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Project Épanouir

Fall – Early February

Initial Ideating

Going into thesis in the fall, I had just come back from a semes-
ter abroad followed by a summer working with Amy Papaelias 
through the SURE Grant on a special edition of the academic 
design journal Visible Language. At the time, the former was 
the main source of interest as far as thesis subject matter was 
concerned. I often thought about the relationship between print 
and web design during the grant, which was also influential. 

As a result, I looked to combine in my thesis travel, study abroad, 
foreign languages, and mental health, ultimately looking to in-
tegrate each of these into one cohesive project. Clarifying my 
idea further, I began thinking about UX/UI, websites vs web 
products, and the stigma on mental health through how materials 
surrounding it are designed.
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Initial Statement

Studying abroad can be nerve wracking. Especially if one has 
mental health quarries. The Internet is bursting with travel re-
sources and blogs, though usually portraying the experience en 
rose. The Internet is also plentiful with mental health resources, 
though usually grossly sympathetic in design. Combining these 
results in a strange mess of confusion. I’m looking to create a 
platform to fill in the gap: someplace one can find resources 
free from the sad stigma of mental health help. This may also 
be a place motivating users to check in — whether it’s been a 
phenomenal day, or just kind of not great! Because sometimes 
people simply need to share things, get them out and keep 
moving. It can also be great to reflect and see how far one has 
come. Investigating UX/UI, defining voice and style, and using 
web technologies will result in such a platform that accepts 
anxiety, depression, stress, and other mental health qualms as 
normal roadblocks that overcoming is nevertheless attainable. 

First Steps

Making began through wire-framing site layouts, structures, and 
information architecture through a mix of tactile post-it notes 
and written lists, creating style tiles for aesthetic feel, and mak-
ing in-browser mockups using Bootstrap. I followed this through 
with conducting a visual survey on a local scale (relative to the 
Center for International Programs at New Paltz) as well as global, 
looking through the Internet for both study abroad and mental 
health resources as a whole, finding general patterns within 
each. From the blog, on study abroad promotion (25/09/15):

[…] one becomes bombarded with sunsets, 
choice moments, and [lots] of saturation. On 
the other hand there’s also a handful of [clean] 
landscape photos with inspirational quotes. It 
is truly quite formulaic.
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At this point in the project, I came up with the work ‘épanouir’ as 
a term I’d wanted to associate with the final outcome. In french, 
this means ‘to blossom’ or ‘to flourish,’ and can be used in a 
reflexive form to refer the that of the self. The working title for 
the project became ‘Project Épanouir.’

I read a lot, did a lot, took things in and absorbed like a sponge. 
Over the summer I volunteered at both Typographics Conference 
and Smashing Conference, and was able to see many speakers 
from both, whose words were invaluable in formulating new 
ideas. Reading went outside of design, with books like Nicely 

Said covering how we write content for the Internet, and Product 

Design for the Web explaining how web products differ from 
web sites. I also had the chance to go to Global Citizens Festival 
(Beyoncé ayyyyyy [also others]), which was incredible to see 
how they used an online presence to establish global goals, of 
which I referenced for offering content through Project Épanouir.

In October, information architecture came into the forefront after 
participating in the workshop with New Paltz GD alumni, who 
also brought a variety of print materials to go through. Reflect-
ing on this, while I was working with heavily digital material, I 
definitely had a longing for print media.

Making

At this point in the semester, we worked on proposals for out 
thesis projects. Perhaps another early signifier, I designed this 
with a theatrical version in print, through multiple aesthetic 
qualities. 

Beyond the proposal, I laid out subjects to cover through the 
platform, types of content to integrate, and a list of makings to 
go through during the semester. This last one consisted of es-
tablishing a visual identity, writing / creating content, designing 
a physical poster series, social media materials, designing and 

coding a pre-launch landing page, and a beta version of a final 
site. Other happenings included some group critiques, meeting 
with professors outside of design to discuss the project, and 
Pecha Kucha. Also presented on a panel at New Paltz at the 
end of October, and then went to Davidson, North Carolina and 
present research at a conference.

Also began realizing at this point that everything I wanted to 
do was a lot, and I think this began to overwhelm me in a way 
where there were many things I wanted to do, but didn’t have 
the technical know-how to do them on my own in a way that 
I wanted to. I also felt at this point not to be able to follow an 
improvisational methodology of making and designing with this 
sort of content destination. I still had spikes of motivation here 
and there, learning new things in code through a comp sci web 
programming course, as well as a multitude of code newsletters 
and online learning resources. 

At this time I also started working on writing my own study 
abroad experience to include within the project as a sort of vi-
sual essay, influenced greatly by Frank Chimero’s work with the 
medium. This brought back many feelings, and I missed France 
and Europe a lot! Realizing that I could graduate in the summer 
and not the following fall, I came to realize that I wanted to go 
back through CIP to work at the university in the same city as 
a lectrice.

Moments of excitement and exasperation

I continued reading and trying to immerse myself in materials 
relating to my thesis. I looked at the work of Ben Pieratt, who 
uses pretty wild aesthetics within the frame of the web. I was 
fascinated by it, but unsure of wanting to follow the same. I 
looked into new CSS frameworks like Bass CSS, which were 
more lightweight than Bootstrap. Started working on comps 
for a website within Sketch, while looking at various websites 
offering up content while maintaining a certain aesthetic — I 
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was particularly influenced by Refinery29, a company whose 
design and engineering team also maintain a blog explaining 
and showing case studies of features in play. Broadly was an-
other such site that had a certain contemporary editorial feel.

At the end of the semester, I wound up with a teaser landing 
page, several main page site comps, and a mockup for a possible 
tracking interface a user could use while abroad.
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Project Épanouir in four characters: ????

Over break I experimented with code, tried learning more. But 
I realized I wasn’t truly truly feeling it. I started toying with the 
idea of making the project not uniquely web, but a combination 
print/web, with final outputs including brochures, posters, and 
even small zines.

I started looking at more design works, many coming from west-
ern Europe with principals calling back to the New Typography, 
with my fav, Jan Tschichold. The works I were looking at left 
me genuinely excited. Started thinking about the printed web 
and coding design for print. Technical skills left me unsure of 
this route, so I went about it with some hesitancy. That sphere 
of design is immensely interesting, but after a hot sec I felt it 
was not me.
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Print Dialogue

Late February – May 2016

The part where things are fun again

I started playing with type and scanners. Project Épanouir dealt 
with a lot that was relevant to me, but it didn’t feel right for 
whatever reason — perhaps the medium. Not sure. Not worrying 
about it. But what I did realize at this point is that I am highly 
interdisciplinary with a background in both French Language, 
Literature, and Culture, as well as Graphic Design. This semester 
I am taking a French Phonetics and a French Linguistics course, 
which has allowed me to learn the IPA within the framework of 
the French language.

So I took content I had already made and started experimenting, 
improvising, and seeing what would become of it. I leapt into 
the other part of my summer grant concerning critical making 
without realizing it. 
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Experimenting with typography proved enjoyable, and it felt 
like something I wanted to do without knowing exactly what the 
form would be. Nevertheless, persevering, I made some weird 
things. But I was very ok with it. I looked at Debbie Millman’s 
book Look Both Ways a bunch at this point of thesis, perhaps 
thinking of doing something similar. Then midpoint critiques 
came up and I started having things to show for it.
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The critique proved to be influential on further progress. From 
a blog post on March 17, after the critique:

I’m interested as well to how this may be applied 
to sociolinguistics and language. Along the line 
of linguistics, I am trying to figure out how to 
portray expressing oneself while having multi-
ple languages. Beyond a phonetic level of how a 
language sounds, sometimes it just feels right to 
use one language to express an idea rather than 
another. There’s something about the simplic-
ity of ça va aller, laisser tomber, je me trouve 
toute à fait épuisée, à plus!, fais comme tu veux, 
bonne journée / bon week-end / bonne fin de 
semaine, tant pis, allez-hop!, ouaaaaaais, ça n’a 
rien à voir avec ce que je veux dire, ma journée 
est actuellement très chargée, et ainsi de suite. 
The same is starting to happen with german, 
and on a written level cognates have my spelling 
aptitudes all over the place.

Language also has the ability to provide a feeling 
of safety, especially being in a country that is 
widely monolingual. Psychologically, switching 
languages can also lead to different manners of 
presenting oneself — which I find immensely 
interesting.

There are two main ways of studying linguis-
tics — synchronic studies or diachronic studies. 

The first studies how a language functions at 
a certain period of time without studying its 
succession in history in regards to phonetics, 
phonology, morphology, syntax, sociolin-
guistics, communication, and lyrical qualities. 
By contrast, diachronic studies will study a 
language across time, including aspects of 
a language successively, and the history of a 
language. Diachronic studies thus are like a suc-
cession of synchronic studies.

During the crit, Will had mentioned the aspect 
of time. Linguistically this could be interesting 
though I’m not positive I’d have the time to ar-
rive at a satisfied state with completing research.

In hindsight, what came after this seemed pretty inevitable. 
Typography and linguistics are two fields that I’m sometimes 
too excited about.  

I started reading more, going to more lectures, and writing. 
The blog became a huge source of pushing forward, where I 
metaphorically threw up a bunch of thoughts and ideas floating 
around. These later became the framework for various writings 
relating to critical making studies. 

I wrote and I made and remade and did weird things and proba-
bly didn’t make a lot of sense for anyone throwing a glimpse to 
the sorts of things I was trying to do. But Print Dialogue became 
a source of fun and exhaustion and a bit of satisfaction in what 
I was doing. Things started becoming more cohesive relative 
to one another. I overcame doubts about printing and binding 
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and even got past a hesitance to use tools like the wide format 
printer. Piece by piece I got more and more excited. Things 
began linking up where I did not expect them to. My linguistics 
course became one with thesis for a hot second and I enjoyed 
it a lot. In linguistics we presented our research topics with a 
time limit of 10 minutes and I’m more than positive that I loudly 
cared about typography and linguistics in French at a room full 
of people for well over that amount of time. Side note: since 
the panel in October and conference in November, I have had 
little or no worries about getting up and presenting. I really love 
that, I love it a lot.
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Print Dialogue

Final Outcomes

Deliverables

At the end of thesis, I had four critical making inquiries and a 
book. The inquiries consisted included four copies of a Japanese 
stab stitch book (Der Takt), three copies of a single signature 
stapled booklet (À Numériser), five copies of a different single 
signature stapled booklet (Untitled IPA), and five 2×3’ posters. 
These were all compiled into a 144 page book, Print Dialog, with 
supporting theoretical writings on each.

Online, the writings were put up in separate posts and can be 
found at the url printdialogue.megandoty.com.

Takeaways at the show included 4×5” show cards with designs 
from the pragmatics project, as well as stickers and business 
cards.
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The Book
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Pragmatics
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Der Takt
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À Numériser
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Untitled IPA

Est-ce que c’est à cause  
des environs où je m’habitue à 

utiliser une telle langue à  
une autre ?



50 51

Takeaways



Print Dialogue

Thesis Show
Photos by Milo Axelrod + Pablo Marti
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