
Course ENGL 392A: Information Design - Winter Term, 2017 
 

ENGL 392A 
Information Design 
 
Professor: Gordon Slethaug  
Course Meetings: Tues/Thurs. 1:00-2:20  
Classroom: QNC 1506  
Office Hours: Hagey Hall 262, Tues/Thurs 11:30-12:30  
Phone: Slethaug 519.888.4567 x33398       
e-mail: slethaug@uwaterloo.ca                      
 
Course Description 
The UW Course Calendar describes ENGL 392A as follows: “This course introduces students to 
the theory and practice of the ways in which people package information for other people: 
space, weight, line, colour, typography, and representation. Students apply this knowledge by 
developing or revising documents.” This term, we will look at information design both as a 
rhetorical practice and as a professional activity, applying this knowledge to everything from 
document design to urban design and wayfinding and in the process giving you confidence as a 
practitioner and critic.  Students will complete assignments on an individual basis as well as in 
groups.  Design programs such as Photoshop and Illustrator are not required but would assist 
work.  (To gain background in these, Arts Computing Office and the Co-op Office recommend 
that students take a Lynda.com non-credit course to gain background in Photoshop and 
Illustrator) 
 
Primary Bibliography 
 
Books required for this course are White’s Elements of Graphic Design and Lipton’s The 
Practical Guide to Information Design. The remaining readings will be on LEARN or via the links 
below. 
Additional readings may be assigned in class.  
 
Baer, Kim.  “Preface” and Chapter 1.  Information Design Workbook.          

http://gossettphd.org/library/baer_infodesignchapt1.pdf 
Carliner, Saul. “Physical, Cognitive, and Affective: A Three-Part Framework for Information 
  Design.” Technical Communication, fourth quarter, 2000. 
Gaines, Elliot.  “Communication and the Semiotics of Space.” Journal of Creative 

Communications. 1:2. 2006 
Gibson, David. Chapter 1—“The Discipline.” The Wayfinding Handbook: Information Design for 

Public Places. New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2009. 12-29. 
Kress, Gunther and Theo Van Leeuwen. “The Meaning of Composition.” Reading Images: The 

Grammar of Visual Design. New York: Routledge, 2006. 175-214. 
 ______. “Narrative Representations.” Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design. New 

York: Routledge, 2006. 45-78. 
______. “The Semiotic Landscape.” Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design. New 

York: Routledge, 2006.  16-44. 
Lipton, Ronnie.  The Practical Guide to Information Design.  Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 

Inc. 2007 
Tufte, Edward. Envisioning Information. Cheshire, CT: Graphics Press, 1990. 
Van Leeuwen, Theo. “Modality.” Introducing Social Semiotics.  Routledge: London and New 

York, 2005. 161-177. 
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____“Semiotic Rules.”Introducing Social Semiotics.  Routledge: London and New York, 2005. 
47-68 

White, Alexander W. The Elements of Graphic Design, 2nd Ed. New York: Allworth Press, 2011. 
 
Assessment  

Blogs (included with projects) 
3 Reflections (15%) 
Poster Design Group Project (10%)  
Individual Small Poster or Infographic Design with Essay (10%+10%) 
Major Infographic Design Group Project with Individual Essay (20% + 25%) 
Participation, including group assessment (10%) 

Assignments are due as noted. Unless we make prior arrangements, assignments will lose 5% 
per late day. All class presentations are due on the assigned date and each member of the 
group must participate.  If the group fails to present on the assigned date, members will receive 
a 0; individuals who fail to appear for a presentation will receive a 0. 
 
Groups 

Students will work in 6 groups of 4 to create two projects: 1) an information design 
poster with a sample of information design and call-outs, and 2) a detailed infographic 
designed for the web, paying close attention to design concepts discussed in class. 
There will be two iterations of the first project that will include a wireframe and finished 
poster.  There will be three iterations of the second infographic, and classmates will be 
expected to make comments, both positive and critical, on each iteration to help the 
projects along. More than a presentation of information, the infographics must offer a 
persuasive argument and have a storyline. The infographics must be posted to the group 
blog in advance of the presentation. The presentation of the final infographic must back 
the reasons for design decisions with theory from course readings. 
Each group should have at least one person with knowledge of Photoshop, Illustrator, or 
other design packages. 
At the end of the term each group member will individually submit an assessment of the 
group work in the LEARN dropbox, indicating strengths and weaknesses 

 
Blogs (WordPress.com) 

Each group of students will keep a blog of their course-related activities both as 
individuals and as a group. The group blog, which should have an interesting identifying 
title, should be used to post both group designs (including the wireframe and poster for 
the first group project and 3 successive iterations of the final electronic design project), 
individual design document, and other relevant observations of members. 
 

3 Reflections (submitted as hard copies) (15%) 
These 500-word reflections should demonstrate that you understand the key principles 
of Kress and Van Leeuwen’ chapters under discussion on each assigned day and are 
able to apply them to a specific illustration of information design appended to your 
discussion. 
 

Information Design Poster (10%)  
Wireframe (Electronic version) Due: January 31 
Poster (Physical/Material or Electronic version) Due February 7 & 9  

Students will create a physical/material poster (or electronic, if you wish) that 
contains a sample of information design and several call-outs that analyze the 
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design. Sample products might include any number of things such as a museum 
map, mall directory, small instruction pamphlet, train schedule, bike trail map, 
recipe, advertisement, or other things as proposed to the instructor. The 
wireframe, presented electronically on your blog and then to the class, must have 
a fully conceptualized and articulated notion of what the call-outs will focus 
on.The call-outs should reference Carliner’s three-part framework for information 
design, but should also include concepts from White’s Elements of Graphic 
Design and Lipton’s Practical Guide to Information Design. That is, the poster 
should identify how the sample design product embodies physical, cognitive, and 
affective design elements and indicate important unifying features. 
 

Individual Information Design Poster—Physical or Electronic (10%) on February 28 and March 2 
with Individual Essay (10%) due March 6 at 5 pm.  

While the two other Information Design posters will be completed through groupwork, 
this assignment allows individuals to work independently on a small poster. The 
individual essay of 5-6 double spaced pages must provide a narrative for the poster 
while making reference to course readings, including Kress and Van Leeuwen, Lipton, 
White, and Baer. 
 

Major Group Electronic Poster Project (20%) with Individual Essay (25%) 
Wireframe Due:  March 16 
Second Iteration Due: March 21 & 23  
Final Iteration Due: March 28 & 30 
Essay Due: Monday, April 3 at 5 pm 

Each student will write an individual essay of EIGHT PAGES arising either from 
the group project or independent research and will draw on at least EIGHT theory 
and design readings.  Electronic copies of the papers should be submitted in the 
dropbox on LEARN, and hard copies submitted to Professor Slethaug’s office 
HH262 by 5pm on Monday, April 3. 

 
Participation (10%) 

Students are expected to attend all classes, arrive on time, and actively engage  in 
seminar discussions. In-class workshops will also count toward the participation grade. 
Finally, students will be required to engage in peer assessment to evaluate group 
projects.  
N.B.: misuse of personal electronic devices in class (e.g. texting, surfing, or playing 
Candy Crush during a lecture) will result in a lower participation grade. 

 
General UW Course Policies 
Academic Integrity: 

Academic Integrity: In order to maintain a culture of academic integrity, members of the 
University of Waterloo are expected to promote honesty, trust, fairness, respect and 
responsibility. 
Discipline: A student is expected to know what constitutes academic integrity, to avoid 
committing academic offences, and to take responsibility for his/her actions. A student 
who is unsure whether an action constitutes an offence, or who needs help in learning 
how to avoid offences (e.g., plagiarism, cheating) or about “rules” for group 
work/collaboration should seek guidance from the course professor, academic advisor, or 
the Undergraduate Associate Dean. When misconduct has been found to have occurred, 
disciplinary penalties will be imposed under Policy 71 – Student Discipline. For information 
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on categories of offenses and types of penalties, students should refer to Policy 71 - 
Student Discipline, http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm. 
Grievance: A student who believes that a decision affecting some aspect of his/her 
university life has been unfair or unreasonable may have grounds for initiating a 
grievance. Read Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances, Section 4, 
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm. 
Appeals: A student may appeal the finding and/or penalty in a decision made under 
Policy 70 - Student Petitions and Grievances (other than regarding a petition) or Policy 71 
- Student Discipline if a ground for an appeal can be established. Read Policy 72 - 
Student Appeals, http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm. 
 Academic Integrity website (Arts): 
http://arts.uwaterloo.ca/arts/ugrad/academic_responsibility.html 
Academic Integrity Office (uWaterloo): http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/ 

Accommodation for Students with Disabilities: 
Note for students with disabilities: The AccessAbility Services office, located on the first floor of 
the Needles Hall extension, collaborates with all academic departments to arrange appropriate 
accommodations for students with disabilities without compromising the academic integrity of the 
curriculum. If you require academic accommodations to lessen the impact of your disability, 
please register with the AS office at the beginning of each academic term. 

 
COURSE SCHEDULE 

 
Date Readings and Workshops Presenters 

Jan. 3 Introduction to course and readings 
 

Slethaug 
 

Jan. 5 What is Information Design? 
Baer,  Preface and Chapter 1.  Information Design Workbook. PDF 

Slethaug 
 

Jan. 10 Introduction to Design Elements 
Lipton, 15-36 (Chapter 1: How Humans Perceive)  
White, 81-96 (Chapter 5: The Seven Design Components) 

Slethaug 
 

Jan. 12 Van Leeuwen, 47-68 (“Semiotic Rules”) PDF 
Carliner, “Physical, Cognitive, and Affective” PDF 
Reflection 1 due (Van Leeuwen) 
Form 7 groups of 4-5 students each 

Slethaug 
 

Jan. 17 
 

White, Preface, Introduction, Section 1: Space 
Gaines, “Communication and the Semiotics of Space” PDF 
Introduction to Assignment 1: Information Design Poster 

Slethaug 
 

Jan. 19 Visual Design and the Semiotic Landscape 
Kress and Van Leeuwen, Chapter 1: “The Semiotic Landscape” PDF 
Reflection 2 due (Kress and van Leeuwen) 

Slethaug 
 

Jan. 24 Van Leeuwen, “Modality” PDF 
Lipton, 63-74 (Case Studies in Usability) 

Slethaug 
 

Jan. 26 Unity in Visual Design 
Kress and Van Leeuwen, Chapter 6: “The Meaning of Composition.” PDF 
White, Section 2 Unity; Section 3: Page Architecture 

Slethaug 
 

Jan 31 Present Electronic Wireframe of Group Project 1 Students  
Feb. 2 Narrative and Visuals 

Kress and Van Leeuwen, Chapter 2: “Narrative Representations” PDF 
Reflection 3 due (Kress and van Leeuwen) 

Slethaug 
 

http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy71.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy70.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm
http://www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infosec/Policies/policy72.htm
http://arts.uwaterloo.ca/arts/ugrad/academic_responsibility.html
http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/
http://uwaterloo.ca/academicintegrity/
https://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/
https://uwaterloo.ca/disability-services/
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Feb. 7, 9 Present Final Physical/Material/ (or Electronic) Iteration of Project 1  Students  
   
Feb. 14 The Business of Information Design: Deuce Design 

      Brian Dusselier & Deanna Westbrook 
Dusselier & 
Westbrook 

Feb. 16 White, Section 4: Type 
Introduction to Final Project 
 

 Slethaug 
 

Feb. 21, 23 WINTER BREAK  
   
Feb. 28 Present Individual Short Information Designs—Physical or Electronic (7 minute 

lighning talks) 
Students  

Mar. 2 
 

Present Individual Short Information Designs—Physical or Electronic (7 minute 
lightning talks) 

Students 

Mar. 6 
Mar. 7 

First Essay Due 5pm 
Gibson, The Wayfinding Handbook, Chapter 1 (“The Discipline”) PDF 
Lipton, Chapter 9 (Wayfinding) 

Slethaug 
 

Mar. 9 
 

Lipton, Chapter 7 (Diagrams) 
Tufte, “Layering and Separation” and “Small Multiples” from Envisioning Information 
(53-79) PDF 

Slethaug 
 

Mar. 14 
 

Group classroom conferences with professor   

Mar. 16 Present Wireframe of Final Project (12 minutes per group). 
 

Students 
 

Mar. 21 Present Iteration 2 of Final Project (15 minutes per group) Students 
 

Mar. 23 Present Iteration 2 of Final Project (15 minutes per group) Students 
 

Mar. 28 Present Final Iteration of Final Project (15 minutes per group) Students  
 

Mar. 30 Present Final Iteration of Final Project (15 minutes per group) Students 

Apr. 3 Final Essay Due 5pm  
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