Graphic Design Basics
Seven concepts for clean and captivating layouts

1. DOMINANT PHOTO: Every layout should have one photo that reigns above all others. Typically, it is the most vivid, gripping and interesting photo on the spread. The dominant photo should run 2-3x larger than the next biggest photo on the spread (which means it should be a perfectly-focused image.) Designers start every spread by placing their dominant photo FIRST, giving it the most prominent location, which is typically on the right hand page.

2. BALANCE/OFF-BALANCE: Good layouts have at least 80% balance, meaning that most photo frames and text elements are lined up evenly along the horizontal and vertical axis. Adobe InDesign is equipped with rulers and moveable guides to help you line everything up perfectly. Elements must be balanced on each page, and across each page, creating roads and intersections. Where off-balance elements are desired (no more than 2-3 per spread), they must be significantly off-balance, so as to appear intentional, not accidental.

3. ENGAGEMENT: Good designers arrange photographic and text elements in a manner that allows them to “interact” with each other. For example, a cutout of a student looking north-east is best placed in the bottom-left quadrant of a spread, so that the student appears to be looking at the rest of the page. (Her eyes will draw the reader’s eyes into the spread.) Text, for example, can be wrapped around cutouts to add greater interest. 

4. AIR: All designs require air (also known as “creative white space”) between photo and text elements. Photos placed too close together – or shoulder-to-shoulder— create complicated designs that are stressful to the eye and tiring to look at. Each photographic element requires enough breathing space to stand out on its own and tell its own story. 
5. CONTINUITY: Good layouts have a strong degree of continuity between ALL alike elements. This means using the same fonts and font sizes for writeups, the same frame sizes for sequential photos, the same borders (strokes) for frames, and the same amount of “air” between all elements. Like balance, continuity must exist on each page, and across each page. Adobe InDesign is equipped with measuring tools to help you create boxes that are exactly the same size.
6. VARIETY: Good layouts have a variety of square and rectangular frame sizes, including distinctively horizontal and vertical frames. While some frames may be exactly the same size (for the sake of balance) there needs to be some variety across the spread. Choose frame sizes and shapes that work best with the content of your photos. Make your best photos big, your least interesting small. Designs where all photos are of similar size and shape are extremely monotonous.

7. SUPPORTING TEXT: Text elements are not critical to the aethetics of a spread, but they are required to provide clarity and context. Where names, dates and details are required, add them. Use easy-to-read fonts and sizes, avoid fancy or giant fonts. Remember: text elements should support your photos, not draw visual attention to themselves.
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