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This editorial introduces Visible Language’s Volume 59 Yearbook. What is a “yearbook” 
for an academic journal? Instead of stopping at a straightforward explanation of how we 
decided to print a compilation of the three issues instead of printing them individually, 
I can do something more valuable. It turns out that the full answer touches upon trends 
in academic publishing that are helpful to reflect upon. 

1.	Open Access and Predatory Publishers

When then sole editor of Visible Language Mike Zender began contacting colleagues in 
2023 to discuss the possibility of expanding the editorship into a  multiple-institution 
consortium (Figure 1), he was interested in sustainability for the journal, but also in 
extending its availability to readers. The latter ultimately led to the diamond open 
access model we operate under now, in which neither readers nor authors incur costs. 
Open access has a historical relationship with predatory publishing — though it is 
a short history. It is crucial that design scholars are aware of predatory publishing 
practices to protect themselves. 

In short, predatory publishers take advantage of scholars’ incentives to publish. These 
publishers leverage those incentives to profit financially, with little to no concern for 
the quality of research and scholarship (Beall, 2012a,b, 2015; Burton, n.d.; Krawczyk & 
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Figure 1. Visible Language governance and structure as of December 2025. The editorial consortium 
consists of three institutions: the 2025 “host” institution, University of Leeds, UK (“Leeds”); the Univer-
sity of Cincinnati, USA (“Cincinnati”); and North Carolina State University, USA (“NC State”). 
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Kulczycki, 2021; Think. Check. Submit., n.d.). Here I address how predatory publishing 
is defined before I explain how the internet led to this situation, how money is inex
tricable within the environment in which predatory publishing becomes viable, and 
how this has led to the degradation of quality in academic publishing. All of this is 
related to open access. 

The definition of predatory publishing. Academic librarian Jeffrey Beall is famous for 
discussing predatory publishing and providing a growing list of predatory publishers 
on his since-abandoned blog (Beall, 2012a). And in Nature, he described the “corruption 
of a great idea” in open access: after “early experiments with open-access publishing 
[…] came predatory publishers, which publish counterfeit journals to exploit the 
 open-access model in which the author pays” (Beall, 2012b). Krawczyk and Kulczycki 
(2021) provide an extensive account of how predatory publishing is typically discussed, 
and note that it is unfortunate that open access and predatory publishing have been 
conflated. Open access, after all, is a good thing.

Criteria are available for identifying predatory publishers (e.g., Beall, 2015), but it 
should be noted that any criteria aim at a moving target. These publishers are contin-
ually working to counteract efforts to interfere with their profitable enterprise. And 
plenty of publishers manage to skirt the full label of predatory by not checking too many 
boxes (see Friedman, 2017, for a design-specific discussion of the margins of predatory 
publishing). 

The influence of the internet. I see predatory publishing as having emerged directly from 
the internet, though my argument is not necessarily Beall’s. Before the World Wide Web 
was broadly adopted, academic journals had no means of production beyond printing, 
an arduous and expensive process. And what we now call snail mail was necessary for 
peer review and editorial procedures. As of 1968, our journal’s instructions for authors 
included: “Three copies of the manuscript are required: an original on good bond paper 
plus two other copies, either carbons or mimeographed or Xeroxed copies” (Wrolstad, 
1968, p. 79). This is just a hint of the labors we now take for granted with access and 
automation. Once the internet was fully popularized and readers increasingly accessed 
scholarship through digital means, it became possible to offer an academic journal with 
no  printing associated costs whatsoever. 

The underlying money factor. When producing a journal had to involve printing, it had 
to be more exclusive. And this tended to ensure a baseline of quality — more on that 
in a moment. The cost of academic publishing has traditionally been covered through 
expensive subscriptions, which individual scholars (as readers) can pay but that are 
usually shouldered by universities to give their pool of scholars access. When printing 
became optional, open access was readily achievable. But this created an avenue for 
profit. For scholars to benefit from their research results becoming more accessible 
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than ever before, publishers began asking them to cover production costs — and there 
are significant production costs to academic journals even beyond printing. This is a 
common model for open access (of the non-diamond variety): the financial burden 
shifts from the reader to the author. I imagine many students begin with an assumption 
that we scholars are paid for our writing. It must be a shock to learn that it can be the 
reverse.

Once academic publishing was fully transformed by the internet, even legitimate 
publishing had the potential for high profitability, and this potential led to the emergence 
of illegitimate and predatory publishers. Acceptance of a manuscript in a predatory 
journal is followed by a bill in the form of an article processing charge (APC) to the 
author for the equivalent of thousands of US dollars. Often, this is not clearly outlined 
on the journal’s website, and furthermore the journal may pressure the author — if 
only seemingly legally — by rapidly publishing the article, thus making payment appear 
necessary for services already rendered. (An aside: author fees do not alone implicate 
predation, and there is nothing wrong with legitimate journals offering optional open 
access fees for authors eager to remove the reader’s pay wall in front of their writing.) 

The degradation of quality. Unlike printing costs, the effort costs of academic publishing 
are often elective — predatory publishers can simply skip steps to reduce their effort. 
Skipping steps makes it possible to publish a significantly higher count of articles. 
There are many, many scholars globally who have been incentivized to produce quanti-
ties of publications. Quantity is easier to evaluate than quality in performance reviews 
of scholars, after all.  

In practice, predatory publishers will publish nearly anything, and will often utilize a 
perfunctory form of peer review, where even when reviewers recommend rejection, 
a manuscript is accepted. Predatory publishers are typified by unnaturally quick 
turnaround on peer review, acceptance, and publication. This has created a new, 
unrealistic standard for the publication cycle. They also do little of the editorial work 
normally required of high-quality publication. 

Inexperienced academics may actually ask why the quality of a journal really matters. 
Is it not the article’s quality that matters? I do not understand this position. Respected 
journals do hard work to vet manuscripts and ensure that published scholarship is 
of high quality and makes a contribution to knowledge. As any good peer reviewer 
knows, conducting a rigorous peer review on a manuscript is far more effortful and 
time-consuming than reading a published article in a trusted journal. Peer review is so 
important in scholarship and in the assessment and refinement of scholarly produc-
tion. We should be hesitant to bypass it, and even to cite scholarship that has not been 
properly reviewed and revised — be it in a predatory journal and thus not rigorously 
reviewed, or on a pre-print server and thus not yet reviewed. 
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Sadly, a natural outcome of the prevalence of predatory publishing — as well as 
borderline or illegitimate but not quite predatory publishing — is a flood of low-quality 
 scholarship that is poisoning academic discourse. It is effectively more challenging now 
to source actual disciplinary knowledge. I am not certain if this is worse for emerging 
scholars who are coming up in this environment from the start, because some of the 
first scholarship they engage with is poor but superficially appears legitimate; or if it 
is worse for established scholars who developed their scholarly engagement patterns 
when it was not necessary to take as skeptical a position as they should now. 

The opening question. So, what is a yearbook for an academic journal? For Visible 
Language, this yearbook is an alternative printed format to access its published scholar-
ship, and it rests on an ethical publication model. We have decided, at least for now, to 
continue providing interested subscribers — notably including university libraries — 
with printed copies of Visible Language for continuity of their physical collections. (One 
special thing about Visible Language that has surely attracted authors is its willingness 
and eagerness to publish so much rich imagery. Figure 2 compiles the figures from 
the four non-column articles in Number 2 of this volume, pages 109–217, to make this 
tangible. And once you have a richness of figures, a printed copy in a library collection 
permits more careful consideration of them.) 

There is a cost related to production, but we are not profiting from it. Because articles 
are available in digital format for free, we consider that format to be primary. As such, 
the articles compiled in this Volume 59 Yearbook, from Numbers 1–3, are unchanged 
from their original release, with headers reflecting their respective issues (e.g., Vol. 59, 
No. 1), not the yearbook (displayed as Vol. 59, No. 0 for this editorial).  

We have managed to make Visible Language, outside of the printed yearbook itself, 
diamond open access through material support from our three institutions. This is 
the opposite of a profitable enterprise. There are, after all, irreducible costs. We hope 
that more journals are able to accomplish this, to make the scholarship they feature 
available to anyone with an internet connection, at no additional cost to them.

2.	 A Deviation: Plagiarism and Citation Format

This yearbook, as it includes the volume’s three issues, is a locus of editorial consortium 
discussions. As editors who are also typographers, there has been plenty of discus-
sion of small details that could be considered mundane. Other discussions are more 
impactful, like how quickly generative AI, and especially LLM technology, is changing 
views of writing before we can even collect our thoughts on it. 

In such cases, it is important to reflect on otherwise unstated reasons that underlie 
rote practices. What does it mean to cite a publication? At one point in time, this would 
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Figure 1. Front cover designs for the Murty Classical Library of India (MCLI) titles published 2015–2025.

VISIBLE LANGUAGE 2025 VOL. 59 NO. 2 112

contexts. This is particularly critical when establishing an equity and multiplicity in 
knowledge production in design research and practice. 

To turn our attention to knowledge production in India, there has been coverage in 
media of “alternative facts” but as anyone from an oppressed or colonized society will 
note, alternative facts have existed as long as we have been writing history. This is 
often the basis of colonization (i.e., to present reality in a manner which suits one’s 
own power, needs and contexts). One only needs to look at T.B. Macaulay, the British 
historian who oversaw introducing English concepts to education in India. When 
presenting on his findings, Macaulay (1835) dismissed Indian knowledge based on 
its difference. He refers to Indian history, astronomy, medicine, and religion as false, 
thereby dismissing hundreds of years of knowledge. Such an approach becomes critical 
and dangerous when employed by media platforms which are owned by and deployed 
for political gain all intent on a consistent “othering” of marginalized groups to achieve 
their purpose.

The colonial legacy is a painful legacy. Trivedi (2008) illustrates an example of how 
Indian knowledge was colonized using the Hortus Malabaricus (“Garden of Malabar”), 
a comprehensive treatise that documents the properties of the flora of the Western 
Ghats, a mountain range in India that crosses the states of Goa, Gujarat, Karnataka, 
Kerala, Maharashtra, and Tamil Nadu. Written in Latin and compiled over 30 years, the 
series was conceived by Hendrik van Rheede who was then Governor of Dutch Malabar 
and contains pen-and-ink-wash drawings of some 720 species which are accompanied 
by a detailed description in Latin. Apart from Latin, the plant names are included in 
Malayalam, Konkani, Urdu, and English. What is deeply troubling about this text is 
that whilst it was collated and compiled by “natives” as they are referred to — Indian 
experts in the field — it was available only in Latin until the 21st century. This text 

Figure 3. Cover design for Centre Pompidou and Tara 
Books’ Liberté (2024).

Figure 2. Cover design for Tara Books’ In the Land of 
Punctuation (2017).
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concrete, sound poetry, and nonsense verse. The research established visual examples 
of associative typography, wherein typography is concerned with the meaning and 
interpretation of the text and representing it using visual, verbal, and spatial aspects 
of typography.

Research through design practice methods were employed, using systematic analysis, 
typographic classification, iterative design, parallel prototyping and evaluation by 
expert editors and readers, often 4–5 per book. The design process functioned as a 
reflective research activity to enhance design practice through the examination of the 
tools and processes of design making, the critical act of recording and communicating 
steps, experiments, iterations of the design, and documentation to contextualize and 
communicate design actions through presentations.

The first consideration for the book design concept were the different languages and 
genres that the design had to accommodate. The MCLI task was to accommodate at the 
least the starting mission of 13 different languages and relevant scripts. The concept 
of “unity in diversity” is promoted strongly in India and is exemplified in the National 
Anthem written by Tagore. This became a guiding spirit for the interior design, i.e., to 
exemplify the best of the scripts and at same time, being relevant to the needs of the 
larger series.

Figure 4. Diagram explaining the different lengths of text boxes in the polyphonic text framework (MCLI).
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It was important to acknowledge that the history of the book tradition in India is not the 
codex. It is the scroll or the manuscript. Textual content is shaped in part by the form 
(tools, materials and technology that produce form). With the introduction of printing 
in India tangled with colonial ambitions, this was something that also needed to be 
unraveled. Whilst conducting the research the aim was to pull out implicit understand-
ings of how texts should be set as Farris (1986) noted. If it felt like something new was 
being built, this was not the intention. Instead, the research was reforming what existed 
for today’s reader in a multilingual and intercultural context. 

In India, reading is a public and social activity as well as a private activity. In India where 
there was and still is a sophisticated oral culture, there is a belief that oral communi-

Figure 5. Diagram illustrating different permutations and combinations of text boxes in the polyphonic 
text framework.
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cation is still seen as an indication of one’s ability as well as one’s sincerity; it is also an 
affirmation of the belief that while what is written can always be read, what is meant to 
be heard must be spoken and lived.

In music, polyphony is a texture consisting of two or more independent melodic voices, 
as opposed to music with just one voice (monophony) or music with one dominant 
melodic voice accompanied by chords (homophony). Taking this as inspiration for 
facing-page translations in two different languages, the book design adjusts according 
to the languages and their relationship to each other (in terms of length of language). 
This system highlights the nature of each text and puts the languages directly in relation 
to each other on the spread that gives them equal emphasis. Following this concept, 
a grid was developed as a skeleton of the book, which allows different positioning of 
the elements on the page according to the length of languages (Figure 4). The template 
offers a systematic and flexible approach to the design of these classical texts in multiple 
languages. The width of the text box on the page adjusts according to the language in 
use and to the type of text (poetry, prose, etc.). The relationship between Indic and 
English text on the page results in a unique layout for each language/genre. The system 
aims to highlight the nature of the texts and put emphasis on hypertextuality.*

The page is formatted into a grid which divides the width of the page. While the top and 
base margins, placement of folios and running heads are set across the series, the side 
(inner and outer) margins of the template are flexible. The inner and outer margins 
allow the text block to contract and expand in relation to the language on the reflecting 

* Hypertextuality refers to the way in which texts are interconnected through links, allowing 
readers to navigate from one piece of content to another in a nonlinear manner.

Figure 6. Two pages from Liberté (2024) which illustrate how meaning is created using typographic 
texture, movement, location and shape.
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page. The aim of the spread is to let each language reflect the other rather than letting 
one design decide the others. This means that the text boxes on the verso and the recto 
need not be of the same width which allows for the text to be placed on the page in 
28 different ways (Figure 5). As the two languages do not have to be the same width, 
variations are possible. For Punctuation and Liberté, associative examples of typography 
were classified into different representational categories, forming a type palette and 
toolbox from which design drafts could be formed. They included texture, movement, 
location, shape, sound, and color (Figure 6).

A co-research and co-design process was undertaken with MCLI and Punctuation as well 
as Liberté. With MCLI, the process of establishing design frameworks involved iterations 
based on feedback from editors and translators working with Indic languages, as well 
as printers and binders. The book design and typography were iteratively designed with 
type designers, with the book design responding to the type design, and vice versa. 
The design was reviewed by language experts such as Rupert Snell (2018) as one that 
befitted the origins of the text as well a modern contemporary reading. With the Punctu-
ation, readers tested early design drafts. Based on their understanding of the pages of 
typographic play, words and shapes were adjusted accordingly. This iterative process 
underpinned the aims of the book, i.e., to enable typography and language to expand 

Figure 7. Excerpt from the decolonial visual translation provided by Adeena May which assisted with 
the contemporary typographic interpretation.
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aspects of reading (to incorporate sound, shape, texture, movement, color). With Liberté, 
the testing process had to work with two publishers — one who had grown up with the 
poem, and had previous context (a well-known poem taught in French schools), and the 
other without the national context for whom the work had to translate. Translation was 
an important aspect of the latter, with Afterall editor Adeena May providing a decolonial 
visual translation (Figure 7) for the typographic narrative. 

In addition, contextual design methods were used to establish material-based narratives 
for MCLI. With MCLI, the books are produced in a hardback or library edition and a 
less expensive paperback, for the mass market in India. The hardback is bound to lie 
flat so the reader can make notes in the side margins and cross-reference the bilingual 
texts with ease (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Open page spread illustrating how the book can be read. This title Sufi Lyrics has Gurmukhi 
script (Panjabi) on the left and Latin script (English) on the right.
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Figure 9. Typesetting guide for setting Hindi-English in the MCLI series. 
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it often overlooks the complex typographic nuances of different scripts (see detailed 
discussion in Section 1.1). In this context, there is scope for additional research that 
considers specifications for bilingual signs. 

Studies have confirmed that drivers require more reading time for bilingual signs 
because of the doubled information provided (Rutley, 1972). To minimize reading 
time, the findings and solutions of studies focus on distinguishing the two languages 
to help users quickly locate the needed information (Rutley, 1974). The solution for 
distinguishing between two languages is more effective when the signs contains two 
similar scripts (e.g., English and Welsh). However, this approach is less useful for signs 
that feature distinctly different writing systems, like English and Arabic, where the 
scripts are inherently easy to differentiate. Therefore, bilingual sign legibility research 
requires additional considerations to address challenges unique to such contexts. Eid 
(2009) and Petretta (2014) suggest considering text spacing, script alignment, informa-
tion sequence, and the role of pictorial elements when designing Arabic-English signs. 
Nevertheless, there is limited research on sign legibility that addresses the design 
challenges of combining the logographic Chinese script with the alphabetic Latin script. 

In both Chinese and English contexts, there is research to support that text spacing 
can be arranged to assist in sign legibility (Chan et al., 2014; Garvey & Kuhn, 2004; Hsu 
& Huang, 2000; Tejero et al., 2018). More recently, the authors’ previous studies have 

Figure 1. A Chinese-English bilingual traffic signage. Photographed in Beijing, China, 2024 by the first 
author.
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demonstrated that the interline spacing* has impact on the legibility of Chinese -English 
bilingual traffic signs (CEBTS) (Zhang, 2021; Zhang & Moys, 2022). Specifically, the 
kinds of interline spacing analyzed include connecting spacing — the vertical spacing 
connecting a Chinese location name to its English translation (Zhang & Moys, 2022) —
and separating spacing — the vertical distance allocated to distinguish between two  
bilingual names within a single direction (Zhang, 2021) (Figure 2).

However, there seems to be comparatively less research on the role of alignment of two 
scripts in CEBTS. There are four basic alignments: left-aligned, right-aligned, justified, 
and centered. Left-aligned text maintains uniform word spacing, aligning all lines to 
a common vertical point on the left while leaving the right edge uneven. Right-aligned 
text, on the other hand, aligns all lines to the right, resulting in an uneven left edge. 
Justified alignment adjusts the word and letter spacing so that all lines are of equal 
length, creating a uniform, block-like appearance. Centered alignment positions each 

* The term interline spacing in Latin typography is similar to line spacing, but the definition of line 
spacing differs in the Chinese context. In Chinese typography, since Chinese characters do not 
contain descenders, line spacing refers to the vertical distance between either the bottom or top 
lines of the square characters to the corresponding bottom or top lines of the next row, rather 
than being based on the baseline as in Latin typography. To address the challenges of accurately 
defining spacing in bilingual text combining Chinese and English, the term “interline spacing” 
was adopted to ensure clarity and precision. This distinction is particularly important to avoid 
ambiguity when discussing spacing conventions across different typographic systems and will 
be used in the following sections to ensure consistent terminology.

Figure 2. Connecting spacing between Chinese and English text and separating spacing of two bilingual 
place names. Connecting spacing is “line spacing” between the two languages and separating spacing 
is “line spacing” that separates two different place names.
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samples observed during this timeframe and the standards published from the 1990s 
up to the date of sample collection. While there have been some minor changes in the 
latest issued standard in 2022, the changes did not involve text spacing or alignment, 
and therefore had no impact on the eligibility and validity of the material design. In 
addition, although the samples were collected and observed a few years ago, since the 
current signs remain unchanged as observed in 2024, the material remains represen-
tative of what is seen in urban areas in China at the time of writing. 

The sample was examined based on: a) the method by which bilingual location names 
are positioned in relation to one another, and b) the method by which the English 
translation aligns with its Chinese counterpart within a bilingual place name. The 
examination of the sample indicates that the two recommended alignment methods 
(left and centered alignment) in the standard GB 5768.2-2022 (2022) have not been 
appropriately implemented, revealing inconsistencies in their application (Figure 3 
and Figure 4). The most widely used method is centered (66⁄143) and there seems to be a 
tendency towards justified alignment (24⁄143). As depicted in Figure 3, all Chinese place 
names are formatted to uniform line lengths by adjusting (in places quite substantially) 
the horizontal spacing between words in both scripts, and the widths of letters are 
altered to achieve this goal. 

However, the guidance in GB 5768.2-2022 (2022) recommending left alignment was 
found rarely used to align English transliteration to its corresponding Chinese location 
name and to be applied only when aligning multiple bilingual location names (1⁄143) 
(e.g., the two bilingual location names are left-aligned on the right-hand side of the sign 

Figure 3. Uniform line lengths in bilingual location names achieved through adjusted text spacing. 
Photographed by the first author in Dalian, China in 2018. The sign remains unchanged as observed 
in 2024.
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shown in Figure 4). Notably, none of the 143 collected samples employed left alignment 
to arrange the two scripts within a bilingual location name. In contrast, the Latin text 
tends to be either justified (Figure 3) or centered (Figure 4) to align with its Chinese 
counterpart.

All the above leads to the main research question of this paper: does text alignment in 
bilingual traffic signs with two different scripts (and languages) affect how quickly and 
accurately people might make direction decisions?

Although the analysis of real-world examples has shown a prevalence of justified 
alignment, its current application compromises legibility, particularly in English texts, 
as evidenced in Figure 3. Considering the nature of the two scripts — where Chinese 
characters encode more information per glyph than Latin letters (often resulting in 
shorter Chinese place names compared to their English counterparts), the disparity 
in message lengths is not successfully addressed by the justified method in practice. 
Consequently, justified alignment is excluded from this study. As centered alignment is 
still widely applied and recommended by standards, this study focuses on comparing 
left alignment with centered alignment and seeks to determine:

1. whether there is a difference between the two alignments of the bilingual 
location names, centered- or left-aligned, in the legibility of CEBTS; and

2. if differences are found, which one could improve participants’ speed and 
accuracy when identifying bilingual place names. 

2. Method 

2.1. Study Setup

The experimental design used 3D video simulations to replicate a driver’s view of 
approaching CEBTS at a constant speed. Participants were shown signs that feature 
bilingual location names and directional arrows, becoming larger on screen until partic-

Figure 4. The Latin texts are 
central-aligned with their 
corresponding Chinese texts, 
but the two bilingual place names 
are left-aligned on the right-hand 
side of the sign. Dalian sample. 
Photographed by the first author 
in 2018. The sign remains 
unchanged as observed in 2024.
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ipants can discern and report their observations. By employing a threshold method 
(Dyson, 2018), the experiment measured the earliest point at which participants can 
identify the signs and can use the information they gained to answer a question phrased 
in the format: “Which direction leads to destination xxx?” As soon as participants felt 
they can discern the answer from the video they indicated their directional choice by 
using the arrows on a keyboard. Response time and accuracy were recorded to assess 
the sign legibility. To emphasize response speed, video clips were displayed for no 
longer than seven seconds, concluding immediately upon the participant’s response. 
See Figure 5 for further visual details. This experimental approach has parity with the 
methods used in the studies of separating and connecting space (Zhang, 2021; Zhang & 
Moys, 2022), enabling clear comparisons to be made across the interpretation of results.

The video stimuli, rendered at a resolution of 1280×1024 pixels, were displayed on a 
75-inch monitor with a Full HD resolution and a refresh rate of 60 Hz. The monitor was 
set to ensure that the video content was scaled appropriately. The presentation, timing, 
data collection, and storage were managed using E-Prime 2.0 software. 

Figure 5. (a) The study procedure presented participants with a question to answer prior to each video 
stimulus. (b) A participant engaged in the test. (c) A screenshot showing the starting point of the video 
displayed to participants, where the road sign appears at its smallest. (d) A screenshot showing the 
ending point of the video, displayed at the seven-second mark.

VISIBLE LANGUAGE 2025 VOL. 59 NO. 2 138

The study was conducted in a university teaching room (Figure 5b). Each participant 
was tested individually in a quiet and controlled environment without external inter -
ruptions. Participants were instructed to turn off personal devices and other potential 
sources of distraction before beginning the session.

A pilot experiment was conducted to ensure the equipment and materials were set 
up appropriately and comfortably for the participants. This involved ensuring the 
table and chair heights were comfortable, positioning the monitor 1.6 meters away to 
provide clear visibility of the materials, and confirming that the modified computer 
keyboard with five directional arrows (Figure 6) was intuitive and easy for partici-
pants to understander and use. To maintain consistent conditions, the same room and 
equipment were used for both the pilot and main sessions, and the setup was aligned 
with the standards of Zhang (2021) and Zhang and Moys’s (2022) previous studies.

2.2.  Material Design

Parameter 1: Separating spacing. Previous research has indicated that reading speeds 
fluctuate across three levels of separating spacing (Figure 2): 0.5H, 0.75H, and 1H 
(where H represents the height of one Chinese character) (Zhang, 2021). Specifically, 
faster response times were observed at the 0.5H and 0.75H separation levels (with no 
significant difference between the two) compared to 1H (which shows a significant 
difference). 

This raises an interesting question about how text alignment might further impact 
legibility at the 0.5H and 0.75H separation levels (Investigation 1) (Figure 7a,b). 
Additionally, for signs displaying only a single location name — where separating 
spacing is not applicable — it is important to investigate how alignment affects legibility 
independently of separating spacing (Investigation 2) (Figure 7c,d).

Parameter 2: Sign complexity. To ensure the study was reasonably representative 
of the varying degrees of sign complexity evident in the real-world sign sample (see 
section 1.1), the research investigated three levels of sign complexity: one-directional 

Figure 6. A computer keyboard, adjusted to 
provide five directional arrows, enables 
participants to enter their responses.
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(41 out of 143 samples), two-directional (25⁄143), and three-directional signs (54⁄143) 
(Figure 8).* The three levels of sign complexity adopted were the same as those used 
in Zhang (2021) and Zhang and Moys (2022) to enable continuity and comparison with 
our studies considering the impact of both connecting and separating spacings on the 
legibility of CEBTS.

* Sign complexity was categorized into three levels based on the number of directional indicators 
displayed. These three categories can encompass a broad spectrum of sign types used on CEBTS.

Figure 7. Four stimuli varying in text alignment and separating spacing used in the investigations.

Figure 8. Three levels of sign complexity. (a) one-directional sign; (b) two-directional sign; (c) three-di-
rectional sign. Extracted from Zhang (2021).
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Parameter 3: Schematic elements. The schematic elements (including arrows, route 
arms, and orientation-direction patches) for the materials were designed to adhere to 
Technical Guidelines for the Adjustment of National Highway Network Traffic Signs (Research 
Institute of Highway Ministry of Transport et al., 2017) as it was the latest standard at 
the time of this study before the new 2022 standard was issued, ensuring the findings 
were relevant to the then-current regulation and practice (Figure 9). Although the new 
2022 standard has been issued, it does not affect the validity of this study’s materials, 
as the limited updates related to visual design are irrelevant to the schematic elements 
used in the two investigations. The schematic elements were controlled throughout 
the study. Although different forms of schematic elements were used in the stimuli 
(arrows in the one-directional signs and route arms in the two- and three-directional 
signs) and different sign layouts (asymmetric two-directional signs and symmetric 

Figure 9. Some of the visual design guidelines extracted from Technical Guidelines for the Adjustment 
of National Highway Network Traffic Signs (2017), which the design of the stimuli in the Investigations 
adhered to.
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(41 out of 143 samples), two-directional (25⁄143), and three-directional signs (54⁄143) 
(Figure 8).* The three levels of sign complexity adopted were the same as those used 
in Zhang (2021) and Zhang and Moys (2022) to enable continuity and comparison with 
our studies considering the impact of both connecting and separating spacings on the 
legibility of CEBTS.

* Sign complexity was categorized into three levels based on the number of directional indicators 
displayed. These three categories can encompass a broad spectrum of sign types used on CEBTS.

Figure 7. Four stimuli varying in text alignment and separating spacing used in the investigations.

Figure 8. Three levels of sign complexity. (a) one-directional sign; (b) two-directional sign; (c) three-di-
rectional sign. Extracted from Zhang (2021).

Figure 2. All pages with figures from the four peer-reviewed articles in Visible Language 59.2, pages 
109–217 in this volume, with only the figures retained. All figure captions and thus attributions can be 
found on pages 109–217. The receptivity of Visible Language to imagery was suggested as a benefit by 
Jeanne-Louise Moys when she reviewed a draft of this editorial.
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three- directional signs) may affect participants’ reading performance. All participants 
read all sign complexity levels and their performance was analyzed and compared 
according to each level, which enabled the isolation of the effect (see Section 2.3 for 
detailed testing methods). As with any legibility research involving multiple variables, 
there must be a balance between the isolation of all possible variables and real-world 
pragmatics in experimental design that accounts for the variation seen in the relevant 
materials — traffic signage being an area of such variation. 

Figure 10. Five stimuli varying in text alignment, sign complexity, and separating spacing used in the 
study. 
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Figure 11. Outliers in three sign complexities shown in a boxplot conducted for a two-way ANOVA 
examining the effect of the two alignments with the two separating spacing levels on reading speed.

Tab le 1. Mean and SD of response times (in seconds) for the centered- and left-alignments with both 
0.5H and 0.75H separating space under three levels of sign complexity. The two alignment methods 
achieved a significant difference on response time when the three-directional signs using 0.5H 
separating spacing, in bold.

One-directional sign Two-directional sign Three-directional sign

0.5H 0.75H 0.5H 0.75H 0.5H 0.75H

Centered-
aligned

M: 5.139

SD:  .749

M:  5.049 

SD: .794

M:  4.711

SD:  .874

M:  4.635

SD:  .847

M:  5.433

SD:  .592

M:  4.914 

SD:  .991

Left-aligned M:  5.234

SD:  1.105

M:  5.482

SD:  .912

M:  4.494

SD:  .703

M:  4.797

SD:  .679

M:  4.984

SD:  1.103

M:  5.281

SD:  .764

Interaction 
effect 

p = .339 p = .087 p = .012

Main effect p = .191 p = .800 N/A 

Comparison N/A N/A p = .033 p = .140
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Organizations describe visual thinking as an essential yet underutilized capability 
(Sarooghi et al., 2019). The Center for Visual Expertise now offers visual literacy training 
aimed at reducing workplace accidents (Thompson, 2020). More specifically, firms such 
as Indigo Fruit in South Africa (Figure 1), and Aurecon, a major engineering group in 
Australia, have begun using comics as employee contracts and induction materials. 
Aurecon quotes its Global Chief People Officer Liam Hayes as saying that “‘The issue of 
engaging our talent and building their trust is becoming one of the biggest competitive 
differentiators across many industries and companies’” (Aurecon Group, 2018). Ranked 
Australia’s 5th most innovative company in 2017 by the Australian Financial Review, 
Aurecon also decided to use the employment contract as an exemplar of thinking 
innovatively as part of its focus on shaping the future of work. This is a major leap. A 
threshold has surely been crossed when a practice as conservative as law can be made 
visual and the resulting visualizations must be legally binding.

Figure 1. An example extract of a visual contract by Creative Contracts, Cape Town, South Africa, May 
2016, for Indigo Fruit (Pty) Ltd, a farming business in Limpopo that grows and supplies Clemengold fruit.
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on the form more than the content; once the image is given, the focus can be put on 
selecting the picture: how the image is shown.

To develop visual literacy competences and dimensions such as the one described 
above, our teaching is based on some visual principles borrowed from J.J. Gibson and 
his intellectual heirs, such as W.J.T. Mitchell, who have productively separated the 
definitions of image and picture (in the fields of psychology and art history, respectively) 
(Gibson, 1971; Mitchell, 2009). Put simply, the image is the concept of what needs to be 
shown — either imagined or available from looking at the visible world — while the 
picture is the chosen way to apply the image. In the authors’ teaching, this separation 
allows dealing with pictures in a way allied to how many typography textbooks explain 
the application of type: as a choice around “appropriateness to task.” Students are asked 
to think about the tasks towards which they need to apply pictures.

3. Concepts and Pedagogies

3.1. The Development of Visual Literacy Capabilities

In the course the authors have designed, a question is put to students at the commence-
ment of their studies: Why draw? Digital cameras exist on most people’s phones (in the 
Australian experience) but what might be the advantages of making pictures rather than 
taking pictures? To borrow again from Gibson, what is to be gained from exploring the 
chirographic, or hand-made pictures, rather than only the photographic? For example, 
a bird in flight could be photographed or it could be drawn in a range of media and 
degrees of fidelity. 

Figure 2. A visual realism continuum may show an array of pictures of iteratively reduced fidelity which 
bear a relationship to the same image. Pictures may range from “concrete to abstract,” “specific to 
universal,” from “identification to categorization,” among other visual communication tasks.
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students are prompted to now draw a person and a tree so that a third party can tell the 
difference (Figure 3).

We have run this activity as a first class, first activity for five years. In total, more than 
350 students have carried out the exercises. Generally, the first exercise takes between 
two and five minutes. The second takes only between 10 and 45 seconds. This exercise 
is a way of introducing the concept that different tasks call for different degrees of 
fidelity in drawing. The first exercise is about identification. As it deals with differenti-
ating within the same class of objects (people), it necessarily requires more detail and 
more time and energy to produce. Specifically, more detail in the “short contours” of a 
drawing: those that sit within the long contours of an object’s outline. The second, about 
categorization, requires only the long contours or outline of a subject’s silhouette for 
the visual task of categorization to be successful. In this way, we introduce and make 
concrete the visual literacy concept of intentionality: to what tasks are we applying the 
pictures?

Comics theorist Neil Cohn (2014) laments that in the West students cannot equal the 
level of visual literacy exhibited in Japan, where children as young as six are able to 
produce complex visual narratives. Japanese culture, where drawn visual narratives 
are available for any age group, enables this approach. Anglophone cultures, which 
historically have encouraged children away from pictorial texts as they grow, by 
contrast celebrate individual discoveries and style (Doyle et al., 2018). This compara-
tive weakness in visual instruction might be harnessed in a different way. If the escape 
from visual realism enables, among other things, quick categorization of subjects, and 

Figure 3. Identification and categorization 
sketch, courtesy Uriah Gray.

Figure 4. Two characters from the Breaking 
Images workshop, courtesy Nikola Kucharskoa. 
Students begin by distorting proportions rather 
than aiming for visual realism.
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increases appeal and engagement, encouraging the development of each individual’s 
own drawing approaches or “production scripts” — how they put drawings together 
according to what they feel and know rather than what they see — might point to as yet 
undiscovered strengths of drawing and perhaps higher appeal and engagement with 
beholders of visual communication.

Breaking images: Accelerating towards finding a drawing style. In recent years, one of 
the authors of this article has conducted workshop as a “hothouse” for developing an 
individual’s illustration style. The workshop questions the value of life drawing and 
realistic proportions and instead proposes steps to focus students on and accelerate 
towards their own approach to drawing (Figure 4). At the conclusion of the workshop 
two hours later, students have two characters of their own design (for the potential for 
tension or conflict in a narrative) in a two-panel comic strip that demonstrates aspects 
of the characters’ traits (Figures 5 and 6).

In the first step, students are asked to draw a “normal” human face for their age group. 
Each student may use a remembered formula for this, or they can move the elements 
around in the face (e.g., erasing and re-drawing eyes, nose, mouth, face outline) until 
the face configuration begins to “disappear,” by which, it is explained, none of the 
individual elements draws attention to itself as too large or small or placed in the wrong 
location. 

Given that style becomes apparent where depictive choices have been made, in the next 
step students’ choices are made overt: they are urged to “break” the face drawing by 
moving the elements around within the configuration. Students can begin by erasing 

Figure 5 (left). Two-panel comic strip produced 
at the end of the workshop, courtesy Zuzanna 
Dominiak.

Figure 6 (below). Examples from the Breaking 
Images workshop, courtesy of (from left) 
Wenjie Zheng, Joanna Fung, Bruce Mutard, and 
Pete Corey.
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can be caricatured. It is a fundamental human psychological faculty which improves 
recall of specific examples (Dror et al., 2008).

For students that progress to be graphic designers or art directors rather than illustra-
tors, this workshop process gives them a compressed glimpse of what illustrators are 
doing over the course of their career: going deep within themselves to discover what 
feels right in the way of picture making. Illustrators can record the visible world, to be 
sure, but they combine recording with interpretation; bringing out their own emotions 
and intellect on to the page. They make visible as much as recording the already visible. 
They are building metaphors (Medley, 2019): making concrete on paper or screen 
concepts which otherwise are too abstract to grasp intellectually or emotionally. These 
metaphors work in illustrations but also in infographics.

As students progress through their course and gain a fuller understanding of the 
importance of visual fidelity, and the even greater importance of departures from 
visual fidelity, these pictorial projects become more complex. As the importance of 
visual communication only seems to be growing as the future becomes the present, and 
since these visual literacy capabilities are framed as a necessary skill for the future of 
work, these pictorial projects can themselves be future-focused. The content used in 
our pedagogy often comes from science fiction and science fact.

Future warning. The authors of this article prompt students to put themselves in the 
position of being the communication design experts consulted on the project. The 
first described here is based upon a US Government report from 1993, Expert Judgment 
on Markers to Deter Inadvertent Human Intrusion into the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant, or 
WIPP. As its full title suggests, the report describes the need to gather experts to make 
recommendations on how to stop people opening up a radioactive waste store (Trauth 

Figure 7. Common “landmarks” are identified in the original character designs (at left), from which 
a rough composite is made (at center). Landmarks in each character design are moved further away 
from the landmarks in the composite for the final, caricatured designs (at right). Illustration courtesy 
of Hanka Nazim.
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Likewise, our work toward individual outcomes frequently caused ripples across parallel 
tasks. Figure 1 depicts these ripples as smaller than those created by the comprehen-
sive plans, but they were crucial nonetheless. As depicted, five formative investigation 
contributions caused ripples:

1. Uncertainty visualization (Section 4)
2. The uncertainty framework (Section 5)
3. LLM validation system specifications (Section 6)
4. A scenario encapsulated in the prototypes (Section 7)
5. The simulation interface (Section 7.1)

A sixth contribution was summative, informed by all previous work:

6. The narrative interfaces (Section 7.2)

It was thus through an immersive and messy process that this investigation took form. 
We now address the main investigation contributions in turn.

4.  Uncertainty Visualization

To discover visual conventions for uncertainty in LLM summaries, we utilized design 
exploration and co-design, sharing progress in biweekly sessions with the extended 
multidisciplinary collaborative team. This meeting structure encouraged team partici-
pation regarding the formal qualities of the visual studies, their effectiveness in 

Figure 1. Investigation process for the project “Developing Visual Conventions for Explainable LLM 
Outputs in Intelligence Analysis Summaries,” conducted January (“Jan”) through December. Section 
numbers are references internal to this article. Ripples represent impacts spreading from one investi-
gation component to others.
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 fulfillment across the set. Semiotic modes and conceptual implications are documented 
in Table 1.

▶ Semiotic modes. Four visual conventions (VCs) utilize analogies exclusively (VC1) 
or primarily (VC6–CV8). This is potentially powerful because analogies reveal 
structural similarities between two domains that reflect true characteristics 
(Gentner & Smith, 2012). Three VCs utilize metaphors (VC2–VC4), which can be 
coherent and improve understanding, while being dependent upon familiarity 
with a suggested source domain (Johnson, 1987; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). But VC5 

Figure 2. Eight potential visual conventions for representing uncertainty severity in LLM summaries. 

VC3 VC4

VC1 VC2

VC5 VC6

VC7 VC8
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Table 3. How the 10 core MAVS features address the trust calibration interface strategies (Section 2). 
The virtual agents are identified as QA (Query Agent), AA (Analytic Agent), and EA (Evaluative Agent). 
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Evaluative 
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Query  
Agent

validated by annotatesEvaluated 
Summary 
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generates evaluated  
by

Preliminary  
Summary 
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Figure 3. MAVS process diagram for the intelligence analysis context. Retrieval-augmented generation 
(RAG) focuses the system on intelligence traffic (i.e., collected sources). Summaries are available to 
users in three versions per the analytic sensitivity setting: restrictive (“rstr”), intermediate (“int”), and 
expansive (“exp”). 

Feature Agent Trust calibration interface strategies

Query History QA TC1: Transparency

Query Reshuffle QA TC4: Interactivity

Analytic Sensitivity AA TC4: Interactivity; TC5: Virtual Agents

Summary Sources AA TC1: Transparency

Visualization Sensitivity EA TC2: Visualization; TC3: Alignment; TC4: Interactivity; 
TC5: Virtual Agents

Uncertainty Visualization EA TC2: Visualization; TC3: Alignment

Uncertainty Alert Type 
Identification

EA TC1: Transparency; TC2: Visualization; TC3: Alignment

Flagged Sources EA TC1: Transparency

Evaluative Agent Chat EA TC1: Transparency; TC4: Interactivity; TC5: Virtual Agents

Evaluation Export EA TC1: Transparency

Table 3. How the 10 core MAVS features address the trust calibration interface strategies (Section 2). 
The virtual agents are identified as QA (Query Agent), AA (Analytic Agent), and EA (Evaluative Agent).

VISIBLE LANGUAGE 2025 VOL. 59 NO. 2 197

Figure 4. The three virtual agents in MAVS (top) as segmented in the full simulation interface (see 
Section 7.1). The three panels at bottom cycle through the area occupied by the Evaluative Agent chat 
at center right. 

Query Agent Analytic Agent

Integrated Interface

Evaluative Agent
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7.1.  Simulation Interface

The first Multiple Agent Validation System prototype is a simulation interface populated 
with scenario content. This prototype provides a realistic first-person experience of 
numerous MAVS features. Users play the part of Sloane as she engages in analysis of 
President Nicolau and his administration, with a narrative that permits significant 
lateral exploration through optional content. The web-based simulation interface was 
built in HTML, CSS, and JavaScript. While it does not incorporate actual AI — instead 
simulating AI — it is based on a tool developed by LAS (the collaborating lab) that 
utilizes an LLM and RAG with representative intelligence traffic.

We utilized a familiar control panel metaphor for the visual design of the interface 
to reduce cognitive load. Because simulation users are being asked to learn about 
an unfamiliar system (MAVS), they are not additionally asked to learn new interface 
conventions (Figure 5). The incomplete nature of the embodied scenario complicates 
the educational aspect of the prototype. Interface elements that are available at one 
time (i.e., that are scripted) are not available at others. To guide users through the 
scenario and to make sense of what is and is not interactable along the way, an instruc-
tional panel overlays one corner of the interface (Figure 6). The instructional panel 
suggests next steps with check boxes for completed tasks. 

Figure 5. Simulation interface. In the pictured state, the user is hovering over the evidence uncertainty 
alert icon, which automatically highlights all evidence uncertainty passages in the summary.
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Another panel overlay permits users to select among eight uncertainty visualization 
styles to be utilized in the simulated LLM summaries (Figure 7). Like the instructional 
panel, the visualization panel would not be included in MAVS, for which a single 
visual convention for representing uncertainty would have been adopted. As such, the 
simulation interface allows practicing language analysts to experience different visual 

Figure 6. Simulation interface instructional panel with task hint. As listed tasks are completed, they are 
checked off. Hovering over incomplete tasks activates hints that point to interface elements.

Figure 7. Simulation interface visualization panel with corresponding visual convention displayed in 
the summary. 
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Figure 8. First narrative interface. Prompt-summary elements expand and collapse to varying degrees 
and their arrangement reflects the language analyst’s investigatory process. 
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prompt-summaries. In the central portion of the interface, prompts are chained 
together and break out when expanded to display summaries and other elements. In a 
lower query visualization strip, queries are minimized into icons and are organized into 
categories, while also reflecting investigatory pathways through chained connections. 
The interface constantly reconfigures as the user progresses. When appropriate, it 
nudges the user to revisit key points in the querying process and occasionally appends 
key insights to query icons. The interface enables the user to study how the Analytic and 
Evaluative Agents arrive at their conclusions, which helps the user better understand 
the system’s capabilities.

Narrative interface 2: Multi-agent dialogue. The second narrative interface overtly 
presents the Analytic and Evaluative Agents as separate entities, embodied in adjacent 
floating panels. The user can converse with either virtual agent using the agent’s 
panel, which grows slightly larger and includes a softly pulsing red light to reflect 
active  engagement. Separating the virtual agents helps the user to conceptualize MAVS 
functionality by distinguishing analytic processes from evaluative processes. This 
facilitation is furthered with floating queries that can be dragged into a virtual agent’s 
panel for a response, embodying the virtual agent with a recipient role. The pattern of 
virtual agents responding to each other, back-and-forth and through reciprocal panel 

Figure 9. Second narrative interface with the Evaluative Agent active. The Analytic and Evaluative 
agents are presented as distinct entities that can respond to one another, and they make recommen-
dations for the user. 
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Figure 10. Third narrative interface. Chat elements flow into one another, and the system reconfigures 
itself in high-stakes moments. 
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increases appeal and engagement, encouraging the development of each individual’s 
own drawing approaches or “production scripts” — how they put drawings together 
according to what they feel and know rather than what they see — might point to as yet 
undiscovered strengths of drawing and perhaps higher appeal and engagement with 
beholders of visual communication.

Breaking images: Accelerating towards finding a drawing style. In recent years, one of 
the authors of this article has conducted workshop as a “hothouse” for developing an 
individual’s illustration style. The workshop questions the value of life drawing and 
realistic proportions and instead proposes steps to focus students on and accelerate 
towards their own approach to drawing (Figure 4). At the conclusion of the workshop 
two hours later, students have two characters of their own design (for the potential for 
tension or conflict in a narrative) in a two-panel comic strip that demonstrates aspects 
of the characters’ traits (Figures 5 and 6).

In the first step, students are asked to draw a “normal” human face for their age group. 
Each student may use a remembered formula for this, or they can move the elements 
around in the face (e.g., erasing and re-drawing eyes, nose, mouth, face outline) until 
the face configuration begins to “disappear,” by which, it is explained, none of the 
individual elements draws attention to itself as too large or small or placed in the wrong 
location. 

Given that style becomes apparent where depictive choices have been made, in the next 
step students’ choices are made overt: they are urged to “break” the face drawing by 
moving the elements around within the configuration. Students can begin by erasing 

Figure 5 (left). Two-panel comic strip produced 
at the end of the workshop, courtesy Zuzanna 
Dominiak.

Figure 6 (below). Examples from the Breaking 
Images workshop, courtesy of (from left) 
Wenjie Zheng, Joanna Fung, Bruce Mutard, and 
Pete Corey.
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Another panel overlay permits users to select among eight uncertainty visualization 
styles to be utilized in the simulated LLM summaries (Figure 7). Like the instructional 
panel, the visualization panel would not be included in MAVS, for which a single 
visual convention for representing uncertainty would have been adopted. As such, the 
simulation interface allows practicing language analysts to experience different visual 

Figure 6. Simulation interface instructional panel with task hint. As listed tasks are completed, they are 
checked off. Hovering over incomplete tasks activates hints that point to interface elements.

Figure 7. Simulation interface visualization panel with corresponding visual convention displayed in 
the summary. 

Figure 2 (continued)
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involve going to the library, tracking down a volume, and reading a publication in 
person — if you were lucky enough to find it in the library. In a transitional period it 
became possible to use a search function to find information in a paper without reading 
much of it. This can create problems because a citation needs to accurately represent 
its source, and you are more likely to mis    represent a source you have not completely 
read. But instead of stopping there, let us acknowledge the period we are in now, when 
a chatbot can provide you information on a source along with a citation. The problem 
is, of course, that the source may not exist, and even if it does, the characterization is 
not likely to be accurate. So if an author trusts what a chatbot reports about a source 
instead of consulting that source — which, again, may not exist — and incorporates it 
into their writing, what is that in terms of scholarship? You cannot blame a chatbot that 
has no consciousness. It has to indicate a human author’s act of plagiarism.

I find existing definitions of plagiarism to be unsatisfactory. The American Psycho-
logical Association (APA) declares in its code of conduct that “Psychologists do not 
present portions of another’s work or data as their own, even if the other work or 
data source is cited occasionally” (APA, 2017, 8.11 Plagiarism). It defines plagiarism 
as “the act of presenting the words, ideas, or images of another as your own; it denies 
authors or creators of content the credit they are due. Whether deliberate or uninten-
tional, plagiarism violates ethical standards in scholarship” (APA, n.d.). The emphasis 
on others’ ownership of work, from a novice point of view, can make it seem silly at 
first that you can plagiarize yourself. In which case you need a separate definition for 
self-plagiarism. I think there is a more fundamental way to define plagiarism that makes 
this unnecessary.

Plagiarism: the misrepresentation of sourcing in formal writing.

This definition is more fundamental because it immediately addresses standards 
of scholarship, and ownership can certainly follow but it is a distinct matter. Mis
representation of sourcing can involve claiming someone else’s work, yes, but it first 
suggests a breach of contract between author and reader. This can readily be applied to 
the self — an author may fail to cite their earlier work, and in doing so they communi-
cate to the reader that the current work is something more novel than it actually is. And 
it extends to overtrust of AI and citing hallucinated sources. If an author cites a source 
that does not exist and never has, there is nobody they are stealing from. However, they 
are communicating to the reader that such a source exists and that it makes whatever 
claims they are implying. That is unethical. 

Speaking of the APA, for Volume 59 and thus by extension for this yearbook, we have 
adopted APA style for citations and references. Like all style guides, APA has its quirks. 
But it accomplishes two important things for Visible Language. First, it foregrounds 
original authors and dates at the point of characterization and citation. Other style 
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guides push this information into footnotes and behind arbitrary index numbers. 
Second, APA is less work for authors than other styles. For instance, some citation 
format implementations suggest references at the end of an article and in duplicate in 
footnotes, but with subtle differences in formatting between the two that authors must 
manage. Furthermore, in such cases initial-mentions and subsequent-mentions may 
need to be notated differently in the footnotes, meaning that removing a first citation 
requires going to the previously second citation and adjusting it. Part of our reason 
for favoring APA was to reduce the burden on authors submitting their work to Visible 
Language. 

Clearly the conduct of an academic journal is not terribly sexy.

3.	 A Return: Service to the Discipline

But the conduct of an academic journal is terribly important. While I wrote in my 
introductory editorial for the August issue that I have little clarity about our design 
field’s identity and that “it gets worse if we consider what our discipline is, or what 
scholarship is and is not for us” (Peterson, 2025, pp. iv, vi), I was not expressing dismay. 
I was rather acknowledging the service to the discipline that Visible Language — and I 
say this positively — can and should provide. And that extends to the members of the 
editorial consortium, and to our peer reviewers. I do think our field or at least our 
subfield of design is still in the process of maturing as a research discipline, and we are 
all facilitating that. 

Actually, the day I wrote most of this editorial (I am presently making edits the following 
day), the inaugural issue of Designing was published, including an article by Cash et al. 
(2025). The authors state that “many still seem to regard and approach [design research] 
as an under-developed or emerging discipline,” and they ask: “is this emerging mindset 
still productive for design research?” (p. 12). But Designing is not focused specifically on 
communication design like Visible Language is, and thus there are nuances of field and 
history that might differentiate the state of the discipline. It turns out that my colleague 
in the editorial consortium, Deborah Littlejohn, is better prepared to speak to this. So I 
asked her about the disciplinary status not of design generally, but of the area of design 
we specifically cover in Visible Language, and following my editorial is an opinion piece 
in which she reflects on that (Littlejohn, 2025).

Designing as an academic journal is an interesting story because it is effectively a 
revival or reconsideration of Design Studies as it was known before a “quality-destroying 
directive” in 2023 by its major publisher led to “an exodus of editorial staff and editorial 
board members” (Lloyd, 2025, p. 4, partially citing Upton, 2023a,b). There are real 
connections to the “trends of academic publishing” I am addressing here, especially 
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because the directive Designing Editor-in-Chief Peter Lloyd mentions was to increase 
published articles tenfold, which was surely profit-motivated. The global importance 
of the Design Research Society, which backed Design Studies before the exodus and 
now backs Designing, is considerable. It is good news that Designing is now in position 
to continue what Design Studies had been doing for decades. It is providing a service 
to the discipline of design. As is Visible Language, its editors, and our peer reviewers.  

Recently, some scholars — outside of design, in my experience — are prone to complain 
that peer reviews are uncompensated labor, probably because some large academic 
publishers are making huge profits. Now, in terms of Visible Language, we are indepen-
dent and nobody is making money through editorship or ownership. But more generally, 
many of us who are academics at major universities or smaller colleges are in fact being 
compensated for peer reviews as part of our service requirement. It is indirect, to be 
sure, but it is at least listed as part of my job. And furthermore, every manuscript I have 
submitted to a journal was reviewed by two or three peers, so I am indebted with each 
new submission. And many of those manuscripts were rejected multiple times, so my 
debt increases! 

But peer review is a crucial mechanism of engagement in the discipline. And many of 
our peer reviewers are in fact not at universities or colleges. Many of these scholars 
are design practitioners who are animated by knowledge of design and of the world. 
So whether there is some form of compensation to track down or not, those who join 
Visible Language in its mission as peer reviewers are giving something irreplaceable to 
the field they chose to dedicate their professional lives to. Again, a good peer review is 
hard work, and as an editor of this journal let me say to our peer reviewers, thank you. 

What, again, is a yearbook for an academic journal? Let us call it a tangible emblem of 
service to the discipline in our field of design. 
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