in class as 
well. Please note that ALL assignments must be completed and shown in critique in 
order to successfully pass this class. There will be no exceptions.

Please purchase:
This Means This, This Means That: A User’s Guide to Semiotics by Sean Hall.
How Posters Work by Ellen Lupton.
Mapping Manhattan: A Love (and Sometimes Hate) Story in Maps by 75 New Yorkers
by Becky Cooper and Bonnie Briant.
A Field Guide to Getting Lost by Rebecca Solnit.



Message and Content Week One Assignments
1. Read and be prepared to talk about the handout on semiotics from This Means This, This 
Means That: A User’s Guide to Semiotics by Sean Hall.  This will be a review for those of you who have 
been in my Semiotics class last quarter.

You are to bring two visual examples of the following types of signs to our next class: (please note 
they need to be visible across the room. Nothing tiny)

Symbol
Icon
Index

2. Please read the assigned sections of Camera Lucida by Roland Barthes. We will discuss it  
 in conjunction with a short film I will show next class.

3. Please purchase required books immediately.

4. Fast, Cheap and Powerful: effective messaging and communication: This is a fun, two week 
project and a great introduction to how we create meaning.
a. Choose something you feel passionately about and wish to communicate to others. Research the 
topic. What has been done? Can you join with an existing group to push your message?
b. Choose an audience. Research your audience thoroughly. 
c. Develop something that can be readily and inexpensively duplicated: website, stickers, Wheat 
Paste Posters, Stenciling, printing on recycled materials, leaflets, flyers, etc,.
d. Design the object. Brainstorm and follow a number of concepual and aesthetic directions.
e. Bring your favorite three variations (as well as your sketches) to present to the class.
     OR
Get Out The Vote poster for AIGA These posters are meant to get designers to wield d the power 
of design to motivate the American public to register and turn out to vote in the 2016 general elec-
tion, as well as local elections to come. Posters must communicate a voter-mobilizing call to action 
through nonpartisan visuals and copy. 

AIGA has activated its community of designers across the U.S. and beyond to Get Out the Vote every 
four years since 2004. To see work featured in past campaigns, visit Get Out the Vote 2008 and Get 
Out the Vote 2012. The campaign is part of Design for Democracy, an AIGA initiative to increase civic 
participation through design. AIGA has partnered with The League of Women Voters on this project.

For more information and specific rules see: 
http://www.aiga.org/vote/

If you choose this project please bring your three best thumbnails at 8.5x11 scale to our next class.
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Telephone Number:

Email Address:

What is your educational background? Did you attend college? Where? Field of study?

What are your favorite and least favorite parts of the design process? What parts of design scare you? What 
parts of design excite and interest you? what confuses you?

Please list all classes you are taking this quarter

Do you work outside of school? Where? How many hours per week?

What are your goals for this class?


