
newhouse | visual communications

VIS 527.1 Field notes assigned 1/15 | due on blog by 5 pm on monday | spring 2019 | 15 points total | page    of 31

The gist and requirements
To expand on what you’re learning in class, you will keep field notes (on the course blog) 
as you explore a single publication and really pay attention to its design strategies and 
techniques. Over the next 10 weeks, you will study and present examples of various design 
approaches and solutions and critically analyze their use and effectiveness. Think of this 
as an opportunity to enlighten your classmates as well as yourself. My hope is that you all 
will benefit from one another’s posts. Make note of what works and what doesn’t, eyeing the 
details. Very few publications are beyond reproach, so I expect you to discuss successes and 
failures. And I expect smart, thorough, well-written entries.
Each post must consist of ...

1) A written analysis: Give me your take on why and how the approach, choice or 
element works or doesn’t. I am looking for ANALYSIS, not description; I can get that 
from the example. You may refer to elements of the design in your assessment. 
2) At least one example per element/choice/approach you discuss. This is 
critical. I need to be looking at what you are discussing, so intersperse the examples 
throughout the post, at a decent size, abutting them against their corresponding text. 
Do not merely link to an example; instead, embed an image in the post. You may shoot a 
picture or capture a screen grab. If you need technical help, see me during office hours.

Weekly topics are to be completed for the following week, so we may use your findings to 
supplement our class discussion. You will not yet have heard my lecture on the topic. This is 
intentional. Do your own digging if you need to. The beauty of the field notes is that it’s an 
exercise in discovery.
Your field notes entries combined will count for 15% of your final grade.

The mechanics
I’m not interested in long-winded dissertations. I’m looking for smart and insightful, 
efficiently written. That said, if your entries amount to only a few lines or a short paragraph, 
chances are you’ve missed something, probably a lot. Give me concise but thorough 
analysis. Word count is less important than insight, so instead of counting words, focus on 
making every word count.
Avoid “I like it because” and “I don’t like it because” because these types of phrases can become 
a slippery slope. The bottom line in any critique is less about aesthetic preference and more 
about appropriate design choices and successful solutions. It’s better to stick to “this works 
because” and “this doesn’t work because.” And remember to apply what you’ve learned in class, 
as I’ll be looking to see whether you’re picking up the concepts and vocabulary. 
As for the examples themselves, it’s important that you zoom in on the element while still 
including as much of the overall design as necessary for context. 

Questions to get you started 
What specific elements and techniques are at play here?
Why use this format? 
Does this help me understand the information? 
Is this element confusing? Distracting? A waste of time?
Is there a better approach?
How does this affect my perception of the subject? Does it make me care?
What elements in the design promote and enhance the content?
What information or idea(s) is this trying to convey? 
Who is the intended audience?

Assessment criteria
• Adherence to guidelines and 
requirements
• Quality, depth and thorough-
ness of analysis
• Application of concepts 
learned
• Quality of writing
• Quality of examples
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Does this evoke an emotional response? What elements contribute to that feeling?
How does typographic use contribute to the success or failure of this solution?
How does the use of color contribute to the success or failure of this solution?
How does placement contribute to the success or failure of this solution?
How does sizing contribute to the success or failure of this solution?
How does image use contribute to the success or failure of this solution?
How does contrast contribute to the success or failure of this solution?
How does this element affect the hierarchy and organization of the page/feature?
Can this element/design be further simplified?
What about this element drew me to it? What repelled me?

Week 1—Space (assigned 1/17; due 1/21 by 5 p.m.) 
Format: Your discussion and analysis should include the publication’s format (magazine, 
newspaper or book), its physical dimensions, its frequency, and the average page count—but 
also why you think those choices were made and whether they are appropriate and successful.
Grid: Your analysis and discussion should include margin size (all four sides), number and 
width of columns of text (this might vary, so be thorough), and the width of gutters. Your goal 
should be to get exact measurements in picas or inches. You might have to dig around the 
internet, or measure it yourself (I have a pica pole you can use), or call up their design depart-
ment and ask. (I find that if you’re polite and respectful of their time—especially deadlines—
most people are happy to answer a few questions if they know it’s for a class. You might also 
ask if it’s all right to call again in case you have more questions later in the semester.)
Layout and white space: You’ll be learning a lot more about layout later in the semester, but 
for now your discussion should focus on an average story/photo count per page or pages per 
story, depending on the situation. Also discuss any noteworthy use of white space. 

Week 2—Organization (assigned 1/24; due 1/28 by 5 p.m.) 
Cover: For this entry, look at three or four recent issues/books and study the cover. Your 
analysis should include at least the following: 

• The function/purpose of the front page/cover
• The type of images used (and whether there’s a pattern/style) and the role they play
• The nameplate and folio particulars and placement
• The number of inside stories represented in the form of coverlines (text)
• How information is organized and prioritized (hierachy among elements)
• How consistency is maintained from issue to issue
• The tone/attitude of the cover/front page and message that sends about content

TOC/index: Your analysis should include a discussion of the layout (including number of 
pages and image use), as well as the structure of the various promos and how many there are.
Departments/sections: Your discussion should include a list of departments/sections and 
regular features as well as where they appear in the publication; additionally, discuss and 
show examples of labeling and markers. (How does the reader know in which section they 
are?)

Week 3—None assigned 

Week 4—Typography (assigned 2/7; due 2/11 by 5 p.m.) 
Because typography is used to organize and provide visual cues (and clues), its use  should 
be decipherable, especially by someone making an intentional effort. This week explore your 
publication’s typographic use. Your goal is to find out which typefaces they use regularly. Your 
discussion should include the kind of typeface(s) they use for body copy, headlines, cutlines, 
display text, etc. Also look for patterns and reverse-engineer the publication’s system for 
using type. What face does it use when? What about size? Style? What typographic guidelines 
are evident? Please also analyze less tangible factors and effects—what qualities does the 
typeface suggest? What perceived meaning does it add? How does it affect reader perception?
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Week 4—Language (assigned 2/7; due 2/11 by 5 p.m.) 
Explore how language and word use play into the personality of your publication. How does it 
affect the content, design and reader experience of your publication? Pay close attention. How 
are words used outside body copy? What do language and writing style add to the overall 
experience? This is not an exploration of typography, rather language and how it’s used. Do 
not use terms such as “serif” or “sans,” or “italic” or “bold,” or refer to case or type families. 
Instead, cover things such as:

• The name of the magazine. What attributes/tone does it convey? Is it successful?
• Types of headlines used. Long and winding? Mostly hammers? Summaries always? 

Decks or no decks? Subheads? Etc. Also discuss tone of voice.  
• Pull quotes. Are they used? Is there a particular style to them? Always attributed?  

Never? Self-explanatory or flirtatious?
• Cutlines and captions. Length? Content? Does it differ from that in written story?)
• Labels. Do they use them? How and when? Are they cheeky or straightforward?
• Bylines and credit lines. What’s the actual phraseology and is it the best approach?
• Promos and refers. Are they conversational or more “newsy”? Long or short?
• Section/department/feature names. Straightforward? Generic? Creative?

Week 5—None assigned 

Week 6—Furniture (assigned 2/21; due 2/25 by 5 p.m.) 
Go on a hunt to find all the formatted elements your publication uses. Some designers call 
this “the furniture.” I am not referring to sections or stories, rather the templated elements 
regularly used in each issue/chapter/page to help present the content or provide navigational 
markers. The more you find, the better. Define each term, include at least one critical observa-
tion about the publication’s approach to that element, and provide an example. 

Week 7—None assigned 

Week 8—Images (assigned 3/7; due 3/18 by 5 p.m.) 
This week, explore and evaluate your publication’s use of images. Pay close attention to two 
things: the images themselves (content, style) and how they are used on the pages. Discuss 
such things as type of image (illustration, graphic, photo), frequency, size, content, color. Pay 
close attention to patterns such as whether in photographs the subjects are in active or pas-
sive mode, and whether pictures tend to be wide, medium or tight (up-close) shots. Also take 
note of shape—are they rectangles or silhouetted or cropped into circles, etc.? Are photos 
superimposed onto one another? Is type placed directly on images? Are multiple photos used 
for a single story? Does every story use an image? 
In the case of illustrations, what artistic style are they? Is that style consistent over time and 
space? How often and when are illustrations used? In the case of graphics, discuss frequency 
and size and consistency of style. And, as usual, discuss any additional observations and your 
critical analysis of image use by the publication.

Week 9—None assigned 

Week 10—Color (assigned 3/28; due 4/1 by 5 p.m.)
Explore your publication’s use of color. One of your goals is to get your hands on a PDF of 
their actual color palette/guidelines. As usual, don’t just tell me that they use various colors 
and where, but also discuss why. Analyze and look for patterns. Like typography, color 
is used to organize material and provide visual cues (and clues) for the reader, and its use 
should be decipherable. Reverse-engineer their system. Address specific techniques/strate-
gies/approaches used, and why the overall effect works or doesn’t. Also consider and address 
the overall and cumulative effects and how color use affects hierarchy/organization, mood/
personality and content. What do they use for body copy, headlines, cutlines, display text, 
etc.? And don’t forget to consider photographs. The last component of this week’s entries is to 
analyze less tangible factors and effects—what qualities does its color use bring to the 
table? What perceived meaning does it add, and how does it affect reader perception?

Notes


