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Avoid
graphic

nightmares
Having taught journalism courses for 28 years, I’ve seen a few scary publica-

tions designs. Although some problem designs are due to poor photography 

or poorly placed elements, often these “graphic nightmares” are created 

through the misuse and abuse of type. Here are 13 lucky suggestions to 

improve readability and help you avoid the creation of poorly designed 

publications: 

Emphasis
Use bold face or italic type 
for emphasis only. In the past, 
I’ve judged publications that 
contained lengthy stories set 
in bold or italic type. When an 
entire story or publication is set 
in this manner, the story either 
“screams” at the reader (in bold 
face) or has low readability (in 
italic type). Rather than using 

bold or italic type for the whole 
story, use it to help the reader 
navigate through the story by 
creating bold or italic subhead-
lines scattered through the text. 
Use italic type to distinguish 
between rows of people in group 
captions or to introduce special 
concepts to a reader in the form 
of a list or other informational 
graphic. Bold face type also 

works well for captions in con-
trast to the use of regular type 
for body copy. 

all caps
Avoid the use of long blocks 
of all capital letters. They have 
lower readability than sentence 
style or caps and lower case. 
Remember that capital letters 
are wider than lowercase let-

Lucky
13

Most rules 
are just rules of 

thumb – they 

can be bro
ken under the 

right circum-

stances. Here 

are 13 good 
rules to avoid 

breaking.  

• By laura 
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ters; therefore, a headline writer 
can include more information in 
a headline set in sentence style or 
in caps and lower case. In some 
instances, all-cap headlines are ac-
ceptable; however, all-caps should 
never be used for headlines or copy 
set in text, script, cursive or novelty 
type groups as they are virtually 
impossible to read when set in that 
manner. 

TExT fonTs
Don’t use fonts in the text type 
group (such as Old English). Most 
faces in this group resemble type 
that was created in Johannes Guten-
berg’s day and convey a message of 
antiquity. Text type works well for 
nameplates on newspapers which 
have been in existence for many 
years. It might look appropriate 
for use on a primary headline for a 
story about a Medieval Fair. Because 
this type is so ornate in its design, 
it should not be used for body copy 
or captions.

ornaTE fonTs
Stick to traditional serif and sans 
serif fonts for body copy and head-
lines. Other ornate types such as 
scripts and cursives can work well 
for emphasis words in primary 
headlines, logos, large initial letters 
and small headlines over captions; 
however, they should not be used 
for body copy or captions because 
they are not easy to read in small 

sizes.

ovErprinTing TypE
Designs with type printed on 
top of photos often do not work 
well. In addition to causing 
problems for the reader, they 
also destroy the beauty of the 
photograph. As a reader, I find it 
disturbing to see type plastered 
across some one’s face. It is even 
more disturbing to try to view a 
photo that has been “ghosted” or 
printed lighter than 100 percent 
with copy placed on top of it. 
Ghosting a photo destroys the 
content and communication 
value of the photo.

linEs arE BarriErs
Use lines and boxes as “barriers” 
when including them in your de-
sign. Readers stop when they see 
a line. Use the rules and boxes 
to separate sidebar copy areas 
from the main story but don’t 
use them to separate the head-
line from the story it represents. 
Headlines and accompanying 
stories should be “packaged” 
together as one unit.

paTTErEd Back
grounds
Avoid placing 
type on pat-
terned screen 
areas, textured 
back grounds 
or dark-col-
ored blocks 
as it can be 
extremely dif-
ficult to read. 
T h e  m o r e 
the designer 
inhibits the 
readers, the less chance they 
have to read the story and fully 
understand it.

linE lEngTh
Keep the line length reasonable. 
Most typography experts agree 
that 10-point type should not 
be set narrower than eight picas 
and should not be set wider than 
20 picas. One way to figure the 
maximum line length of a par-

ticular size and style of type is 
to set the letters of the alphabet 
horizontally one and one-half 
times. Then, measure it. 
 Another method of figuring 
the maximum line length is to 
double the point size and call it 
“picas.” In other words, 12-point 
type times two is 24. Therefore, 
the maximum line length for 
12-point type is 24 picas.

handlETTEring
Avoid using hand-lettered copy 
areas. Many of the new type 
fonts available today resemble 
handwriting and work well in 
certain circumstances. Hand-
lettered headlines, copy areas, 
and captions do not reproduce 
well and are very difficult to 
read.

lEading = 120%
Use leading that is approxi-
mately 120 percent of the point 
size of body type in traditional 
copy areas. In other words, if 
you are using 10-point type, 
set the leading at (10 x 120%=) 
12 point.

consisTEnT lEading
Keep the leading consistent 

through out the publication with 
the exception of special copy 
areas, such as lists or theme copy 
in yearbook, for example. Use 
“extra leading” for special, heavy 
type areas to help the reader 
peruse them.

pErsonaliTy
Select type for primary head-
lines, logos, nameplates, adver-
tisements and other special areas 

HeAdlIne style 
ModIfIed froM 
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Wrestlers win

so that it reflects the personality 
of the publication or story it 
represents. If it’s a special story 
geared to a feminine audience, 
use a type that works well with 
that concept. If it’s a “heavy” 
story, use a strong, bold type 
for the primary headline. In 

fans use yells, hold
rallies, class competitions,

SPIRIT
and eat hot dogs to

encourage teams; students
dance, and teachers wear

BOOSTS
wacky costumes to show

their Indian pride.

don’t put type on 
photos. keep photos in 
rectangular shapes without 
type protruding over them.

Not
What

to do

A time for peAce
do not set script in 
all caps. Use script only 
for special occasions and 
always in upper and lower 
case – never all caps. Football wins

don’t use fonts that convey 
a mood different than the 
mood conveyed in the 
contest of the design. Use 
fonts that fit the overall design and 
content. scripts are probably not 
appropriate for most sports pages.

Wrestlers win

Friendship is defined as “the state of being 
friends.” In free association, the word “friend” 
may be preceded by the words “loyal,” “fun,” 
“honest,” and “reliable.” No matter what words 
one used to describe their friends, they were a 
vital element in the 1997-1998 school year.

don’t set body copy in fonts that 
resemble handwriting. set body 
copy in a readable font, preferably a 
serif font. Handwriting fonts are too hard 
to read. And remember that copy should 
be specific and full of good information 
and student quotations.

Playing
with a

checkered 
past
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don’t place type on cluttered back
grounds. don’t set type vertically. 
keep type on simple, not patterned, back-
grounds with as much contrast between the 
type and the background as possible. Black 
type on a while background is the easiest to 
read. keep type on horizontal lines.

other words, be sure that your font 
“matches” the mood and tone of 
the story, and appeals to the target 
 audience.

conTEnT dicTaTEs TypE
The headline design, including the 
selection of type for the primary 
headline, should come from the 
content of the dominant photo. 
For example, if a designer has a 
beautiful photo of a ballerina danc-
ing with her partner, the content of 
that photo dictates the rest of the 
design. The graphic designer might 
choose a script type for the primary 
headline, using words like “Swirling 
and Twirling.” Then, the designer 
might add a secondary headline in 
an oldstyle roman type to further 
explain the story and to draw the 
reader into the story. The designer 
probably would not select a heavy, 
square serif type for the primary 
headline, as it would not reflect the 
mood and tone of the photo or the 
story. It’s important to remember 
that the headline, dominant photo 
and story all work together to make 
a strong verbal-visual connection 
for readers and, thus, pull them 
into the story. 

HeAdlIne style 
ModIfIed froM 
PlAInvIew 
HIgH sCHool, 
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