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When you do have to represent abstract ideas, try to limit your 
illustrations to simple, commonly used symbols. For example, here are 
four ways you could represent “getting rid of something”: 

The first icon is a mobile phone symbol for delete. It isn’t a widely-used 
symbol that would be easily recognizable. An eraser could be associated 
with “getting rid of something”, but it has a stronger connotation of 
“mistake”. A trash can on its own gets closer, but it doesn’t actually show 
“getting rid of something.” The fourth icon is what we would use. We’re 
familiar with this symbol from its use on actual trash cans, and it shows 
the action that the plain trash can icon abstractly represents. 

There are some exceptions! 

For example, take a look at these two images that represent “caps on 
spending” and “raising the cap”:

Here, the hats symbolize the more abstract concept of a “cap” on 
spending. It’s not too metaphorical in and of itself, however - the grid 
lines behind the images make it easier to see that the caps are, in fact, 
raised. The key is to ask, “Does this metaphorical image help clarify the 
literal meaning of an idea?” In this case, the hats show that there is a 
limit to the spending and that the limit can be raised.
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Build upon previously used icons to create new concepts

You don’t have to come up with a new image for every single concept. In 
fact, it’s often better if you don’t! You can use repetition to build upon a 
concept you previously established. For example, we use this icon to 
represent “pay for something”: 

Here are some concepts using “pay for something”:

 pays one time

pays for hospital visit

states pay a lot

 Medicaid pays the doctor
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In the last image, you’ll notice a pattern: both the icon for “Medicaid” and 
“pays for” use an outstretched hand. This is another example of building 
on a previously-established concept. In this case, the outstretched hand 
represents “giving something”. For Medicaid, it’s the government giving 
healthcare. For “pays for”, it’s something giving money to something 
else. By repeating the same images, you can reinforce their meaning 
throughout the Easy Read document, creating easy shorthand ways to 
represent certain ideas.

House Rules

We have developed some specific rules about our own icon usage. You 
don’t necessarily have to follow these.

We don’t illustrate the sentence that leads into a bulleted list. This rule 
is more for saving space than anything else - we find that oftentimes, 
adding an image to the first sentence would make it so that a full list 
wouldn’t all fit on one page.

We don’t use the same icon twice on the same page. Using an original 
icon and then an icon that incorporates the original one on the same 
page is okay. We do this because icons, for some readers, help “anchor” 
the text in their minds, and repetition of the exact same icon next to 
multiple paragraphs can cause some confusion.

We don’t use shields (on their own) or cops to represent “safety.” 
This rule followed discussions with focus groups, who indicated that 
for many people, cops don’t represent protection as much as they 
represent aggression and combat, and shields can often be mistaken for 
police badges. However, we have found success in using a knight with a 
shield to represent safety/protection; this works better because nobody 
has had real life experience with knights.



54

Icons should be diverse - like your readership! We’re careful to make 
sure our icons aren’t only depicting white men. Easy Read documents 
are created to include more people in the dissemination of information, 
so visual elements should be inclusive as well. This often means editing 
existing icons when pre-made inclusive ones can’t be found.

Do I have to make them all myself?

Absolutely not! Here are some of the websites we use to source icons:

•	 Adobe Stock

•	 Flaticon

•	 Vecteezy

•	 Clker

•	 Freepik

•	 Envato Elements

•	 Human Pictogram 2.0

The Icon Process

Identify central concept

First, we go through each paragraph and identify the central concept. 
We usually organize these in a spreadsheet. Central concepts are a few 
words describing the most important takeaway from a paragraph that 
can be represented in an image. It will take some practice to get good at 
this. Here are a few examples.

Sometimes the President and Congress disagree on what is important.

https://stock.adobe.com/
https://www.flaticon.com/
https://www.vecteezy.com/
http://www.clker.com/
https://www.freepik.com/home
https://elements.envato.com/
http://pictogram2.com/?lang=en
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The central concept here is “disagreement”.

Congress is supposed to pass the budget by April 15. It usually takes 
longer than that.

The central concept here could be “by April 15.” But that would gloss 
over the fact that it usually takes longer. So the central concept here is 
“takes longer,” or, even better, “takes a long time.”

When writing central concepts, keep in mind that these are the concepts 
you’ll have to illustrate. “Takes a long time” is easier to illustrate than 
“takes longer.” In order to show “longer”, you have to also depict what 
it’s longer than. Then, you have to show that one thing has “more time” 
and another has “less time.” If your concept is “takes a long time”, all you 
have to illustrate is “long time.” Simpler central concepts lead to easier, 
less abstract, and clearer illustrations.

Identify repeated concepts

When you’re identifying central concepts, you’ll most likely find that 
certain concepts are repeated. Here’s an example from one of our 
planning spreadsheets. Column A shows what page and what paragraph 
on that page the concept is referring to. 

Since we had identified multiple spots where the central concept was 
more or less “share ideas”, we made a note that all of those images 
could be the same. 
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This serves two purposes: 1) When you’re looking at hundreds of 
paragraphs that need icons next to them, it’s important to figure out 
how you can reduce the number of separate images you’ll need to find/
make and 2) Like we said before, re-using images for the same concept 
can help reinforce their meaning throughout the document.

Decide on visual representations

Once you’ve got a list of all your central concepts (including the repeated 
ones), you’ll need to start deciding what images you’ll use to represent 
each of them. Here are some examples from our planning spreadsheet:

The left column has the central concepts we identified. The right column 
has our ideas for how to visually represent those concepts. Some of 
them will be simple: for “wheelchair accessibility”, we decided we would 
use a ramp icon. Some of them will be more complex, and may require 
you to combine different icons or create entirely new ones.



57

Figure out what edits you need to make

Sometimes you’ll need an image with multiple components. Here’s an 
example from our planning document. The visual representation is on 
the left, and the individual components are listed on the right. 

While some of the paragraphs will have simple icons, this paragraph 
requires that we combine a few different icons together into one new 
image. 

Sometimes, you’ll need to make edits to an icon itself. For example, 
taking a pre-existing clipart image of a person and changing their facial 
expression or what they’re doing with their arms. You should keep track 
of these kinds of edits, too. It’ll help you to estimate how long your Easy 
Read project will take overall.

Figure out what images you’ll need to make yourself

Sometimes your search for a specific icon won’t turn up much. In those 
cases, you may need to make a new image. For example, we had to 
create a new icon for “letter board”:

The hand icon was a pre-existing image we just combined with our letter 
board icon.
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Find and make the icons

We recommend saving each image with a filename that will help you 
find it later. If it’s only used once, we name our icons after the page they 
appear on and which paragraph they’re in on the page. For example, 
“45-2.jpg”. If they’re icons for a repeated term, you can use the name of 
the concept they’re depicting. For example, “share ideas.png” 

Placing icons

First, you want to add a placeholder frame for the icons next to 
every paragraph. Start by clicking on the Rectangle Frame button 
(or press ). Create one frame. 

You’re going to be copy-and-pasting this frame next to every paragraph. 
But first, we have to tweak some settings on the frame.

Right-click on the frame and choose 
“Object export options”. 
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A box will pop up. Change “Alt Text Source:” to “From XMP:Description.” 
We’ll explain what this means in the next section. For now, click “Done” 
and then copy-and-paste the frame next to every paragraph. 

Adding alt text

We use Adobe Bridge to add alt text to our icons. You can find basic 
tutorials on using Bridge here, so we’ll just cover what you need to know 
to add alt text. First, make sure that the Metadata panel is visible. You 
can toggle different panels on or off by clicking “Window” on the top bar 
and then clicking on each panel.  If the Folders Panel isn’t visible, toggle 
that one on as well. 

https://www.photoshopessentials.com/basics/what-is-adobe-bridge/
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In the Folders Panel, you can navigate to the folder that contains your 
clipart. 

Once you’ve found the folder, click on one of your images. Then, scroll 
down in the Metadata panel until you see the section called IPTC 
Core - Description. Click on the little pencil icon to the right of the 
Description field. This is where you enter in your alt text for that image. 
Remember how we set the Object Export Options to find alt text from 
“XMP:Description”? This description field is what it’s referencing. 
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Now, if you drag in your clipart from Bridge, it’ll automatically assign the 
alt text you entered.

You can drag clipart from Adobe Bridge straight into one of the empty 
rectangles you created.

You can also add images by clicking on the empty frame and pressing 
Ctrl+D (  or ) and then selecting the image you want to 
place in the frame.

Fit content to frame

Sometimes when you drag in an image, it might be cut off at the edges 
like this:

There’s an easy way to fix that! Select the frame and 
then press Ctrl+Alt+Shift+E (   or 

). This will resize the image to fit 
perfectly in the frame.
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Saving time with styles
Easy Read formatting can be really time intensive! One way you can 
speed up the process is by saving Styles. First, open up the Paragraph 
Styles window by pressing F11 ( )

As you can see, my Paragraph Styles window contains the styles I’ve 
used to format the document you’re currently reading. The benefit to 
this is I can save the styles to a library, or import it to a document later.

Next, select some of your text that’s in a style you want to save. For 
example, one of your headers. 

Next, go over to to your Paragraph Styles window and click on the + 
symbol at the bottom:
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It will add a style to the list called “Paragraph Style 1” or something 
similar. To rename it, you can either slowly double-click on the name or 
right-click and select “Edit ‘Paragraph 1’”.

Then, you can change the name of the Style at the top.

Now, when you select some text, you can quickly apply the Style you set 
to that text.

Read more about using character and paragraph styles here.

ASAN’s Style Library

ASAN has also put together an Easy Read Formatting Style Library that 
you can use as the basis for your own projects, changing the fonts and 
colors to suit your own organizational brand or preferences. You can 
access this library on the web here, where you can copy it to your own 
Adobe libraries.

You can also import the library straight into InDesign. First, visit this link 
to download the Library file.

https://helpx.adobe.com/indesign/using/paragraph-character-styles.html
https://assets.adobe.com/public/e9f33f6a-690a-4692-58ef-4a4f92448279
http://autisticadvocacy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Easy%20Read%20Formatting%20Library.cclibs
http://autisticadvocacy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Easy%20Read%20Formatting%20Library.cclibs
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Next, open the CC Libraries panel by clicking on Window > CC Libraries 
in the top menu of InDesign:

Click on the three horizontal lines in the upper right corner of the CC 
Libraries panel and then select “Import library”:

Click on “Select library” to find the .CCLIBS file you just downloaded 
and then click “Import.” You 
should now be able to access 
our Easy Read Formatting 
Library from inside InDesign.
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The library contains Character and Paragraph Styles as well as Objects 
you can drag in. Some of the Objects are templates for different pages, 
including Master Pages. You can learn more about using Master Pages 
here.

To learn more:
What Is Easy Read? - Photosymbols

A guide to making Easy Read information - from the Office of Disability 
Issues in New Zealand

Choosing an Accessible Font - Recite Me

Get Started with InDesign - Adobe Help Center

Adobe Bridge User Guide - Adobe Help Center

About character and paragraph styles - Adobe Help Center

Create book files with Adobe InDesign - Adobe Help Center

https://helpx.adobe.com/indesign/using/master-pages.html
https://helpx.adobe.com/indesign/using/master-pages.html
https://www.photosymbols.com/pages/easy-read
https://www.odi.govt.nz/guidance-and-resources/a-guide-to-making-easy-read-information/
https://reciteme.com/uploads/articles/accessible_fonts_guide.pdf
https://helpx.adobe.com/indesign/how-to.html/aem_id~'playlist/indesign/graphic-design/get-started-with-indesign'
https://helpx.adobe.com/bridge/user-guide.html?topic=/bridge/morehelp/introduction.ug.js
https://helpx.adobe.com/indesign/using/paragraph-character-styles.html
https://helpx.adobe.com/indesign/using/creating-book-files.html

