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Abstract: This paper describes the design of Timelines, a ten-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 those 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 a 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 also improve English language skills and critical knowledge so they are able to take an active part in dialogue and discussions. By the end of the ten-week course, students should also be able to formulate their own design discourses with confidence.   
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Background
This project, now in its third year, was initially conceived to enhance the experiences of international postgraduate graphic design students at the University for the Creative Arts (UCA) in Epsom, Surrey, UK. With a cohort primarily made up of international students, we quickly became aware that when western 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 impromptu class discussion. It was also evident that some students were reluctant to voice opinions or engage in critical discourse either in written or spoken form. While UCA has robust mechanisms for supporting students for whom English is not the first language, it became clear that a specific course which combined linguistic skills with design history was needed. Students needed a relaxed, supportive environment to discuss and improve their skills in questioning, critical appraisal, evaluation and analysis. Timelines, an introductory course, 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. The course initially ran for 6 weeks, then 8 and now, this year, for 10 weeks. The number of sessions has increased in response to student feedback each year. 
Aims
The aim of Timelines, an optional ten-week, two-hour course, is to introduce international postgraduate students to the 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 facilitate comfortable dialogue. It helps 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 enables them to participate in dialogue and discussion and to confidently formulate their own design discourses. Each session includes a short presentation that deconstructs a key western graphic designer’s practice and investigates their background and influences, their impact on younger designers and the canon of work. 

Delivery

The course provides a relaxed 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, note taking and summarizing, identifying relationships between ideas, recognizing evaluation language, questioning, giving constructive criticism, and presenting information.
Each session introduces a designer and has a focus on an aspect of language use and learning. The designers form a starting point for 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; the designer as autonomous practitioner; lessons from the Bauhaus and the birth of the design group; and the development of graphic design systems. Students carry out a 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 developed. 
Theoretical Framework 
A sociocultural view of language learning informs practice. Speaking mediates thinking (Lightbown and 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. Through 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 practising graphic designers or students of graphic design. 
Timelines aims to balance language input and output. A review of Second Language Acquisition research (Lightbown and 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. Collaborative dialogue (Swain and Lapkin, 2002) is the main approach used, although task-based teaching (Willis and 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 inform course design. Long’s idea that interaction is essential to language learning as well as thinking is an underpinning principle. 
The format of each session begins and ends with student interaction and outputs:

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

Input – students read, listen and ask about vocabulary for the session using vocabulary sheets 

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 3s and 4s on a task set during the language input (a 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

The course

The course started with 6 sessions and increased to 8 in the second year. Now, in 2016-17, it is 10 sessions. The increase in length is in response to student feedback. For details of the course sessions see Appendix 1. The format for each session takes on the same seven-stage approach. First, students share with each other and teachers what they remember from the previous week and add subsequent thoughts they may have had. Second, the language teacher introduces the vocabulary for the current session. Although research into vocabulary gives mixed messages about the effectiveness of pre-teaching (Hudson, 1982; Pany, Jenkins and Schreck, 1982), highlighting vocabulary is useful for introducing a topic and specialist language, and for activating students’ schemata (Bartlett, 1932). The third stage introduces the language focus to students and includes the main language activity students will do in relation to the graphic design input of the session. Fourth, the graphic design lecturer presents the work of one western graphic designer. Fifth, students work in 3s and 4s on the language-based task already introduced and related to the graphic design input. For example, one task requires students to listen for the language of evaluation during the presentation and then to discuss what they heard and what they thought of the work and its evaluation. It is important that students work in very small groups for this, as they need to be able to use language, trying out and rehearsing views. For the sixth stage students share with the whole class what they discussed. This stage is important because it enables students to present to a wider audience and to hear different views. Language is recycled, and this helps consolidate language and thinking. Finally, students are introduced to the following week’s designer and asked to research a little so they come prepared. This format balances input, interaction and output. It provides a supportive space for students to try out ideas and language and it enables the teachers to get to know the students and each other’s subject. Benefits from Timelines are to staff as well as to students. 
Observations

Students are asked to bring to session 1 examples of international design work, but very few students remember to do this. Nevertheless, the examples brought forward demonstrate many rich and varied cultural attitudes to graphic design. 
Along with an introduction to western graphic design history, Timelines is a vehicle for developing language, but it can be 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. A wide variable range of prior knowledge of design history exists as well as differing levels of English language skills. First languages include Chinese, Hindi, European languages and English although UK English speaking students’ attendance is low. Some students speak several languages and have lived in several 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. Although not systematically assessed, students’ speaking and listening skills in English range from B1 to C2 on the Common European Framework (2001).  

It is also difficult to know at what level to pitch the deconstruction of designers’ practice discussions. As a graphic design professional, the graphic design lecturer uses terminology that can be difficult for some students to understand. The inputs on designers consist of 30-minute introductions to promote discussion, and are not in-depth analyses. The vocabulary lists used to introduce vocabulary are useful references for students who annotate them in a range of languages. Interruption and questioning during the presentations is encouraged and increases as confidence and familiarity builds within the cohort although dialogic approaches to teaching continue to be developed by both teachers. Teaching style is important if students are to feel comfortable asking questions and commenting during the presentation. 
The range of knowledge and skills levels and variety of backgrounds is a strength of the student cohort. The mixed-level group works effectively. This aligns with language research where learners have been shown to talk more together, particularly non-native speakers with other non-native speakers (Long, 1983) so that they maximize communicative practice. And Yule and Macdonald (1990) found that mixed proficiency levels groups were effective as learners 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 is an important part of Timelines.

Discussions following the graphic design presentations reveal cultural differences in ways students view graphic design. For example, some students find the concept of anarchy or a deliberate avoidance of design convention or rule breaking, 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. Critique is often new to students, as is ‘talk as work’ (van Lier, 1996). Another assumption amongst students was that all designers discussed are no longer alive, which was quickly dispelled. 
A routine of the same weekly format provides a familiar structure for students. Although it mostly does not matter which language focus goes with which designer, a regular structure is important for students to become comfortable. And it is helpful each week to review what students remember from the previous session. Asking students to add views formed during the week also sets expectation for reflection and changes resulting from this. After the presentation on a graphic designer it is essential to allocate time for students to discuss in small groups, sharing with others what they have heard and what they think. Small group work enables students to try out language and rehearse before sharing with the whole group. It also enables students to explore their thinking. Cognitive processes begin as an externally socially mediated activity before becoming internalized (Lightbown and Spada, 2006). Timelines raises awareness of listening, asking what strategies students use, and how they work. Each language task is designed to illustrate the importance of focus when listening.  Prior experience is important for meaning making and students are encouraged to interpret what they hear and see in relation to their own experiences. Different cultural views are actively sought and valued. Considering how a designer’s work is viewed through different cultural perspectives is an area we are expanding. 

Conclusion

Timelines is non-mandatory and therefore not formally assessed. This may be one reason for its popularity and success. We reflect on the course so we can improve it. We have observed how much more confident the core cohort have been in class discussion, taking efficient notes, and critically evaluating their work. The impact has been seen in the formal taught elements of the MA course through lively, informed class dialogue and increased familiarity with western graphic design history. Several postgraduate students have mentioned the value of being introduced to different examples of design thinking, and have successfully built upon the exploratory journey which Timelines presented to them. We aim to sow seeds to change perceptions and encourage a more critical approach to design discourse and practice. 

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 and Spada, 2006:). There is very little correction and recasting. The main form focused work is discussion about vocabulary although this usually takes on an aspect of content because vocabulary contains cultural references and concepts that require discussion to reach shared understanding. Form focus is an area of consideration for future development on the course. 

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

How to balance meaning and form in language elements of Timelines?

What is the place of corrective feedback and recasting?

How to ascertain levels of prerequisite knowledge, both linguistic and design related?
Students formally evaluate Timelines. Student feedback has been positive, with all students stating that they have enjoyed the course and want it to be longer than the initial six, then eight weeks. Some say they would like it to become an assessed element of their postgraduate education. Many say it has helped them express opinions, allowed them to be more comfortable conversing in class, increased language knowledge, and learn about design history, designers and related terminology from a conceptual view. One has stated it has helped her to be open-minded and focus on content. Another student said that the course had both improved his skills in English and design knowledge – our ultimate aim for Timelines. On the basis of this feedback, we continue to develop the course and aim to build it into the general postgraduate curriculum as a joint introductory cultural and linguistic exercise that could have alternative subject specific content attached.
The cultural diversity that international students bring to the course is a powerful source of knowledge to be celebrated. Presentations have promoted lively discussion and thought-provoking questions highlighting rich cultural differences and avenues for further research. By building in cultural comparisons each week and seeing the designers featured through students’ eyes we tap into a rich vein of international design awareness. Timelines continues to develop week by week and gives us insight into international attitudes to graphic design education.   
Appendix 1
Outline of Timelines

Designers whose work is discussed:

• Neville Brody
• Willem Sandberg

• Gert Dumbar

• Roman Cieslewicz

• David Carson

• Saul Bass

• Herbert Bayer

• Pentagram

• Otl Aicher

• Stefan Sagmeister

Objectives

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

• listen for specific purposes

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

• describe examples of design 

• summarize information

• recognize relationships between ideas: problem-solution, cause – effect, claim - evidence

• question what is presented to them

• evaluate a piece of work 

• recognize the language of persuasion  

• confidently produce and present a short Powerpoint 
Weekly sessions

Session 1: Deconstructing the work of Neville Brody
Language learning aim: to give a verbal description

Session 1 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. Students talk about the languages they speak and the richness of languages and cultures is celebrated. Activities are introduced that illustrate the language skills for students to concentrate on as they take part in the session – here describing what they see, hear and think. Next, the specialist vocabulary for the session is introduced. See Appendix 2 for an example of a vocabulary sheet. Then the 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 and asking them to find out about him. 

The session format is the same each week. It follows the format of session 1. Each week the designer, language focus and task, and vocabulary are different. 

Session 2: Deconstructing the work of Willem Sandberg
Language learning aim: to listen for gist and for specific information

Session 3: Deconstructing the work of Gert Dumbar

Language learning aim: to take efficient notes and to summarize 

Session 4: Deconstructing the work of Roman Cieslewicz

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

Session 5: Deconstructing the work of David Carson
Language learning aim: to use constructive criticism
Session 6: Deconstructing the work of Saul Bass
Language learning aim: to recognize the language of evaluation

Session 7: Deconstructing the work of Herbert Bayer

Language learning aim: to evaluate vocabulary learning strategies

Session 8: Deconstructing the work of Pentagram
Language learning aim: to recognize language which persuades people to do things

Session 9: Deconstructing the work of Otl Aicher

Language learning aim: to ask questions

Session 10: Deconstructing the work of Stefan Sagmeister

Language learning aim: to confidently present a Powerpoint presentation  

For this final session, there is a short input on Sagmeister. Students then present their own 5-minute presentations on a designer of their choice and give each other feedback. Finally, students are invited to discuss with each other and then 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?

Materials used for Timelines are available on request. Please contact either Sue or Nicola:
sperks@ucreative.ac.uk   or    nwhittingham@ucreative.ac.uk
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