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P R E FA C E

“The Path to Design” was written by a Digital Media Design teacher at Bronx

International High School for his own students, and is provided to them entirely free of

charge. It is the first of two companion books — this one teaches everything a designer

knows before opening any software: how designers actually work, how the people on the

other end of a design actually see and think, and where every convention in this field

actually came from. The second book, “The Digital Path,” picks up immediately after

this one ends and teaches Photoshop itself, against the real Adobe Certified Professional

exam. Both books and the companion class website are published online, free, for any

other teacher or student who can use them.

License — Free for Educational Use (CC BY-NC 4.0–style)

cc $

You are free to copy, share, print, and adapt this book and its companion

website, for any educational purpose, at no cost to anyone — on the

following conditions:

Attribution required. Keep this Preface intact, or otherwise credit “The Path

to Design” whenever this material or a version adapted from it is shared or

reused.

$ Non-commercial only. This material may never be sold, licensed, placed

behind a paywall, or otherwise used for financial profit, in whole or in part,

under any circumstance.

cc Always free. Anyone receiving a copy of this book, or a copy adapted from it,

must be able to receive it at no cost.

W H E R E  T H I S  M AT E R I A L  C O M E S  F R O M

Every history claim, research finding, and process framework in this book was checked

against a real, named source rather than invented — full citations are collected in the

Sources & References section at the back of the book.



A B O U T  T H I S  B O O K

No software is used anywhere in this book — everything here is done on paper, in

groups, and out loud, the same way it's taught in the classroom before any computer gets

involved. Chapter 1 defines design itself and its three real roots. Chapter 2 is how

designers actually work. Chapter 3 is how the human brain a design is aimed at actually

sees, reads, remembers, and decides. Chapter 4 is where every convention in this field

actually came from, from cave paintings to tomorrow's AI-assisted tools. Chapter 5 is

one short page connecting all of it directly to The Digital Path, where the software work

begins.
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CHAPTER ONE

0101
What Is Design?

Before anything else — a plain definition, and the three roots most people

never connect.

Design didn't begin with a computer, or even with paper. It began the

moment someone arranged marks on a cave wall on purpose, to make

another person see or feel something specific. That's still the

definition today — only the tools changed. This chapter defines design

plainly, names the three real things it's built from, and connects all of

it to the actual job of a graphic designer working today.

1.1

A Working Definition

Design is the deliberate arrangement of visual elements — line, shape, color, image, type

— to communicate something specific to a specific person, on purpose. Every word in

that definition is doing real work: deliberate rules out an accident (a coffee stain is not a

design); arrangement means the elements' relationship to each other matters as much as

the elements themselves; communicate something specific to a specific person means design

always has a job, and always has an audience — it isn't made just to exist.

By that definition, the first designers weren't sitting at a desk — they were standing in

front of a cave wall. A painted handprint, a hunting scene marked in ochre: someone

arranged marks on purpose, so another person, looking at them later, would understand

something. Chapter 4 walks through that history in full; this chapter is about naming

what connects that moment to a graphic designer's job today.



KEY TERM

Design The deliberate arrangement of visual elements to

communicate something specific to a specific person,

on purpose.

1.2

Three Roots: Art, Science & Persuasion

Design draws from three older, separate fields at once — which is exactly why it can feel

like it belongs to all of them and none of them.

Art

The raw materials (line,

shape, color, texture)

and the rules for

arranging them

(balance, contrast,

hierarchy) — borrowed

straight from fine art

and its history. See

Chapter 4.

Science

Real, tested research on

how the human brain

actually sees, reads,

remembers, and decides

— not guesswork about

what “looks right.” See

Chapter 3.

Persuasion

A specific goal: change

what someone thinks,

feels, buys, or does next.

Advertising and

marketing supply the

reason art and science

get pointed anywhere at

all. See Chapter 4.3.

None of these three, alone, is design. Art alone can exist purely for its own sake — a

painting doesn't have to persuade anyone of anything. Science alone is just research,

sitting in a book. Persuasion alone, with no craft behind it, is just a loud claim nobody

finds convincing. Design is what happens when all three meet on purpose: art's tools,

aimed with science's evidence, at a persuasive goal. A poster that uses a bold color

contrast (art) because contrast is proven to grab attention fast (science) so that a reader

actually stops and reads the date of a fundraiser (persuasion) is doing all three jobs in

one move, whether or not the designer ever says so out loud.



This is why Chapters 2–4 exist

Chapter 2 is the practice side of this — the actual process a designer runs

to combine these three roots on a real project. Chapter 3 is the full science

root. Chapter 4 is the full art and historical root, including exactly where

design and marketing/advertising started overlapping on purpose

(section 4.3 onward).

CONNECT THE DOTS

Draw a line connecting each root on the left to the example on the right that uses only that

root, alone — none of these three examples is real design, exactly because each one is

missing the other two.

1 Art

2 Science

3 Persuasion

A “50% off today only” sign

with no real design to it — just

the claim.

B

A peer-reviewed study

measuring which font size

people misread most often.

C

A painting hung in a gallery,

made for no client and no

message to sell.

A

Now, on your own: describe one real design (an ad, a poster, an app icon) you've actually

seen, and name which root it leans on hardest.



1.3

A Career Built on All Three

This isn't just history trivia — it's a literal job description. A working graphic designer

today is hired to do exactly this: take a client's goal (persuasion — sell a product, support

a cause, get someone to remember a name), apply real visual craft to it (art — the

elements and principles Chapter 4 traces back through history), informed by real

evidence about how people actually perceive and respond (science — Chapter 3), and

execute the result correctly, on deadline, in professional software.

That last part — the software — is the only piece of the job that's genuinely new. A

designer 100 years ago used ink, a brush, and a printing press. A designer today uses

Photoshop. The art root, the science root, and the persuasion root underneath haven't

moved at all.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

▸ Next: Chapter 2 goes deep on the practice side of this — the actual process a designer

runs to combine these three roots on a real project.

In your own words, define design — and name the one word in that

definition that rules out an accidental design.

1

Name the three roots design draws from, and give one real-world

example of a design using all three at once.

2

What is the one part of a graphic designer's job that's genuinely new

compared to 100 years ago?

3


