
Background to Unit 3,  
The Major Project
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Unit 3, The Major Project, builds 
on the knowledge and skills 
acquired in earlier Units and 
applies these in the creation of 
a self-initiated design project 
based on extensive planning, 
research, investigation and 
production, underpinned by a 
firm methodological approach.

Self-initiated project choices 
can be based on any personal 
area of interest on the part 
of the student. However, 
the Major Project should be 
related to graphic design in 
either its subject or working 
methodology (or both).

Project topics will reflect your 
knowledge, critical position, 
interests and objectives and are 
opportunities to make use of 
the expertise, understanding, 
and skills gained on the 
course and to implement them 
practically. 

Topic choices provide the 
opportunity to position the 
work personally, academically, 
professionally, politically, 
socially and/or culturally and to 
identify and apply appropriate 
methods for investigation, 
documentation and articulation. 

As you progress towards the 
final submission of your major 
project you will situate your 
work firmly in its theoretical 
context and test your ideas, 
resolving issues in the 
articulation of the work such 
as the choice of appropriate 
forms or media through 
which you can effectively 
communicate your knowledge 
and understanding. 

Research documentation is 
an integral part of the project 
submission. A designed and 
edited visual summary will 
be submitted, recording all 
research processes, critically 
analysing their methodologies, 
and seeking to locate the 
work in its cultural context. All 
developmental work will also be 
submitted.

You will be expected to propose 
work in areas in which you 
are technically proficient. It is 
not advisable to build a steep 
technical learning curve into 
your project. While you should 
not avoid doing work that is 
experimental and challenging, 
energy expended in learning 
technical processes for the first 
time, during Unit 3, is energy 
better spent on other aspects of 
project work.

Major Project Modes

The Major Project practical 
mode will be resolved in a 
practical output informed 
by theory and supported by 
research documentation in the 
form of a Visual Summary and 
Major Project Report of 5,000 to 
7,000 words. 

The course also supports 
a written thesis mode with 
an emphasis on research 
referenced to resolved practical 
work and its documentation in 
the form of a Visual Summary. 
Thesis length will be 12,000 to 
15,000 words.
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Three workable models of  
design research

‘The creation of content is not 
graphic design any more than 
acting is the same as writing 
a play, or dancing is writing 
music.’

Quentin Newark

‘Research is an intrinsic 
aspect of design practice... 
predicated upon the notion of 
questioning.’

 
Ian Noble and Russell Bestley

‘The design of the research 
method and the design of the 
design method are tasks of a 
higher order than the design 
of the communications.’

Jorge Frascara

Research into design

The exploration of design 
methods and practices, 
including visual testing and 
experimentation.

Research through design

The use of graphic design as an 
instrument for investigating and 
articulating a particular subject 
area which may lie outside of 
the field of design.

Research about design

The study of design histories, 
styles, influences, models and 
approaches.



Mapping Meanings: Spatial 
and psycho/geographical 
exploration

This subject group focuses 
on the wider aspects of 
mapping, in relation to both 
physical, temporal and 
virtual environments. Three 
dimensional and architectural 
aspects of the graphic design 
profession can be explored, 
alongside the nature of two-
dimensional representation 
and the politics of human 
interaction.

Identity, Audience and 
Society

This subject group is 
underpinned by the study 
of environmental, political, 
social and cultural agendas, 
together with audience-
specific design and the nature 
of commercial brand and 
advertising strategies. You will 
be encouraged to explore areas 
such as ethics in relation to 
brand experience, as well as the 
social responsibility of designers 
and the role of the audience in 
developing strategies which 
interact with and empower 
them. 

Visual Dialogue: Time, image, 
sequence and narrative 
structure

This subject area focuses on 
the investigation of sequential 
or narrative structures in the 
communication of graphic 
messages. TV, online, and 
screen-based communication 
have become areas of 
significant influence in 
contemporary society, together 
with more traditional print-
based narrative environments 
such as comics, storyboards 
and image and text-based 
transcripts.

Design Studies: Design 
culture, politics, theory, 
criticism, history and writing

The thesis mode of MA Graphic 
Design Major Project study is 
especially suited to an in-depth 
analysis of the interrelationship 
between graphic design and its 
surrounding culture. Students 
in this focus group may wish to 
study the application of theories 
from parallel disciplines on the 
design profession.

Indicative examples of areas 
of design research are outlined 
below. 

These broad Areas of Study 
form the basis for research, 
allowing you to locate your 
ideas within them and enabling 
you to focus on subject-based 
principles, methodologies and 
skills in the development of 
your design enquiries.  

The area(s) that you select will 
inform your critical position 
regarding the approach you 
take to the subject of graphic 
design and the development of 
your final Major Project. 

MAGD 
Major Project  
Areas of Study

The Visible Word: Text, type 
and language studies

This area focuses on the 
conceptual understanding and 
deployment of typographic 
form and its relationship to 
language and communication. 
Projects may encompass 
editorial design, the analysis of 
typographic structure within 
page or screen layout, elements 
of typographic form or the 
underlying visual and structural 
aspects of writing systems.

Design Process: Investigating 
practice, methods, media and 
materials

Centred on the notion of 
research into design, this 
project grouping is based on 
the exploration of graphic form, 
methods, materials and craft. 
Students may choose to work 
in two or three dimensional 
design, utilising traditional or 
cutting edge principles and 
practices, in order to develop 
new and innovative graphic 
methods of communication, 
tools and processes.

User-centred Design: 
Information design, notation, 
translation and interaction

You will be encouraged 
to explore the analysis of 
information: developing 
your understanding of key 
elements in the process of 
visual communication related 
to information design, graphic 
notation systems and the notion 
of user-centred design. 
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Background “Pure” information exists 
for the designer only in arid 
abstraction. As soon as he 
begins to give it concrete 
shape, the process of 
rhetorical infiltration begins. 
Gui Bonsiepe 

Rhetoric is both an art of 
argument or persuasion and 
an instrument of investigation 
which can provide connections 
between issues such as ethics, 
morals, politics and social or 
cultural values. 

This project builds on a range of 
methods and ideas investigated 
in Unit One. 

Unit 2.3 is intended to help you 
develop your personal position 
as a graphic designer and 
extend your visual vocabulary 
by exploiting the rhetorical 
nature of visual and verbal 
communication. The Unit will 
help to reinforce the critical 
position of your practice and it 
will inform the development of 
your Major Project in Unit 3 of 
the course. 

You will use practical visual 
methods to explore and 
articulate a specific research 
question in an identifiable area 
of design practice or theory. 
You will formulate a range of 
alternative visual approaches 
to convey your ideas – using 
auditing, experimentation, 
analysis and documentation 
– and you will evaluate the 
effectiveness of these strategies 
through testing and critical 
reflection. 

The Unit will be undertaken 
as a practical testbed to 
validate your ideas for a 
Major Project Proposal (MPP) 
and to communicate them 
persuasively. Note that the 
Major Project Proposal, Unit 
2.4, will be briefed separately. 
The overall design and 
presentation of Unit 2.3 and 
2.4 should be considered 
holistically, as literal and visual 
aspects of the same project. 
They will work together to 
communicate the viability of 
your Major Project.

It is crucial that at every 
stage of Unit 2.3 you develop 
visual work and present it to 
tutors and peers at seminars 
effectively and concisely.
You will also use it in MPP 
presentations to substantiate 
your propositions.  
 
See the MPP briefing and 
timetable for schedules.

Brief  
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1
Generate a range of alternative 
visual propositions for a self-
initiated project in specified 
subject areas appropriate to 
interrogation by means of 
identifiable graphic design 
methods. Alternative ideas 
are expected at the outset but 
variations on similar themes are 
acceptable. You will present 
your ideas as posters (minimum 
size A3) on 15.09.10.

2
Carry out a series of practical 
studies showing alternative 
visual investigations into 
your chosen subject area(s), 
demonstrating the exploration 
of ideas, form and media and 
supported by appropriate 
contextual studies.

3
Design and produce a final, 
resolved piece of work, or a 
series of pieces, which presents 
a focussed aspect of your 
design research into a single 
area of study in an effective, 
persuasive and elegant manner. 
This can be thought of as a 
prototype or test piece for the 
major project.

A final outcome can take 
any form appropriate to your 
intentions. Before deciding 
upon its form and content 
you will explore a range of 
alternative visual strategies for 
its presentation. 

Date 
July 2010 

Schedule of activity
Initial Briefing   07.07.10
Pin up Crit   15.09.10
Final Presentations 08.12.10
Hand-in  02.02.11

Project tutors 
Paul McNeil 
Russell Bestley 

 

For learning outcomes, credit 
framework and additional 
information please refer to 
Handbook 

Assessment Requirements

A body of work comprising:

Completed project submission

Designed and edited visual 
summary

All developmental, intermediate 
and background supporting 
material, including evidence of 
visual testing 

4
Design, edit and produce 
a detailed visual summary, 
documenting your practical 
development process, and 
showing relevant visual and 
textual records of your studies 
in contemporary, historical or 
other contexts generally relating 
to the work and to graphic 
design. 

Project components may take 
the form of a single item or a 
set of items depending on your 
design approach and working 
method.

The hand-in deadline for all Unit 
2 work is 11 am, Wednesday 
2nd February 2010.
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Brief

Background
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These guidelines are intended 
to help you prepare your Major 
Project Proposal.

Self-initiated project choices 
can be based on any personal 
area of interest on the part of 
the student. Areas of Study 
should be based on those 
indicated on page 2 of this 
document. The Major Project 
should be related to graphic 
design in either its subject or 
working methodology (or both).

The Major Project Proposal 
(MPP) will be based on the 
Design and Rhetoric project (see 
separate briefing) which you 
will undertake at the same time, 
allowing you to test a range 
of ideas investigating your 
research question by means of 
visual experimentation, testing, 
documentation and contextual 
studies.

Together, these Units form the 
basis on which to develop your 
Major Project. They will allow 
you to clarify your intentions 
and provide verbal and visual 
evidence of the methods you 
propose to use in order to 
achieve them.
 
Defining the project is very 
much part of the project 
itself and it is the student’s 
responsibility to ensure that the 
proposed topic has the potential 
necessary to demonstrate 
achievement appropriate to this 
academic level. It must be valid 
and viable.

Seminar 1

Once you have visually explored 
a range of alternative ideas 
for a project in the practical 
and contextual work you are 
undertaking in Unit 2.3, Design 
and Rhetoric, you will develop a 
focussed proposal in the area of 
study you have chosen.

You will discuss your initial 
MPP ideas with your peers at 
seminars on 13.10.10. where 
you will briefly outline: 

Your Research Question (what 
you plan to do).

Your Aims and Objectives (why 
you are proposing to undertake 
the project).

Your Area of Study (the 
contexts of knowledge and 
practice to which the project 
idea relates).

The discussion may be 
supported by appropriate visual 
work but please note that this is 
not a formal presentation.

Seminar 2

Having continued to explore 
viable ideas for a valid project 
in the practical and contextual 
work you are undertaking in 
Unit 2.3, Design and Rhetoric, 
you will present a draft of your 
MPP at seminars on 03.11.10 
where you will redefine: 

Your Research Question 
Your Aims and Objectives 
Your Area of Study 

In addition, you will also outline 
your Action Plan (how, when 
and where you plan to do the 
project).

The presentation should be 
supported by appropriate visual 
work.

Seminar 3  
 
Final Proposal Presentations

You will make a presentation 
of your final Major Project 
Proposal at seminars on 
24.11.10 and 08.12.10, using 
the terminology indicated in the 
guidelines provided on page 4 
of this document.

The presentation should be 
supported by appropriate visual 
work.

MPP submission

The final proposal will provide 
a detailed description of your 
intended research subject 
and the methods you will 
use to interrogate it. It must 
be structured according to 
the guidelines provided on 
page 4 of this document, with 
section headings as indicated. 
Consideration should be given 
to its design and to the use of 
visual work in support of your 
plan.

The hand-in deadline for all Unit 
2 work is 11 am, Wednesday 
2nd February 2010.

Date 
July 2010 

Schedule of activity
Initial Briefing   07.07.10
Final Presentations 08.12.10
Hand-in  02.02.11

Project tutors 
Paul McNeil 
Russell Bestley 

 

For learning outcomes, credit 
framework and additional 
information please refer to 
Handbook  

Assessment Requirements

2,000 word designed, written 
and illustrated Major Project 
proposal document
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Aims and  
Objectives

Audience

Research  
Question

Action  
Plan  

Context

Schedule of  
Work

Output

Evaluation

Bibliography  

It will consist of a critical review 
of existing practical work and/
or written/theoretical work in 
relevant areas of study, giving 
examples. 

Explain your intentions in 
choosing your topic. 

State your basic question, 
proposition or hypothesis 
clearly.

Identify a problem or issue 
which you want to address 
using design methods.

Try to state this as carefully and 
economically as possible in one 
or two sentences.

Describe the general area you 
wish to work within, defining 
the subject’s Area of Study, 
based on contextual and 
practical studies conducted in 
Unit 2. The relationship of the 
Area of Study to graphic design 
must be identified. 

You should critically evaluate 
your current knowledge and 
understanding of your topic. 
This will inform your project 
by allowing you to identify 
opportunities for further 
research – recognising what 
you need to find out.

Formulate a detailed weekly 
schedule planning the 
progressive stages needed to 
expedite the Action Plan. 

Good time management is 
essential in structuring a large 
scale project. Your schedule 
of work should cover every 
stage of the project, including 
periods of downtime and other 
commitments. 

Indicate the potential audience 
or user group for the project 
and outline how the project will 
relate to them or benefit them.

Provide detailed description 
of the project, breaking down 
the Research Question into 
a planned programmme of 
specific research enquiries. 

This is the briefing for the 
project, setting out specific 
questions and speculating on 
ways of answering them.

You should describe the 
methodology – the research 
tasks which will be used in 
defining, developing and 
resolving your project –
identifying appropriate design 
research methods, and giving 
consideration to their functional 
relationships.

Substantiate your proposal by 
citing the books, periodicals, 
websites and specialist 
information which you have 
referred to thus far in a 
bibliography. 

Outline ideas for possible final 
resolutions responding to the 
research undertaken.

Identify how the project’s 
effectiveness will be evaluated 
through testing, feedback, 
usage and critical reflection.

At the proposal stage final 
outputs should not be 
completely defined, as they 
will be informed by research 
undertaken during Unit 3, 
though it is useful to speculate 
on them in the proposal.

You are also required to 
document the progress of your 
studies in a Visual Summary. 
Use this as a stable way to 
build the project by making and 
recording work consistently and 
in a designerly manner.

You should also list the
books, periodicals, websites 
and specialist information which 
you plan to use in the project.

You should use the Harvard 
refererencing system. 
Information is available from 
LLR.

These do not need to be solely 
about personal motivations. 
Consider the purposes and 
wider consequences of your 
proposed project. 

These may reference personal,  
developmental, professional, 
educational, political, social, 
cultural or other goals.

You should break these down 
as primary research activities 
/ resources and secondary 
research activities / resources.

The activities described in the 
Action Plan should correspond 
with those in the schedule.
You can break these down as 
preliminary research activities 
/ resources, intermediate 
research activities / resources 
and final research activities / 
resources.
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What is the proposed project’s basic proposition, idea or 
research question? 

What are your intentions and purposes in proposing this 
project? 

Who is the project aimed at?

What is the general area of your study? 

What is the context of your topic – its historical, contemporary 
or projected position? 

What visual, artefactual or text resources have you consulted 
so far? 

What have you deduced from your review of these resources?

What is your brief?

What are the potential focus points your study? What 
actionable research questions do you need to ask? What 
remains to be diagnosed at this stage?

What primary and secondary research methods will you be 
employing and why? 

What practical visual experiments will you undertake?

Who or what might you need to consult?

When and where will you conduct each stage of the project?

What stages do you envisage to progress your work? 

What criteria and what methods will you use to evaluate the 
effectiveness / appropriateness of your work

What potential final outcomes do you expect? 

What visual, artefactual or text resources will you consult? 

Research Question

 
Aims and Objectives 
 
 
Audience 
 
Context: Area of Study 
 
Context: Area of Study/Survey 
 
 
Context: Survey

 
Context: Review

Action Plan 
 
Action Plan: Methodology 
 
 
 
Action Plan: Methodology 
 
 
Action Plan: Methodology

Action Plan: Methodology 
 
Action Plan: Schedule

Action Plan: Schedule

Evaluation

 
Output

Bibliography
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help you to plan your project 
proposal. 
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This checklist is designed 
to help you to assess the 
effectiveness of your project 
proposal. 

Why?

Has the Research Question 
been stated clearly?

Have project objectives been 
defined in relation to wider 
intentions?

Is a suitable justification made 
for the relevance of the Major 
Project?

Has a potential audience been 
identified?

Is the general Area of Study 
identified and related to graphic 
design practice?

Is the contextual basis for the 
project clearly described and 
evaluated in order to inform the 
proposal? (knowledge, visual/
artefactual/literature survey 
and review of historical and/
or contemporary work in the 
field, interpretation and critical 
evaluation). 
 
 

What? 

What is the brief? What 
specific, actionable questions 
will the project seek to ask?

Is the the project clearly 
described?

Is the project focussed, valid 
and viable? 
 

How?

Is the Action Plan clear and 
understandable?

Does the Action Plan reflect an 
appropriate level of engagement 
at each stage and each aspect 
of the project?

Is the project adequately 
defined in terms of its primary 
research? 

Is the project adequately 
defined in terms of its 
secondary research? 

Is the project informed by 
research and development 
related to stated intentions?

Has the project been planned in 
stages defined in a timetable?

Are methods of evaluation 
identified?

Is the project adequately 
defined in terms of its proposed 
resolution?

Who?

Have appropriate contacts 
been identified? (this includes 
mentors, interviewees, work 
placements and expert 
advisers). 
 
 

When?

Does the methodology identify 
clear stages of development?

Has a detailed workplan/ 
timetable been prepared? 
 
 

Where?

Are the bibliography and 
general research references 
materials relevant, detailed, 
accurate and appropriate?
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Placing references  
in the text  
(For further information,  
refer to LLR)

Formatting a  
bibliography
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Books: e.g. Triggs, Teal (1995) 
Communicating Design: Essays 
in Visual Communication 
London: B.T. Batsford.

Articles in Journals: e.g. 
Kovacs, Tom “The Spirit of the 
Metaphor: An Alternative Visual 
Language”, Icographic (1983).

Videos: Videos should be cited 
as programme title, (Channel, 
Date) e.g. Tomorrow’s World 
(BBC2, 3 September 1990).

Interviews: Name of 
interviewee followed by details 
of the interview, location, date, 
etc. Brief details about the 
interviewee may be helpful if 
she/he is not well known. 
e.g. Perkins, Sean. Interview 
with the author, London, 22 
April 1996. (Mr Perkins is 
formerly of Imagination and 
now owns his own design 
studio in London).

References to theses: Author’s 
Surname, Initials., Year of 
publication. Title of thesis. 
(Type, designation i.e BA, MA, 
PhD etc. Name of institution 
to which submitted. e.g. Todd, 
T.H., 2004. Interpretation and 
the films of David Lynch. Thesis 
(PhD). Southampton University.

Internet: Full URL address and 
date first visited.

Quotations
As a general rule, if a quote 
is less than a line it may be 
included in the body of the 
text in quotation marks. 
Longer quotations should be 
differentiated from the body of 
the text. Quotation marks are 
not required.

Summaries or paraphrases 
Give the citation where it occurs 
naturally or at the end of the 
relevant piece of writing.

If details of particular parts of 
a document are required, e.g. 
page numbers, they should be 
given after the year within the 
parentheses.

Examples
1
If the author’s name occurs 
naturally in the sentence the 
year is given in parentheses:
e.g. In a popular study Harvey 
(1992, p.27) argued that we 
have to teach good practices...
e.g. As Harvey (1992, p.27) 
said, “good practices must be 
taught” and so we...

2
If the name does not occur 
naturally in the sentence, both 
name and year are given in 
parentheses:
e.g. A more recent study 
(Stevens 1998, p.468) has 
shown the way theory and  
practical work interact.
e.g. Theory rises out of practice, 
and once validated, returns to 
direct or explain the practice 
(Stevens 1998, p.468).

3
When an author has published 
more than one cited document 
in the same year, these are 
distinguished by adding 
lower case letters (a,b,c, etc.) 
after the year and within the 
parentheses: e.g. Johnson 
(1994a, p.31) discussed the 
subject...

4 
If there are two authors the 
surnames of both should be 
given: e.g. Matthews and Jones 
(1997, p.121) have proposed 
that...

5
If there are more than two 
authors the surname of the first 
author only should be given, 
followed by et al.:
e.g. Office costs amount to 20% 
of total costs in most business 
(Wilson et al . 1997, p.73)
(A full listing of names should 
appear in the bibliography.)

6
If the work is anonymous then 
“Anon” should be used:
e.g. In a recent article (Anon 
1998, p.269) it was stated that...

7
If it is a reference to a 
newspaper article with no 
author the name of the paper 
can be used in place of “Anon”:
e.g. More people than ever 
seem to be using retail home 
delivery (The Times 1996,p.3) 
You should use the same style 
in the bibliography.

8
If you refer to a source quoted 
in another source you cite both 
in the text:
e.g. A study by Smith (1960 
cited Jones 1994, p.24) showed 
that... (You should list only the 
work you have read, i.e. Jones, 
in the bibliography.)
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