
Philosophy
Visual Literacy is both a program and a philoso-
phy based on the theory that certain design fun-
damentals apply to all visual fields and that a stu-
dent who understands these basic concepts as 
they relate to other visual fields will create more 
sensitive and successful design solutions. This 
integrated approach is becoming ever more val-
ued as art and design fields converge.

History
The Visual Literacy program at the University of 
Nebraska-Lincoln was conceived in 1996 as a 
response to duplication of basic design courses in 
Art,  Architecture and Textiles and as a proposal to 
recoup  what was lost in budget cuts. Course 
structure and objectives were designed by com-
mittees representing all departments involved. It 
was implemented in 1998 with 3 new faculty and 
one assistant professor who had been at UNL for 
1 year. There are now usually  6-8 core faculty 
teaching regularly in the program with several 
sections taught by adjunct faculty and occasion-
ally graduate students. Enrollment started at 140 
in 1998 and is currently at 300.

UNL has designated the Visual Literacy Program 
as a Learning Community and a Charter Semi-
nar for first  year students.  The program was part 
of UNL’s successful application the to the Associa-
tion of American Colleges and Universities for 
inclusion in the Greater Expectations Consortium 
on Quality Education and was also selected as a 
Priority Program and a Program of Excellence 
that  receives funds from the Office of the Chancel-
lor. 

Participating Colleges
Hixson-Lied College of 
Fine and 
Performing Arts

Architecture Education and 
Human Sciences

Journalism and 
Mass Communica-
tions

Department of Art & Art 
History studio majors
•painting/drawing
•photography
•printmaking
•sculpture
•ceramics
•graphic design

Architecture
Landscape Architecture
Interior Design

Department of Textiles, 
Clothing & Design
•apparel design
•textile design
•textile merchandising

Broadcasting
News Editorial
Advertising Sequence 
(142 only) 

Advertising Sequence 
with minor in graphic 
design (all courses)

Program Structure
Course 
Number

Course Title Credit 
Hours

Weekly 
Contact 
Hours

Class Size Duration

140 A Composition & Analysis 2 9 16-20 8 weeks

140 B Perceptual Drawing 2 9 16-20 8 weeks

141 A Color 2 9 16-20 8 weeks

141 B Speculative Drawing 2 9 16-20 8 weeks

142 Visual & Aural Literacy: Mass Media
(required for all J&MC only)

2 2 lecture 
+ 2 lab

80
20

8 weeks
8 weeks

143 Visual Literacy: Art & Design 2 2 150-200 16 weeks

All students in all Colleges EXCEPT J&MC take 4 studios and 1 lecture (143) their freshman year for a total of 
10 credits in the Visual Literacy Program. Each section is a mix of students from the participating colleges.
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Common Content
• Introduction and usage of drawing and design 

language

• Critical thinking  skills applied to interpretation 
and production of visual artifacts

• Written and verbal critiques of student work by 
instructors and students

• Development of a strong work ethic

• Development  of a high level of craft  as appro-
priate to individual media choices

• Visual presentation and discussion of historical 
and contemporary art and design practice

• Sketchbooks as a forum for visual note-
taking and developing concepts and designs

• Emphasis on both process and product

• Emphasis on the commonalities within fields 
of art and design.

Curriculum Development & Support
Many Visual Literacy core faculty have partici-
pated in the Peer Review of Teaching Project  to 
document,  assess and improve their teaching and 
student learning through extensive analysis and 
reflection on student work and classroom prac-
tices.  In Spring 2005, the PRoTP was recognized 
with a TIAA-CREF Theodore M. Hesburgh Award 
Certificate of Excellence that honors exceptional 
faculty  development programs that enhance un-
dergraduate teaching and learning. The books, 
Making Teaching and Learning Visible: Course 
Portfolios and the Peer Review of  Teaching,  
(2006) as well as Inquiry Into The College Class-
room: A Journey Toward Scholarly Teaching 
(2007) contain many references to the Visual Lit-
eracy Program. More information can be found at 
www.courseportfolio.org.

Individual Course Content Descriptions
140 A Composition & Analysis
Focus is on hand-drafting, collage making and model building skills and techniques, orthographic representation 
and the skills necessary to translate simple ideas into two- and three-dimensional objects as well as developing 
spatial awareness and skill at representing space. Emphasis is on analysis of compositional choices.

140 B Perceptual Drawing
Focus is on seeing for artists and designers through assignments that build in complexity including  exercises in 
negative space, contour, cross-contour,  regulating line,  value and representation of time. Emphasis is on devel-
oping compositional strategies and accuracy as well as content.  Projects include drawings from observation in a 
variety of black and white media as well as related visual research.

141 A Color
Focus is on critical engagement with a range of color phenomena including but not limited to: value and hue 
sequencing and their relationship  to spatial illusion; color relativity and simultaneous contrast as factors in the 
mutable nature of color; color as a design element and its role in formal hierarchies within the two-dimensional 
composition; and the subjective dimension of color-its capacity to convey psychological/ emotional information.  
Projects include both painted and digitally-developed works. 

141 B Speculative Drawing
Focus is on the use of drawing for designers including investigation and description of form; translation of three-
dimensional form to 2 dimensions and vice versa; visual thinking (developing and communicating ideas); explor-
ing what is imagined and remembered as well as what is seen (asking “what if”). Projects include both represen-
tational and abstract approaches in a variety of media and techniques (including digital options) in both two di-
mensional and three dimensional design. 

142 Visual & Aural Literacy: Mass Media
Focus is on understanding the use of images and sound in mass media enabling students to be more thoughtful 
consumers and producers. Lectures are supplemented with hands-on lab experience using the computer as a 
tool for analyzing and finding examples of  topics covered.  Lecture content is drawn from the major forms of vis-
ual communications and mass media including advertising,  typography, graphic design, photography, television, 
video, motion pictures, cartoons and the Internet. 

143 Visual Literacy: Art & Design
Focus is on Visual Literacy as it applies to  works of art, fine crafts, fashion, industrial design, and the built  envi-
ronment. Emphasis is on critical theory, how the elements and principles of design are employed by artists and 
designers and the increasing importance of visual literacy in contemporary culture. The objective is to cultivate 
thoughtful, critical and active viewers and producers.
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