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Document design
The Layout Process

Play with blocks.

Imagine your page is a box, waiting to be 
filled with pieces of content. Titles, 
headings, introductory lines, body text, pull-
quotes, images, captions, and even empty 
space are all blocks of content that can be 
used to fill your box.

Get started with a sketch.

This box-filled-with-blocks is basically a grid structure. 
Almost every published document, on or off line, is 
designed on a grid structure. (For more information on 
how grids organize visual information, check out the 
Visual Literacy: Grid tutorials.) 

Play around with your blocks by sketching out 
possible layouts on graph paper. First, make your grid. 
It’s usually 2, 3, or 4 columns wide.  Then, draw in 
boxes where your content will go. The edges, 
especially right and left edges, should be aligned with 
the edges of your columns. 

Gather materials.

The design of your document will be 
tailor fitted your content and what you 
want to say. Therefore, write a rough 
draft and select the images you want to 
use before worrying about a layout.



Rachel Elliott, University of Kentucky Writing Center

Set up your digital document.

When you’re ready to move to the 
computer, open a new document of  the 
desired page size. There’s an easy 
“cheat” you can use to get vertical 
guidelines: just pretend you’re typing 
your text in columns.

In MS Word:
Open MS word preferences, click view 
and make sure the text boundaries 
checkbox is checked. Then, click on the 
columns button at the top of the screen 
and select the number of columns.

In Mac Pages:
Click on the columns button (        ) in 
the format bar at the top of the screen, 
and select the number of columns. Then 
click view in the menu and select show 
layout.

Insert images and textboxes.

Type in some text just to get started. Then, 
insert your images and create textboxes. 

Textboxes are great for titles and captions, 
and they’re easy to resize and move. 
Textboxes can also be linked together so the 
words flow continuously from one to the 
next. 

In fact, you may find textboxes much easier 
to work with and decide to use textboxes for 
all your text. However, word processing 
programs start acting up if there’s no body 
text on the page. If you’re working with only 
textboxes and images and encounter 
problems, try filling pages with “text” by 
repeatedly hitting the return key. 

The “blocks in a box” in digital form. 
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