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Abstract: This paper describes a critical pedagogy design experiment in typography education in a 
public university in the United States of America. Inspired by Paulo Freire’s claim that reading the 
world precedes reading the word, typography was reframed in this experiment as a designing of the 
world through designing the word. To design words this way, graphic design students need first to 
re-read the designs of their worlds, have something to say about that, and then critically embed 
their (designed) word into their (designed) world. This experiment builds upon the critical design 
pedagogy program set forth by the Design & Oppression Network, to which this research adds a 
reflective description of teaching typography to graphic design students. This research stands as a 
first attempt to adapt the Paulo Freire Method to graphic design education, particularly its 
foundation on generative themes, words, and images. 
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Introduction 

Typography is the written form of ideas (Ambrose & Harris, 2006), through which history and culture are 
communicated in symbolic languages (Turgut, 2017). Typography is one of the primary design technologies 
through which graphic designers communicate their languages artistically and innovatively (Chen et al., 2012). 
As such, it is a central component of graphic design majors in the United States of America, which inherits the 
Eurocentric, male-dominated, artifact-based, and professionally-oriented modern histories that justify design 
for industrialization and commercialization (Griffin, 2016). Justified by those histories, modern design 
aesthetics prioritize high contrasts, clean visuals, geometric forms, and sans-serif typographic specimens. 
Legibility and information-transmission efficiency are paramount because the overall intention is to 
communicate the dominant language, culture, political views, and religion (Mandel, 1993). Typography 
education follows (and supports) this industrial practice. Graphic design students are largely trained to design 
the word without reflecting on their world.  
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Not all educators agree with the industrial-compliance approach of graphic design education, though. There is 
a considerable stream of research into developing critical thinking in design education (Wood & Haylock, 2020), 
posing social issues, instead of solving problems, through graphic design education(Laranjo, 2017), promoting 
reflection on the positionality of future graphic designers (Mercer & Moses, 2023; McCarthy & Almeida, 2002) 
as well as promoting interdisciplinary practices in education (Rosner, 2014).  

The design research program developed by the Design & Oppression Network (Van Amstel et al., 2021; Serpa 
et al., 2022; Mazzarotto and Serpa, 2022; Mazzarotto et al., 2023; Dos Santos et al., 2023; Mazzarotto, 2024) 
stands out in this regard. Building on the tradition of critical pedagogy pioneered by Brazilian educator Paulo 
Freire, this program counters what Freire called the banking style of education: teachers transferring content to 
students' heads, as if knowledge were a valuable commodity that could be deposited in students' accounts for 
future use. Everything students bring to class is ignored in favor of the knowledge codified in the teachers’ 
words. In contrast, Paulo Freire's literacy method starts from the everyday reading of the world to learn to read 
the word (Freire & Macedo, 2005). In it, the word becomes a medium to enrich the reading of the world rather 
than being the goal of education. To the best of our knowledge, there is no documented attempt to adapt his 
literacy method to typography education, despite the obvious relevance of the world-word relationship found 
at its core. 

This research gives the first step in that direction by reporting and reflecting on a critical pedagogy design 
experiment. According to Jalali and colleagues (2025, p.3), this kind of experiment is “a participatory action 
research process of problematizing, naming, speaking, and transforming the world not just with new words but 
also with new artifacts”.  The experiment was conducted by the first author and analyzed in collaboration with 
the second author, both graduate teaching assistants and MFA design researchers in a Design and Visual 
Communications program of a public university in Florida, United States of America. Most of the students in 
this program (77%) are immigrants from Global South countries. The first author is from Vietnam, and the 
second author is from Iran. Motivated by the desire to question the modern (Global North) canon in design 
education, the first author took the initiative to experiment with critical pedagogy in Typography 1, a 
foundation course in the graphic design undergraduate track. The second author closely followed the 
experiment to prepare for teaching the same course. The third author, a Dutch-Brazilian man, supervised the 
two teaching assistants, taught critical pedagogy in their graduate studio, and assisted with research writing. 
The teaching practice reported here spans two semesters—Spring and Fall 2024—a moment when critical 
pedagogy was curtailed by Florida state policies. 

Research context 

In the graduate design studio, the third author organized several seminars on codesign with literature reviews, 
discussions, and design experiments. In the experiments, graduate students designed something 
together—most typically a collaborative visualization—using unusual materials, like Lego building blocks 
(Figure 1). Lego Serious Play (LSP), a playful method to re-read worlds using metaphorical models  
(Ponce-Camacho  & Lopez-Leyva, 2023), was often used in these experiments. By engaging with LSP and other 
codesign methods, graduate students stepped away from the tools of the graphic design trade—e.g., Adobe 
software—and opened their design spaces to the bodies and contradictions neglected by industry practice. 
Through the seminars, the graduate cohort realized the prevalence of the banking style of education 
(Mazzarotto and Serpa, 2022) and the coloniality of making (Saito et al., 2024) in design education. They 
gradually reflected on their collective positionality as Global South designers and became more critical of their 
creations with modern aesthetics, high-tech, and so on. 

Graduate students were encouraged to bring over these findings to the undergraduate studio, where they play 
the teaching assistant role. As Global South female designers, the first and second authors initially wanted to 
study and share their experiences with non-Western typographies. However, doing so risked perpetuating 
exoticism (Said, 1977) and misogyny (Bow, 2019) in representing non-modern aesthetics, like typically done in 
the US neoliberal and multicultural graphic vocabulary (Melamed, 2006; Kymlicka, 2013). Learning Global 
South cultures from Global South representatives like us could correct exoticism; however, the political climate 
in Florida discouraged us from doing so.  
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Figure 1: Lego Serious Play experiment in which graduate students mapped their design research 
projects, February 2024. 

Since 2021, critical race theories and similar frameworks have been forbidden or discouraged in the Florida 
state higher education system (Varsha, 2023; Watson, 2023), while Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math 
(STEM) have been excessively emphasized (Barger et al., 2006; Lurz, 2018). In this conservative neoliberal 
environment, we thought typography education was expected to remain about designing the word, not 
designing the world. By reading the world through the dominant narratives in modern, functional, and colonial 
aesthetics, typography education could impose the industrial (or commercial) ways of reading and designing 
the word to students. Questioning the world instead of the word is deemed inefficient, ideological, and 
off-topic by such neoliberal conservatism. Even when the student body genuinely shares an interest in learning 
and practicing design from other cultural lenses, the in-depth reading of other cultures is restricted by the 
semester-based graphic design education: 16 weeks per semester, 6 hours of studio time per week, and, 
especially in the typography studio, 3-4 projects. That is why both teaching assistants decided not to bring their 
worlds to the studio but, instead, to stimulate students to bring over their worlds.  

As Jordan and Henderson (1995) emphasize, understanding interactions such as design studio 
instructor-student artifact-mediated dialogues requires careful documenting that captures both social 
interactions and the material context in which they occur. Following this method, we registered studio 
interaction through photographs, journaling, and reflective dialogue. Students’ formal permissions were 
obtained to include their work in the study, with the agreement to preserve identities. As a graduate teaching 
assistant, the first author’s teaching assignments were examined by design faculty through remote supervision 
in curriculum design and class visits. During this process, the first author contacted the design faculty, 
especially the third author, who introduced Freirean critical pedagogy to her, for questions, feedback, and 
long-term advice on the design education field. The second author acted as a dialogue partner to the first 
author in the interaction analysis. At the end of each course, per the university’s student-centered initiatives 
and policies, the first author received anonymous, digital course evaluations from design students, which are 
often reflected on for course revision. In reflection, the teaching assignment was interdependently built from 
the design program, confided in the teaching assistants’ knowledge in the design industry, experience in design 
education, and autonomy in design research.   
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Reading the world precedes reading the word 

This research follows Paulo Freire’s often-cited claim that “reading the world always precedes reading the 
word” (Freire, 1983, p.5). Originally devised for adult literacy programs, the Paulo Freire Method emphasizes 
reading the world as the foundational act of self-education. Before learning to read the word, learners re-read 
their worlds by seeing and discussing images or photographs of a generative theme, a topic that could generate 
dialogue, debate, and action in the learners’ community. These visual codifications, or generative images, as 
Freire called them, raised the cultural relevance of the objects around them, particularly, the overlooked. After 
that, a carefully selected word describing an object of dispute was discussed and then explored as a word 
composed of combined letters. The word was extracted from the learners’ vocabulary universe and displayed 
in a slide projector with its building blocks, the phonems (Figure 2). This word was called a generative word for 
the possibility of altering its vowels and consonants and generating further words.  

 

Figure 2: A generative image (left) and a generative word (right) used by Paulo Freire and colleagues in his 
foundational literacy experiment in Angicos. Reproduced with permission from the Paulo Freire archives 

(https://acervo.paulofreire.org/handle/7891/607). 

For instance, Paulo Freire and his colleagues employed the word voto (vote) in Angicos (see Figure 2), a city in 
Northeastern Brazil, where the method was consolidated. In the 1950s and 60s, 40% of Brazil’s population was 
illiterate, and there was a law preventing them from voting—if a Brazilian person couldn’t read and write, they 
couldn’t vote. Although the word “voto” (vote in Portuguese) was campaigned by politicians as hope, it 
became meaningless to a rural community of mainly illiterate people who read their world by experiencing it 
(Freire & Macedo, 2005). Once they learned voto, Angicos students could also learn reading povo (people), as 
this second word shares a common phonem [vo]. In that way, their learning process was always gradually 
developing from what was already known and from what was needed—the purpose of reading was to vote. 

In response to the political restriction, Freire’s approach to the adult literacy program made the illiterate 
people see themselves as part of the world, which meant they could change the world once they recognized it 
wasn’t a fixed envelope. When the learner sees themselves as a part of the world, they know that their 
changes change the world. For instance, learning how to read meant voting and having a wider impact in the 
future of their community. Decoding the words through dialogues means re-reading the world encoded by the 
word and revealing the contexts behind texts. Freire emphasizes the learners’ ability to read the world 
creatively and critically, instead of simply reading the words delivered by their teachers. He suggests that the 
teacher assists learners in reading themselves in reading their world. That way, reading the world was always a 
re-reading of the world and an opportunity to transform the world (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: A visual summary of the Paulo Freire Method for critical literacy. 

Designing the world precedes designing the word 

As introduced before, graphic design education is based on the modern design approach in which graphic 
designers give legible forms to content they are not responsible for (Moles, 1986). This alienated work attitude 
sustains the coloniality of making in society (Saito et al., 2024) and the banking style of design education. While 
facing this reality in the graduate studio, the first and second authors felt confused and exhausted. As they 
reflected on the design work and ourselves as designers, they conducted this and other design research 
projects, describing their lessons, positionalities, and words. This was the first time that the first author 
experienced liberation in design education with her studio-mates, which encouraged her to share this 
experience with her undergraduate design students. At the hybrid position, graduate student and graduate 
teaching assistant, she replicated and expanded several design experiments led by the third author and 
studio-mates, while documenting course observations, reflections, and revisions. 

This research describes and reflects on the series of experiments done to adapt Paulo Freire's literacy method 
to typography education. In critical graphic design pedagogy, the design studio typically becomes like a culture 
circle (Freire & Macedo, 2005; Fonseca Braga et al., 2024), in which design students have the chance to see 
themselves as cultural producers and not just consumers. Students are supposed to transform their world by 
taking critical command of word design—typography—as well as self-design—their identity. Typography, in this 
approach, means learning, first and foremost, to change the world by (re)naming the world while designing it 
otherwise (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: Critical graphic design education inspired by the Paulo Freire Method.  
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Re-reading the world in the typography design studio  

For the first time the first author taught Typography 1, she closely followed the ready-made syllabus 
assignments devised by another faculty member focused on developing design principles, branding design 
strategy, and design thinking (summarized in Table 1). There were seven students registered for this typography 
course, most of whom had already taken foundational graphic design courses and expressed their interest in 
being admitted to the Bachelor’s degree in graphic design track, for which this class was a requirement. A 
couple of students, however, were on a studio art track and had limited knowledge of this track, posing a 
challenge for them to keep up with the project timeline. During the semester, there were three main projects, 
along with several assignments dedicated to specific Adobe programs for students to learn the digital design 
space and practice typography accordingly. At the end of the semester, students created an art and design 
portfolio in a booklet form. Besides these projects and assignments, the first author gave lectures on principles 
of typography, typesetting, and editorial design while performing live tutorials on digital tools such as Adobe 
Illustrator, Photoshop, and InDesign with students collectively and individually. The second author indirectly 
followed the course activity through several informal conversations with the first author. 

Table 1: The Typography course syllabus, including the tentative version designed by a faculty member (top) and the later 
adjustments by the first author during the semester (bottom, lighter background color), Spring 2024. 

Syllabus 
descriptions 

Goals Final deliverables 

 

 

Gather a personal library of inspiring letterforms, then use these as 
a springboard to design a lettermark for an imaginary local start-up 
or small business. Add typography (to spell out the business 
name), color, and simple animation. Display the results using the 
provided InDesign template with style sheets, as well as showing 
the solution in context at large and small scales. 

Image library of 12+ images; multiple ideas, sketches, 
and revisions; 1 finalized lettermark in color and b/w; 
mockups and simple animated .gif of final lettermark; 
combined .pdf of deliverables using InDesign 
stylesheet. 

Students are encouraged to gather inspiration from local 
letterforms, translate that inspiration into a lettermark for a 
fictional small business, and effectively apply typography, color, 
and simple animation to the design. 

1.​A business letter mark. 
2.​A GIF animation of the letter mark. 
3.​Brand guidelines of an imaginary local business 
Presented & uploaded on the class Notion page. 

 

 

Design 4-5 iPad Pro screens for display online, introducing a 
“design hero” to an audience of graphic designers. Assets: two 
typefaces, one image, and written content as described in the 
project brief. 

One 12x18 poster print resolution .pdf, and one 
assembled, re-designed packaging. 

From a body mapping activity (Figure 5), pick a product package 
linked to your lived experience to redesign. You might imagine a 
new product that is not available in the market yet.  

1.​A redesigned package (print, CMYK). 
2.​promotional poster of the package (tabloid, CMYK) 
Upload to the class Notion page. 

 

 

Purchase an item for $2 or less. Using only a single type family, the 
words originally printed on the item’s packaging, and no image 
information: (1) make a 12x18 poster reflecting its original intent, 
and (2) radically rebrand/re-imagine your product by creating a 
new packaging. The redesign should have a conceptual goal 
centered around social critique and/or drastically shifting the 
target audience for the item. 
 

A PDF of the static content, a .gif of the “splash 
screen” animation at 800px wide, and an interactive 
PDF with an .mp4 version of the animation embedded 
in the first page, set to auto-play. 

All students will collectively design an exhibition demo version of 
“Design Heroes,” introducing the creative individuals to an 
audience of graphic designers through digital and print materials.  

1.​An infographic poster (24x36 in, CMYK, printed) 
about the designer’s impacts on the creative 
community. 

2.​A 3-5 page digital document introducing a “design 
hero” to an audience of graphic designers. The 
document will be optimized for viewing on a 10.5-in 
iPad Pro. 

3.​A project case study on the class Notion page 
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Throughout the semester, the syllabus was updated several times according to student input and output. For 
example, in response to Project 2: Creative Heroes (Table 1), one student shared that they (preserved 
pronouns) struggled to create meaningful branding for an event they had never actually organized or facilitated 
with communities or organizations. Students expected to master their design skill sets and struggled with 
understanding the cultural contexts of graphic design: What makes a community? What does a community 
want? How does graphic design represent a community? What is the role of typography in this task? Students’ 
questions made the first author realize that many graphic design projects in the studio involve mimicking 
professional practices without students’ authentic engagement with community members as design 
collaborators. This conclusion resonated with her experiences as an undergraduate student as well as 
professional design practices, when graphic designers usually received tasks from creative directors or 
colleagues from other departments and finished them by the due time. Most of the time, both designers and 
colleagues gained inspiration from common design platforms such as Behance, Dribbble, Pinterest, and 
Instagram, without much communication with prospective users.  

While students managed to accomplish these tasks professionally, this practice reduced designing the word to 
the modern design of the world. Even when gathering non-modern styles in their inspirational mood boards, 
they could not avoid fitting them into modern frames. Mastering graphic design software entails mastering the 
modern aesthetics behind the software functionality. Students must reproduce this aesthetics while following 
the publicly available software tutorials, for example. 

In an attempt to break this colonial reinforcement cycle, the third author typically employs low-tech materials 
in his critical pedagogy design experiments. In his view, low-tech materials set aside modern aesthetics 
enforced by high-tech design tools like the Adobe software suite, allowing more room for expressive 
creative-making, critical dialogues, and genuine connections among designers. The first author liked this 
approach and decided to bring them to the undergraduate studio to support teaching Typography 1. 

While not yet realizing these materials made so much of a difference, the first author started to adjust several 
design experiments from the graduate studio and applied them as workshops in the undergraduate studio 
(Table 1, Project 3). In the first phase of Project 3: Package Remix, the author adapted the body mapping 
method used by Gunn (2018) and Sanabria (2024), former graduate peers, as the body mapping activity for a 
design project. During this process, students used low-tech materials to visualize their bodies, their lived 
experiences, their lives, and their dreams in which a life-based designed product is introduced (Figure 5). As 
students left the computer and moved across the studio, they were initially hesitant but soon grew curious to 
engage with the non-digital materials in portraying themselves. The body maps provided contexts for students’ 
design processes, which the first author started to refer to when students reached out for feedback.  

According to bell hooks (2014), a collaborator of Paulo Freire, the body is the station where lived experiences 
are engraved, viewed worlds are documented, and ways of knowing are created (p. 89-92). Students reread 
their worlds through the common desires in their struggles, especially the lack of time for sleep, homework, 
friend & family gatherings, and other social practices. As a result, they tried to solve these problems in their 
subsequent product package design projects. The body mapping activity encouraged students to bring more of 
their everyday lives to the studio. As the first author was taught in the banking education model in Vietnam 
public schools, small talks were usually deemed irrelevant and needed to be eradicated in classrooms. 
However, in this case, small talk encouraged students to seek each other’s feedback on designs. They became 
more explorative with design forms as they practiced package design.  

 

7 



HIEN L. D. PHAN, AZADEH JALALI, & FREDERICK M. C. VAN AMSTEL 

 
Figure 5: Students supported each other in the body mapping activity (left), even though they knelt on the cemented 

floor. Then, each student linked their bodies with daily activities (doodes) and design objects (sticky notes) as a part of 
the project brainstorm. 

By the end of the semester, the first author noticed that most students were more confident in designing 
words for product packages when these words expressed their lived experience of the world in which the 
packaged is supposed to exist. Still, some students did not confidently present their works as they felt obliged 
to follow the aesthetic principles that were introduced by the first author and the graphic design works on the 
digital design tools mentioned above. The designed words followed modern design principles such as: sans 
serif for sleek brands; avoid script fonts and uppercase settings to improve accessibility; high-contrast type 
color schemes; as well as consistency in graphic design elements. These principles restrained word design to 
the industrialization and commodification of the designed world. The teaching assistants brought this 
contradiction to their graduate studio as a generative theme to discuss with others, and a new version of this 
course came out of that. 

Redesigning the world in the typography design studio 
Soon, graduate students realized there is a historical gap between how we talk about design, including the 
words we use, and the actual worlds we're designing from and to. The world of design is not the design of the 
world, or to put it in other words, it is not the “real world” (Papanek, 1985). The world of design has its own 
lingo, such as "user experience," "functionality," and "market fit," that bears little correspondence with the 
language of everyday life. Banking design education distances students from everyday life and the design of the 
world so that they can dwell in the world of design, where words conform a closed system of meaning. Design 
students are drawn into speaking those words through their designs, even if they don't fully understand what 
they mean outside that enclosed world. They are trained to give form to someone else's words instead of 
speaking their thoughts (and expressing their beings) through their designs. 

The design of the world is reduced to the world of design because self-actualization and world-reading are 
absent from banking design education. Design education often asks students to create solutions for 
hypothetical, middle-class users in the world of design while ignoring the diverse crowd struggling to exist in 
the current design of the world. With the support of the third author and her graduate peers, the first author 
adjusted the course syllabus with more emphasis on students’ worlds as the design space and more 
opportunities to speak (and spread) the word (Table 2). High-tech tool-based assignments were replaced by 
codesign workshops with low-tech materials that supported students in their rereading of the world.  

 

8 



Designing the world precedes designing the word: The Paulo Freire Method applied to typography education 

Table 2: The Typography course syllabus, including the adjusted version from Table 1 (top) and the later 
adjustments made by the first author throughout the semester (lighter background), Fall 2024. 

Syllabus 
descriptions 

Goals Final deliverables 

 

 

Students will explore typography’s role in identity representation. 
You will create a series of letter marks that embody a cohesive 
theme or concept. This series could function as brand identities 
for an organization closely aligned with your interests. 

1.​A series of lettermarks (RGB).  
2.​Mockups showcasing their potential 

applications (RGB). 

 

Students will explore typography’s role in crisis representation, 
closely linking to their lived experiences and societal positionality. 
Through research and practice on both manual and digital 
platforms, students will create a series of typography that 
cohesively embody crisis-based messages. This series could 
function as the brand identities of a campaign or an organization 
closely aligned with students’ interests. 

1.​A project case study (Google Doc). 
2.​A series of typography (any size, CMYK, print). 

 

 

Students will research the use of typography in social 
movements. They will practice lettering and typesetting as tools 
for expressive and critical communication within social groups. By 
collecting and annotating media resources related to a chosen 
social movement, students will design materials that promote 
counter-narratives. 

1.​A poster (18x24 in, CMYK, print) to be 
displayed in a public space, raising awareness 
of the counter-narrative.  

2.​An animation of a relevant quote (1920x1080 
px, RGB, web) to be displayed on digital 
platforms. 

 

(unchanged) 1.​A project case study (Google Doc). 
2.​A poster (24x36 in max, print) 
3.​An animation (any size, web, QR code access). 

 

 

Students will select a product package from their daily lives and 
redesign it with a critical understanding of its impacts on 
consumers and society. This process encourages them to reflect 
on consumption habits, research product manufacturers, and 
critically examine the social contexts of products. By identifying 
the gaps between original marketing statements and the 
documented social impacts of the products, students engage in 
typography to convey a more nuanced understanding of design, 
consumerism, and sustainability. 

1.​A new product package design (various sizes, 
CMYK, print). 

2.​A magazine spread (CMYK, print).  

 

Our world is now packaged with endless options of products, 
allowing us to consume constantly and thus have common 
interests. But, what about the products that have been lost? In 
other words, the cultures and generational stories that don't 
have a chance to be reproduced through industrialization? This is 
your mission to bring such forgotten cultures to the “current 
market” and give a "skin" to such forgotten memories. 

3.​A project case study (Google Doc). 
4.​A package design (any size, CMYK, print, and 

installed for interactions). 

The principles of typographic design were constructed through project-based reading quizzes where students 
selectively learned what was relevant to their world design. Instead of lecturing on these design principles, the 
teaching assistant encouraged students to abstract from seeing many examples on websites such as Pinterest, 
Instagram, Behance, and Dribbble. Instead, in lectures, the first author shared her professional experiences in 
practicing design, with rich accounts of workers' alienation and banking education, as well as ways of 
overcoming the alienation through critical thinking, researching, and exploring design processes. This approach 
turned out to be more effective in stimulating dialogue, as the instructor did not embody a ready-made perfect 
knowledge (e.g., a design principle). Interactive, critical design toolkits were incorporated in the studio as well 
as several field trips for students to expand their readings of the world beyond the design studio in institutional 
spaces (Table 3). 
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Table 3: The final course schedule of Typography 1, Fall, 2024. The background colors correspond to the 
same of projects listed on Table 2. 

Date Brief descriptions of class sessions Design materials 

Aug 

22 
First day of class: Read your world and you within that world. Lego Serious Play, sticky notes, tracing 

papers, and tapes 
Aug 

27 
The research phase of project 1: What are alternative ways of designing yourself and 

your world? 
Papers, sticky notes, color markers, tracing 

papers, and tapes 
Aug 

29 
Check-ins with students, project 1: Let’s reread yourself and, thus, reread your 

world. 
Papers in a pamphlet form, color markers, 

and sticky notes 
Sep 

3 
Check-ins with students, project 1:  Pinpoint your existential crises and design your 

words that communicate such crises. 
Paper, markers, sticky notes, and colored 

tapes 
Sep 

5 
Check-ins with students, project 1: Reread your studio-mate’s generative words of 

their existential crises. What can you read about their world? 
Miro board, digital screenshots of students’ 

processes 
Sep 

10 
Intermediate review of project 1: Test print and display your designs. Give feedback 

on how words can be redesigned to describe your creativity in reading your world. 
Prints of students' projects, tracing papers, 

and color markers 
Sep 

12 
A guest lecture on low-tech design by a senior undergraduate graphic design student 

who shares her aesthetic approaches in the design portfolio.  
Bookmaking materials  

Sep 

19 
Field trip observation for project 2 (at the local art museum with graduate design 

students): Read and reread the social issues through others’ artworks. 
Field notebooks from Sep 12, the local art 

museum 
Sep 

24 
Research phase of project 2: Through literature review on specific social issues, read 

others’ worldviews, not through design languages and principles. 
Printed reading, color makers 

Oct 

1 
Research phase of project 2: From others’ readings of the world, what are your 

readings of the world and the social issues that are embedded in such a world? How 

do you want to design the world alternatively? 

Lego Serious Play, Beautiful Troubles (Boyd 

& Mitchell, 2013), and sticky notes 

Oct 

15 
2:1 check-ins with students, project 2: Design the word to describe your 

world-reading and world-designing. Word design is discussed and given feedback 

among a small group of two students and an instructor, which is called 2:1 check-ins. 

Feedback cards (cite needed), Lego Serious 

Play animals, and sticky notes 

Oct 

17 
Intermediate review of project 2: From your studio-mates' word design, what are 

alternative ways of rereading their worlds and, thus, redesigning the worlds and 

words?  

Prints of students’ projects, sticky notes, 

and color markers 

Oct 

29 
Final critiques of project 2: Read the words, as posters, designed by strangers in the 

hallway of the design building. As non-designers in this context, how would you read 

the world through others’ word design? Practice similar reading to non-designers of 

your studio-mates’ designs.  

Prints of students’ projects, probes, big 

writing pad 

Nov 

5 
Research phase in project 3 (at the graduate design studio): Engage low-tech 

materials in designing the words after reading their ancestors’ worlds. 
Recycled cans, wooden sticks, tapes, 

construction papers, transparent films, 

tapes, New Metaphor (Lockton et al. 2019), 

cardboard, and live objects in the graduate 

studio 
Nov 

12 
Intermediate review of project 3: As students design the package as an alternative 

words of their ancestors’ worlds, students experimented with user interactions with 

their studio-mates and their ancestors. 

Giant paper, markers, sticky notes, and 

Liberatory Design toolkit (Anaissie et al., 

2021) 
Nov 

14 
A final critique of project 3: Students displayed their package design and reread the 

world of their ancestors through the Racism Untaught toolkit to pinpoint systemic 

oppressions. 

Prints of students’ projects, cardboards, 

tapes, Racism Untaught toolkit (Mercer 

and Moses, 2023), sticky notes, and 

markers 
Nov 

19 
Brainstorm for design portfolios: Students gathered all their word designs in design 

education and industry so far, and analyzed their agency in designing the 

world-embedded words with low- and high-tech materials, with or without emphasis 

on aesthetic principles in design 

Prints of the 100 principles of typography 

(Saltz, 2019), prints of students’ projects, 

color markers, sticky notes, and newsprints 

Dec 

3 
Semester wrap-up (at the graduate design studio): How can you design yourself and 

your world differently in the future design studios? 
Whiteboards, markers, sticky notes, prints 

of students’ progress, paints, paper rolls 
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The low-tech materials employed in this course are tactile, metaphorical, and versatile, working as a suggestive 
language for students to share their lived world as resources for design projects. In Project 1: (Crisis) 
representation(see table 3, Aug 22 - Sep 10), they assisted students in expressing their daily struggles: moving 
away from home to pursue higher education; sustaining performance in both school and part-time jobs; and 
being asked to behave in certain ways due to binary perceptions on race, gender, and social class. These 
generative themes, as Freire suggests in critical pedagogy (Freire, 1996), resulted from careful reading and 
rereading of the world. As students read their worlds and named their existential situations, the first author 
paid attention to the common patterns from all students’ world-encoded words. 

Students were initially shy about sharing their worlds and struggles as they were accustomed to the absence of 
personal stories in banking education and industrial standards of design. Nevertheless, when they spoke their 
word, they found that their lived world was the shared world of design they were producing, encoded with 
similar struggles as students, young people, and young creatives in the professional fields. The materiality of 
low-tech materials created different kinds of user interactions, encouraging students to constantly explore 
different ways to describe their struggles. Both low-tech and high-tech materials were encouraged depending 
on students’ familiarity with such design technologies. Some students thrived with tactile materials, while 
others leaned on compacted high-tech tools. 

During the tactile explorations (Figure 6), dialogues and mutual interactions took place naturally, allowing 
constant sharing of different ways of reading and designing the world among moving design bodies in the 
shared space (Figure 6). Despite being unfamiliar with the low-tech materials in the graphic design process, 
students were reminded to patiently play with the materials in many ways and discover creative methods to 
speak and/or design their words. Unexpected aesthetics were produced during the interactions between 
students as design bodies and low-tech materials as design technologies and spaces. 
Students often searched for software tutorials to reproduce the aesthetic “words” efficiently, as seen in the 
world of design. While students focused on the digital screen to master their technical skills, they created a 
safe space to mimic the tutorial techniques in reproducing aesthetic words. In contrast, with low-tech materials 
organized on various shelves or tables in the design studios, students moved their bodies to explore the 
materials while exploring these spaces.  

Through metaphorical toolkits (Table 3 and Figure 5), students shared how they read the world, a reading that 
was later encoded in their designs of their words. This is seen through the engagement of low-tech materials in 
the ideation and prototype phases as part of workshops in the design studio. As students transitioned from the 
research and low-tech sketching phase to the high-tech design process, the complexity of students’ ideas was 
often simplified or even forgotten due to their unfamiliarity with the compacted design space in high-tech. 
Some students scratched out most of their design processes despite spending lots of time experimenting with 
both low- and high-tech materials, sharing that because the design concept (world) was “not interesting” or 
the design (word) looked “boring”. When making such self-assessments, they denied their worlds and words 
based on the industrial aesthetics of the design world, manifested through studio-mates’ attractive graphics, 
and, thus, felt demotivated to progress. These aesthetic reproduction biases normalized self-alienation and 
rejection, fostering the feeling of impostor syndrome. As we analyzed this process, we came to the conclusion 
that the pressure to conform to principles of design principles has limited students’ explorations of new design 
technologies. 
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Figure 6: Physical toolkits that students used to re-read and re-design their worlds: Lego Serious Play (08/22/2024), 

visual analysis (09/10/2024), Beautiful Problems (10/01/2024), and New Metaphors (11/01/2024). 

Transforming the world in the typography design studio  

In the world of design, graphic design workers are so alienated that they often see themselves as a part of a 
creative class standing above work exploitation, unsustainability, and other contradictions of capitalism. To 
deconstruct this worldview, the first author assigned a short Theater of the Oppressed play on the final critique 
of Project 2 (Table 3, Oct 29, and Figure 7). According to its systematizer, Augusto Boal, theater is a blunt mirror 
of lived worlds that enable people to speak their word while seeing themselves speaking that word and others 
hearing it, potentially rereading both word and world (2013). In this play, design students were supposed to 
hear what others thought of their designed words. 

Students were divided into two groups: one group played the user role, who casually walked on the street and 
interacted with the posters in everyday life, while another group played the designer's role, documenting users’ 
interactions in the play. In the first improvised play, the passengers referred to modern design principles to 
police the designers’ choices of fonts, colors, and layouts. Only after the first author, the theater complicator 
(a.k.a. joker in Theater of the Oppressed), reminded of the “common sense” nature of the user's knowledge of 
design, did the passengers turn their attention to the messages of the poster. Then, the passengers moved 
through the posters quickly and commonly shared that they would not get involved in the social movements 
depicted by the posters as they were “not vibing” enough. In this case, the designer’s words were read and 
comprehended by the users only when the designer’s words aligned with the aesthetics of the user’s words. 
When the design students took the modern aesthetics of the designed words for granted, they otherized the 
alternative aesthetics and chose not to engage with others’ words and worlds.  

In the next improvisation, the complicator encouraged students to play the salesperson role in promoting 
another student’s design. The salespeople energetically talked through the in-depth social contexts and their 
personal connections to the designer and their world, implying that the rest of the class would sympathize with 
the design, too. While these salespeople were the same students who played the user roles, they read the 
design world and shared the sympathy with designers. The differences in both plays unveiled the importance of 
social contexts and modern aesthetics in encouraging interactions and attention in the modern world.  
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Figure 7: Notes in alternative aesthetics (left) were taken by half of the class when observing the users’ interactions in 

the first improvisation. Then, all users gathered around the posters (design words) (right). 

After recognizing students’ sympathy for others, the first author held dialogues with the third author about 
historicity and ancestry. Based on these dialogues, Project 3: Package the Gap (Table 2) was crafted to recover 
the ancestors’ worlds. By connecting to their ancestors, students recognized the aesthetics of the world that 
existed in the transition from the pre-modern to the modern, as witnessed by their ancestors. Human 
connections, compassion, resilience, patience, and genuineness have been undermined by the modern 
functional, colonial aesthetics in design. Although the world has changed since then, students were vividly 
inspired by their ancestors' designs, especially through the women in their families who persisted through 
hardships. 
 
On the final delivery day of Project 3, students installed the design packages that represented their ancestors’ 
worlds in the studio and used sticky notes to leave feedback on their peers’ designs. Then, the Racism 
Untaught toolkit (Mercer and Moses, 2023) was introduced to reread their designed words based on the 
anti-racist, anti-sexist, and anti-ableist vocabulary included in its Elements Cards Deck. Students began a rich 
discussion on the meaning of these generative words right from the moment they started flipping through the 
deck (Figure 8). They selected the words that applied to their peer projects and stuck to the posters hung on 
the wall. Further discussions of the works followed suit. In this way, the theoretical concepts mentioned 
throughout the semester were included as conversation starters rather than being employed as a criterion on 
how well the student had applied them to their works. 
 

 
Figure 8: The Racism Untaught toolkit cards generating a dialogue (left) and the cards stuck to the student poster 

projects (right).  
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When analyzing the student worlds brought to the studio  (Figure 9-11), we came to the following conclusions. 
Their designs expressed mostly a concern with the American ontological designing (aptly criticized by Fry, 
2020), including mass production and waste, labor exploitation, mental health issues, environmental 
destruction, as well as the monetization of communal values. While students struggled with the industrial 
design world, they are also expected to join the industry, sharpen their alienated labor, and make a living in this 
world. This contradiction did not surface in the Spring semester when we mainly focused on technical skills and 
aesthetic principles as a safe space for graphic design practices. The evolution from Spring to Fall revealed both 
the challenges and possibilities of implementing critical pedagogy in design education. 
 

 
Figure 9: Project 1 exploratory mockups by a student who struggled with Polycystic Ovary Syndrome (PCOS) health 

condition, unfamiliar to the first author and other female students in the typography design studio. Through 
experimenting with low-tech materials such as newspapers and effects in Adobe Photoshop, she delivered 

overwhelming health information through chaotic motions. 
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Figure 10: Project 2 stop motion 
animation by a student concerned with 
the politics of concert culture. 

 

Figure 11: Project 3 memory card game 
for Gen Z (1997-2012) by a nostalgic 
student. Each card represents the design 
objects that were familiar during the 
childhood of mid-Gen Z, set against the 
thrift-style background. 

15 



HIEN L. D. PHAN, AZADEH JALALI, & FREDERICK M. C. VAN AMSTEL 

Discussion 

Similar to what Lee (2021) has found, critical pedagogy encouraged students—both graduate and 
undergraduate—to critically read and transform their worlds. Dialogue in the design studio (Lawrie, 2004) was 
foundational to this learning process, producing not only new knowledge about design but also developing 
students’ ways of thinking. 

Despite the aesthetic achievements, design students expressed their unfamiliarity, mixed feelings, as well as 
the eventual willingness to return to the banking style of education, in which students apply ready-made 
methods from the world of design to design words irreflectively. The pressure to master digital tools and meet 
industry standards overshadows opportunities for students’ personal expression and developing critical 
consciousness. In this condition, students cannot simply ignore the “bubble of cruel optimism” (Matthews et 
al., 2023, p. 12) that promises post-graduate success in the Westernized, colonial, capitalist job market, 
provided they master the commercial design tools, which are nonetheless biased towards modern aesthetics. 

Another discouraging factor at play here was the conservative political climate of Florida. The teaching 
assistant could only approach the influence of identity, cultural diversity, and race in type design as soon as it 
wasn't included in the general education offered by the university. Otherwise, such generative themes would 
not be allowed by the recent legislation on anti-DEI policies (2022). While no one asked to avoid them, we 
noticed hesitation and a lack of open discussions among students and faculty when discussing these themes. 
Still, the student work displays a high degree of critical consciousness on gender, class, and race relations. 
Although the design aesthetics may seem less appealing to the design industry, students now have more than 
one way to develop their competency. 

The commitment to critical design pedagogy, thus, serves as a response to design students’ unquestioned 
acceptance of industrial design practices. While the authors recognized that being design teachers means 
inheriting asymmetrical power dynamics with students, keeping an open channel for dialogue with students, 
making adjustments to the syllabus based on observation and feedback, and critically writing about this 
experience helps to mitigate the inherent biases of this positionality.  

This research is a part of an insurgent design coalition of students, teachers, practitioners, and researchers 
trying to understand design practice in relation to geopolitics, cultural literacy, and behavioral complexity (Van 
Amstel et al., 2021). These coalitions are created temporarily to resist the eventual rise of systemic oppression, 
conservative politics, and/or fascism. Ultimately, this research calls for a fundamental reimagining of the 
discipline of typography and graphic design education in general, leaving room for alter/native languages, 
indigenous social design practices (van Amstel, 2023; Noel et al., 2023; Heilbronn, 2025) as well as emerging 
anticolonial aesthetics (Angelon & van Amstel, 2021). By moving towards that direction, the design of the 
world will be prioritized over the design of the word in graphic design education. In this way, the design of the 
word may play a different role: instead of delivering announcements, they can be mediators of a critical design 
of the world. 

 
Acknowledgments: We would like to thank the graphic design students who agreed to share their 
learning process. 
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