
PREPARING AND PRESENTING A PORTFOLIO – TIPS FOR STUDENTS 

 

 

After reviewing design portfolios for the graduating class of a local school last week, I decided to post a 

few tips on making the most of a design portfolio and presentation itself. The following advice is based on 

the many books I have reviewed over the past years, not just this one class. I have noticed that the print 

quality available to almost all really has made the books get even stronger, as you no longer need 4-color-

offset printing to create what looks like a ‘professional’ finished piece. 

Below are 10 basic tips (in no particular order), because 10 is always a great number to make the list look 

more official. 

 

1. Show Your Best Work 

This one is obvious… sort of. For a graduating student, having between 8 and 10 projects is ideal (note: 

logo, stationery set, and a package design for the same company count as 1 project for the basis of 

calculating pieces, as does just a stationery set, or a poster design). The untold part to showing your best 

work, is really knowing what to leave out. Illustrations and photography not used in a design project 

should be put in the back pocket, if at all, in the case that the person looking at your work is interested in 

other skills as well. And remember, 7 good projects is better than 7 good projects and one that is just 

there to have an 8th. 

 

2. Leave Awards at Home 

Design awards should not be placed next to the ‘award-winning’ piece. Listing these on your resume 

should be enough. Now, if you designed the award, that may be an exception. 

 

3. Your Resume is Not Part of Your Portfolio 

I don’t think this should be shown in your book as a sample of your design skills. A good resume should be 

handed to the potential employer to keep… not glued to a portfolio page. 

 

4. First and Last 

You constantly hear that you should start and end on your best work, which I won’t argue with. I will 

however suggest you make sure that whatever you open with is simple and quick to explain. This sets up a 

nice pacing in your presentation, and allows you to get through the awkward introduction to your work 

quicker. It is difficult to have to start your portfolio presentation with a piece that requires a lot of 

explanation – these should be saved for the middle or end of your book when the reviewer has become 

more acquainted with your work. And always end with your best work. 

 

5. They are All Projects 

“This one was an assignment we had” is not the best way to introduce the piece. To me, it sounds like you 

‘had’ to do the work, which is not the impression you want to leave. People in the profession who look at 

a lot of books can already tell it’s a class assignment, you don’t have to remind us. You should be honest 

about it if asked of course, but just introduce it more like, “In this project, I…” 
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6. Class is Over 

Requirements for the grade don’t count, so make those changes you always wanted to. One project I did 

as a student involved 3 panels, as was required, but only 1 made it into my book. A poster I did was 

revised and changed in size as class requirements are for just that, your class, not for your portfolio. 

 

7. Order is Important 

You should never just add or remove a piece without reviewing the order of your entire portfolio. Pieces 

with too many similarities when next to each other may look like you’re not trying, or even worse, draw 

comparisons between them as which is better. And don’t put those 3 giant campaigns next to each other if 

the front of your book is smaller projects, these should be spaced properly giving your presentation a nice 

pacing. 

 

8. Rehearse 

Everyone reacts differently when looking at portfolios, so it’s never a bad idea to give your presentation 

to other classmates if they will listen. The more comfortable you are with your work, and answering 

questions about it, the better you’ll be at it. I also think all schools should have at least a few of the 

graduating students present to the class of next year to show that class what will be expected of them. 

 

9. Software Programs Don’t Matter 

If a company wants to know your skills and knowledge of individual software applications, they will ask 

you. In your presentation, you should instead be selling them on your creativity, problem solving, 

understanding of design, and company branding. Leave the talk of how you used what program for when 

they question you. 

 

10. One Per Page 

Only show 1 project per portfolio spread (by this, I mean both the showing right and left pages of an open 

portfolio). As you are only speaking about 1 project at a time, you should only be showing 1 at a time. The 

exception is when the projects are related, like stationery and a package design for the same company. If 

the project is so complex it won’t fit because of all of the individual components, carry it to a second 

page – but don’t start on it (see rule #4). 

 


