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Abstract: This paper contributes by presenting a case introducing students to typography 

using tangible prototyping as a method. The paper also discusses how students through 

their own work can get an understanding and awareness of the different levels of 

typography, in relation to micro- and macro aesthetics. This paper argues that a playful, 

tangible approach to typography is fruitful for the purpose of generating ideas. This is 

especially relevant for young design students who are prone to believe that solutions are 

only to be found on the Internet. It is of great importance to teach them that ideas can 

be generated outside a computer. The design students who worked with this approach in 

the presented case study were all beginners in field of graphic design and did not have 

any previous typographic skills. 
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1. Introduction 

The professional academic terminology, when talking about typography, is essentially  

the study of how letterforms interact on a surface.  

Kunz (Kunz, 2003) has the following statement about typography: Typography is the 

major component of visual communication, from books to posters, signs, packaging, 

magazines, newspapers, and electronic media. A huge amount of information, such as 

forms, lists, and schedules, is entirely typographically based. We are inundated with 

typography. Some of it is effective, but much is confusing, amounting to a mere nuisance 

that is instantly discarded. Because typographic design is ubiquitous, it seems a simple 

task. Anyone who communicates makes typography” (Kunz 2003, p.7). 

Gerrit Noordzij defines typography as writing with prefabricated characters 

(Noordzij 1985,9).  Often anything containing letters, be it handwriting, hand drawn 

characters, graffiti or calligraphy are called typography although this is not technically 

the correct term. However, knowing that there are two positions; hand-drawn characters 

on the one side and prefabricated characters on the other side — we are facing two 

different professional disciplines. In this paper we are exploring tangible prototyping as 

an approach to Typography. To keep an overview and to avoid having to explain too many 

technical terms, we will describe everything containing characters in this paper, despite 

how they are made, as typography. 

This paper contributes to the discussion about design methodologies by showing a 

working practice which enables students to explore what can be done through sketching 

with the use of materials. Here fast visualization enables them to produce lots of ideas, 

without having any rules or a specific purpose. The goal itself is to allow the students to 

play and be adventurous, without knowing where this adventure is taking them. In this 

process the students had to produce a large amount of material sketches, in a very limited 

time frame. They were also asked to document this process using their phone or camera.  

By forcing the students to produce sketches in a rapid tempo — the students “act 

and do” without being consciously aware of their process; it gives room for 

experimentation, try-outs and coincidences. It acts as a supplement to classic probing and 

is similar to the way they train people in the army. One of the simplest survival rules in 

the military is — you got what you got. From an army perspective — in a stressful 

situation, you have what you have. You have to work and act with the environment and 

the material that is available. A core component of the design process for the students is 

to discover and to use these insights in their work so that they move towards an outcome 
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that pays specific attention to the nature of the sub-conscious findings; and how this 

relates to the wider field being investigated.  

The paper presents an approach to idea-generation working with typography that 

for some students was an important eye-opener for playing with ideas. It seems to be 

especially relevant in terms of teaching that specific group of young design students, who 

are prone to look for solutions already found on the internet. The Danish poster designer, 

Finn Nygaard, once defined this group of students as “The design surfing generation”. 

What he means by this statement is that today's young people are too often tempted by 

the opportunities of the Internet; they let the Internet deliver solutions and tend to forget 

investigating their own imagination or to develop their own aesthetic expression. 

Nygaard's opinion corresponds with our teaching experience especially when facing a 

generation where being “online” is a must. The digital world seems to be better suited 

than the physical world in terms of tempo and the possibilities of finding quick answers to 

a question. The young people of today are living in the most intensive stimulated period in 

history of the earth. They are being besieged with information. What would happen if they 

took a pause from their engagement with all the platforms that they constantly interact 

with (computer, iPhones, advertising from hundreds of TV channels)? What would they be 

distracted from? Ken Robinson would most likely answer: from all the boring stuff at 

school (Robinson, 2011). 

In the following chapters we will start by defining the pedagogical and 

typographical approach that we are working with and that which informs it. Then we will 

introduce our case, which is based on an educational project with pre-design school 

graphic design students. Finally we will discuss and reflect on our playful and tangible 

approach to typography. 

 

 

2. Pedagogical and typographical approach 

2.1 Pedagogical approach 

According to Ken Robinson (Robinson 2011,186) there is currently a big movement at the 

universities in regard to the teaching of creative pedagogy. Teaching people how to use 

facts and information is a part of creative pedagogy. But it is not the same thing as 

helping people to open up their minds to new possibilities. This can be done by framing 

questions, organizing encounters, learning how collaborations work, learning how 

questions can be raised or how they can be put differently. This is a different type of 

pedagogy. In the case described below, we are going to look at some questions to be 

considered when introducing students to work with graphic design and typography.  



Typography Day 2016 4 

For many years I started teaching the use of typography, by showing case 

examples of good and bad typography, as well as by teaching theory and the rules to work 

with typography. This is how I was trained in learning about typography within the 

(Danish) design education. I simply passed on this same methodology of knowledge in my 

own teaching. Overall this methodology worked well. Yet during the years in my profession 

as a design teacher, I observed that there were always some students for whom 

typography was difficult; it did not really attract their full attention. Some students were 

asking for rules to work with; others were afraid to break the rules or to make mistakes. 

Another thing I noticed during my years as a design teacher was how much we 

automatically work and design on computers (small laptops with small screens). It was 

always difficult to get the students to do sketches by hand. If you were lucky you were 

able get the students to do a few sketches by hand.  

A question from my observations arises: is it possible to introduce students to 

typography by getting them away from the computer and by getting them to do sketches 

by hand or by using tangible materials? I wanted to take the students attention away from 

the digital world for a minute. I wanted them to leave their computers and to go to work 

and explore the physical world. In the beginning of this project we worked with the idea 

“thinking is making” which can be very valuable in terms of solving design problems — and 

it still is. However, in the case study (presented in chapter 3) we turned the phrase 

around, and worked with the idea of “making is thinking”. Here the process of “making” 

must be done without use of the internet. 

 

2.2 Typographical approach 

When introducing how to work and design with typography there are many factors and 

questions to take into account.  

• The question of how to impart these in a teaching methodology to students?   

• How can students grasp the essence of working with typography with all its 

possibilities; and subsequently how to get the students to reflect on their own 

communication capabilities?  

• How to understand the essence of typography and to explore and discover new  

typographic paths (which do not necessarily have an end result or clear cut solution 

as their aim)? 

 

According to Kunz (Kunz 2003) — letters, numbers, and punctuation marks are the basic 

material a designer works with. Furthermore typography depends on additional elements, 
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such as space, color, and type-faces to convey meaning. These elements communicate on 

two interrelated levels: the macro aesthetic and the micro aesthetic. 

 

The macro aesthetic level includes the primary visual components that are 

recognized first: the size and proportion of the space, form, composition, and the color of 

key elements, the structure as a whole and the contrast between the primary components 

and the space around them. The micro aesthetic level encompasses the form, size, 

weight, and relationship of secondary elements: typeface characteristics, letterforms and 

counter forms and the spacing between letters, words, lines, and other graphic elements 

(Kunz 2003,7). 

Both Kunz and Bringhurst refer to linguistics as an important factor when working 

with typography: “Read the text before designing it” and: “Discover the outer logic of the 

typography in the inner logic of the text” (Bringhurst 1992,20). 

 In the model below we have applied the ‘three factors’ (linguistics and micro- and 

macro aesthetics) to illustrate how they relate to one another (model 1). 

 

 

                 

Linguistics

Micro
aesthetics

Macro
aesthetics

 

             Model.1  

 

 

Traditionally, the way typography has been taught at Danish design schools has been to 

look at examples of (graphic) designers, typically starting at a macro level and then 

continuing to a micro level with an overall linguistic bridge into the design. 

The case presented in this paper is doing an exercise the opposite way. It is a 

collection of selected empirical data from several courses where students either were 

asked to work in groups or as individuals starting with the task of making words of four 

letters. The students were asked to work the opposite way of: “Read the text before 

designing it” and: “Discover the outer logic of the typography in the inner logic of the 

text” (Bringhurst 1992,20). They were literally not looking at the words or at their 

meaning. Their task was just to make words and to produce a lot of them. 
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3. Case study 

3.1 Case study — making words 

The following section will demonstrate the practical assignment given to the 

students and the results of this assignment. Before the assignment the students are 

introduced to IDEOs methodology the “Experimenter” which is a role a (given) 

innovator can choose to play. “Experimenters” are characterized by the following: 

they share a passion for hard work, a curious mind, and an openness to serendipity 

(Kelly 2005,42). The students are asked to prototype as an “Experimenter”. 

The assignment the students were told to do, consists of following 6 instructions, 

illustrated in model 2 below: 

 

(1) Physically create word(s) 

(2) There are no rules and no possible ways of making this exercise in a wrong way 

(3) Words could be further developed by making a series 

(4) Document by photos 

(5) Have fun! 

(6) Presentation of all your images (50-100) 

 

 

 

Choose one or different 

words – Physically create 

word(s) 

No rules, no possible way 

of doing this exercise in a 

wrong way

Words could be further 

developed into ideas

Document by photos

Have fun!

Presentation

of images

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
(1)-(3) Prototyping, the Experimenter

 

Model 2. Instructions for the assignment of making words.  
Prototyping, working under (or by) the dogma — You got what you got. 
 
 

 
 

3.1.1  Physically create word(s) 

In this first part, the students could choose to work with one word or to work with 

different words. The words must be physically created in the materials that they could 

find in the nearby surroundings. By means of the aforementioned “army approach” (you 

got what you got) the students were asked to approach their process by using materials in 

their immediate environment. For instance they could curl, fold, tear, stable, crush, 
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chew, throw, mix, stretch or pulverize “stuff”. They were asked to explore in solid, 

liquid, transparent, flying, floating, blurry, sharp or soft materials as examples. They 

were also asked to consider (as a strategy) to work humorous, sarcastic, dramatic, eerie, 

exaggerated, understated etc. And they could even broaden their strategy by considering 

certain shapes — negative, positive, microscopic, gigantic, delicious, sinister, complex 

forms etc. They were simply asked to experiment and to be playful — with as many 

strategies as possible! 

 

 

3.1.2  No rules and no possible ways of making this exercise in a wrong way 

Through this instruction we emphasize that there are no rules in this assignment and no 

possible ways to do this exercise in a “wrong way” since this assignment has no visual 

goal as its end result. The goal in it self was “to do”, to experiment and to play. Even if 

the students at a certain point did not know what to do — they were asked to “do 

something” in order to get their process of production running; even if things looked ugly 

or did not look the way students wanted to, they had to force themselves to continue 

producing the next word. 

 

 
Prototyping 

 

 

 

3.1.3  Words could be further developed in making series 

This instruction encourages the students to go one step further in their 

experimentation — with their “words”. For example, words could be pulverized or 

crushed or splattered or made absolutely completely flat! Or there could be added 

another material or set on fire; in that way the development of their prototyping 

process kept on evolving and kept on moving forward. 
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Developing on word, making it into series 

 

3.1.4  Document by photos 

In order to keep the prototyping process up to speed, the students were asked to 

document all their prototype words by photos. This is important for keeping an ongoing 

movement in the process; and to continue the prototyping as an Experimenter. 

 

3.1.5  Have fun! 

 

3.1.6  Present all your images 

Some of the images presented below (image 1-6). 

 

 1, 2 

 3, 4 
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 5, 6 
Img.1+6  Examples of prototyping typography 

 

3.2 Case study making posters 

After the first assignment of “Making words” and letting the students reflect on how they 

created communication with typefaces — we moved on to the next assignment “Making 

posters”. This time we also worked with the level of macro aesthetics; size, proportion of 

space, form, composition, and color of key elements through the making of posters. The 

students had two days for making posters and were introduced to the task with the 

following instructions: 

 

        (1)  Choose an artist or group in order to make a concert poster 

        (2)  The concert poster must provide the viewer with the following  

              information: — Who — Where — Date — Booking information 

              (ticket service, website) sponsors, concert site logo etc.  

               Optionally, choose a line (a second message, which is the phrase  

               to support the message) 

        (3)  DOGMA use your original super power of idea generation!  

               — Your main elements MUST be created by hand without using the computer!!  

               — You may use photoshop to clean, edit the image and give it color contrasts     

               and filters. 

 

In the making of posters we introduce the level of macro aesthetics in typography.  

Some examples of the final posters in image 1-8. 
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Img. 1+8 Examples of Concert Posters produced  

 

4.0 Discussion and reflection 

4.1 Discussion and reflection making words 

The students were introduced to the exercise as described in the case study — the making of 

words. The students were then asked to prototype one hundred words in very limited time 

frame (one to two days). The students who worked individually were asked to produce fifty 

words. Once the students completed the assignment and presented all their images we then 

returned to that phrase of Bringhurst and started to talk and discuss the experimentation 

created by the students. We discussed what kind of communication they actually created by 

the prototyped words; we talked about the different ways they were able to convey and 

communicate meaning in order to make the students reflect on their own work. We also 

discussed how some of their creations could be placed in different contexts and what kind 

of effect that they could create. At this point we start teaching by discussion and making 

reflections. We reflected on the Watzlawick sentence “One Cannot Not Communicate” and 

we discussed the students creations in terms of linguistics and micro aesthetics by paying 

attention to the letters and letterform (some would say in a very rough way). This exercise 

has been implemented in four courses where the students were asked to work in groups and 

in other courses where students were asked to work individually. Together this represents a 

collection of empirical data containing 2500 prototyping images created by the students. 
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            For some students the task seemed overwhelming and difficult to fulfill due to the 

number of images they were asked to create; as well as the the manner of working with this 

task for the very first time. A number of students with whom we worked expressed  doubts 

or felt a slight sense of insecurity in terms of what to do and how to get started on the 

exercise. Some were afraid of making mistakes. This was the situation even though we  

explained in our introduction that there are no right results in this exercise and there are no 

wrong ways of “doing” it.  

In every course we have worked with the students it usually takes five to ten 

prototypes to get the process rolling. This is how long it takes to get the students to loosen 

up and to explore and to start creating and experimenting with their materials. Sometimes 

it even turns into a competition between the groups or individual students to create the 

most word prototypes and to take the most images. This is also a motivation factor. Some of 

the students discover that they have to plan a faster procedure due to the limited time 

factor. They experience how fast they are actually able to manage and produce a lot of 

creations in a very limited time span. A number of students experience new ways of 

working. They discover, to their own surprise, that things or ideas do not necessarily always 

have to be created on the computer. The computer is not the creative oracle. The students 

discover that tangible prototyping is a tool for experimenting too. 

 

“Fail often, to succeed sooner” is an old IDEO axiom which is rooted in the 

philosophy of rapid experimentation. When we embrace the notion of lots of quick 

prototypes, you´ll make lots of little mistakes that are really critical steps to the road to 

success (Kelly 2005,52). Often students are afraid to make mistakes. This is why the exercise 

brief of prototyping words did not have any roles; and we carefully instructed the students  

— there is absolutely no right or wrong way of doing the word prototyping exercise. What 

Kelly also argues is that the Experimenters love to play, try different ideas and approaches. 

It is like putting roller skates on the scientific method. They make sure everything´s 

faster, less expensive, and hopefully more fun (Kelly 2005,42). 

When looking at this approach of using word prototyping as an introduction to 

typography it seems to provide students with an easier way to dare to experiment.  

 

The Experimenter methodology gives the students the insight and experience that 

we don´t always have to conceive of a final result through creative thinking. We are also able 

to “do” or idea generate through prototyping. It is way of stimulating the students to be  
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curious and to be persistent. By producing a lot of ideas the success criteria increases for the 

creation of several good ideas. It is difficult to say whether or not the students would have 

done better work by adapting a different approach than this methodology of prototyping 

words. What we can see is the effect of idea generation through “making”. It is a more 

playful approach; this tangible way of thinking through “making” can also be continued and 

developed into exercises when looking at more complex ways of working with managing 

typography. 

 

 

4.2 Discussion and reflection about making posters 

The reason why we chose the making of posters for the next assignment is due to the fact 

that the rules of poster design can be bent in so many different ways. From reflections on 

linguistics and micro aesthetics we moved on to working with the level of macro aesthetics in 

this assignment: size, proportion of space, form, composition and color of key elements in 

the making of posters. The choice of introducing the level of macro aesthetics in typography 

is relevant since we still haven’t introduced the students to any rules. In this way the 

student don´t have to rely on a “right” or “wrong” way of doing things when working with 

macro aesthetics. It seems to be a good exercise in bridging the proper balance between 

headlines, small text, images and other components while using prototyping in materials for 

being creative, bold, groovy, and perhaps provocative without necessarily using a large 

amount of text. This can often be complex or unmanageable on a beginners level. Part of 

this assignment was also to create awareness of whom their audience is and what 

information, mood, emotion or reaction they wish to achieve in the final posters.  

 As in the previous assignment the students were given a very short time limit to 

work. This time they were allowed to work with the typography on their computers. 

However, they still had to work with one dogma: a key element or main element had to be 

made by hand in order to continue prototyping and to continue having the role of the 

Experimenter in mind. Once the students have selected the musicians they want to work 

with for their poster design then we start teaching different typographic levels. It starts 

with discussing the purpose of the poster. In this way the students have to reflect on what 

could be a good solution for this while they are working on the visual and typographic 

elements of their poster design.  
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5.0 Conclusion 

In this paper we have demonstrated how students work with a tangible approach to 

prototyping. We have demonstrated that by introducing this concept to the students we 

provide them with an easier way to dare to experiment. The Experimenter methodology 

makes the students realize that we don´t necessarily have to conceive a final result through 

thinking. We have to “do” and to experiment with material prototypes in order to generate 

ideas. The feedback from the students is that they received a different insight or a new way 

to work with idea generation; and that the design process does not necessarily have to be 

approached digitally — through computers or the internet. It can be approached through 

making; that “making is thinking” — this made sense for most of the students. Another issue is 

the concept of working by a dogma. This gives the students an understanding of how to 

create different perspectives as well as the understanding of not being afraid of making 

mistakes. Here it is also important that the students learn not to hang onto the first and the 

best idea that comes into their minds. When you have nothing to lose it is sometimes the best 

time to try something really new (and risky) (Kelly 2005,43). 

The methodology we have presented in this paper attempts to track a different 

path on how students can prototype typography and how students can become more 

conscious about the linguistic, the macro aesthetic and micro aesthetic levels in typography. 

In the future we will continue to pursue this study as an approach to typography.   
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