
Letter Project (Oral Reports and Portfolio)      CLAS 015 (TAP) Fall 2011 
Oral reports as in syllabus   Portfolio: preliminary review 18 Nov.   Final copy due: 2 Dec. 

Imagine that you are responsible for preparing a chapter on your letter of the alphabet for 
a book such as those by Man or Sacks.  In completing this exercise you will collect the 
basic materials, and present them in a portfolio from which you (and your collaborators) 
will design a coherently serious, but lively, book that will appeal in one way and another 
to persons of all ages. 
 

Each member of the class will be assigned two letters of the alphabet—one primary and 
one secondary. (If you have a particular passion for a certain letter or letters, don't 
hesitate to say so: we'll try to accommodate). The primary letter will be the focus of your 
portfolio. The secondary letter will be one for which you assist another member of the 
class in making his or her oral report and in critiquing his or her portfolio. 
 
A. Oral reports on alphabet letters will focus on Parts I and II below, but may conclude 
with a "quick peek" at something appropriate for Part III. The oral reports will draw 
together materials from class and from readings in the early weeks of the semester. 
 

B. Portfolio development, layout, presentation will refine the oral report with written text, 
diagrams, selected bibliography. It will expand upon the oral report by including 
subsequent development and refinement of the letter (for instance in medieval initials, 
printed type fonts, artistic and emphatic presentations). The final portfolios will 
incorporate materials from the entire semester. 
 
I. Introduction 
May be extremely brief, but could contain interesting information, such as that the "e" on 
typewriters often failed from metal fatigue because "e" is the most common letter in use 
(at least in English); or that a particular letter has delightful possibilities in evoking sound 
effects (consider "z"). 
 

II. Historical development of the letter 
Trace the letter (in its various shapes, as applicable) from earliest known instances (which 
might be pictograms or the like, through the institution of an alphabet, modification in 
subsequent alphabets (including, where relevant, languages beyond English). 
Provide illustrations of the letter at important stages in its development, and show how 
such developments took place (for instance, different techniques employed and use of 
different writing instruments). Your own drawings are encouraged, especially in the oral 
presentation, but usefully also in the final project. 
This section should take you at least through the late Middle Ages and to the beginning of 
printing. 
 

III. Refinement and artistic variation 
Here you may show instances of the letter in script used for various purposes (public 
display, reader's convenience) from all periods—Antiquity, Middle Ages, modern. This is 
the place to discuss fonts and artistic embellishments (for various purposes). Here, too, 
you should include modern variants of the letter as they show up in cursive script. 
Illustrate with photographs or your own drawings, but do so in an organized manner that 
relates clearly to your written discussion. 
 

IV. Conclusion 
Again, may be extremely brief. Suggestion: design a page of your own of the "A is for 
APPLE" variety, but even here use your imagination to its fullest. 


