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Abstract: This paper will describe the design of Timelines – a pilot six-week, two-hour course to introduce International postgraduate students to the stylistic and cultural influences that enrich western graphic design. It is designed to promote confidence and dialogue through a series of language learning activities. Students who may not speak English as a first language can experience a very different design culture to the one they are used to as they begin their postgraduate education at University for the Creative Arts. The aim of Timelines is to equip students with the right learning and cultural toolkit to help them to navigate through the first few weeks of their postgraduate course and help them to understand and contextualize the references they will encounter. Students will also improve English language skills and critical knowledge so they are able to take a more active part in class dialogue and discussions. By the end of the six-week course, students should also be able to formulate their own design discourses with confidence. 
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Background
This project was initially conceived to enhance the experience that international postgraduate graphic design students have on their course at University for the Creative Arts (UCA) in Epsom, Surrey, UK. Being relatively new to postgraduate level teaching with a cohort which is primarily made up of international students, we quickly became aware that when designers and design movements were mentioned, students wrote down references and looked them up later on their smart phones. They consequently did not get the most out of the lecture, seminar or even impromptu class discussion or exchange. It was also evident that some less confident students were reluctant to voice opinions in class or engage in critical discourse either in written or spoken form. While UCA has robust mechanisms in place for supporting students for whom English is not their first language, both in written and conversational terms, it became clear that a more specific course which combined both linguistic skills and design history was needed – effectively so design issues could be discussed in a relaxed, supportive environment and students could improve their skills in questioning, critical appraisal, evaluation and analysis using the subject that they had come here to study as a vehicle. Timelines – the introductory course we have developed is the result of collaboration between a linguist and a graphic design lecturer. In theory, any other design discipline could be substituted for graphic design, as the core linguistic aspects are common to all design disciplines. 

Aims
The aim of Timelines, an optional pilot six-week, two-hour course is to introduce international postgraduate students to the connectivity, eclecticism and melting pot of both social and cultural influences that enrich western graphic design. It is delivered through a series of language learning activities designed to promote interaction and confidence and to facilitate comfortable dialogue in a classroom situation. It should help international students (for whom English is not the first language, and who may have experienced a very different design culture to the one they are entering on their UCA postgraduate design course) to become familiar with the references they encounter. It should enable them to take a full and active part in class dialogue and discussions and to be able to formulate their own design discourses with confidence. Each session includes a short presentation that deconstructs a key graphic designer’s practice and investigates their background and influences, their impact on younger designers and the canon of work. Through Timelines, students become familiar with the names and works of designers and design movements that they encounter on a day-to-day basis on their course. 

Delivery

The pilot course is currently being delivered by Dr Sue Perks (Subject Leader MA Graphic Design, UCA) and Nicola Whittingham (Learning Development, UCA). It does not include formal lectures, but rather it provides a relaxed open forum to promote dialogue and discussion with focused language aims to be achieved through each session. Aims are different each week and include giving a verbal description, listening for gist and specific information, efficient note taking and summarizing, identifying relationships between ideas, recognizing evaluation language and confidently presenting a Powerpoint presentation.
Each weekly session begins with students discussing and reflecting on the work of the designer from the previous week followed by a review of key vocabulary. Nicola then introduces the language focus for the session and outlines the task that students will do after Sue’s presentation, based on what they learn about the designer. Then Sue introduces a key designer’s work. The designers selected form a starting point for open dialogue and debate. They are chosen for the significance of their cultural and historical backgrounds, breadth of influence and their wider impact on current graphic design. The aim is to introduce a broad cross-section of designers from the western world who provide insights into key design movements and events such as: how conflict shaped the tradition of Polish Poster design; how the effects of WW2 immigration influenced the New York School; anarchy in the UK and the influence of Punk; how Dutch design evolved from De Stijl; the impact of postmodernism and the designer as autonomous practitioner. During the presentation, students are encouraged to comment and ask questions, to build confidence and break down barriers. Finally, students carry out the language task that, together with the language outcomes form the main aim of the session. The designer’s work is the vehicle through which language skills are learned. 
Designers whose work is being discussed includes:

• Neville Brody

• David Carson

• Gert Dumbar

• Roman Cieslewicz

• Saul Bass

• Stefan Sagmeister

Objectives

By the end of the six-week course, students should be able to:

• listen for specific purposes

• take part in discussions – contributing and questioning, and speak confidently

• describe examples of design 

• take notes efficiently

• summarise topics

• develop logical arguments

• build a model/framework for visual analysis

• evaluate a piece of work and 

• confidently assemble and present a short Powerpoint presentation. 

Students should also feel more comfortable in class and have a greater understanding of the basics of western graphic design history.

Theoretical Framework

The sociocultural view of language learning informs practice. Speaking mediates thinking (Lightbown & Spada, 2006, Mercer, 2000), especially speaking with others from a community of practice (Wenger, 1998). Here, on the Timelines course, the community of practice is one of students in the process of becoming postgraduate graphic designers. A sociocultural view of language and in particular, an interactionist view, posits that people learn by doing. In Timelines people learn the language of graphic design by using it in a graphic design context. They talk about graphic design and graphic designers with others who are either practicing graphic designers (the tutor) or who are students of graphic design. Some students have, in the past, already worked as graphic designers. 

Both receptive and productive skills are important for language learning and so Timelines aims to balance these. Collaborative dialogue (Swain & Lapkin, 2002 – a revision of Swain’s earlier ‘output hypothesis’) is the main approach used although task-based teaching (Willis & Willis, 2007) is also an important part of the course. In addition, Krashen’s (1985) comprehensive input and Long’s (1983, updated 1996) interactive hypothesis also informed course design. Long’s idea that interaction is essential to language learning as well as thinking is a key underpinning principle. 

The format of each session begins and ends with student interaction and outputs:

Output – students discuss designer from previous week to recap and add subsequent reflections

Output – students discuss vocabulary from previous session using vocabulary sheets produced by language tutor

Input – students listen to language input, focus and task for this session*
Input – students listen to input on graphic designer for this session*
Output – students work in 2’s and 3’s on task set in language input (= task relating to the input on the graphic designer)

Output – students share as a whole group the tasks they have worked on in small groups

*Students are encouraged to ask questions during the inputs
Through Timelines we aim to balance input and output. A review of Second Language Acquisition research (Lightbown & Spada, 2006) suggests that too much focus on either comprehension based approaches or talk based approaches is inappropriate because language acquisition does not take care of itself based on one or the other.  

The course

For Session One students were asked to bring along a piece of UK design and the equivalent from their own country and think about how they compare with each other.

Session One
Deconstructing the work of Neville Brody
Language learning aim: to give a verbal description

Session One begins by introducing Timelines and comparing the examples of graphic design that students have brought in. The session is an icebreaker to get to know each other and allow comparisons to be made between international examples of graphic design. Nicola introduces the activities that illustrate the language skills that students should be concentrating on as they take part in the session. Sue’s graphic design presentation consists of a 30-minute critical appraisal/overview of Brody and his influences, links to design movements, background, context, and relationships with other designers past and present. Students then work in small groups to describe Brody’s work and what they like or dislike about it. Then the group comes together as a whole to share what they have discussed. The session ends by giving students the subject of the next week’s graphic designer. 

Session Two

Deconstructing the work of David Carson

Language learning aims: to listen for gist and for specific information

Students reflect on Brody from the previous week. There is a discussion about some of the vocabulary and it is decided that Nicola will scribe difficult words, phrases and references during the sessions from now on. 

Nicola introduces activities designed to develop students’ listening skills for gist and specific information and outlines a discussion task. Students do the listening tasks during Sue’s presentation on David Carson and they carry out the discussion task after Sue’s input. Sue presents her input on David Carson and students ask questions. Nicola records vocabulary and references; some students note them during the presentation. Then students carry out the discussion task in 2’s and 3’s to share the gist and specific information that they gained from the presentation. Then the group comes together as a whole to share what they have discussed. Students also share their views of David Carson’s work. The session ends by giving students the subject of the next week’s graphic designer. 
Session Three

Deconstructing the work of Gert Dumbar

Language learning aims: to take efficient notes and to summarise 

Students reflect on the work of David Carson from the previous week. Nicola gives out a sheet of vocabulary terms and references that she has produced from the terms she scribed during the previous session. 

Students discuss the vocabulary. Nicola introduces a discussion about note taking and students share the different ways they take notes. Nicola sets a note-taking task for students to do during Sue’s presentation and a discussion task for students after Sue’s input. Sue gives her presentation on Gert Dumbar and students ask questions. Nicola records vocabulary and references; some students note them during the presentation. Then students carry out the discussion task in 2’s and 3’s to share the content and format of the notes they have taken to rehearse a summary of what they have learned. Then the group comes together as a whole to share notes and summaries. Students also share their views of Gert Dumbar’s work. The session ends by giving students the subject of the next week’s graphic designer.

Session Four

Deconstructing the work of Roman Cieslewicz

Language learning aim: to interpret relationships between ideas (cause-effect, problem-solution, claim-evidence)

Students reflect on the work of Gert Dumbar from the previous week. Nicola gives out a sheet of vocabulary terms and references that she has produced from the terms she scribed during the previous session. Students discuss the vocabulary. Nicola introduces activities designed to develop students’ interpretation skills where they identify relationships between ideas (cause-effect, problem-solution, claim-evidence) as they listen to Sue’s input and then take part in the graphic design discussion. Sue presents her input on Roman Cieslewicz and students ask questions. Nicola records vocabulary and references; some students note them during the presentation. Then students carry out the discussion task in 2’s and 3’s to share examples of cause – effect or problem – solution that they identified during the presentation. Then the group comes together as a whole to share examples of linked ideas they identified and their opinions of them and of Roman Cieslewicz’s work. The session ends by giving students the subject of the next week’s graphic designer. Students are also asked to prepare a short presentation on a designer of their choice in the final session of the course. 

Session Five

Deconstructing the work of Saul Bass

Language learning aims: to recognize the language of evaluation

Students reflect on the work of Roman Cieslewicz from the previous week. Nicola gives out a sheet of vocabulary terms and references that she has produced from the terms she scribed during the previous session. Students discuss the vocabulary. Nicola introduces activities designed to develop students’ awareness of evaluation language particularly in the context of appreciation of design and art works. Nicola outlines the listening and discussion tasks for students. Sue gives her presentation on Saul Bass and his work and students ask questions and make comments during the input. Then students carry out the discussion task in 2’s and 3’s. They share the evaluation language they have noticed and they use their own evaluation language to give their views of Saul Bass’ work. The session ends by giving students the subject of the next week’s graphic designer. Students are also reminded that they need to prepare a short presentation on a designer of their choice in the next session, the final session of the course. 

Session six 

Deconstructing the work of Stefan Sagmeister

Language learning aim: to confidently present a Powerpoint presentation  

The discussion on Sagmeister forms the final session of the course. Sue’s graphic design discussion will consist of a 15-minute critical appraisal/overview of his influences, links to design movements, background, context, and relationships with other designers, past and present. Students will then present their 5-minute presentations on a designer of their choice and are invited to fill in an evaluation sheet asking questions such as: 

What did you like/dislike about the course? 

What was useful, what was missing? 

What did you learn about graphic design?

What language skills did you learn?

What do you think we should include in next year’s course?

Observations

In Session One only a few students remembered to bring examples of international design work in, but the examples brought forward demonstrated many rich and varied cultural attitudes to graphic design. It also showed how design excellence transcended international barriers.

Along with an introduction to western graphic design history, the course is a vehicle for developing language, but it was difficult during the first session to identify the levels of linguistic support needed and where to pitch understanding of both English language and design history for this international MA cohort. We have noticed that a wide variable range of prior knowledge of design history exists within the cohort as well as differing levels of English language skills. All students are on full time masters degree programmes and most are following the MA in Graphic Design. A core of 10 students attend the course regularly. Students are from Taiwan, China, India and Europe. First languages include Chinese, Hindi, Spanish, Bulgarian and English as one UK student attends. Some students speak several languages and have lived in a range of countries. Proficiency in English ranges from fluent first language speakers of English through people for whom English is a 3rd or 4th language to people still learning accuracy and fluency in English as an emerging second language. Although not systematically assessed, students’ speaking and listening skills in English range from B1 to C2 on the Common European Framework (2001).  

A more accurate understanding of the correct level to pitch the course content is one important improvement we can make to Timelines. Further research needs to be done in this area. At the time of writing we have delivered all six sessions of the course and we have been listening, learning, taking and comparing notes constantly about how we can improve our delivery. It is likely to remain a challenge to deliver a course that can both accommodate a minority for whom English is a first (and often only) language and for the majority for whom English is only one of the many languages they speak. 

Similarly it is also difficult to know at what level to pitch the deconstruction of designers’ practice discussions. As a graphic design professional, Sue uses terminology on an everyday basis that can be difficult to understand for some international students. The inputs on designers only consist of 30-minute introductions to promote discussion, so they can hardly be considered as in-depth analyses. One way around this issue has been for Nicola to note technical or unfamiliar words on a flip chart while Sue has been speaking and provide further explanation towards the end of the session. Nicola has also produced vocabulary lists to hand out to students to recap at the beginning of the next session. Interruption and questioning during the presentations has been encouraged and has become more forthcoming as confidence and familiarity builds within the cohort.  

The range of levels of knowledge and skills and the variety of backgrounds is a strength of the student cohort. The mixed-level group works effectively. This chimes with research where learners have been shown to talk more together particularly non-native speakers with other non-native speakers (Long and Porter, 1985) so that they maximise communicative practice. And Yule and Macdonald (1990) found that mixed proficiency levels groups were effective as learner spoke longer than when all of a similar proficiency level. It is this negotiation of meaning that is essential for language acquisition (Block 2003) and this is an important part of Timelines.

Class discussions following Sue’s presentations have brought out several cultural differences in the way that students view graphic design. Some found the concept of punk, anarchy or a deliberate avoidance of design convention or rule breaking, very uncomfortable to deal with. One Chinese student compared the graphics of the 1970s Chinese Cultural Revolution with the graphics of Punk in the UK during the 1970s – something that could provide fascinating material for further study. 

We found it helpful each week to recap on what students remembered from the previous session, facilitated by handing out the printed glossaries. After Sue’s presentations we have found that we need to allocate time for students to discuss their questions in small groups with others who focus on the same question, sharing what they have noted down with whole group. The pair and small group work is an essential part of the language aspect of the course as it enables students to try out language and rehearse before sharing with the group. It also enables them to explore their thinking. Cognitive processes begin as an externally socially mediated activity before becoming internalised (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). We need to give students input on listening, asking what strategies they use, and how they can use them. Before each presentation we have been choosing one main question to illustrate the importance of focus when listening, followed later by the introduction of sub-questions for groups of students on topics such as reasons for this designer’s acclaim; who they have influenced and what is the nature of their impact in a contemporary context. Asking students to consider how that designer’s work is viewed through different cultural perspectives is an area we would like to expand on in future. 

Conclusion

This pilot course is (at the time of writing) has now been completed. It began on the second week of term in mid September 2014, and was held in a room that was not familiar to all students, so timeliness was an issue. It is currently non-mandatory and therefore not assessed as a formal course unit, but we hope to incorporate it into the syllabus in future if summative feedback proves positive. As we reflect on our delivery of the course, we are learning how we can improve the course for the future. Numbers have inevitably dropped, but remain consistent (at approximately ten students from MA Graphic design, MA Design Innovation and Brand Management and MBA Creative Industries Management). One crucial aspect of the course is knowing at which level to pitch it so that both home and international students benefit from the connections we are highlighting between designers, their influences, legacy and place in design history and the linguistic tasks which for home students (for whom English is a first language) could appear tedious. We need to incorporate observations and reflections and consider how we can retain numbers (if the course does not carry formally assessed content). We issued a questionnaire during the final week of the course which we hoped would indicate the value that students have placed on the course; if they thought that content was appropriate and whether it has impacted on the connectivity of their knowledge of western design. We have observed how much more confident the core cohort have been in being part of class discussion, taking efficient notes, and critically evaluating their work. The actual impact is already being seen in the formal taught elements of the course through lively, more informed class dialogue and a greater familiarity with graphic design history. Time will tell whether exercises in critical evaluation will filter through into students’ written submissions, but we hope that we have sown seeds to change perceptions and encourage a more critical approach to design discourse and practice. Our conception of Timelines was an experiment borne out of the idea to enhance cultural learning and linguistic skills in a new environment. 

The language focus of the course is on meaning more than on form as this has been shown to result in good listening comprehension, fluency and communicative confidence (Lightbown & Spada, 2006:). There is very little correction and recasting. The main form focused work is discussions about vocabulary although these usually take on an aspect of content because vocabulary contains cultural references and concepts that require interactive discussion to reach shared understanding. Form focus is an area that needs consideration for future development on the course. 

Questions which further research into the course needs to address include:

How to balance meaning and form?

How to ensure whole range of language learners maximise progress?

What is the place of corrective feedback and recasting?

How do we ascertain levels of prerequisite knowledge
Summative feedback was extremely positive, with all students stating that they had enjoyed the course and wanting it to be longer than the initial six weeks and becoming an assessed element of their postgraduate education. Many commented on how it had helped them to express opinions more readily, allowed them to be more comfortable conversing in class, increased language and note-taking skills, and learn about design history, designers and related terminology from a more conceptual point of view. One stated that it had helped them to be open-minded and focus on content. We were particularly pleased when one student said that the course had both improved their skills in English and design knowledge – our ultimate aim for Timelines. On the basis of this feedback, we would like to continue to develop the course and build it into the general postgraduate curriculum as a joint introductory cultural linguistic exercise that could have alternative subject specific content attached.
The cultural diversity that our international students bring to the course is a powerful collective source of comparative knowledge that should be encouraged and celebrated. Presentations have promoted lively discussion and thought-provoking questions highlighting rich cultural differences and avenues for further research and exploration. By further building in cultural comparisons each week and seeing the designers featured through our students’ eyes we can tap into a rich vein of international design awareness. Timelines has continued to develop and unfold week by week and has given us ever more vibrant insights into international attitudes to graphic design education. 
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