
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 communica-
tion, 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 as-
signments. These assignments will focus on semiotics, 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 careful 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 exact-
ing production. I expect professionalism and outstanding work from everyone 
in this class.
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Weeks 6–quarter: Poster Trilogy: Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience 
by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (pronounced: Me-hi Chicksen-mehi) This wonderful 
book will provide the springboard to a set of three posters. “It is a rare experience 
to find a book nowadays in which psychology, philosophy and humanism come 
together in so artful and joyous a fashion…a work that addresses the seemingly 
unanswerable question “what is happiness?” (Jerome Singer)

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.
Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi.

Expectations
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 lateness 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 behavior and will not be tolerated. 

Class Rules
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. You will learn a great deal from 
your classmates.

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

Week 2-4:  Quick Poster Project: Civility in a Hyper-Wired  World/ Micro-
aggressions.  We will be thinking how our notions of civility in the workplace, 
home and day-to-day life have changed with the onslaught of technology and 
the information age. We will also learn about microaggessions and how they 
fit into ideas of civility in contemporary society. You will research, concept and 
design a poster centered around these ideas.

Weeks 3–quarter: Personal Geography: Mapping as a form of Narrative. 
You will create a map of a place, physical or internal that tells a compelling 
story to the viewer. The final result will communicate visually. Form is open as 
far as what best expresses the content.
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