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One of the many tasks that teachers and 
sometimes students do almost daily, but 
have probably not received formal 
training in is designing handouts, or 
purinto (in Japanese) for our lessons.  
Over my four years at KUIS, it is most 
certainly not hyperbole to say that I 
have created, printed out, and had 
students read and write on hundreds of 
handouts (A quick look at my SOGO class 
lists at least 168 files, not including files 
contained in subfolders!).  How many 
handouts have you created thus far as a 
teacher?  Or if you are a student, how 
many handouts have you received even 
in just one day of your classes?  I have 
no doubt that many of you have 
surpassed, or will be approaching very 
soon, the “hundreds” mark!  
 While I was still in my first year at 
KUIS trying to arrange quality lessons for 
my students, frustration was a common 
emotion when I scanned the “shared 
folder” lessons.  Let’s just say the visual 
appeal of the materials in the Spring 
2005 Edition of the *shared folder* were 
less than motivating.  Courier Font and 
circa 1983 clipart – definitely blasts from 
the past, but not necessarily design 
elements that would visually engage 
Generation-Z Japanese students (unless 
they embraced the retro-look).
 Frustration begot a research idea 
which begot a meeting with research 
consu l tant Chr i s Cand l in wh ich 
eventually begot a full-fledged research 
project (can you tell I was a theology 
major?) and what follows are some of 
the findings and tips gleaned formally 
and informally from the project.  I have 
translated the findings and tips from the 
language of Acadamese to the common 
English vernacular for ease of decoding, 
oops, I mean understanding.

Findings:

1. Visual design of your handouts does 
affect students’ motivation.  
Students prefer to have fun, rather 
than being frustrated when they see 
your handouts:  positive feelings = 
higher motivation, negative feelings 
= lower motivation).  Which do your 
students experience more when they 
are handed their daily purinto?

2. Surprisingly, students prefer 
teacher-made handouts more than 
professionally-made textbooks.  
Despite the poor design of some of 
their teachers’ materials, they 
enjoyed the personal and customized 
feeling of their teacher’s touch!  This 
is good news for teachers who find 
they are spending precious work time 
perfecting their handouts` layout and 
design.

3. Design preferences are cultural and 
sub-cultural.  A freshman female 
student from Niigata who is about to 
join Step-in probably has different 
tastes than the average person in the 
same demographic from Lancaster 
County, Pennsylvania.

4.  “Usability” is more important to 
students (and probably the teacher) 
than simple design aesthetics.  Are 
the handouts easy to use?  Do the 
design of the text, images, and 
headings contribute to an enjoyable 
experience?  Teachers, ask yourself 
this question first. Later in class, ask 
the students!

Tips:

1. Copy well-known designed 
documents/textbooks/books.  Have 
a flip through some magazines whose 
designs you especially like.  
Download pdf’s from www.apple.com 
or websites of other companies well-
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known for design.  Note how they 
construct their documents.

2. Do not copy poorly-design 
documents and textbooks.  The ELT 
Textbook industry contributes very 
little to the world of Graphic Design - 
their offerings are not usually 
commendable sources for imitation.

 
3. Use lots of “real” photos.  The more 

personal and/or closer to the 
students’ world, the better.

4. Design “out of the box.”  Instead of 
putting the title of your lesson at the 
top of the page in 14-point bold 
Times New Roman font, try placing it 
in the center of the paper, or in the 
left margin and/or with a vertical 
orientation.  “Out of the box” means 
that you break from the norms of 
convention and experiment.  
Experimenting will likely lead to 
many a design blunder, but will also 
help you to develop an eye for 
“good” design.   

5. Use “white-space” effectively.  
“White-space” is actually one of your 
design elements.  Try increasing your 
margins by two or three times, and 
you will see noticeable impacts on 
your documents.  

6. Specific tip; Decrease the number 
of words per line of text.  
Newspapers average 5-7 words a line 
for ease of reading.  How is this 
accomplished?  By using multiple 
columns. 

7. Use “text boxes.”  On Microsoft 
Word, go to the “Insert” menu, and 
then “text box”.  Textboxes do not 
submit to your documents’ normal 
text and margin rules.  By putting 
some of your headings and 

subheadings into textboxes, you can 
drag your text around freely in order 
to create the visual design of your 
choice.

8. Instead of using plain text, use text 
of a lighter shade.  Like this.  Or 
this.  But maybe not this.  You will be 
astounded by the number of earth-
shattering designs you can create by 
merely changing a font’s shade (just 
click the Capital A located at the top 
right of the Microsoft Word console 
to access different shades)

9.
Change the background color of space 
behind your text.  This is another high-
yield design trick that creates all sorts of 
interesting effects.  To accomplish this, 
highlight your text, and select “Borders 
and Shading” located under the 
“Format” menu in Microsoft Word - the 
“shaded” tab is where you can click on 
your desired background shade.

10.A very good idea: Use professional 
designers at KUIS.  If your materials 
are connected very directly to KUIS 
and you have some financial support, 
you may consider sending your 
completed materials to the 
professional designers (contingent 
upon their busy schedule) on campus 
and have them transform your 
ordinary handouts into a thing of 
beauty.

Applying the above findings and tips may 
seem like a time-consuming proposition, 
but by just experimenting and trying 
new designs each time you have to make 
a new handout, you will find that after a 
semester or year, your handouts will 
possess that impressive sheen of 
“professionalism” or even “innovation.”  
Your readers will thank you for it!
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