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The Word Processor is just as much a working tool as a chisel or screwdriver.  IT may be more sophisticated but it will still only do as much as you make it do and the quality of its output depends on the skill of the person operating it.

Just as a joiner wouldn’t go near his workbench until he had made up his mind whether he was making a table or a cake-stand, so it is necessary to decide before you go near the keyboard what sort of document you are producing.  What is its function and above all, how is the reader going to use it?

Practical Considerations
Is it something that needs to be pocketsize?
Is it likely to be used by people with poor eyesight or in low lighting conditions?
Is the information important but in fact only going to be referred to rarely as in the case of some legal documents?
How many copies are needed?  The more you print the lower the cost of each copy but a long run makes the cost of paper more significant.
How is it going to be bound?
Will it need frequent updating and will anyone bother to do so if you allow for the possibility?

The questions are usually much the same.  It is the variety of answers which drives the design and makes it necessary for one printed document to look different from another.

However, ask yourself:  What is the document intended for?  How is the reader going to use it?

Fiction
Fiction will probably be a leisurely read and if not compulsive almost certainly voluntary.  The design therefore can be passive and congenial, not coming between the author and the reader.  Everything depends on legibility and comfortable reading.

Non Fiction
Non fiction may also call for sustained reading but it may not be voluntary – it may be a chore with the reader’s motivation much lower than for fiction.  The very simple style suited to fiction may be a bit boring in these circumstances.  Variations on the layout will help to make the text more digestible and give interest to the page.

Subheadings
Subheadings will break up the text into management pieces and act as signposts which help readers to find their way about.  For more information please see page 4.

Space and margins
The use of more than one column with the dynamic use of space and margins can make the document must more interesting to the eye.

Different type styles
The introduction of different type styles and size, possibly using boxes for information that is less important. For additional assistance, with type size, plrer fer to the section in this document titled Choosing a Type size.

Illustrations
Charts, diagrams and pictures can be used to enliven the text.

Documents containing short passages for information or entertainment

These types of documents are probably read intermittently, sometimes on the move.  Newspapers, magazines and house journals are obvious examples.  Much of the information acquired in this intermittent way.  It allows the reader to assimilate information in relatively short pieces.  At the same time it gives the editor/designer the opportunity to emphasise what he considers to be the most important facts.

The layout has to be more active.  The shorter passages of text permit narrow columns.  Typefaces can be varied.  Boxes, rules and tint panel can all help.  Don’t overdo it, keep a balance between variety and confusion.

Again, illustration is important as it the use of white space.  Space in a layout is like rests in music.  If everything is crowded one upon another you get a graphic cacophony.

Reference material that the readers wants or needs
The text here is usually a short read after finding a reference. Parts lists, dictionaries, encyclopaedias and timetables are good examples.  In every case the reader is likely to be well motivated.

The first requirement is easy access to a key word or number usually followed by a short text or other information block.  Key words have to be emphasises – usually in bold – other devices such as running heads can be used to guide the reader.

Some documents in this group will have special problems such as cross references and footnotes.  The nature of the text too may demand a different pace, for say, an encyclopaedia compared with a dictionary.

Information that the reader has to read
These documents may be read reluctantly or under compulsion.  A great many documents come into this category.  If your potential readership has little motivation or even positive resistance you may have to call on specialist skills.

The cover design will be important.  Readers will have to be persuaded to open it and then go on reading.  Inside the document emphasis will be vital to get important points across.  Subheading hierarchies should be simple.  Useful devices will be colour, arrows, blobs, rules and tine panels.

For mandatory information the message should be kept short, the layout clear, the style consistent and the presentation confident.

Step-by-step participatory text
These documents are often followed by a reader when under pressure to achieve something.  For example, instruction manuals or forms.  It will be important to separate “instruction” from “ comment” by varying both the type and the layout.  Like information will have to be grouped together or identified in some other way.  If a form needs filling in my hand, leave enough space for each entry.  A clear and simple layout to a form gives confidents to the person filling it in.

Selecting a Typeface
The style of a typeface can greatly affect the appearance of a document.  The bewildering array of typefaces available can make the choice seem very complicated.  For most users the choice is limited by what is available on their machines but there are still some decisions to be made.  For further information on the history of type design click here.

Very broadly there are four basic features which are fundamental to the character of a typeface:

1	Whether or not it has finishing stokes (serifs) at the end of the stems, arms and tails of the letters.  Typefaces without finishing strokes are often known as sans-serif.
2	The form of the serifs if it has them
3.	The amount of change from thick to think in the strokes of the letter and the abruptness of that change.
4	The stress of the heavy part of the letter from vertical to oblique.

These are partially subjective judgements.  As a general guide the layout and use of space can be just as important to the clarity and understanding as the use of a particular typeface.
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Traditionally type sizes and all typographical specifications have been measured in “points”.  This is part of printing terminology which as been carried over into the technology of the personal computer.  Originally the point size referred to the size of the type “body” that is the depth of the piece of type metal on which the “face” o the type was fitted.  So the size of the printed “face” depends on its proportion on the “body”.

The Point System
There are two point systems in use in the printing industry.  The British American point system and the Didot system.  The Didot system is used almost exclusively in continental Europe.  Personal computers approximate to the British American system.  The units of measure are:

The point, the end (half the square of the body size) and the em (the square of the body size).

The users of measurement used in personal computer are based on the 12 point body or pica em, ie, 12 points = 1 pica (or em).

So a column 15 picas wide will contain 180 points.  A column fifteen and a half picas wide is specified as 15 picas and 6 points.
Good typesetting Practice
The principles of good typesetting are as important to satisfactory  word processor output as to commercial printing.  The techniques may change but the human eye does not and neither do the qualities that make for good readable typesetting.

We read characters groups together in words, which are in turn assembled in lines.  For clarity it is important that these groups be well defined.  So the space between characters should be less than that between the words and than between the lines great than that between the words.  Otherwise the words will run into one another or, if the interline space is too small, the eye will tend to drop down from one line to the next.

Widows
A “widow” is a short line – the end of a paragraph – appearing at the top of a page.  They make a very uneven start to a page or column and it is worth using the Widow and Orphan feature to avoid this from happening.

Text Alignment
There is no evidence to suggest that left aligned text is any more or less readable than justified text.  Apart from the practical considerations of word spacing in narrow columns the choice of whether or not to justify is a matter of personal preference.  However, justified text can look very ponderous, and if the word spacing gets too wide, hyphenation can be difficult.
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The size and weight of a main heading or chapter title will depend on the range or hierarchy of subsequent headings it has to support.  For instance in a novel the chapter title need be very little bigger than the text and still perform its function as a title.  The designer may of course choose to make it much bigger but that is a matter of taste rather than function.

If the text is divided by subheadings then the main title should be bigger and/or bolder that the strongest subheading.

Subheadings can perform two functions.  They can serve to break up a long text and make it seem less forbidding and they can make clear the relationship of one piece of text to another.

Before selecting a subheading decide how many levels of subheading you need.  Most documents can be managed with a maximum of three.  Too many levels of heading with too subtle a difference between each will be lost on the reader and cause confusion.

Using Emphasis
Emphasis is defined as “Stress laid on word(s) to indicate special significance”.  The choice of whatis significant is an editorial rather than a design decision but it is important to remember that if emphasis is sprayed about indiscriminately then nothing will seem important.

Bold
Bold is the easiest and most effective means of giving emphasis but it may confuse with or limit the variety of bold subheadings.

Italic
Italic will change the pace sufficiently and be less insistent than bold but it may already be designated for foreign or scientific words.

Capitals
Capitals give very strong emphasis so they should be used only if a few individual words need emphasis.

Underlining
Underlining is a clumsy hangover from the typewriter and should be used only if nothing better is available.  It can also cause confusion in copy preparation as underlining is the conventional sign that a word should be printed in italic.

Letter spacing
This is not very effective.  It makes for a very uneven page and breaks the flow of text.  

Whatever emphasis device is used, it must be carried through consistently otherwise the reader will be confused.



For further information on Document Design and Typography, please visit:  http://www.hcirn.com/tutor/docs/index.php 
