
Sample Syllabus
Visual Thinking 1A: 2D Design

COURSE DESCRIPTION
This course is intended to expose you to the basic formal and conceptual aspects of design. You will be 
introduced to visual design strategies related to image and object making in visual culture. You will be 
introduced to verbal terms, that you are expected to learn and use when discussing yours and others work. 

OBJECTIVES
You should be able to transform an idea you have from one material into another (from ideation to finalized 
product). You should be able to talk conceptually and formally about your’s and others’ work. You should have 
a developed craft, where your work is made neatly and fulfills your intentions. You should be able to use tools 
in a safe way, and have a wide knowledge of materials and tools used in the making of an image or object. You 
should be aware of contemporary artwork and how the themes/terms/strategies in this course influence the 
wider conversation of today’s art scene. 

GRADES
Final grades for the course will be calculated as:
40% class assignments/homework
25% final project
15% attendance
10% participation
10% NYC paper

ATTENDANCE
It is important to be present and on time to each class. If you cannot attend class you will fall behind - your 
knowledge of the material and your grade will reflect this. Your final grade will be calculated partly by your 
attendance. Three absences will result in a drop in letter grade. Four absences will result in failure. Two 
instances of being late to class equal the same as one absence. If you are absent or running late because 
of illness, or an unforeseen emergency please call/text/email me and we can discuss if it is an excused 
absence (if you are sick you will need a doctor’s note).

PARTICIPATION
Participation in the course is essential for your growth as a student. Not only by doing the readings and 
assignments, but also by being attentive and participating in class discussions/critiques as well. You must be 
actively engaged, prepare for discussions by doing the readings, and willing to talk openly and constructively 
about yours and others’ work. I fully understand the difficulties of being shy and having to talk in front of 
groups. However, this class is a safe place, no one will be judged, we are all equals here. In order for everyone 
to fully grasp the concepts discussed in this class, we all must be willing to be outside our comfort zones, to 
talk openly and honestly. If everyone participates and is prepared for class, we will have a much more 
engaging, wonderful, and fruitful learning discussion/experience!

2 tardiness = 1 absence
3 absences = drop in letter grade
4 absences = failure grade
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CRITIQUES 
CRITS ARE MANDATORY. Even if your work fell apart, got ruined, you didn’t finish, bring whatever you have, 
but don’t stay home because you are empty handed. You should always be willing to participate. Crits are very 
important to your learning process. You will learn more in a critique than any other time during a class. This is 
because after doing an exercise yourself, having your peers with different points of view see and talk about 
your work will allow you to see what you overlooked or couldn’t grasp. In a critique, no one is talking about you 
personally, we are trying to gain a different viewpoint of knowledge and understanding of the assignment. Not 
only will you receive a wide range of feedback from me and your peers, but when talking about others’ work 
you will learn how to use the terms and themes in the class in a practical way.. If you are absent from a 
critique for any reason other than an emergency/illness or you fail to bring your assignment to class 
on time,  your work will not be critiqued. If your work is not critiqued due to lateness or unexcused 
absence, this will result in a drop of a letter grade.  If you do not have the assignment turned in by the 
following class, you will receive a failure for that assignment. 

HOMEWORK
A MINIMUM of 1 hour of homework is expected for each hour of class time; therefore a three hour class 
requires three hours of homework. You must have your homework set up and ready to be critiqued before 
class begins. If homework is turned in late (i.e it is not set up at the beginning of class and you come in 
after we have begun the critique), it will be an automatic drop in a letter grade. If you do not have the 
assignment turned in by the following class, you will receive a failure for that assignment. I will collect 
your homework after each critique and give you a letter grade. You will have the opportunity to redo the 
assignment if you want a better grade. If you choose to redo something, you will have a week to do so. 

For each assignment you will receive a letter grade:
A = You have exceeded the assignment’s original guidelines, and introduced your own intentions into the 
exercise. You have made an artwork that has a conceptual and formal intentionality. It is professionally 
presented, and the terms in the lesson are verbally articulated by you in critique.

B = You have met the assignment’s original expectations and guidelines. It is professionally presented, and the 
terms in the lesson are verbally articulated by you in critique.

C = You have met the expectations of the assignment, by completing the project given. However, craft is not 
considered, your ideas are not fully formed, and your work is not presented in a professional way.

D = You have not fully met the expectations of the assignment. Your work is incomplete. Little effort has been 
given to craft, presentation, or verbalizing conceptual aspects of the assignment.

F = No attempt to do the assignment is shown, it is incomplete. The expectations and guidelines of the 
assignment have not been fulfilled. Craft, presentation, verbalization has not been considered. 

VOCABULARY & READINGS
You will be expected to have the readings and vocabulary completed before each class. Therefore, the 
readings/terms given for each unit, should be read before that lesson is given so you have an understanding of 
the terminology that will be used that day. This is the same for vocabulary, each term should be researched 
and defined before each class. We will be discussing the readings and vocabulary in class (I will be expecting 
you to have read/defined the material given to you before each unit). It it is important that you have researched 
and read - if all of us are discussing the ideas and have a conversation, rather than me lecturing to you, we will 
have a more enjoyable and engaging class!

SAKAI (Rutgers online teaching platform)
All readings and other documents are posted on the Sakai course site. You have access to this site through 
your NETID, please let me know if you are unable to access the site. I will not give you printed copies of the 



readings, it is your responsibility to download/print/read any readings that are assigned to you. The main 
source of communication will be through Sakai, any announcements or updates for the class can be found on 
the Sakai site (I generally post an announcement every weekend - giving you a heads up on what we’ll be 
doing in the coming classes). If you need to get in contact with me directly please email/text/call. You can find 
my contact info at the top of this syllabus and any handout I give you.

NYC TRIP AND ANALYSIS PAPER
We will visit New York galleries and museums as a class twice throughout the semester. You are required to 
attend one of these field trips. These will be on a Saturday and are listed in the course schedule - I will give 
you an itinerary closer to the day of the trip. If you are unable to attend one of these trips, you are responsible 
for going on another day or discussing with me and alternate activity.

The result of going on this trip will be a 500-700 word analysis of the artworks you see in one exhibition. Your 
analysis should be based on the terms, issues, and themes learned in this class. This will be turned in one 
week after the field trip takes place and will be counted as 10% of your final grade. When writing the paper, you 
should physically see the work in the show, write about your experience, and research  written reviews of the 
show and the artist’s intentions for the work.

FINAL PORTFOLIO
A final portfolio review will be required of each student. PLEASE KEEP & DOCUMENT YOUR WORK. You are 
required to make a powerpoint file. Each image/page of the powerpoint should indicate which assignment it is 
(not numerical, but titled).  Images should be no larger than 1024 x 768 pixels, @ 72 dpi or the portfolio will 
take too long to load. Please make sure these are in powerpoint! We will go over this in more detail later in the 
semester. 

WARNING ROSTER (Rutgers policy)
At mid-semester, any student doing work below a B, or a student with attendance problems will be given a 
warning on the warning roster.  The Warning will be followed by an appointment in which the difficulties that are 
developing in the student’s class performance will be reviewed. 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY POLICY
Academic integrity is the foundation of higher learning. As a student at Rutgers, you are 
expected to abide by the Academic Integrity Policy. .
Academic integrity is important because the quality of your education is 
important. The principles of academic integrity require the following:

All work submitted in a course or related academic activity must be a student’s own and 
must have been produced without the aid of unsanctioned materials or collaboration.
All use of the ideas, results, or words of others must be properly acknowledged and cited.
All contributors to a given piece of work must be acknowledged properly.
All data or results must be obtained by ethical means and reported accurately without 
suppressing any results inconsistent with the author’s interpretation or conclusions. 

SAFETY
1. No food or drink in the classrooms. This is an EPA RULE and we face heavy fines if we are found 
violating this rule. You may leave food and beverages out in the hallway for during break time. DO NOT throw 
food/drink garbage into your classroom containers, but in the outside hallway containers. Believe it or not, they 
will check.
2. No use of cell phones.
3. Students are not allowed to use the woodshop or any machines unless they have gone through 
“certification”. 
5. No one may engage in a project that destroys property or causes injury to anything or anyone. 



6. Students are advised to buy supplies that are labeled ‘non-toxic’ whenever possible. 

CONTACT
If you have any questions, will be late or absent, please feel free to contact me through my email 
benweathers1@gmail.com or phone (216) 315-0324

- - - 

SCHEDULE

Class 1
Class Introduction and Review of Syllabus

• Readings for Unit 1: Kandinsky, Wassily; Point and Line to Plane pp 25-27; 57-58; 85-111 Zelanski & Fisher, 
Design Principles & Problems, Chapter 3 pp 56-63; Lauer, David; Pentak, Stephen, Design Basics, 
pp128-149

• Vocabulary for Unit 1: gesture, mark, point, line, plane, space, actual line, implied line, expressive line, 
potential, simple, complex, spontaneous

Class 2
Introduction to Unit 1. Line Project/Character of Line

• Class Assignment: Using black paint A) Make 7 lines:  2 fast lines (heavy and light), 2 slow lines (heavy and 
light), 1 leisurely line, 1 line that goes from fast to slow, 1 line that goes from slow to fast. B) Make passive 
lines, leisurely lines, active lines, expressive lines, implied lines 

• HW: Completion of the above AND Using 20 tools “other” than “art” tools create a series of 20 drawings of 
compositions of up to 1-3 lines that show a verb in action i.e.: walking, running, sleeping. Both assignments 
are accompanied by verbal interpretation by the student.

• Readings for Unit 2: Barrett, Terry, Making Art: Form & Function pp 44- 52

• Vocabulary for Unit 2: compression/release, tension, instability, static, active/passive, balance, directional 
force, weight

Class 3
Critique of Unit 1 HW

• Readings for Unit 2: Barrett, Terry, Making Art: Form & Function pp 44- 52

• Vocabulary for Unit 2: compression/release, tension, instability, static, active/passive, balance, directional 
force, weight

Class 4
Introduction to Unit 2. Compression/Release

• Assignment: Using three lines, one straight, and one bowed, one either/or.  All go off the page at both 
(opposite) ends.  Show pressure, tension, speed, flow, compression/release, active/passive, instability/
static--- all by varying width, length, lightness, darkness, heaviness, straightness.  What happens between 
two lines? At the juncture of two lines? To space on either side/around lines? To the page?

mailto:benweathers1@gmail.com


• HW: Continuation of classwork. 

• Reading for Unit 3: Zelanski & Fisher, Design Principles & Problems, pp 92-94; Lauer, David; Pentak, 
Stephen; Design Basics, Wadsworth, 2008, pp 166-173

• Vocabulary Unit 3: positive, negative, figure/ground reversal, shape, form, contour, geometric, amorphous, 
organic/biomorphic, two-dimensional space, illusionistic space

Class 5
Critique of Unit 2 HW

Introduction to Unit 3. Figure/Ground

• Class Assignment: Using 2-5 shapes cut out of black paper arrange them on a piece of white paper so that 
they are not read as black shapes on a white ground. Show examples of images (artwork, logos, etc.)  that 
utilize equal figure/ground relationships as well as examples that don't. OPTION: Using photoshop/illustrator 
rather than cut paper. 3 examples.

• HW: Using only 1/2 the page, activate ALL the space so that there is an equal figure/ground relationship 
between the black shapes and the white of the page. 3 examples.

Class 6
Continuation of Unit 3. Figure/Ground

• Class Assignment: Using 2-5 shapes cut out of black paper arrange them on a piece of white paper so that 
they are not read as black shapes on a white ground. Show examples of images (artwork, logos, etc.)  that 
utilize equal figure/ground relationships as well as examples that don't. OPTION: Using photoshop/illustrator 
rather than cut paper. 3 examples.

• HW: Using only 1/2 the page, activate ALL the space so that there is an equal figure/ground relationship 
between the black shapes and the white of the page. 3 examples.

• Reading for Unit 4: Barrett, Terry, Making Art: Form & Meaning, Chapter 10 pp182-199; Krauss, Rosalind, 
The Originality of the Avant Garde & Other Modernist Myths “Grids”, http://www.arch.ttu.edu/people/faculty/
rex_b/2501f09/KraussRosalind_Grids.pdf

• Vocabulary Unit 4: gestalt, similarity, proximity, alignment, continuance, closure, repetition, pattern, rhythm, 
unity, variety, hierarchy, emphasis, subordination, scale, system, proportion, size, 

Class 7
Critique of Unit 3 HW

Introduction to Unit 4.  Gestalt Theory/Fragment Project

• Class Assignment: Cut 75 two inch squares of black or white paper. On the small squares using the 
opposite color, paint any type of solid shape (simple, complex, geometric, organic) so that it touches all four 
sides of the square.  Arrange the different squares together so that they form a grid.  Observe what happens 
to the shapes.  How do fragments group together to form a larger whole? How do whites and blacks group 
together to form a pattern which then implies a larger shape? How does each unit function for the whole? 
What does uniform size of fragment do for the piece? Introduce idea of irregular outside shape. How do 
inside shapes relate to outside shape of page? Is larger outside shape specific enough in terms of action on 
the inside?



Class 8
Continuation of Unit 4.  Gestalt Theory/Fragment Project 

• Class Assignment: Cut 75 two inch squares of black or white paper. On the small squares using the 
opposite color, paint any type of solid shape (simple, complex, geometric, organic) so that it touches all four 
sides of the square.  Arrange the different squares together so that they form a grid.  Observe what happens 
to the shapes.  How do fragments group together to form a larger whole? How do whites and blacks group 
together to form a pattern which then implies a larger shape? How does each unit function for the whole? 
What does uniform size of fragment do for the piece? Introduce idea of irregular outside shape. How do 
inside shapes relate to outside shape of page? Is larger outside shape specific enough in terms of action on 
the inside?

Class 9
Continuation of Unit 4.  Gestalt Theory/Fragment Project

• Class Assignment: Cut 75 two inch squares of black or white paper. On the small squares using the 
opposite color, paint any type of solid shape (simple, complex, geometric, organic) so that it touches all four 
sides of the square.  Arrange the different squares together so that they form a grid.  Observe what happens 
to the shapes.  How do fragments group together to form a larger whole? How do whites and blacks group 
together to form a pattern which then implies a larger shape? How does each unit function for the whole? 
What does uniform size of fragment do for the piece? Introduce idea of irregular outside shape. How do 
inside shapes relate to outside shape of page? Is larger outside shape specific enough in terms of action on 
the inside?

• HW: Completion of above accompanied by verbal interpretation.

• Reading for Unit 5: Bower, John, Introduction to Two-dimensional Design, pp 71-83; 

• Vocabulary for Unit 5: theme, variation, contrast, hierarchy, sequence, structure, Fibonacci series, golden 
rectangle, radial symmetry, all-over composition

Class 10
Critique of Unit 4 HW
NYC Field Trip Paper is due 

• Reading for Unit 5: Bower, John, Introduction to Two-dimensional Design, pp 71-83; 

• Vocabulary for Unit 5: theme, variation, contrast, hierarchy, sequence, structure, Fibonacci series, golden 
rectangle, radial symmetry, all-over composition

Class 11
Introduction to Unit 5. Strategies for Composition

• Class Assignment: Make a list of 30 items with similar characteristics (shape, color, function, etc.) or 
typology. Discussion of organizational methods. Using these 30 items (either the real objects, images of the 
objects, etc.) Make 6 different compositions that illustrate each of the organizational methods described 
above. Any method/material may be used and should be considered relevant to the context/content of the 
piece; each piece can explore a different process (or not); all 30 items must stay the “same” i.e.: used for the 
six examples.



Class 12
Continuation of Unit 5. Strategies for Composition
Indvidual Midterm Meetings

• Class Assignment: Make a list of 30 items with similar characteristics (shape, color, function, etc.) or 
typology. Discussion of organizational methods. Using these 30 items (either the real objects, images of the 
objects, etc.) Make 6 different compositions that illustrate each of the organizational methods described 
above. Any method/material may be used and should be considered relevant to the context/content of the 
piece; each piece can explore a different process (or not); all 30 items must stay the “same” i.e.: used for the 
six examples.

Class 13
Continuation of Unit 5. Strategies for Composition
Indvidual Midterm Meetings

• Class Assignment: Make a list of 30 items with similar characteristics (shape, color, function, etc.) or 
typology. Discussion of organizational methods. Using these 30 items (either the real objects, images of the 
objects, etc.) Make 6 different compositions that illustrate each of the organizational methods described 
above. Any method/material may be used and should be considered relevant to the context/content of the 
piece; each piece can explore a different process (or not); all 30 items must stay the “same” i.e.: used for the 
six examples.

• HW: Continuation of classwork; completion of above accompanied by verbal interpretation.

Class 14
Continuation of Unit 5. Strategies for Composition

• Class Assignment: Make a list of 30 items with similar characteristics (shape, color, function, etc.) or 
typology. Discussion of organizational methods. Using these 30 items (either the real objects, images of the 
objects, etc.) Make 6 different compositions that illustrate each of the organizational methods described 
above. Any method/material may be used and should be considered relevant to the context/content of the 
piece; each piece can explore a different process (or not); all 30 items must stay the “same” i.e.: used for the 
six examples.

• HW: Continuation of classwork; completion of above accompanied by verbal interpretation.

Class 15
Critique of Unit 5 HW

• Reading for Unit 8: Kauffman, Edgar, Jr., What is Modern Design, The Industrial Design Reader pp 146-151

• Vocabulary for Unit 8: design, prototype, product, usability, function, concept, ideation, process, aesthetics

Class 16
Introduction of Final Project (due end of semester)

• FINAL PROJECT: Discussion of industrial design in everyday life, from the shampoo bottle, toothpaste 
dispenser, and toaster used in the home to the office chair, paper clips, and telephones in the work place. 
Create a design for a product or invention or radically improve on an existing design that you think is flawed 
in some way so that it will “enhance productivity, reduce workload, or improve quality of life in some way.” 
The design will be presented at the final to the class, from initial concept, documented changes, to final 



model/prototype as if the designer were presenting this new product to a company for manufacture.

3 Proposals for your final project will be due on 11/15 and 11/20. These should be fully developed 
ideation on 3 different ideas for your final project. We will discuss them individually, and decide which 
is the most viable for your final project.

Your final project will be critiqued during exam week, date TBD. Your final project is 25% of your final 
grade.

• Reading for Unit 6: Luecking, Stephen, Principles of Three-dimensional Design, Chapter 3, pp 23-36; 
Chapter 6, 57- 69; Chapter 9, 93-110, 

• Vocabulary for Unit 6: planar, transition, construction, volume, mass, void, surface, cross-section, structure, 
stability, shear/torque, truss, struts, ties, force/counterforce, adhesion, fusion, tolerance, chaos

Class 17
Introduction to Unit 6. Three- Dimensional Transformation Project  

• Class Assignment:  Discussion on the properties of two and three-dimensional designs. Classwork: 
Students are asked to take a flat sheet of paper and make it as three-dimensional as possible. 

Class 18
Continuation of Unit 6. Three- Dimensional Transformation Project  

• HW: Discussion on the properties of foamcore i.e.: light, fragile, smooth, etc.  a) Students are asked to create 
a three-dimensional object using foamcore that gives the feeling of weight, density, heaviness etc.  b) using 
the same materials students are asked to create a three-dimensional object that is strong, ie: can hold, 
support weight.

Class 19
Continuation of Unit 6. Three- Dimensional Transformation Project  

• HW: Discussion on the properties of foamcore i.e.: light, fragile, smooth, etc.  a) Students are asked to create 
a three-dimensional object using foamcore that gives the feeling of weight, density, heaviness etc.  b) using 
the same materials students are asked to create a three-dimensional object that is strong, ie: can hold, 
support weight.

• Reading for Unit 7: Barret, Terry, Making Art: Form & Function, Chapter 6, pp119-129, Luecking, Stephen, 
Principles of Three-Dimensional Design, Chapter 10, 111-121 Bowers, John, Introduction to Two-
Dimensional Design, pp 40-49

• Vocabulary for Unit 7: time, chronology, narrative, duration, actual time, implied time, storyboard, sequence, 
tempo, methodology, divergent/convergent, matrix

Class 20
Critique of Unit 6 HW

Introduction to Unit 7. Time & Sequence

• Using the definition of time (1 a : the measured or measurable period during which an action, process, or 
condition exists or continues : duration b : a nonspatial continuum that is measured in terms of events which 
succeed one another from past through present to future) show through three different processes/methods/

http://www.merriam-webster.com/netdict/duration


means, the same narrative. For instance, in Marcel Duchamp’s “Nude Descending a Staircase” time is 
illustrated in one image as the figure transitions in a series of overlaps and transparencies. How could that be 
experienced in actual time? A video? A performance? How could that be experienced in terms of chronology? 
A flipbook or time-lapse photography? Narrative? A Storyboard? Chronology? An animation? Many of these 
overlap; it is up to you to decide how/why and to explain your idea(s). Choose three ways of altering the 
viewer’s experience of time using the same initial concept and using three different methods ie: printmaking, 
animation, etc.

• HW: To present the same concept/idea in three different ways/processes/methods/ etc.   You must show 
each of the following: actual time, implied time, sequence/chronology. 

Class 21
Continuation of Unit 7. Time & Sequence
Individual Meetings for Final Project Proposals

• Class time to work on HW

Class 22
Continuation of Unit 7. Time & Sequence
Individual Meetings for Final Project Proposals

• Class time to work on HW

Class 23
Continuation of Unit 7. Time & Sequence

• Class time to work on HW

Class 24
Continuation of Unit 7. Time & Sequence

• Class time to work on HW

Class 25
Critique of Unit 7 HW

Class 26
Film TBD

Class 27
Class time to work on Final Project

Class 28
Class time to work on Final Project

Class 29
Presentation & Critique of Final Projects

Individual Meetings at the End of Semester
Portfolio Reviews


