
For and With Community:  
Graphic Design as Positive Social Change

The role of the design educator as a citizen in our current landscape 
requires a sensitivity and value in human relationships. The AIGA Designer 
2025 document recognizes the “complexity of contemporary problems” 
which are “situated within larger systems that are characterized by interde-
pendent relationships1.” These human networking systems are influenced 
by inevitable recurrent inside and outside forces that shift and alter these 
relationships. The core of my research studies these systems and their 
interconnectedness through community-based design initiatives.

I aim to impart upon my students how graphic design can become the 
method to promote positive change in unhealthy systems—whether eco-
nomic, cultural, environmental etc. Students need to be challenged and 
encouraged to view graphic design outside the lens of a computer-based 
process that caters towards consumption. Instead, they need to view their 
discipline through the lens of a citizen designer responsible for the mes-
sages they disseminate. This ignites a sensitivity needed when designing 
for and with the community.

As an educator, I am always exploring new methodologies and strategies 
to implement into my pedagogical practice. How can students make a 
lasting impact on their local community during the transitional period of 
college? How do you get them to care and value the community outside 
of campus? What projects foster community-engagement while keeping 
students interested, motivated and curious?

I implemented a typographic poster exhibition project that addressed 
these questions through experiential learning methodologies. In tandem 
with the Facing Project, “a non-profit community story-telling project 
that intends to bring awareness about human rights issues and assets of 
a community to inspire social action2”, students were asked to visualize 
these collected stories. This human-centered project showed students the 
power within their discipline to create meaningful designs that celebrated 
community, collaboration and relationships while allowing these local 
voices to be seen, heard and felt.

PRESENTATION AbSTRAcT
Tenure-Track Faculty
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ADD About the Author section
wrote up a grant for project
learning initiatives

For and With Community:  
Graphic Design as Positive Social Change

The University of Dayton is a Catholic university that is committed to the 
Marianist tradition. No, I am not Catholic, however, the culture of this place 
has me greatly invested in my students, colleagues and this University’s 
mission. The core value of the Marianist community is quite simple and has 
been lost within our broader capitalistic society. It is to simply support one 
another within our communities. The Marianists’ see education as supporting 
the development of the whole person. This means that research and teaching 
weigh equally because they truly are interdependent. Marianists are dedicat-
ed to “linking learning and scholarship to leadership and service”.1 They seek 
out ways to be good and do good in the world.

Educating the whole person means going beyond practical skill develop-
ment and into building a trusting relationship between mentor/mentee and 
teacher/student. This is a guiding principle for me as I continue to root my 
core philosophies as an educator, and citizen, that practices socially engaged 
graphic design.

There are great challenges that come with establishing your voice in your 
local communities, but it boils down to building trustful relationships. The 
other aspect is getting students to approach their studies from this same per-
spective. I help my students to see their individual worth and responsibility 
as a contributor to the visual culture. They also need to understand that our 
discipline requires collaboration, patience, understanding and a variety of 
human relationships. A relationship that is interdependent. 

There is a responsibility and continued effort in incorporating these philoso-
phies into my pedagogy. I am continually circling around the same questions: 
What gets students to actually care about others when they currently have no 
existing relationship with them? How can students make a lasting impact on 
their local community during the transitional period of college? How do you 
get them to care and value the community outside of campus? What projects 
foster community-engagement while keeping students interested, motivated 
and curious?

There are other influences at play when taking into consideration the culture 
of our student body at UD which is 73.2% white and upper class (image a).2  
Then the hill is suddenly a mountain when the University sits in the center of 
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2  “America’s Top Colleges,” 2017 Ranking, Forbes, accessed on May 12, 2018, https://www.forbes.com/colleges/university-of-dayton/#.
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a city that is second in the nation for food insecurity and number one in drug 
overdoses—both being fueled by an economy that hasn’t recovered from the 
fall of industry in the 1960s.3

These local challenges are problems that affect everyone in this place, regard-
less of the amount of time you spend here. We all exist within some social 
system where economics, politics and different cultures affect our environ-
ment. Students are in transition but play a large role in the social system. We 
should mentor them to not lose sight of the powerful role they play during 
this transformative time of college. Teaching keeps me passionate, enthusias-
tic and awake. I feel honored to have a larger purpose in these students’ lives. 
I want them to feel this same passion and desire to identify creative graphic 
design solutions that are purpose-driven because they account for real hu-
man needs within a specific place. This sense of purpose is what weaves in a 
sensitivity for humanity and a care of who we are as citizens.

The role of the design educator as a citizen in our current landscape requires 
a sensitivity and responsiveness to values within these human relationships. 
We are then responsible for imparting these values upon our students. It is 
within this connection between students and community partners, where the 
vitality of the relationship gains strength (see Diagram on left). In this bond, 
there is active dialogue, shared interests, a sense of reciprocity and the true 
give and take. That is how community-building works to promote positive 
change for increased viability within the social system. 

These young graphic designers brought visual life to the community’s spo-
ken words. Students see the positive impact they have had on a place and 
the people who reside here when they approach their discipline through this 
perspective. They will then learn how to be understanding because of their 
direct first-hand experience with creating new relationships. They see how 
the graphic design discipline can create a positive change within themselves 
and others.

I took initiative in the spring of 2017 and applied for a grant from UD’s Office 
of Experiential Learning. I was awarded the Experiential Learning Innovative 
Faculty Fund (eliff ) which I implemented into the Typography Two classes in 
the following fall. This method of experiential research has proven effective in 
guiding students on how to understand individual roles within the intercon-
nectedness of society. Students learn confidence, discover self-respect and 
learn how to build respect for others. These connections and relationships 

3  “Dayton, Ohio: The Rise, Fall and Stagnation of a Former Industrial Juggernaut,” NewGeography, last modified May 12 2018,  
 http://www.newgeography.com/content/00153-dayton-ohio-the-rise-fall-and-stagnation-a-former-industrial-juggernaut.
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reinforce how graphic design as a discipline depends on community building, 
collaborating, partnerships, and support. Design is, after all, for the people.

The Design Process anD the how, whaT, why, who cares?
I advised 25 junior and senior students through a graphic design exhibition 
titled: Facing Dayton: Visualizing Neighborhood Narratives. I learned about the 
Facing Project initiated by Kelly Bohrer, UD’s Director of Community Engaged 
Learning, in our Fitz Center for Leadership in Community. She and Alexa 
Irwin (Fitz Center Graduate Assistant) were the project directors. 

The Facing Project  is “a non-profit community story-telling project that in-
tends to bring awareness about human rights issues and assets of a community 
to inspire social action”.4 Student writers were recruited through the Write 
Place and the Center for Social Concern to interview community members 
that grew up in a variety of Dayton neighborhoods. I took these stories and 
saw the many complexities and possibilities for visual communicators.

I printed all of the stories and read them while meticulously taking notes. I 
would then map out the important themes which included racism, food access 
and drug overdoes, to highlight a few. After this lengthy and revealing process, 
I looked for relationships between the stories and what I had learned thus far 
of my students. I helped them to see how they could each relate to a specific 
story in order to remain interested throughout the project. Helping students 
see how to find relationships between their own experiences and the expe-
riences of these people—who have lived vastly different lives—became the 
method to teaching them how to foster meaning. This set the foundation for 
an impactful outcome that began potentially lifelong relationships between 
many students and those community members. 

Typography Two became a vehicle into opening dialogue around this commu-
nity-based graphic design collaborative project that  promotes social innova-
tion. Typography Two explores the poetic, practical and persuasive nature of 
typography within our visual culture. Students were encouraged to investigate 
the content of the stories from varying perspectives. They were guided into 
generating alternative solutions after thoroughly analyzing the text and its in-
herent and potential meanings. Students visited the neighborhood; collected 
the soil and found objects; drove around and sometimes walked; took photo-
graphs; sketched what they saw; wrote down what was interesting, etc. This 
field research is the foundation for experiential learning. One student visited 
the storyteller in their home and spent over 3 hours exchanging dialogue and 

4  “The Facing Project,” College of Arts and Sciences, Fitz Center for Leadership in Community, University of Dayton, accessed on May 12, 2018,  
 https://udayton.edu/artssciences/ctr/fitz/engaged-learning-scholarship/facing-project.php.
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learning together. This same student also transmuted the poster form into a 
book that resembled a family album. This student learned that she needed 
to communicate her storyteller’s narrative through the sequential form of a 
book. In the end, the risk was worth it as it had become more meaningful and 
powerful because of its interactive function.

Students pushed the boundaries because they were starting to feel connected 
to the people they were giving a visual voice to. They had begun to develop 
passion and sensitivity. One specific parameter included creating images 
through off-screen traditional graphic design processes: screenprinting; ink; 
drawing; collage; painting; hand-lettering; woodblock printing to dark-room 
processes. Each student also had to include ancillary text taken from Dayton 
Ohio: An Intimate History by Charlotte Reeve Conover which reinforced the 
connection to place  and history of place.

Students were divided into five design teams: Promotional Materials Team; 
Curatorial Team; Installation Team; De-installation Team; Food and Beverage 
Reception Team. We quickly learned the need for a Production Design Team 
as many students had to serve on multiple teams. I selected Lead Designers 
who were responsible for overseeing their team of designers. This included 
objectives such as, group meetings, ensuring everyone meets deadlines, etc. 
They were also responsible for communicating weekly with me to discuss any 
needs, issues or questions.

Not only were these students fully engaged in mini design studios, they were 
also chipping away eagerly on their own graphic design posters that were 
expected to be exhibited publicly in a matter of weeks. The students had from 
September 18 to October 18 to be exact. It was incredibly fast and carried 
weight of all levels of expectation being achieved.

The final posters exemplified how visual culture can unite community and 
inspire the public. These typographic posters became another story within 
their own remarkable visual impact that left people truly studying the work. 
The type was poetic in the way it conveyed the messages inside these stories; 
practical in the sense that it disseminated the information; and persuasive in 
how it taught the history of Dayton communities while raising awareness and 
connecting students to this place. The stories were about the people’s his-
tory, needs, hopes, desires and social innovation—along with—racism, food 
insecurity, vacant houses and the drug epidemic. Some of the illustrations 
displayed all of these social justice issues in strikingly different methods. One 
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poster of the Hillcrest Dayton neighborhood (image B) shows how the Great 
Miami River emerged as a symbol for connections but highways, bridges 
and railroads served as divisions. image c is a about a man from Madden 
Hills Neighborhood who had a negative experience due to Redlining. Yet, 
the student poetically pulled positive messages out to visually represent the 
hope in the voice inside of this storyteller.

The newly remodeled downtown Dayton Metro Library became the ap-
propriate exhibition venue for this community-based project. Choosing to 
exhibit outside of the gallery walls and into the downtown space, provided 
transparency and visibility to anyone who wished to attend. The students 
created an opening reception environment that embodied fellowship 
around food, great design and community. The Saudi Arabian women  
included home-made dishes native to their culture showing how the  
students truly engaged in meaningful application throughout every facet  
of the project.

This action of recognizing these community members through a public  
display of their own words, became an integral part of the experiential 
learning process. This experience has helped me establish learning out-
comes as I begin to develop courses that focus on socially-engaged graphic 
design endeavors.

Design acTion ouTcomes anD lessons learneD
Experiential learning is the process of learning through experience. At the 
conclusion of the course, students were given writing prompts to help 
complete the writing component—the experiential learning reflection paper. 
I reminded them that writing was always a part of the design process. It 
is through the action of writing that we formulate our thoughts and take 
the time to analyze what actually happened throughout the experience. 
Students listed their exact roles and what they learned about themselves 
as young designers; if they feel they pulled their own weight in the team 
studios; if they felt they did more than others and if so, what could have 
prevented this? They were asked to identify exact strengths and weakness-
es, but then asked to identify the greatest strength developed because of 
this process.

The main criteria and overarching guiding principle was honesty. This is 
the key to learning, growing and carrying forth good human values that are 
reflected in the Marianists’ living principles. They were also expected to 
consider the context and typeset the paper as a professional typographer 
who just completed my Typography Two class.
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Students gifted their final printed posters to the storytellers allowing this new 
bridge to connect across cultures. The design lives on as it adorns the walls 
of their homes or offices. A few students have won awards for their posters 
including Best of Design in our department’s Annual Horvath Student Juried 
Exhibition and a bronze aDDy at the 2018 Hermes American Advertising  
Federation awards.

There were many experiential learning outcomes that were achieved and 
developed during this project-based experience. All of which showcased 
the positive effect of graphic design when it is for and with the community. 
Students engaged with initiatives such as: learning how to connect with the in-
dividual storytellers who have very different backgrounds; immersing oneself 
into Dayton neighborhoods which are typically outside a students’ comfort 
zone; client-designer relationship building; how to carry out an exhibition 
as supplemental to the classroom project; peer advising and collaboration; 
ongoing mentorship and critique; greater Dayton community networking; how 
to write an honest self-assessment reflection paper where strengths and weak-
nesses are identified; seeing how graphic design is a social practice and relies 
on human interaction; continual problem solving throughout the process and 
after; ongoing learning of knowledge around design principles within the con-
temporary graphic design landscape. 

Those four weeks of work, a mere 28 days, revealed many additional problems 
such as budget constraints and issues that arise when installing in a public 
location. The students recognized and grasped these challenges with vast 
professionalism.

They learned how to identify the interconnected relationships within our 
environments that we subconsciously take part in on a daily basis. Students 
saw why it is critical to understanding how society and human behaviors work. 
Young designers (and even the older ones, such as myself) must remain sensi-
tive to the value within interdependent relationships and our individual roles 
within social systems. The students left a lasting impact on this place and as 
they weaved positive change into the fabric of the community and the fabric  
of their mind, soul and body.
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