Syllabus design tips — pages from ARH 2000
These annotated pages from an Art Appreciation syllabus demonstrate practices that
have worked well for that course.

Design is always a trade-off. Many might feel there is too much text on these pages, for
example. So take whatever is useful and improve on it.

Some general points about layout and page design:
Visual clarity and consistency is important. Some variety of font size and color can he
helpful especially for headings, but colors and sizes should be used in the same way
throughout, so that a particular color or size always means the same thing.
• Large blocks of text are best chunked into smaller units.
• Tables of contents and hyperlinks help students find what they need.
• Visual elements add charm, humor and visual relief to text, and can be used as
navigation aids.
• Blocks of text that fall into the same category should be aligned consistently
throughout.
• Red should not be used for emphasis — as in this example, it is aggressive,
stress-inducing and hard to read.

Clean, “finished”
design reassures
students that the
course is carefully
planned and
competent.

Hyperlinked
Table of
Contents
for ease of
access

A “conversation bubble” exchange on the first page creates a friendlier and
more personal tone and provides students with an immediate path to what to
do first.

Text boxes
organize and
clarify text on
page
Visual symbols
() highlight
critical details

Picture
provides an
attractive break
from text and
evokes
meaningful
course content

In this multisection course, one
syllabus document
is used for all
sections.

Front pages in
Canvas are
personalized for
each instructor,
and instructors are
also introduced
together as a team.

Since this is a Gen Ed class and often a first online class for students, we assume they know
nothing and we define everything.

Cartoons are used periodically to proactively highlight non-constructive behaviors with humor.
“Conversation bubbles” provide key bits of information.

Punitive, threatening rhetoric is avoided as much as possible; problems are anticipated with
empathy (example under “Illnesses and Emergencies”)

Rules are expressed in a positive way. Instead of saying “late assignments will be penalized” we say
“assignments 2-6 may be submitted late for partial credit”). Flexibility is built in with guidelines, to
minimize the number of exceptions and manual interventions. Reasons for policies are explained.
Instead of making up individual missed quizzes, students can take an extra-credit “group” makeup
quiz at the end of the semester.

