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UNDERSERVED 
YOUTH
PROJECT
How can graphic design be used to empower  
underserved youth to explore new and positive 
concepts of self?

Since the introduction of the printing 
press, graphic design has been taken as 
a commodity that serves the vision of 
those paying for it. History has shown 
designers lend their talent to corporate 
and commercial settings where their 
skills are utilized to make the packaging 
and advertising that currently crowds the 
landfills. This prominent route design has 
taken, is a result of client’s ability to pay 
for these services. In the past 60 years a 
second avenue for design has emerged 
with force and momentum that aims to 
create pragmatic solutions for the world’s 
pressing issues that come from poverty, 
education, inequality, marginalization, 
and discrimination. This shift in audience 
allows the designer to tackle problems 
that remain unsolved at the feet of the 
underserved, who up until this point 
couldn’t attain design services. (Margolin & 
Margolin) 

 This paper will look at the 
events that led to public interest design, 
analyze the designer’s role in society, and 
show how graphic design can be used to 
empower underserved youth to explore 
new and positive concepts of self. 

 The 1960’s mark a unique period 
in time where political and cultural issues 
were brought to the forefront by ethnic 
communities living in the United States. 
These communities which included African 
Americans, Mexicans, Filipinos and Native 
Americans, all had the common goal of 
equality, self determination and their social 
rights. (Jackson, 12) Through the use of 
a graphic style that embraced Chicano 
culture’s post-colonial roots, the Chicano 
population was able to motivate, inform, 
and fight for their social justice through the 
use of graphic design. The murals of the 
Chicano movement were mostly painted 
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“DESIGN HAS BECOME THE MOST 
POWERFUL TOOL WITH WHICH 
MAN SHAPES HIS TOOLS AND 
ENVIRONMENT [AND BY EXTENSION, 
SOCIETY AND HIMSELF].”
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in Mexican American neighborhoods and 
were funded by grassroots organizations, 
artist run community art centers, local 
merchants, and the artist themselves. 
(Jackson, 75)

Amidst the struggle of minorities in the U.S, 
Pedagogy for the Oppressed emerged as 
a written example of the shift in audience. 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, is a book 
by Brazilian theorist Paulo Freire, and is 
viewed as one of the most influential books 
dealing with education in the twentieth 
century (Holt). Freire suggests a framework 
in educating impoverished populations in 
a way that empowers them and involves 
them directly. Freire advocated that any 
human being, however “uneducated” they 
may be, is able to evaluate their world in 
conversation with others and be involved 
in solutions that benefit them. (www.
pedagogyoftheoppressed.com) Freire 
believes that through an “inquiry-driven, 
problem based pedagogy” to education, the 
oppressed have the ability to overturn the 
structure that oppresses them; but in order 
to do so, it is the task of educators to aid 
students in understanding there correlation 
to society (Vakir). Fraire believes that social 
change can occur if the oppressed are able 
to realize their oppression and speak about 
it (Kohli). Once the dialogue occurs, the 
oppressed are able to reflect on their place 
in society and begin altering the social 
structure. This user-centered approach 
to dealing with marginalized populations 
can be seen in social design frameworks 
that emphasize working with community 
and finding the answers from within their 

dialogue that will be discussed later. 
Brought on by the social activist 
movements of the 1960’s, designers began 
to take notice of their direct impact to 
humanity and the planet. (Cooper 2005) 
This caused designers to seek methods 
that would better engage them in their 
social context and make their work 
more “meaningful, relevant, useful and 
committed to society.” (Press & Cooper) 
The belief that design was capable of more 
than to only satisfy marketing needs drove 
designers to attempt and answer problems 
with culture, economical, ecological, and 
political contexts that sprouted a new 
sector in design. (Papnek) 

“There are professions more harmful than 
industrial design, but only very few of them”
-Victor Papanek

Victor Papnek was pioneers of Social 
Interest Design. Papnek’s book, Designing 
for the Real World: Human Ecology and 
Social Change (1971) first introduced 
Papnek’s analysis of contemporary 
design where he advocated for socially 
responsible design. In the book, he noted 
how work being produced by designers 
was ignoring social and moral duties 
and wasting natural resources. Papnek 
emphasized that design is a powerful 
tool that can shape the environment and 
society. (Papnek) 
 
Although Victor Papnek’s book, Designing 
for the Real World, was innovative and 
dramatically influenced the design world, 
Papnek was not the first to advocate for 
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socially conscious design. In the 1920’s, 
Buckminster Fuller, who is considered one 
of the century’s greatest minds was known 
for his thorough exploration of trying to 
improve the world’s design problems. 
During the span of five decades, Fuller 
evolved pioneering solutions that coincided 
with his goal of using innovative design to 
manifest technologies that are capable of 
doing “more with less.” (bfi.org)

Many names resulted for this new era 
in design, that included Social Design, 
Design for the Base, Humanitarian Design, 
Socially Responsible Design, Design for 
Good, Design for Social Impact, Socially 
Responsible Design, and Design for Social 
Change among other names that confused 
designers and outsiders alike. (Veiga & 
Almendra) The plentitude in names created 
obstacles that included the inability to 
properly document projects, processes, 
and patterns. (Veiga & Almendra) It also 
resulted in competition among designers. 
Ines Vaiga and Rita Almendra, the authors 
of Social Design Principles and Practices 
state that the term Social Design is the 
most commonly used term and believe it 
has the ability to be the “single umbrella 
term” for this area in design. The term 
Social Design instantly portrays the 
magnitude and realm of where this design 
takes place and indicates that it is design 
society’s problems.

Candy Chang is part of a new wave of 
contemporary designers who work to 
enhance the state of society. The work of 
Candy Chang focuses on manipulating 

public space to strengthen individuals and 
community, her work has investigated 
issues in criminal justice and personal 
anxieties and aspirations. She is best 
known for her interactive installations 
that take place in vacant buildings, 
abandoned apartments and public walls. 
These installations take place in sites that 
individuals cross daily and are transformed 
into vessels that elicit engagement within 
community members. She often facilities 
responses by posing a phrase or question 
that requires personal introspection from 
participants and results in honest answers 
that collectively, with the responses of 
other community members, illustrate 
a narrative of aspiration and positivity. 
In Before I Die, Chang transformed an 
abandoned house in her neighborhood 
into an interactive public art project that 
encouraged people to write down their 
personal aspirations on the walls of the 
house. Chang was inspired to create 
this project as a way to connect with her 
neighbors after the loss of a loved one. 
This project gained world-wide momentum 
and was recreated in over 70 countries. 

Another project Candy Chang worked 
on was Vendor Power, a comprehensive 
guide that translated and illustrated the 
most commonly violated rules for street 
vendors, featured the history and personal 
stories of street vending and featured 
policy reform recommendations. Often, 
street vendors don’t speak proper English 
and it is difficult for them to comprehend 
the legal language found within the original 
city catalogues. In the research process 
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documented in Chang’s website, you see 
a man with a small box full of tickets that 
he had acquired from minor offenses 
like parking too close to the curb, or not 
wearing his license. In an effort to make 
this information accessible, Candy Chang 
closely collaborated with The Street Vendor 
Project and designed the guide to take 
part in the Making Policy Public series 
for the the Center for Urban Pedagogy. 
Meetings were held with street vendors to 
gain feedback and approval on the drafts 
that were being created. This project 
looked at a social problem that was the 
misinterpretation of data and translated it 
into an accessible form of communication 
that spoke directly towards it’s target 
audience. Vendor Power is an example of 
how design can bridge the understanding 
gap between complicated information and 
underserved communities.  
 
My personal investment in this cause is 
a result in my upbringing in low-income 
neighborhoods and seeing many of my 
peers take a misdirected path. Attending 
and graduating from a “failing school” 
allowed me to make a connection between 
the academic success of minorities and 
the level of resources that is available to 
them. Improving the self concept of youth 
who live in underserved areas can help 
them become stronger individuals and 
not succumb to the negative temptations 
around them. My interest in Chicano Rights 
was a result taking a Chicano Studies class 
in college, that for the first time showed 
me a non-European history. I discovered 
the misfortunes and injustices that 

Mexicans faced in the U.S.. This knowledge 
motivated me to fight for the change that 
needs to occur in order for Latinos and 
African Americans to be more represented 
in all aspects of society. I believe Education 
is a key factor that can help in the 
advancement of minorities in society. 

Design is a service that can benefit the 
world that it shuns because of their 
inability to pay for our services. Poverty, 
high school drop-outs, incarceration, 
violence and obesity are all subjects that 
design can help inform and alleviate. When 
looking at society as a whole, the biggest 
problems are not centered around the 10% 
of the population who is able to pay for 
design. Rather, these misfortunes plague 
the lives of the underserved.The kit is made 
up of four separate sections that take the 
participant through exploration of their 
self-identity. 

The identity empowerment booklet 
attempts to instill hope and strength by 
asking the youth which strong historical 
figure they feel the most resemblance 
with. The booklet provides an array of 
strong role models in a visually interesting 
manner that outlines their strengths, 
personality traits, and a short bio on their 
life. During one of the sessions I spent with 
the youth exploring GIMP, I asked them to 
find an image of someone they admire. 
90% of them, chose figures in main steam 
media. I believe the exploration of strong 
role models throughout history and their 
requirement to connect with one, will build 
up their sense of “self.” The individuals 
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are of various ethnic backgrounds and 
are figures that are not emphasized in 
American school systems.

The Self Discovery booklet has various 
exercises that allow the youth to think 
about themselves and the traits that make 
them who they are. The result of this 
booklet gives the youth a set of key words 
that are unique to them. These descriptive 
words are then used to give them an 
aesthetic and direction to pursue for their 
logo. 

The GIMP Tutorial Booklet uses the 
answers from the Self Discovery Booklet 
and pairs them with simple GIMP tutorials 
that allow the youth to begin working and 
combing imagery that is associated with 
their key descriptive words. 

Despite the urgency of creating 
opportunities for youth of color to engage 
in these topics, there is a well-documented 
lack of access to computational learning 
opportunities in urban schools with high 
populations of low-income students of 
color (Barron, 2004)

The Create Your Identity Booklet then 
takes all of the components from the 
previous booklet and provides a formula 
that the youth can use to come up with 
their logo. As well as exploration of 
typefaces that match their personality. 

Given the short time frame of this 
project, I have only had the opportunity 
to create one iteration of the kit. I plan 
to continue modifying the kit until it can 
live independent of a facilitator. My goals 
is to have Identify be a kit that can be 
distributed throughout the United States 
and offer it in Spanish as well. Since 
the tool-kit is based off of the youth’s 
responses, it can be applicable to a large 
percentage of youth. My hope is that the 
kit will have a positive impact on youth by 
inspiring and showing them their capability 
in the world. I believe that when dealing 
with youth, design can play an engaging 
role because of youth’s interest in visual-
technological culture such as TV, video 
games, and social media.

“DESIGN HAS BECOME THE MOST 
POWERFUL TOOL WITH WHICH 
MAN SHAPES HIS TOOLS AND 
ENVIRONMENT [AND BY EXTENSION, 
SOCIETY AND HIMSELF].”


