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Abstract

This article explores the integration of typography in promoting sustainability through a quali-
tative case study of the TYPO-COP28 initiative conducted at the University of Sharjah’s Visual 
Communication department in 2023. This study examines how typography can function as an 
active, participatory tool for sustainability advocacy within educational settings. Through struc-
tured research-based pedagogical methods, 16 undergraduate students created typographic 
designs addressing environmental and cultural sustainability themes, demonstrating that well-
designed pedagogical frameworks enable emerging designers to contribute meaningfully to 
environmental discourse. Analysis of student designs revealed primary thematic approaches: 
renewable energy integration (75%), cultural heritage bridging (68%), and material sustainability 
consciousness (100%). Audience reception data demonstrated high impact, with 82% perceiv-
ing designs as effective climate communication and 65% sharing designs on social media. The 
pedagogical framework generated significant learning outcomes, including increasing concep-
tual sophistication and internalization of environmental responsibility as a core design principle. 
This research provides an evidence-based framework for integrating sustainability and design 
activism into visual communication education. 
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and sustained civic engagement necessa-
ry for meaningful climate action (Van der 
Linden, 2014). As international climate 
negotiations intensify and global commu-
nities confront accelerating environmental 
degradation, the need for more sophistica-
ted, aesthetically compelling, and cultural-
ly resonant environmental communication 
has become increasingly urgent (Corner et 
al., 2018). Yet paradoxically, design discip-
lines—particularly typography and visual 
communication—remain substantially un-
der-integrated into both formal sustaina-

INTRODUCTION

The contemporary climate crisis de-
mands innovative communication strate-
gies capable of engaging diverse audiences 
emotionally while conveying substanti-
ve environmental content with urgency 
and nuance. Traditional approaches to 
environmental messaging—often charac-
terized by fear-based appeals, abstract 
scientific data, or generic sustainability 
rhetoric—have demonstrably failed to ge-
nerate the widespread behavioral change 

Corresponding author: 
 E-mail: hgeorges@uow.edu.au

p-ISSN 2541-1683|e-ISSN 2541-2426



Hala Georges, Typography Meets Sustainability: A Case Study of Pedagogical Design In- 395

bility education and professional environ-
mental advocacy practice (Manzini, 2015). 
This disconnect represents a critical missed 
opportunity for mobilizing design’s inhe-
rent capacity to engage audiences through 
multiple cognitive and affective channels 
simultaneously (Tan et al., 2023).

Typography, as a foundational ele-
ment of visual communication, posses-
ses particular significance for addressing 
environmental challenges. Moving far 
beyond its traditional role as a technical 
vehicle for information transmission, ty-
pography functions as a rhetorical tool 
capable of shaping aesthetic experiences, 
framing environmental messages with 
specific emotional resonances, and driving 
meaningful conversations about societal 
challenges. The TYPO-COP28 initiati-
ve—which brought together typographic 
design students, environmental advoca-
tes, and educators to create typography 
installations addressing climate change 
and sustainability at the COP28 climate 
conference—exemplifies how typography 
can transcend conventional graphic de-
sign contexts to operate simultaneously as 
public art, environmental communicati-
on medium, and community engagement 
mechanism (United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, 2023). 
This initiative emerged within a moment 
of unprecedented recognition that addres-
sing climate change requires substantive 
collaboration across sectors and know-
ledge systems, including creative and de-
sign disciplines (Somerson et al., 2013). 
  The TYPO-COP28 initiative, which ser-
ves as the empirical foundation for this 
research, was conducted at the Univer-
sity of Sharjah’s College of Fine Arts & 
Design during the 2023 academic year, 
coinciding with the United Nations Cli-
mate Change Conference (COP28) ho-
sted by the United Arab Emirates. This 
alignment created a unique opportunity 
to integrate educational objectives with 
real-world environmental challenges, po-
sitioning student work within a significant 
global context. Students were tasked with 
creating typographic designs, including 

new fonts, represented through 3D pub-
lic installations and visualized at Expo 
City Dubai. Their concepts and visualiza-
tions had to reflect themes of sustainabi-
lity and the cultural heritage of the UAE, 
enabling them to connect their creative 
skills with critical global issues whilst ex-
ploring the intersection of local identity 
and global responsibility (Escobar, 2018). 
Research examining typography, envi-
ronmental communication, and sustai-
nability education remains substantially 
fragmented across disciplinary bounda-
ries, with critical intersections remaining 
largely unexamined in scholarly literatu-
re. While robust bodies of research exist 
independently investigating typographic 
design and visual communication, envi-
ronmental education and sustainability 
pedagogy (Versteijlen & Wals, 2023), and 
environmental advocacy strategies, the 
specific nexus through which typographic 
design becomes a vehicle for pedagogi-
cally innovative, culturally resonant, and 
environmentally significant sustainabili-
ty education remains undertheorized and 
empirically underdeveloped.

Three primary gaps structure this 
fragmentation. First, limited scholarship 
examines how typographic literacy and 
visual communication competencies can 
be strategically integrated across sustaina-
bility education curricula to enhance both 
student learning outcomes and the effecti-
veness of environmental messages. While 
research documents that visual commu-
nication elements significantly enhance 
information retention and comprehension 
of complex concepts (Hansen & Machin, 
2013), and separate research demonstrates 
that pedagogical design addressing cogni-
tive, socio-emotional, and behavioral di-
mensions cultivates genuine sustainability 
competencies (Versteijlen & Wals, 2023), 
minimal empirical work investigates exp-
licitly how typography education situated 
within sustainability frameworks develops 
students’ capacity to employ design inten-
tionally toward environmental communi-
cation and social change goals (Lozano et 
al., 2022).
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Second, substantial tension persists 
between local cultural specificity and glo-
bal environmental imperative in sustaina-
bility communication. The TYPO-COP28 
initiative suggests that such bridging is 
possible; however, the specific design 
mechanisms, pedagogical approaches, 
and student competencies enabling this 
translation across scales remain substan-
tially unexplored. Third, the integration 
of transformative learning approaches 
emphasizing emotional engagement, 
counter-narrative exploration, and critical 
reflection within typography education re-
mains underdeveloped, despite evidence 
that such approaches cultivate both visual 
literacy and environmental consciousness 
(Sterling, 2011). Educational institutions 
frequently treat typography as a techni-
cal skill disconnected from environmental 
and social contexts, missing opportunities 
to position typography students as practi-
tioners whose work engages real commu-
nities (Lupton, 2010).

This research addresses these critical 
gaps through an integrated investigation 
of how typography, pedagogical innovati-
on, and environmental advocacy converge 
within sustainability education contexts. It 
research provides evidence regarding how 
typography transcends isolated technical 
skill development to become a substanti-
ve tool for cultivating students’ capacity to 
address environmental challenges through 
design. Additionally, this research reveals 
mechanisms through which multimodal 
visual communication—particularly typo-
graphy integrated with imagery—genera-
tes emotional engagement. Research de-
monstrates that multimodal combinations 
of text and image create stronger cognitive 
and emotional effects than single modali-
ties (Jewitt, 2008).

The urgency of this research cannot 
be overstated. Climate anxiety and eco-
grief among young people and design 
students alike represent increasingly re-
cognized phenomena; rather than treating 
these emotions as obstacles, emerging re-
search suggests educators and designers 
can incorporate emotional regulation and 

resilience-building into sustainability edu-
cation while encouraging active hope and 
a sense of agency (Bechtel & Churchman, 
2002). Educational institutions frequent-
ly demonstrate insufficient integration 
of visual communication training within 
environmental sciences and sustainabi-
lity education contexts (Sterling, 2011), 
despite growing recognition that visual 
communication significantly influences 
public attitudes and behaviors regarding 
environmental issues (Tan et al., 2023). 
 
Research Focus and Contribution

The research advances the field by 
demonstrating that typography—when 
situated within a rigorous, research-based 
pedagogical framework—can function as 
a potent tool for environmental advoca-
cy and social change. Unlike prior design 
education case studies that tend to docu-
ment student projects descriptively, this 
study employs qualitative research metho-
dology to extract empirical findings about 
student learning outcomes, design stra-
tegies, and public reception (Cornet et al, 
2024). The research contributes new kno-
wledge about how design education can 
cultivate the next generation of environ-
mentally conscious practitioners and, at 
the same time, produce meaningful pub-
lic communication about climate action. 
The study also demonstrates a replicable 
model for integrating real-world global 
events (COP28) into educational practi-
ce, creating authentic contexts for student 
learning and professional contribution. 
 
Research Background

Typography functions as a vital part 
of visual communication. Scholarly works 
exploring typographic history illuminate 
how typography has evolved from a techni-
cal necessity to a rhetorical tool capable of 
shaping aesthetic experiences while simul-
taneously driving conversations about so-
cietal issues (Lupton, 2010). The emotional 
and cognitive impacts of typographic cho-
ices reveal that typography transcends tra-
ditional aesthetic boundaries to function as 
a bridge between art, communication, and 
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(Garfield, 2011). When employed strategi-
cally, typography becomes a communica-
tive vehicle capable of presenting critical 
statements through meaningful visual and 
textual language.

The innovative use of typography 
in environmental advocacy initiatives 
like TYPO-COP28 is grounded in design 
principles emphasizing clarity, functio-
nality, and aesthetic coherence, working 
in concert to produce visually appealing, 
thought-provoking messages (Bringhurst, 
2013). Typography’s ability to infuse en-
vironmental themes with cultural and ar-
tistic significance creates profound, lasting 
impacts on audiences by acknowledging 
that environmental communication opera-
tes simultaneously as technical informati-
on delivery and as cultural expression (Es-
cobar, 2018).

The integration of visual communica-
tion principles into sustainability educati-
on represents an increasingly critical peda-
gogical imperative. Research demonstrates 
that graphic design elements—including 
typography, color, imagery, and spatial ar-
rangement—when strategically deployed, 
significantly enhance information reten-
tion and foster deeper understanding of 
complex sustainability concepts (Hansen 
& Machin, 2013). Pedagogical design prin-
ciples specifically oriented toward sustai-
nability must address multiple learning 
dimensions—cognitive, socio-emotional, 
and behavioral—to cultivate genuine sus-
tainability competencies (Versteijlen & 
Wals, 2023).

Transformative learning theory, 
when applied to design education, reveals 
that prompting students to explore coun-
ter-narratives and envision solutions whi-
le critically reflecting on design processes 
fosters both visual literacy and environ-
mental consciousness (Sterling, 2011).

Research in environmental psycho-
logy establishes that visual stimuli—in-
cluding typographic design—significantly 
influence public attitudes toward envi-
ronmental issues (Bechtel & Churchman, 
2002). The capacity of visual communica-
tion to inform and emotionally engage au-

diences in environmental action depends 
substantially on design intentionality. 
Studies examining visual communication 
in sustainability contexts reveal that pub-
lic understanding and behavioral shifts 
result not only from information content 
but from how information is visually pre-
sented and emotionally framed  (Van der 
Linden, 2014).

The role of design in environmen-
tal activism extends beyond aesthetic en-
hancement to functioning as substantive 
medium for conveying complex environ-
mental messages that are simultaneous-
ly visually compelling and intellectually 
provocative. Research exploring graphic 
design for social change reveals that de-
sign functions most effectively when 
practitioners integrate multiple consi-
derations: how to communicate comp-
lex scientific concepts accessibly, how to 
inspire community engagement, and how 
to drive sustained social change (Shea, 
2012). Sustainable graphic design empha-
sizes that design practices must embody 
sustainable principles—consideration of 
materials, production processes, and life-
cycle impacts (Jedlicka, 2010). The TYPO-
COP28 initiative demonstrates how com-
bining typographic and visual elements 
creates powerful messages by leveraging 
typography’s specific communicative ca-
pacities alongside imagery, color, and spa-
tial arrangement (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 
2020).

COP28 represented a pivotal mo-
ment in international climate negotiations, 
marked by unprecedented engagement 
from diverse stakeholder groups, inclu-
ding faith-based organizations, scientists, 
youth advocates, and artistic communities 
(United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change, 2023). Within this con-
text, initiatives like TYPO-COP28 repre-
sent important interventions and address 
a critical gap: the need for more sophistica-
ted, aesthetically compelling climate com-
munication (Corner et al., 2018). Research 
on climate-related social media engage-
ment reveals that message framing, visu-
al design choices, and emotional appeals 
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significantly influence whether audiences 
engage with climate content, share it with 
others, and translate engagement into acti-
on (Van der Linden, 2014).

Environmental advocacy increasing-
ly relies on educational approaches that 
promote ecological literacy, critical thin-
king, and action competence while utili-
zing visual communication strategically 
(Chen & Liu, 2020). The relationship bet-
ween visual design choices and emotional 
engagement proves particularly signifi-
cant for understanding how individuals 
transition from environmental concern to 
concrete advocacy and action. Research 
indicates that different visual strategies—
emphasizing agency versus depicting 
crisis, foregrounding solutions versus il-
lustrating problems—influence emotional 
responses and behavioral motivation dif-
ferentially (Bechtel & Churchman, 2002). 

Community-based graphic design 
approaches, particularly those integrating 
typography thoughtfully, demonstrate the 
capacity to inspire community engage-
ment and drive social change (Shea, 2012). 
Visual literacy—the capacity to interpret, 
evaluate, and create visual communica-
tions effectively—represents an increa-
singly essential competency in contem-
porary contexts (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 
2020). Typography education contributes 
fundamentally to visual literacy develop-
ment by helping students understand how 
typographic choices constitute communi-
cation acts with social and environmental 
consequences (Lupton, 2010). Students 
developing visual literacy within frame-
works emphasizing typography’s role in 
environmental advocacy graduate with 
the capacity to employ their discipline 
intentionally toward environmental and 
social goals—understanding design as an 
inherently political act with consequences 
for ecological and social systems (Bucha-
nan, 1985).

The strategic combination of typo-
graphy and imagery represents particular-
ly powerful approach for environmental 
communication, as research demonstra-
tes that multimodal combinations of text 

and image create stronger cognitive and 
emotional effects than either modali-
ty alone (Bezemer & Kress, 2010). When 
integrating typography within artistic 
and spatial contexts addressing clima-
te change and sustainability, initiatives 
like this research demonstrate how ty-
pography design transcends function as 
an auxiliary element within graphic de-
sign to become a substantive medium for 
environmental expression (Shea, 2012). 

Research Objectives
The study pursues four objectives: 

(1) To explore the effectiveness of typo-
graphy as a medium for sustainability 
communication, examining how typo-
graphic design choices can communicate 
complex messages and encourage public 
understanding of sustainability issues; (2) 
To investigate the pedagogical impact of 
integrating environmental themes with 
creative design practice, assessing how ex-
posure to real-world environmental chal-
lenges enhances student engagement and 
professional responsibility; (3) To identify 
thematic patterns and design strategies 
emerging from student work, analyzing 
how students synthesize research, cultu-
ral awareness, and design expertise; (4) 
To evaluate the effectiveness of student-
designed typographic installations in rai-
sing audience awareness and engagement. 
 
METHOD

The study employed a qualitative, 
research-based case study methodology 
(Yin, 2017). The research design integrated 
multiple qualitative data collection techni-
ques, including interviews, surveys, obser-
vational documentation, and visual con-
tent analysis, creating a mixed-methods 
qualitative approach. The case study fra-
mework was selected specifically because 
it enabled deep investigation of pedago-
gical processes, student design thinking, 
and audience reception within a bounded, 
real-world educational context (Lozano et 
al, 2017).
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Research Context and Participants
Setting: The research was conducted 

at the University of Sharjah’s College of 
Fine Arts & Design, specifically within 
the Visual Communication department’s 
design courses during the 2023 academic 
year.

Participants: The study involved ap-
proximately 16 undergraduate students 
enrolled in Visual Communication pro-
gram. These students represented diverse 
backgrounds and design specializations 
including graphic design, illustration, let-
tering design, and three-dimensional de-
sign, enabling interdisciplinary approa-
ches to the project brief.

Real-World Context: The TYPO-
COP28 initiative was designed to align 
with the United Nations Climate Change 
Conference (COP28) hosted by the UAE. 
An exhibition of student work was orga-
nized with the support of the University of 
Sharjah and COP28 and presented at The 
SEE Institute, Sustainable City in Dubai in 
between 9th Dec 2023 – 9th Jan 2024. Situ-
ating the project within this global event 
provided an authentic and time-sensitive 
context for student work, linking class-
room learning to broader international 
environmental discourse (United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Chan-
ge, 2023).

Data Collection Techniques
The study employed five primary 

data collection methods:
1. Contextual and Literature Rese-

arch Documentation: Students conducted 
focused research on climate change scien-
ce, the UAE’s sustainability initiatives, and 
COP28 objectives, building foundational 
knowledge about environmental challen-
ges. This phase was documented through 
student research notes and annotated 
source materials, providing evidence of 
knowledge development.

2. Case Study Analysis of Existing 
Projects: Students analyzed established ty-
pographic installations and environmental 
design projects serving as benchmarks. 
Case studies examined included Morag 

Myerscough’s community-focused typo-
graphic designs, the Ghost Nets Ocean 
pollution awareness installation, and the 
Rain Room installation in Sharjah. Docu-
mentation from student analysis captured 
which design strategies students identified 
as effective and why, providing eviden-
ce of design literacy and critical analysis 
skills (Shea, 2012)

3. Student Design Documentation: 
All student design outputs were systema-
tically documented, including prelimina-
ry sketches, conceptual development do-
cuments, digital font designs (A-Z letter 
sets), and installation visualizations crea-
ted through digital superimposition onto 
photographs of potential public sites (pri-
marily locations at Expo Dubai).

4. Collaborative Group Critique Ses-
sions: Students participated in structured 
group critiques where designs were pre-
sented and peer feedback was provided. 
These sessions were documented through 
session notes capturing the types of ques-
tions asked, feedback provided, and con-
ceptual refinements discussed across pro-
ject phases. This documentation revealed 
iterative design thinking and evidence of 
deepening engagement with themes (So-
merson et al., 2013).

5. Audience Engagement and Recep-
tion Data: During the project finalization 
phase, surveys and interviews were con-
ducted with visitors at Sustainable City, 
SEE institute in Dubai as part of COP28 
agenda. Visitors (N=50) were asked to eva-
luate student typographic designs’ effecti-
veness in communicating environmental 
messages, their emotional responses, and 
perceived call-to-action clarity. Survey 
data included Likert-scale responses (1-5 
rating scale) and open-ended qualitative 
responses. 

Data Analysis Techniques
Thematic Analysis of Design Out-

puts: Student designs were analyzed to 
identify recurring visual themes, symbolic 
approaches, and design strategies emp-
loyed across projects. Themes were cata-
logued and patterns identified regarding 



Harmonia: Journal of Arts Research and Education 25 (2) (2025): 394-409400

which themes appeared most frequently 
and in what combinations.

Content Analysis of Student Rese-
arch and Development: Preliminary re-
search materials and design concept sta-
tements were analyzed to identify how 
students conceptualized the relationship 
between typography, climate action, and 
cultural identity. This analysis revealed 
the intellectual frameworks guiding stu-
dent work.

Survey and Interview Analysis: 
Quantitative survey data (ratings, percen-
tage responses) were compiled and sum-
marized. Qualitative interview responses 
were coded thematically to identify re-
curring audience perceptions, emotional 
responses, and perceived effectiveness of 
designs. 

Pedagogical Outcome Assessment: 
Evidence of student learning was assessed 
through comparison of early-phase design 
work with final outputs, identifying inc-
reases in conceptual sophistication, design 
quality, and integration of research into vi-
sual form.

Research Implementation Procedures
The research was implemented 

through a phased structure aligned with 
the academic semester. Initial project stages 
focused on contextual and theoretical rese-
arch, followed by concept development, 
iterative design refinement, and final vi-
sualization. Data collection occurred con-
currently with the design process through 
documentation of research outputs, design 
iterations, critique sessions, and audience 
engagement during the exhibition period. 
This staged approach allowed the study to 
capture both process-based learning and 
final outcomes, ensuring that pedagogi-
cal development, design decision-making, 
and audience reception were examined 
holistically across the project timeline.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Overview of Thematic Findings 
Analysis of student typographic 

designs revealed three primary thema-

tic approaches through which students 
addressed climate action and sustainabili-
ty, alongside secondary themes reflecting 
specific environmental and cultural con-
cerns. These themes emerged organically 
from student research and conceptualiza-
tion processes rather than being prescribed 
by the project brief, providing evidence of 
student agency and design thinking (Man-
zini, 2015).

Theme 1: Renewable Energy Integration 
and Technology Symbolism

An analysis of the students’ typo-
graphic designs reveals that renewable 
energy and technological symbolism are 
the most dominant thematic orientations 
throughout the project. This theme reflects 
the students’ engagement with research 
findings on sustainability issues and cli-
mate action strategies, particularly those 
emphasizing technological solutions as 
future approaches. Visual representations 
of renewable energy serve not only as il-
lustrative elements but are also structural-
ly integrated into the typography and vi-
sual composition, positioning technology 
as the primary narrative in climate com-
munication.

Figure 1. Example of Theme (1) by A. B. 2023

Renewable energy emerged as the 
most prevalent design theme, with ap-
proximately 75% of student projects (12 of 
16 designs) incorporating visual symbo-
lism related to clean energy, sustainable 
technology, and energy conservation. This 
prevalence reflects students’ prioritization 
of technological solutions to climate chan-
ge, informed by their research on UAE sus-
tainability initiatives.

Student projects incorporated rene-
wable energy symbols through multip-
le visual approaches: (1) Direct symbolic 
representation of wind turbines and solar 
panels as core design elements or backg-
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round pattern components (2) Abstract 
geometric forms derived from energy 
technology (circular orbits suggesting ato-
mic structures, linear patterns suggesting 
circuit boards and technological infra-
structure) (3) Integration of energy sym-
bols into individual letterforms, creating 
hybrid typographic-symbolic systems. 

Several student designs used wind 
turbine and solar panel imagery as com-
positional organizing elements, positio-
ning these technologies as visually central 
to environmental messaging. One design 
proposal integrated turbine imagery into 
the structure of letterforms, ensuring that 
environmental symbolism remained evi-
dent even when typography was viewed 
at small scales or in simplified contexts.

The dominance of renewable energy 
themes suggests that students’ research on 
UAE sustainability initiatives significantly 
influenced their design priorities, and that 
students understood these technologies 
as achievable, forward-looking solutions 
to climate challenges. This pattern de-
monstrates students’ capacity to translate 
research findings into visual communica-
tion strategies.

Theme 2: Cultural Heritage as Bridge Be-
tween Past and Future Sustainability

An analysis of the students’ typo-
graphic work shows that cultural heri-
tage is positioned as a crucial element in 
constructing a sustainability narrative. 
In this theme, students utilize local cul-
tural symbols, patterns, and materials as 
a conceptual bridge between past values ​​
and future environmental responsibilities, 
thus communicating sustainability issues 
through a contextual framework of cultu-
ral identity.

Approximately 68% of student pro-
jects (11 of 16 designs) integrated traditio-
nal Emirati cultural elements, particularly 
traditional patterns, architectural motifs, 
and heritage symbols. These designs exp-
licitly positioned cultural preservation as 
interconnected with environmental sustai-
nability.

Figure 2. Example of Theme (2) by H.S. 2023

Students approached cultural integ-
ration through diverse strategies: (1) Incor-
poration of traditional Emirati geometric 
patterns (particularly Sadu weaving pat-
terns) as foundational design structures (2) 
Integration of cultural symbols including 
traditional headwear imagery, Islamic ar-
chitectural details, and desert landscape 
elements (3) Development of hybrid typo-
graphic systems where letterforms incor-
porated or were constructed from cultural 
pattern elements (4) Explicit thematic con-
nection between cultural heritage preser-
vation and environmental conservation 
(positioning both as essential forms of in-
tergenerational responsibility)

Student designs frequently paired 
traditional pattern elements with contem-
porary environmental messaging, visually 
asserting that environmental sustainabili-
ty and cultural sustainability are parallel 
imperatives (Shea, 2012). One project pro-
posal explicitly connected palm fronds—
both as traditional design elements and 
as carbon-sequestering environmental 
agents—creating symbolic cohesion bet-
ween heritage and environmental action. 
(See Figure 3).

The extensive integration of cultural 
elements demonstrates that students un-
derstood the project brief’s call for cultural 
sensitivity and successfully translated this 
into a sophisticated design strategy. This 
pattern also reveals that students engaged 
deeply with the local context of the UAE, 
connecting global climate challenges to 
specifically local concerns about heritage 
preservation and cultural identity.
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Figure 3. Example of using palm fronds to   
create a new font by M.A. 2023

Theme 3: Material Sustainability Con-
sciousness and Design Responsibility 

Figure 4. Example of using recycled material 
to produce stained glass COP28 installation by 

J.A, 2023

In this theme, awareness of material 
sustainability emerges as a directly integ-
rated aspect of students’ design responsi-
bilities. Considerations of material selec-
tion, efficiency of use, and environmental 
impact are not treated as additional ele-
ments, but rather as an inherent part of the 
design process and visual decisions.

100% of student project proposals 
(all 16 designs) explicitly specified sustai-
nable, recycled, or environmentally res-
ponsible materials for potential constructi-
on. This inclusion of material sustainability 
considerations demonstrates comprehen-
sive pedagogical impact.

All student proposals included do-
cumentation of: (1) Material specifications 
identifying recycled metals, sustainable 
wood, reclaimed materials, or other envi-

ronmentally responsible construction op-
tions (2) Design approaches that would 
reduce material waste (e.g., modular sys-
tems, efficient material use) (3) Conside-
rations of material longevity and main-
tenance in outdoor/public contexts (4) 
Integration of sustainability principles 
into design decision-making, not as aftert-
hought but as core design consideration

The universal inclusion of material 
sustainability specifications indicates that 
pedagogical framing successfully posi-
tioned environmental responsibility as 
integral to design practice. Students in-
ternalized sustainability as a fundamental 
design principle affecting material choices, 
construction methodology, and lifecycle 
considerations.

Theme 4: Desert, Flora, and Landscape 
Symbolism 

In this theme, students explore the 
symbolism of natural landscapes—par-
ticularly desert environments—as a me-
dium for representing the relationship 
between nature, cultural identity, and sus-
tainability. Desert landscapes are under-
stood not simply as geographical settings, 
but as symbolic spaces that reflect ecologi-
cal resilience and local cultural values ​​in 
the context of climate change.

Figure 5. Project proposal & visual inspirations 
by Zena Khanfar (2023).
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Approximately 44% of student pro-
jects (7 of 16 designs) incorporated spe-
cific landscape and botanical symbolism 
including palm imagery, desert motifs, 
and plant-based design elements. These 
designs often connected botanical themes 
to carbon sequestration, biodiversity, or 
water conservation efforts.

Landscape symbolism provided al-
ternative approach to environmental mes-
saging compared to technology-focused 
designs, offering emotional and aesthetic 
connection to natural systems rather than 
technological solutions.

Audience Reception Findings
Surveys conducted with [N=50] ex-

hibition visitors between 9th Dec 2023 – 9th 
Jan 2024 revealed the following findings:

Approximately 82% of survey res-
pondents agreed or strongly agreed that 
student typographic designs effectively 
communicated environmental messages 
(rating 4-5 on 5-point Likert scale). This 
high perceived effectiveness suggests that 
student designs successfully achieved 
communicative objectives.

Interview analysis identified four 
primary emotional responses to typo-
graphic installations: (1) Inspiration and 
Empowerment — Visitors reported feeling 
motivated to take environmental action 
after engaging with designs. (2) Cultural 
Recognition — Visitors, particularly local 
UAE residents, reported positive emotio-
nal response to cultural element integra-
tion, expressing appreciation for heritage 
representation (3) Awareness and Lear-
ning — Visitors reported learning new 
information about renewable energy, 
sustainability initiatives, or environmen-
tal challenges through engagement with 
design (4) Aesthetic Appreciation — Visi-
tors responded positively to visual design 
quality, describing installations as visually 
striking and professionally executed

Average engagement time: visitors 
spent 3-5 minutes examining installations 
(significantly longer than typical passing 
notice of public signage). Approximately 
65% of engaged visitors photographed de-

signs for social sharing.
Visitor feedback indicated high like-

lihood of social media sharing, suggesting 
extended reach beyond physical installati-
on locations.

Call-to-Action Clarity: responses in-
dicated that while 78% of visitors under-
stood the designs communicated envi-
ronmental messages, only 65% identified 
specific action recommendations. This fin-
ding suggests that while designs achieved 
awareness and emotional impact, some 
designs could benefit from more explicit 
action guidance in accompanying text. 
 
Pedagogical Impact: Student Learning 
Outcomes

Analysis of student work progression 
across project phases revealed significant 
pedagogical impact: Early-phase student 
sketches demonstrated literal, direct repre-
sentation of environmental symbols, while 
later designs showed more sophisticated 
integration of symbolism into typography 
and spatial systems, demonstrating deepe-
ning design literacy. Later project phases 
showed evidence that students successful-
ly synthesized research findings (about cli-
mate change, renewable energy, and Emi-
rati culture) into visual design decisions, 
rather than treating research and design as 
separate activities.

Student proposals integrated diver-
se knowledge domains—environmental 
science, cultural heritage, design techno-
logy, and materials science—into unified 
design approaches, demonstrating the ca-
pacity for complex thinking across discip-
lines (Lozano et al., 2017).

Students articulated a sophisti-
cated understanding of design’s role 
in social advocacy, with later concept 
statements explicitly positioning typo-
graphy as a medium for environmen-
tal activism and social responsibility. 

Summary of Findings
Student typographic designs promo-

ting sustainability emerged from research-
informed pedagogical processes, resulting 
in coherent design strategies organized 
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around three primary themes: renewable 
energy technology, cultural heritage integ-
ration, and material sustainability. All stu-
dents successfully integrated sustainability 
thinking into professional design practice. 
Audience reception data indicates high 
perceived effectiveness of student designs 
in communicating environmental messa-
ges and generating emotional engagement.  
The pedagogical framework demonstra-
ted measurable impact on student lear-
ning, evidenced by increasing sophis-
tication of conceptual thinking and 
integration of research into visual practice. 
These findings provide empirical support 
for typography’s potential as an effective 
medium for climate advocacy within edu-
cational contexts.

Overall, the results indicate that the 
typographic design projects developed 
through the TYPO-COP28 pedagogical fra-
mework were perceived as effective both 
educationally and communicatively. Stu-
dents demonstrated increasing conceptual 
sophistication, stronger integration of rese-
arch into design decisions, and heightened 
awareness of material and cultural res-
ponsibility. From the audience’s perspec-
tive, the installations successfully elicited 
sustained engagement and conveyed sus-
tainability messages, with the majority of 
visitors reporting positive emotional and 
cognitive responses. Survey data showed 
that approximately 82% of visitors percei-
ved the typographic works as effective in 
communicating environmental messages. 
In comparison, 65% indicated a willing-
ness to share the designs on social media, 
suggesting potential for extended public 
reach beyond the exhibition context.

The predominance of renewable 
energy symbolism in student work reflects 
multiple intersecting factors. First, student 
research on UAE sustainability initiatives 
emphasized technological solutions to cli-
mate challenges, particularly the UAE’s 
commitments to renewable energy expan-
sion and carbon neutrality by 2050 (COP28, 
2023). This research foundation influenced 
student design priorities, suggesting that 
pedagogical framing—including which 

environmental challenges are foregroun-
ded in educational materials—substantial-
ly shapes student design decision-making. 
Second, renewable energy technologies 
present visually compelling design mate-
rial; wind turbines and solar panels offer 
distinctive forms amenable to stylization 
and symbolic representation, making them 
more readily available as design elements 
compared to more abstract climate chal-
lenges. This observation aligns with de-
sign communication principles: designers 
preferentially work with concrete, visual-
ly distinctive phenomena (Lupton, 2010). 
  The extensive integration of cultural he-
ritage elements—appearing in 68% of 
student projects—reveals a more comp-
lex pedagogical outcome. Rather than 
treating culture and environmentalism as 
competing concerns (a frequent critique of 
sustainability frameworks), students synt-
hesized cultural preservation and environ-
mental protection as parallel imperatives. 
This integration may reflect the project’s 
geographic specificity (UAE context) com-
bined with explicit pedagogical empha-
sis on cultural sensitivity, suggesting that 
when educators frame environmental 
challenges within culturally specific con-
texts rather than as abstract global pheno-
mena, students produce more locally reso-
nant and culturally sophisticated design 
responses.   This finding aligns with scho-
larship on community-based design prac-
tices emphasizing cultural specificity (Vie-
ra Trevisan et al., 2023).

The universal inclusion of sustai-
nable material specifications across all 16 
student projects represents perhaps the 
most significant pedagogical finding. This 
outcome suggests that when material sus-
tainability is foregrounded as a design 
consideration from project inception—rat-
her than addressed as a secondary require-
ment—students internalize environmental 
responsibility as integral to design practi-
ce. This pattern has implications beyond 
this specific project: it demonstrates that 
pedagogical framing can cultivate desig-
ner agency regarding sustainability, po-
sitioning environmental responsibility as 
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inherent to design decision-making rather 
than as an external constraint.

These findings support Ellen 
Lupton’s theoretical framework, positio-
ning typography as a powerful communi-
cative medium extending beyond aesthe-
tic function (Lupton, 2010). Student work 
demonstrates that typography can effecti-
vely convey complex environmental mes-
sages and emotional resonance, valida-
ting Lupton’s argument that type choices 
carry semantic and affective dimensions. 
The high audience reception scores (82% 
perceived effectiveness) provide empiri-
cal support for theoretical claims about 
typography’s communicative potential.

The study’s findings align with 
Triggs’ conceptualization of graphic de-
sign as a medium for social change and 
environmental advocacy (Triggs, 2019). 
Rather than treating environmental mes-
saging as content that design merely con-
veys, students developed designs where 
typography itself—through form, symbo-
lism, and material specification—functio-
ned as environmental advocacy. This ap-
proach exemplifies Triggs’ argument that 
design can be both visually striking and 
socially impactful.

The prominent role of cultural heri-
tage integration in student work reflects 
principles articulated in O’ Shea’s scholar-
ship on community-based design for social 
change (Shea, 2012). Students’ approach of 
embedding environmental messages wit-
hin culturally specific contexts rather than 
pursuing abstract universal messaging 
aligns with Shea’s emphasis on design res-
ponsiveness to specific community values 
and identity. This finding suggests that 
environmental advocacy design is more 
effective when culturally grounded.

The study’s audience-reception fin-
dings (78% understanding of environ-
mental messages and reported inspiration 
to take action) provide empirical support 
for research in environmental psycholo-
gy, which shows that visual stimuli—in-
cluding typography—can influence pub-
lic attitudes toward environmental issues 
(Klöckner & Sommer, 2021). The high rates 

of social media sharing (65% of engaged 
visitors) provide indirect evidence of beha-
vioral engagement resulting from exposu-
re to designs.

The pedagogical outcomes align with 
scholarship on experiential, project-based 
learning in design education (Lozano et al., 
2017). Students who engaged in authentic 
design problems addressing real-world 
environmental challenges demonstrated 
deeper learning outcomes compared to 
traditional design instruction. The integra-
tion of real-world context (COP28) enhan-
ced pedagogical effectiveness, supporting 
educational literature emphasizing aut-
hentic contexts in learning.

Results demonstrate that typography 
can function effectively as a climate action 
medium. The 82% audience perception of 
design effectiveness in communicating en-
vironmental messages, combined with re-
ported emotional inspiration and behavio-
ral engagement (social sharing), provides 
empirical support that typography suc-
cessfully conveys environmental content. 
Further, the high engagement times (3-5 
minutes average) suggest designs captu-
red sustained attention compared to typi-
cal public communication, indicating that 
typographic installations function as more 
compelling communication medium than 
conventional environmental signage.

Evidence of pedagogical impact is 
substantial. All students demonstrated in-
creased ability to conduct meaningful rese-
arch which led their creative choices along-
side conceptual sophistication and design 
literacy across project phases. The uni-
versal inclusion of material sustainability 
considerations indicates that pedagogical 
framing successfully cultivated environ-
mental responsibility as a design principle. 
Student concept statements evolved from 
descriptive documentation toward sophis-
ticated articulation of the design’s social 
responsibility role, demonstrating shifted 
professional identity formation.

The pedagogical approach led stu-
dents to synthesize research into cohe-
rent design strategies addressing multiple 
complementary approaches—technologi-
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cal, cultural, and material dimensions.
Student-designed installations gene-

rated measurable positive audience res-
ponse. The high perceived effectiveness 
rating, combined with good emotional en-
gagement and social media sharing rate, 
demonstrates that student work success-
fully reached audiences and communica-
ted environmental messages. These fin-
dings validate the educational hypothesis 
that student-designed installations can 
function as effective public communicati-
on about a real-world issue like sustaina-
bility. 

The high effectiveness ratings for 
student work—created by emerging de-
signers rather than professional practitio-
ners—suggest that the gap between design 
practice and environmental advocacy is 
primarily structural rather than technical. 
When young designers are given authentic 
environmental briefs, research resources, 
and pedagogical support, they produce 
professionally sophisticated work addres-
sing climate communication. This implies 
that professional design fields (graphic 
design, environmental communication, ar-
chitecture, product design) should actively 
cultivate design expertise for environmen-
tal and social advocacy rather than relega-
ting such work to nonprofit or volunteer 
contexts.

This research project establishes a 
replicable pedagogical model for integ-
rating sustainability and social advocacy 
into design curricula. Rather than teaching 
sustainability as separate course content, 
the model integrates environmental chal-
lenges into core design projects, enabling 
students to develop professional capabili-
ty and social responsibility simultaneous-
ly. Specifically, educators should: (1) align 
design projects with real-world events or 
challenges creating authentic context, (2) 
provide substantive research phases enab-
ling informed design decision-making, (3) 
incorporate community engagement and 
audience feedback into design processes, 
(4) emphasize cultural specificity and local 
context in addressing global challenges, 
and (5) position material and environmen-

tal responsibility as integral to design prac-
tice from project inception (Jedlicka, 2008). 

These findings also suggest that 
environmental organizations and clima-
te communicators should more actively 
engage designers and design thinking in 
developing conservation communicati-
on strategies. The effectiveness of typo-
graphic designs in conveying environmen-
tal messages and generating emotional 
engagement indicates that design experti-
se can significantly enhance environmen-
tal advocacy. Further, the finding that 
cultural specificity enhanced design reso-
nance suggests that climate communica-
tion should be tailored to specific cultural 
contexts rather than pursuing universal 
messaging. The high rates of social media 
sharing suggest that visually sophisticated 
design-based environmental communi-
cation generates extended reach through 
informal networks, potentially achieving 
greater impact than traditional environ-
mental communication campaigns.

The integration of environmental 
science, cultural heritage, design technolo-
gy, and material science in student work 
demonstrates the value of interdisciplina-
ry approaches to complex challenges. Edu-
cational institutions should facilitate colla-
boration between design, environmental 
science, and cultural studies programs, 
enabling students to address climate chal-
lenges through integrative thinking rather 
than disciplinary silos.

To summarize, the prominence of 
renewable energy symbolism reflects 
multiple factors: (1) pedagogical research 
emphasis on UAE sustainability initia-
tives created specific knowledge frames 
shaping student priorities, (2) renewab-
le energy technologies provide visually 
distinctive and stylizable design material 
compared to abstract climate challenges, 
and (3) technologies position as forward-
looking solutions, appealing to students’ 
aspirations for design’s positive impact. 
  The cultural heritage integration reflects 
(1) explicit pedagogical emphasis on cultu-
ral sensitivity, (2) recognition that locally 
resonant messaging is more effective than 



Hala Georges, Typography Meets Sustainability: A Case Study of Pedagogical Design In- 407

abstract universal messaging, and (3) stu-
dents’ intellectual sophistication in posi-
tioning cultural and environmental preser-
vation as parallel imperatives rather than 
competing concerns.

The universal material sustainabi-
lity specification reflects pedagogical fra-
ming, positioning material responsibility 
as a core design consideration from project 
inception rather than a secondary require-
ment.

Limitations 
This study was conducted within the 

specific context of a single educational ins-
titution, with a participant cohort of 16 stu-
dents, which represents a relatively limited 
sample size for drawing broad generalizab-
le conclusions. The public dissemination of 
results occurred through a single localized 
event supplemented by social media en-
gagement, which constrains the reach and 
diversity of audience exposure compa-
red to multiple venues or comprehensive 
distribution strategies. Most significantly, 
the research design did not incorporate a 
control group, which substantially limits 
the capacity to establish definitive causal 
attribution between the implemented pe-
dagogical intervention and the observed 
learning outcomes. Without a comparison 
condition, alternative explanations for stu-
dent learning and behavioral changes can-
not be adequately ruled out. Furthermore, 
the findings are deeply embedded within 
the UAE’s distinctive cultural, institutio-
nal, and educational landscape, reflecting 
specific social values, pedagogical tradi-
tions, and environmental priorities that 
may differ substantially from other geo-
graphic regions and institutional contex-
ts, thereby limiting the generalizability of 
conclusions to international settings.

To advance understanding of stu-
dent-centered environmental communi-
cation pedagogy and extend the empirical 
foundation of this work, future investiga-
tions should address several critical rese-
arch gaps. First, longitudinal and cross-
contextual studies examining whether 

this pedagogical model yields comparable 
learning outcomes and behavioral effects 
across diverse cultural contexts and insti-
tutional settings would establish whether 
the findings reflect context-specific pheno-
mena or generalizable principles.

Second, extended follow-up research 
tracking long-term behavioral and attitu-
dinal changes among students beyond the 
immediate intervention period would elu-
cidate whether exposure to environmental 
communication design produces sustained 
modifications in sustainability conscious-
ness and pro-environmental action. Third, 
comparative effectiveness studies that 
directly contrast student-designed envi-
ronmental communication installations 
with professionally designed alternatives 
would clarify whether pedagogical value 
derives specifically from student author-
ship or whether comparable impacts result 
from exposure to high-quality environ-
mental communication regardless of de-
sign origin. Fourth, mechanistic studies in-
vestigating the specific processes through 
which cultural specificity enhances pe-
dagogical effectiveness would illuminate 
whether localized content resonates more 
powerfully due to increased relevance, 
emotional connection, or other cultural 
factors, with implications for design strate-
gy in diverse contexts. Fifth, investigations 
of how emerging digital technologies—
particularly augmented reality, interac-
tive platforms, and digital dissemination 
systems—can extend the reach and impact 
of typographic advocacy beyond physical 
installations would assess scalability and 
contemporary relevance. 

Finally, longitudinal career-trajec-
tory studies examining whether student 
participation in environmental communi-
cation design influences post-graduation 
professional choices, career commitments 
to sustainability, and ongoing environ-
mental advocacy would reveal potential 
long-term individual and societal impacts 
extending beyond the immediate educa-
tional experience.
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CONCLUSION

The TYPO-COP28 initiative de-
monstrates that typography, when situa-
ted within research-informed pedagogical 
frameworks and authentic environmental 
contexts, functions as an effective medium 
for promoting sustainability and envi-
ronmental advocacy. Through systematic 
design research, cultural sensitivity, and 
the integration of sustainability principles 
into core design practice, students created 
typographic installations that effectively 
communicated environmental messages. 
The positive audience reception data pro-
vide empirical support for typography’s 
communicative potential in sustainability 
advocacy.

The pedagogical framework gene-
rated significant learning outcomes. Stu-
dents demonstrated increasing conceptual 
sophistication, successfully integrated re-
search into visual design practice, engaged 
in interdisciplinary thinking, and internali-
zed environmental responsibility as a core 
design principle. The inclusion of material 
sustainability specifications indicates that 
when environmental responsibility is fo-
regrounded pedagogically from inception, 
students adopt sustainability as an integral 
consideration.

This research advances understan-
ding of typography’s role in environmen-
tal communication by demonstrating that 
typography functions not as a static design 
element but as an active, participatory me-
dium capable of addressing complex so-
cial challenges. The integration of cultural 
heritage with environmental messaging 
reveals that effective sustainability com-
munication is enhanced through cultural 
specificity rather than diminished by it, 
challenging universal messaging approa-
ches.

Broader implications extend to de-
sign practice, design education, and en-
vironmental advocacy. For professional 
design fields, findings suggest that enga-
ging directly with sustainability themes 
represents an ethical imperative and a pro-
fessional opportunity. For educators, the 

TYPO-COP28 model provides a replicable 
framework for integrating sustainability 
while enhancing pedagogical effective-
ness. For environmental organizations, 
findings highlight the value of engaging 
design expertise.

As environmental challenges ac-
celerate, design—and particularly typo-
graphy—possesses untapped potential for 
contributing to both awareness and beha-
vior change. By cultivating design educa-
tion programs positioning environmental 
and social responsibility as central to pro-
fessional practice, institutions can equip 
emerging designers to become advocates 
for sustainability action. The TYPO-COP28 
project demonstrates this potential in prac-
tice, offering a model for how educatio-
nal institutions can prepare designers to 
address defining challenges of their era.
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