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 This course is an introduction to the fundamentals of visual 
perception, representation, and design that are shaped by today’s 
digital culture. It addresses the ways contemporary artists and 
designers create images; design with digital tools; communicate, 
exchange, and express over broad range of digital media. Emphasis 
will be placed on building an extended form of visual literacy by 
studying and producing images using a variety of analog and digital 
representation techniques; learning to organize and structure both 
two-dimensional and three-dimensional space; and developing an 
individual style of idea-generation, design, presentation, and critique 
in support of students’ creative responses to digital culture.

The course is about learning to see and think like an artist/designer 
and introduces concepts of sequence and visual narrative, seeking a 
balance between free exploration and discovery within parameters. 
The course focuses on design as both a mental discipline and a set 
of skills; as both a process and a focused practice. It positions art and 
design as a state-of-mind: speculative, critical, and a form of inquiry. 
The course should prepare students to: 
•  think clearly, critically and creatively about visual design 
•  research and analyze design problems thoroughly and from  
   multiple perspectives 
•  develop concepts and multiple project proposals, focusing on  
   quantity and quality 
•  speak critically about art and design, both your own design and  
   the work of others 
•  take creative risks and sustain curiosity 
•  create with a variety of digital and manual tools 
•  continue studies in related fields

The course will serve as a laboratory for rigorous, directed 
investigation and creative problem solving. Students will explore 
through making, developing preliminary plans and drawings and 
refining work for presentation in a variety of media. Students must 
keep an up-to-date sketchbook or visual diary of progress and will 
produce a number of short exercises and larger projects. A portfolio, 
showing both finished works and the process through which that 
work was developed, will be due at the conclusion of the course. 
Course work will follow a general model of observation, inquiry, 
interpretation, and presentation. Class time will be used for project 
work, gallery visits, short presentations, discussion, and critiques. 
Plan on spending approximately 10 hours per week outside of class 
working on projects, attending tutorials, etc.

KEY OBJECTIVES:
•  Learn the elements of design, 

characteristics of visual 
form, fundamentals of visual 
perception and representation.

•  Practice a wide variety of 
image-making techniques.

•  Learn the social, cultural, 
technological and aesthetic 
aspects of digital culture.

•  Produce a range of projects 
from sketches to conceptually 
and technically sophisticated 
artworks using off-the-shelf 
(e.g., Adobe® products) and 
custom digital tools.

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:
•  Attend all classes on time and 

be prepared to work
•  Complete all assignments fully 

and on time
•  Participate in critiques, 

explaining and justifying work 
and offering criticism of other 
students’ work

•  Use your sketchbook as a visual 
diary, testing out ideas, taking 
notes on readings, exploring 
multiple sketches and ideas for 
each project, etc.

•  Submit completed projects to 
Course Folder on FNAR server 
and course blog on due date

•  Complete readings and 
participate in discussion and 
class blog

•  Participate and post in the class 
blog a minimum of twice a week 
(homework is also assigned 
from blog)



CLASS PARTICIPATION AND PREPARATION: 

Expect to be involved. Participation and contribution are an 
important part of a studio environment and your grade. You are to 
be prepared for class. You should have work ready for review and be 
prepared with all materials and research necessary at the beginning 
of class. Do not wait a few hours before class to begin printing for 
your critique. Printers sometimes malfunction or are busy when you 
need them most. If you don’t show work or are absent for a critique, 
that work will not be accepted later. Students should not expect 
feedback on work if she or he does not bring that work to class. This 
is a “live” course in which you will be required to participate; the 
critique process gives valuable information that can not be translated 
into the same feedback via email or another digital medium. Be 
advised that not participating in the blog and not working in your 
visual diary on a daily basis will also affect your grade. The blog 
is considered a form of class participation and the visual diary is 
considered an indicator of comprehension of art + design topics 
presented within the course. A minimum of two blogs entries made 
per week and five dated visual journal entries per week is required.

CLASS ATTENDANCE:

Attendance is required. You may have no more than three absences 
(including religious holidays, illness, weddings, funerals, expected 
or unexpected occasions) per semester. Each absence after that 
will lower your final grade by one full letter. You are expected to be 
on time for class; students arriving more than five minutes late will 
be marked as absent. The same policy applies to early departures 
from class. Additionally, there are six software tutorials scheduled 
throughout the semester that you are required to attend. Because 
we move so quickly in the first few weeks of the semester, if a student 
should miss two classes during the first two weeks of the semester, 
that student will be dropped from the class. If you have extenuating 
circumstances regarding attendance at any time during the semester 
you must notify me immediately.

HOMEWORK:

Students are expected to work on their assignments 10 hours outside 
the class time. All projects must be complete at the start of class on the 
day that they are due; neatly presented and following the guidelines 
established for that project. Please note, late work is not accepted. 
Incompletes are not given. If you are not able to be in class when a 
Project is due, it is still your responsibility to make sure the work should 
is submitted on time. If you have extenuating circumstances any time 
during the semester you must notify me immediately.

FILE/WORK MANAGEMENT: 

Each student is responsible 
for maintaining their files in an 
organized, reliable and easily 
retrievable manner. You will be 
provided with ample individual 
server space to store your files, 
but you must also back-up your 
work to an additional resource 
after every class. The session 
folders on each machine are 
erased frequently and cannot 
be considered a back-up 
source. Managing your files and 
maintaining fail-proof archiving 
procedures is required; no 
excuses for lost work. Students 
must have two back-up systems 
in place at all times.

CLASS FORMAT:

The classes are based on 
lectures, project work, and group 
critique and discussion. Each 
week key topics are introduced 
in 30 minute mini-lectures or 
presentations, which will help 
students advance the projects.

REQUIRED TUTORIALS:

There are six mandatory sessions, 
two sessions for each software 
(Illustrator, Photoshop and 
Processing), and each session 
is offered twice on scheduled 
Sunday afternoons. Current 
times are listed in class schedule 
portion of syllabus.

CLASS READINGS:

Available readings can be 
downloaded from dropbox as 
they are assigned: 
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/
u7mmoad7vgu18rr/dq7lKp777A



THE CRITIQUE: PROCESS

The critique format is the best way to get feedback on your work, not only from me but from others. I will foster 
an open exchange and expect everyone to contribute constructive comments and speak clearly about their 
work. This is an opportunity to explore “what if’s”– in any studio environment, feedback is actively sought and 
willingly considered.

OVERVIEW OF SEMESTER PROJECTS:

Project 1.1 Visual Literacy - (What do we see? Perception vs. Seeing)
Students begin the semester by learning how to look at images in different ways. The first assignment is 
about learning how to analyze images by breaking them down into different visual components—such 
as point, shape, lines, forms, color, texture—and improve their ability to describe complex scenes by 
grouping simple elements in relation to a frame, canvas, grid, and so on.

Project 1.2. Meaning - (How do images mean?)
Images not only mean through the physical appearance of the visual elements, but also what those 
elements mean and stand for. In class, students learn different ways to read images by breaking them 
into signs and observe how their meaning change in different social and cultural contexts. Students learn 
the difference between types of signs, how messages are created, the role of the audience, difference 
between connotations and denotations, social and cultural contexts that shape meaning and so on.

Project 1.3 Abstraction - (Translating the written word into visual)
Students pick a city from Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities and represent the city by through its activities. 
Instead of focusing on describing the city visually—such as making towers or bridges—student try to 
show what kind of people live there, what they do, how happy they are, and so on.

Project 2.1 and 2.2 Representation/Design
In this project, students learn how to make still and animated images using visual design and layout 
and information organization principles. Students are expected to write a small narrative—poem, short 
fiction, dialogue, event or location description, instruction, etc.—and visualize it. Students will be asked 
to include at least one word to their design. Students create first a static image and then create a time-
based or sequential representation of their design. 

Project 3 Digital Culture - (Data Portrait as Sculpture)
Students look at their daily lives and collect data about their own habits. The project is about making a 
useful paper-based artifact that reminds them about the habit. Quantitative or qualitative data unique to 
the student will be organized and transformed into a design that shows the information in an abstract but 
readable way, then turned into a three dimensional paper-based object based on the chosen topic.

Project 4 Intervention in the Public Space
A final project based on all the design principles we have learned over the course of the semester. In this 
project, students will have the opportunity to express something unexpected in a public space to provoke 
a reexamination of assumptions held by the viewer. Students will not simply look for a public space to 
reinforce or showcase a message, but will instead want to discover an opportunity, a space, that speaks as 
an integral part of the message to make it more memorable.



GRADING: 

Aside from grade being affected by attendance, participation, each 
project or assignment will be evaluated using these criteria:

Design - formal design and image-making decisions 
Concept - idea generation, development and appropriateness 
Creativity - invention and experimentation 
Effort - ambition, energy, intensity, research, participation 
Professionalism - accuracy, craft, presentation, timeliness

Because “effort” is such a subjective term, I assume that most 
students are consistently putting her or his best foot forward. If it is 
clear that during a particular a student is: not going to the tutorials, 
not bringing in research, not doing assigned readings, not learning 
terms relative to design principles, or are just relatively ”unengaged” 
during class, then the category for effort will be affected. 

The point system used in this course translates into a letter grade 
which in-turn will be translated into the school’s SAS Grading System. 
The following scale give the numerical values given to each letter 
grade in computing student grade point average.  

A   = 4.0 B+ = 3.3  C+  = 2.3 D+  = 1.3 
A-  = 3.7 B   = 3.0  C  = 2.0  D  = 1.0 
  B-  = 2.7  C-  = 1.7 F  = 0.0

A = excellent    B = very good    C = good/average     
D = poor    F = unacceptable

The current breakdown for the graded materials is as follows: 
5%  Visual Diary 
5% Class Participation  
6% Pop Quiz 01 & 02 
6% Blog Grades 01 & 02 
6% Project 1.1 - Black and White Image Translation 
6% Project 1.2 - Making a Symbol 
7% Project 1.3 - Invisible Cities Abstracted 
11% Project 2.1 - Representation as Static Image 
15% Project 2.2 - Representation in Motion 
15% Project 3.0 - Data Portrait as Sculpture 
18% Project 4.0 - Final Project: The Public Space

ENVIRONMENT: 

The lab environment should 
be open enough to allow 
for creativity and feedback, 
but consideration of others 
is paramount. E-mailing and 
internet use that is not related 
to the current project work is 
prohibited/no cell phones/no 
earphones (except during pure 
work sessions) and no food or 
drinks near the lab equipment.

USING SPRAY ADHESIVES:

All spray painting and spraying 
of fixative MUST be done in one 
of the following two areas: 
1) The top of the loading dock 
ramp adjacent to Addams Hall 
on the Walnut Street side.  You 
must place a layer of protection 
on the concrete, such as brown 
paper, larger than your work to 
allow for coverage. In addition, 
you must remove paper and 
materials when you are finished. 
2) The Spray Booth on the 4th 
floor of Meyerson Hall (Room 
408). You must make sure that 
the exhaust fan is running while 
spraying. In addition, you must 
turn the exhaust fan to the off 
position when you  
are finished.

SUPPLIES:
•  A sketch book or journal, 8x10 or similar, blank   •  Pencils, pens for sketching in journal 
•  Black markers for sketching for class critiques  •  Misc project materials will be needed as well. 
•  Backup media: flash drive, CDs or other portable digital storage devices. THIS IS A MUST!

There is a non-refundable lab fee for printing to the laser and plotter for the course. This fee is non-
refundable if the course is not dropped before the second week of classes. Lockers in the hallway are 
available for storage—get a lock.



SOFTWARE AND WEB RESOURCES:

Along with the mandatory tutorials, there will be some software demonstrations during the course, but 
it is the student’s responsibility to learn the necessary skills to complete each project. Online application 
user manuals and Help are available on all lab machines, providing an easy way to find many software 
answers quickly. I highly recommend www.lynda.com for live action tutorials that are categorized for easy 
access and a offer live-action watch and learn approach. Upon starting this course, it is very important that 
you find resources that work for you! Links to look at include (but are not limited to): www.design.upenn.
edu/comp, www.adobe.com, www.lynda.com, youtube and other google resources.

TENTATIVE CLASS SCHEDULE:

   VISUAL LITERACY, MEANING, AND ABSTRACTION

Week 1 – Tue 08/30 - Thur 09/01  - Mon 09/05 Labor Day No Class         Project 1.1

“Foundations” for Art, Design & Digital Culture - Introduction to Visual Literacy 
Observing – Seeing – Analysis (Seeing visual relations) 
Topics: Basic Design Elements (Dot, Line, Shape, Color, Pattern) 

 Illustrator Tutorial 1 | Sunday Sept 04 | Session 1: 12-2pm | Session 2: 230-430pm

Week 2 – Tue 09/06 - Thur 09/08           Project 1.2

“How do images mean?” 
Topics: Semiotics, Types of Signs, Communication, Audience, Visual Culture, 
Elements of visual rhetoric (Understatement, Exaggeration, Irony)

 Illustrator Tutorial 2 | Sunday Sept 11 | Session 1: 12-2pm | Session 2: 230-430pm

Week 3 – Tue 09/13 - Thur 09/15            Project 1.3

“Abstraction” 
Objective: Translating from verbal to visual (for communication, self-expression, critique, storytelling) 
Topics: Objectivity, Subjectivity, Denotative, Connotative, Symbols, Symbolism

 Photoshop Tutorial 1 | Sunday Sept 18 | Session 1: 12-2pm | Session 2: 230-430pm

Week 4 - Tue 09/20 - Thur 09/22             Project 1 critique

Transition week –                  Project 2 begins 
Finish/critique Project 1, Pop Quiz, Begin Project 2

 



       REPRESENTATION/DESIGN

Week 5 – Tue 09/27 - Thur 09/29           Project 2.1

“Representation”  
Objective: How to Make Images? (raster, vector, procedural) 
Topics: Visual organization, strategies, creating visual relations

 Photoshop Tutorial 2 | Sunday Oct 02 | Session 1: 12-2pm | Session 2: 230-430pm

Week 6 – Tue 10/04 -   Thur 10/06 & Fri 10/07 Fall Break, No Class       Project 2.1

“Design”  
Objective: Visual Design, Composition, Layout, Grid 
Topics: Symmetry, neg/pos, contrast, boldness, order, juxtaposition

Week 7  – Tue 10/11 - Thur 10/13           Project 2.2

“Design I” 
Moving-image (time-based, frame-based, programmable image) 
Topic: Understanding the frame, sequence of frames, GIF animation

Week 8 – Tue 10/18 - Thur 10/20          Project 2.1 & Project 2.2 Critique

“Design II”  
Objective: Introduction to Type - Image - Text 
Topics: Elements of Typography

 Processing Tutorial 1 | Sunday TBD | Session 1: 1-230pm | Session 2: 3-430pm

              DIGITAL CULTURE

Week 9 – Tue 10/25 - Thur 10/27                Project 3

“Digital Culture I”  
Objective: Data Culture, How to Make Procedural Images 
Making images with data, rules and generative procedures.

 Processing Tutorial 2 | Sunday TBD | Session 1: 1-230pm | Session 2: 3-430pm

Week 10 – Nov 11/01 - Thur 11/03        Project 3 continued

“Digital Culture II”  
Objective: Information Design/Visualization/MappingTopics to  
cover: Collecting, organization, and visualization Data    



Week 11  – Tue 11/08 - Thur 11/10            Project 3 critique

“Digital Culture III” 
Objective: How to translate the 2D images to 3D artifacts 
Activity: Folding paper into wearables, sculptures etc.    

          FINAL PROJECT – INTERVENTION IN THE PUBLIC SPACE

Week 12 – Tue 11/15 - Thur 11/17               Project 4

Week 13 – Tue 11/22 - Thur 11/24 Thanksgiving No Class         Project 4 continued 

Thursday/Friday Class Schedule on Tuesday/Wednesday

Week 14 – Tue 11/29 - Thur 12/01            Project 4 continued 

Week 15 – Tue 12/06 - Thur 12/08            Project 4 Final Crit 

Full finish of Project 4 for critique 

Week 16 – Final Exam - (week of Thur 12/15 - Thur 12/22 TBA)     Project 4 Due

Student Salon - Date to be determined (aiming for week 15). All materials due for show. Salon is part of 
participation grade. 

Other dates to note:

Last Day of Classes       Reading Days     Final Exams   Fall Term Ends

Mon 12/12         Tue 12/13 - Wed 12/14      Thur 12/15 - Thur 12/22 Thur 12/22

Work produced in courses at the School of Design is the property of the student. By participating in a course each student grants the 
School of Design a non-exclusive right and license to use, copy, distribute, display and perform such work in any and all media for 
educational, programmatic and/or promotional purposes. See Penn Student Handbook for more information.


