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ABSTRACT

Disability scholar Rosemarie Garland-Thomson describes this idealized figure as the "normate," a
socially constructed concept that establishes expectations for what people's bodies should be able
to do. Graphic design frequently reflects these same expectations by assuming that users can
perceive, interpret, and interact with communication in particular ways. The graphic design we
engage with each day is often inaccessible, whether because typography is difficult to read, color
contrast is insufficient, or packaging is difficult to open, to name a few examples. These examples
show that, whether intentionally or unintentionally, there are assumptions that people's bodies
enable them to use design solutions as intended. The graphic design profession needs new
workflows that identify gaps created by normate assumptions as part of the design process.

The development of Now / Between, a multimodal artist book that combines typography,
photography, poetry, Braille, and tactile design, demonstrates how accessible graphic design
challenges normate assumptions by expanding how communication is conceived, designed, and
experienced. The book supports multiple pathways for engagement by sighted, low-vision, and
blind readers without requiring separate editions or adaptations. While designed to support blind
and low-vision readers, it also invites sighted readers to engage with photography through both
visual and tactile means. The project demonstrates how accessibility can generate new forms of
aesthetic, material, and sensory engagement rather than simply removing barriers. It illustrates how
the same attention, care, and commitment to accessibility can inform the broader range of graphic
design artifacts that shape everyday experiences.
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Graphic Design and the Normate

The Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) argued that people
with impairments are disabled by social conditions and barriers. For blind and low-vision
people, these barriers can limit how they experience visual and literary arts. Mike Oliver
later named and developed this understanding as the Social Model of Disability, which
shifts attention from an individual’s impairment to the mismatch between people and the
conditions created by society. Deanna Geneva Lorianni and | collaborated to produce
Now / Between to help close this accessibility gap by creating multiple ways to
experience photography and poetry.

Bodily impairments shape individual lived experiences (Crow, 1996), while disability is
produced through spatial, societal, structural, and communicative barriers that constrain
full participation (UPIAS and Disability Alliance, 1976; Oliver, 1996). This understanding
of disability provides a means of examining what Kat Holmes describes as a mismatch
between a person and an exclusionary design (Holmes, 2018). Bess Williamson and
Elizabeth Guffey further examine how disability emerges not only from the characteristics
of our bodies but also from breakdowns in the systems through which people access
information, participate in society, and engage with the world around them (Williamson
and Guffey, 2020). This dynamic serves as the foundation for how this paper frames
design’s role as both a contributor to systemic barriers and a means of reducing or
eliminating them.

System breakdowns will be examined through what Bess Williamson and Elizabeth
Guffey describe as the Design Model of Disability. In Making Disability Modern: Design
Histories, Williamson and Guffey introduce the Design Model of Disability as a framework
for understanding disability as a phenomenon that can be addressed or ameliorated
through material and digital artifacts (Williamson and Guffey, 2020). They argue that
design defines categories of ability and disability in ways distinct from medical and social
frameworks. This perspective shifts attention away from disability as solely a
characteristic of an individual body and toward the role that designed environments,
objects, systems, and forms of communication play in shaping human experience
(Williamson and Guffey, 2020).

This perspective has become increasingly important as graphic design extends beyond
the creation of individual artifacts toward the development of systems, services,
environments, and experiences. Through typography, imagery, color, materiality,
interaction, and sensory engagement, designers increasingly shape how users move
through interconnected touchpoints rather than engaging with a single object in isolation.
A brand system, for example, may be experienced across advertisements, websites,
packaging, retail environments, social media platforms, exhibitions, and customer service
interactions. These design decisions do not merely respond to differences in ability. They
also establish expectations about how communication should be perceived and
experienced. In doing so, graphic design helps define what forms of perception,
interaction, and participation are treated as normative. As Garland-Thomson suggests,
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these assumptions contribute to the construction of the normate by establishing
expectations for how communication should be perceived and experienced.

Accessibility as Creative Practice

The Design Model of Disability provides a framework that all designers can use, offering a
new lens and practical steps to avoid treating accessibility as a fixed set of solutions. By
shifting attention from individual impairments to the design decisions that shape access,
the framework encourages designers to reconsider how communication is conceived,
produced, and experienced. Experimentation with materials, processes, and
technologies, combined with co-design and user testing, can help designers move
beyond standardized assumptions and develop more responsive approaches to
accessibility. Accessibility, in this sense, becomes a creative practice that expands how
communication can be designed and experienced.

Disability-related challenges have often been approached through technical, medical, or
engineering perspectives rather than through design disciplines. While these approaches
are essential, they can position accessibility primarily as a problem to be solved.
Designers, however, are trained to work through exploration.

Instead of treating accessibility solely as a problem to be solved, designers can approach
it as an opportunity to investigate new materials, sensory experiences, forms of
interaction, and modes of communication. This goes beyond incorporating alt text,
applying color contrast requirements, or using semantic HTML, to name only a few
examples. These practices should be implemented, but they represent the floor of
accessibility rather than its ceiling. Exploring materials, processes, and technologies in
ways not originally intended can expand the possibilities for accessible graphic design.

The Development of Now / Between

The project put the Design Model of Disability into practice by challenging normate
assumptions about who books are designed to serve. By engaging low-vision and blind
communities in art forms from which they are often excluded, the project sought to create
multiple pathways through the same artifact rather than separate experiences for different
audiences.

We designed from the inside out, identifying what was needed to make the book
accessible for blind and low-vision readers while integrating those same elements into the
experience for all readers. While Braille is not typically read by sighted audiences, it
becomes part of the book's visual and material language. Likewise, tactile elements
incorporated into the photographs provide additional ways to engage with the images
while remaining accessible to readers who experience them visually.

To maximize impact, we sought scalable materials and production methods to support an
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affordable, mass-produced edition. Rather than treating accessibility as an afterthought,
the project used it as a framework for exploring new materials, production methods, and
forms of artistic engagement.

Project Origins

The start of Now / Between coincided with a parallel shift in our individual and joint
creative practices between my coauthor, Deanna Lorianni, and me. While my primary
focus had long been socially conscious graphic design, street photography remained a
separate creative outlet with little overlap between the two. Similarly, Lorianni's work in
communication strategy, plain language, and copywriting existed alongside her poetry
and creative writing. As these previously separate areas of our work began to converge,
we both found ourselves asking who had been excluded from experiencing what we had
created in the past. Now / Between emerged from those questions as we committed to
making accessibility a core component of both our individual and collaborative work. We
started this journey by deciding to develop an art book showcasing the work we do
outside our primary roles, recognizing that people with low vision and blindness are often
excluded from experiencing photographic art and contemporary poetry.

We chose to create a book because we wanted the work to live beyond a gallery
exhibition. Knowing that exhibitions are temporary, we would have the opportunity to
reach a broader audience with a book. It would also give us the means to explore how
accessibility could be applied to a traditional graphic design medium, showing that
graphic design can be executed with accessibility in mind. We were also interested in
designing and developing a book because disability advocates have long described the
shortage of published works available in accessible formats as a “book famine” (Jewell,
2014). According to the World Blind Union, less than 10% of published materials
worldwide are available in formats that can be read by people with low vision, blindness,
or print disabilities (Jewell, 2014). We examined the lack of accessible books as a
systemic failure and knew that our book could serve as an example of how books can be
designed to challenge normative assumptions about how readers engage with published
works.
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Figure 1. The front, spine, and back covers form an archival box that protects the artwork inside. The front of
the box features a simple title set in the Atkinson Hyperlegible typeface. Above it is a block containing the title
in Braille. © John O’Neill and Deanna Geneva Lorianni of Color to Sound, LLC

Figure 2. Traditionally, Braille books are often bound with plastic coils, which may not reflect the artistry or
quality of the materials inside. The green box hides the plastic coil spine and signals that the book offers an
experience meant to be slowly discovered through sight and touch. © John O’Neill and Deanna Geneva
Lorianni of Color to Sound, LLC
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Book Structure, Braille, and Typography

The book's structure was systematically designed to support multiple pathways for
engaging with the content. Each photograph and its associated poem are organized as a
spread, with the poem typeset on the left page and the full-color tactile photograph on the
right. The left page unfolds to reveal two additional panels. The far-left panel contains the
poem in Braille, while the center panel contains a Braille image description of the
photograph. This structure allows readers to move between visual, textual, and tactile
forms of communication while remaining within the same artifact. The foldout design
integrates Braille, typography, image descriptions, poetry, and photography into a unified
reading experience. Accessible content is not separated from the primary experience but
embedded within it.

The page structure, typography, and Braille integration were also intended to challenge
normate assumptions about reading. Traditional publications typically assume that
information is accessed visually through printed text, with alternative formats provided
separately, if at all. In Now / Between, Braille was not treated as supplemental content but
as a primary component of the reading experience. Poems, image descriptions,
typography, and Braille were designed to coexist within the same page structure, allowing
readers to navigate the content through different sensory pathways.

Figure 3. The book consists of 10 photographs printed in full color and tactile form, each paired with a poem.
© John O’Neill and Deanna Geneva Lorianni of Color to Sound, LLC
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Figure 4. Each spread pairs a poem with a photograph and unfolds to reveal two panels containing Braille. ©
John O’Neill and Deanna Geneva Lorianni of Color to Sound, LLC

Figure 5. When the foldout is fully open, the poem accompanying each image is formatted in Braille on the
far-left panel, followed by the image description in the middle panel. © John O’Neill and Deanna Geneva
Lorianni of Color to Sound, LLC

Typography supported accessibility through the use of Atkinson Hyperlegible and white
letterforms against dark backgrounds to maximize readability. These decisions created a
shared reading experience in which Braille, typography, and page structure functioned as
parts of the same communication system. As with the tactile photographs, Braille was
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treated not only as a means of access but also as a material and visual element that
contributed to the overall design of the book.

Photography, Poetry, and Tactile Imagery

Based on my observations, sighted readers often responded with curiosity when
encountering Braille and tactile art for the first time. Blind and low-vision readers
expressed excitement that their access needs had been considered from the outset. Their
reactions demonstrated that accessibility features, whether Braille, tactile imagery, or
easy-to-open packaging, do not have to exist solely as functional components. They can
become part of the design language itself, helping audiences form emotional connections
that extend beyond accessibility. For sighted readers, curiosity about Now / Between
often stemmed from encountering Braille and tactile art for the first time. For blind and
low-vision readers, the excitement came from knowing that their access needs had been
considered from the outset. These responses suggest that accessible graphic design can
foster engagement and emotional connection while meeting access needs.

Figure 6. A test tactile print of the manhole cover, paired with the poem Here’s Our Foundry, was used to
determine whether the varnish provided enough texture to distinguish the stones and traction ribs. © John
O’Neill and Deanna Geneva Lorianni of Color to Sound, LLC

The selection of images to be showcased in the book was guided by the project's central
theme of "between." From my portfolio of more than 1,600 abstract and street
photographs produced over two decades, we narrowed the work to ten final images. The
selected photographs capture objects and rural and urban environments in states of
transition and change due to weather exposure and human use. Lorianni wrote a poem in
response to each photograph. The poems are not image descriptions intended to explain


https://articles.everydaylifejournal.uk/articles/practice-reviews/a-multimodal-artist-book/

EVERYDAY LIFE

https://articles.everydaylifejournal.uk/articles/practice-reviews/a-multimodal-artist-book/

what appears in the photographs. Instead, they establish mood and emotion, creating
space for readers to develop their own interpretations of the images. The photographs
and poems complement one another, with each contributing something the other cannot.

The street and abstract photographs already contained visual structures that could be
experienced through both sight and touch. Rather than replacing one mode of perception
with another, the project explored how visual and tactile experiences might coexist within
the same image.

To bring the textural elements into tactile form, each photograph was printed in full color
while also incorporating tactile layers produced through multiple heights of clear varnish.
This method gave each photograph two modes of communication: seeing the image in
full color and experiencing it through touch. Finding an effective method was challenging
because, unlike an illustration or infographic, a photograph cannot easily be simplified
without losing important visual information.

In his 2016 TEDxStockholm talk, photographer Truls Nord reminded me that tactile
images often communicate only the descriptive parts of an image (Nord, 2016). His point
reinforced that light, shadow, and depth are photographic elements that need to remain
present. Without those elements, the printed image may not provide enough detail,
whether it is experienced visually or through touch.

Nord used a raised-dot printing method in Vidda, a tactile photograph commissioned for
the Eye Clinic at Karlstad Central Hospital, to make these photographic elements
accessible through touch (Nord, 2016; Nord, n.d.). His photograph was designed to be
viewed on a hospital wall within a controlled environment. By contrast, Now / Between is
a handheld book intended to provide an elegant interaction with the artwork. It can be
held in the reader’s hands and experienced outside a gallery-like setting. Although the
two projects have different applications, our work builds on Nord’s approach by retaining
light, shadow, and depth within the full-color photographs while using clear varnish to
make these elements tactile.

Print Methods and Processes

Through the research, we developed a partnership with Worth Higgins & Associates, a
commercial printer located in Richmond, Virginia. The company possesses a wide range
of capabilities, including offset printing, large-format production, and signage fabrication.
Rather than using its commercial printing capabilities in conventional ways, Worth Higgins
& Associates combined technologies from multiple areas of its business to create a
workflow that could produce the book. A printing system typically used for wallpaper,
environmental graphics, and other large-format applications was adapted to print the
tactile photographs, which were then mounted to board. Braille was printed on Braille
paper and mounted to the reverse side of the same board, after which the components
were collated and bound together.

The completion of the first edition took more than four years due to the comprehensive
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research conducted for the project, from identifying the best materials and production
methods to ensuring the book could be produced at an affordable cost. The processes
commonly used to mass-produce books and printed materials rarely accommodate tactile
communication, Braille, or multimodal engagement. Achieving these forms of accessibility
often requires additional labor, specialized equipment, and substantial modifications to
existing workflows. This revealed that the barriers to accessibility extend beyond design
decisions and into the production systems that support graphic design. In this sense,
accessibility is not only limited by design decisions but also by the infrastructures through
which graphic design is produced and distributed.

Numerous materials, printing technologies, and fabrication methods were tested while
identifying a production method capable of producing Braille at the industry standard
height of approximately 0.48 millimeters (0.019 inches). Many printing technologies could
produce raised surfaces, but they often lacked the consistency, durability, or precision
required for readable Braille.

Figure 7. The Braille was printed on Braille paper instead of another material because it was the best option
for ensuring that the dots met the standard height of 0.48 millimeters, providing the best reading experience
for Braille readers. © John O’Neill and Deanna Geneva Lorianni of Color to Sound, LLC

The final photographs were produced using multiple layers of clear varnish because this
method provided the strongest contrast in tactile height while preserving the visual
qualities of the original images. Although the varnish created a consistent tactile surface
rather than a wide range of textures, it represented a practical balance between
production cost, durability, and tactile quality.

Although accessible print production is currently neither standard nor inexpensive,
designers can still make decisions that improve accessibility. These include high contrast
in typography and imagery, careful typeface selection and point size, and choosing a
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mixture of paper stocks within a single solution to create a hierarchy of tactile information.

Consultants and User Testing

The Lighthouse Center for Vital Living (LCVL) is a Duluth, Minnesota, organization that
provides Adjustment to Blindness Training, occupational therapy, independent-living
support, and technology services to older adults and people with disabilities across
Minnesota’s Arrowhead region and northwestern Wisconsin. LCVL representatives, some
of whom have low vision, served as consultants from the project’s outset. They met
virtually with Deanna Lorianni, me, and Worth Higgins & Associates, sharing lived
perspectives and expertise in Braille, tactile graphics, and assistive technology. Their
collaboration helped shape the book as a multimodal experience. Before the photographs
were assembled into book form, the consultants evaluated successive test prints to
determine whether the varnish created sufficient tactile distinction among photographic
elements. Each collaborator examined the same prints and compared observations about
their tactile clarity.

After the book was assembled, ten LCVL clients, two with low vision and eight who were
blind, tested the complete reading experience. Participants varied in age and in when
they experienced vision loss. Testing examined the clarity of the sequence from reading
the poems and image descriptions in Braille to exploring the tactile photographs. We
observed Braille readers using one hand to read the text while using the other to explore
the corresponding image. This unexpected engagement indicated that the foldout
structure supported movement between the book’s textual and tactile content. One
participant noted, “Finally, my sighted friends, family, and | can experience and read the
same print copy of a book without any adaptations for me.”
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Figure 8. User testing revealed that the photographic image can be touched with one hand while the other
hand reads the Braille, providing a rhythmic reading experience in which readers do not have to move back
and forth between the two. © John O’Neill and Deanna Geneva Lorianni of Color to Sound, LLC

The user testing results suggested more than a set of findings. They showed that rather
than viewing accessibility as an all-or-nothing proposition, graphic designers can begin by
identifying opportunities to introduce additional pathways for engagement within the
constraints of available materials, technologies, and budgets.

Implications for Graphic Design

With the first edition complete, the project raised important questions about how Deanna
and | want to continue examining systemic accessibility failures where normate
assumptions remain present. We concluded accessible graphic design need not be
treated as a specialized area within the discipline but as an approach to practice that
places greater emphasis on user-centered communication and provides multiple
pathways for engaging with information and experiences.

Achieving these outcomes requires more than treating accessibility as a checklist or
compliance requirement. Developing a disability-centered workflow begins with
recognizing the normative assumptions that have historically shaped design decisions.
The Design Model of Disability provides one framework for understanding how
conceptual, design, and production decisions influence participation, access, and
communication. Through this lens, accessibility becomes an integral part of the design
process rather than an addition made after a solution has already been developed.

The project also revealed how concepts such as tactile hierarchy and sensory
redundancy can function within graphic design practice. These concepts enhance
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accessibility for low-vision and blind audiences and can also create tactile visual
aesthetics and multiple sensory channels for communicating information. This tactile
visual aesthetic conveys meaning to audiences with a wide range of visual abilities.
Tactile elements can serve primary communicative functions, while others contribute
texture, orientation, or emphasis, establishing a hierarchy of tactile information similar to
the visual hierarchies commonly used in graphic design.

The development of Now / Between demonstrated the value of learning directly from the
people most affected by design decisions. Including people with disabilities throughout
the design process is another way to move beyond compliance. Establishing access
goals, brainstorming concepts, and conducting user testing with disabled participants can
reveal potential barriers and how to address them. This approach aligns with Inclusive
Design, which emphasizes co-designing with people who experience barriers and
incorporating diverse perspectives throughout the design process (O'Neill, 2021). As
argued in previous research, innovative solutions emerge when people with disabilities
are included as contributors to the design process rather than treated solely as recipients
of design solutions (O'Neill, 2021).

Conclusion

Graphic design has long been shaped by assumptions about how people read, see,
navigate, and engage with information. As Garland-Thomson's (1997) concept of the
normate suggests, these assumptions reflect a limited understanding of the human
experience of living with a disability. The Design Model of Disability challenges designers
to recognize that communication systems, artifacts, and environments shape which
human experiences are upheld as the status quo (Williamson and Guffey, 2020). Rather
than viewing accessibility as a matter of meeting compliance, accessibility becomes a
framework for questioning these assumptions and expanding how communication is
conceived and experienced.

The project also remains ongoing. The lessons learned through the first edition have
informed the development of a second edition that seeks to further improve the
relationship between typography and Braille. The second edition will expand the diversity
of tactile experiences within the photographs and refine the overall book structure. These
improvements are being explored while maintaining a focus on scalable materials,
production methods, and affordability. The long-term goal is a larger press run to reach a
broader audience, an outcome that would not have been possible without the
experimentation, user testing, successes, and limitations encountered during the first
edition.

The project changed how Deanna Lorianni and | think about our creative practice. What
began as an effort to create a more accessible art experience became an ongoing
exploration of how accessibility can inform design, writing, and artistic expression.

In this sense, disability becomes not only a matter of inclusion but also a source of design
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knowledge that can inform more thoughtful, responsive, and innovative forms of graphic
design.
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