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OER Design
Creating Functional Open Textbooks 

(That Don’t Make Your Students’ Eyes Bleed)

Presented by Judy Schmitt 
REFERENCE LIBRARIAN, UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI–ST. LOUIS



What We’ll Cover Today

Function
Helping users get the most out of your OER

Appearance
Reducing the “yuck” factor

Accessibility
Making your OER accessible to users of all abilities



Formats, File Types, and Software
 Printed (or printable)

 PDF
 Electronic

 EPUB or Kindle (MOBI)
 HTML

 Word processors
 Layout programs
 Hybrids
 Pros and cons of each

FUNCTION

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
FormatsTo determine whether to provide a printable or electronic OER, consider what sort of content you will be sharing—Text? Videos? Equations? Programming code?Quizzes? —and how your students are likely to interact with the contentPrint the text before reading?Read on a phone or tablet? Search for terms used throughout the work?Follow and/or copy a lot of hyperlinks?File typePDFs are a great start and are often all you needEasy to useStudents familiar with the formatCan be created from a number of applicationsNot good for small screens; text cannot be resized, so lots of scrollingEPUBsCan be accessed from many free e-readersChoice ofFixed layout (similar to a PDF; good for complex books with a lot of boxes and tables) Reflowable (what most people are used to in eBooks; text can be resized)Cannot be created directly from MS WordRequires extra training, beyond simply learning layoutKindle uses its own proprietary format and has its own publishing guidelinesHTMLElectronic format where OER is exported as an HTML file that opens directly in a browser windowSoftwareWord processors (e.g., MS Word)Layout programs (e.g., Adobe InDesign)Hybrids (e.g., MS Publisher or Apple’s Pages)

https://www.thebookdesigner.com/2010/11/book-design-page-layout-software-a-guide-for-diy-authors/


Develop a 
Cohesive 
Product
 Consistency
 Repetition
 Hierarchy

FUNCTION

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Especially important for OERs adapted from several different sourcesConsistency in Structure (e.g., Key Takeaways in all chapters or none)Headings and terminologies (e.g., Exercises vs. Critical Thinking Exercises; healthcare vs. health care)Citation styleRepetition ofImportant conceptsFrequently used elementsHierarchy of ConceptsHeadings (structure tree)



Student Use
 Table of contents

 Set up differently in EPUB
 Pedagogical aids
 Currency of content
 Connections between topics

 Cross references
 Index 

 Not necessary in EPUB

FUNCTION

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Table of contentsHandy for printed bookCan use hyperlinks in interactive PDFDifferent for EPUBPedagogical aids can includeLearning objectivesKey termsChapter summaryCurrency (e.g., history of LGBT legislation should mention the 2015 Supreme Court decision that requires states to license and recognize same-sex marriages)Connections Aren’t built in when pulling content from multiple sourcesKeep an eye out for legacy cross-references that are meaningless in your OERIndexHelpful for printed OERNot necessary for electronic OER, since student can run a search or follow hyperlinks



Faculty Re-Use
 References

 Use Crossref.org to look up DOIs
 For Wikipedia entries, use the 

“View history” feature to cite the 
archived version you accessed

 Source files

FUNCTION

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
ReferencesWhen creating or adapting OER, you don’t need to consult only open sources for your research! Check for dead linksSource filesCan be provided to faculty who want to re-use your contentPDFs are notoriously difficult to edit

https://www.crossref.org/guestquery/


Page Design and Colors
 One column vs. 

multiple columns
 Maximum column width
 Paragraph breaks 

and alignment
 Colors
 Visual interest

APPEARANCE

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Page design is particularly important for printable OERsOne columnUse larger type – at 10 pt, no more than 30 picas (5 inches) wideCan put space between paragraphsCan have ragged bottomsTwo columnsCan be equal width Can be a major column (for text and wide images) and a narrow minor column (for headings, small images, and sidebar text)Best to use paragraph indents of ¼ inch or slightly lessUsually looks best when columns alignColorsStay away from overly bright colorsMake sure there is enough contrast for people with low visionAvoid using yellow or any pastel color for text when on a white backgroundBooks can be1 color (usually all black, with grayscale images)2 color (usually black with one other color, such as red, with grayscale or duotone images)4 color (full range of colors—CMYK—with full-color images)Visual interestBreak up text with images, tables, and boxesCaptions and table text can be set in a slightly smaller type size



Typefaces/Fonts
 Serif vs. sans-serif

 Other typeface categories
 Numbers
 Heading hierarchy
 Obtaining, licensing, and 

embedding
 What is a font license?
 More on licensing
 Embedding fonts in eBooks

APPEARANCE

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Serif typefacesAlso called “roman”Generally considered easier to read than sans-serifGood for body textPay attention to x-height, thinness of thins (can “disappear,” especially when photocopied)Look at italics: Easy to read? Too slanted? Do they even exist for that typeface?Sans-serif typefacesAlso called “gothic,” “grotesque,” or “grotesk”; sometimes italics are called “oblique”Good for headingsOften appear slightly larger than serif typefaces of the same type sizeUse condensed and expanded fonts sparinglyOther typeface categories Script, handwriting, and most ornamental typefaces should be avoidedMonospace typefaces can be used for snippets of codeNumbersOld style numbers have ascenders and descendersLook cool but often get lost in running textLining numbers are cap height Use proportional spacing in running text, tabular spacing when numbers need to align (such as in stacked equations and tables)Proportional spacing in some sans-serif fonts is very tight Heading hierarchy can be illustrated through a combination of:Color Generally, begin with eye-catching colors and move toward colors that are more subtle (i.e., closer to black)Note that this can be an issue for color-blind readers, so use in combination with other means of establishing hierarchyTypefaceStart with sans-serif and switch to serif around level 4 or 5Type sizeFont within a typeface (bold > bold italic > italic)Capitalization (ALL CAPS > Title Case > Initial cap)Indentation (center alignment is very seldom used)Head levels 5 and 6 are often run-in heads at the start of indented paragraphsObtainingGoogle Fonts and Adobe Fonts, plus many other online font shopsBest format: OpenType (OTF) – expanded character set and cross-platform compatibilityTrueType (TTF) – examine character set before purchasingAdobe PostScript (Type 1) – cannot be embeddedLicensingLicenses are determined by individual foundries and online font shops (even free fonts aren’t necessarily free!)A license upgrade may be necessary if you want to embed in an EPUBEmbeddingFonts are encrypted on export to EPUB, and then the e-reader unencrypts them (with varying degrees of success)

https://designshack.net/articles/typography/what-is-a-font-license-and-do-i-need-one/
https://www.creativebloq.com/features/font-licensing
https://www.thebookdesigner.com/2019/03/fun-with-fonts-getting-ebook-typefaces-right/


Image Considerations
 Resolution (dpi or ppi)

 300 ppi for print
 No. of inches ⨯ 300 = No. of pixels   ⇒   6-by-3 inches ⨯ 300 = 1800-by-900 pixels

 Effective ppi
 Reducing an image’s dimensions will increase its resolution, so a 300-ppi image scaled to 

50% of its actual size will have an effective ppi of 600

 Image licenses
 Attribution best practices

APPEARANCE

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
ResolutionPrinted books need higher-resolution images than eBooks or webpages do (≥ 300 ppi)Reducing the dimensions of an image increases its resolutionImage licensesCreative Commons licensesPublic domain – copyrights have expired, been forfeited, or are inapplicable; just because you find it on the internet doesn’t mean it’s public domain!Royalty free (not necessarily free)Usually you’ll pay a one-time fee to obtain the rights to use the image as many times as you likeDon’t need to pay royalties to the owner each time you use it

https://wiki.creativecommons.org/wiki/best_practices_for_attribution


The High Points
 Paragraph styles that indicate heading level
 Meaningful hyperlinks
 Lists
 Captioned text for audio and video content
 Alternate text for images
 Accessible tables
 Tagged PDFs (Word users, see instructions)

ACCESSIBILITY

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Word users:Complex tables can only be made accessible within HTML or Acrobat ProUse Word’s Accessibility Checker (search for it in the menu bar’s “Tell me what you want to do…” tab)Cannot simply print to PDF

https://www.washington.edu/accessibility/documents/pdf-word/


Where to Go for More Information
 Illinois State University

 Website and Digital Accessibility
 University of Washington

 Creating Accessible Documents
 Penn State

 PDF Files
 City University of New York (CUNY)

 Accessibility Toolkit for Open Educational Resources (OER): Evaluation

ACCESSIBILITY

https://at.illinoisstate.edu/web-interactive-communications/accessibility/
http://www.washington.edu/accessibility/documents/
https://accessibility.psu.edu/pdf/
https://guides.cuny.edu/accessibility/evaltools


Thank you for your time!
Judy Schmitt
If you have any questions, 
please contact me at j.schmitt@umsl.edu
Download this presentation at http://umsl.edu/go/L26

mailto:j.schmitt@umsl.edu
http://umsl.edu/go/L26
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