
RHET 5305: Document Design 

Memo 
To: Dr. Karen Kuralt 

From: Stephanie Williams 

Date: July 2, 2018 

Re: Design Memo for Portfolio Project 4 – Redesigned Syllabus 

Introduction and Purpose 

Portfolio Project 4 is a redesigned syllabus for a course I have taught many times. I 
began teaching as an adjunct for UALR in Fall 2009 on the basis of my JD. Given my 
educational and professional background, I primarily taught the second-semester 
composition course, because of its emphasis on argument, as well as a writing for work 
course. Though I have now taught many other classes, including the first-semester 
research-heavy composition as well as developmental English courses, Composition II 
remains my favorite subject to teach. 

The purpose of a syllabus is to set the tone and “ground rules” for the semester. 
Despite it being packed full of important information, students often do not read it 
word-for-word. Given this fact, I decided to approach this redesign much like the 
redesign of Portfolio Project 3 (the safety manual), which was meant to be an easy-to-
use, quick reference guide. 

Description of the Users/Readers and Context 

Portfolio Project 4 is the redesigned syllabus for section 05 of RHET 1312: Composition 
II, which I will be teaching in Fall 2018 at UALR.  Users/readers of the syllabus will be 
students enrolled in my course. The average student enrolled in this course at UALR is 
18-20 years old and in his/her first year of education past high school.  These students 
often represent a wide spectrum of race and ethnicities, and generally include both full-
time and part-time students.  The syllabus must be clear and easy to understand; it 
must also allow for quick reference throughout the semester. 
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Description of the Client and Design Constraints 

Because this course is taught at UALR, the syllabus should adhere to certain university 
and/or departmental requirements. Primarily, there are certain provisions and policies 
that must be present, such as the Department Statement and many of the 
course/university policies.  Within the last few semesters, the Department provided its 
composition teachers with a syllabi template that included all of the required statements 
and policies (indeed, one of my early drafts uses said template). This Portfolio Project 4 
redesign is a departure from that template in terms of design; however, all required 
content remains included. 

I decided to include the university colors in the syllabus. When displayed online (via the 
corresponding Blackboard course), those colors will be visible. However, for paper 
printing purposes, the design will show as black-and-white, though still legible. 

Design Evolution and Rationale 

Accompanying the final redesign that is Portfolio Project 4 are two early drafts of the 
same second-semester composition course – one from 2009 and the other from 2017. I 
also include an alternate final redesign, which essentially eliminates the cover 
page/table of contents.  The following table provides a quick view of design changes I 
made (rationale for these changes will be discussed further below): 

 
VERSION TYPOGRAPHY VISUALS LAYOUT 
Early Draft 1 
(2009 
syllabus) 

Times New Roman 
12pt, primarily 
regular with 
headings/subheadings 
in bold and important 
provisions in red 

Standard table at 
end for course 
schedule; border 
line atop page 
footer 

Full page; single-spaced 
with extra spacing 
between paragraphs; 
justified text 

Early Draft 2 
(2017 
syllabus) 

Times New Roman 
12pt, primarily 
regular with 
subheadings in bold; 
headings in small 
caps 14pt; hyperlinks 
in text 

Added UALR logo; 
lines under major 
headings 

Lines under headings 
contrasted with left-
aligned-jagged body 
text; moved page 
numbers to top right 
corner 

Alternate 
Final (2018 
syllabus) 

Gills Sans MT 26pt 
bold on colored 
background for 
headings; Lucida 
Bright 12pt for body, 

Colored bands 
behind headings; 
enclosed tables for 
grades, links, 
dates; screenshots 

Primarily used colored 
bands to separate 
sections of left-aligned-
jagged text with extra 
spacing between 
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primarily regular with 
important provisions 
or subheadings in 
bold 

with explanatory 
text boxes for 
Blackboard course 

paragraphs; moved 
page numbers to 
bottom center 

Portfolio 
Project 4 

Lucida Bright 28pt 
bold for title on cover 
page; Gills Sans MT 
12pt for TOC 

Added logo and 
TOC on cover page 

Created cover page and 
table of contents 

I’ll now detail the design more specifically: 

I used Microsoft Word to create this Portfolio Project 4 as a print syllabus, though it will 
also be displayed online in the Blackboard course. The final design is 9 pages plus a 
cover page and is formatted to be printed front-and-back.   While Blackboard allows me 
to avoid lots of paper copies, thus saving the university money, the syllabus is the one 
document I also provide in hard copy to students of live classes. Standard printer/copier 
paper will be sufficient for this document. 

Inspiration for this Portfolio Project 4 redesign came from your syllabus for our 
Document Design course and the formatting I did on the safety manual project.  When 
the Document Design course started, just 5 short weeks ago, I said to my husband, 
“This is the best syllabus I’ve ever seen.” That’s a big statement from me because I’ve 
seen A LOT of syllabi over the years – my husband and I have 8 degrees between us, 
not to mention all the samples I’ve looked at through years of teaching.  I believe it to 
be true though, and this project tasked me with figuring out why it’s so good.  Lo and 
behold, it’s because of everything we’ve been learning – typography, contrast, 
alignment, etc. 

Probably my favorite reading all term, “Teaching Text Design”1 talks about using fonts 
and spacing to create the feel you want to convey in your document. I want my 
syllabus to convey: professionalism and understanding, not a legalistic document that is 
a waste of time and resources. A few years ago, I attended a faculty meeting to discuss 
norms and practices within the first-year writing program. Something a colleague there 
said still resonates with me today. She said most students saw the course syllabus as 
just a “TLDR” – “Too Long, Didn’t Read.” I do not want my syllabi to be categorized as 
such. Rather, I hope to create syllabi that students find useful, that they can turn to 
when they have questions about the course and easily find the answers they seek. 

So, I began by creating visual headings that stand out, ones that mimic the Document 
Design course syllabus. Because my syllabus is for a UALR class, I decided to implement 

                                                
1 Kramer, Robert, and Stephen A. Bernhardt. “Teaching Text Design.” Technical Communication 
Quarterly, vol. 5, no. 1, 1996, pp. 35-60. 
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some branding strategies to represent the university. UALR’s colors are maroon and 
silver; I used the RGB codes for each to create custom colors in Microsoft Word 
(maroon: RGB 100/38/57; silver: RGB 167/169/172).2  Ultimately, I only used the 
maroon, modifying the Heading 1 style to be white letters on a maroon background. 
Both colors are present in the UALR logo on the cover page; I had the UALR logo 
picture file on my computer from past documents. 

Recommended typefaces for university materials include Myriad Pro and Minion Pro.3 
Neither of these fonts is available in Word; a little research told me they are Adobe 
fonts. So I search Google for typefaces similar to Myriad and Minion. Myriad is a sans 
serif font, so I settled on Gill Sans MT for the major headings. Minion is a serif font, so I 
tried out a number of serif fonts for body text. Ultimately, I settled on Lucida Bright 
because it was the clearest and most legible (for instance, the “1” in my email address 
looked more like an “l” in some fonts). 

Thinking about how I wanted students to be able to use the syllabus as a reference, I 
thought back to the “Three-Part Framework” article, particularly the discussion about 
physical design.4 This coupled with thinking about how students will engage with the 
document, as discussed in Document Design: A Guide for Technical Communicators’ 
chapter on pages5 – scanning for information – reinforced my decision to use the larger 
banded headings. To take this user-friendly design a step further, I utilized the table of 
contents feature in Word. Having a TOC almost necessitated some sort of cover page 
beginning header – but I didn’t want to simply add unnecessary pages, which is why I 
combined the cover and TOC. 

Design Assessment 

I think this final redesign in Portfolio Project 4 is an unconventional, or at least unique, 
approach to a course syllabus. In all the syllabi I’ve seen over the years, I’ve never 
come across one with a table of contents. Perhaps some more traditional folks in 
academia would shy away from this approach. However, I think it’s responsive to the 
rhetorical context – creating a document that students can use and understand 
throughout the course. Knowing that students will not sit down and read the syllabus 
word-for-word at the beginning of the semester – but are more likely to try to find 
something in it later in the semester when a need arises – and responding to that 
knowledge means I’m truly considering my audience. I spend months trying to get my 
students to be able to do just that; shouldn’t I emulate it for them? 

                                                
2 https://ualr.edu/communications/colors/  
3 https://ualr.edu/communications/typography-2/  
4 Carliner, Saul. “Physical, Cognitive, and Affective: A Three-Part Framework for Information Design.” 
Technical Communication, fourth quarter 2000, pp. 561-576. 
5 Kimball, Miles and Ann Hawkins. “Pages.” Document Design: A Guide for Technical Communicators, 
Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2008, pp. 114-150. 


