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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the higher education system, the textbook is one of the most crucial educational media and
resources. Its design and production require careful consideration of various aspects, one of the most
significant being graphic design. Graphics play a substantial role in facilitating the understanding of
textual and written educational materials. The effective use of graphic elements in textbook design can
significantly enhance their effectiveness, efficiency, and ability to engage students with the content. The
importance of visuals stems from the major role that the sense of sight plays in human learning.
Depending on the learner's knowledge level and the complexity of the material, the use of images and
graphic elements can be instrumental in representing abstract textual concepts, helping learners to
complement their understanding.

This study addresses a critical gap in the Iranian higher education system, where the graphic
quality of officially recommended textbooks, particularly in the humanities, is often
inadequate. While some publishers maintain standards in editing and layout, there is a
consistent need for improved graphic design and more appropriate use of graphic illustrations.
This research, therefore, aims to establish a comprehensive set of evidence-based principles
and guidelines specifically for the graphic design of university textbooks, providing a practical
framework for publishers and designers to enhance the pedagogical quality and aesthetic
appeal of these essential learning resources.

Research Methodology

This research employed a qualitative design, utilizing inductive qualitative content analysis to identify
and extract the core principles and specific guidelines for university textbook graphic design. The
research population consisted of all relevant scholarly works, including research articles, books, and
theses, published in Iranian and international databases and libraries.

A purposive sampling method was used, through which 37 highly relevant sources were selected for
in-depth analysis. The data collection and analysis process involved several stages. First, a comprehensive
review of literature related to graphic design in educational materials was conducted. From this initial
review, four established principles of visual design—Graphic Harmony and Unity, Graphic Contrast,

Graphic Emphasis, and Graphic Balance—were identified based on a consensus in the existing literature.
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Subsequently, inductive qualitative content analysis was applied to the collected sources to extract
further principles and, more importantly, the specific, actionable guidelines for textbook design. This
process led to the emergence of three additional principles: Graphic Legibility, Graphic Proximity, and
Graphic Alignment. Through systematic coding and categorization of the data, a total of 7 overarching
graphic design principles, 21 general design guidelines, and 100 specific guidelines for university
textbooks were derived. The validity and reliability of the research method and findings were confirmed
through review and verification by two experts in instructional design and materials production.

Key Findings

The analysis resulted in a comprehensive framework comprising seven core principles, each with a set
of specific guidelines tailored for university textbook design.

Graphic Proximity: This principle, rooted in Gestalt psychology, states that the human mind perceives
elements close to each other as related. The guidelines emphasize placing related text and images (e.g., a
diagram and its caption) close together spatially. This reduces extraneous cognitive load by eliminating
the need for learners to search for connected information, facilitating the simultaneous processing of
words and graphics in working memory, and leading to a more coherent mental model.

Graphic Balance: This refers to the distribution of visual weight within a page. A well-balanced
composition creates a sense of stability and visual comfort. Guidelines address achieving both formal
(symmetrical) and informal (asymmetrical) balance by carefully arranging text, images, and white space
around a central axis. This prevents visual distraction and creates a pleasing, organized layout that
enhances the reader's focus.

Graphic Harmony and Unity: This principle ensures that all design elements interact to form a
coherent and orderly whole. Guidelines focus on creating consistency throughout the textbook by
repeating design elements such as color schemes, graphic styles, iconography, and typographic choices
(fonts, sizes, highlighting styles). This repetition signals related content and reinforces the material's
structure, making the textbook feel like a single, integrated work rather than a collection of disjointed
parts.

Graphic Contrast: Used to create visual interest and establish a hierarchy, contrast highlights
differences between elements. Guidelines involve using significant differences in color, size, shape, and
typographic style (e.g., bold, italics) to make key terms, headings, or important concepts stand out.
Effective contrast draws the reader's attention to the most critical information and makes the content more

dynamic and easier to scan.
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Graphic Emphasis: This principle focuses on making the most important elements in the content
prominent. Guidelines include techniques for highlighting key information, such as grouping related
items, isolating critical elements, or using visual cues like color and design consistently across the book.
This is particularly important as readers often engage with textbooks selectively, and emphasis helps
guide their attention to essential concepts.

Graphic Legibility: This concerns the clarity and ease with which text and visual information can be
perceived. The guidelines are extensive and cover the technical execution of the message, including
typographic choices (appropriate font type, size, and spacing), effective use of white space, paragraph
indentation, line length, and color contrast between text and background. High legibility reduces eye
strain, increases reading speed, and improves overall comprehension.

Graphic Alignment: This principle involves arranging elements along a common axis to create order
and organization. The key guideline is the use of an underlying grid system—a structure of vertical and
horizontal lines—to align text, images, and headings consistently. This creates a clean, structured, and
professional appearance, improves readability, and helps readers intuitively follow the flow of
information on the page.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study successfully developed a comprehensive framework of seven principles and 100 specific
guidelines for the graphic design of university textbooks. The findings underscore that graphic design is
not merely a decorative add-on but a crucial pedagogical tool that interacts directly with cognitive and
motivational processes.

The principles of Proximity, Balance, and Alignment work in tandem to reduce extraneous cognitive
load, organize information logically, and create a visually stable environment that promotes focus. The
principles of Harmony and Contrast help to structure the content, signaling relationships between ideas
and drawing attention to key concepts, thereby facilitating the construction of a coherent mental model.
Emphasis guides the learner's attention strategically, while Legibility ensures that the basic act of reading
is as effortless as possible, freeing up cognitive resources for deeper comprehension.

The application of these evidence-based principles and guidelines can significantly improve the
quality of university textbooks. By enhancing visual appeal, structuring content effectively, and aligning
design with how people learn, well-designed textbooks can increase student motivation, improve reading
comprehension, and ultimately lead to better learning outcomes. This research provides a vital, practical

resource for textbook authors, designers, and publishers in Iran and beyond, advocating for a more
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scientific and learner-centered approach to the creation of educational materials. It represents a significant
step towards recognizing graphic design as an integral component of instructional quality, rather than an

afterthought.
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