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The primary innovation introduced to the classroom is my involvement in writing the new 

curriculum for NIU's School of Art and Design 2D Foundations program. 

As a reaction to the dynamic omnipresent shift in technology, and its influence on 

contemporary art, there has been a growing need to ramp up SoA&D's digital processes while 

continuing to teach the formal tenets of art making.  The primary nudge to reinvent the 2D 

curriculum was the ever-present need to bridge the gap between digital applications, the 

traditions of visual form, and the desire to create the unexpected. 

The motivations for the transformation emerged out of the need to better serve the SoA&D's 

upper level programs within the Design and Studio Divisions.  The challenge in developing the 

curriculum was dependent on addressing the competencies in both divisions while walking the 

line between the formal structures of design necessary to satisfy an audience in a logical 

rational manner, while at the same time satisfy the studio’s need for self-expression embracing 

a postmodern opposition to universal ideologies.  In addition, once implemented, the challenge 

for the instructor in the classroom was immediate, finding it necessary to put a new face on 

something that is quite old.  After all, simply presenting another iteration of Bauhaus, to first 

year students, could easily be mistaken as a repeat of their high school experience.  

The final remedy is still a work in progress, however, the groundwork that has been put in place 

has laid the framework for addressing the above challenges. 

Mindful of the essential learning targets for design and studio, subtle changes have been 

inserted into the curriculum starting with the visual vocabulary -- first by identifying and 

grouping common language for both areas of study, then by adding additional terms such as 

hierarchy, transparency, modularity, and grid that could be thought of as germane to design. 

The second adjustment addressed the Design division’s desire to include specific digital 

processes. To name a few, processes that taught students the difference between vector and 

raster based imaging, basic scaling, typography, transformation, and layering techniques, to 

methods used for concept image masking. And finally, it was necessary to develop thematic 

continuity within the curriculum that was purposeful to both divisions and would address the 

conceptual and methodological ideas central to their programs.  In that, both have a different 

motivation for creating messages, within their imagery, that are interpreted by their respective 

audiences.  Simply, for studio it is a requisite to ask questions and for design it is essential to 

answer them.  However, what is mutual is that both approaches start with an idea and/or 

inspiration as a starting point.  The fix was to work with the premise of storytelling, which 

helped to underscore the appeal to teach narrative in both divisions. 



Now, developed within the scope and sequence of the curriculum is “storytelling.” From the 

onset of the semester there is a thematic thread that weaves through the beginning, middle 

and the end of the coursework providing a trajectory for the 2D curriculum structure presenting 

our students with a themed outline to work within. The initial benefit for the student is their 

active participation.  Students seem invested in building their narrative while working with 

formal elements and principles without falling into the Bauhaus doldrums.  As a learning tool, 

storytelling encourages students to explore alternative ways of expressing ideas, heightening 

their ability to communicate thoughts and feelings.  Through this process of investigation, 

habits of mind are developed, essential to problem solving, promoting strategic reasoning, and 

creative ideation.   

The assignments that are within the framework of the semester are deliberate in offering 

opportunities to combine and apply the ideas explored throughout the structure of the 

curriculum for the purposes of visual storytelling. Each assignment is designed to build upon 

the previous assignment adding to the many facets of the student’s telling of the story.  Within 

the construct of each lesson plan, students are encouraged to be flexible and take risks while 

they are engaged in creative experimentation using analog and digital visual tools and 

materials. 

To assist with each of the assignments are the exercises, which are designed for students to 
develop habits of ideation and familiarizing themselves with the software environment. 
Focusing on specific goals within a given exercise, the students are typically asked to generate 
numerous thumbnails before they are introduced to a specific set of digital tools. Working with 
the digital tools, the students are then encouraged to develop their ideas from the thumbnails 
previously created on paper. The time commitment for the exercises is intended to produce 
brief studies, quickly generating many compositions or images for investigative purposes. 
 
The following assignment sets the stage that defines the structure of the scope and sequence 
for the curriculum:  
 
Assignment One: Storytelling 
 
Choose a well-known story from this list: Amelie, Moulin Rouge, Skyfall, The Third Man, 
Frankenstein (1931), Dracula (1931), Excalibur, Pretty in Pink, Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, Story of 
Icarus, The Shawshank Redemption, Forrest Gump, One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest, The Matrix. 
 
1. In your own voice, using 50 words or less write the essence of the story of the movie.  What 

is the main plot, how does it affect the main characters? Please be clear within your 
descriptive. 

      What is a story? At its most basic, a story has a few key elements: 

 A story has an identifiable character (could be person, animal, object, or place). 

 A story has a beginning, middle, and end. 

 A story has a change that takes place to affect the character(s). This change produces a 
transition (from beginning to middle to end), rhythm (pace), tension (conflict or 
challenge), and balance (resolution). 



 
2.  Select 3 words that best describe the primary actions of the story. For example, in      Hunger 

Games: Mockingjay: “control, survival, adoration” 
3.  Think of one object to represent the story. This could be an object used in an important 

scene, an element from a character’s costume, or something otherwise symbolic to the 
story. An example would be the Mockingjay brooch. But, it must be an object, not a 
character’s face or form. Note: Find 3 different images of this object. 

4.  Pick 1-3 letters that come from the title of your story. For example, for Hunger Games: 
Mockingjay, you might choose “H G M”. Find 3 versions of each of these letters in printed 
matter—newspapers, books, magazines, or a photograph you take from signage or the 
built environment. 

5.  Pick three images found in mass media (not an existing design/artwork) that are somehow 
relevant to your story. 
Post all of the above to the class site by start of class on 01/30. 

      Make your selections thoughtfully and carefully. We will be working with this story, the 
object you choose to identify it, and these descriptive traits all semester long. The idea is to 
work with KNOWN materials (existing story, found letters and other cultural material) in 
order to produce something new and unexpected. 

 
Note: Unless otherwise noted, all compositions are 7.5″ square in black & white. When saved for 
the web at 72 dpi (to post on class site), the jpg image file size will be 540 px x 540 px. 

 
 


