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Public School Parent centers around the collision of public and  

private spheres of influence as experienced through the lens  

of a public school parent. Using irony and satire, the project calls 

into question current standards and practices in public schools,  

specifically related to the business and politics of education— 

and ultimately how that interrupts the individualized nature  

of human development and intellectual growth. 

Through the form of a school auction, the project invites  

critical reflection rather than consumer choices. An auction  

catalog, hand-bound, letterpress printed with fluorescent orange 

ink, offers items for bid that challenge a rethinking of possibilities 

in education, transforming a traditional mode of consumption into  

a vehicle for change. The purpose of the project is to provoke a 

conversation in the community towards a more human-centered  

and expansive education system. 

A B S T R A C T
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Public schools. They are in every city across America, and most  

people have one opinion or another about their existence or the 

way they operate. Because I grew up attending a private school,  

I did not think much about them until my children started attending 

one and I became a public school parent. For me, the experience 

has been like being a guest at a cocktail party where trays of  

delicious appetizers are being paraded right under my nose but  

every time I reach out for one, the server turns; every time I call out 

for him to come my way, someone interrupts me. The delicacies are 

things like art classes, active learning environments, nature hikes, 

and creative, project-based curriculum; the servers are politicians 

and the interrupters are corporations. At the end of the night, I  

am left with sore feet and an empty stomach—the servers and  

interrupters dominated the evening.

There are many questions one could ask about the public school 

system: why do we have one? how did schools become they way 

that they are? who is responsible for inadequacies? But the one 

that I’m most interested in and that is addressed in this project is 

this: how can parents have a voice in public schools, influencing the 

issues that truly matter? I’ve been a member of the Parent Teacher 

Association and the Student Advisory Council, and would generally 

consider myself an involved parent, but I still have not been able to 

influence what happens at school beyond what booth to volunteer 

at during the annual fundraiser or what dish to send for the class-

room holiday party.

The departure point for the project was a regular, unpleasant 

occurrence at our home: the combination of boring dittos, broken 

pencils, cuss-words and frustration, otherwise known as homework. 

As a result of that nightly ritual, I started to question why what my 

children did at home was not under my purview. Why was my ability 

as the parent to define productivity and learning in my home being 

limited by a public entity? For me, productivity would be doing the 

laundry or the dishes. Learning would be independent, impromptu 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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neighborhood play—negotiating boundaries, telling stories, making 

rules, breaking rules, scraping knees, fighting, resolving conflict, 

walking friends home. Furthermore, as standardization is rapidly 

consuming public schools, shouldn’t the private space of “home”  

offer the opposite? Essentially, homework represented a public 

sphere of influence that collided with our private family values.

After attempts to “hack” homework in order to make it relatable—

and frankly simply more bearable—to my children, I realized that 

homework is merely a symptom of a larger problem: that as a parent 

to a public school child, I do not have a voice in decisions that 

effect their daily education. I have been shut out of a conversation 

that has a direct impact on my child’s well-being.

If I had to guess, most parents who are active in their child’s life 

would tell you that they want their children to have an education 

that will serve them well throughout life. But often, decisions that 

effect our children everyday in public school are being made by  

legislators who do not have a background in education or much  

interaction with children. I was surprised to learn through my  

attendance at rallies and informational meetings, particularly  

related to standardized testing, that there were companies actually 

making a profit off of my child’s taking of and performance on a 

test. When I shared that information with other parents, they were 

surprised  as well—how can companies be profiting off of my child 

without me knowing it? Most of these conversations ended with, 

“well, what can we do?” What can we do? 

The ultimate purpose of my project, Public School Parent, is to 

spark a conversation in my local community centered around  

rethinking the possibilities in education. Through the use of irony 

and satire, the project encourages a critical reflection on how a 

large, public entity is currently operating, and seeks to empower 

parents to find a way to gain back some control over their children’s 

education. Parents are in a unique position in this issue—we have 

legal authority over our children and (unless we are employed by 

the school system) our jobs are not on the line when we speak-up. 

But we have to know what we are up against and stand together to 

facilitate change.
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There are obvious personal motivations for this project: I want my 

children to have the best possible education and I believe that is 

something that should be available to them no matter if they have 

the means to afford it.

The larger motivation is for the greater good—I’m not doing this for 

my children alone, but for all children to have equal access to the 

kind of learning that inspires them, challenges them, and shapes 

them into interested and thoughtful people. I question how we value 

the children in our community, and essentially what that says about 

us as a society. If our public school system as it functions now is any 

indication, we hold little regard for them, especially those in need. 

Public education should not be a business. No one should profit 

from it except for the children.

D E L I M I T A T I O N S

+  I am addressing parents in a similar situation: college- 

educated with elementary-aged children in public schools.

+ I am approaching the topic from the perspective of a parent,  

not as an educator.

+ Public School Parent is not attempting to overhaul the entire  

public school education system—as flawed as it may be—but to  

address a central area of conflict: where home (the private sphere) 

and school (the public sphere) collide.

J U S T I F I C A T I O N



9

Design Thinking. Design Thinking promotes a human-centered,  

intuitive, empathetic and experimental process in finding solutions. 

It seeks to look at things in a different way than “they” have been 

seen in the past in order to accommodate the needs of a particular 

audience. It is a combining of observations, data—both qualitative 

and quantitative—and experiences to achieve a best outcome for 

the time, place and people.1 Empathy, in particular, was essential to 

the process used in the project, especially in my attempts to relate 

to children in school.

David Kelley is involved with projects that incorporate design 

thinking in education both as a co-founding partner in the firm IDEO 

and as a professor at Stanford’s d.school. He advocates finding the 

cracks in the system where design thinking can start breaking in. 

One project from IDEO involved rethinking public school curriculum 

for a school in California. In collaboration with the teachers, the firm 

developed an “Investigative Learning” philosophy that focuses on 

cultivating the 21st century skills of investigating and synthesizing 

experiences while still meeting the requirements of legislature. The 

K12 Lab at the d.school seeks to inspire educators in new models  

of learning centered around design thinking.2 Projects like this are  

especially encouraging for my work as they seem to indicate a  

larger desire for change in the American school system.

In an interview for Intel, Michael Wolff talks about the “muscles  

of seeing, of appreciation (noticing) and curiosity,” muscles that  

are primarily about discovering the world around you, collecting 

information and storing it.3 They mold and shape perceptions that 

allow you to see the possibilities beyond what is expected. I found 

the exercise of these muscles vital in my interactions with public 

school, both in identifying the issues at hand and crafting the  

narrative surrounding them.

I N F L U E N C E S  +  P R E C E D E N T S
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The Child’s World. I am forever fascinated by the worlds children 

create, and spend a substantial amount of time thinking about the 

world we often ask them to inhabit. Photographer Helen Levitt 

captured the raw essence of child-initiated play in her photos of 

1930s Spanish Harlem.4 The “spontaneous street theater” that the 

children of her photos (fig. 1) play in has essentially vanished in most 

cities across America, and I wonder what else has vanished with it. I 

agree with Mary and Herbert Knapp that “it is in playing traditional, 

not supervised games that children learn how to make rules, how 

to experiment with their feelings and how to use language with a 

flair and appreciation of it’s trickiness” (Knapp, 267). How much 

time do children have unsupervised to play with other children? Do 

they still have opportunities to be bored? To invent games? To test 

the boundaries of their bodies, abilities, friendships, the world? I 

had the opportunity to travel to Copenhagen, Denmark a few years 

ago with my then 10-month-old daughter. What left me awe-struck 

about it, traveling as a parent, was that Danish parents would leave 

their children unattended in strollers (fig. 2) while they stepped 

inside a store or restaurant or pub. And no one seemed to mind or 

even notice. No one called Child Protective Services; it was not on 

the evening news as is often the case in the United States when a 

child is unattended.5 I wonder how adult paranoia surrounding  

independence in children effects a child’s psyche. 

Charles and Ray Eames created toys and games for children that  

incorporated real world objects in open ended forms, begging for 

a child’s individual input and creativity.6 Rules could be defined by 

the child or not at all. The Toy (fig. 3)  was conceived to give children 

the freedom to create their own undefined space. Having an adult 

handy was not necessary. 

Through his children’s books, Maurice Sendak recreated defining 

moments of childhood, particularly related to the child’s imagina-

tion, the power of dreams, fears, and fascinations (fig. 4). He was  

not interested in writing what he thought children should read,  

but simply writing what was in his head, drawing from personal 

experience.7 By allowing truth, reality and strangeness to reside on 

the pages of his books, he opens up imaginative possibilities. When 

fig. 1 | Helen Levitt

fig. 4 | Maurice Sendak, illustration from 

Where the Wild Things Are

fig. 3 | Charles & Ray Eames, The Toy

fig. 2 | Copenhagen, Denmark
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writing for the project, I often put myself back into the place of 

childhood, attempting to feel and translate emotions uniquely  

different than those experiences of a daily, adult routine.

I recently discovered a place called The Tinkering School, which was 

started by Gever Tulley to provide an atmosphere that empowers 

children to explore and make and think. One of the philosophies 

listed on The Tinkering School website says: “If it goes right the first 

time, you’re just learning how to follow instructions. A failure-pos-

itive atmosphere allows children to play in the face of adversity.” 

Similarly, the Reggio-Emilia philosophy of education promotes a 

view of children who are competent and uniquely full of potential.8 

It seems we have lost trust in children and their abilities to try and 

fail, to come up with their own questions and attempt to answer 

them, essentially to be self-guided and not self-destruct.

Through my research, I also studied architecture in relation to  

children’s spaces. Frederick Froebel, commonly referred to as  

“the Inventor of Kindergarten,” pioneered an education philosophy 

based on nature and humanity, introducing “gifts” to children at  

different stages of development (fig. 5). He advocated for play-

based, holistic learning experiences that empower children to  

realize their full potential as individual human beings.9

Storytelling. Ultimately, through this project, I wanted to tell a story. 

I wanted to tell a story about something everyday—and typically 

mundane—in a way that people could relate to; to take occurrenc-

es that happen with frequency, and find connections with others in 

order to rethink possibilities. I found endless inspiration in Maira 

Kalman’s work (fig. 6), particularly the manner in which she elevates 

the everyday with a sense of humor both in her textual and visual  

representations.10 Paul Rand’s playful combinations of type and  

symbols (fig. 7) also influenced the way I approached this project.11 

The work of Marc Johns12 (fig. 8), an artist who crafts narratives  

centered on everyday things—often with one phrase—influenced my 

storytelling process as well, challenging me to re-imagine ordinary 

items and occurrences from a fresh perspective in order to make it 

new in the minds of those who interact with the material.

fig. 5 | Froebel’s Gifts

fig. 6 | Maira Kalman

fig. 7 | Paul Rand

fig. 8 | Marc Johns
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Finally, the ideas surrounding design authorship13 relate strongly to 

the project. Not only am I the communicator of a message, but I am 

also the generator of the content. Essentially, “‘what it says’ and 

‘why it says it’ are considered as important as ‘how it looks’” (McCa-

rthy, 13). Both the original writings that I authored and the graphics 

I created work together to tell a complete story in which my voice is 

central. Within the framework of designer as author, there is another 

role of designer as advocate. The project embodies my voice as  

a public school parent advocating on behalf of children for a higher 

quality of education in our country. My personal interest in the 

cause of better public education compelled me to be proactive and 

create something combining my knowledge of design principles and 

writing. I chose to use an ironic tone in the piece while addressing a 

serious issue in order to disarm and provoke action.

1 I attended a workshop at UF in Spring 2014 facilitated by IDEO, so I was able to practice first hand  

the elements of the design thinking process in a collaborative setting. You will find a wealth of infor-

mation about design thinking on the IDEO website (www.IDEO.org). There are also several interviews 

with David Kelley; the one specifically referenced here is available online: https://vimeo.com/8111633

2 The IDEO website contains a section titled EDUCATION including several projects related to the 

subject at hand: http://www.ideo.com/expertise/education/

3 I highly recommend watching the full clip: https://vimeo.com/29911491

4 I was fortunate to see an exhibit with Helen Levitt’s work, but you can find out more about her here: 

http://www.laurencemillergallery.com/artist_levitt.html

5 In one instance, a parent from Copenhagen was in New York City and left her child unattended while 

she went into a restaurant. She was arrested, but later released (http://www.nytimes.com/1997/05/14/

nyregion/toddler-left-outside-restaurant-is-returned-to-her-mother.html). While there are obvious 

cultural and historical differences between the U.S and Denmark, the issue I am raising here is the 

effect on children in a culture where they are constantly supervised. A more recent example involves 

a family in Maryland under investigation for allowing their children to play and walk home from their 

local park alone (http://www.cnn.com/2015/04/13/living/feat-maryland-free-range-parenting-fami-

ly-under-investigation-again/). 

6 I wrote a separate piece on The Eames’ (http://www.eamesoffice.com/) titled Charles and Ray 

Eames: Play Innovators (http://issuu.com/alstonwise/docs/wise_eames_curation_pages).

7 In Spring 2014, I took a literature seminar on Maurice Sendak with Dr. John Cech, where we studied 

his work and wrote our own inspired pieces. We watched an enlightening documentary on him that 

can be found here: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1509268/ 

8 http://www.tinkeringschool.com/ + http://reggioalliance.org/

9 http://www.froebelgifts.com/history.htm

10 http://www.mairakalman.com/

11 http://www.paul-rand.com/

12 http://www.marcjohns.com/

13 I attended a talk by Steven McCarthy (referenced in bibliography) at UF January 2015, as well as  

met with him separately to discuss design authorship and its forms.
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I have had at least one child in the public school system for 6 years. 

Over the past two years, I have channeled my inner anthropologist 

in school settings, stepping back and observing behaviors, taking 

every opportunity to talk with teachers, administrators, and other 

parents of children in public school and asking a lot of questions 

about the personal experiences of others. It was with teachers that  

I first learned about what was happening as a result of the state- 

mandated testing, especially in the classroom. And it was with  

parents that I discovered how many of us did not know what was 

actually happening as a result of standardized testing. It was also 

through an informal poll I conducted at a get-together with other 

families that I discovered there were parents who actually wanted 

their kids to have homework, causing the shift in the project away 

from one issue that was personal to me and towards a focus on each 

parent having a voice.

I became involved in several organizations and movements related 

to public education. I joined the Student Advisory Committee at 

my children’s school, hoping it would be a way to have a voice in 

the decisions that are pertinent to their education. Sadly, I discov-

ered it was not created for that, but I did gain insight into budget 

procedures and what types of decisions can be made from the local 

level. I joined a Political Action Committee with teachers called 

A-Tiger in order to connect with teachers who are advocating for 

similar changes. I attended rallies and public screenings of movies 

about standardized testing and the common core. It was at one of 

these screenings that I met the superintendent for our county, and 

was particularly inspired by his distaste for standardization and his 

belief that the moment for change is now.

I have read countless articles and books on the subjects of school, 

testing, homework, play, parenting, and children . I sought out 

Tedtalks and other related videos to stay current on the issues and 

understand the climate for discourse on public school education 

(reference SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY).

M E T H O D O L O G Y
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P R O C E S S  |  writing & design

At the onset of putting all of my research together, I started writing. 

Almost like a journal, I went through different experiences I had 

had or was having with my children and their school. I wrote about 

everything from the lady at the front desk who was rude to me one 

day when I went to make gingerbread houses with my son’s class 

to the first day of kindergarten for my oldest child. When I start 

writing something, I try to free myself from the expectation that 

the writing needs to be perfect and useful. I embrace the following 

words from Anne Lamott, “The first draft is the child’s draft, where 

you let it all pour out and then let it romp all over the place, know-

ing that no one is going to see it and that you can shape it later. 

You just let this childlike part of you channel whatever voices and 

visions come through and onto the page” (Lamott, 22).14 So while 

I did not technically use those exact writings, I went back to them, 

analyzing and reflecting on them in order to get to the place where 

I could identify and write about the things that are included in the 

project. 

The design was originally a handbook, split up into two parts.  

The two parts signified the public sphere (the school day) and the  

private sphere (home). The intent was to address the issues based 

on where they took place. But I got bored. And if I was bored with 

it, being the one writing and making it, surely others would be 

bored as well. I also wanted the form not to be some sort of guide—

as if I had all of the answers figured out—but something that served 

as a vehicle for me to tell the story and have others relate. It also 

lacked a sense of humor at this point, something I find integral to 

my work.

At this point, I decided to think back to a space where I felt  

compelled by design and writing. I prefer writing narratives that are 

concise, to the point, and creative with a bit of humor. The layout 

P R O J E C T  R E P O R T
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and typographic potential of catalogs became appealing to me as 

well. But how do you relate a catalog to public school? Where is the 

point of sale for parents in relation to schools? And that is when I 

thought of the school auction. From that point on, the ideas started 

pouring out into my sketchbook. By making the story into an  

auction catalog, I could craft short narratives for each item up for 

bid, and also design images to “sell” them. The form of the catalog 

freed me up creatively to explore each item in a way that would 

have been limited by something like a handbook, that serves to be 

an authority on the subject. One of the most exciting things about 

the catalog, though, was that the form, being a traditional mode of  

consumerism, ironically addresses the central issue of the business 

of education in it’s very being.

T H E  C A T A L O G

From the onset, I knew that I wanted the materials and making of 

the catalog (fig. 9 & 10) to be exceptional, singular, noteworthy. I did 

not want to mass-produce anything because I wanted people to pay 

attention, to take notice. The catalog was produced in an edition of 

fifty. The front and back cover are letterpress printed with fluores-

cent orange ink, an ink color that cannot be reproduced digitally, 

onto #100 Pure White Construction French Paper. The double  

pamphlet binding was hand-sewn using black Irish linen thread. 

Because of the nature of the binding, I was able to “hide” an extra 

detail in the middle of the catalog (fig. 11). The interior pages were 

printed digitally onto #70 Smooth Bright White Mohawk Paper.  

Each catalog was sealed with a band of letterpress printed #100 

Pure White Construction French Paper, perforated at the open  

edge of the catalog.

The items in the catalog were chosen based on my personal  

experiences as they related to the research I was conducting.  

In this edition, there are ten items: 1. Kind Bathroom Graffiti,  

2. Well-Written Reading Comprehension Passages, 3. Parental 

Homework Passes, 4. A Friendly Librarian, 5. An All-Inclusive  

“Contact Your Legislator” Kit, 6. More Time Outside, 7. Art, Art & 

More Art, 8. Lunch That Looks Like Food, 9. An Anti-Gravity  

fig. 9 | Auction Catalog Cover

fig. 10 | Auction Catalogs

fig. 11 | Inner Binding
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Backpack, and 10. No More Bullsh*t Testing (refer to the APPENDIX for 

the full content of the catalog). I intentionally mixed the more serious 

items in with more playful ones in an attempt to balance the mood 

of the catalog. Again, the goal was a critical response—for  

people to want to read it in order to spark a dialogue for change. 

The writings for each item tell a unique story. Sometimes the story 

is about mold or vertebrae, but the text relates to the image on the 

opposing page, each complementing the other. The ironic tone of 

both the text and the graphics seeks to disarm and attract.

For the images, I used a variety of sources. Some photos were used 

from the Library of Congress primarily because I felt compelled 

to show historical significance in addition to the contemporary 

relevance. The three items with Library of Congress photos relate 

to bathrooms, librarians, and school lunch, all three of which have a 

cultural history in public schools. I art directed and photographed 

the additional photography used in the catalog, often designing a 

piece and staging a set for the photo as well, for example, the  

parental homework pass. The typography used on the images was 

customized, created by manipulating existing typefaces, to respond 

to each photograph uniquely. For the additional items, I created 

graphics in Adobe Illustrator. By offering a variety of mediums and 

time periods, the catalog is more visually dynamic, drawing the  

audience deeper into the content.

T H E  E X H I B I T I O N

The purpose of the UF University Gallery exhibition15, in addition to 

fulfilling the requirements of the MFA, was to enhance the catalog 

and place it in front of a community audience. Because it was an  

auction catalog, I felt I had an opportunity to engage attendees 

both reflectively and actively in the material. I separated the two 

spaces into the reflective space and the interactive space (fig. 12). 

On one side, you go to read, understand, reflect; on the other, you 

are asked to engage and act.

The reflective space contained a 9 foot long table with three stools 

and “desk copies” of the auction catalog (fig. 13). I constructed three 

fig. 12 | The Gallery Space

fig. 13 | The Desk Copies

fig. 14 | Catalog Copies on Shelves
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9 foot long shelves for the space above the table and filled them 

with multiple copies of the catalog (fig. 14). Because it was para-

mount for participants to read the material in order to understand 

the project, I custom designed the table as a place for them to 

comfortably immerse themselves in the text and graphics. The scale 

of the table was designed specifically for the gallery space, both to 

command it, and practically, at a height that would accommodate 

participants who preferred to stand while they read the catalog. The 

height of the stools were chosen in order to make engagement easy 

for attendees.

The perpendicular wall in the gallery (fig. 15) became the “bid wall,” 

containing the interactive elements of the show. Ten sheets of #100 

Pure White Construction French Paper were letterpress printed with 

the same fluorescent orange ink to hold the number and title of 

each item in the catalog. I called them the “bid sheets.” Prior to the 

show, I transferred each item number and title to the posters with a 

blender pen, and hung them using thumbtacks. I wanted the bid wall 

to be cohesive in style with the catalog, but also not as precious in 

order for people to feel comfortable engaging with it. A pennant 

with bold letters saying “PLACE YOUR BID” was hung to the left of 

the bid sheets. The text on the pennant directed participants with 

steps on how to navigate the bidding process.

A pedestal (fig. 16)  on the far left edge of the bid wall held Bid 

Cards (fig. 17) that contained three gold stars with instructions for 

the participant on how to place their bid on the bid sheets. The  

Bid Cards were letterpress printed with fluorescent orange ink  

onto #100 Pure White Construction French Paper. There was also  

a question at the bottom of the bid card with instructions for  

participants to answer, tear it off, and place it in a white metal 

mailbox that was installed directly above the pedestal. The bottom 

portion of the card was hand perforated to make it easy to tear-off. 

A pen with a neon orange string was attached to the pedestal in 

order for people to write their answer. 

In addition to the Bid Cards, the pedestal held a quick reference of 

the items listed in the catalog and temporary tattoos (fig. 18). Having 

fig. 15 | The Bid Wall

fig. 16 | Bid Wall Pedestal

fig. 17 | The Bid Card

fig. 18 | Bid Wall Pedestal Contents
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an alternate, shorthand way for viewers to see what was up for 

auction provided an opportunity for those who did not want to sit 

and read (or perhaps simply did not have time) to still engage with 

the material. I also felt that people who did read the catalog might 

want to take something with them to remember what was in it. The 

quick reference was digitally printed onto #110 Smooth Bright White 

Mohawk Paper, front and back, and contains thumbnail images of 

each item, the title, as well as a sentence or two from the story in 

the catalog. Because I saw the quick reference as something people 

could take with them, I included the hashtag #publicschoolparent 

on the cover to encourage people to connect on social media. It  

was important for me to have ways for people to remember the 

show, and also to empower them to keep talking about it.

In a similar vein, I decided to make temporary tattoos for partici-

pants to take—and hopefully apply—thus taking the show out of the 

gallery and into the community. The packaging for the tattoos also 

included the hashtag #publicschoolparent under a line that says 

“Please share your strength!” The language on the packaging seeks 

to connect the need for a joint movement with playful incorporation 

of words of empowerment—”It’s time to flex your muscles!”

T H E  O P E N I N G

During the show, people fully engaged with the material, often  

sitting for long stretches of time at the table, seemingly absorbed  

in the writing and graphics (fig. 19). The original set-up of the show 

included three catalogs on the table to correspond with the three 

stools. The catalogs on the table had broken seals, while the ones 

above the table were still sealed. My vision was that the three on 

the table would serve as “desk copies” to be handled and looked 

through, while the ones above would remain on display, seal intact. 

At one point, the entire bottom row of catalogs had been taken 

down—and the seals broken—because readers demanded to see 

what was inside. I found this curious for two reasons: one that  

people would break the seal on something on display in a gallery, 

and secondly, that people were so responsive to a printed catalog 

that contained material they had to read. 

fig. 19

fig. 20

fig. 21
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Often, people would take the catalog with them over to the bid wall 

to seriously consider which bid sheets to put their stars on (fig. 20). 

Since each bid card contained only three stars, there was a limit to 

the number of items that one person could bid on, requiring critical 

reflection of the material to make a choice. By the end of the show, 

it was evident that items #06, #07 & #10 (More Time Outside, Art, 

Art & More Art, and No More Bullsh*t Testing, respectively) were the 

winners, containing noticeably the most gold stars. 

In addition to adults and college students, there was also a fair 

number of kids in attendance who got involved in the bidding. At 

one point, a parent had a group of kids around him, reading out the 

items in the catalog as the kids decided on their bids (fig. 21). The 

kids seemed to find satisfaction in putting the stars on the bid  

posters, as if they too had been starved of exercising their voices. 

The feedback portion of the bid card was not used as consistently 

as the bidding was performed. I would estimate that about half of 

those in attendance filled in the bottom portion of the bid card and 

submitted feedback into the metal mailbox (fig. 22). The question  

I asked on the card was “If you could add another item to the  

catalog, what would it be?” Answers ranged from “No more  

homework” to “P.E. classes not separated by gender” to “More  

Music!”. Along with suggestions, some people also wrote small 

notes of encouragement about how the project resonated  

with them.

The interactive element of the exhibition gave me an opportunity 

I would not have had without one because the venue is open and 

accessible to the community. In order to make the content available 

for those who are not in town, I created a website (fig. 23)  with the 

content of the catalog, also posting updates and photos, along with 

a facebook group—both in hopes of carrying the project forward.

C O N C L U S I O N

I believe it is my role as a designer to be a purveyor of culture, a 

curator of experiences, synthesized and applied to innovate objects, 

systems, and ideas. In this particular project, I collected and curated 

fig. 22

fig. 23
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my experiences as a public school parent. I reflected on them and 

attempted to re-imagine the current discourse in a way that was 

engaging. My project adds to the field of design by building on the 

design thinking movement—both in form and content. By applying 

design thinking to a broken system of decision-making in education, 

my project can be a catalyst for change. It also adds to the grow-

ing body of work categorized as “designer as author,” particularly 

authoring work for advocacy.

Since the show opening, the project has been written up in the 

Gainesville Sun newspaper, and a selection of the catalog text was 

published in the Sun as a guest editorial column. I also presented 

a portion of the project at the National Art Education Association 

Annual Conference in New Orleans.16 It is my hope that it will spark 

a grass roots effort that will gain momentum on a national level. 

Parents are interested—these are our kids—but we need to find our 

voices in a system that currently shuts us out of the conversation.

14 Anne Lamott’s book, Bird by Bird, is worth the read, not just for writers, but for those who engage in 

any type of creative process. Your life will forever be changed once you are free to write “sh*tty first 

drafts.”

15 The group exhibition, titled “MFA Thesis Exhibition I,” ran from March 12-26, 2015.

16 The write-up of the show was published in the Gainesville Sun Sunday, March 15, 2015 by Nathan 

Crabbe. The Guest Editorial was published in the Gainesville Sun Monday, March 23, 2015. The National 

Art Education Association Conference was held from March 26-28, 2015 in New Orleans, LA. The title 

of the presentation was “From Ordinary to Extraordinary: Repurposing Homework and Garbage.”
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Alston approaches design as a storyteller, harnessing the power of 

language, typography and image in her work. The story can take 

many different forms depending on how it needs to be told to reach 

the intended audience—a brand, a children’s book, an identity  

system, a map, a game or simply the perfect combination of photo 

and type. 

She began her artistic career while living abroad in Florence, Italy. 

When she returned to her hometown of Atlanta, GA, she studied 

drawing and oil painting, continuing classes when she moved to 

Houston, TX. Her design studies began at the School of the Museum 

of Fine Arts in Boston, MA. In 2008, she started an on-line paper 

goods company along with a freelance design practice. In 2013, she 

expanded her freelance business to include consulting in merchan-

dising, product development and styling. 

From 2012-2015, she studied at the University of Florida, pursuing 

her Master of Fine Arts in graphic design. Her research focused 

on themes of identity, language and empowerment. Through her 

creative project, she combined her abilities as a designer with her 

desire to advocate for change for the greater good, seeking to 

empower parents to fight for a better system of education for all 

children.

B I O G R A P H I C A L  S K E T C H
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I’ve been to school auctions. They are usually happy, social 

occasions where parents, family and friends bid on a year’s 

supply of bagels or baseball tickets or a basket of gardening 

supplies. Within the established educational framework of 

our country, which gives minimal voice to parents and forces 

schools to perform epic feats of accounting for any facility  

related purchase, they serve an important purpose of  

enriching the school environment for our children.

But this is a different kind of auction. It’s an auction where 

we can bid on the things that really need to change in public 

education. Within these pages are 10 things that have the 

potential to alter the public school experience for all kids 

for the better. This catalog seeks to challenge the generally 

accepted mediocrity in public schools, and then to inspire 

a rethinking of the possibilities. Schools can be places of 

active exploration and real thinking, not just test-taking 

centers with prison-like atmospheres. No more true or false, 

right or wrong, but more trying and failing, observing and 

reflecting, discovery and wonder. Let’s start the bidding! And 

the bidding should not end here. Join a movement, reach 

out to others—you can make change happen.

PUBLIC SCHOOL PARENT

Spring Auction Catalog 2015

www.publicschoolparent.tumblr.com @publicschoolparent
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A public restroom without graffiti is like a radio on mute. 

It’s one of my favorite things about public restrooms  

because it’s a part of the local conversation. I’d like it  

even more, though, if the graffiti was nice. Just for a  

moment, put yourself back in 7th grade. You’re having 

one of those days. The day when everyone has a date to 

the Valentine’s dance except you, the cafeteria served 

beef au jus and ran out of grilled cheeses, you forgot to 

get your social studies test signed and in science you 

had to partner with Todd Pitts, who instead of working 

on the assignments, likes to flick boogers across the lab  

table. You decide to go to the bathroom to take a break, 

and when you walk in, the first thing you see is “You’re 

a superstar.” The next thing you see is “You got this.” 

School days are long and hard enough, and bathrooms 

can be a whole different kind of scary—that’s where 

the bullies tend to lurk. I say go ahead and write on 

the walls, but write words of kindness, words that make 

people laugh, words that make people smile, words that 

help others get through “those days.” We must never 

underestimate the power of words. 

KIND BATHROOM GRAFFITI
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WELL-WRITTEN READING  
COMPREHENSION PASSAGES

I T E M  #
Does the world need another poorly written story about  

boring people? The answer is an emphatic “No.” Yet, 

that is what is being xeroxed at an alarming rate in 

schools across the country. And we expect kids to want 

to read them. I don’t want to read them, so why would 

a 9-yr-old? I can barely make it through the first two 

sentences of one of these blocks of text before my mind 

begins to wonder—who writes these things? I imagine 

Boring Betty sitting in a cubicle somewhere randomly 

putting dictionary definitions together during breaks in 

an online solitaire competition. She’s been up all night 

trying to outscore @blitzsolitaire2000. Her coffee  

machine is on the brink, making slightly off-colored  

water, and her miniature schnauzer took a bite of her 

sausage and cheese croissant before she left the house 

this morning. Poor Betty. Let’s give her—and thus by 

extension, our kids—a break. Let’s put Betty in book-

keeping, and use narratives that actual writers weave 

together. Let’s give our children grand adventures,  

passages that show them the magic of words and  

language, stories that speak to their humanity—  

and then see how many of them comprehend. 

02
/



what?!

how would that even work?

what do you
think of this
verse? 

by  JACO B  +  W I L H E L M  G R I M M  |  1 8 8 0 S

ONCE UPON A TIME...

1. Phew—glad she got her baby back! How do you feel after reading the story? 

Enjoy the following story (anything can happen!) and answer the questions below:

ANGRY HAPPY SAD CONFUSED FINE OTHER
(fi l l  i t  in! )

INTRODUCE ReADING LIKE IT’S EXCITING, NOT BORING.
(Because it is! Words are magic.)

THE STORIeS SHOULD BE
COMPELLING & written by

actual writers.

USE LANGUAGE KIDS CAN RELATE TO.
Questions don’t have to be so serious.

QUESTIONS SHOULD ALSO Be INTERACTIVE
& ALLOW OPPORTUNITIeS FOR ReFLeCTION.

Why a random man from the mountain?



I T E M  #
/

03
After spending  6+ hours sitting at a desk in school, 

there are many things I can think to do when you get 

home other than sitting back down to work on another 

worksheet at home. Plus, if my kids are going to work 

at home, I’d prefer they work at the laundry or dishes. 

And if they are not working around the house, I’d rather 

they go outside and play. The social and language skills 

they’ve gained from independent, impromptu play is 

impossible to replicate in adult-regulated settings. I’ve 

watched them negotiate boundaries and hierarchy, 

tell stories and lies, make rules, break rules, scrape 

knees, fight, hit and yell at each other, make up, walk 

each other home. They find out about people, how to 

navigate social situations, how to play with words, to 

make people laugh, to resolve conflict, what it means 

to be a friend. As a bonus, we’ve also had the pleasure 

of accumulating a 90” screen TV from 1997, a pleather 

sofa, and wagons full of grapefruits and kumquats from 

their neighborhood expeditions. The Parental Homework 

Pass gives parents control over what happens at home. 

Besides, some say homework only exists because of  

the Cold War. That ended—why hasn’t homework?

PARENTAL HOMEWORK PASSES



there are afternoons

when considering mental

state should be the

primary concern, not

finishing a worksheet.

so much can
be learned outside

of school. why
bring worksheets
into that space?

sometimes the content

is so bad we should

have veto power.

laundry!
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04 A FRIENDLY LIBRARIAN

On a regular basis, my children come home talking 

about how mean the “media specialist” at their school 

is. What’s a “media specialist” I ask? “You know, the 

lady who works in the media center,” they respond. 

After a bit more digging for clarification, I realize that 

that is the name for school librarians these days. Ahhh. 

A mean librarian? That’s so weird. I understand adults 

who do not enjoy the company of children. But what I 

do not understand is why those same adults decide to 

work in schools. Because schools, as most people know, 

are filled with...kids! Perhaps these folks did not get the 

memo, and we need to campaign to inform them of this 

fact in order to keep them out of our school libraries,  

a place that holds all kinds of goodness on it’s shelves.  

Libraries should be a place where kids feel happy,  

encouraged to think and explore and share ideas— 

not scared or bored or shamed or shushed. I want  

Mary F**king Poppins as our school librarian, guiding 

our children through the magical walls of a library with 

excitement. That excitement might be contagious. 
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The letter I’m writing to our state legislator starts like this:

“Dear Sir, If I had supernatural powers, I would haunt you.  

I would give you the energy, wit, creativity, and curiosity of 

a 9-year-old. Then, I’d have you sit at a desk for 6+ hours 

a day while every inch of your body is aching to move, run, 

explore, talk, create. I’d force you to read mind-numb-

ingly boring reading selections, and then ask you inane 

questions about their idiotic characters and uninteresting 

plots. I’d provide you with a steady stream of worksheets 

on fractions and long division that must be completed in 

the “right”common core way. After that, when you think 

you are finally going to be released from the prison of 

your chair, I’d put you in front of a computer and give you 

standardized questions that are designed to confuse you, 

questions with multiple right answers, questions that have 

nothing at all to do with actual learning, but everything  

to do with companies out to make millions of dollars.  

And I would revel in every moment of your suffering. 

Because you, sir, have failed our children. And by failing 

them, you have failed our community. You have sacrificed 

true education on the altar of corporate greed and  

political capital. I hope karma is a raging b*tch to you.”  

That’s what I’ve got right now, and I still don’t know to 

whom or where I’m supposed to mail it. The words  

“contact you legislator” are almost mystical. If only there 

was a kit for parents to take the mystery out of contacting 

those sneaky bastards.

AN ALL-INCLUSIVE “CONTACT  
YOUR LEGISLATOR” KIT



An important letter for:

mo day yr

I  am a  (select all that apply) :  

The  th ing  I  am cu r ren t l y  most  concerned  about  i n  ou r  pub l i c  schoo l  sys tem i s  :   

One way this concerncould be addressed is:

I live in the following school district:

M y  o p i n i o n  o f  t h e  c u r re n t  s t a te  o f  p u b l i c  e d u c a t i o n  i n  my  a re a  i s :

(rate your opinion / add any comments that would be helpful in clarifying your choice) 

My preferred contact method for follow-up is :

S I G N E D

PARENT

STANDARDIZED TESTINGTHE FACILITIES OTHER

SCHOOL NUTRITION A ONE-SIZE-FITS-ALL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT

STUDENT
TEACHER TAXPAYER
OTHER

AMAZING
PRETTY GOOD

JUST O.K.

TERRIFYING

A GIANTDISAPPOINTMENT

for

eve

r

a fill-in-the-blank letter
for easy & fast yeteffective communication

includes a list of contact

names & addresses with labels

for simple addressing

postage

included!

USA
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06 MORE TIME OUTSIDE

I recently spent some time in a middle school classroom.  

It was dark, dank, old, and musty with a tiny window 

in the back left corner that was covered with a layer of 

algae. Mold spores were swinging from the fluorescent 

lights, filling the air, baring their fangs as they laughed 

at their good fortune of finding such fertile ground to 

procreate. I wanted to get out of there as quickly as 

possible, not just out of fear that I would contract a 

rare fungal infection, but also because it was so damn 

depressing. Where was the natural light? All I could see 

was cinder block upon cinder block upon cinder block. 

Who designed this place—the winner of the Prison  

Architect of the Year (PAY) award? Why do we expect 

children to want to be—let alone spend a significant part 

of their days—in these depressing spaces? And if we do 

not have the money to rebuild schools (wait—that can be 

#11!), why can’t they learn outside? What if being in the 

outdoors was incorporated into the curriculum? Not only 

would it get them out of those wretched buildings, but 

they could actually benefit from learning in nature— 

exploring, observing, reflecting and breathing real air.
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ART, ART & MORE ART

It’s true—art really does make you smart. It expands the 

way you think, observe, and reflect. And it is being cut 

from public schools quicker than any other subject. Our 

children are being robbed of a process that expands their 

person. No more of this art 30 minutes a week business. 

We need art every. single. day. The people who say art 

is irrelevant in education have never experienced true 

making. When you are engaged in the process of making 

art, you need math to understand proportions and ratios, 

science to understand the human form and color, social 

studies to understand culture and the human experience. 

And what if art is the way some kids are wired to express 

ideas? Individual brains function differently, and I think 

we can all agree that we see this truth at work every-

day in the conversations we have—the morning people 

talking about how they pop right out of bed v. the night 

owls who get more accomplished after midnight than any 

other time of the day; the visual learners v. the auditory 

learners; the 3-meal-a-day eaters v. the 6-snacks-a-day 

eaters. As adults, we intuit what makes our brains and 

bodies work best, and have some freedom to follow that 

intuition. So why are kids expected to learn the same way, 

process information the same way, express knowledge  

the same way? Who decided that art had the least value?

And why do we keep allowing “them” to decide?

07



makes you

SMART
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It’s lunch time. You’ve been in a classroom for about 4 

hours already, and you finally get a break. Your stomach 

is growling. You’ve made your way in line to the milk  

cartons and are only 6 people away from the lunch bar. 

The air is electric. Food awaits. And then you see the 

brown, smothered lump that awaits you. What is that? Is 

“chicken fried steak” chicken or steak? Or neither? Why  

is the fruit swallowed up in syrup? Can I get some fresh  

vegetables up in here? You grab your tray, and walk to 

your table with disappointment and an empty stomach.  

No lunch again today. Historically, school lunches have 

fallen short and despite recent “food revolutions,” poor  

nutrition remains rampant in American public schools.  

Why is it so difficult to have real food in schools?  

And why do we tolerate what passes for food? I have  

a simple wish: that the food listed on school menus  

actually look like the food. Potatoes don’t need to smile, 

they can just be cooked. Chicken doesn’t need a creepy 

sauce. Vegetables can be raw and rinsed. Food can 

simply be food.

LUNCH THAT LOOKS LIKE FOOD
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Sometimes when I watch my 5th-grader walking to 

class, I hear his back cussing. His back has a dirty 

mouth, too. “What the hell? I’ve got to carry this load 

again? Why do you carry bricks around all day? I’m sick 

of this crap.” You see, his back is hurting from the daily 

backpack haul. The 6th cervical vertebra starts feel-

ing the pressure and asks the 7th to step up. The 7th 

thinks he’s being dramatic until the full weight sets in. 

That makes the 1st thoracic vertebra super pissed and 

when he’s out of sorts all 33 of them start flipping out. 

Books—at least the ones not written by the Boring  

Bettys of the world—are good. Carrying a bunch of 

them around on your back is not. And since school  

supply lists require “non-rolling backpacks”, we  

need to come up with something else. So how about  

a backpack that could be filled with books and still  

weigh nothing? It would save young vertebrae all  

over the world.

AN ANTI-GRAVITY BACKPACK09



NEW BACKPACK

Take t
hat,

Newton!

Holds over 30 lbs &

remains completely

WEIGHTLESS!
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NO MORE BULLSH*T TESTING10
This is the big ticket item, the one that I wish I had $220  

billion dollars in order to buy off everyone behind this  

conspiracy. We, as a society, are buried so deep in a 

testing frenzy that even the legislators who are passing 

the state-mandated regulations and tests have admitted 

to not knowing exactly what they are passing. We are 

drowning in a sea of corporate greed and political  

maneuvering whose current is so strong that I’m afraid 

we will not realize we are drowning until it’s too late. 

It’s not just a test. It’s hours of real learning lost. It’s 

a change in the way classrooms operate. It’s a way of 

thinking that promotes unoriginal ideas. It’s questions 

designed not to evaluate a true depth of understanding, 

but only to trick and confuse. It’s a myth, a facade  

manufactured by companies making millions of dollars 

off of our children at the cost of true knowledge. It must 

stop. My child is not a paycheck. Your child or grand-

child or cousin or niece or nephew or neighbor is not a  

paycheck. We need to stand together—mothers and 

fathers, teachers and administrators, all tax-payers— 

to be the voice for the small and powerless in our  

community and demand education that matters,  

education that is effective, not based on test taking  

and test scores. The stakes are too high if we don’t. 
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