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This slide show is about the amplifying the power of 
words and pictures in slide shows.

Slide presentations, whether made with Microsoft 
PowerPoint, Apple’s Keynote, or, like this one, with Ado-
be’s InDesign, have become the language of business and 
education. 

This has happened so suddenly, thanks to the tech-
nology, that people throughout academia and the busi-
ness world alike are scrambling to make their presenta-
tions better.

Design Better Slides
by Lance Hidy

© 2010 by Lance Hidy     lance@lancehidy.com

During the March 2010 Professional Day here at 
Northern Essex Community College we experienced 
some of the most effective visual presentations ever seen 
on our campus. The slide shows and video interviews 
presented by over thirty colleagues (pictured here in 
the slide from Judith Kamber’s introduction) have been 
widely praised as the best Professional Day ever, estab-
lishing a model to follow in the future.
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All of these slide shows are available for review on the 
Professional Development website that Christine DeRosa 
and Judith Kamber maintain for our use.

Our presence in this room today is evidence that more of 
us aspire to improving our presentation skills, and perhaps 
sign up for the 2011 Professional Day.

This slide has become a kind of trademark for me, 
showing how words and pictures together engage the 
learner’s whole brain, building on the more limited effect of 
words alone.

As a lifelong visual communicator, I am very happy that 
technology is finally allowing us to communicate freely with 
images and words together. 

As long as there is a desire among my colleagues for tips 
on how to use visual content more effectively, I am ready to 
help. I hope that this presentation will be the first of many as 
we develop these communication skills together, and bring 
them to our students as well.

 Words  Words +
   Pictures
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The effectiveness of his PowerPoint Presentation led to the 
award-winning d0cumentary, An Inconvenient Truth.

“The key message of Gore’s presentation has always 
remained the same, but the new presentation made 
it accessible to a contemporary audience in a multi-
media world.”                Business Week, April 10, 2007

You will find more information on Duarte’s excellent website 
and blog, including dates for her workshops.
http://www.duarte.com/

http://blog.duarte.com/

First I want to tell you about one of the leading fig-
ures in presentation design, Nancy Duarte. Her book 
Slide:ology is a valuable guide. Some parts of it are acces-
sible to beginners, but it also has material that is aimed at 
more advanced users.

The best-known accomplishment of her team was the 
collaboration with Al Gore on his original slide show on 
global warming.

http://cit.necc.mass.edu/ofsd/images/prof_day_conf_3-25-10/martin_UCD.pdf 
http://cit.necc.mass.edu/ofsd/images/prof_day_conf_3-25-10/martin_UCD.pdf 
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Here is a typical diagram done by her studio to illus-
trating the greenhouse effect.

And another that is eloquent with very few words.
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Garr 
Reynolds

The best-selling author on our subject is Garr Reyn-
olds, shown here in a terrific audience photo by Ric 
Bretschneider.

Residing in Japan with his Japanese wife, Reynolds 
brings a Zen Buddhist flavor to his message of simplicity 
and restraint. His explanations are very clear and well-
illustrated. These books have been deservedly successful, 
and I recommend them highly.
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NECC NEASC Self-Study 2010

Overview

Northern essex Community College serves more than 7,000 students 
each semester on two campuses located in the beautiful, historic 
merrimack Valley region of northeast massachusetts.  our suburban 
haverhill campus sits on 106 acres near Kenoza lake and features a 
new technology Center and an award-winning student one-stop 
Center.  our urban lawrence campus occupies a 68,000 square foot 
facility in the heart of downtown, where we are planning to open a 
new health and technology Center in the spring of 2013 to meet 
the demands of the regional workforce and significant increasing 
enrollment. 

NeCC has been building an organizational culture that prizes initia-
tive and innovation, and seeks to identify and develop the strengths in 
students, faculty, staff, and programs in order to grow and improve.  
We are also committed to using evidence to guide our planning and 
decision-making. 

these values are reflected in our recent work using Appreciative in-
quiry to develop a three-year strategic plan for the college, and in 
our investment in Process management, the use of quality tools to 
continually improve programs and services for our students and 
community.  references to these important processes and tools may 
be found throughout this self-study.

for the last three years, NeCC has also been one of more than 100 col-
leges across the country participating in the Achieving the Dream ini-
tiative, which aims to help more community college students suc-
ceed, particularly low-income students and students of color.  our 
participation as an Achieving the Dream college has served as a 

unifying experience for us and confirmed our commitment to an or-
ganizational culture with an emphasis on strengths and the rigorous 
application of data. 

through our shared investigation of student success  and our desire 
for a systematic way to analyze it, we have created a set of “Key Per-
formance indicators” (KPis) for the college that constantly monitor 
those things that are most important to us:

transition from developmental to and through college •	
level courses
successful completion of “gatekeeper” courses•	
fall-to-fall retention•	
Completion of degrees and certificates•	
diversity of faculty and staff•	

What gets measured gets noticed—and acted upon.  We share these 
KPis across functional areas of the college, and use them to set goals 
and create cross-departmental teams around student success ini-
tiatives.  Along with the college’s strategic plan, they form the ba-
sis for annual goal setting for every division and department at the 
college.

As a result, we have collectively shifted our thinking about our pur-
pose in our community to a vision that goes beyond simply stu-
dent access and toward both access and success.  the results, as de-
scribed in this self-study, include structural and policy changes, the 
reallocation of resources to support new initiatives and, most impor-
tantly, measurable changes in the success of our students.

identifying and emphasizing our strengths and successes, 
though, does not mean looking past the very real challenges we 
face.  We have prepared this self-study in the middle of the great-
est economic crisis our country has experienced in nearly a century, 
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Think horizontal 8¼ x 11" — 12 pt.

So, let’s get started with some design tips.
The first one I wish to make is not limited to slide 

shows. It is to think horizontal when planning any con-
tent that you hope to make available on a computer or 
to project onto a screen.

Here on the left is the first draft of the college’s accred-
itation report, done in the traditional letter-size vertical 
format. 

We are all familiar with the annoyance of having to 
scroll to see the whole page.

Why not just make it horizontal like the screen and put 
it into two columns? That is what we are doing.

Also please keep in mind that the proportion of your 
computer screen is not the same as your paper. You may 
want to set up your template to the same proportions 
used by Powerpoint which is 8¼ x 11 —although this is not 
essential.

And finally, your reader would appreciate it if you use 
type that is 12 point or bigger.
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One slide,
one idea

The single most important guideline for me to give 
you today is to try to keep to one idea per slide. While 
the bullet list cannot be completely exterminated, we 
can at least try to break them onto multiple slides some 
of the time. 

We asked students to compare reading to 
an everyday activity. Here is what they said:

Reading is like:
•	 “Trying to fall asleep when I’m not tired.”

•	 “Playing a game I’m not good at.”

•	 “Feeling like a six year old eating his vegetables.”

•	 “A job. If you don’t like your job, you won’t put effort into complet-
ing it.”

•	 “Watching a boring TV show I could care less about.”

•	 ““It’s just words on a page it just isn’t fun for me.”

•	 “Riding a bike. Sometimes it can be very pleasant and relaxing, 
other times you have to get over that huge hill.”

Here was an early draft of a slide put together by Trish 
Schade and the members of the Reading for Understand-
ing group. 

The quotes are from students who were asked to 
compare their reading experience with another every-
day activity. Each one is a zinger, but they get lost when 
presented this way. I suggested giving each quote its own 
slide. 
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This is the result. Each quote gets the attention it 
deserves. This approach also has two huge benefits of 
keeping the slides moving quickly, and allowing you to 
use bigger type that is easier for the audience to read.

Fewer words

The next principle is to simplify. Reduce and eliminate. 
Take away elements if they are not absolutely essential to 
make your point. 

Save the words for your script. The script does not 
belong on the slide.
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Here is an early draft of one of the slides that Susan 
Martin showed on Professional Day.

This is what she finally presented. Only the essential 
words remained. This gave her more room to enlarge the 
wonderful illustration.

The audience could then concentrate on her voice, 
and not be distracted by having to read a lot of text at 
the same time.

(Go back to the previous slide for comparison.)



Design Better Slides, Lance Hidy   © 2010—All Rights Reserved                 lance@lancehidy.com         11

 Words  Words +
   Pictures

Here again is the slide that we started with, showing 
the two halves of the human brain. This is a good ex-
ample of how an image can speak for itself, needing only 
minimal captions. The rest of the words can be in the 
script.

That is another principle that I rely upon: to write the 
script out in advance. This is an absolute necessity when 
there is a strict time limit on the presentation. It is hard 
to know how long it takes unless you time your actual 
words.

Write a script
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Cognitive psychologists such as Richard E. Mayer 
at UC Santa Barbara, are using science to determine 
how people learn. Being careful not to take sides, he 
did comparisons of straight verbal content against 
combinations of words and images, including anima-
tion.

The conclusions were unambiguous. The picture/
word combinations won every time.

Here you see the culmination of his twenty years 
of research: Multimedia Learning, and Applying the 
Science of Learning.

Richard E. Mayer
Univ. of Calif. 
Santa Barbara

By multimedia, Mayer simply means the combina-
tion of words and pictures.

This statement, “People learn better from words 
and pictures than from words alone,” appears often in 
Mayer’s books.

He gives scientific credibility to what graphic de-
signers have always known from experience.

“

“People learn better from 
words and pictures than 
from words alone.”

Richard E. Mayer

My technique is to start with a double-column, hori-
zontal page format. I then put a slide at the top of each 
column, and write a short script under each one. While I 
am writing I can  make changes to both the slide and the 
script. It is a multimedia way of composing.

My former method was to speak informally from an 
outline, but I would often forget key points and exceed 
my time limit. Writing the script in advance is more elo-
quent and concise, and enables me to time myself with a 
stopwatch.

It is always better to memorize the script, but I haven’t 
learned how to do that. I usually print this page out and 
read it to my audience. 

Another principle is to group and align elements on 
your slide.

Group & Align
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Google imagesScanners

Cameras Institutions

Each label and its image are grouped in close proximity 
to each other so there is no ambiguity about which label 
the image goes with.

Next the alignment of all the parts gives a peaceful set-
ting for the message to emerge from.

When arranging elements on a slide, think of tables at 
a restaurant. Make each group distinct from the others, 
like a table with its chairs, and leave orderly aisles be-
tween them for the servers and customers to walk in. 

Your choice of images is key to the success of your 
message.

Collect Images
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InstitutionsGoogle images

Building your image archive

Google image searches can be slow because you have 
to sift through so many images to find the gem you need. 
But it can be worth the effort. Some of my best slide il-
lustrations have resulted from patient searches like this. 
Often I have to try several different search word combi-
nations before I hit gold.

Two free sources of images are Google images and 
royalty-free image databases provided by tax-supported 
institutions such as the Library of Congress, the New 
York Public Library, NASA, The National Gallery of Art, 
the Smithsonian, and many other cultural institutions.
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 300 200 100 50
 Pixel Height

Pay special attention to the pixel dimension that 
Google gives for every jpeg. If you find several images 
that are equally appropriate, always choose the one with 
the larger pixel size.

This comparison demonstrates the desirability of 
fine-grained images. At two-hundred pixels high you can 
begin to see the pixels, and at one-hundred they become 
distracting. 

Sometimes you may want to crop the image, in which 
case a higher pixel count becomes even more necessary.
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Look for iconic, universal gestures and body language, 
and for compelling compositions that direct your eye to 
the most important content. Especially look for images 
that are so clear that they need little explanation.

The best postage stamps are designed to be clear at 
small sizes, which is often ideal for use in education. This 
famous photograph by Dorthea Lange is from the WPA 
archive at the Library Congress website.

Dorthea Lange, 1936, WPA Archive, 
Library of Congress, Public Domain

Iconic gestures & body language Signal v. Noise

 Noisy Clear signal

 3:00

Look for images with minimal noise. Noise is the su-
perfluous detail that can be eliminated without harming 
the message. It is the visual equivalent of static or inter-
ference on radio.

My colleague Rick Lizotte let me use these “noisy” im-
ages on the left from ESL course materials he developed 
in 1992. On the right are symbols with the same meaning, 
minus the noise. A clear signal helps the reader.
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Universal symbols Symbols that tell a story

Look for symbols that are truly universal, and can be 
understood by a wide audience. Some symbols have 
only local or regional effectiveness. Graphic designers 
have learned to be sensitive to the universality of sym-
bols, and tend to prefer those that can be understood by 
the largest audience.

Symbols can tell a story all by themselves. Some need 
no caption or explanation, and can inspire the imagina-
tion if the symbols are universal.

The Dutch stamp on the right commemorates the lib-
eration of the concentration camps at the end of World 
War Two. Notice how it uses a kind of symbol shorthand 
to simplify the design. The snippet of barbed wire sym-
bolizes the concentration camps, while the single eye 
stands for all of the prisoners.

Keep this strategy in mind when choosing images. The 
picture of a part can often be the most effective way to 
suggest the whole.
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Cameras Scanners

Finally, inexpensive digital cameras and desktop scan-
ners can help you create special images that you will 
never find on the internet. If you are not comfortable 
using these tools for building an image database for your 
slide shows, then the staff in CIT (Center for Instructional 
Technology) can help you learn.

One of the best uses of your digital camera is to pho-
tograph the people you collaborate with. Here, for 
example, is one of the slides from Trish Schade’s Profes-
sional Day slide show. This kind of visual Thank You is not 
only great for building morale, but it also helps us to get 
to know each other, and to connect names with faces.
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A clever variation on the use of portraits as a way to 
say thanks is this two-page spread from Nancy Duarte’s 
book on slide design. 

She made an illustrated organization chart to show the 
network of people in her company and her family that 
made the book possible.
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She even found a place for the two dogs, Bear and 
Necessity.

When words fail to convey the subtlety and complex-
ity of our subject, that may be the time to make a chart 
or graph to help the reader understand our point.

Charts & 
graphs
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Student Reading SuRvey  •  neCC Fall 20 09
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Some software such as Microsoft Excel has utilities that 
will convert your data into a graph such as this. This may 
be satisfactory for your own use, but would you really 
want to show it in a side show?

I recommend that you consider these automatic 
graphs as a helpful first draft—and use it for designing 
your own version.

This graph contains all of the information that was 
on the previous slide, believe it or not. This shows you 
that editing graphics is a lot like editing text. You get rid 
of superfluous content, and emphasize the heart of the 
message.

By switching from vertical to horizontal, it becomes 
possible to label each part of the graph, instead of using 
the numerical key that slows down the reader.

In addition, I re-ordered the list of six kinds of read-
ing so that they went from most frequent at the top, to 
least frequent at the bottom. This adds another level of 
meaning that was not in the graph generated by the Excel 
software.



Design Better Slides, Lance Hidy   © 2010—All Rights Reserved                 lance@lancehidy.com         22

 

Denmark

Austria

Belgium

Portugal

Greece

Netherlands

Spain

Italy

France

Germany

US

46,061,000 people

304,059,700   =   Spain x  6.6

Population

Information presented in on-line courses, such as this 
page, often reads like a textbook. This kind of design 
is very different from slide shows. Without the teacher 
there to describe the material, more words need to go 
onto the screen. 

But suppose you want to delve deeper into a particular 
fact, like the population.

Comparative population figures can be quickly cap-
tured on the internet, where we also learn that the 40 
million figure in the textbook is out-of-date by nearly six 
million people.

The size of Spain becomes more meaningful when put 
into the context of other European countries and the 
United States. 

Graphs like this are easily built using any software that 
allows you to create rectangular objects and fill them 
with a color. Note the use of color to highlight Spain.
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 Feb Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept Oct  Nov Dec Jan 

Best months to visit Spain

Overcrowded

Thirty-nine words are used on the right column to 
explain the ideal months to visit Spain. Granted, writing 
the words out is fast for the teacher. But is this the fastest 
way for the student to learn?                    

Compare those thirty-nine words with this simple 
chart that highlights the four best months to visit Spain. 
Six words, plus the twelve months, and three arrows. 
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The next rule, if you must put text on your slide, make 
sure it is readable. There is more to this than you might 
think.

Readable
Text

 Feb Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept Oct  Nov Dec Jan 

Best months to visit Spain

Overcrowded

If you like working with color, then the chart can be 
enhanced further by using hues, saturation, and contrast 
to highlight the most important parts of the message.



Design Better Slides, Lance Hidy   © 2010—All Rights Reserved                 lance@lancehidy.com         25

 Before After
1. Select a photograph that has qualities such as 
these—

a. Some significant emotional content for you.
b. Clear, sharp details, especially in important areas 
such as face and hands.
c. Good exposure, so you can see necessary details in 
highlight and shadow areas.
d. For animals and people, choose expressive ges-
tures.

2. Scan the photograph
a. Make a preview scan.
b. Click and drag a cropping marquee around the part 
of the photograph you need.
c. Adjust the resolution of the RGB scan so that you 
obtain a file size in the range of five to ten Mb.
d. Keep a permanent copy of your untouched scan in 
case you need to refer to it in the future.

3. Make a version of the image for tracing.
a. In Hue/Saturation (command-U) choose colorize.
b. Change Hue and Saturation to obtain a bright, pure 
blue.
c. Increase Lightness to roughly +60 to eliminate the 
dark blues without losing important highlight details.
d. Using Print with Preview scale the image to fit the 
whole page and send it to the color printer.

4. Trace
a. Using the Ultra-fine Sharpie pen, slowly, SLOWLY, 
trace the important contours.
b. Use medium-light, even pressure to create a clear 
line of uniform thickness.
c. Make a single line, like a thin wire, for the whole 
outline—not sketchy, rough lines.
d. Make sure the lines that enclose an area to be filled 
with color have no breaks, or leaks.

5. Scan the tracing
a. This will be your final document, so set the resolu-
tion to obtain an RGB file size of ten to fifteen Mb.
b. In Image/Adjustments/Threshold move the 
pointer so that you eliminate the blue tones and are 

left only with a clear black line. (Check this at 100% 
on your display to be sure you have a clear, unbroken 
line.)
c. If your tracing did not scan well, then you may find 
it is faster to start over and make a new tracing than 
trying to doctor it up in Photoshop.
d. Check the outlines again for leaks.
e. To repair leaks, choose a pencil (not brush) the 
same thickness as your outlines, and fill in the gaps.
f. It is important that the lines be sharp, stair-
stepped, and solid black for this entire project.
g. Go to Preferences/General and change Image 
Interpolation to Nearest Neighbor.
h. Whenever using Paint Bucket and Magic Wand, 
be certain, CERTAIN, that you turn off anti-
aliasing at the top of the window. That prevents 
the hard edges from becoming blurred.

6. Preserve a mask of the outlines
a. Use Magic Wand (no anti-alias, no contiguous) click 
on the black line. You may need to zoom in to be 
sure you are actually on the line, and not the white 
background.
b. In Select menu choose Save Selection, and title 
the selection Outlines. This will create a new channel 
that appears in the Channel palette. If your outlines 
become damaged during the work, you can restore 
them using this channel mask. It is your safety net.

7. Preserve your background layer with the drawing.
a. Click on the pointer in the upper right corner of 
your Layers palette, select Duplicate Layer.
b. Hide your original background layer, and work 
only on the duplicate. You can make additional du-
plicate layers if you want to try different versions of 
the colors in your artwork.

8. Backup
a. Keep a duplicate of your scan and artwork on the 
classroom workstation, and on your home com-
puter.

Photograph tracing process
Digital Imaging, Lance Hidy, © 2007

Northern Essex Community College

1

Start with a photograph that has good 
detail—and if possible, expressive ges-
tures.

Open the Levels palette (⌘-L). Use the 
Output Levels slider to lighten shadows. 
You do this by moving the black pointer 
to the right, to a numeric value of rough-
ly 100, plus or minus 30. 

Next, open the Hue/Saturation palette 
(⌘-U). Click the Colorize option. Move 
the Hue slider to the middle value of 
180, and the Saturation slider to the 
middle value of 50. You can also move 
the Lightness slider to the right, to 
about +25.

Next, print this in color, making sure to 
select Scale to Fit. Also, choose vertical 
or horizontal, whichever matches your 
image.
Chose Save As (File Menu) (Shift-⌘-S). 
Add the word Blue to the file name be-
fore the period.

Tracing process in Photoshop
Lance Hidy

Prepare the 
photograph

Tracing

A few weeks before the start of the fall semester I was 
contacted by my college’s office for learning accommo-
dations. A case worker for a student with impaired vision 
asked me if it would be possible to enlarge the twelve-
point type size in my handouts to sixteen point. That is 
easy to do, so I agreed.

While I was working on it, I also decided to add illus-
trations, including screen captures of the software inter-
face that the students would be using during this very 
complicated assignment. With the larger type and the 
images the handout went from one page to four.

I was aware that my students were confused by this 
assignment, especially since it used techniques that I de-
veloped on my own, and which are not described in any 
textbook. I found that I had to allow for lab sessions for 
them to grasp it.

But with this new handout the students were able to 
get through the technical part it in two sessions, freeing 
up more time for the fun, creative part of the assignment.
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Readability crimes

read   

read read
WEak CoNtR ast COlOR StROke

Outline

tOO SMall

stRoNG shadoW

squishEd

  

Some slide design guidelines say not to use any type 
smaller than thirty point. I try to make the type much big-
ger if I can. 

It is safe to assume that some in the audience will 
have impaired vision or have difficulty reading for other 
reasons. Therefore, use the largest size type that you an 
without ruining the design. This is easier to do if you limit 
the number of words on the slide.

I usually stay in the range of 60 to 100 points, and 
sometimes go even bigger.

30 point type

60 point type

100 point type

Here is a quick summary of some of the other errors 
than can interfere with readability, starting with the two 
most common mistakes—type that is too small, and 
insufficient contrast between the type and the back-
ground.

The other readability “crimes” include compressing, 
or squishing, the letters, and adding styles such as drop 
shadows and strokes. Resist such temptations to alter the 
letters, and stick to the actual forms as they were created 
at the type foundry.
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Readability, as you have just seen, is the responsibility 
of the designer. 

Legibility is another matter entirely, being inherent in 
the design of a font. It is up to the designer to choose 
fonts that are legible.

Having to read text on computer screens has begun to 
change our ideas about legibility.

Legible Fonts

Tapered v. monoweight

The type designers and usability experts have deter-
mined that fonts with monoweight strokes are more leg-
ible on screens, and, as it turns out, in print too. 

The tapered strokes appeal to us partly because they 
are so familiar and traditional. They are a design trait 
that has survived from pre-Gutenberg days when scribes 
wrote text with edged pens or quills made from large 
goose feathers.

But, the challenge of reading text on screen has taught 
us that the physiology of our eyesight benefits from let-
ters with sturdy, monoweight strokes.
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Times 
Minion
Garamond
Utopia
Optima

Helvetica
Verdana
Myriad
Tuff 
Magma

Tapered v. monoweight

The tapered-stroke fonts on the left are considered by 
many of us to be more beautiful and elegant than those 
on the right. Times New Roman even stands out in some 
kinds of legibility tests simply because our eyes are so ac-
customed to reading it. 

But take away that familiarity, and the monoweights 
are more universally legible. That is why they are so com-
mon on computer interfaces, and increasingly in maga-
zines and books. The transition to monoweight fonts in 
books and magazines is further along in Europe than it is 
in the United States, but it is moving along at a relatively 
fast pace.

graphics
graphics
graphics
graphics

Magma

Times

Here is a simulation of the way some vision impairments 
affect what we see on the page. Because of astigmatism, I 
have been seeing double like this since childhood, espe-
cially when my eyes are tired. A page of text with contras-
ty letter strokes, like the Times example here, is so hard for 
me to read that sometimes I won’t even try—especially if 
the type size is small. As you see, the monoweight letters 
remain much more restful and legible even with the dou-
bling of vision.
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Magma

Times

Another advantage of monoweight letters is that they 
retain their essential form when lightly printed or copied, 
or seen with compromised vision. The thin hairline joins 
in Times start to disappear, causing the letters to break 
apart. Monoweight fonts are resistant to external condi-
tions that degrade the quality of printed text.

I need to pause for a moment to tell you about Sumner Stone. 
From 1984 to 1990 he was the director of type development at 
Adobe Systems in California. It was he who assembled the team 
of designers and engineers who have built Adobe into the most 
respected digital type foundry in the world.

Sumner invited me and five other traditional typographers to sit 
on his advisory board, to make sure the best traditions of the past 
were incorporated into the new technology. 

In 1990 he left to start the Stone Type Foundry on a farm in 
northern California. Combining his studies in paleography with in-
novations in type design, his foundry has become the most out-
standing small enterprise of its kind in the world.

[In the photo: Jack Stauffacher, Lance Hidy, Roger Black, Sum-
ner, and Stephen Harvard. Absent were Alvin Eisenman and Max 
Caflisch]

Adobe Type Advisory Board, 1987

Sumner 
Stone
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I have been keeping Sumner informed of the important 
work being done by our faculty, and of the support for visual 
communication coming from the administration. He wanted 
to come and see the place for himself. Here he is last fall talk-
ing to our graphic design students in the Tech Center.

I have told him that NECC could become a kind of pilot 
campus for bringing graphic design across the curriculum. 
His response was to offer us a large portion of his type library 
to put on all of our computers on both campuses for a total 
licensing fee of $XXX. In addition, employees and students 
would be allowed to download the fonts to their personal 
computers at no charge. Students can use the same fonts at 
home that they are using in our computer labs.

Cycles + Italic

Print + Italic
Arepo + Italic

Here are three of Sumner’s typeface families with serifs 
and tapered strokes.
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Stone Sans + Italic

Magma + Italic
Tuff + Italic

And these are three of the monoweight sans serifs. 
Magma and Tuff are equally successful for use on screens 
and in print.

All of these font families are being provided in a vari-
ety of weights, including nine weights of Magma.

 normal compact condensed

 halo bold LB&Co.  LB&Co. LB&Co.
 bold LB&Co.  LB&Co. LB&Co.
 halo semibold LB&Co. LB&Co. LB&Co.
 semibold LB&Co. LB&Co. LB&Co.
 halo normal LB&Co. LB&Co. LB&Co.
 normal  LB&Co. LB&Co. LB&Co.
 halo light LB&Co. LB&Co. LB&Co.
 light LB&Co. LB&Co. LB&Co.
 halo thin LB&Co.
 thin LB&Co.

Magma

Magma’s nine weights provide a rich palette for you to 
choose from when designing your slides
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Times
Here is a comparison of Times 
and Magma set with the same 
number of characters on a line.
Magma
Here is a comparison of Times 
and Magma set with the same 
number of characters on a line.

Times New Roman, considered by many to be among 
the most legible tapered-stroke fonts, is here compared 
with Magma. You can judge for yourself the relative leg-
ibility of these two designs.

Of course there are other factors that affect legibility.
Compressed fonts are harder to read, as are italics and all 

capitals. These have there uses, but should be avoided when 
setting longer texts.

The two-story a and g, as designer call them, are more 
legible than the single-story versions, which are too similar to 
other letters,. This slows down word-shape recognition.

And in the bottom line you see the Helvetica numbers on 
the left. When these were used for setting telephone books, 
the ensuing flood of misdialed numbers created a crisis—sim-
ply because the 3, 6, 8, and 9 were too much like each other. 
At small sizes, and badly printed on cheap paper, the num-
bers were often confused with each other. Hence, Helvetica 
is to be avoided if you use a lot of numbers.

legible or less legible?
legibility
LEGIBILITY
agbdpq or agbdpq?
3689 or 3689?

Legibility
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Amazon’s Kindle (Caecilia)

It is telling that the designers at Amazon chose a 
monoweight font, Caecelia, for its Kindle wireless read-
ing device. This font is a kind of hybrid, however, for it 
retains the little serifs at the ends of the strokes. Serifs are 
a feature that we normally associate with fonts having 
tapered strokes.

Ostensibly about designing presentations, the pre-
ceding slides are really about visual literacy. As images 
become more pervasive in our work, the definition of 
literacy will continue to expand to include multimedia. 
The division of labor between designers and writers will 
disintegrate, and we will increasingly need to learn both 
skills. This is already starting to happen, as we see every 
day.

Visual
Literacy
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Here is part of the cover of the Globe’s living section from 
the same week (April 6). These images are not so vital as 
in the previous example. However, they do help draw the 
curious reader into the text, using the robot to make the 
ordinary seem extraordinary. Isn’t this the same challenge 
that teachers face, as we try to make students curious?

These developments in journalism may help disarm the 
controversy over the proposal to combine graphic design, 
business, and journalism into an Arts, Business, and Tech-
nology Division here at NECC. While this arrangement is 
jarring to our sense of tradition, it is probably only a small 
taste of the shifting priorities that lie ahead as educators 
struggle to utilize to the new visual communication tools.

One profession where the boundary between verbal 
and visual communication is rapidly dissolving is newspa-
per journalism. 

Long a leader in art direction, the shrinking Boston 
Globe has stayed strong with its visual content—and it is 
truly content, not just decorative fluff. The information 
graphics in its special baseball section for opening day 
were masterful (April 4, 2010). Would you want to try to 
read an explanation of Ultimate Zone Rating, or UZR, that 
had no pictures? 
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A great benefit of digital media is that we can use it to 
tap into our student’s visual strengths, even to help them 
improve their writing skills. Rick Lizotte found that for his 
developmental students, composing Powerpoint presen-
tations with images and text together can be a stepping-
stone to being able to compose with words alone.

Furthermore, our student’s strengths in visual thinking 
which have frequently gone unappreciated, are now start-
ing to look more valuable and marketable in our digital, 
knowledge-based economy.

It is our responsibility to teach multimedia communica-
tion to our students—but first, we have to learn the skills 
ourselves.

This upsurge in visual communication has its critics. 
Sven Birkerts, a defender of print, blames the visually-rich 
digital multimedia for a decline in literacy. 

I would agree with Birkerts to the extent that we 
should never relax our efforts to teach reading and writ-
ing skills. Verbal skills are as important as ever. By adding 
images, we are simply making the words more effective to 
more people than they could ever be on their own.

Digital media have unleashed the latent power of visual 
thinking, a neglected human resource that we can now 
begin to exercise and develop in our students. Birkerts and 
the other critics should take some comfort in this.

Sven Birkerts
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1. Saint Thomas Receives the Virgin’s 
Girdle, about 1485. Unknown Italian 
(Liguria) artist. Painted and gilded wood

2. Armchair. Italian, 17th–18th century. 
Walnut and leather

3. Adam and Eve. In the style of Lucas 
Cranach the Elder (German, 1472–1553), 
16th or 17th century (?). Oil on wood

4. Bargueño (desk). Spanish, in the style 
of the 17th century. Gilded wood with iron 
plates 

5. Saint Bernardino. Italian (Tuscany), 
about 1475–1500. Painted terracotta 

6. Armchairs. Central Italian, about 1600. 
Walnut, with modern upholstery 

7. Virgin and Child. French, about 1350. 
Painted limestone 

8. Field of Flowers (Millefleurs), Flemish, 
early 16th century. Tapestry; wool and silk, 
assembled from many fragments

9. Altar of the Holy Kinship. German 
(Saxony), about 1510–20. Painted and 
gilded lindenwood

10. Credenza. French, about 1500. Oak.

11. Plaques from a Processional Cross. 
Italian (Venice), about 1300. Silver, with 
remains of gilding. On iron lectern, 
French, 13th or 14th century 

12. The Trinity with Saint Catherine and 
a Bishop Saint. German, about 1500. Wood

13. Carved Panel (front of a chest). French, 
15th century. Wood

14. Two Plates. French (with fleurs-de-lys) 
and German. Brass

15. Candlesticks. Italian, 16th century. 
Brass

16. Food Molds: Cat’s Head and Gourd. 
Unknown origin, 19th century. Copper

17. Liqueur Chest. Italian (Venice), 17th 
century. Leather and brass

18. Refectory Table. Italian, 16th century. 
Walnut

On the table: French and Italian 
boxes, made variously of wood and 
leather, iron, and lead; iron bolt; 
candle snuffer; door knocker; 17th 
century Indian casket of wood and 
mother-of-pearl; late-19th century 
cast-iron Iranian bull’s-head scepter; 
Sermons of Johann Nider, German, 
about 1476–78

19. Chairs. Central Italian, 16th–17th 
century. Walnut, with gilding 

20. Brazier. Italian (?), 19th century. Brass

21. Candle Stand. French, 14th century. 
Iron

Gothic room • north wall
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