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Creating Presentable PowerPoint Presentations1 
Mic Porter – Ergonomist, mic.porter@unn.ac.uk [+44/0 191 227 3155] 

 
Introduction 

In 2004 Simons suggested that there were between 20 and 30 million presentations given, 
each day, world-wide, with PowerPoint(PPt).  Parks (2012) reports, but does not attribute, an 
estimated 350 PowerPoint presentations are given each second across the globe”2. Clearly 
nobody actually knows but we can assume PPt driven presentations are more common than 
is desirable; never forget that there are alternatives and that these are often preferable! 

Paradi (2003) asked a few (n=159) people what they found most annoying about the PPt 
presentations that they see.  The published summary reported an “average of 2.65 
annoyances per respondent”. 
 

 Annoyance % N= 

    
 The speaker reads the slides to us 60.4% 96 
 Text so small I couldn't read it 50.9% 81 
 Full sentences instead of bullet points 47.8% 76 
 Slides hard to see because of colour choice 37.1% 59 
 Moving/flying text or graphics 24.5% 39 
 Annoying use of sounds 22.0% 35 
 Overly complex diagrams or charts 22.0% 35 

  Total 421 
After talking, un-rigorously, with students in the Lipman Coffee Shop I can add the following 
anecdotal observations: 

 lecturers who move to the next slide before content has been recorded or before the 
student has had time to add any additional comments/observations that they wish to 
their notes (pre-printed or not) 

 printed sheets reproducing slides that are unreadable/too small/lack the (essential) 
colour of the original 

 feeling cheated as lecturer expects student to print out slides and thus passes 
expense from University to Student 

 attending a lecture that is boring/unnecessary or one that adds nothing to the 
information presented elsewhere.  For example, the printed sheets distributed or 
material placed on a website or Blackboard (Bb). 

PPt might be (nearly) ubiquitous but it is not universally welcomed and may fail completely as 
a technology supporting communication between the presenter and the audience3. 

                                                           
1
  [A version of this guidance was published as a Northumbria Red Guide #43 (Porter 2007)] 

2
  With the assumptions that the average audience is only 10 and that the world’s population is c7.25 

Billion then everybody experiences a PowerPoiint presentation more than 65 times a year or 1¼ each 
week.  Thankfully this exposure/experience is not evenly distributed and I don’t receive my share! 
3
  “The Board [Columbia Accident Investigation Board] views the endemic use of PowerPoint briefing 

slides instead of technical papers as an illustration of the problematic methods of technical 
communication at NASA”  Gehman (2003) (p191) 

The three reports prepared by Boeing, while the shuttle was still orbiting, had at the very bottom of one 
PPt slide: 

 “Flight condition is significantly outside the test database 

 Volume of ramp is 1920 cu in vs 3 cu in for test” 

In fact this entry is pointing out that the volume of one of the three pieces of debris that was assumed 
to have damaged the left wing of Columbia shortly after take-off has 640 times the volume of anything 
that was ever impact tested on the tiles.  No evidence was found that significant was used, by Boeing, 
in the sense of statistically significant or that the implication that previous research was irrelevant to 
the current situation was reported. 
 

“… it is easy to understand how a senior manager might read this PowerPoint slide and not 
realize that it addresses a life-threatening situation….”  Gehman (2003) (p191) 
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Fundamentals 

PPt is a low resolution, projected, display facilitation technology and the installation of the 
projection technology often degrades the communication medium further.  Typically, the 
venue’s projector will only cope with an image of 1024 x 768 pixels (aspect ratio 4:3) and 
even this may be reduced in effectiveness by poor positioning of the projector and/or the 
screen relative to the seating.  Indeed, the physical dimensions of the room, location of 
windows, level of lighting/black-out, lectern etc may greatly influence the effectiveness of a 
presentation.  The inability to appropriately control illumination levels and vectors may hinder 
the effectiveness of the presentation and, of course, the ability of the students to attend to 
the content, and take (or annotate) notes. 

Better projectors are available; for example HDTV is 1920 x 1080 (aspect ratio 16:9) but 
such systems are often run at 1280 x 960 or 1600 x 1200 to preserve the, still more common, 
4:3 aspect ratio.  However, computer screens moving to 16:9 (PC) or 16:10 (apple).  A 
mismatch between the PPt aspect ratio and the projector will lead to misleading distortion, 
especially with images, or a black edging to your show.  Unless you know otherwise it is still 
safest to adopt4 a 4:3 aspect ratio for the slides. 

PPt is not without dialects and may not behave, as expected, when presentations are 
transferred between locations.  Mathematical symbols, non- English Characters, images and 
graphs are, most commonly, problematic but the newer .pptx format appears to be more 
stable than previously. 

Presentations, should, use slides with restricted content to support readability and usability 
but this can tempt the lecturer into a faster pace which can then hinder the slower reader and 
give an unintended implication of urgency to the session.  Dyslexic and international 
students, in particular can find fast pacing of the presentation stressful and a barrier to 
comprehension/learning. 

Presenters often, but never should, leave the creation of PPt slides to the last minute.  Time 
should be given for checking against the original text of the paper/lecture and to rehearse the 
presentation; preferably in the location where the talk will be given.  PPt should only contain 
the headlines; the core of the session is the presenter’s talk and the circulated printed notes. 

Use the notes section of PPt to prompt for your input and, if you are able to use a two screen 
PC or iMac system, arrange to show the notes of the presentation on the lectern screen 
while projecting the slides (“presenters view”).  Engage your audience with roving eye 
contact never, simply read the slides or notes5! 

Finally, don’t forget the need to allow for CLOD6 factoring and that Murphy, like most 
engineers, was an optimist when considering situations that include people!  Not only does 
the buttered toast fall jam side down but you bang your head on an open cupboard door 
when standing back up. Ouch! 

 
Master Slide Design 

Careful design of templates and the Master Slide can aid the creation consistent slides but 
also offers temptations that must be resisted!  Clever, complex backgrounds are offered by 
the software but will never make a poor lecture exciting.  However, they can: 

 hinder readability 

 distract 

 appear lazy when stand MS templates/option are used 

                                                           
4
  In PPt you can set the aspect ratio and the resolution (which influences the pixel size for images and 

thus overall file size) in <Design><Page Set up>.  You can discard any extra detail associated with 
imported images (eg their size before cropping) via <picture tools><format><compress pictures> and 
thus save file space and reduce loading times.  
5
  In fact the argument for just reading a script is that ensures that “first fixation” is yours and does not 

reside with the student recording the Lecture; essential for the creation of Copyright and other IPRs. 
6
  CLOD = Cold Light Of Day 
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Master Slide Design (continued) 

Include any applied decoration – especially animated – but with care!  Simplicity, of style, is 
to be preferred and there is rarely any need for logos/slogans/strap-lines on each slide even 
if they are appropriate at the start and/or finish of the presentation. 

If you want to improve the presentation then improve the content.  Audience boredom is 
unlikely to be solved by changing the slide decoration but by improving the presentation.  PPt 
should be used to support the individual cognitive learning style of each member of 
audience.  PPt must not dominate, disrupt, dismay or trivialise the content to be presented7. 

Use the Master Slide to set the text and background colours, fonts and font size that you 
desire and (albeit carefully) any headers and footers you wish to apply having given due to 
consideration to the impact of additional complexity upon readability and comprehension. 

 

Slide Content Design/Layout 

Never, simply reproduce printed text, graphs or images from material published on paper and 
expect the outcome to be legible or pedagogically effective.  PPt is for presenting limited 
quantities of information, at low resolution and in a strictly hierarchical structure but little else! 

Including images on the slide can help recall/learning but use with care and respect the 
copyright of others.  “Clip art” and standard images attract attention away from the content; 
especially when the audience can’t quite remember where the item has been taken from or 
where they have seen it before! 

While a 35mm photograph has the aspect ratio of 3:2 a typical screen/projection system will, 
usually, be a “squarer” 3:4 (1:1.33).  A computer screen or projector resolution of 768 x 1024 
pixels is typical and working with images of 8 inches (203mm) by 10.67 inches (271mm) at 
96 dpi works well.  If you images contain more information than this then not only will it not 
be visible but it will also result in an unnecessarily large PPt file and slow slide loading.  
Whether downloading8, scanning or using Digital cameras to create images check the aspect 
ratio, resolutions and image size, they will vary! 

As PPt keeps track of the image to be shown and, if it has been edited, the original as well.  
Thus, overall PPt file size is smaller if imported images are of appropriate size and are not 
cropped/resized within PPt.  Standard graphical packages are, also, easier to work with. 

Don’t include sounds, animations or moving images unless they are crux of the session.  
Don’t use numerous slide transitions as they distract and annoy the audience.  However, to 
aid comprehension do build all but the simplest diagrams and graphs, element-by-element. 

 

Guidance for readability of PPt text 

 No more than 7 points per slide and 5 is better. 

 Use a san serif font (Arial, Comic Sans, Helvetica9, Tahoma, Trebuchet, Verdana, etc.)  

 Sized 28 point generally works well. but larger 32 to 40 point for headings.   

 Mix upper and lower case letters, never CAPITALISE. 

 Add emphasis with bold not italics or underlining. 

 Space lines at 1.5 times or even twice the suggested normal. 

 Use bullets and numbering to identify points.  Both work well for dyslexic students (but 
some screen readers prefer numbers to bullets.)  

 Keep it simple - limited the number of presentational features to only one or two colours, 
fonts, transitional or animation effects. [Classic KISS10 advice]. 

 Hyphenate rather than compound words; un-blocked/well-being not unblocked/wellbeing.  

 Capitalise conventionally and left align text; never justify.   

                                                           
7
  http://www.ted.com/talks/john_bohannon_dance_vs_powerpoint_a_modest_proposal.html  Amazing! 

8
  And don’t forget to check that you have the copyright permission necessary and then acknowledge 

and reference the source. 
9
  If you get a chance wathc the film history of this font – highly recommended!  More details at: 

http://www.helveticafilm.com/about.html  
10

  KISS = “Keep it simple, stupid” or, sometimes, “Keep it stupidly simple”. 

http://www.ted.com/talks/john_bohannon_dance_vs_powerpoint_a_modest_proposal.html
http://www.helveticafilm.com/about.html
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Guidance for readability of PPt text (continued): 

 Use the notes section of PowerPoint as these are accessible to the supportive 
technologies, screen readers, automatic website converters, etc. 

 Add punctuation at the end of paragraphs, headings, bullets, and tables.  (Some 
evidence that this helps dyslexic readers but essential for screen voicers & automatic 
website converters.) 

 Avoid tables or columns in text and untagged diagrams or pictures - for the same reason, 
they can confuse the voicers.  However, ironically, some dyslexic people prefer the 
structural framework that tables and columns give.  

 In how many ways will your presentation be used?  Create to support all and everybody 
but expect to very occasionally fail – people are diverse in preference and widely 
distributed in physical ability… not least as we age!  

 In rooms that are not blacked out then light text on a dark background is preferable.  
White text on a dark blue background, for example, works well and using a black 
background can help to discuss the edges when aspect ratios are changed.  However, 
dark text on a light background is preferable when the room has a good black out but 
under such conditions do not expect notes to be taken!  

 

Printing from PPt 

Printing PPt slides to distribute, as a handout, is common but rarely satisfactory; better is to 
write the paper!  Within the University expecting student to print their own copies annoys 
especially if the presentation demands colour for understanding. 

Using the option of 6 sides per A4 page or 3 (with space for notes) will result in text that is, 
for many, unreadable if the original was less that 24 point or in an unclear font.  (Serif fonts 

(eg Times Roman & Batang work well for large bocks of printed text but some (eg Blackadder  & 
startrek) should only be used, and used with care, by those who know and avoided by 

everybody else, especially in PowerPoint!)  Comic sans also has a following and appears to 

work well for both projected and printed slides providing the length of text is relatively short; 
amazingly because it is awkward to read!  (Diemand-Yauman et al 2011). 

Small images are usually unreadable – no problem if they have only been included for “mood 
setting” but potentially disastrous if they are to be “read and interpreted”.  Always confirm the 
accessibility of the materials –printed and projected before it is too late! 

Reading the reproduced “handout” slides you know well in the appropriate conditions of your 
office might suggest to you that 20 (or even 18) point text is readily acceptable but try the 
same, with unfamiliar content, in the low level of illumination typical of a lecture or seminar 
room, while trying to divide attention between the slide, the presenter and the person sitting 
next to you.  You will appreciate a clear 24 point (or larger) font.  Additionally, if your 
audience is ageing, has uncorrected vision, needs to switch between reading and distance 
glasses or uses multi/vari-focals then effective learning can be seriously hampered by the 
small text! 

Complex graphs rarely print out clearly; remember that colour may not be available for 
printed materials and will never be cheap!  Use line quality to distinguish between different 
variable not colour. 

 

Conclusion 

If your presentation is important then spend the time preparing the paper, the script and the 
PPt headline slides.  If it is not important then; why are you making the presentation?! 

"The cognitive style characteristics of the standard default PPt presentation: 
foreshortening of the evidence and thought, low spatial resolution, a deeply 
hierarchical single-path structure as the model for organising every type of content, 
breaking up of the narrative and data into slides and minimal fragments, rapid 
temporal sequencing of thin information rather than focussed spatial analysis, 
conspicuous decoration and Phluff, a preoccupation with format not content, and an 
attitude of commercialism that turns everything into a sales pitch." (Tufte 2006) 
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