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Design and designed products can be interpreted as signs that are the result of human needs and desires.  This 
course examines theoretical issues in how design of a message or product influences the user’s decision to read 
it, use it or buy it.  Semiotics theory examines these concepts as well as design value and criteria for evaluation 
in contemporary culture.

We will be exploring semiotics in our everyday lives. We will work to understand how context and culture
influence meaning and how structures help organize meaning.

// Expectations
Be in class on time with all the necessary materials and assignments complete at the beginning of the session. 
You are expected to remain in class during the whole class session. Your projects will be assessed based on 
your ability to express yourself within aforementioned parameters. Additionally your assessment will take into 
account the improvement of your work relative to your starting point at the beginning of the quarter. Because 
the class is quite short, you are expected to work outside of class on your current assignments and within your 
cooperative work group. We will use class time for in-class work, lectures, critiques,
and discussions.

// Materials + Software
• Adobe CS
• Sketchbook
• Variety of black pens for sketching
We may need a few additional supplies throughout the quarter.

// Required Reading
This Means This, This Means That
A user’s guide to semiotics, Second Edition by Sean Hall
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// Course Goals
• Understand the theory, practice and vocabulary of semiotics and design, including symbols, index and icons
• Create examples of semiotics in design practice
• Explore semiotics in relation to diverse audiences in a variety of settings in advertising, media and culture

// Course Outcomes
• Conceptual, visual and critical thinking within research-driven design projects
• Pre-planning, sketches and preliminary visualization before implementation
• Iterative approach to refining ideas
• Composition and manipulation of type and graphic elements
• Composition and layout with Adobe Creative Suite
• Verbal and visual presentation of your work

// Course Outline + Schedule
Below is a rough outline of the projects we will undertake in this class. We will have one field trip to the Art 
Institute. To receive credit for project work it must be submitted through D2L on time according to project re-
quirements detailed in the weekly schedule. Participation in critiques is required. Schedule is subject to change.

> Week 1-3 _ Introduction to Semiotic Theory, Discussion, Critiques, Field Trip, Project One
Project One / Part One: Observations
Throughout our day, we notice systems and signs in place. Walking along the street, driving, or walking through 
a building we notice patterns, colors, shapes, and symbols that have meaning. Your first assignment is to 
observe and document through photography or video these observations. You should capture at minimum 10 
images of parts of a system or system(s). We will share these in small groups during the next class.

Project One / Part Two: Observations
A place you may not think of that is full of signs is the museum. From the Medici in Florence to the Dutch still 
life, paintings are rife with symbols and signs. We will visit the Art Institute to observe paintings and discuss. 
Student will have a follow-up project assigned to complete on their own. This will include a written response to 
your findings.
___________________________________

> Week 3-7 _ Discussion, In-Class Work Sessions, Critiques, Project Two, Project Three
Project Two (In-Class): Flags and Symbols
We will watch a video (TED Talk: Roman Mars, https://www.ted.com/talks/roman_mars_why_city_flags_may_be_
the_worst_designed_thing_you_ve_never_noticed) then conduct an agile design session for the remainder of 
class.

Project Three: Thematic Icon Set
Students will generate a set of 10 icons and one invented symbol. At least two of the icons must represent 
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abstract ideas rather than concrete objects. The icons will progress from hand-drawn rough sketches to a more 
refined fidelity, either digitized or through skillful hand-rendering. The set will be fully realized as a printed post-
er or postcard series.

> Week 8-11 _ Discussion, In-Class Work Sessions, Critiques, Project Four (Final)

Project Four (Final): How to Guide
For this project, you will create a How To Guide that outlines the steps to complete a task. The guide must  
include at least eight steps. Each step must be expressed with both text and visuals, included but not limited 
to: iconography, photography, illustration.

The deliverable possibilities: Book, Website, Poster(s), Card set, App, Video

Course Binder: It is essential that you document your work as a designer and artist. At the end of the term, you 
will submit a pdf course binder digitally using Indesign. This binder will be a digital record of things discussed 
in the course and will map your learning process. The binder will contain a cover, contents and the following 
sections: Contents, People, Businesses/Design Firms, Websites, Readings, Class Notes, Observations, Projects, 
Dictionary, Appendices. This will be checked periodically throughout the term as a graded item.

// Grades
This is a rigorous course that will require outside work, in-class work and verbal critique. Work as hard as you
can and to the best of your abilities. Come to class with supplies and work complete. Final grades will be
evaluated on the following criteria:
• Research and Development: Did you develop a clear problem statement?
• Sketches and Ideation: Did you produce a lot of process work?
• Concept: Does the piece work in a cohesive, well thought out manner?
• Elements of Composition: Is the piece visually unified?
• Taking risks: Did you try something new? Did it work? If it didn’t, how could you make it better?
• Craft: Is the piece neat and well made, including attention to details?
• Work Ethic: Did you push yourself—and then push yourself further?
• Critique Professionalism: Did you speak up during critique and remain positive/constructive?
• Meeting Deadlines: Is your final work complete and on-time? See policy on late work.

// Late Work Policy
Assignments not turned in on time will receive an automatic “0”. Students may turn in missing work up to one 
week late and the new earned points will be averaged with the “0” for a project grade. Assignments not turned 
in within one week after the original due date will be permanently counted as a “0”. I still suggest you turning 
in the work for feedback and your own professional development. For one time only, you may have 50% of the 
missed points for being absent back if you complete an alternative assignment about time management. You 
must make an appointment during office hours with the instructor to receive the time management assignment 
and discuss a success plan. This is not valid for work turned in after one week past the original due date.
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// Communication
Email is the primary means of communication between faculty and students enrolled in this course outside of
class time. Students must include specific class/section number details in all email correspondence. It may
take up to 48 hours to receive a response. Email will be addressed M-F. Students should solve immediate
problems by reaching out to classmates, looking on D2L, or doing a web search. Students need to check  
email daily.

// Attendance
Attendance is required. Three absences for any reason, whether excused or not, may constitute failure for
the course. Roll will be taken. If students arrive 15 minutes late they will be marked absent. If students leave 15
minutes early they will be marked absent. Students are not required to report or explain reasons for absence.
If students miss class they should review D2L documentation, look at the videos, and consult with classmates.
Students who withdraw from the course for whatever reason must do so by using the Campus Connection
system (campusconnect.depaul.edu). Withdrawals processed via this system are effective the day on which
they are made. Simply ceasing to attend, or notifying the instructor, or nonpayment of tuition, does not
constitute an official withdrawal from class and will result in academic as well as financial penalty.

// Online Course Evaluations
Evaluations are a way for students to provide valuable feedback regarding their instructor and the course.
Detailed feedback will enable the instructor to continuously tailor teaching methods and course content to
meet the learning goals of the course and the academic needs of the students. They are a requirement of
the course and are key to continue to provide you with the highest quality of teaching. The evaluations are
anonymous; the instructor and administration do not track who entered what responses. A program is used to
check if the student completed the evaluations, but the evaluation is completely separate from the student’s
identity. Since 100% participation is our goal, students are sent periodic reminders over three weeks. Students
do not receive reminders once they complete the evaluation. Students complete the evaluation online in
CampusConnect.

// Academic Integrity and Plagiarism
This course will be subject to the university’s academic integrity policy. More information can be found at http://
academicintegrity.depaul.edu/. If you have any questions be sure to consult with your professor.

// Academic Policies
All students are required to manage their class schedules each term in accordance with the deadlines for enroll-
ing and withdrawing as indicated in the University Academic Calendar. Information on enrollment, withdrawal, 
grading and incomplete can be found at: http://www.cdm.depaul.edu/Current%20Students/Pages/Policiesand-
Procedures.aspx

// Incomplete Grades
An incomplete grade is a special, temporary grade that may be assigned by an instructor when unforeseeable 
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circumstances prevent a student from completing course requirements by the end of the term and when other-
wise the student had a record of satisfactory progress in the course. All incomplete requests must be approved 
by the instructor of the course and a CDM Associate Dean. Only exceptions cases will receive such approval. 
Information about the Incomplete Grades policy can be found at http://www.cdm.depaul.edu/Current%20Stu-
dents/Pages/Grading-Policies.aspx

// Students with Disabilities
Students who feel they may need an accommodation based on the impact of a disability should contact the 
instructor privately to discuss their specific needs. All discussions will remain confidential. To ensure that you 
receive the most appropriate accommodation based on your needs, contact the 4 instructor as early as possible 
in the quarter (preferably within the first week of class), and make sure that you have contacted the Center for 
Students with Disabilities (CSD) at: csd@depaul.edu. Lewis Center 1420, 25 East Jackson Blvd.
Phone number: (312)362-8002 Fax: (312)362-6544 TTY: (773)325.7296

// Proctored exams for OL courses
If you are an online learning student living in the Chicagoland area (within 30 miles of Chicago), you will need to 
come to one of DePaul’s campuses to take an exam. Online learning students outside of the Chicagoland area 
are required to locate a proctor at a local library, college or university. You will need to take the exam within the 
window your instructor gives. Students should examine the course syllabus to find exam dates and the instruc-
tor’s policy on make-up exams. Detailed information on proctored exams for online learning students
can be found at http://www.cdm.depaul.edu/onlinelearning/Pages/Exams.aspx
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DePaul University 				    Semiotics + Visual Design

College of Computing and Digital Media 		  GD 300

Winter 2019 					     Tues + Thurs 3:10–4:40

W01	 Tues

	 Thurs

W02	 Tues

	 Thurs

W03	 Tues

	 Thurs

W04	 Tues

	 Thurs

W05	 Tues

	 Thurs

W06	 Tues

	 Thurs

W07	 Tues

	 Thurs

W08	 Tues

	 Thurs

W09	 Tues

	 Thurs

Course Outline (rev. 01 APR 2019)
* Subject to change

In Class

Course Intro

Dicussion: Intro

Discussion Messaging

Art Institute Trip

Discussion _Flag . Video

Flag Crit

Flag Due . Intro Icon Sets

Discuss concepts . finalize ideation

Binder check . Icon process  work

SM Group crit . Consistency 

Vector Create 

Class Icon Progress Crit

Icon Set Due . Intro final project

Discuss proj. ideas . Project Brief

Sm Group Crit . Exploration	

Sm Group Crit

Build

Full Class Crit

Out of Class

CH 01 |  Disc Q D2L | Survey

Group: Observations . CH 01

Read Ch 02 | Disc Q2 D2L

Written Assignment

Flag development

Final Flag

Develop concepts for icons . CH3

Binder . Design Brief

in progress icon exploration

progress + Vector Create

Vector Create . CH4

Refine from crit work and finish

Final proj. ideas . message Exerc.

Brief . Observational Research 

Exploration . process identify

Refine Ideas

Build

Refine from crit
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W10	 Tues

	 Thurs

W11	

Crit

Final Project Due

Final Binder Due

Refine from crit

Complete Binder


