
Rebecca Tegtmeyer • Michigan State University 

tyler galloway • University of Kansas / Kansas City Art Institute

EXPERIMENTAL TYPOGRAPHY  
AS A METHOD OF SUSTAINED LEARNING

RT—Hello I’m RT from…and this is Tyler from…

We will each share project case studies from classes we taught 
independently yet shared a similar method to teaching and exploring 
experimental typography.

the Inquiry Method defined

INTRODUCTION

TG— the inquiry method, conceived by neil postman and charles 
weingartner, is what some would call a contemporary take on the socratic 
method. i found it while developing more question-driven modes of 
learning in my classes. 

a student-centered method of learning by questioning. 

the teacher does not tell the students what s/he thinks they 
ought to know. the students do their own finding.  

the teacher’s basic mode of discourse is questioning as a 
means to open engaged minds to unsuspecting possibilities.

INTRODUCTION

TG— most of our design pedagogy tends to be subject-centered or content-
centered.
this runs counter to the “empty vessel, waiting to be filled” lecture-heavy 
teaching model. we are more facilitators of education.
we are there to provoke.



“bear in mind that the purpose of the  
inquiry method is to help learners increase  

their competence as learners. it hopes  
to accomplish this by having students  

do what effective learners do.” 
Neil Postman & Charles Weingartner

TG— what do effective learners do? what are their traits, rebecca? ;)

EFFECTIVE LEARNERS HAVE

self-confidence in their learning ability 

pleasure in problem solving 

a keen sense of relevance

RT—Effective learners exhibit confidence in their ability to learn, they enjoy 
problem solving, and they intuitively seek relevance in what they are 
learning.

EFFECTIVE LEARNERS HAVE

reliance on their own judgment  
over other people's or society's  

no fear of being wrong 

no haste in answering

RT—They also rely on themselves rather than judgment of others, they have 
no fear in being wrong, and they are quick to answer



EFFECTIVE LEARNERS HAVE

flexibility in point of view 

respect for facts, and the ability to distinguish  
between fact and opinion 

no need for final answers to all questions, and comfort  
in not knowing an answer to difficult questions rather  

than settling for a simplistic answer

RT—There’s more…they are flexible and open, are able to distinguish bet. 
fact and opinion, and are comfortable with not knowing all the answers.

WHY

relevance  >  motivation  >  engagement 

no arbiters of taste / knowledge 

students learn how to teach themselves 

opens up opportunity for discovery

RT—This method opens student up to select topics that are relevant to 
them, which leads to motivation and engagement. They’re more apt to teach 
themselves and opens up opportunity for discovery.

tyler galloway

Associate Professor of Graphic Design 

University of Kansas / Kansas City Art Institute

how can i facilitate students’ development  
of a self-sustaining, independent inquiry  

into typographic practice?



IDENTIFY INTEREST

COLLECT AND ANALYZE

ASK QUESTIONS

RESPOND BY MAKING

ASK MORE QUESTIONS

experimental typography elective

BFA Graphic Design Program 
Department of Design 

University of Kansas

semester long elective - juniors, seniors, graphic design and interior design. 
none of the interior designers had taken a formal type class before. 

IDENTIFY INTEREST

Michelle Merino

this is a research doc describing the interest area of “grunge typography”

- identify an interest area

- collect examples and focus it as needed

- analyze and identify fundamental attributes.

…identifying significant designers…david carson, martin venezky, neville 
brody, vaughn oliver, 



…signature typefaces of the grunge movement…moire, droplet, ff meta 
plus, etc…

… identifying key characteristics of the design approach…

… and finally, possible questions to ask about grunge typography…



ASK QUESTIONS

the questions are critiqued, prioritized and re-worded as needed to make 
them open-ended. the goal is to ask questions that can be answered by 
making things. most students’ initial questions are not conducive to making 
but they get better with practice. 

RESPOND BY MAKING

ASK MORE QUESTIONS

Michelle Merino

final presentation formatted for behance.

this is after the student figured out what she was doing and was able to 
better articulate everything. the actual process is noticeably more messy. 

x



this is her definition.

not my choice for a first test, but it’s her project and she needed to get it 
out of her system…



one of way too many early results. looks familiar, right?


i realized near the end of the term that this was about gesture and her 
hand-motions on the scanner needed to be questioned. she circled back at 
the end of the semester’s process and wound up with these results. 

click thru



click thru

click thru

this project became about the balance of using the armature of helvetica for 
recognition, but rebelling against it in terms of how you build on that 
armature. 



six of 25 hand renderings.

this now becomes about a re-combinant, flexible system — which is what 
the alphabet is, of course — 

having her own hand-rendered alphabet allows her to test out her ideas in 
infinite settings rather than custom-draw type every time. 



click thru

click thru

click thru



click thru

click thru

click thru



so, now time to apply…

add the word “how” to the front of this question…

click thru

trying to be fairly scientific in terms of what is controlled and what is 
variable so we can more clearly see the impact of our design decisions. 
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Katelyn Stewart

all students are taking on their own independent investigations 
simultaneously. 
interior design student looking at dimensional type existing on multiple 
planes and its relationship to light. 



Alex Tatro

GD student looking at collage beyond the expected slice and dice. 

Erika Ruiz

GD student looking at paper typography. 



Rebecca Tegtmeyer

Assistant Professor of Graphic Design 

Michigan State University

How do I introduce and engage students  
in making experimental typography?

This project was as much an exercise in experimentation for myself as it 
was for my students. I left the process of the project opened ended and I 
made directives based and how the students were responding to the inquiry 
method. I started the project knowing I wanted the students to experiment 
with analog type-making that  somehow would cumulate into a broadsheet 
short-run publication.

VISUAL RESEARCH

1  2  3  4  5 

ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

ANALOG TYPE IN 2D SPACE EXERCISE

DIGITAL TYPE IN 2D SPACE EXERCISE

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

Typography Two

BFA Graphic Design Program 

Department of Art, Art History, and Design

In the end, the process of the project took on this form. I found that getting 
the students to be comfortable working and thinking with experimental type 
required both analog and digital exercises as well as continuous discussing 
of “typographic rules” they quickly forgot from their Typography 1 course.

14. El Lissitzky 
15. Alexander Rodchenko 
16. Erik Brandt 
17. Keetra Dean Dixon 
18. Erik Van Blokland 
19. Mike Perry 
20. Martin Venezsky 
21. Marian Bantjes 
22. Paul Elliman 
23. Ed Fella 
24. Non-Format

Who makes experimental typography?

VISUAL RESEARCH

1  2  3  4  5 

The first introduction into experimental typography started with questioning 
who practices in this way. Students researched experimental typographers 
and shared examples of their work and discussed what their influences 
were.



VISUAL RESEARCH

1  2  3  4  5  6  7

VISUAL RESEARCH

KEETRA DIXON

MARTIN VENEZKY

MIKE PERRY

RUS KHASANOV

JUDITH POIRIER

1  2  3  4  5 

This broad dive into designers working in this way brought many examples 
to the surface.

What typographic “rules”  
are they challenging?

VISUAL RESEARCH

What was their technique? 
ANALOG vs. DIGITAL

---and---

1  2  3  4  5 

In reviewing the work examples the students dug up, we analyzed as a 
group the “typographic rules” that were being challenges as well as taking 
some guessing to their technique, kind of working backwards to discuss the 
possible answers to “how’d they make that?”

What are possible characteristics  
of experimental typography?

VISUAL RESEARCH

1  2  3  4  5 

These discussions took on a bulleted list form as the class identified 
possible characteristics of "experimental typography”



VISUAL RESEARCH

1  2  3  4  5 

Listing these characteristics brought on further discussions of legibility, 
limitations, and what it means to take risks in typographic form making.

VISUAL RESEARCH

1  2  3  4  5 

I’m a huge pinterest user and I engage students in looking at design 
through shared class pinterest boards. We visit the board each class period 
to discuss the latest designs pinned.

In what ways can analog materials & objects  
be transformed into letterforms?

ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

After lots of looking and discussion each students was assigned two 
letterforms and they made 3 different analog executions of each letterform 
on 6x6 cards.



ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

To execute this exercise we moved to a non-computer lab space

ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

I asked them to bring random making materials and objects

ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

And I brought in my stash of materials I have collected over years of paper 
and material hoarding.



ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

They responded positively to the exercise many said it was therapeutic.

What unexpected results occur  
when converting the analog letterforms  

to digital vector letterforms?

ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

Once the analog letterforms were done, students were asked to digitize 
them by scanning and photographing each letterform.

ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

The analog details…



ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

generated unexpected surprises as a result of making the forms into black 
vector shapes via live trace in Illustrator

ANALOG LETTERFORM EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

As a collection, the letterforms created offered many ideas for students to 
consider in experimenting with alternative typographic form

In what ways can analog  
typography challenge a 2d space?

ANALOG TYPE IN 2D SPACE EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

Now that they had focused on the individual letterform experiments, it was 
time to question experimentation in the 2d space



ANALOG TYPE IN 2D SPACE EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

Working with sans serif type, students practiced manipulating the 2D space 
with analog forms, emphasis was on contrast of space not legibility or 
hierarchy

In what ways can digital  
typography challenge a 2d space  

and maintain hierarchy?

DIGITAL TYPE IN 2D SPACE EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

They then moved into questioning the ways to experiment with type in a 2d 
space while maintaining control over hierarchy and legibilty.

DIGITAL TYPE IN 2D SPACE EXERCISE

1  2  3  4  5 

They considerate POSITION, TYPE WEIGHT, LETTER SPACING, WORD 
SPACING, LINE SPACING, TYPE SIZE.



MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

Design a single 11 x 14 page to be part of a collective class newspaper 

There will be NO images and you can only use ONE color plus blk 

You will make typography informed by the object you write about

1  2  3  4  5 

After the multiple short exercises, it was time to put these learning to work 
in a larger project. Each student designed a type only page to be included in 
a collective class broadsheet.

1: write the narrative 
2: read the narrative 

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

1  2  3  4  5 

The first step was to write a narrative and share it with the class.

How can the first object you remember  
making as a child inform experimental 

typography outcomes?

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

1  2  3  4  5 

I asked students to write a narrative about they first object they remember 
making. This object was to inform experimental typography outcomes.



What time had it become? It was late, that much I knew. Last I had remembered, the sun had been resting 
high above me, but now, now it had set far below the horizon, eclipsed from my view. Day had departed 
into night long before I could take note, and only a cool summer’s breeze served as an indicator of the time 
passed. And while the sun retired until its next morning, we still had much to do tonight. Yes, tonight 
would be the night. tonight was the night we completed a collaboration which we proudly crafted 
from our dreams into the reality that stood before us now. Tonight was the night we journeyed from 
the reality we called home, and entered into the majesty of fantasy that had become all too familiar to our 
young minds. Tonight was the night that our dedication would finally bear its fruit. Yes, all would be 
completed tonight. Before us, the project that had consumed so many hours of our collective lives was 
nearing fruition for what might have been the hundredth time in that day alone, but completion very well 
could be far from grasp yet. With each idea, each aspiration we collectively agreed to put in more time 
towards its growing grandiose. Before it could be complete it needed to be more than a simple construction, 
but instead a monument of excess, both grotesque in its design, but beautiful in its whimsical desire. 
Whether minutes from completion or hours, tonight it would be complete.  

Every cut, every burn, every exhausting breath, I should have been able to remember each passing 
moment of that day, but in this moment they only existed as a single joyous memory building up until now. 
To others, the mess of cardboard boxes, of tape and glue were just that, a pile of garbage waiting to 
be swept away. But to us, perhaps as the result of hours of focused work or of the sleep deprivation each of 
us would have been far too tired to notice, it was a dreamscape. I cannot speak to what my friends saw now 
standing before us, but before me stood the castle; the everlasting fantasy that could only manifest form 
when my eyes shut tight was now towering above me. I could see it there in its sublime majesty, its 
towering keeps, its overarching balconies, legions of knights standing at the ready before my very own 
throne room. And that’s what makes this structure so inspiring. The intricacy of our construction allowed 
for more than just an imaginary evaluation of the exterior walls, but allowed for exploration of an interior 
setting. Our collective work supported the ability to traverse hallways, roam throughout rooms, and to 
explore the construct in its entirety. It was wonderful. To believe that just a few boxes and the wild 
imagination of three small children could breathe life into this momentary bliss that would leave its 
impression for more than a decade to come, was something my mind would be unable to comprehend, 
but in the moment of completion, I know that it certainly felt as if it could be that profound. 

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

1  2  3  4  5 

This particular student wrote about making a fort out of cardboard boxes, 
creative writing was highly encouraged but I didn’t spend much time 
crafting their language or grammar.

3: analog sketch

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

1  2  3  4  5 

They produced analog sketches

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

1  2  3  4  5 



4: digital sketch b/w only

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

1  2  3  4  5 

Then moved into working digitally.

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

1  2  3  4  5 

All the while practicing everything we covered in the short exercises that 
preceded this larger project.

5: digital comp w/1 color

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

1  2  3  4  5 

They were limited to one color, which they incubated after working in black 
and white for the majority of the project, I wanted them to focus on 
typography as much as possible, color can confuse things really quickly.
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Homemade Play-Doh

 More often than not, the 
smell of Play Doh is nostalgic to 
people. It reminds them of times 
where the only worries you had 
were whether your mom packed 
a desert in your lunch, or how 
mad she was going to be that 
the knee in your jeans finally 
ripped while you were crawling 
on the floor playing puppies. For 
me, that nostalgic smell is cream 
of tartar. 
    
 Play Doh has a different 
smell. It’s not the worst thing in 
the world, but I don’t love it. This 
is probably because I don’t have 
many memories tied to it. One of 
the very first things I remember 
making was a warm dough with 
my mother. In what now doesn’t 
seem as big of a pot as it did 
then, we would mix the ingredi-
ents together and cook it on the 
stove for what was probably only 
ten minutes, but seemed like an 
eternity. Flour, which I thought 
was only for baked goods, water, 
a tiny bit of sugar, a lot of salt, 
some ingredients that I can’t 
recall, and cream of tartar were 
all mixed and cooked in this giant 
pot together. It was simple, but I 
was enthralled. 
      
 When it was done cooking, 
I was able to pick the color. I had 
to be carful with how much food 
coloring we used, because the 
consistency would be off and the 
color would stain my clothes and 
hands if we used too much, so 
we would end up with a pile of 
pastel colored dough. 
     
 Once it was done cooking, 
I always had a hard time waiting 
for it to cool. I can remember 
steam rising off the dough, and 
my hands burning slightly, but I 
didn’t care. I had three pounds of 
moldable fun to be had and there 
was no way I could wait any 
longer to dig in. The smell of Play 
Doh brand clay doesn’t slightly 
compare to the smell of warm, 
freshly made pastel dough. 

“”we would end up with a pile 
of pastel colored dough. 
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Yes, tonight would be the night.

Yes, all would be completed tonight.

What time had it become?
It was late, that much I knew.
Last I had remembered, the sun had been 
resting high above me,  but now, now it had set 
far below the horizon, eclipsed from my view. 

long before I could take note, and only a cool summer’s breeze 

served as an indicator of the time passed. And while the sun 

retired until its next morning, we still had much to do tonight.

the project that had consumed so many hours of our 

collective lives was nearing fruition  for what might 

have been the hundredth time in that day alone,

With each idea, each aspiration we collectively agreed to put in more time towards 

its growing grandiose. Before it could be complete it needed to be more than a 

simple construction,but instead a monument of excess, both grotesque in its design, 

but beautiful in its whimsical desire. Whether minutes from completion or hours,

tonight it would be complete

But to us, perhaps as the result of hours of 

focused work or of the sleep deprivation each 

of us would have been far too tired to notice,

It was a dreamscape

I should have been able to remember each 

passing moment of that day, but in this moment 

they only existed as a single joyous memory 

building up until now. To others, the mess of 

cardboard boxes, of tape and glue were just that,

It was wonderful.

I cannot speak to what my friends saw now standing before us, but before me stood the 

castle; the everlasting fantasy that could only manifest form when my eyes shut tight was 

now towering above me. I could see it there in its sublime majesty, its towering keeps, its 

overarching balconies, legions of knights standing at the ready before my very own throne 

To believe that just a few boxes and the wild imagination

of three small children could breathe life into this momentary bliss that would leave its impression for more than 

a decade to come, was something my mind would be unable to comprehend, but in the moment of completion,  

I know that it certainly felt as if it could be that profound. 

Day had departed into night

Tonight was the night we journeyed from the reality we called home, and entered into the 

majesty of fantasy that had become all too familiar to our minds.Tonight was the night we 

completed a collaboration which we proudly crafted from our dreams into the reality that 

stood before us now.Tonight was the night that our dedication would finally bear its fruit.

Before us,

but completion very well be far from grasp yet

Every cut, every burn, every exhausting breath,

a pile of garbage waiting to be swept away.

1  2  3  4  5 

Although they were just stick figures 
with hats and shoes, I was particular 

about everything. 

Back then I was irrationally obsessed 
with fluorescent orange, and had found a 

marker that was the brightest orange I had 
ever seen. I used that to draw.

I tried and tried to 
recreate it. 

That was the last day I drew stick 

figure Mario and Luigi.

I  could never  get  them 
perfect  again. 

I remember going during the summer, and 
occasionally after school, and staying 
until my mom or dad come get me from 

work. At home, mom worked on her 
own artwork, and I wasn’t quite sure      

     how she had gotten so   skilled.

f a d i n g  a w a y . When I was little, I went 
to a place called

Considering that I loved 
Nintendo games and 
Pokémon cards, it was 
only natural that those 
were the first things I 
would try to draw. 
Even since I was little, 
I have always been 
particular about the 
details, similar to how 
I am now.

have a hard time 
remembering 
things from my 
past. I have 
changed so much 
over the years that 
I prefer to look 
forward, and my 
memories have 
slowly started 

K i n d e r c a r e

Before going to daycare, 
she would draw outlines 
of Pokémon for me, and 
I would color them in to 
keep myself busy at 
daycare.

I  o f t e n  

b
y

 

I started drawing stick figures, of 
Mario and Luigi. Knowing that I 
was not yet any good at 
drawing-obviously- I tried to 
control as much of the drawing as 
I could. Every line had to be 
straight, and I would start over if 
the paper had any folds.

I remember keeping the drawing as pristine as 
possible. Once, this kid came and grabbed the 
drawing, folding it.
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S N O W Y  A N I M A L 

The first thing I remember 

creating was Christmas orna-

ments in preschool. They were 

made out of the tin tops from 

condensed frozen juice cans. I 

think I remember this the most 

because we had to collect our 

own tops and bring in what 

ever old Christmas cards we 

had to decorate them with. 

They just had small cut outs 

of little snowy animals and 

glitter on this circular top 

with a ribbon loop. I believe 

I gave it to my parents as a 

Christmas present. We still 

have it and it hangs on our 

tree every year.

l o r e n z a c e n t i

The first thing I remember creating was Christmas ornaments in pre-
school. They were made out of the tin tops from condensed frozen juice 
cans. I think I remember this the most because we had to collect our 
own tops and bring in what ever old Christmas cards we has to decorate 
them with. They just had small cut outs of little snowy animals and 
glitter on this circular top with a ribbon loop. I believe I gave it 
to my parents as a Christmas present. We still have it and it hangs 
on our tree every year.The first thing I remember creating was Christ-
mas ornaments in preschool. The first thing I remember creating was 
Christmas ornaments in preschool. They were made out of the tin tops 
from condensed frozen juice cans. I think I remember this the most be-
cause we had to collect our own tops and bring in what ever old Christ-
mas cards we has to decorate them with. They just had small cut outs 
of little snowy animals and glitter on this circular top with a ribbon 
loop. I believe I gave it to my parents as a Christmas present.
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Stephanie Huynh

December 2009

Michigan/California

The first thing I remembered making 

were origami. During sophomore 

year of high school, I was 

obsessedwith origami and

would fold anything from 

flowers to paper stars. 

I  w a s  s o  f a s c i n a t e d  

o f h o w  y o u  c a n  m a k e  

a n y t h i n g  s i m p l y  b y  

f o l d i n g  a  p i e c e  o f  p a p e r.  I 

remembered always asking my 

mom to buy me those strips of 

paper whenever she goes to

California just so I can fold them into 

paper stars. I still havea few jars 

around my room filled with paper stars 

and cranes. W h e n  I  w a s  v i s i t i n g  

m y  g r a n d m a  o v e r  C h r i s t m a s ,  

s h e  s a w  t h a t  I  m a k i n g  

o r i g a m i  f l o we r s  s o  s h e  a s k e d  

m e  her some. She also asked me to 

show her how to make them. I think I 

made her about 2-3 flowers, all in 

different colors. Years later I visited her 

for the first time in a while and I saw 

that she still have the origami flowers 

around her house. It made me feel so 

happy that she wanted to keep them 

after so many years. 

“ I t  m a d e  
m e  f e e l  s o  
h app y  th a t  
s h e  wan te d  
to  k e ep  
th e m  a f ter  
s o  m an y  
y e a r s . ”   

S p e n c e r  R e y n o l d s

“The first  one I  
remember  making 
was for  my 
Grandpa's  76th 
b i rthday, when I  was 
6  years  o ld .  The 
theme for  most  
every  card was 
usual ly  patriot ic  
symbols  and colors  
because my 
grandparents  
eachother  whi le  
serv ing in  the Navy.” 

One of the first things I remember making as a kid was 
birthday cards for family members, most notably my 

grandparents in Florida. I made them out of 8.5” x 11” sheets of 
computer paper. This was the paper that had the 

perforated edge on both sides. I would rip the 
edges off and fold the paper vertically. The first one I remember 

making was for my Grandpa's 76th birthday, when I was 6 years 
old. The theme for most every card was usually patriotic 

symbols and colors because my grandparents met eachother while 
serving in the Navy.  

A similar theme was also drawing whichever birthday number this 
was on the cover with bubble letters that covered the entire 

front cover and coloring them in with red and blue. This 
one I remember I went with the normal cover but I changed it to 

have a big stacked cake with the birthday number on the 
top.  The cake was a white with red and blue trim with as many 

candles as I could draw. 

 The candles were a must for me because flames have always been 
my favorite thing to draw ever since I taught myself.  

On the inside I would write out a message about what I had 
been doing around the time I made the card, whether it was going 

on a summer trip or talking about the next time I would see 
them.  

This sticks out to me as the first time I can remember having to 
create something with someone else's interests in mind.  

This started an annual tradition and each year the cards 
started getting better and better.  As a kid I was always excited to 

make cards because I knew it was going to make the recipient’s day, 
while giving me something creative to do. My grandparents ended 

up saving every card that I ever made in a photobook, which I still 
have to this day.  
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The Newspaper 
www.newspaperclub.com

MAKING NARRATIVES PROJECT

1  2  3  4  5 

Using Newspaper Club, I had a short run of 50 printed up.

1  2  3  4  5 

1  2  3  4  5 

Showing first versions with their final version.



1  2  3  4  5 

1  2  3  4  5 

1  2  3  4  5 



1  2  3  4  5 

These were sent to the students during the summer…they were excited to 
se the final printed outcome.

Rebecca Tegtmeyer • Michigan State University • tegtmey2@msu.edu 

tyler galloway • University of Kansas / Kansas City Art Institute • tgalloway@kcai.edu 

thank you.


