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I vividly remember all the frustrations that I held in my first web-design course in undergraduate. I didn’t understand what I was learning,
what was expected of me, and, above all else, I felt like I simply couldn’t
make a web-design that looked even remotely good. I wasn’t the only
one, many of my classmates felt all of the same frustrations.
Despite all these past frustrations, most of my current practice revolves
around digital design and investigating the purpose of coding in design.
Students still have problems applying foundational design skills to
digital media despite knowing how to successfully apply them to print
media. Typographic hierarchy and composition skills often fly out the
window the moment they are tasked with designing a website. Why
does this happen? How can design programs smooth this process? What
can be learned from the industry that they will end up working in?
This report is a summary of the findings between interviews of design
educators and industry leaders of digital design in Philadelphia, PA. It is
an examination of how educators approach teaching digital design, how
similar and/or different it is to their approach with print design, and the
perceived effectiveness the approaches aid student’s learning. Further,
interviews with industry leaders survey what is expected of entry-level
new hires (i.e. newly graduated) in the digital design industry including
software knowledge, technical skills, and soft skills. The last installment
of this report is an op-ed, almost a personal reflection on my findings
but also the broader implications of what I am learning, both for the
world of design and for myself as a designer.
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Prior to undergrad, my exposure to HTML/CSS came from fruitless attempts to customize my Tumblr profile theme. What I mean is, it was
limited and I had no idea what was going on. So, going into my first web
design course, I felt out of sorts. My professor talked about tags and
hypertext and linking and folder structures and so on, so on, and so on.
We (my classmates and I) asked: why?
We were told: Because you have to know. More and more designers had
to work with developers. The language of code (specifically HTML/CSS)
was meant to help have a shared vocabulary with those developers.
So, I got by with some hack-job websites and managed my way into
working full-time at a digital media agency post-graduation. And around
this time, I really began to wonder “Did I have to know how to code?”
The short answer I came to was no, I didn’t have to. But it made my job
easier to do. I could build interactive mini-sites (where coding allowed
me to create some more custom layouts and interactions) without a developer’s help.
Still, I was primarily trained in print design, most of my projects were
print based (I had exactly one digital media project in my portfolio).
Transferring design foundation skills from print to digital was so difficult, but I had to learn and it became a natural evolution in my designs.
I had to learn because that was my job. And now, most of my portfolio is
digital and I love the digital media space.
But why was it so hard at first? Why did my digital designs suck so
much? Why was digital design so intimidating? Why is it so frustrating?
Is it really so different from print design

WHO
AM
I?
WHY
AM
I
ASKING
SO
MANY
QUESTIONS?

My name is Marisa Watanabe. I hold one degree in graphic design (B.S.
Graphic Design, Drexel University, 2016) and am currently working on
my second (M.F.A. Graphic and Interactive Design, Temple University,
2021 [prospective]). Prior to enrolling in Temple’s program, I worked at
a small digital media agency. I started my design career there as a co-op,
continued work part-time, then went full time post-graduation. I eventually became the only designer and designed UX/UI. As a full-time, I
stayed for a total of 3 years.
I decided to enter grad school to become a design educator. During these
four semesters, I had time to dive deep into some of the questions that
lingered in the back of my mind mentioned in the introduction. And my
goal became to investigate those questions in hopes to develop methods
to ease future students into the digital media space.
However, as time passed and I learned more, I found myself coming
up with different questions that are still related to this subject matter
(digital and/vs print) but are broader (I dive into this in the “Rambling
Opinion” section at the end of this report). I am excited to share these
writings and for the future before me. Being still very young in my
career, I look forward to being able to investigate further and am glad to
have decades of questioning ahead of me.
marisawatanabe.com
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To best understand this study, I want to be clear on how I define certain
terminology.

Digital; Digital Design; Digital Media → The design discipline focused on
screen-based media; web-design, app-design, motion graphics, UX/UI,
animation, interaction, etc.
Print; Print Design; Print Media → The design discipline focused on printbased media; packaging, posters, publication/editorial, etc.
Print and/vs Digital → The relationship between print and digital. That
is both how print and digital (can) work together as well as how they
(can) compare and contrast against each other. This is a relatively new
phrase that I am using, but this is what I mean as I use it currently.
Environmental; Environmental Design; Environmental Media → The
design discipline focused on media that is large-scale, spatial, and 3-dimensional; exhibition, signage, etc. Often contain a mix of print and
digital media/principles. I don’t talk about environmental design in this
report. I chose to include it in this glossary to acknowledge that I am skirting around this media.
(Digital) Industry → Throughout this study, I will be referring to the
digital design industry as simply “industry.” Considering my research is
primarily focused on digital (and its relationship to print, not print in its
sole entity), I will use the general term “industry” to refer to the specific
“digital design industry.”
Experience (in Design) → The experience that a design takes a user/
viewer/audience through either through input into (e.g. app), manipulation of (e.g. packaging), or journey through (e.g. exhibition) the media.
Different from “user-experience.”
Dynamic Media/Designs → that responds to user input (e.g. web design);
media that can be changed post-launch. Not all digital media is necessarily dynamic.
Static Media/Designs → that do not respond to user input (e.g. “traditional” posters); media that cannot be changed post-production. Not all
print media is necessarily static.
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By interviewing faculty, I felt that I would gain insight on how programs
are/were being run to help students with understanding how to design
in the digital space. It would provide insight on how professors perceive their students’ growth in the media. Additionally, with various approaches, perhaps there was one that worked better than the others. Or,
more likely, there were parts from each program that worked in their
own merit to aid their students’ journey.
Questions for faculty revolved around three main themes:
• Introducing digital media in their curriculum
• Students’ reactions toward digital media
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• If/how they believed there was a difference between digital
and print

Overall Findings
Unsurprisingly, no two programs had the same approach in introducing digital design. However programs could be sorted by how they first
exposed students to digital design: having students designing for screen
then learn HTML/CSS in a later course or having students design for
screen alongside learning HTML/CSS.
Regarding the students, every faculty member noted that students hold
either or both intimidation and frustration towards digital media regardless of how it was introduced. Some faculty noted that many students entering a design program are artists by default and thus used to
working with hands and physical properties which may be part of the
intimidation. Other faculty expressed concern that coding can often be
difficult to learn for students. Yet, despite this intimidation and frustration, there is a general understanding by students that it is very difficult
to be a print-only designer nowadays.
A lot of the faculty noted something along the lines of “erasing the division between print and digital.” From my understanding, the faculty
who noted this believe that because the curriculum separates the two,
the students also separate them. The hurdle between the media spaces
thus is unnecessarily high and crossing that line takes a concerted effort.
Similarly, faculty who also noted this believed that introducing digital
design earlier and incorporating it with print media would help lower
that boundary.
Note that all faculty were interviewed individually, but are grouped by
institution for simplicity.
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Drexel University → Mark Willie, Associate Program Director of Graphic Design
I want to premise this with a reminder that Drexel is my alma mater. I am close to the
program and its faculty.
ABOUT THE PROGRAM

DIGITAL AND/VS PRINT

Students are initially introduced to
digital design at the end of their sophomore year via a web design course
(Web Design I). In this course, they
work through digital exercises, redesign existing websites, and a team
project.

Fundamentally, there isn't a difference.
Mark stated "it's not about translating,
it's about understanding the environment you're communicating in." By
developing a better understanding of
design systems (grids, Gestalt, etc.),
students can use those skills in a different environment, so long they understand/learn those parameters.

This is followed by Web Design II in
their junior year and is when they are
introduced to coding in HTML/CSS.

STUDENTS WORKING IN DIGITAL

Mark has been working towards introducing digital media earlier in a design
student's career. He mentioned that
"there had been frustration with digital
media [in the past], but it has been
lessening recently." He attributes this
lessening to the earlier introduction of
digital media. Primarily, this early introduction has less of a focus on introducing coding, but introducing digital
space via "visually" designing. Coding,
he says, is still a source of frustration.
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Jefferson University → Maribeth Kradel–Weitzel, Assistant Provost for Academic
Affairs/Director, Creativity Core Curriculum and Program Director for MS Health
Communication Design + Beth Shirrell, Assistant Professor & Program Director
of Graphic Design
Prior to becoming an Administer Assistant Provost, Maribeth used to be a faculty in the
Graphic Design department at Jefferson.
ABOUT THE PROGRAM

DIGITAL AND/VS PRINT

Jefferson has a track system in their
program. For their junior year, they
can choose between the graphic design
track or the web design track. Following
the completion of their track year,
they regroup as a full class for their
senior year.

Beth stated "[print and digital] share
thinking about context and users together. Problem solving through research and testing. Their approach is
the same. The system they are trying
to design for, on the foundational level,
share a lot of the same hierarchy." She
believes that students have struggled
with understanding the different sensitivities in the different media environments and there is a huge disconnect.
She thinks that that older, traditional
print design education model has
also fed into some missteps in aiding
student learning.

Prior to choosing a track, sophomore
students are required to take typography classes partnered with learning
HTML/CSS. The thought is that coding
will help better their understanding
of the distinction between print and
digital media. They also take a course
on web design and strategy meant
to help with understanding UX via
site-mapping, prototyping, testing, etc.

STUDENTS WORKING IN DIGITAL

Beth noted that students have a lot
of frustrations with designing for the
screen. She believes that part of it is
an intimidation factor and thinks that
a stronger foundation can help bring
in more confidence when tackling web
design. Professors should also work to
help "erase the line between print and
digital."
Maribeth noted that she often heard
students say "I love print, just print."
Students are used to working with
their hands and seeing a full product
that they actually create in the
physical space.

Maribeth had a similar line of thought.
She posits that, regardless of the media,
a focus on the user’s needs should drive
decisions. However, different possibilities for services, community building
and engagement style exist in different environments. The MS Health
Communication Design curriculum
at Jefferson encourages students to
bridge the physical and digital divide
based on what is appropriate for the
audience in a given context.
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Moore College of Art + Design → Gigi McGee, Professor of Graphic Design
ABOUT THE PROGRAM

STUDENTS WORKING IN DIGITAL

At Moore, students are introduced
to image making and typography in
their first semester as Graphic Design
majors. Both are investigated, developed, and mastered throughout their
three years in the program. Their first
foray in digital design is in the first semester of junior year where they have
a class focused on design for screenbased media. In that course, Intro to
UX, they discuss typography for digital
clarity, workflow/site maps, and the
capabilities of web design. Following a
solid grounding in static explorations,
the elements of motion and sound will
be added to enhance the meaning and
mood of the screen experience.

"They feel intimidated by it, they are
in an art school and they are people
who like to make things. They get more
satisfaction out of designing something
that they can hold in their hands or
hang on their wall." Gigi believes that a
lot of the frustrations stem from having
to "learn a [new] language."

In the second semester of junior year,
students take a Web Design course
and learn HTML/CSS through a series
of exercises, a group project, and ultimately designing a website built from
the ground up. In their senior year students learn After Effects in Time Based
Media and create several small motion
projects in addition to a longer animation. A motion component is also built
into the senior level Design Systems
class. In Design Systems students
develop visual language to work across
a variety of medium including two-dimensional print work, three-dimensional package and/or environmental
graphics, and interactive, screen-based
applications like a website or mobile
app, in addition to the creation of a
motion graphics piece.

However, her students get excited about
motion projects. There is more control
and the end product feels more tangible. They don't have to worry about
the restrictions of a grid or the incorrect use of a single item of code like in
web design. She said that overall, her
students have a strong preference for
print, though they all understand that
it's very difficult to be a sole print designer nowadays. Designers must be
multi-faceted and able to participate
in and properly communicate within a
digital team.

DIGITAL AND/VS PRINT

"They absolutely share principles.
Composition, type, color theory, image
making, hierarchy." Gigi listed. In the
end, they both hold narratives. But
there is a different kind of experience
between print and digital. With print,
oftentimes there is physical touch
whereas on the screen it's with a cursor.
The differences depend on what kind
of design is being created and how the
viewer interacts with it.

11

F
A
C
U
L
T
Y
↓
T
E
M
P
L
E

Temple University → Abby Guido, Assistant Professor of Graphic and Interactive
Design + Jenny Kowalski, Assistant Professor of Instruction of Graphic and Interactive Design
As a graduate student and TA, I have an insider on the Graphic and Interactive Design
(GAID) program at Temple.

ABOUT THE PROGRAM

Students are first introduced to digital
design with a prototyped website for a
brand they develop in their sophomore
year. Additionally, in a separate class,
they are required to create a short .GIF
in photoshop as a mild introduction to
motion graphics.
Tyler students hold flexibility in their
schedules on what they want to take,
but the core design curriculum requires juniors to take a course more
involved in UX/UI. They design an app
and learn how to apply foundational
skills into screen-based media.

STUDENTS WORKING IN DIGITAL

Abby definitely notices a higher intimidation and frustration factor with
digital design over print design. She
notes that a lot of students have stated
"I took art to get away from math" (students equate coding to math). Abby
attributes a lot of this frustration with
how design is introduced. Primarily,
students learn about design "by hand"
and Abby wishes to introduce digital
design earlier.
Jenny teaches Creative Coding and so
is very exposed to some of the frustrations that students feel when working
with code. She finds that it is very split:

some students really love it; others
are intimidated. She thinks that prototyping softwares has really helped a
lot in lowering the barrier to entry in
enjoying digital design. She states "it's
the technical issues that bring up the
frustrations" as it's often difficult to
pinpoint problems and troubleshoot
in coding.

DIGITAL AND/VS PRINT

Abby believes that "at the heart of it,
designers are communicators. It doesn't
matter what they are using to communicate with. They are simply trying
to get users to understand a concept,
the media doesn't matter" She thinks
that a lot of hang-ups between digital
and print design comes from a fear of
taking a leap to learn the technology.
She doesn't think that digital and print
are different, but doesn't want to say
they are the same either.
Jenny feels that there isn't necessarily
a big difference between the two. "The
individual tasks might be different,
but design is design… It's just the parameters that are different." Although
applying design skills and foundation
to different media has a learning curve,
it just takes time and practice to learn
those parameters and sensitivities.

░

▓▒ ▓░

▒▒░

12

I
N
D
U
S
T
R
Y
I
N
T
E
R
V
I
E
W
S

Once students graduate the hope is that they are able to find a job, yet
there seems to be some mystery as to what programs should focus on to
help their students be competitive. My intention to interview industry
leaders was to help confirm or deny some preconceived notions of what
is expected of entry-level digital designers. As a professional digital designer who had interviewed students for internship positions, I had my
own opinions about how and what programs should focus on to best
prepare the student for "the real world." But, as always, anecdotal evidence can only take you so far.
Primarily, I wanted to find out the types of skills (hard and soft) entry-level digital designers were expected to know. Was coding included?
Was specific software knowledge required? If yes to either or both, what
exactly did they want?
Questions for industry leader revolved around two main themes:
• What skills and portfolio components did they look for in entry-level new hires (i.e. recently graduated students)
• If/how they believed there was a difference between digital and
print

Overall Findings
A lot of my suspicions were confirmed with these interviews. Overall,
there were a lot more similarities in expectations and views on digital
and/vs print between the industry leaders than with the faculty.
Ultimately, all industry leaders want to see that a potential (entry-level)
new-hire has 1) some form of digital design in their portfolio and 2) a
strong ability to present, communicate, and walk through their design
decision process. Presentation and communication were continuously
brought up through each of the interviews as a much needed skill as it
showcases understanding flow and also the ability to work with others
who may not also be designers.
Industry leaders and teachers also shared an overall similarity in discussing print and/vs digital in that each industry leader saw a really
bright future in digital design. They also held similarities in discussing
the media in how digital designs hold a dynamic aspect that print does
not. Yet, both the foundation and approach in either space are similar, at
least at the start. The differences become present when applying those
foundational skills into the different media.
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Neha Agarwal → Design Lead @ Think Company
Neha previously taught design at universities for ~10 years, then decided to return
to industry.
EXPECTATIONS

DIGITAL AND/VS PRINT

For entry-level positions, what is
expected in hard and soft skills are
so vast that it's difficult to answer.
However, Neha noted that they always
want to see at least one digital design
within the portfolio. This provides an
example of how a potential entry-level
new-hire applies design skills in that
media.

Neha believes that there are some
main differences between print and
digital, but she also believes that these
differences are preconceptions, not
absolutes. She thinks that there is a
similarity in the approach in thinking about design principles. There
are things in print media that can be
applied in digital media and vice versa.

There is also a very strong emphasis on
the ability to present and communicate
through decision making. This ability
to talk about their rationale has a lot
of "artifacts" that make up UX and can
thus be translated into what they want
from a new hire.

Neha noted "even though there are
universal similarities, they can't be
taught universally. Educators need to
get out of the traditionalist mindset."

With coding, it depends on the position
they are applying for. Though coding
experience is always a positive, new
hires wouldn't necessarily be working
on code anyway since they aren't developers. "It's less about the ability to
code and more about understanding
how front end coding works and understanding what the relationship
between design and development is."

14

I
N
D
U
S
T
R
Y
↓
A
A
R
O
N
R
I
C
H
A
R
D
S
O
N

Aaron Richardson → (formally) Associate Creative Director @ Bluecadet
Aaron is now Animation Lead @ Neo-Pangea. Title above was during the time of interview.
EXPECTATIONS

DIGITAL AND/VS PRINT

"Expectations have been changing over
the years because tech has become
more ubiquitous and more complex,
and is more challenging to bring everyone up to speed." In the past, Aaron
started, they used to intentionally look
for designers with a print background
with a solid understanding of foundation so that they could train them into
the digital space. Now, a lot of the focus
is looking for exhibitions of strengths
in UX/UI. Bluecadet is not a strictly
web design company, they look at and
focus on experiential design in any and
all aspects.

Digital and print have their similarities
and their differences. "In today's age,
that gap has come down significantly,
foundational approaches are much
more meaningful in digital design
today than before." Print is a tangible experience, something that digital
design can't do. Digital design is able to
create dynamic changes upon input. In
reality though, it's always about engaging the viewer in different forms.

When asked about what exhibits
"strengths in UX" Aaron stated that it
comes down to presentation, decision
making, and process. The narrative
aspect of how potential employees
walk through their projects helps them
understand the thought process and
how that process can be pulled into
the "experiential media space" (that is
the space where the audience interacts
with and holds an experience within
the media). In the end, it's hard to say
what they are looking for specifically,
because it is constantly in flux.
Upon mentioning coding, Aaron stated
that coding knowledge is always a plus,
but it's not expected.

Aaron believes digital design is the
future. With constant innovation and
advances, digital design is moving very
fast and is expanding the horizons of
possibilities. UX is already everywhere
and it's only going to continue to grow.
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Anonymous
This individual did not respond for in requesting to use their name.
EXPECTATIONS

DIGITAL AND/VS PRINT

In a portfolio, there is an expectation to
have some sort of UX project, whether
it is an app or a website makes no difference. At the minimum, they hope
to see a screen component even if it's
a part of a larger project. They believe
that this shows a basic understanding
of how design relates to screen based
media. Prototyping, they mentioned,
is always a huge plus, regardless of
which software is used. They can
always teach different, analogous softwares that provide the same tools and
functionalities.

[Anonymous] was first a print designer, working at a publishing company.
But then they decided to move more
towards digital. They note that the
main difference between the two is
that once something is printed, it's
out there and it won't change. Digital
design has countless iterations because
of the ability to iterate quickly.

However, they emphasized that they
really want to see good presentation
and decision making skills. Thought
process is more important than anything as that is a lot of what UX is.
They want to see if the potential newhire can work through "what if's."
When asked about coding, they noted
that "[their company] has no real expectation for designers to have working
knowledge of code at any level. That
said, it is always viewed as a plus since
it creates an opportunity for better
communication with developers."

They made an analogy: In order to be
a successful abstract painter, one must
still understand the classical and the
foundation in order to apply those
skills into the abstract. Design foundation is the same. Having "classical
principles" allows designers to apply
those principles into different media.
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In my first web design course, my classmates and I asked our professor
if he could teach us more about web design. We were frustrated. Coding
was difficult and it seemed near impossible to make any website look
even remotely good.
His response: "You are all designers." It shouldn't matter what the media
was. We were designers with design foundation theory/skills that we
should be able to apply to whatever form we wanted. And, generally, I
agree. I just don't think it's that simple. And most (if not all) my interviewees seem to agree.
I have been developing my views on digital media, print media, and the
space between the two for the last couple of years. It is specifically that
space between digital and print that I am most interested in: the limitations and possibilities of both media and the education and learning of
said limitations and possibilities.
The fact is print media and digital media have wildly different capabilities. Even within those "genres" of design, there are so many differences.
The way you handle a poster is not the same as the way you would
handle packaging. Posters are (ignoring AR) inherently 2-dimensional,
whereas packaging is inherently 3-dimensional. There are more complexities with packaging simply because it can be rotated on 3 axes.
Posters are typically purely a viewing experience. Packaging involes
interaction and handling. They're just different. The fact that they both
are run through a printer does not matter.
So, on a broader scale, digital media and print media must also have
differences, and they do. They have limitations that are different and
they have possibilities that are different. One is trapped by a screen and
limited by the capabilities of code. The other is trapped by a printer and
limited by the capabilities of ink.

Design education
Design school environments offer a space to learn those specific limitations, capabilities, and possibilities of all of those media. However, in
order to make design decisions, students also should know theory and
foundation first and foremost. This is, in my opinion, the number one
thing that design schools should focus on.
Having theory and foundation allows for critical thinking of designs and
in understanding how limitations of media can inform the possibilities
of design. A strong foundation and being able to dissect the form of the
design is integral to learning how to learn. Raw composition, hierarchy,
Gestalt principles, and typography are a must.
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Of course, building these design skills involve working with media as
well. So what media should students start in designing? When should
digital design be introduced? I think these are the more interesting
questions. In my incredibly humble, inexperienced opinion motion
graphics is the way to introduce digital design. And I don't see why it
can't be introduced at the most basic level of design foundation. As some
of the faculty I spoke with mentioned, motion graphics hold a little more
control than web design. Motion graphics are always viewed through a
screen of sorts and something as simple as animating a logo reveal or
moving compositional shapes can help students understand scale and
hierarchy as it is shown on a screen.
I also do not believe that learning HTML/CSS is needed to understand
how to design for web. I think that sort of thinking is constraining. Do I
think it's helpful? Absolutely. It was helpful for me. And all the industry
leaders I spoke with say that knowing HTML/CSS is always a plus, but
it is never a necessity. In the end, they're hiring a designer not a developer. Being a frontend developer takes a lot of dedication and skill.
Coding a website is a lot more nuanced than what can be learned over
2 classes, especially for students who (historically) have a harder time
understanding code.
What I believe is more important is understanding how HTML/CSS
work. Understanding how it works means knowing the limitations and
possibilities. So this leads to even more questions. How do you teach
students how coding works? How do you help them understand? How
much do you teach? Should they know how to read it (since there is a
marginal difference between reading and writing from scratch)?

Conclusion
To be perfectly honest, I don't know if I'm asking the right questions.
When I started this project, I thought that there was a lot to talk about
with digital and/vs print design. And there is. I've spent countless hours
talking about this very topic. But the more I think and the more I look,
the more I think this is the smaller part of a larger question.
Maybe that larger question is "What is the purpose of design programs?"
And that stems from the even larger question "What is the purpose of
designers in society and culture?"
"We are all designers." But what does it even mean to be a designer? Is
it to provide designs to anyone and any company that will pay the fee?
Is it making things look "good"? Is it making things easy to understand?
I don't think it's that simple.
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NEXT
STEPS

With this new discovery of a realm that I still don't know anything about,
it only makes sense to create a list of steps that I will follow in order to
continue learning and continue thinking about how to apply this into a
"practical" notion of design education.

↓↓↓
More Questions

MORE
QUESTIONS

I have been advised to think about how to narrow down what I want to
learn into a series of questions. This is what I have as of now:
• What is the worth of being a designer? Not necessarily monetarily
(i.e. the "business" of design), but culturally.
• What are the ethics of being a designer?
• How do you teach/inform the new/upcoming generation of designers about the ethics and culture of being a designer? How do you
teach/inform the current generation of designers about this?

Interviews
To help answer the questions above, I think that it would help to talk
with a vareity of designers. Having conversations about this has allowed
me to learn more not just about what others are thinking, but also to
help form my own concise view on the topic. I aim to continue to do this
by (casually) interviewing others.

Readings
There is plenty of literature (and podcasts) out that I am looking forward
to digging into. I would like to see how things have changed, how things
are changing, and what others have to say.

The more I learn, the less I understand
Things are simulatneously simple and complicated. I think that there is
a lot to be said about having conversations not just with professionals,
but with students. Not necessarily to have answers, but to come up with
questions and the mindset of coming up with questions. Questioning
the status quo is important for development of culture and society, and
I believe that designers have a unique voice to phrase such questions.
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