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Getting started 
 
Why use Canva?  
Canva is great because it allows those with zero design experience to create personalised social 
media graphics, posters, and other designs with minimal stress. It also, however, allows those 
who have a little more design experience to flex their creative muscles and create. You can use 
the pre-existing templates as much or as little as you want. Canva meets you where you are so 
that you can create fantastic designs no matter what your experience level is.  
 
Unlike other design programmes or software, Canva doesn’t require too much technical 
knowledge to operate and is designed to be user friendly. Another benefit of Canva is its 
versatility – you don’t need separate programmes to create logos and videos, for example. You 
can create a multitude of designs in different formats using the same program!  
 
What will this guide cover?  
 
This guide will cover the basic features you’ll need to know as a beginner. It will go into many of 
the tools that you will need to edit photos, graphics and text and run through some general tips 
to help your designs stand out! 
 
Pricing -  
As of writing, Canva has 3 versions – Canva, Canva Lite and Canva Pro. Canva in its most basic 
form is free. Canva Lite is their slightly cheaper paid version, and Canva Pro gives you access to all 
its features. Currently, Canva Lite seems only accessible to those who already have Canva Pro and 



is offered as an alternative option if you choose to end your subscription. Because Canva Lite isn’t 
widely available from the offset, we’ll stick to discussing Canva and Canva Pro.  
 
For the sake of clarity, we’ll be focusing largely on the paid-for Canva Pro version, but we will 
indicate the tools available on the free version using an asterisk (*). Wherever you see an 
asterisk, that’s a tool available on the free version of Canva.  
 

What’s the difference between Canva and Canva Pro? 
 

Canva (free) Canva Pro  

• Approximately 250,000 templates to 
use across around 100 template types 
(e.g. Facebook post)  

• Hundreds of thousands of graphics, 
photos, and fonts 

• Can share designs with team members 
to collaborate 

• 5GB of cloud storage  

• Export your designs as PDF, JPEG, PNG, 
or MP4 

• Over 610,000 templates to use 

• Over 100 million free stock photos, 
graphics, music tracks, animated gifs 
and fonts  

• Up to 100 Brand Kits – these allow you 
to upload brand logos, fonts, and colour 
schemes that you can use in designs for 
cohesion  

• Background remover – instantly remove 
backgrounds from images 

• Social media scheduler (see section 
‘Social Media Scheduling’) 

• 100MB of cloud storage 

 
 
This information has been collated from www.canva.com/pricing/ and is correct at the time of 
writing. For a more detailed breakdown of what is included in both versions, please visit the above 
web address.  
 
 

Templates 
 
Canva has a huge library of templates ready to use, all containing customisable elements. Canva’s 
templates are conveniently organised into the types, so you won’t need to worry about the sizes 
of the graphic you’re making. If you need to create an Instagram post, for example, Canva has a 
selection of specifically sized templates to use for Instagram posts. The same goes for a4 posters, 
business cards, email banners and many more. You name it, Canva has a template for it!  
 
To access templates, simply go to the bar on the left-hand side of the home screen, and select 
the ‘Template’ tab. You can also use the search bar at the very top of the screen to search for 
available templates (make sure when searching you select ‘Template’ instead of ‘Your projects’).  
 
There are plenty of free templates on Canva to work with. You’ll have to upgrade to Pro if a 
template you’re looking to use isn’t included. Don’t forget – every element of the templates is 
customisable, so don’t worry about finding the ‘perfect’ template that fits your needs 
completely. Simply find a template you generally like the look of and you can change the 
elements that don’t work for you.  
 
You can also choose to create a blank design in the format of whichever template you choose – 
for example, you can create a completely blank Facebook post by searching templates and 

http://www.canva.com/pricing/


choosing the first template (a blank post) which will have the correct dimensions. This is useful if 
you need the dimensions for a Facebook post but would prefer to start from scratch!  
 

Navigating Canva 
 

On your home screen, you should have a bar on the left-hand side. ‘Your 
projects’ will take you to the folders where your own designs have been 
saved. ‘Templates’ will allow you to explore the library of all the templates 
Canva offers. ‘Shared with you’ will allow you to access anything shared with 
you by another Canva user. ‘Trash’ will allow you to retrieve anything you 
may have accidentally deleted! 

 

 
 
Along the top of your home screen, you’ll have another bar. ‘Templates’ will allow you to access 
the same library of templates as seen in the left-hand bar.  
 

 
 
 
 
 ‘Features’ opens a panel where you can see some of the features Canva offers, from printing 
services to icons you can use for social media.  
 
 

 
‘Learn’ will give you access to Canva’s tutorials and training materials.  
 



 
 

 
The next section will cover the tools available to you once you have a design open. 
Depending on the design, once you choose a template or a blank design your screen 
should look something like this:  
 

 
 
 
‘Templates’ is another chance to access the template library. ‘Elements’ gives you access to 
shapes, lines, graphics, photos, audio, videos, grids, frames, and charts. You can either search for 
these or browse at your own pace. ‘Uploads’ gives you a chance to upload your own content to 
use in your design such as your own photos or a company logo. ‘Text’ allows you to add basic 
text or more eye-catching text fonts. ‘Styles’ shows you the brand kits you currently have, along 
with suggesting colour palettes and themes that you can use if you don’t feel like creating your 
own. This will speed up the design process by already picking out fonts and colours that will go 
well together! ‘Audio’ gives you access to a library of audio that you can use in a video. 
‘Backgrounds’ allows you to change the background of your design to anything from textures to 
photos and plain fill colours.  
 
 

Tools 
 

Image & graphic editing 
(Once you select an image, some tools will appear on the bar above the design page) 

Tool name Location Function 

Brightness* Select image/Edit 
image/Adjust/Brightness 

Adjust the brightness of your image – useful 
if you have darker text over the top!  

Contrast* Select image/Edit 
image/Adjust/Contrast 

Adjust the contrast of your image so there is 
more distinction between the light and 
darker areas of your photo  



Saturation* Select image/Edit 
image/Adjust/Saturation 

Make the colours in your photo appear more 
saturated – drag all the way to zero to turn 
your photo into a black and white image! 

Filters* Select image/Edit 
Image/Filters 

Explore the range of filters available to make 
your image more eye catching! 

Background remover Select image/Edit 
Image/Background 
remover 

Remove the background of your image – 
how well this works will depend on your 
photo. Background remover will work best 
on photos where there is a clear distinction 
between the background and foreground.  

Crop* Select image/Crop Crop your image to cut out anything you 
don’t want shown  

Flip* Select image/Flip You can flip your image either horizontally 
or vertically. Any text on your photo will also 
be flipped so make sure that any text you 
want is still readable!  

Animate* Select image/Animate Give your photo an entrance with a range of 
animations. These will only work if saved as 
an animated GIF or MP4. 

Aligning images* Select image/move it to 
see guidelines appear 

Green guidelines will appear on Canva as you 
move images around so you can make sure 
they are aligned with others. For example, if 
you want three images lined up next to each 
other you can use the guidelines to make 
sure they are in a line.  

Transparency* Select an image/ select 
the small checkerboard 
icon on the right-hand 
side of the top bar 

Drag all the way to 100% for the image to be 
fully opaque and drag to 0% to have a 
completely transparent image. Experiment 
in between to get a faded image – useful for 
helping text stand out when layered on top 
of a photo!  

Change graphic 
colours* 

Select a graphic/select 
the small, coloured 
squares on the left-hand 
side of the top bar 

Adjust and change the colours of certain 
graphics – this feature will not be available 
for every graphic!  

 

Text editing 
(Once you select some text, some tools will appear on the bar above the design page) 

Tool name Location Function 

Font* Select text/current font 
displayed on left-hand 
side of top bar 

Change the font of your text. Select from 
the fonts listed or you can search in the 
search bar for generic terms (e.g. 
handwriting, calligraphy) 

Text size* Select text/current font 
size displayed on left-
hand side of top bar/use +  
- to increase or decrease  

Change the size of your font 

Bold/italic* Select text/bold letter B 
(for bold text) and italic I 
(for italic text) 

Make your text bold or italic  



Uppercase & 
lowercase* 

Select text/click the three 
small dots on right-hand 
side of screen/change to 
all uppercase or all 
lowercase by selecting 
the ‘aA’ symbol 

Make your text either all uppercase or all 
lowercase 

Curve text* Select 
text/Effects/Shape/Curved 

Use the slider to adjust your text to make it 
curved 

Text colour* Select text/select icon 
with a capital A and small 
rainbow underneath  

Change the colour of your text  

Effects* Select text/Effects/Style Add effects like shadowing or 3D effect to 
your text 

Line/letter spacing* Select text/select icon 
with three small lines and 
an arrow 

Increase the space between either the 
individual letters in your text or between 
the lines of text themselves 

Underline* Select text/select the 
three small dots at the 
right-hand side of the 
bar/select the icon of a 
capital U with an 
underline 

Underline your text  

 
*Available on the free version of Canva  
 
 
 

Design tips 
 
It can be hard to make things look sleek and professional when you are a beginner. However, 
there are a few tips to make your graphics look more professional at the click of a button!  
 

• Try experimenting with the Transparency of your photos and shapes. This can instantly 
elevate the look of your graphics. For example, lower the transparency of a text box that 
is over a photo so some of the photo is visible through the box. Just make sure that any 
text is still readable!  

• Don’t assume that black is the only colour for text. Black text can look harsh – especially 
if it’s against a bright white background. Sometimes this works well (if your branding is 
intentionally very loud) however it may not work for all brands. Instead, experiment with 
deep brown, dark grey, dark purple etc. This will still be dark enough to make your text 
readable but will work alongside more subtle & sophisticated branding.  

• Keep your fonts and colour scheme consistent if you’re doing social media for one brand. 
This will create a cohesive look that seems professional and thoughtful to your clients or 
customers.  

• What kind of mood are you trying to express? If you want a bold, impactful design, go 
for bright, vibrant colours (although don’t use too many at once – stick to one colour and 
one or two accent colours) and angular shapes (squares, hexagons etc). If you’re going 
for a softer style, use more muted tones and organic shapes that ‘flow’ – e.g. circles and 
ovals.  



• Keep your image looking balanced. If you’ve got text or an image on one side of the 
graphic, try to balance it out with something on the other side. Make sure that you allow 
the eye to ‘rest’ on the page with some negative space.  

• If you’re including photos in your graphic, you can instantly elevate your design by 
choosing photos that perhaps tie in with some of the branding colours. For example, if 
you’re branding involves green, try incorporating a photo that has similar green tones in 
it. You can always adjust the photo using the Edit Image tools to make the tones reflect 
your branding colours.  

 
 
 

Thank you for reading this free ExecPro guide! I hope this has answered some of your 
questions and made the idea of designing your own graphics much more manageable. 

 
If you create any designs, please tag me on social media – I’d love to see what you design! 

 

Love Carol X 

 

 


