
RHET 4305/5305: Document Design 
Design Memos 

 

Background 
 

As important as it is to be able to produce well-designed documents, it’s almost equally 

important to be able to explain your designs to your employers, coworkers, and clients.  

If you are good at design, your documents will often look effortlessly attractive and 

effective.  Without some explanation, the non-designers around you may not realize 

how much work went into your masterpiece—and in economic terms, that means that 

they may not realize how much value you are contributing.  Further, you may encounter 

situations where someone wants to change your design in ways that would not be good 

for either the clients or the readers.  When you are challenged, you need to be able to 

explain your design rationale persuasively.  
 

Your Assignment 
 

For each project you create for your portfolio, you are required to submit a 2-4 page 

memo explaining your design choices.  The purpose of these memos is to persuade me, 

your reader and instructor, that you have appropriately analyzed the purpose and 

context for the document you have created, and that as a result, you have crafted a 

document that will satisfy the needs of both the end readers and the client/employer 

who must approve it (where applicable).   
 

Please note that I am asking for these reflections to be formatted as memos, not as essays 

or research papers.  That means that your writing style should be crisp and direct, not 

overly formal or academic.  Feel free to use first- and second-person pronouns (e.g. “I” and 

“you”) and to write as if you were speaking directly to me personally, as long as you still 

retain a professional tone.  Also, please use standard memo headings (“to,” “from,” “date,” 

“subject”) at the top of the page, set off each new section of the memo with an appropriate 

heading, and single-space your paragraphs, leaving a blank space to separate one 

paragraph from the next. 
 

Details about the key components of each memo follow. 
 

Introduction and Purpose:   
 

 What is this document? 

 What is its intended purpose—or purposes? 

 Who are the primary users of this document?  Are there other readers who are 

not in the main audience, but who may also see it? 

 Is there an employer or other client who must also be satisfied with the design? 

 In what context or location will the readers see or use this document? 



Description of the Users/Readers 
 

 What demographic characteristics of your readers (age, education level, gender, 

etc.) did you take into account as you designed your document? 

 Do you know the users of this document personally?  Did anything about their 

personalities or individual preferences influence your design? 

 What do you think are the main things your readers need or expect from this 

document in order for them to feel it’s a successful document? 

 

Description of the Employer/Client (if applicable) 
 

 What demographic characteristics of your employer/client (age, education 

level, gender, etc.) did you take into account as you designed your document? 

 Do you know the employer or clients for this document personally?  Did 

anything about their personalities or individual preferences influence your 

design? 

 What do you think are the main things the employer/client needs or expects 

from this document in order to feel it’s a successful document? 

 

Description of the Context and Design Constraints 
 

 How does the context in which this document will be used affect your decisions 

about its size, layout, color choices, etc.?  

 Are there aspects of the context that constrain what you are able to do (such as 

budget, deadline, available technology, client or employer quirks, etc.)? 

 Does your design have to overcome any contextual challenges?  For example, is 

your topic controversial?  Are readers likely to have predetermined attitudes 

toward either the topic or the genre?  Are they oversaturated with documents of 

this type and therefore prone to be bored and inattentive? 

 

Design Rationale 
 

Discuss in detail your design choices for the final version of the document, making 

sure that you always connect those choices to the needs of the reader, the needs of 

the client, and the demands of the context.  In other words, every design element 

that you use should be doing something to help the document achieve its purpose 

for its intended audiences.  Grad students, please remember that you are 

expected to cite at least 3 specific readings (including regular course readings 

and extra theory readings) to support your rationale. 



 

Be prepared to discuss all of the following elements that apply to your design: 
 

 Media choice (types of paper, print vs. online, etc.) 

 Size 

 Color 

 Typography 

 Arrangement of elements on the page or screen; use of white space 

 Selection of graphics (photos, illustrations, logos, etc.) 

 Creation and editing of graphics (if applicable) 

 Navigation (for longer documents – how do readers move through the 

document?) 

 

Design Evolution 
  

Discuss your drafting and experimentation process.  What did you try in some of 

your alternate drafts, and why?  What did you learn from your usability testing that 

influenced your final version?  Ultimately, why do you believe that the final version 

of your document is the most successful version? 

 

Design Assessment 
  

What did you learn from working on this project?  Is there anything you would 

change if you had more time or more technology experience? 

 

Tips for Writing Effective Memos 
 

Students are often surprised at how much time it takes to write a good design memo.     

I strongly advise you not to wait until the day before the portfolio is due to begin 

writing.  In fact, the easiest way to complete this part of your portfolio is to set up 

some Word documents with the memo headings outlined above already in them, and 

add notes to them whenever you work on one of your design projects.  Then you need 

only put your notes into paragraph form. 

 

Naturally, the memos are themselves a sort of design project.  They should look as 

attractive and professional as all the other documents in your portfolio.  They should 

also be impeccably proofread and edited. 

 

You are welcome and encouraged to show me drafts of your design memos in your 

upcoming design conferences if you choose to sign up for one.  If you’d like me to 

comment on your memo drafts, please email them to me at least 3 hours in advance of 

when we’re scheduled to meet so that I can give them a thorough reading. 

 

Be sure to contact me if you have any questions about this part of your portfolio work! 


