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Processing the Pandemic

MEAGHAN A. DEE

Prose Accompaniment
As we emerge from the global pandemic, our society will need to find ways to
process our collective trauma. Creating this visual essay was my way to start
unpacking my lived experience of it. Additionally, my dear friend, Blythe Terrell
(Supervising Editor of the podcast Science Vs), generously allowed me to
incorporate some pages from her pandemic journal into my collages. Her
words reminded me of how I’d felt during the different phases of the year.

While the pandemic is far from being over (as of this writing on
March 29, 2021, “a majority of United States counties, residents were at a high
risk or higher for contracting COviD-19” "), vaccine distribution is underway
(with 29% of the U.S. population having received at least one dose *). I recently
received my first dose of the Moderna vaccine, and for that I am immensely
grateful. Yet where I thought I would feel joy and lightness, instead I feel a
weight. Perhaps in my relief, my body let me feel more of the heaviness of the
pandemic — the parts it knew I couldn’t handle before.

Additionally, this past year was not only about the virus and the
millions of lives (and livelihoods) lost world-wide. In the United States, a
social justice movement and political division defined 2020. As designers, we
know that the messages we create and put out into the world are a part of the
collective zeitgeist. The words we choose and the words we use matter. We
must do our part to stop hateful rhetoric and its effects —and we must also
know when to listen and when to make space. Designers should bring such
considerations into their client work but also recognize the benefits of main-

taining the sanctity of their personal creative practice. I often process my
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thoughts by engaging in the act of making. Designing is a way for me to slow
down, to process, and to clarify ideas. My visual essay strives to capture how
2020 felt to me, and to provide me with a place for reflection.

I chose to abruptly transition from the analog collage I had planned
to a highly graphical, digital zoom composition to embody how sudden it felt,
as a design educator, to transition from a face-to-face to an online teaching
modality. In March of 2020, my university went on spring break, and we never
came back. In the middle of our break, administrators made the call to immedi-
ately shift our classes online. I had never taught an online class before and had
one-week to convert the content of all of my courses so that my students could
still gain essential knowledge and skills from them. Daycare and K-12 schools
closed. Friends and colleagues with children not only had to re-adapt their
work routines, but they also lost all childcare support.

As T write this in March of 2021, most of our classes are still online
or hybrid. I always loved teaching. I felt like being a design educator was one
of the best jobs a person could have. Yet a year into online teaching in the
middle of a pandemic, I am exhausted. I am incredibly lucky to have my job,
my health, and my home, and yet, in spite of my extremely fortunate circum-
stances, I am overwhelmed.

Teaching can be a performative act, yet face-to-face teaching was a
communal experience. We shared our energy, ideas, books, and materials. We
had chance encounters and serendipitous moments of inspiration. While 'm
getting the hang of facilitating online teaching, 'm still unsure about what
role I play in the evolving lives of my students. I’'ve had students lose their
parents, grandparents, and pets. They share their computers with younger sib-
lings, since they too are having to “learn online.” Their internet connections
come and go. They are tired. Their mental health is suffering. Dozens have had
COVID-19, and many were hit harder than they expected to be. BIPOC students
are dealing with the “pandemic within the pandemic” of the all-too-varied-
and-numerous effects of racism, and AAPI students worried about the safety of
their relatives and the challenges inherent in having to internalize the hate they
were and still are witnessing.

In May of 2020, fellow design educators Anne Berry and Penina
Acayo Laker hosted a virtual (zoom) roundtable on The Value of Design
Education, * during which they asked, “What value do we provide as design
educators?” Upon the conclusion of this, they (along with assistance from

the national steering committee of the AIGA Design Educators Community)
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created the “Value Design Education Pledge.” “ I have reflected many times
since the facilitation of this virtual roundtable on what I offer as a teacher and
how to find value in it amid a global crisis. When the pandemic first began, it
felt like a short-term survival —like all we needed to do was get through a few
weeks. So, I hunkered down —but when I realized we were going to have to
ensure this for a long while, I wanted to find a way to create meaningful expe-
riences that allowed me to process and learn from my immersion in it. This
visual essay is a part of my attempt to glean and decipher meaning from what

has been a tremendously difficult year.
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As we emerge from the pandemic,
we will need to find ways to process
our collective trauma.

I recently received my first dose
of the Moderna vaccine and for that
I am immensely grateful.

Yet where I thought I would feel joy
and lightness, instead I felt a weight—
a heaviness.

Perhaps in my velief, in seeing the beginning
of the end, my body let me feel more of
the weight of the pandemic—

the parts it knew I couldn’t handle

in the moment.
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This past yéar was not only about the virus and the
millions of lives (and lLivelihoods) lost world-wide.

In the United States, a social justice movement
and political division defined 2020.

And by March of 2020, Australia had lost
move than 46 million acres to brushfires.

As designers, we know that the messages we create
and put out into the world ave a part of the collective zeitgeist.

The words we choose and the words we use matter.
We must do our part to stop hateful rhetoric—
and also know when fo listen
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pan-dem-ic (pan-dem-ik) adj. (of a dis-
ease) occurring over a whole country or
the whole world.
pan-de-mo-ni-um (pan-dé-moh-ni-iim)
n. uproar.

I often process my thoughts through the act of making.
Designing is a way for me to slow down, to process, and to clavify ideas.
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L o Mt We all felt so much loss this past year—

Loss for the life we had and
the loved ones we couldn’t spend time with—

so moments of connection, joy, and love
took on a new meaning for me.
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As designers,

J ;r w“’l’f,\:.

we have a phenomenal privilege:

we get to be message makers.
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We get to spend our lives
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sharing and spreading ideas.
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Teaching during COVID-19

In March of 2020, my university went on spring break, and we never came back. In the middle of our break,
administrators made the call to immediately shift our classes online. | had never taught an online class before
and had one-week to convert my courses. One of my classes was Packaging, where I'd always emphasized the a3 - @
importance of physically constructing designs and exploring material usage. Additionally, most of my students Share Screen

were seniors about to graduate, several of whom had job offers rescinded, due to the pandemic. Daycare and
K-12 schools closed. Friends and colleagues with children not only had to re-adapt their work routines, but they
also lost all childcare support.

Contact Course Descrpton

As | write this in March of 2021, most of our classes are still online or hybrid. | always loved teaching. | felt like
being a design educator was one of the best jobs a person could have. Yet a year into online teaching in the
middle of a pandemic, | am exhausted. | am incredibly lucky to have my job, my health, and my home, and yet,
in spite of my extremely fortunate circumstances, | am overwhelmed.

4 5
Teaching can be a performative act, yet face-to-face teaching was a communal experience. We shared our

energy, ideas, books, and materials. We had chance encounters and serendipitous moments of inspiration.

While I'm getting the hang of the online teaching of design (and ZoomSlackCanvasMiroCreativeCritiqueFigma-

AdobeEmailMessagingPadletGoogle), I'm still unsure what role | play in the lives of my students. I've had

students lose their parents, grandparents, and pets. They share their computers with younger siblings, since

they too are online learning. Their internet connections come and go. They are tired. Their mental health is

suffering. Dozens have had COVID (and for each case, we must submit a form to the University) and many were

hit harder than they expected. BIPOC students are dealing with the “pandemic within the pandemic” of racism,
and AAPI students worried about the safety of their relatives and internalizing the hate they are witnessing.
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My “job” this semester is to teach Advanced Typography and a Design Elective—but what is my role?
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On my drive home,
after receiving my first vaccine,
I saw this rainbow

I have new found
appreciation
for small things §&

those everyday, ordinary moments of connection
that I took for granted before
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Biography

is both a practicing graphic designer and a design educator.
Currently, she is an Associate Professor of Graphic Design and a Fellow at the
Institute of Creativity, Arts, and Technology at Virginia Tech in Blacksburg,
Virginia, USA. This summer she ended a seven-year term as Chair of Graphic
Design at Virginia Tech and completed a two-year position as Co-Chair of
the AIGA Design Educators Community (AIGA DEC) Executive Board. She
received her Bachelors’ of Fine Arts from the University of Illinois with a focus
in Graphic Design, and a Masters’ of Fine Arts from Virginia Commonwealth
University, with a focus in visual communication design. She specializes in
engaging in and examining design and systems thinking, typography, branding,
user-experience design, cross-media design, packaging, and editorial design.
She’s also experimented with many different materials and engaged in a wide
variety of creative methods, such as taking her typographic studies into the
realms of motion design, AR, and processing. Regardless of the final output, she

emphasizes core values, process, and design thinking.

Her work can be seen at meaghand.com.
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