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“The only important thing about design is how it relates to people.” 

Victor Papanek, Design for the Real World 
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The diagram represents the processes I used throughout my 
studies this year. By continuously revisiting this simple 
framework, I was able to track my idea and design development.  
Parts of the framework are inspired by design thinking to allow 
room for more creatively hybrid spaces. 

The symbol below enacts a simple coded guide:

          guiding quote
  

  
              

idea + design 
development diagram



I study the way we interact with objects, places, and memories using experiences of age 
as metaphorical steps in the design process. Creative inquiry begins as a hypothesis, which 
undergoes tests and analyses—meaning will be extracted. I collect and discuss my findings 
by developing empathy through design. 

I work with three age groups that reflect my own experience of maturation: children, 
college students, and those beyond the normative Connecticut College student age. 
Each group contributes to a different creative work that corresponds to a specific design 
research method. These design research methods are ways of synthesizing parts of the 
design process to further develop the work. My work is always in the process of becoming 
something more than I originally intentioned. The message and form depends on who 
interacts with my work and the histories they carry with them.

Foundations of Youth: Maturation as Design is an investigation of 
the process of human development, viewing it through a broad, 
creative lens.

In my work, I provide a metaphorical container for participants 
to fill with experiences and insight. My role is to interpret and 
respond to the data and information I gather, giving space for a 
population’s voice, producing opportunities for engaging 
participation. I see my work as striving to be sincere, to discover 
what we can learn from sitting here together, listening to each 
other’s experiences. My work is inspired by continuously being
asked, “Are you an artist or a designer?” and “Are you a child 
or an adult?” This assumed dichotomy is an old way of thinking 
about the capabilities of designers and age groups. My work, 
however, is not about the “either/or.” It is about recognizing 
transitions and in-between spaces in design and in life. These 
hybrid spaces of creativity and profundity are inspired by 
questioning dreams, reflecting on the mundane, and sharing 
stories.  

Design advances towards complete development, much like the 
brain, but never achieves a static state. In the expanding branch of 
design known as social design, the design process can be modeled 
as a frequently revisited loop, where researching, testing, making, 
and sharing are loose interpretations of the formal design process. 
This allows for moments of unexpected imagination, growth, and 
non-linearity. By viewing stages of development through this lens, 
maturation becomes a design challenge, something that is refined 
through experience.

artist statement

I work with three age 
groups that reflect 
my own experience of 
maturation: children, 
college students, and 
those beyond the 
normative Connecticut 
College student age. 



“Design must prioritize community ownership and inclusive participation to 
ensure that the sustainability of a project’s future is embraced by the end user. 
Design work applied within the social realm must be collaborative, culturally 
relevant, socially applicable, and empowering rather than imposing and removed.” 

Cinnamon L. Janzer and Lauren S. Weinstein, Social Design and Neocolonialism 



Theories about childhood and early development range in 
levels of autonomy and scientific understanding. As a process, 
maturation is studied, experienced, and reflected upon 
universally. Every person is born and dies, with something 
occurring in between. Our bodies change and develop constantly, 
with cells replacing themselves, languages taking root, and 
experiences transforming into memories. The 18th century 
philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau saw that though every child 
is born inherently good, society and adults expose them to evils. 
He proposed a sort of natural learning where children ideally grow 
up away from adult vices in cities, claiming that they would not 
only survive, but also prosper. He saw childhood as something to 
be protected (Rousseau, Emile). Rousseau, often called the father 
of democracy, largely influenced the Western construction of the 
term ‘childhood,’ establishing protection, sentimentality, and 
innocence into what one can expect from being a child. In 
America, childhood is defined in different ways by different 
people, but intersects with histories of colonialism, capitalism, 
environment, family structure, education, and socioeconomic 
status, among other factors. I seek to provide a framework for 
thinking about growing up that is not dependent on strict 
developmental stages, as each person progresses through life 
according to their individual, family, and community 
circumstances, whatever those may be. Other developmental 
models view maturation as a purely structural process, something 
with checkpoints to hit along the way at specific ages. Looking 
simply at development reduces childhood to a linear process. 
Still, especially in America, the command to “grow up” is often 
heard. Maturation is seen as necessary to transition into 
adulthood. People of all ages have the capacity to have common 

introduction

memories, to make meaning, and to be profound. This human 
process of learning and growing is similar to the process of 
design. Design is an open way of thinking, of learning and 
growing to reach a clarified version. 

The design process, often displayed as a defined set of stages, 
creates solutions to typographic, visual, and physical 
problems. The process of design is conscious, often non-linear, 
and changes according to the person designing. There is a way 
of seeing the design process as rational, divided into 
pre-production, production, and post-production. While this 
model makes an abstract process concrete, it is not how most 
designers, especially in a creative field, realistically work. It sets 
a claim for authenticity, but does not leave room for change in 
the actual process. While such structural models are not 
flawless, they do allow for research and development to be 
pushed beyond the experimental phase. Rather than 
outlining a specific checklist of design steps, “The design 
process is best described metaphorically as a system of spaces,” 
including inspiration, ideation, and implementation (Brown, 
Design Thinking). These methods of design thinking and 
research emerged from the socially focused branch of design. 

“Design thinking taps 
into capacities we all 
have but that are 
overlooked by more 
conventional problem 
solving practices. It is 
not only human-
centered; it is deeply 
human in and of itself. 
Design thinking relies 
on our ability to be 
intuitive, to recognize 
patterns, to construct 
ideas that have 
emotional  meaning as 
well as functionality, 
to express ourselves in 
media other than words 
and symbols.” 

Tim Brown, Change by 
Design

research



Historically, designers have been viewed as individuals or 
teams that join a project in its final phases to make something 
pretty and consumable. These days are long past. Designers 
now have a more holistic role in the process, often being 
involved from conceptualization through completion.

Social design, first popularized in the 1970s by the Austrian 
designer Victor Papanek, disrupted traditions of design with 
his book Design for the Real World (1971). Now lauded as the 
“Father of Social Design,” Papanek argued for a human 
centered, sustainable, and inclusive approach to design, 
bravely adding a new path in design history. Currently, social 
design embeds itself deeper into design practice, yet its 
methodology and definition are still debatable:

“Social design is, in its broadest sense, the use of design 
to address, and ultimately solve, social problems ... 
In designing social situations, as social design aims to do, 
a different set of processes and research methodologies 
must be used than those employed in designing objects. 
If social designers want to create social change and solve 
social issues, they must first understand that solutions 
cultivated from afar must be considered subordinate to the 
beliefs, knowledge, and perspectives of the people affected 
by said issues.” 

Cinnamon L. Janzer and Lauren S. Weinstein Social Design 
and Neocolonialism 

 

“Social design is, in its 
broadest sense, the use 
of design to address, 
and ultimately solve, 
social problems ... In 
designing social 
situations, as social 
design aims to do, a 
different set of 
processes and research 
methodologies must be 
used than those 
employed in designing 
objects. If social 
designers want to 
create social change 
and solve social issues, 
they must first 
understand that 
solutions cultivated 
from afar must be 
considered 
subordinate to the 
beliefs, knowledge, 
and perspectives of 
the people affected 
by said issues.”

Cinnamon L. Janzer 
and Lauren S. 
Weinstein 
Social Design and 
Neocolonialism 

Social design has the potential to build positive change. While my 
work focuses more on research into creativity and human expe-
rience, my practices are based on the underlying research and 
community involvement that are tenets of successfully 
designed social situations. 

The starting point in unpacking my research is empathy. Empathy 
intentionally acknowledges perspectives, understands people 
as human beings, and works together to understand and act 
(Battarbee, Suri, Howard, Empathy on the Edge). However, 
empathy can reach a limit where differences are too engrained 
to even be challenged (see Slate article by Jason Silverstein 
on the limits of empathy regarding racial profiling). It is important 
to admit when we cannot empathize in order to continue making 
and sharing. 

My goal is to make creative work that requires viewers to 
complete, add, alter, or question it; their inclusion is then part 
of the work. In all aspects of life people are essentially designing, 
thinking about how to best solve problems. Aging is a likewise 
universal process. I hope, through joining art and design, to 
provide the opportunity for others to personally reflect on their 
maturation, to look both backwards and forward, and to be 
influenced by other peoples’ stories. Listening to the stories of 
other people will not matter to everyone, but I want to provide 
the opportunity for the viewers of my work to have a moment 
to voice, reflect upon, and perhaps identify with the stories 
and moments shared in the work.

The work that I present is a collection of design research 
methods as well as creative means of exploring and clarifying 
what it means to grow up. Without recognizing it, I had 
been conceiving works that are essentially human centered 
ways of reframing problems in order to extract a more 
concrete solution. Once aware of this, I began to see the works 
as collective exercises in exploring maturation through design. 
This realization represents the maturation that my work engages. 
Through research, tests, making, and sharing, with continuous 
revisits to each of those stages, I have found clarity and 
development of ideas. My work has essentially matured. It has 
been refined by experience.



When I begin brainstorming, I think a lot. I think in the shower. 
I think while walking. I ask people in my circles what they think 
of ideas or specific issues. I relate to the work I make. I want other 
people to connect to my creative work, with the potential for 
participation, providing opportunities for the audience to work 
with me to create. In order for this to be successful, I need to 
be included in the community I want to work with. I need to know 
these people, discover commonalities with them. I research and 
develop flexible frameworks in my head. I read. I absorb. It seems 
random, but an idea for a project or solution pops into my head. 
I see the project clearly, yet still need to build it in order to solidify 
the concept. My process is similar to a psychological experiment. 
There is first research, then a hypothesis, which is tested and 
discussed, and finally a result. I continuously revisit this sequential 
sounding framework at all phases of making. 

Design research methods are employed in an attempt to make 
creative work that allows for meaningful experience. Also like a 
psychological study, there are inherent biases based on my 
experiences, my population sample, and the makeup of the 
communities to which I belong. I admit to the biases but allow 
that to be part of the work. I share the role of author. I give up 
artistic authority and autonomy to enact socially engaged 
design practices to amplify peoples’ stories. I use a structural 
model to figure out where gaps exist between established 
frameworks and individual emotional/learning experiences. 
The call for participation and interaction is not predictable. 
I voluntarily loosen my grip on a practice routinely commanded 
by grids, rules, and theories. My work is accessible, playful and 
embedded with parameters for chance.

process 
(an interior monologue)



“To be left alone on the  tightrope  of  youthful unknowing is to experience the 
excruciating beauty of full freedom and the threat of eternal indecision. Few, if any, 
survive their teens. Most surrender to the vague but murderous pressure of adult 
conformity. It becomes easier to die and avoid conflict than to maintain a constant 
battle with the superior forces of maturity. Until recently, each generation found 
it more expedient to plead guilty to the charge of being young and ignorant, easier 
to take the punishment meted out by the older generation (which itself had confessed 
to the same crime short years before).  The command to grow up at once was more 
bearable than the faceless horror of  wavering purpose, which was youth.”

Maya Angelou, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings



No. 1 was a temporal foundational piece. It served as a plaque made of earth and was 
located on Tempel Green at Connecticut College for one week in October, 2014. Set as a 
disruption in a frequently traversed field, the piece broke down from rain, exposure, and 
curious passersby. Mud is the language for investigation, as its tactility and purpose vary 
by personal experience. The quote, a passage from I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, 
references the period of time that feels like one is being tugged in two directions: to retreat 
to playing like a kid in the mud or to clean oneself up and become an adult.

Mud is a powerful natural substance that receives meaning from application. It can destroy 
and kill during a flash flood or mudslide. It has fed starving Haitians, as it was a traditional 
hunger pang remedy even before the earthquake in 2010, when mothers mixed dirt with 
shortening and salt to make mud cookies. In SoHo, a Walter De Maria installation entitled 
The Earth Room, on exhibit since 1977, features an entire studio apartment filled with rich, 
moist dirt. Whether seen as natural disaster, sustenance, life, or waste, the context of mud 
reveals its purpose. Two years ago, The National Wildlife Federation published a study 
about dirt, researching the reasons we think it is dirty. Children spend more time indoors, 
and when they do leave the house, we protect them from dirt and germs, which is actually 

test number one

starting to affect physical and mental health. Strangely enough, playing in the dirt as a kid 
has positive impacts on health as an adult, including a strengthened immune system, 
higher serotonin levels, and less risk for cardiovascular inflammation (National Wildlife 
Federation, “The Dirt on Dirt”). In some communities in America, playing in mud is seen 
as a childhood pastime, and in other communities mud is shunned because some think 
it is dirty, literally resembling excrement or waste. Still, other groups enjoy and encourage 
the interaction with earth materials.

This piece was a personal artifact analysis, a visual expression of studying material, 
interaction, and memory based qualities to explore context. The block of earth was made 
with additions of several earth collections of personal importance to me: garden soil from 
my yard at home, sand from the beach, and dusty dirt from my favorite hiking trail. 

test



No. 2 converts the language of working with in three dimensions 
to working with type on paper. Challenging preconceptions of the 
processes of design and maturation, especially when we are 
removed from the process, the posters are printed on scratch 
drawing paper, a material meant for disposal.
 
Serving as a contextual inquiry, these posters reflect observations 
to reveal underlying frameworks of interacting with design and 
youth as an “ongoing experience” rather than a fixed experience 
(Hanington and Martin, Universal Methods of Design).
 

test number two



make

share

At Clark Lane middle school in Waterford, CT, I worked with 
students and faculty to produce a collective mural for the school. 
The students were provided with art making supplies and 
a diamond shaped piece of fabric. I conducted four workshops
to guide the students along in their process. Once the students 
finished their responses to the prompt on the fabric, I sewed 
together their responses to create a textile mural that will 
be installed in the school after its display in the Connecticut College 
Senior Art Major Exhibition. The students who participated in the 
collaged mural are invited to attend the show’s opening.
 
Prompt: Imagine your future. Use the provided fabric to creatively 
respond. You are free to use any materials or artistic method for the 
project. Draw, paint, stamp, sew, screenprint, stencil, print out 
images from the computer, and any other method you can think of! 
What do you hope your life will be like in 10 or 20 years. What will you 
be most proud of? What will you have accomplished? Ask questions 
and make predictions about your life.
 
The mural is focused on envisioning the future, and the design 
of the piece replicates the structure of building blocks. I believe 
that through engaging in future inquiry, beyond asking “what 
do you want to be when you grow up,” the students made space 
for publicly expressing their hopes.
 
The workshops allowed for a generative response to a traditional 
research-based prompt, which has the possibility to restrict the 
expression of feeling. Allowing the students to collage as a response 
“can mitigate this challenge, by providing an opportunity for 
research participants to project personal information onto visual 
artifacts, then using these results as a tangible reference point for 
conversation” (Hanington and Martin, Universal Methods 
of Design).

mural 
(community: children)

+







As a cornerstone piece of my work, the earth letters are an 
interpretation and amplification of voices. I gathered participants, 
recorded their responses to an email questionnaire, and visually 
presented the data gathered. A dirt collection bag was placed in 
the mailbox of every student of Connecticut College (about 2000) 
in November 2014, asking for donations of dirt from places of 
personal importance. Additionally, using online and in person 
collection methods, people from ages 6-70 were asked, “What 
is a question you wish you could ask your future self?” Made from 
the donated dirt, letters were molded individually to spell out a 
handful of the collected responses.

The project was then expanded in the spring semester by 
reaching out personally, utilizing a more horizontal, personal 
approach. When at work as a tutor or as a barista or in passing 
conversation with a student, I asked if there was interest in 
participating in my thesis, explained the project, and handed them 
a bag. This semester, only Connecticut College students were 
provided with a redesigned bag that allowed for the future-self 
question to be answered directly on the bag. With the expansion, 
I also used people’s earth material donations to spell out their 
personal question, strengthening the relationship between 
material and inquiry. The exhibited version allows for interaction 
and response from the viewers, and includes earth material and 
phrases from both the fall and spring semesters. In the final 
exhibition, the earth letters are presented on the gallery floor. 
At first neatly arranged in poetic, linear form, a prompt that reads, 
“This piece was installed displaying Connecticut College students’ 
questions to their future selves. In order to reflect on the present, 
please interact with the piece and rearrange letters to describe how 
you are feeling right now. Please do not intentionally break the 
letters,” will allow the viewers to use the existing letters to describe 
their feelings in the present moment. 

earth letters 
(community: college age)

Below the letters, sit extra letters and a pile of earth made by combining all of the 
donated samples. 

With the call for participatory action, the earth letters employ various design research 
methods. Each person contacted represents a case study, regardless of their level 
of participation. As the artist, response or lack of response inspires me to create what 
follows. Perhaps more insightful however, is the nature of personal inventory in the earth 
letter project. “Personal inventories allow the designer to see and understand the relevance 
of objects in a user’s life from the participant’s point of view, to inspire design themes and 
insight” (Hanington and Martin, Universal Methods of Design). The information on the bags 
asks for a personal contribution and story to be told. This allows participants to talk about 
and document earth material in conjunction with mindful reflection.





audio
(community: 
beyond college) 
When reaching out to the age group beyond Connecticut College’s 
majority 18-22 year-old population, I sought to gather participants 
to speak in their own voices to reflect backwards. The goal was 
to gather different perspectives, to see if “adults” feel fully mature, 
and to measure any evidence of nostalgia in their reflections. 
Participants were asked to send an audio file answering the 
prompt.
 

I began by emailing over 300 Connecticut College alumni who 
graduated with an art major, briefly explaining my project, and 
providing an online platform for participants to record themselves 
on their computer. This impersonal process of reaching out 
seemed to work at first. I received about 20 enthusiastic responses 
of people saying they would be sending in their recording. After 
about two weeks, and a follow-up email later, I only had one actual 
audio recording. I then pulled quotes from email correspondence 
to have my friends read for recording, as some heartfelt responses 
were earnest text pieces that the writer did not have time or 
technological skills to record.

The audio piece is presented in a raw and sincere way. Three audio speakers sit on invisible 
shelves at approximate ear levels. From a distance, the piece sounds like a garbled whisper, 
but when the listener places an ear to the speaker, the individual story and voice is clear. 
The audio pieces are personal narratives, a sharing of experiences. Below each speaker 
rests a pile of posters with a quote that comes from the audio piece above. Listeners may 
take posters with them for no cost.  
 
As a design research method, the audio piece can be described as directed storytelling. 
Martin and Hanington describe this as a way to “gather rich stories of lived experiences from 
participants, using thoughtful prompts and guiding and framing questions in conversation” 
(Hanington and Martin, Universal Methods of Design).

What does looking back on your process of maturation feel like? 
Is there any advice you would give your younger self, if you had the 
opportunity?
 







By working with three groups based upon my own process of 
maturation, feeling like it can be separated by my experiences 
before college, my experiences in college, and my time after, 
I bridge gaps between design and art making.
 
Not all methods and projects were executed flawlessly. 
I struggled with giving too much instruction. I struggled with 
wanting to talk about human universals but relied too much on 
my own nostalgic experiences. I struggled with balancing my 
schedule. Many of the populations I worked with are inherently 
biased, as I reached out through personal connections, starting 
with friends and family, trying to reach out to others through 
the people I know. If my creative work continues in this actively 
engaged approach, I must work harder to develop relationships 
with people who are not already conveniently in my circles 
so that the work can be more inclusive and participatory.
 
I believe very strongly in working with people, rather than for 
people, and developing honest connections and vulnerable 
moments. I hope that my work helps the viewers to notice that 
they are in the world, but not alone in it, and that they have 
experiences that are worthy of sharing in private and public.
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