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Text-heavy PowerPoint slides can be difficult
to read, but far worse, they can also make it more
difficult for your audience to learn.

he following is excerpted from

Why Bad Presentations Happen

to Good Causes, which is available
for pre-order beginning January 9th.
(See the back cover for details.)

Bad PowerPoint
presentati ons waste
time. For businesses
and nonprofits al ike,
time is money, so
tedious slide shows
can also drain
dollars from an
organization’s
bottom line. The
only questionis: how
many? In 2004, Max
Atkinsoncalculated
one answer.

A UK-based presenting
and public-speaking
coach, Atkinsonderived a
formula to determine how
much money PowerPoint
was costing the British
economy in a single year.
“If you take the number of
managers in the country

Words.
|

slides shows feature

m fewimages,scadsof

earning 30,000 pounds a year or more,”

he says, “[assumethey attend] one pre-

sentation for one hour a week, and you

know 90% of the presentations bore

them and they get nothing out of them,
the answer is 7.8
billion pounds” Or
roughly 14.2 billion
US dollars.

With no dollars to
waste, nonprofiteers
need to take a closer
look at how their
organizations use
PowerPoint. If your

text, and your presen-
ters are reading that
text to the audience, wasting
time and money is not your
only problem. These presen
tations are actually making
it harder for the audiences
to learn - a fact that was
proven in 1998 and report-
ed in Richard Mayer’s eye-
opening book, Multimedia
Learning.



¥ The people in your audience have two
channels for processing information:
visual and auditory. These channels work
simultaneously, so audience members
are perfectly capable of looking at a slide,
listening to the presenter, and making
sense from both streams of information.
These same people can run into trouble,
however, when they have too much infor-
mationto process at one time.

How much is too much? In 1998, Richard
Mayer conducted a series of tests on
college students to answer this question.
Mayer created two sets of slides to teach
students how lightning storms develop.

The first set was comprised only of images

(see figure 1) and as each slide was sh own
to the students, a narrator explained what
the image was depicting. The second set
of slides had the same images, but in this
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set the explanation was printed on the
slide for the student to read (see figure 2.)
No narration accompanied these slides.

After reviewing theslides, the students
were tested for retention of the information
they had just been given. Even though the
images and explanati ons were identical,

the students who saw the images and he ard
the narrated explanation retained more
than the students who saw the images and
read the explanation themselves. Mayer

rep eatedthe test four times and obtained
the same result every time. His conclusion:
presenting a picture with narration allows
the two information processing channels
to work collab oratively. Presenting a
picture with text overloads the visual
channel (while ignoring the auditory chan-
nel) and can actually hinder learning.

Narration + Image

RIEER
Do

“As air in the updraft cools, water vapor condenses
into water droplets and forms a cloud.”

Text in Image

As air in the updraft cools, warer
\'JPOT L'“]'ILI('“.'WS Into water \‘]ru]:‘|cl‘s
and forms a cloud,
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(No narration)

fig 1.

fig 2.

fig 1.

Words. Pictures.

fig 3.

Narration + Image

RIEER
Do

“As air in the updraft cools, water vapor condenses
into water droplets and forms a cloud.”

Narration + Text in Image

As air in the updraft cools, water
\"u]p‘l\l' t'(‘l'l\{k'l'lsl‘s ]Il'lf“ water L{l'opll‘t.‘i
and forms a cloud.
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“As air in the updraft cools, water vapor condenses

mto water droplets and forms a cloud.”

To further test this theory, Mayer ran
another side-by-side experiment with one
critical difference. As before, the first set
of slides showed images only accompanied
by voice narration. The second set showed
images with text, but this time narration
was included as well (see figure 3). Once
again, the students who saw the first set
of slides retained more than those viewing
the second set.

From these results, Mayer con c luded that
students viewing the second set of slides
were hindered by two problems. As before,
their visual processing channel was over-
loaded with information. And instead of
opening a second channel for learning,

the narrator’s voice further aggravated
the situation. When people read text on

a screen while a presenter intones those

same words aloud, Mayer asserts, the audi-
ence’s tenden cy is to listen for differences
to determine if the printed and sp oken
words are, in fact, thesame. And that
means the audience is not focusing on
the content!

“When making a multimedia presentation
consisting of animation and words,” Mayer
writes in his book, Multimedia Learning,
“present the words as narration rather
than on-screen text.” Like any rule, there
are exc eptions here as well, but as a general
guideline for the design of PowerPoint
slides, Mayer’s advice is worth heeding. m
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