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 Abstract

The traditional art and design curriculum revolves around instructing students and evaluating 
their individual projects without considering that a student’s future professional life and success 
will require that he or she function in a complex design environment with multi-faceted levels 
of relationships. Educators nurture, and the institution rewards, the ‘me’ designer while the 
professional world requires that a designer operates as ‘we’ and ‘us’.

 
For the past two years the Minneapolis College of Art and Design (MCAD) undergraduate and 
graduate graphic design students have embarked on a series of significant culturally appropriate 
projects where students have engaged communities in participatory real-world projects. 
Specifically, they have engaged with the Somali, Vietnamese, Hmong, Liberian, and Middle 
Eastern communities. These communities were selected as a result of student interest and the 
projects have widened the boundaries of the institution as well as broadening the understanding 
of the students. 
 
The paper will address specific case studies as well as highlight the strengths and weakness 
of working with groups that have different needs and objectives. The paper will showcase 
four recent projects involving: (1) A undergraduate graphic design project that reached out 
and engaged the entire Somali community. (2) The creation of a graduate graphic design 
research and development cultural project incubator called, GR&D LAB.  (3) A graduate graphic 
design project called Halal Hotdogs that is connecting the Somali community to the greater 
Minneapolis community as well as becoming an employment creator for young Somali men.  
(4) A graduate graphic design documentary that has engaged Somali Muslim young men to 
increase awareness and raise self-esteem.  Each case study will have examples of the final 
products as well as an overview of the pedagogical structure of the class.
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Problems Associated with the current model
Design today is practiced in an interconnected world at an unprecedented level of complexity.  
Designers have to be mindful of the interaction between physical, social, cultural, technological, 



and economic factors, in addition to traditional visual concerns1.
 
The educational model for graphic design must change to reflect this. Academies do not engage 
with their surrounding communities, but rather deliver theoretical projects that are limited to the 
classroom. By not engaging with local communities academies continue to disadvantage the 
students educational experience as well as isolating itself from the community that it is a part of. 
The institution continues to focus inwardly and think myopically whilst the design world requires 
global thinkers who are outwardly looking and able to understand complex problems2. 
 
Until a new model for design education is realized academies will not be preparing students to 
become global thinkers and strategist and to understand socioeconomic complexity and inter-
connectivity. They will continue to produce design students who are service providers and not 
cultural responders.
 
The Current Model of Design Education

 
The current and accepted model for graphic design is based on a linear transmission of skill and 
information.  The instructor acts as the client and/or art director and the students act as graphic 
designers.  This informational process is linear between student and instructor and the projects 
are mainly theoretical and based either upon pedagogical needs or the instructor’s experience.  

 
The design educational structure is divided by academic years, by semesters, and by classes3.  

1See Anderson, E., et al., 2010. NASAD Working Group on the Future of Design and Design Education: 
Summary of Findings and Recommendations, Cincinnati, Ohio. PDF File. <http://nasad.arts-accredit.org/
index.jsp?page=Annual%20Meeting%20Papers> 
  
2See Morelli, N. 2007. Social Innovation and New Industrial Contexts: Can Designers ‘Industrialize’ 
Socially Responsible Solutions? Design Issues, 23(4), Autumn (discussing the historic call for design to 
engage in socially relevant issues and to “shift ... designers’ activities from products to systemic solu- 
tions”).

 
3For the purpose of this paper, our discussion is limited to design studio classes and does not discuss 
academic or liberal arts classes

 



Many American design programs operate on a sixteen-week semester, where students attend 
a selection of studio and academic classes; and the students’ choices are, largely, controlled by 
their academic year. Each class is sequenced and structured into modules where one skill set 
builds upon the next. There is usually one design instructor for every class, consisting of about 
eighteen students; all students are from the same major and the same academic semester. 
The instructor delivers the educational content of the class through a series of specific learning 
objectives that are organized by design projects. The project is presented to the entire class, 
and the project content attempt to simulate an art director’s relationship to a design team in 
a professional studio. The instructor switches between a teacher, an art director, and a client 
as the project develops, but ultimately the transfer of information is linear—from teacher to 
student—with a focus on the student as being ‘me’ or the ‘I.’
 
The Academic Isolation from Community and Self

 
 
This figure depicts the problematic nature with departments within the academie.

 
We need to think of the academie as being isolated from the surrounding community and its
departments being disconnected from each other within the academic bubble. Then, by 
coming to grips with this actual reality, we will begin to understand that we are not preparing 
our students for careers in the market neither are we able to connect to exterior communities 
because the academie is severely fractured and isolated4. Students seek cooperation and 
community through interdisciplinary engagement, yet the academic structure rewards isolation 
and division. Students remain for most of their education nestled with the confines of academic 
buildings. 
 
The outside community does not understand what happens within art and design schools, 

4Thackara, J. 2005. In the Bubble: Designing in a Complex World. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press 5. (“[In] 
one single day of [2004], as much world trade was carried out as in the whole of 1949; as much scientific 
research was published as in the whole of 1960; as many telephone calls were made as in all of 1983; as 
many e-mails were sent as in 1990.”)

 



or in many cases, is not even aware that an art and design institution is located within their 
community. By failing to engage the community, academies are missing opportunities to
provide students with “real life” experiences as well as a plethora of potential projects5.
 
Forcing the Academie into the Community

 
  
By understanding how the academie fits into the heart of its local community, students will have 
the opportunity to connect to local community organizations as well as individual community 
members.  These conversations can develop into community projects that in turn will connect 
the students to larger local and essential global issues. This structure forces students to think 
both locally and globally. 
 
 
By engaging in participatory projects, students are better equipped and prepared to become 
global citizens. Graphic design students need to be instructed and taught to engage locally and 
think globally6.
 
MCAD Advanced Senior Seminar Class

5Bentley, T. 1998. Learning Beyond the Classroom: Education for a Changing World. London:
Rout ledge/Demos, at 1. (“[T]here are two crucial tests of an effective education system: how well 
students can apply what they learn in situations beyond the bounds their formal educational experience, 
and how well prepared they are to continue learning and solving problems throughout the rest of their 
lives. To do this, education must be both broader and deeper. Broader, because it must include a wider 
range of learning experience, experience of roles and situations which mirror those we value in society. 
Deeper, because it must nurture a greater understanding in young people: understanding of themselves, 
their motivations and goals in life, and of the subjects and disciplines they study.”)

 
6 See Anderson, E., et al., 2010. NASAD Working Group on the Future of Design and Design Education: 
Summary of Findings and Recommendations, Cincinnati, Ohio. PDF File.  <http://nasad.arts-accredit.org/
index.jsp?page=Annual%20Meeting%20Papers> 
 



The Minneapolis College of Art and Design (MCAD) is located in Minneapolis, Minnesota, a 
mid-western city in the United States. Although Minneapolis is a multicultural city MCAD is 
predominantly white. The communities surrounding the MCAD campus comprise of Arabic 
and African Muslims, Hispanics, Vietnamese Hmong, Liberian and African Americans7.  These 
surrounding communities are impoverished and disenfranchised, and the MCAD community 
remained disengaged and within its institutional bubble. 
 
This academic isolation was reflected by a lack of a community-focused social design classes. 
And many undergraduate departments were isolated from each other and classes were mainly 
being populated by majors. It is extremely important to create multidisciplinary structures to 
allow design and art students to cross-pollinate as well as having non art and design students 
from other institutions enroll in studio classes at MCAD. Because there was not a community or 
social design class at MCAD it was decided to use an existing class, Advanced Graphic Design 
Senior Seminar, as a test-case to see if students would be receptive to engaging communities, 
and, by the same token, if the community would embrace the institution. A structure needed to 
be embedded in the class that allowed for the students to self-identify community issues and 
self-select projects that would respond to community needs. It was hoped that this framework 
would create a structure to build community capacity, community-driven projects and hopefully 
lead to a community design class, major and graduate programs.
 
On the first day of the Advanced Graphic Design Seminar class, students were presented with 
the idea of engaging with communities and participatory projects. They were also asked to 
consider the idea of the premise that design has value and that value is based in community. 
It became clear that undergraduate students were not prepared for this type of work--to not 
think beyond theoretical project boundaries. It also became clear that some students were not 
interested in engaging with local communities. They complained that since the class did not 
have a community design title then they should not be expected to engage with communities. 
 
 
After these initial presentations and discussions the class was divided into four equal groups 
with each group asked to identifying a socioeconomic problem important to them that existed 
in Minneapolis. They had three hours to research topics, one hour to compile the data, and 
present the information to the entire class in fifteen minutes. One research topic, that the 
entire class responded overwhelmingly to, centered around the disenfranchised, local Somali 
community, specifically identifying the drop-out rate of Somali teenage boys leading to gang 
involvement or returning to Somalia to join Muslim extremist organizations8. The Somali 
community in Minneapolis is disenfranchised from the larger community mainly because of 

7See ACS Demographic and Housing Estimates: 2006-2008. Census Summary File 1 (SF 1) 100-Percent 
Data. Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA." American FactFinder. 2008. Bureau of the Census. Web. 8 May 
2011. 
8See Elliott, A. "A Call to Jihad, Answered in America." New York Times on the Web. 
11 July 2009. Web. 4 May 2011.<http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/12/us/12somalis.html?fta=y>.
 



the real and perceived views associated with terrorism and Islam9. The Minneapolis Somali 
community is also fractured from within as young men leave high school and their families to 
fight in Somalia. There are also problems for Somali men to get employment as, for many, the 
only option is to drive taxis.
 
In the second class, the class was divided into three different groups and each group 
participated in a creative free-association exercise to identify and dispel cultural stereotypes. 
After twenty minutes, the groups were asked to present their ideas, and from those 
presentations, the class selected the most creative solution that would be developed. The 
class decided that the most creative solution was the phrase “US+THEM,” representing the 
existing barriers between MCAD and the Somali community. The students were then tasked 
to implement the US+THEM campaign and saturate the city in 18 hours. This was termed 
a ‘design blitz’ which started at 5.00 PM and finished at 7.00 AM the following day. Students 
created US+THEM flags, banners, posters, and stickers that were placed around the MCAD 
campus and the Somali community, and stencils that were sprayed in the snow. They also 
created a video recording that documented the project development and implementation that 
was posted on You Tube.
  
The US + THEM campaign was positively received in and around the MCAD community 
because it was seen as a call to action for the MCAD community to engage in community 
participatory projects.  The Somali community was excited by the prospect of a predominantly 
white academic institution reaching out to them. Several Somali community organizations 
have subsequently contacted the MCAD design department to create partnerships on different 
initiatives.  For example, one organization, called ARAHA contacted me after they had seen the 
US+THEM campaign outside their office. ARAHA stands for the American Relief Agency for the 
Horn of Africa, and strives to alleviate the suffering from hunger, illiteracy, diseases, and poverty 
in the Horn of Africa, as well as helping the east African community in Minnesota10. They were 
interested to see if we could develop initiatives to help them promote their case stories to a 
wider audience as well as reach out to potential funders. They were also interested if we could 
help them develop new products that could address specific needs in the Horn of Africa. 
 
Creation of GR&D LAB
GR&D LAB (Graduate Research & Development Laboratory) was a self-initiated process 
created by 8 MCAD graduate first year graphic design students. They felt that graduate 
education was too restrictive and did not allow them to develop design research projects that 
were real-world experiences. The graduate graphic design students wanted to engage in 
real-world, participatory and community-driven projects independent of the traditional class 
constraints.  They were interested in the proposition that design education can be delivered 
outside the classroom as well as being focused on real-world projects that could prepare to act 

9See “FBI Meets with Minneapolis Somali Community…to Ease Tensions.” Creeping Sharia
WordPress.com 29 December 2009. Web. 12 May 2010.
 
10See Araha.org. American Relief Agency for the Horn of Africa, 2011. Web. 5 May 2011
<Mission-http://araha.org/index.php?/about-us/mission>



globally11.
 
GR&D LAB would be more of an incubator and less of a classroom. It was hoped that graduate 
students would spend more time at community locations and less time in classrooms as well as 
using GR&D LAB as a space that could maximize space efficiency and to move the institution 
away from thinking of educational delivery as only from linking to buildings and classroom space 
and into the community and the idea that education could and should be delivered free from the
constraints of the academic calendar. 
 
Halal Hotdogs Project
Halal Hotdogs was created around the premise that food could be a tool for community 
engagement and cultural acceptance.  The initial idea was to have a mobile hand-drawn food 
cart that would be designed with culturally appropriate Islamic surface designs that would travel 
to local Somali and non-Somali events to engage the communities. Could design create a 
conversation and define a public by having food become the instigator12?  We were interested 
to see if we could engage the Somali community about what it was like to be from Somalia and 
living in a Midwestern City. 
 
One of the most outward symbols of the Somali community is the word Halal which can be 
found on scores of shops in the Twin Cities13.  Halal is the practice of slaughtering meat 
according to Islamic Law14.  Although Halal meat is no different in practice than Kosher meat, 
the word Halal is frequently misunderstood by the Midwestern community15.  By combining the 
Halal practice with one of the most American foods, the hot dog, it’s aim was to act as an easily 
accessible tool to explain and celebrate Somali culture within the Midwest.  By paring with local 
Somali and Arabic leaders both locally and internationally, a design and delivery method was 
devised that was representative of the culture.  This allowed the participatory communities to 
have ownership in the project as opposed to creating a parody of perceived minority culture by 
the dominant community.  
 
Currently, the Halal Hotdog cart functions in the community to celebrate with and for the 
Somali community as well as acting as a fundraising tool by partnering with various Somali 
organizations. One such organization is Neighbors for Nations, a program run by the American 
Refugee Committee (ARC) with the goal of uniting the Somali diaspora to support the remaining 

11See Bentley, T. 1998. Learning Beyond the Classroom: Education for a Changing World. London:
Rout ledge/Demos, at 1.
12See Dewey, John. The Public and Its Problems. Chicago: Swallow, 1954. Print.
 
13See “Halal Shop Minneapolis” Map. Google Maps. Google, 30 March 2011. Web. 12 May 2011.
 
14See Ibn Adam, Muhammad. “The Fiqh of Halal and Haram Animals”. Central-Mosque.com
 
15See Star, P. “Islamic Group Asks Napolitano To Investigate ‘Islamophobic’ Trainers” CNSNews.com 24 
May 2011. Web. 6 June 2011.
 



population in Somali16.  Neighbors for Nations invited GR&D LAB and Halal Hotdogs to 
participate in ongoing joint fundraising efforts utilizing the cart at future ARC events.  
 
Additionally, several Somali community leaders approached GR&D LAB about the Halal Hotdog 
cart as a potential source of employment for newly arrived immigrant families. Research is 
currently being produced with GR&D LAB, Ahmed Hirsi, a Somali entrepreneur and local 
business owner, and Marcus Cedarström, a member of the Swedish-American business 
community, to develop a business model that would be sustainable and replicable in Somali 
communities in Stockholm, Sweden.

 
The Youth//Dhalinyarada Project
The success of the Halal Hotdog project lead to the development of creating significant 
and meaningful partnerships with community leaders. One of these partnerships was with 
Mohamud Mumin, a local photographer from the Somali community, and with Abdi Roble of 
SomaliProject.org.  The resulting project titled ‘The Youth/Dhalinyarada’ aims to profile thirteen 
Somali young men who are actively and positively engaged in their community.  It is hoped that 
this project will present an alternative argument to the dominate narrative that all Somali youth 
are destined to turn against America and the west to fight Jihad17.  
 
The Youth/Dhalinyarada project will have three overlapping delivery vehicles. The first will 
be a traditional gallery show that will display thirteen large-format prints of the profiled young 
men.  The Whittier Gallery was chosen for it’s close proximity to the Karmel Mall, which 
is the primary commercial and social hub for the Somali community18. The second will be 
an accompanying book that includes additional photographs of the participants as well as 
testimony taken during the photo shoots. The testimony took the form of a series of questions 
that asked them to discuss their journey to America, and how they engaged positively within 
their community.  Finally, 1000 26-page tabloid-sized newspapers will be printed that included 
photos and abbreviated testimony of the participants were produced for widespread distribution 
to both the Somali and Midwestern communities.  The low cost of producing and distributing 
newsprint allowed for wide exposure to the greater Minneapolis/St. Paul communities which was 
considered essential to the success of the project.  
 
Conclusion
Although GR&D LAB appears to be successful we need to develop an inclusive structure for the
new graduate graduate class. A structure needs to be developed to ensure that GR&D LAB is 
sustainable and focuses on community-centered research projects. Both undergraduate and 
graduate graphic design students were instructed on how to use their skills to understand a 

16See arcrelief.org. American Refugee Committee, 2011.  Web. 5 May 2011. <http://www.arcrelief.org/
site/PageServer?pagename=programs_somalia>
17See Elliott, A. "A Call to Jihad, Answered in America." New York Times on the Web. 
11 July 2009. Web. 4 May 2011.<http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/12/us/12somalis.html?fta=y>.
 
18See Mosedale, Mike. “The Mall of Somali.” Citypages.com. 18 Feb 2004. Web. 8 April 2011. <http://
www.citypages.com/2004-02-18/news/the-mall-of-somalia/?>
 



community, and the needs and desires of a client and navigate between both in a constructive 
and creative way. What is clear is that in less than one year graduate students have been 
recognized both locally and internationally for their GR&D LAB projects. One student was 
recognized by the AIGA for her investigations into new methods for generating typography and 
has been awarded funding by the University of Minnesota’s Computer Visualization Lab.  
 
Another graduate student was invited to present his research on reconfiguring traditional 
methods of communication for the urban environment to the AgIdeas/Icograga International 
Design Research Lab in Melbourne, Australia19, and the Royal Melbourne Institute of 
Technology’s (RMIT) graphic design program is conducting joint research with GR&D LAB 
through a continuous SKYPE connection between GR&D LAB and RMIT’s Design Lab.
  
It is too early to say with any clarity what the impact of the social projects will be at MCAD since 
there have only been three Advanced Graphic Design Seminar classes offered and GR&D 
LAB has only been run for one semester. What is clear is that the institutional profile has been 
raised in the local communities, and of the 40 students who took the first initial class, ten have 
graduated, and seven have retaken the class.  A desire to collaborate between the institution 
and the local community is gaining momentum and the creation of GR&D LAB points the way to 
a new educational delivery model.
  
In conclusion, the benefits outweigh the risks.  There is a need for graphic design students to 
become involved in real projects involving real clients in real communities in order to broaden 
both students’ educational experience and their understanding of client management. The 
students have expressed that they find out more about themselves as designers and individuals 
from interacting with the community. Students have also expressed that they have benefited 
from understanding the needs of the client, time management, and project constraints.  These 
classes inevitably involve a great deal of reflection as the student questions issues about 
inequality in inner-city communities and the effectiveness and limits of design.  For the student, 
the class opens up a wider understanding of the complexity and inter-connectivity of the world, 
and their role as a designer within that complex system. 
 
The next steps will be to create a nomadic graduate graphic design educational model 
where students spend their entire educational experience in local, national and international 
communities and learn design methodologies, cultural significance and history within 
the community. Ideally, to not be confined by classroom space, academic calendars and 
institutional bureaucracy. 

19 See Wiley, Brian. Can Graphic Design Create a Community or Is Graphic Design and Design 
Education Failing a Community and Itself?. Icograda. 2 May 2011. Web. 28 May 2011.
<http://iridescent.icograda.org/2011/05/02/
can_graphic_design_create_a_community.php%20%20ISSN%201923-5003>


