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Lesson 2
What Is Graphic Design?
In this lesson, students learn what makes an image a graphic design, and they explore key elements of visual communication. They work with concepts such as target audience, levels of meaning, and what makes a design memorable. Students also look at the skills that graphic designers need to develop, and begin to assess the work they need to do to acquire these skills.
This lesson is expected to take 4 class periods.
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Lesson Framework
Learning Objectives
Each student will:
Describe the components used in visual communication*
Explain how signs and symbols communicate meaning
Compare and contrast different levels of visual perception
List the skill set used by professional graphic designers
*This is one of the 16 key learning objectives assessed by the NAFTrack Certification end-of-course exam for this course.
Academic Standards
The relevant Common Core State Standards are too extensive to list here but are an important basis for this lesson. For details, please refer to the separate document “Correlations to the Common Core Standards” (available in the Course Planning Tools section of the course materials).
Analyze how the application of visual arts elements and principles of design communicate and express ideas (Common Career Technical Core 2012, AR-VIS 2)
Analyze the interdependence of the technical and artistic elements of various careers within the Arts, A/V Technology & Communications Career Cluster™ (Common Career Technical Core 2012, AR 1)
Identify the purpose, audience, and audience needs for preparing an image (Adobe Certified Associate, Objectives for Visual Communication using Photoshop CS62021, Setting Project Requirements 1.1)
Assessment
	Assessment Product
	Means of Assessment

	A written explanation of how a design communicates meaning (Student Resource 2.5)
	Assessment Criteria: How a Design Communicates Meaning Writing Assignment (Teacher Resource 2.6)


Prerequisites
None
Instructional Materials 
Teacher Resources
Teacher Resource 2.1, Slideshow: Which Slides Are Graphic Designs? (separate PowerPoint file)
Teacher Resource 2.2, Worksheet: Which Slides Are Graphic Designs? (separate PDF file)
Teacher Resource 2.3, Answer Key: Which Slides Are Graphic Designs? (separate PDF file) 
Teacher Resource 2.4, Graphic Designs: Visual Communication (separate PDF file)
Teacher Resource 2.5, Answer Key: Icons, Symbols, and Pictograms
Teacher Resource 2.6, Assessment Criteria: How a Design Communicates Meaning Writing Assignment
Teacher Resource 2.7, Prompts: Learning Objective Reflection (separate PowerPoint slide)
Teacher Resource 2.8, Guide: Teaching Reflection
Teacher Resource 2.9, Key Vocabulary: What Is Graphic Design?
Teacher Resource 2.10, Bibliography: What Is Graphic Design?
Student Resources
Student Resource 2.1, Chart: Visual Communication
Student Resource 2.2, Group, Label: Icons, Symbols, and Pictograms
Student Resource 2.3, Reading: Levels of Meaning in Graphic Design
Student Resource 2.4, Analysis: Levels of Meaning in Graphic Design
Student Resource 2.5, Writing Assignment: How a Design Communicates Meaning
Student Resource 2.6, Skills Analysis: Skills of Graphic Designers
Equipment and Supplies
LCD projector and computer for PowerPoint slideshow
Blackboard, whiteboard, or flip chart
Magazines and other materials students can use to cut out graphic designs (or ask students to find designs to print off the web)
Plain paper, colored pencils, markers, and so on, for freehand design
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Lesson Steps
	Step
	Min.
	Activity

	
	
	class period 1

	1
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	25
	Slideshow: What Makes a Graphic Design? 
In this activity, students develop an initial idea of what makes an effective design.
Before class begins, write the following definition of graphic design on the board: 
A graphic design is a visual communication of a client’s message, using text and images to represent a product, an idea, or a concept. 
Read the definition as a class, and then break the definition down into the “key clues” for identifying a graphic design, and write these on the board:
Visually communicates a message 
Involves a client who wants to communicate a message
Combines text and images to convey an idea or a concept
Next, give each student a copy of Teacher Resource 2.2, Worksheet: Which Slides Are Graphic Designs? (separate PDF file), and explain that they will be viewing a set of slides. (The first column of the worksheet has thumbnails of the slides they will view.) 
Using a computer and an LCD projector, present the slideshow in Teacher Resource 2.1, Slideshow: Which Slides Are Graphic Designs? (separate PowerPoint file). As students view the slides, instruct them to underline Yes on their worksheet if the slide shows a graphic design and No if it does not. Ask them to write the relevant clues in the “Key Clues” column. As an example, go over the first two slides, which are completed on the worksheet. Give students time to write their answers before going on to the next slide.
After the slideshow is over, ask students to share their answers with a partner and make any corrections they want to based on input from their partner. Then view the set of slides again as a class, and ask students to give a thumbs up for slides that they think are graphic designs. Discuss why each slide is or is not a graphic design, and answer any questions. For guidance on some of the more ambiguous images and for additional information about the images, use Teacher Resource 2.3, Answer Key: Which Slides Are Graphic Designs? (separate PDF file). 
To conclude this activity, ask students to add any new information they have learned to the list of key clues on the board. Make sure the final list includes the following elements:
Identifies, informs, instructs, interprets, or persuades
Responds to the needs of a client
Is geared for a target audience
Combines written language and imagery into messages
Tell students to place this worksheet in their notebook and make an entry in the table of contents. They will need to refer to this definition of graphic design throughout the course. Explain that in the next activity, they will have a chance to see if they can use this definition to distinguish graphic designs from other types of art and design.

	2
	25
	Analysis: Solving a Visual Problem
This activity introduces students to the basics of visual communication. It focuses on the following college and career skill:
Thinking critically and systemically to solve difficult problems 
Print out the graphic designs in Teacher Resource 2.4, Graphic Designs: Visual Communication (separate PDF file), one per page. Post them at eight stations around the room. 
Place students in groups of three and refer them to Student Resource 2.1, Chart: Visual Communication. Instruct students to visit each station with their group and answer the questions on their chart as to how each image communicates visually. After each group completes its analysis, ask the students to compare their answers with another group.
Finally, have students share as a class to check accuracy and completeness, and add any new items to the previous activity’s list of key visual communication elements.

	
	
	CLASS PERIOD 2

	3
	10
	Group, Label: Icons, Symbols, Pictograms 
In this activity, students explore how different types of signs (including icons, symbols, and pictograms) communicate meaning, and they learn to differentiate between the different types of signs. 
To begin, place students in groups of three or four and ask them to study the images on Student Resource 2.2, Group, Label: Icons, Symbols, and Pictograms. Ask them to group the like items together into whatever categories they can think of. To help students, write the following questions on the board:
Is the image a realistic representation of the object or thing it represents?
Is the use of a common shared language required to decipher the image?
Is a common cultural experience required to decipher the image?
Next, ask students to share the categories they used, and discuss what makes the items different.
Finally, introduce the following terms and help students match up their categories with these standard categories for signs that communicate meaning:
Icon
Symbol
Pictogram
Use Teacher Resource 2.5, Answer Key: Icons, Symbols, and Pictograms, to go over which image on Student Resource 2.2 goes in which of these categories. Answer any questions, and explain that in the next activity, they will have a chance to create their own signs.

	4
	30
	Freehand Design: Creating Signs That Communicate Meaning
In this activity, students put into practice what they have learned about communicating meaning using signs.
Explain to students that the school administration has requested a set of 10 signs to communicate information to students, teachers, and visitors. Write the following list on the board or choose other items that are appropriate for your school. (You may want to create posters or flyers that can actually be used by your school.)
No skateboarding on the steps
No littering
This way to the cafeteria
Teachers only allowed in here
Emergency vehicles only
Visitor parking
Quiet zone
No hats in class
Caution: speed bumps
Professional dress day tomorrow
Hygiene
Ask each student to choose any one of these items and create a sign that communicates it. It’s best to distribute the designs so that each item has one or two students drawing it. Take a minute to discuss the target audience and cultural context if they are making these signs for their school. Clarify that students need to find a new way to communicate an old idea if they choose an item that is commonly found on signs. Have students draw by hand on a sheet of paper that they can post on the wall.
If students have Internet access, consider asking them to make their signs using an online graphic design tool like Canva (www.canva.com).
When students have completed their drawings, ask them to share their sign with a partner to make sure the partner can understand what it is communicating, and to make modifications or redraw it as necessary. Have students hang their completed signs in the front of the classroom.
Finally, have students work together to identify what each sign is communicating and to label the sign as an icon, a symbol, or a pictogram. Answer any questions students have and congratulate them on creating their first designs in this class.

	5
	10
	Homework: Reading on Levels of Meaning in Graphic Design
In this reading, students learn about the levels of meaning communicated in a design. This activity focuses on the following college and career skill:
Working effectively with a diversity of individuals and perspectives
To introduce this homework reading, refer students to Student Resource 2.3, Reading: Levels of Meaning in Graphic Design. Ask students to look at the “Rebuild the worldGot milk?” ” graphic design. Also, watch the accompanying cinematic film that features a rabbit attempting to evade a hunter in clever ways: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zCXMx7RcZ5I 
In response to the print ad, in the reading and answer the following question:
How do you think readers respond to this image? Emotionally, intellectually, spiritually? 
After several students answer, explain that they are addressing the topic of levels of meaning, which they will explore in the homework reading. Instruct students to read the passage for homework and to answer the questions in the reading as they read. Also refer students to Student Resource 2.4, Analysis: Levels of Meaning in Graphic Design, and instruct them to complete this resource as part of their homework, using the information they learn in the reading to form their answers.
Point out to students that understanding levels of meaning is an important first step to succeeding at graphic design.

	
	
	CLASS PERIOD 3

	6
	10
	Homework Review: Reading on Levels of Meaning in Graphic Design 
This activity is an opportunity to check student learning about the levels of meaning communicated in a graphic design.
To begin, review the questions in the reading about the “Got milk?”Rebuild the world” design as a class, to make sure students understand the concept of levels of meaning:
What levels of meaning did you find in this poster?
What is there about the poster that makes you remember it?
What in the design appeals to emotions?
What in the design appeals to the intellect?
What in the design appeals to imagination or creativity?
Who is the target audience that would identify with this design?
Next, ask students to share their answers to Student Resource 2.4, Analysis: Levels of Meaning in Graphic Design, with a partner to check for accuracy and completeness. Remind them that they might not totally agree on the answers, but they should be able to defend their reasoning for answering as they did. 
Next, have pairs share their answers with the class, and point out any additional aspects of levels of meaning in the designs that students might have missed. Answer any questions, and instruct students to put this worksheet in their notebook for future reference on levels of meaning.
Remind students to practice discerning the levels of meaning in the graphic designs that they encounter every day.

	7
	40
	Written Analysis: Visual Communication through Graphic Design
In this activity, students bring together all they have learned about graphic design and use this information to analyze a design of their choosing.
Explain to students that in this activity, they will be choosing a design that they like and writing an analysis of how the design visually communicates meaning. 
Refer students to Student Resource 2.5, Writing Assignment: How a Design Communicates Meaning. Begin by looking at the example at the end of the resource. Ask students to read through the example piece with a partner and underline the following:
What the author says about the primary level of meaning
What the author says about other levels of meaning embedded in the design
What the author says about the target audience
What the author says that makes the message memorable
The conclusion
Ask pairs to share their responses with the class, and answer any questions students have about how to describe a design in this way. You may want to note that this image reflects the time and cultural context of its creation (the clothing and computer equipment look out-of-date), and ask students how they think this might impact the effectiveness of the ad.
Next, review the assessment criteria with students, and answer any questions students have about how their work will be assessed. 
Finally, have students find a design they would like to write about. Either instruct students to look on the web for a design they can print out, or provide students with magazines or other image sources from which they can cut out a design and paste it into their assignment. Remind students to choose a design that is appropriate for schoolwork. You may want to point them to Wikimedia or another site that your school uses to find royalty-free images.
If students have not completed their piece by the end of the class period, instruct them to finish a solid draft for homework. Explain that they will do a peer review of each other’s work in the next class period before submitting the work for assessment.

	
	
	CLASS PERIOD 4

	8
	20
	Peer Review and Revision: Visual Communication Writing Assignment 
In this activity, students review each other’s work and then make corrections based on input from their peers.
To begin this activity, ask students if they had any specific difficulties with their writing assignment and answer any general questions students have. Then ask students to exchange their writing assignment with a partner. Instruct them to check each other’s work for accuracy and completeness and to offer any other suggestions they may have for improvement. Remind students to use the assessment criteria as a means of assessing their partner’s work. 
After 5 or 10 minutes, instruct partners to share their suggestions with each other. Students should then create a final draft of their writing assignment, incorporating the partner’s suggestions. Circulate as students are working and answer any questions that have not been resolved.  
Have students produce a final draft in class (time permitting) or for homework and then submit their writing assignment for assessment. Assess student work using Teacher Resource 2.6, Assessment Criteria: How a Design Communicates Meaning Writing Assignment.

	9
	15
	Group Analysis: Skills of Graphic Designers
In this activity, students look at the variety of skills required by graphic designers and think about their own skills and what they need to learn.
Introduce this activity by explaining that being a professional graphic designer requires many more skills than just knowing how to draw. Explain to students that in this course, they will learn the basic principles and elements of graphic design, but they will also explore the wide variety of skills that graphic designers need in order to succeed. Refer students to Student Resource 2.6, Skills Analysis: Skills of Graphic Designers. Ask students to work in groups of three or four to fill in the second column of the worksheet and to come up with the best explanation for why each skill is important, drawing on what they have learned in this lesson or on what they already know. Then ask students to respond to the two prompts at the bottom of the worksheet individually:
My strongest skill: 
The skills I will most need to work on:
After groups have a chance to work through the table, ask groups to share their answers, and point out any aspects they didn’t address. Finally, ask students to share what they think their strongest skills are and which skills they need to work on. Encourage students to take advantage of every opportunity to develop these skills during the course.

	10
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	15
	Reflection: Key Learning Objective
Students reflect on whether they met a specific learning objective for this lesson.
Prior to class, prepare to project Teacher Resource 2.7, Prompts: Learning Objective Reflection (separate PowerPoint slide), during this activity.
Note: If your students lack experience with reflecting on their learning or reflecting on whether they met a learning objective for a lesson, refer to Teacher Resource 2.8, Guide: Teaching Reflection. Allocate more time for this reflection activity in order to integrate more direct instruction and practice. 
Write the following learning objective on the board: 
Describe the components used in visual communication 
Project Teacher Resource 2.7, Prompts: Learning Objective Reflection. Tell students to choose one of the prompts and think about it in connection with the learning objective on the board. They should then write their reflection in their notebook. 
Give students a few minutes to write down their thoughts. Ask for a show of hands to see who chose the first prompt. Place these students in pairs or triads to compare their reflections. Do the same for each of the other prompts. Their task is to choose the reflection that is most complete, on topic, and thoughtful. 
Ask a member of each group to share the reflection that the group feels best fits these criteria. Generate a brief class discussion to help students develop their metacognitive skills. Complete this activity by reminding students that this type of practice will help them when they have to complete professional self-evaluations in their internships or jobs. If your students are participating in NAFTrack Certification, it also prepares them for the reflection component of the culminating project.   


Extensions
Enrichment

Instruct students to find library or Internet resources about Charles Sanders Peirce, who developed the field of semiotics (the study of signs and symbols), and to write a report detailing Peirce’s pioneering work on how signs and symbols influence language and communication. 
Technology Integration
Consider showing and discussing the following video during the lesson: 
“This Graphic Artist's Olympic Pictograms Changed Urban Design Forever | Innovation | Smithsonian MagazineOlympic Pictograms Through the Ages.” New York Times videoSmithsonian Magazine, July 23, 20214:02. February 4, 2010. https://www.smithsonianmag.com/innovation/this-graphic-artists-olympic-pictograms-changed-urban-design-forever-180978256/ http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2010/02/24/sports/olympics/pictograms-interactive.html?_r=0 (accessed AugustJune 107, 20152021).
Cross-Curricular Integration
English Language Arts: Ask students to compare and contrast the defining elements of visual communication with those of written communication and verbal communication and create a Venn diagram to show their findings. How are the messages encoded differently? What elements of communication are always the same?
Math: Ask students to compare and contrast the use of signs and symbols in math and in graphic arts. Have them examine the purpose of signs and symbols in each discipline, the variety of signs and symbols used in each, and the precision with which signs and symbols are used. Ask students to write a short report detailing their conclusions.
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