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ABSTRACT

Over the past coupie of decades, North Americans have founhd
themseives living in an increasingly culturally and ethnically

diverse society. In response to this explosive growth in diversity,
communication and creative industries must bggpme more sensitive
to their target audiences. Henry Steiner and Kersi Haas’s book Cross-
cultural Design: Communicating in the Global Marketplace, published
in 1995, is ane of the earliest graphic design books to address the
topic of cross-cultural issues in visual communication.

This paper carries on the spirit of “cross-cultural design” by exploring
its applications in teaching at the university level. Using case studies
of York University design students’ coursework and a workshop for
graphic designers, “Design and Cultural Roots,” held at the University
and College Designers Association (UCDA) Annual Conference in
Toronto in October 2007, this study examines the issues of teaching
cross-cultural design in North America. Analysis will be made to
compare the work by York’s students with the exercise done by
Caucasian-American participants in the workshop. This study
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communication design.

What we now term "globalization” or"internafionalization“ 1:::
predominately been a development in one direction, frI:n: e
developed Western countries to the rest of the world. No f
recent decades have we begun to se: thi: :ne;:r:: f::sw:\; : s
ication begin to change in North Am .
t:z:::::::cmzese, Thai, and Vietnamese}) are becomir:: :Z::es
visible through various channels ranging from restaurants " )
and among them, the Chinese culture has generated the mo

. - ina NOW
attention because of the economic opportunities that Chin

offers the rest of the world.

With North American societies becoming increasing.|y d'iver;i. ;rr:'\uaegses
and representations of ethnic minorities are appearing lr; a oy

and walks of life, especially in the big cities such as New orltura“;
Los Angeles, San Francisco, Vancouver and Toronto. . In .a cdu "
diverse environment, the communication and creative indus

i visual
must become more sensitive to their target audiences. Inthe

communication field, the organization American lnstitut‘e of C;raitp:lc
Arts (AIGA) began a “cross-cultural design” threac! on the.ur we as ”
a couple of years ago. Thread topics range frcfm n’1crea5|.ng g|:r e|:c>I -
designers’ cultural awareness to the pedagogical |ssue.5 invol o
teaching cross-cultural design (AIGA 2007). He'nry Steiner aI:\ -
Haas's (1995) book, entitled Cross-cultural Design: Commumcarl ?
in the Global Marketplace, published in 1995, is one c‘.f th.e ea:r ies
graphic design books to address the topic of culture in visua

communication in an East/West context.

i d
In their book, Steiner and Haas (1995) gave an outline of tools an

Henry Steiner graduated from Art and Arghitecture School of Yale

. . s
University with an MFA in Graphic Design in 1957. He workec! mHPan
and New York on various graphic design jobs before arriving in Hong

. cation
Kong in 1961 and setting up his company, Graphic Communicatio

f
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Limited, in 1964. Steiner is the first designer based in Hong Kong to
receive international attention and recognition, and is known as the
Father of Graphic Design in Hong Kong (Steiner, 1997). In his book,
Steiner shared his more than three decades of experience working in
Hong Kong, a society founded upon traditional Chinese heritage and

yet never short of external influence from overseas, including British,
European, American and Japanese,

Steiner’s contributions to graphic design history and development
cannot be understated and, even more importantly, he has added a
new dimension of visual languages in modern Chinese design history
after the 1930's Shanghai style. His impact is not limited to modern
Chinese design his"ro:& but is also part of the “cross-cultural design”
creative approach in the qlobal context.

By examining issues of teaching “cross-cultural design”in North
America, this paper would like to continue down this same path
toward the development of cross-cultural design pedagogy. It
examines student coursework containing cultural themes, analyzing
the students’ interpretations of cultural symbols and reflections on
their understanding of the culture that they have depicted in their
work. Also, a case study is included of the design for the workshop
“Design and Cultural Roots;” held at the Universjty and College
Designers Assaciation (UCDA) Annual Conference in Toronto in
October 2007, in which a majority of the participants were Caucasian-

American (UCDA, 2007). This paper will report on the response and
summary of this work.

Further study will be undertaken to compare the work by York's
students with the exercise done by Caucasian-American participants
in the UCDA workshop. By making a conscious effort to Integrate
different cultural materials into design education, this study

contributes to the understanding of teaching cultural roots in visual
communication design.

Canada has a strong tradition of embracing cultural diversity, with
two official languages (English and French) and special preserved
regions all over the country honouring the culture of the First Nation
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i jversity, with
iginals. Toronto is a city renowned for its cultural dwrerb y
boriginals. -
Ah 2(?01 Census reporting that there are 64 first languag ;_:;to
o i vironmen
oken in the city. This diversity provides a perf:e?t enY e
N dy the needs of cross-cuitural design. In addition, Yor "
- d design program, a
ically diverse campus an
oasts a very ethnica P
bh University’s policy is to honor and encourage diversity ] "
et iversity” aign. A four-day event,
i ing its “celebrate diversity” campaign.
events including its “ce . ey e
Multicultural Week, is held annually in the first week of F ﬁ_o:l -
u ' - " -ng
i sociations, rangi
0 different student as '
every year about 6 . o tom ™
Abo:ginal students Association, the Sri-Lankan StudentTh‘ e
i . This
the Russian Students Federation, take partin the e\:rent o
during symbol of York’s celebration of multiculturali
isanen

University, 2007).

Within the environment of York University, the Bf'ac.hellcn;J Ht:'zrokt:s

Degree in Design (BDes Hons) program, offen:et;l j:;r; ); ; : o
Department of Design and Sheridan College’s 5¢ . o

i ct and accommodate students of diverse e

e atc:raThe 443 students enrolled full-time for the school year
thcal;?;tzﬂ;a the cultural diversity of both the University and Toronto.

Being aware of the cultural diversity of tlhe stu:gr;tsl:'o::; ::zgram
university and the city, course directorf in the N
are careful to facilitate students with d|f‘ferentr:::.:ll(teu;alOOO_IE\‘IEI
i j or exa ;
pmwdh?fg °: tir(::;;n;?::jd‘:: Jae;::j:ct which offers several options
Z:utr::‘toy;cif ancient civilizations, in.cludirrg Nativ:‘ ;:n;zl:::
pictographs, Mayan hieroglyphics, Chinese |d.e0:;gr?.l " f,orms "
capitals, Arabic calligraphy, early Hebrew calllgra;.a i o ﬁ;,‘dings -
Gothic textura. Students are required to summanzelzl Ese nenosn
survey report of approximately 250 words and shou

their poster designs.

major
in Communication Design 2, a course at the 3000 level, one f jr
. ‘an fo
i romotional campaign
i ires students to designap

oot The, lish and at least one

i ject must incorporate Eng .
a festival, The projec o

ther language in the design, and students are free to cho

0

e ——EEE
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themes from an existing festival in Toronto or to create their own.
Festival themes reflecting a wide variety of tastes have been chosen,
including DigiFest, Jazz Festival, Toronto International Festival, Canada

Hip Hop Festival, Ottawa International Animation Festival, and so

on. Interestingly, students with Asian ancestry are generally more

interested than non-Asian students in selecting a festival with an Asian
theme, such as Toronto KiteFest for the Korean community,
Boat Festival, Chinese Lantern Festival, and Powel| Street Fe
(Japanese). It's understandable that students with Asian an
links might see this assignment as an opportunity to learn
their cultural heri

Dragon
stival
cestry

more about
tage. Atthe same time, other students can also learn
about cultures that they are not familiar with,

The creative directions of cross-cultural design, as shown by Henry

Steiner (1995) in his book, include iconography, typography,

symbolism, tdeography and splitimage. Itis quite rare to find
either instructors or students who are aware of t
possibilities in cross-cultural design. The design
by the students in this study are mainly at the le
themes and icons in their creations, rather than

his broad range of
directions taken
vel of using cultural
thinking at a deeper

level about the environment that they are living in and grew up with,

Most of the students, as seen in the Chinese Lantern Festival by
Michelle Lee and Lillian Lau, and Jessica Lee's Dragon Boat Festival,
interpreted the theme of their festival in a litera way. Although
Toronto is never short on visual ins
those students with Chinese ethni
their culture of origin,

piration for Chinese cultures, and
¢ backgrounds do know a bit about

itis very difficult for them to have cultyral
insight and understanding equivalent to those

in the Chinese-speaking region. Not surprising
visual understanding often remained at the syr

students who grew up
ly, their culturai and
face level.

Other examples,

such as Tony Hsu's Powell Street Festival and Ashley
Lee’s Toronto KiteFest, are trying to take the next step. Powell Street
Festival is an annual event held in Vancouver to celebrate the arts
and culture of Japanese Canadians and Asian Canadians; compared
to the two previous examples, Hsu has made his best effort to study
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traditional graphic arts and has successfully mimicked a design with

| Japanese cultural flavor. Ashley Lee’s work for the Korean community
In Toronto took a rather different approach. Instead of attempting

to make the design look “Korean’, she took a different approach by
making the event non-cultural, but added a touch of Korean flavor

with the inclusion of Korean language.

To employ a cross-cultural design approach, a designer frequently
must have very good knowledge of both cultures, Obviously,
without conscious guidance, it is very difficult for students to be able
to understand the creative strategy of a cross-cultural design. In
addition, studies of cross-cultural design issues are very limited and
examples of good design using cultural elements are not easy to
come by in North America. Materials on teaching the use of cultural
elements in the arts and design are also very difficult to find.

The author (Wong 2000) published a conference paper on the
investigation of Chinese graphic design theory and pedagogy in
2000. In that paper, | generalized six common creative approaches
seen in the graphic design work found in the Greater China region.
They are: Re-invention of Chinese Typography; Integration of Bilingual
Typography; Formulizing the Mixture of Eastern and Western Images;
Rethinking Chinese Calligraphy and Shiumo Painting; Inspiration

of Folk Arts and Popular Arts from the Past; and Appropriation

of Contemporary Everyday Life Objects. This study provided the
possibility of further exploration on cross-cultural design theory and
teaching that theory in the classroom context in North America.

In this paper, although it is difficult to see students in Toronto who

are fully able to use mature approaches in creating messages for a
culturally diverse audience, we can determine the basic foundation
thatis required for the teaching of cross-culturai design in the

global context. First, it is not only required that each student have

a thorough understanding of his or her own cultural heritage and

the surrounding cuiture, but it's also necessary to learn interculturai
communication skills, The teaching of intercultural communication in
the North American context has a famaus six-step pracess, including

R
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still i i
Iive in environments where they lack day-to~day interactions with

male. In the workshop, | introduced the participants to the relationshj
between graphic design and culture and followed {he teachin v
with a short group exercise, Participants were givep the namego?p
country, such as Japan, China, Mexico, Thailand, Indja and Vietnar: and
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friends. Many of them had never had a friend with a non-Western
ethnic background. The ideas for washroom signs that they came up
with can be best explained as the maost common images of that given
country represented in the United States.

As many of you may have personal experience with American
friends, you might share my view that Asians living in Asia definitely
have more knowledge on the United States, from history to
Hollywood movies. Indeed, we are still living in a world where the
flow of “globalization” has always been in one direction. Although
we are seeing the possible future changes in the balance of
influence and power, led by Japan and China, it will be difficult to
break away from the global marketing and distribution infrastructure
and network controlled by the United States. Thus, in order to start
balancing the cultural influences in globalization, it is important

for the Asian countries to be able to make use of the current world
communication system and to influence the representations of
Asian cultures in the United States. This will involve some very
complicated issues and processes.

In the case of York's design students and the participants in the

Design and Cultural Roots workshop for UCAD, it is safe to say the

York students have the advantage of fiving in an environment where
access to other cultural traditions is not challenging, while some of the
workshop participants lack ready exposure to other cultures or simply
have not felt the need ta learn more about them.

This paper summarized two case studies on teaching cross-cultural
design in Toronto. Given that the culturally and ethnically diverse
environment is still in its infancy stage in North America, it will take
decades for the population in that part of the world to catch up with
the amount of cultural knowledge Asian people already have. Design
educators could be a part of this effort by promoting cross-cultural
design as a required course for students living in a globalized world.

This paper is not yet able to establish any basic framework and
tools for teaching cross-cultural design due to a lack of examples
and the small sample of students. However, it is possible to start by
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éncouraging individual students to pursue their independent projects
at the senior level. The example that | have here is an independent
project by a student who emigrated to Toronto when she was 13 years
old. She has competency in reading Chinese,
wants to create a series of flashcards for non
how to read and write Chinese, The project
integrate English and Chinese in a mixed m
a non-Chinese reader.

In this project, she
-Chinese readers to learn
's creative direction is to
essage to communicate to

The study of cross-cultural design theory and

potential and urgently needs develo
embrace cross

pedagogy has great
pPment. A conscious effort to
-cultural design theory can contribute to along
balance in the ﬂow«af_t_:!lobalization. This is particularly impor
design students and deiign programs in Asia, since they are s
example for the rest of the world to follow,

-term
tant for
etting an
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