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	 Years ago, people had plenty of time 
to read newspapers. In many cases 
newspapers were the primary tools used 
to communicate information to people. 
They didn’t have as many media choices 
as they do today. Today, people receive 
news and entertainment from such media 
as television, the Internet and satellite 
radio. Using these forms of media take 
little work. All you have to do is turn them 
on, sit back and absorb the information. 
On the other hand, newspapers take work. 
People have to make a conscious effort 
to get information from a newspaper. 
With this in mind, it is our job to make 
this effort as easy as possible for our 
readers. Modern publication design has 
to be inviting, easy to grasp and instantly 
informative. Design is as important as 
writing articles or taking photographs. It is 
part of the communication process.

Design principles



Design Principles Layout and Design

The Center of Excellence for Visual Information and Public Affairs2

Home  |  Newspaper History  |  Design Basics  |  Modular Design  |  Nuts and Bolts

Newspaper history  
	 One of America’s first publications was published during colonial times – more than 300 
years ago.   Publick Occurrences and publications like it were small – the size of pamphlets or 
newsletters. There was little consideration for making these publications pleasing to the eye. Most 
ran news in deep columns of text. Few headlines were used and most were void of any art.
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	 By the 19th century, most newspapers in America took on a different look. A new trend 
developed – the use of multiple drop headlines or decks. The text ran in long, monotonous columns 
with little or no artwork to break up its gray appearance.  
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	 In the 20th century newspapers began to take on an appearance we are more familiar with 
today. These publications started running bigger and bolder headlines and art. The multiple decks 
started to fade away. However, most publications still used an eight or nine-column grid system. 
Many used fine lines to separate the columns of text.
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	 In the not-so-distant past, many newspaper designers began to convert their pages into 
six-column grids. Headline typefaces began to become more sophisticated. Editors began to 
understand the importance of art and photos to help convey a message. White space, instead of 
lines, was used to separate columns of text. Even with these improvements, most papers from the 
middle of the 20th century were a bit chaotic. In this example, it’s difficult to quickly see which 
headline goes with which story.
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	 Compared to publications throughout our history, most of today’s papers have clean lines, are 
easy to navigate, rely heavily on art and graphics, and are colorful. The majority of contemporary 
newspapers use modular design, which we’ll look at in a few moments.

	 As you can see, it’s not enough 
today to focus solely on writing or 
solely on photography. Today’s readers 
expect editors to edit and guide them 
through a publication. Readers also 
expect editors to communicate through 
the use of visual communication. 
Strong publication design is a must in 
the communication process. But before 
you can become a great publication 
designer, you must understand some 
basics. Let’s take a look at those now.
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Design basics 
	 At first, designing publications can be a bit intimidating. However, it might help to think of the 
pages of a publication as a puzzle. There are a few basic elements that make up the majority of 
all publications. Four elements common to most publications include headlines, text, art, which 
includes photos and graphics, and cutlines. Once you practice using these four elements in different 
configurations, you will get the hang of design.
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Headlines
	 Headlines are like neon signs. They attract our attention, get us to read stories and summarize 
what stories are about. They also help us make a decision to bypass a story as we scan a page. 
Headline design in contemporary newspapers has changed considerably throughout history. A century 
ago, most publications mixed headline typefaces at random. They also had a combination of all caps 
and lower case. 
	 Many headlines were centered horizontally with stacked layers of narrow decks atop one another 
with rules between each deck. In modern publications, headlines are generally written with the 
normal rules of capitalization, run flush left, and are usually wide rather than narrow. They also use 
decks optionally. 
	 Let’s review several types of headlines--all of which you should remember from your first headlines 
lesson. These aren’t the only types of headlines out there but are several you can practice using in 
your layouts at DINFOS. 

Hospital earns kudos for patient care

Tearing down Tencza
Engineers prep. to demolish building

Banners
	 Banners are a standard headline style. They are one-line headlines that stretch across a story and 
are often called a streamer. The banner headline can also be more than one line. To avoid trapped 
white space when designing your page, make sure that all headlines touch the “half-way” point of 
the last column of text. Banner’s are the standard way to write a news headline, but are not the only 
way. Below are some alternatives you can use to spice up your layouts. 

Kickers 
	 Kickers lead into headlines by using a word of phrase to label topics or catch your eye. They’re 
usually smaller than the main head, set in a contrasting style or weight.
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Ecstasy: Experts dispell drug’s myth

Slammers are a two-part headline that uses a boldface word or phrase to lead into a contrasting 
main headline. Some papers limit these to special features or jump headlines.

Pres. honors fallen heros 
at Dover AFB Mon. night

Raw wraps – Most headlines cover all the text below; this treatment lets text wrap alongside. It’s 
a risky idea because you want to make sure your text is clearly separated from neighboring stories. 
Adding a rule above the story can help separate text when a raw wrap is used. Headline can be 
justified left, centered or justified right. 

Aquatic jewel
Beauty, solitude and exploration await at San Elijo Lagoon

Hammers use a big bold phrase to catch your eye, and then add a lengthier deck below. They’re 
effective and appealing but are usually reserved for special stories or features.
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Heritage:Beauty, solitude await sailors 
traveling to San Elijo Lagoon

Tripods come in three parts: a bold word or phrase, often all caps, and two decks squaring off 
alongside. Tripods usually work better for features than hard news.

Ft. Meade soldiers 
raise $5,000 for 
Haiti relief effort

Sidesaddle heads let you park the headline beside, rather than above, the story. It’s best for 
squeezing a story into a shallow horizontal space. Side saddle headlines should be used with stories 
that are boxed. This type of headline can be flush left, flush right or centered. 
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	 Text is the most important element of 
publication design. It communicates the bulk 
of information on a page. It can be gray and 
boring, but there are many ways to manipulate 
text so it is pleasing to the eye and easy to 
read. For example, we can add paragraph 
breaks. We can use indentations to help readers 
recognize the beginnings of paragraphs. We 
can also change the size of text and align it 
in several different ways. Finally, we can add 
bullets, make certain passages bold or add a 
large capital letter. 

	 Serif vs. Sans Serif -- There are two basic 
type families that make up the bulk of our 
publications – serif and sans serif. Serif type 
has tiny strokes at the tips of each letter. We 
primarily use serif type families, such as Times 
New Roman and Bookman, for the large bodies 
of text in our stories. The tiny strokes at the tips 
of each letter help readers connect each letter 
in a word. Sans serif typefaces have no serifs 
or strokes on the tips of each letter. In French, 
“sans” means without. In modern publications, 
most editors use sans serif typefaces for 
headlines, cutlines and other items in a 
publication where a typeface needs to contrast 
with the text of stories. We will talk more about 
text in upcoming lessons.

Serif
Defense Information 

School
(Times New Roman)

Sans Serif
Defense Information 

School
(Arial)
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	 Type terminology – It’s also important to know what the parts of type are. This will become 
especially important later in the course when you will be required to establish a set amount of 
space between elements on a page. The four parts of type important for you to know include the 
baseline, the ascender, the descender and the x-height. The baseline is the invisible grid line the 
characters sit on. The ascender is the part of a letter that extends above the body of type. The 
descender is the part of the letter that extends below the body of type. Finally, the x-height is the 
height of a typical lower-case letter, the “x.”
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	 Most publications set text flush left and flush right. This is called justified alignment. However, 
some editors use text aligned only to the left for certain types of stories. This is also called 
ragged right. There are no strict rules on when to use one type of alignment over the other. It is 
an editorial choice. However, within a publication there should be consistency or a style. As an 
editor, you may choose to use ragged right to place emphasize on certain stories. Some editors 
use justified text for all news stories and ragged right for all features and commentaries. The 
philosophy behind this is that some editors feel justified text is formal looking and is suited best 
for use with news stories, whereas features are informal, and the extra white space offered in 
ragged right gives the story a more informal appearance.   While you are at DINFOS your news 
stories in desktop publishing will be justified in alignment while features will be ragged 
right, or aligned to the left.   

In justified copy, the type is aligned 
on both the left and right margins by 
varying the amount of spacing between 
words - and sometimes between letters 
in each line.  It has a formal look.

This is the copy set flush left or 
ragged right.  The lines have exactly 
the same amount of wordspacing.  No 
letter spacing is used.  The left-aligned 
margin makes it easy to find the 
beginning of each line.

This is flush right or ragged left 
copy.  It has equal wordspacing and 
no letterspacing.  When used in long 

passages though, it’s tiresome for the 
reader to find the beginning of each 

line.

This is centered copy.  It is ragged on 
both left and right sides.
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Don’t tinker with leading simply to make text fit.

	 Leading (pronounced ledding) is the vertical 
space between lines of text. Some people refer 
to leading as interline spacing. It’s the space 
between one baseline down to the next baseline. 
This spacing can be tightened or loosened using 
DTP software. The amount of leading can help 
or hinder the readability of text. The important 
thing to note here is that once your publication 
establishes a standard amount of leading, it 
should not be tinkered with. In most cases you 
will use the default leading in your DTP software.

Examples of various types of leading 
and text sizes.
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	 Photos -- Today, readers expect dynamic photos. These photos entice them into picking up a 
publication and investing their time in it. Not only do they attract the attention of readers, photos 
help readers comprehend stories. This also applies to other types of artwork, such as information 
graphics, charts and maps. 

	 What’s the first thing you noticed 
when you looked at this page? If you 
are like the majority of people, the 
first thing you noticed was the photo.



Design Principles Layout and Design

The Center of Excellence for Visual Information and Public Affairs16

Home  |  Newspaper History  |  Design Basics  |  Modular Design  |  Nuts and Bolts

	 Although it may seem obvious to you, artwork comes in three primary shapes – horizontal, 
vertical and square. When looking through a camera lens, most of us hold our cameras 
horizontally. This format probably makes up the majority of photos we use in publication design. 
It is the most common shape for news photos. On the other hand, readers find vertical photos 
interesting. Readers tend to like vertical photos because they are not accustomed to seeing them 
as frequently as horizontal photos. As a publication designer, however, vertical photos can give you 
a headache because they run deep and may cause readers to question which stories they go with. 
Finally, there is the square format. Many editors won’t allow any square photos in their publications 
because they feel they are the most boring shape. However, the content of some photos almost 
begs for a square shape. In the end, let the content of a photo dictate its shape.
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2nd Lt. Kevin Schaekel, 436th Civil Engineer Squadron, looks at a wreath he just laid at 
Arlington National Cemetary, Va., Dec. 14.  He was one of 44 Dover Air Force Base, Del., 
Airmen who volunteered to help lay 5,000 wreaths at the cemetary to honor those who 
have served their country and passed on.

Paying respect
Photo by Senior Airman James Bolinger

	 Cutlines or captions -- Another element in publication design is the cutline. Let’s say you’re 
browsing through a newspaper and you come across a photo like this. Without any additional 
information you would be left wondering the meaning of the photo and what action is taking place. 
As we know, pictures themselves tell stories. But cutlines help fill in the “who, what, where and 
when.”

Photo by Staff Sgt. James Bolinger

Photo by Staff Sgt. James Bolinger

Every photo should have a cutline. Never assume 
readers are as smart and you are -- or that they in-
tend to read the story. Identify everything: all faces, 
places and activities. Cutlines below photos usually 
align along both edges (justified). They should never 
extend beyond either edge. 

Not all cutlines must be 
placed below a photo. 

Cutlines run to the side 
of a photo should be 
pushed off the page. 
Also, if the cutline is 

not justified the ragged 
edge should be away 

from the photo. 

Stand alone photos
	 Stand alones are high quality 
images that tell a story without an 
accompanying article. They receive 
a full cutline, a small headline called 
a catchline, and are often boxed to 
separate them from other elements 
on a page. See example below.  
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	 Cutline typeface --  The typeface used for cutlines depends largely on the typeface used in 
the story text. Cutlines should contrast with any nearby text. To make sure this difference is clear, 
most publications use a typeface opposite that of the text. For example, if a publication uses a serif 
font for text, such as Times New Roman, its cutlines may be a sans serif typeface, such as Arial. 
Some publications use the same typeface in their cutlines as the story text but make the cutlines 
bold to show contrast. Some publications use a combination of different typefaces and bold type. 

In this example from the Fort Detrick Standard, the cutlines are sans serif and bold to 
contrast with the serif text type. 
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	 Cutline placement -- Cutlines can rest below the photos and or beside the photos. In some 
publications you may find cutlines that rest between photos. However, this should be avoided 
because it makes readers work too hard. These are called gang cutlines. In general, each photo 
should have its own cutline. 

Below the photo
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Beside photos

Between photos

When a cutiline rests 
between two photos 
and explains the 
action, it is called a 
gang cutline. This 
is generally not a 
good idea. Readers 
expect each photo to 
have its own cutline. 
Remember, you risk 
losing readers when 
they have to work 
too hard to get the 
information they want. 
reading cutlines should 
not be a puzzle.

Some cutlines rest 
beside photos. in 

this case, the cutline 
rests on the left side 
of the photo. When 

this is done, the 
cutline should be 

aligned right. That 
way it is flush with 

the photo. However, 
ragged left type 

can be difficult to 
read in large blocks. 

Use this technique 
sparingly.

This cutline also 
rests along side 
the photo. Notice 
that when you rest 
a cutline along the 
side of a photo it 
is not only flush 
against the photo 
but runs flush to the 
bottom also. Make 
sure when you rest 
a cutline along side 
a photo, the cutline 
is not too narrow. 
This can also make 
it difficult to read.
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Pulled Quotes
Pulled quotes, also known as liftout quotes remain popular. Readers find them interesting and these 
quotes attract their attention to a story. A pulled quote is also a great tool to have in your bag when 
you need one to help fill space or create an interesting design. Although they can be designed in a 
variety of ways, pulled quotes share some basic guidelines. First, they should be actual quotations 
found in the story, and they should be attributed. They should also be bigger and bolder than the 
text type. Pulled quotes less than 1 inch deep can look trivial. Pulled quotes can also be combined 
with photos of the people who said them.

“This is an examples of a pull quote, there 
are many like it, but this one is mine. Great 

care should be taken with spelling here.
Staff Sgt. Joshua Salmons

DINFOS Instructor

Pull quote styles differ 
between puplications, 

but are usually standard 
throughout a paper. 

Sgt. Jeffery Cosola
DINFOS Instructor
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Modular design 
	 By definition, a module is a unit or a part 
of a whole. As applied to page design, it is a 
rectangular unit. The four basic elements that 
make up a module include headlines, text, art 
and cutlines. By using basic, rectangular shapes, 
pages look neat and orderly. Readers like 
these neat packages because they help them 
organize their thoughts. In the not-so-distant 
past, editors gave little thought to packaging, 
and text wrapped irregularly around related or 
nonrelated stories and pictures. This practice 
was supported by the principle that readers can 
be led from one story to another by interlocking 
them like a puzzle. However, the pages looked 
somewhat chaotic and often confused readers. 
Let’s take a look at how pages once looked and 
how modular design has reshaped publication 
design. 

	 A module consists of everything related to 
the story: the story itself, the headline(s), the 
side bar or related story, the photo(s) and any 
graphic element such as a logo or summary 
box or map, etc. These modules should be 
rectangular or square in shape, although 
rectangles are preferred because they promote 
eye movement and are less boring aesthetically, 
according to eye-track research done by the 
Poynter Institute. 

	 In addition to its clean and simple look, 
readers prefer modular design because it makes 
pages neat and orderly - easy to find things. 
For a page designer or and editor, modular 
layout saves time in the production process, 
adapts quickly to technological changes (such 
as publications on Web sites) and gives a 
“packaging” effect to make it clear to the reader 
the items that are related. 
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1

3

4

56

7

2

	 The dominant module on this page is clear to the reader (A short life, a great love). If you 
were to draw a line around it, it is the largest rectangle, and all of the components related to the 
story (both headlines, both photos, and the story itself) fit in that rectangle. The other modules 
on the page are also rectangles or squares. Think of the rectangle’s outline as an “invisible fence” 
that keeps the reader in the right story before moving on to the next one. The “fence” around the 
table of contents information (the bottom right hand corner of the page) is in an acceptable square 
shape because it is not story content trying to draw the reader in.  It is a short burst of information 
that the reader is accustomed to looking for and will either read it or not. Including the bottom 
advertisement, there are seven modules on this page.
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	 There is only one module on this page. This is because it is an entire page dedicated to one 
story. This is often done on inside feature pages of a publication when highlighting a big event. 
Because the page itself is a rectangle, and everything on that page relates to the “Summer Bash,” 
it is modular.
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Not Modular

	 This page is not modular. If you were to draw a “fence” around the headline, story and photo, it 
would not be a rectangle or square. Instead, it resembles a staircase, which is why this is called a “ 
stair-stepped” page. While it is easy for the folks who lay out advertising to simply stack ads on top 
of each other in this fashion, it makes your job difficult trying to design around it.  In addition, it is 
confusing to the reader which part is story content and which part is advertising. Most contracts for 
military newspapers specifically do not allow this stair-step practice.
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Not Modular

	 Just like you should not stair-step stories around ads, you should not stair-step them around 
other stories. This is not modular design. On this page, the “Sailors injured …” story is stair-
stepped around a photo of sailors - which are not related to that story. Stair-stepping stories 
around other, unrelated stories is confusing to the reader and looks like amateurish design.
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	 Two basic shapes of information -- As novice publication designers, there are two basic 
shapes of information you should master – the U-shape and the L-shape. Once you understand the 
“invisible fence” rectangle or square that must go around your module, you need to know how to 
shape that information inside the module.  

Let’s take a look at each.  Both of these shapes do the job well and should be part of your design 
tool box.  In the U-shape, a banner headline establishes the “fence” of the rectangle, while the 
story itself is wrapped in a U around the photo. This is a good thing because the reader’s eye is 
draw to the photo and then follows the information from the story in the U around the photo.
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	 In the L-shape, the 
story wraps around in 
an L (or even reversed) 
around the photo. This 
is still modular design, 
because if you drew 
the “fence” around all 
the related items, it 
is a vertical rectangle 
module. 
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Focus 
	 How often do we hear people say, 
“That’s not fair!”?  We all like the concept 
of being fair. But when it comes to laying 
out and editing a publication, we can’t 
always be fair. In fact, we should not try 
to be fair. Readers expect editors to edit. 
When it comes to placing elements on a 
page, fairness and equality can lead to 
a boring design. Some stories are more 
important than others, or some stories 
are more interesting than others. And 
some photos are simply better than 
others. Readers expect you to make 
these decisions for them. When placing 
elements on a page, could you imagine 
just throwing every element on a page in 
equal piles? 	

	 Pages require focus. To do this, each 
page should have a dominant element. 
Pages with focus give readers a starting 
point and help guide them through the 
information you present. The easiest 
way to give focus to a page is to use 
a dominant photo or graphic element. 
However, you can also use type effectively 
to create a dominant element. 
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Not focused
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Focused
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Not focused
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Focused
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Not focused
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Focused
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Nuts and bolts
	 The flag -- One of the first things readers notice on a newspaper is the nameplate of the 
publication, which is also called the flag. It sets the tone for the publication and gives it a certain 
personality. The flag can say to the reader, “This is an old-fashioned newspaper,” or “This 
newspaper is up-to-date.” Like almost anything in design, simplicity is the best approach. When a 
flag is unnecessarily cluttered, it can give the publication an amateurish quality. 

The flag sets 
the tone for a 
publication
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	 Section headlines -- Just like travelers need signposts to tell them where to go, readers need 
signposts to guide them through a publication. Often times we do this by using section headlines 
and standing headlines. A section headline tells readers what department of the paper they’re in. 
It’s like a huge highway sign telling them, “Now you are entering the land of NEWS,” or “Now you 
are entering the town of SPORTS.” 

Section headline
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Section headline
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Standing headlines

Standing headlines -- Standing headlines are smaller signs that tell readers, “Exit here for 
MOVIES,” or “Pull in here for HOROSCOPES.” 
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Standing headlines
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Standing headlines
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Standing headlines
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	 Pulled quotes -- Pulled quotes, also known as liftout quotes, are popular. Readers find them 
interesting, and these quotes attract attention to a story. A pulled quote is also a great tool to have 
in your bag when you need something to help fill space or create an interesting design. Although 
they can be designed in a variety of ways, pulled quotes share some basic guidelines. They should 
be actual quotations found in the story, and they should be attributed. They should also be bigger 
and bolder than the text type. 
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Combining a mug shot with a pulled quote.

Pulled quotes less than 1 inch deep can look trivial. Pulled quotes can also be combined with photos 
of the people who said them. 
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	 Bylines -- The byline is the name of the reporter (the writer of the story) and what unit he 
works for. Every story, except for briefs, should have a byline. Bylines have several functions. They 
give credit to the author. They also place responsibility on the author. Their design function is to 
provide a transition from headline type to text type. The byline style should be harmonious with 
the rest of the publication. 

There are two general guidelines for bylines. Flush left is best because we read from left to right. 
Also, bylines are normally larger than the text type. This provides contrast and eases the transition 
from headline to text. You can also provide this contrast in other ways, such as using bold type or 
using a sans serif. 

A byline provides a transition from the headline to the text. It also places 
responsibility on the author.
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	 Credit lines -- Credit lines are similar to bylines, but give credit to a person who takes a 
photograph or creates a graphic design. Credit lines can appear at the end of cutlines, but they 
generally look better parked at the lower right corner of photos. When they appear below the 
photo, they should be smaller than the cutline.
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	 Rules and boxes -- You can use rules, or lines, to organize and separate items on a page 
or to add contrast and flair. More specifically, rules are used to build logos and bylines. They can 
also create boxes and border photos. Sometimes you can use rules to build charts and graphs and 
embellish feature and headline designs. Most commonly, rules are used to separate stories and 
elements from one another.  Most modern newspapers use rules and boxes sparingly. Usually these 
publications reserve the use of rules and boxes for story packages that need special treatment. 
Rules and headlines should not be used to fix poor design decisions, such as butting heads and 
misplaced photos. Be careful with decorative rules and borders because they can be overdone and 
may give your publication an amateurish look.

Rules and boxes 
can help organize 
and separate 
items on a page.
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	 Subheads -- Subheads are small headlines used to break up long blocks of gray text. They 
can also be used as headlines for briefs (as in the “Sports Shorts” below). When used in long 
stories, subheads can make an overwhelming story look like a series of shorter stories. Readers 
who scan newspapers often start reading a story at a subhead. If they become interested in the 
story, they go back to the beginning. Subheads should be larger than the text type and placed at 
logical transitions in a story. Just like regular headlines, subheads should be interesting to help pull 
readers in. 

Subheads can be 
used as headlines 
for news briefs 
or to help break 
up large bodies 
of text within a 
story.
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Initial caps can start a story with style.

	 Initial caps -- Initial caps can be used to start off a story with a bit of style. And just like 
subheads, initial caps can be used to help break up long, gray blocks of text.  Initial caps come in 
two basic varieties – drop caps and raised caps. 
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	 White space -- White space is any space on a page not occupied by text or graphics. 
Regardless of the color -- red, blue or green -- this empty space is called white space. To some it 
may seem a waste of space, but publication designers know how to use this space for a purpose. 
Just as subheads, drop caps and any other items in black help provide relief to gray pages, so 
does white space. White space is especially important on feature and editorial pages. This added 
white space gives these pages an informal feel. News pages use less white space than feature 
and editorial pages, and this gives news pages a more formal feeling. The lack of white space in a 
publication becomes tedious to readers. However, don’t overuse white space. White space should 
not draw attention to itself.

White space 
provides relief 
to gray pages 
and gives some 
pages a casual 
appearance.
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White space may 
be inviting to 
readers.
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	 Gutters and margins -- As discussed earlier in the history of design, publications in the not-
so-distant past used rules to separate columns of text (as in the first graphic below). However, 
the majority of contemporary publications have replaced these rules with white space between 
columns of text, which we call gutters (see bottom picture). To avoid making your publication look 
amateurish, it is important to establish consistent spacing guidelines for these gutters. Just so you 
understand the terminology, the white space that borders a page is called a margin.
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	 Putting together a newspaper is hard 
work. As an editor, you will be tasked with 
designing your publiction so it is inviting, 
easy to read and instantly informative to 
your readers. The process of layout and 
design can feel like putting together a 
puzzle.  You will have to decide on what 
story takes precedence, what photographs 
will be used and how large or small to 
run them.  Following the basic layout and 
design techniques in this lesson will help 
you produce a good product.  
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