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Abstract: This paper is a description of a typeface design method that was designed and applied by 

the authors over twelve years of experience in teaching typography in different schools in Jordan. 

This paper starts by an introduction on typography education in Jordan and takes the Design and 

Visual Communication program at the German Jordanian University as a sample case by presenting 

the course contents and exercises of the typography courses taught there. 

Then, it presents the method with its seven stages: identifying the topic, defining the topic , 

compiling a list of characteristics, collecting visuals for each characteristic, defining the common 

visual-aspects, defining the proportional concepts, designing the typeface. A brief discussion of each 

stage, its tools and outputs are provided. 

Finally, it presents some student works that successfully applied the method with excellent results. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Teaching graphic design as a separate specialization is rather recent in Jordan. It only 
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started at the beginning of this millennium. Architects used to dominate the market and 

filled its needs. 

Currently, there are ten public and twenty private universities [MOHE, 2018]. Four public, 
 

and nine private universities offer majors in Graphic Design or similar fields. Most of these 

programs offer at least one typography course while four of them offer two courses. Due 

to the nature of the Jordanian culture, students must study typography in two languages, 

English and Arabic. There is a growing awareness of the importance of the topic and the 

font design. 

Out of twelve years of teaching typography in Jordanian universities, the authors of this 
 

paper developed a method for designing conceptual typefaces with visual aspects that 

express non-visual, abstract concepts. 

This paper explains and exemplifies this method. 
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2. Typography in Jordan, German Jordanian University (GJU) as an example 
 

Teaching  typography  in  German  Jordanian  University  extends  over  two  consecutive 

courses: "Latin Typography" and "Arabic Typography." The topics covered by each are listed 

below (though not taught in the listed order but in a parallel approach due to the 

integration between the topics and the teaching method which utilize the projects as the 

main tool of learning besides lectures). The relationship between these topics are 

illustrated in the corresponding figures. 

2.1 Latin Typography: (figure 1) 
 

1. Typography in General (meaning – calligraphy vs. typography – history) 
 

2. Typography, a Micro-vision (letter anatomy – proportions – geometrical relationships – 
 

use - meaning - connotations -classification) 
 

3. Typography, a Macro-vision (layout – use of multiple fonts – use - meaning - connotations 

classification) 

4. Typeface conceptual design (Latin) 
 

 
 

 
Figure (1): Latin typography course at GJU (contents and exercises) Source: By M. A. Yaghan 
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2.2 Arabic Typography: (figure 2) 
 

1. Arabic Typography in General (Arabic script – cursive issues – history of typography in 
 

Arabic – classification of Arabic types) 
 

2. Visual bi-lingual design (Arabic/Latin layout relationship (direction - area of text – fonts’ 
 

match – localization issues) 
 

3. Typeface conceptual design (Arabic). 
 

 
 

 
Figure (2): Arabic typography course at GJU (contents and exercises) Source: By M. A. Yaghan 

 

 
The teaching method in both courses concentrates on projects (and project critique) 

besides lectures, so there are many projects of different sizes that cover all the topics. 

Structured lectures and group discussions are also adopted. The two figures also illustrate 

the projects and their coverage of the topics. The major two references provided for the 

students are (Felici, 2012) and (AbiFares, 2002). 
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Among these topic, the most related to this paper is the “Typeface conceptual design”, for 

which the authors developed a design method for the students to follow as a guideline. 

The following section explains this method with example works. 

 
 
3. Typeface design method 

 

As illustrated in figure 1 and 2, the final project for each course is the design of a 

conceptual typeface. 

Felici in his book “The complete manual of typography” explains the deference between a 

typefaces and a font. The typeface is an alphabet with a certain design while the font is 

the description of a typeface- in computer code, photographic film, or metal- used to 

image the type [Felici, 29]. The typeface is, thus, the visual design that corresponds to 

the original design brief covering the abstract concepts, need of visual representation, and 

aesthetic and decorative issues. It could be manifested in more than one font, which is 

concerned with the particularities of size and technical issues to produce an actual usable 

type. 

The method described in this paper is for designing a typeface in its conceptual stage. The 

time limitations and the level of the students do not allow for the production of actual 

working font. 

The current method is a guideline that actually helped students over years and that was 

enhanced each time it is introduced. It views the type design as a visual product that 

represents the abstract concepts, and it could be seen as a branding process for such 

concepts. 

The method consists of a set of stages that should be sequentially followed, but with full 
 

awareness of the importance and the cyclic nature of any design process.  It was devised 

in such a manner to help the students because the courses are taught at early stage in 

their education before they develop a personal design approach. 

It could easily fit within the three-phase-general-design process (analyze-synthetize- 

evaluate) proposed by most of the literature on the topic (figure 3), and its suggested 

evolution by Lawson (Lawson, 2005, figures 3.3 and 3.4). 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure (3): The general design process suggested by most of the literature on the topic 
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The Design process is illustrated in figure 4 and its stages are discussed below. 
 

 
 

Figure (4): The suggested typeface design process 
 

 
3.1 Identifying the topic 

 

Although any topic would be suitable to design a typeface for, the challenge comes with 

the abstract concepts rather than the visual ones. For example, concepts like "perfection" 

and "beauty" are far more challenging than "shining" and "smooth" that are visual in the 

first place. The biggest advantage of the current process is its ability to facilitate the 

design of such abstract concepts. 
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At this initial stage, the students are either encouraged to come up with their own topics; 

will be assigned predetermined topics (when there is a design theme for the course); or 

will choose a topic from an optional list provided by the course. The topics and their 

potentials are group-discussed before they can start designing. 

The range of topics vary considerably. Abstract-, social-, place related-, personal-, or 

commercial brand-concepts are all encouraged. 

 
 
3.2 Defining the topic 

 

One of the most important elements in the development of any design is the proper 

definition of the topic under consideration. Any improper definition can hinder the process 

of design and result in unwanted outcomes. The importance of the definition in producing 

new designs is best discussed in (Yaghan, 2010). That is why the students are encouraged 

to seek the right proper definitions of their topics. 
 

The definition is required at three levels; the dictionary, the encyclopedia, and the 

literature and scientific research. The first two levels are very basic and are not sufficient 

for the purpose of this process; the students are required to look for proper literature on 

the topic to understand all of its perspectives and possibilities. The literature would range 

from poems and stories to social studies and scientific reports. 

 
 
3.3 Compiling a list of characteristics 

 

Out of the definitions provided, the students are asked to provide a list of characteristics 

for the topic that verbally describe its state. There is no limitation to their number or 

reference. This list could be later expanded or modified as a result of the non-sequential 

nature of the design process. The student is asked to provide a simple and clear definition 

of each characteristic. 

 
 
3.4 Collecting visuals for each characteristic 

 

For each characteristic, the student is to search for visuals that represent it (at any level). 

A visual might be anything, a painting, a clip, a movie, a logo, a facial expression, a body 

sign, a layout…etc. One must collect as many visuals as possible and end up with a group 

of visuals for each characteristic printed or put all together. It is important to present and 

discuss how each visual is describes the characteristic it represents.  If an image could 

represent more than one characteristic, then it should be included in every group it 

represents. 
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3.5 Defining the common visual-aspects 
 

For each group, the student is to analyze the visuals collectively searching for visual 

aspects that are common or found in many of them; establishing a group of the most 

suitable visual values as the set that will be used for the next stage. Darkness, boldness, 

sharpness, density, softness, are examples of many aspects and values that can be 

deducted and actually visually represented later. On his sketchbook, he should attempt 

representing these aspects in many different ways. 

It is very important to indicate here, that the student should not search for visuals that 

represent the original topic directly, but rather go through the stages of defining the 

characteristics and searching for visuals that represent these characteristics instead. This 

would allow for bigger variety of visual values, and will not allow for the direct association 

of a visual with the concept, which might not allow for later alteration in the 

subconscious. 
 

 
 
3.6 Defining the proportional concepts 

 

The proportional concepts for the typeface design are needed for the following designing 

tools and components. 

1. The relationships between the organizing lines (baseline, ascender-, and descender-, 

and mean-lines). The proportional relations between these lines greatly affects the final 

image of the typeface. 

2. A grid base for designing the letters. Many typefaces are designed according to a grid 

that is based on a certain proportional system. The grid could be of any design and shape. 

3. The final appearance of the typeface like the stroke shape and texture and visual 
 

values. The strokes that compose any letter are the vertical, horizontal, inclined in two 

directions, and curved. 

According to the common visual aspects, the students are to establish proportional 
 

concepts related to the above tools. 
 

 
 
3.7 Designing the typeface 

 

In this stage, the student should start designing few letters according to his perception of 

what represents his visual concepts best, evaluate them, and accordingly redesign. Along 

the path of letter creation, the students should start formulating rules of how to add 

strokes or how to place some components in relation to others and so on. These rules will 

grow and be constantly revised until all issues of visual relations are settled. Here he 

would utilize the grid system and the stroke analysis as the reference for his creations. 

Each stage of evaluation would result in more letters until the full letter set is designed 
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and evaluated. Along all phases of this stage the letters are to be positioned together with 

the organizing lines to test the compatibility of the characters in matters as height, width, 

size, and general appearance. 

This phase should result a designed character set matching the researched visual aspects. 

This stage is an extremely cyclic stage of synthesis and evaluation, which might easily 

extend to the previous stages. 

The following table (1) summarizes these stages indicating the tools and the results of 
 

each stage. 
 

 
 

 stage Tools Outputs 

1 Identifying the topic Predetermined, or group 
 

discussions 

The topic to work with 

2 Defining the topic Definition tools: 
 

dictionary, encyclopedia 

scientific research 

(literature) 

Topic proper 
 

definition(s) 

3 Compiling a list of 
 

characteristics 

Analysis and discussions List of characteristics 

4 Collecting visuals for 
 

each characteristic 

Books, internet, photos Visuals representing the 
 

characteristics 

5 Defining the common 
 

visual-aspects 

Analysis, Extraction Descriptions and 
 

sketches for the visual 

aspects 

6 Defining the 
 

proportional concepts 

Analysis, synthesis Organizing lines, Grid, 
 

strokes 

7 Designing the typeface Drawing, tracing, 
 

copying, hand sketching, 

computer designs… 

Revising and testing 

Visually compatible 
 

typface representing 

the original topic 

 

 
Table (1): The typeface-design-process tools and results 

 
 

4. Examples of student works 
 

In this section, we present four examples of students' typeface designs; one for an abstract 

concept, two for commercial brands, and one reflecting an era. The first three are Arabic 

typefaces while the forth is English. 
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Figure (5): Sample of student work I: The Humble typeface – Arabic, Designer: Zainab Nusaibeh 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure (6): Sample of student work II: Cocoon typeface (commercial brand of women's spa)-Arabic, 

Designer: Zain Nabulsi 



Typography Day 2017 11  

 

 
 

Figure (7): Sample of student work III: Font for localizing a brand- Arabic, Designer; Tala Salhi 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure (8): Sample of student work IV: Modernism typeface- Latin, Designer: Sirena Nasir 
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6. Conclusions 
 

This paper presented a new typeface design method oriented for the Jordanian students, 

but workable for all. It is a very useful tool in teaching the graphic design process in 

general, especially for the students of the early stages of education. It helped students in 

their educational years to approach non-visual concepts in a visual manner and helped in 

building visual brand designing approach. It also helped in building the students' 

capabilities towards breaking down any design problem into smaller elements, and 

towards being able to establish a starting point for their work. 
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