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Topic:  Designing effective visual aids using MS PowerPoint. 

 

Instructional Goal: 
Students will apply the concepts of clarity, simplicity, readability and consistency using 
Microsoft PowerPoint 2003 to create effective visual aids. 
 

Instructional Rationale: 
Students participating in Document Design Students have introduced to four basic design 
principles and learnt ways to apply these principles to a variety of print media. PowerPoint 
presents students with an interesting variety of multimedia, which includes options for audio, 
visual, print etc.  Building on these design principles, students will learn concepts relating to 
good visual aids and ways they can be applied in PowerPoint. 

 

Learning Outcomes 
At the end of this instruction students will:  

1. understand the concepts of clarity, simplicity, readability and consistency and how 
they relate to the design of visual aids 

2. apply these specific concepts to create effective slides and audience handouts 

3. demonstrate these applications using PowerPoint. 

 

Relevance of Learning Outcomes 
This lesson has been specifically designed for existing COM528 students.  To do so it builds 
on the assumption that students understand the four principles of design: contrast, 
repetition, alignment and proximity.  This lesson therefore gives students the additional 
knowledge and skill of designing for multimedia environments.  Most exercises in COM528 
have been focused on print media.   

With regards to professional activities, Tufte (2003) states that in the early 21st century, 
“several hundred million copies of Microsoft PowerPoint were turning out trillions of slides 
each year.”  Even though there has been a movement toward open source applications, 
PowerPoint still remains the primary  application for creating presentations.  Graduates of a 
degree programme, entering the world of work, should be able to avoid the pitfalls 
associated with PowerPoint visual aids..  

 
Entry Level Behaviors 
Students will be expected to know how to use PowerPoint to create different slide types, 
modify the slide designs and layouts.  Students should know how to add visual elements to 
slides. 
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Teaching Materials 
1. A PowerPoint presentation is the primary material used to deliver the lesson.  See 

Appendix 1 for each slide and the related teaching notes.   

2. The readings used to prepare this lesson as well as additional readings for further 
activities (see ???) will be uploaded to blackboard before the class.  Students would 
have been expected to do the required readings before class, as all concepts cannot 
be covered in detail in an hour. 

 

Instructional Methods 
The lesson incorporates a number of methods to teach each concept.  The presentation 
shown in appendix 1 includes teaching notes, which introduce, develop and conclude the 
discussion. 

Introduction to the topic 

 
Slides 1-3: The first three  allows the presenter to introduce the objective and rationale of 
the lesson; remind students of the four design principles and explain how these principles 
are the building blocs of  the four visual aids concepts: clarity, simplicity, readability and 
consistency. 

 

Development of the topic 

Slides 4-19 -  The teaching notes are broken into a number of areas which include: 

1. concepts to be taught; 

2. two to three applications of each concept; 

3. references to the application of the concept; 

4. questions to gauge if students understand the concept; and 

5. suggested answers. 

 

Conclusion of the discussion  

Slides 20-22 - Group activity – in groups of no more than three, students will: 

1. analyze the slide based on the discussed concepts 

2. suggest ways of improving the slides based on discussed guidelines. 

 

Proposed timing of delivery: 

Introduction of the topic Slides 1-3 5 minutes 

Development of the topic Slides 4-19 35 minutes 

Conclusion of discussion Slides 20-22 15 minutes 
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Assessment Material 
 

Background 
As a new intern at Barber Inc. you latest project is to edit a presentation for the sales 
team.  The company sells IBM-Compatible Personal Computers and sales staff are 
often asked to make a sales pitch to prospective buyers.  The purpose of the 
presentation is to inform the client of the many considerations which go into 
purchasing a computer.  Sales staff are often in the habit of leaving a copy of the 
presentation or emailing one off to prospective clients. 
 

Deliverables: 

 Prepare a written analysis of the existing PowerPoint presentation.  The analysis 
should focus on the design concepts for visual aids: clarity, simplicity, readability 
and consistency.  

 Redesign the presentation so that the guidelines for these design concepts can be 
applied.  

 

Below are some additional guidelines for the re-designed presentation. 

1. In the notes pages view, justify any changes which you have made. 

2. You do not have to use all existing slides.  If entire slides are deleted, provide 
your justification in the following slide 

3. Sales presentations typically take 15-20 minutes. 

4. Slides may be reordered to improve organization. 

 

Submission Instructions 

Save the PowerPoint file as “LastName_SalesPitch.ppt” 

Save the written analysis as “LastName_SalesPitch Analysis.doc” 

Upload to Assignment folder of Blackboard. 

 

Marking Scheme: 

Written Analysis  20 points 

Redesign  70 points 

Justification  10 points 

Total   100 points 
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Materials 

 
Slide 1 

The Purchase of a PC

Robert Grauer and Maryann 
Barber

 

Slide 4 

Microprocessor
Brain of the computer 
Six generations of Intel microprocessors

8088/8086, 80286, 386, 486 (all obsolete) 
Pentium
Pentium II

New generation is faster than previous one
Multiple chips within the same generation 
at different clock speeds (MHz)

 

Slide 2 

The PC, Then and NowThe PC, Then and Now

IBM introduced the PC in 1981 in a 
three way partnership with Microsoft 
and Intel. The only place to buy a PC 
was from IBM.

Today the PC is a commodity that runs 
Microsoft-compatible software on Intel-
compatible hardware.

 

Slide 5 
Internal Memory (RAM)

Temporary (erased when power turned off)
Measured in bytes 

1 Kilobyte = 210 (~1,000 bytes)
1 Megabyte = 220 (~1,000,000 bytes)

Need lots of RAM (32 MB or more)
Want to keep multiple programs & data files in memory
Graphic intensive programs demand a lot of memory

 

Slide 3 

5 Components

Microprocessor
Internal Memory (RAM)
Auxiliary Storage
Input Units
Output Units

 

Slide 6 

Auxiliary Storage

Permanent Storage Devices
Floppy Disk (1.44MB)
Hard (Fixed) Disk

Built into machine
Capacity

Megabytes (~1,000,000 bytes)
Gigabytes (~1,000,000,000 bytes)

Access Time (measured in ms)
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Slide 7 
Auxiliary Storage (Continued)
CD-ROM

650Mb
Speed (Access time/Transfer Rate)

12X, 16X, and higher

CD-R and CD-RW (CD-E) drives
DVD drives (4.7Gb-17Gb)

Other
Removable (e.g., Iomega Zip drive)
Tape Backup

 

Slide 10 

Modems

Fax/Modem
14.4Kbps
28.8Kbps
33.6Kbps
56Kbps

ISDN Modem
Cable Modem

 

Slide 8 
Input and Output Units

Keyboard
Mouse
Trackball
Scanner
Joystick
Pens

Ink Jet
B/W or color
Smears

Lasers
Highest quality 
output

 

Slide 11 

MultiMedia Requirements

CD-ROM drive
Sound card
Speakers
MMX Technology

 

Slide 9 

Adapter cards/monitor
Video Memory (2-4MB)

Resolution (pixels)
640x480
800x600
1024x768
1280x1024
Higher resolution, more information seen on screen

Balance size of screen with selected 
resolution

Output Units: Monitors

640x480

800x600

1280x1024

 

Slide 12 

Purchasing Decisions
Local store versus mail order

Magazines
Internet 

Use credit card to double warranty
30-day price guarantee
Don’t forget the software

Windows 98 (included)
Office or Office Professional
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Marking Scheme for Assessment 

 
Areas of 
Assessment 

Points Evaluation 

Written Analysis  20  Critique should ideally be broken into subsections on clarity, 
simplicity, readability and consistency.  (5  points each) 
Clarity:  

1. Use of phrase headlines don’t communicate the point 
2. heavy use of bulleted, nested lists 
3. presentation could benefit from images rather than 

clipart. 
4. No concluding slide – What action should they take? 

Simplicity: 
1. cluttered slides (slide 9) 
2. overuse of animation  
3. use of chart junk (slide 3) 

Readability 
1. Clear headings/use of a sans serif font for headings 
2. poor use of white space (slide 9) 

Consistency: 
Despite very consistent use of style, typography, layout and 
organization, the presentation is still ineffective. 

Redesign 70 

Justification 10 

The redesign  and justification ideally should address all of the 
concerns raised above. 

Some slides which could be deleted would be slides 1-3. 

The slides can also be reordered for greater effectiveness. 

 

Sample of a slide redesigned to address CLARITY 

 

Original Redesign 

Modems

Fax/Modem
14.4Kbps
28.8Kbps
33.6Kbps
56Kbps

ISDN Modem
Cable Modem

 

A modem is a device that lets your computer 
communicate with other computers.  

There are 3 main types:

• Fax/Modems
• ISDN Modems
• Cable Modems
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Additional Resources and Activities 
This presentation was limited to 1 hour as a result, it is impractical to fully explore the issues 
surrounding the use of graphs, charts and tables in PowerPoint.  This can be an area of 
further exploration. To do so, students can do the following: 
 

Additional Readings: 

Mackiewicz, J. 2007. Perceptions of clarity and attractiveness in PowerPoint graph slides.  
Technical Communication, 54, 145-156 

Riley and Mackiewicz. 2008. Visual Composing.  Chapter 8.  Specifically look at the section 
on “Conventions of Effective Graphs” 

Tufte, E.R. 1993.  The visual display of quantitative information.  Cheshire, CT: Graphic 
Press. 

 

Additional Activities: 

1. Find a presentation which has been posted online, which displays quantitative data. 

2. Analyze if this display of data is effective.  

3. Redesign the slide or if necessary create a handout as an alternative. 
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Appendix 1: PowerPoint Lesson Slides and Teaching Notes 
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visualAIDS
“There is no excuse for poor slides”

Jean-Luc Doumont

Teaching Notes:
1. Explain the goal, objective and rationale of this lesson.
Instructional Goal:
Students will apply the concepts of clarity, simplicity, readability and consistency 

using Microsoft PowerPoint 2003 to create effective visual aids.
Instructional Rationale:
Students participating in Document Design Students have introduced to four basic 

design principles and learnt ways to apply these principles to a variety of print 
media. PowerPoint presents students with an interesting variety of multimedia, 
which includes options for audio, visual, print etc.  Building on these design 
principles, students will learn concepts relating to good visual aids and ways 
they can be applied in PowerPoint.

Learning Outcomes
At the end of this instruction students will: 
understand the concepts of clarity, simplicity, readability and consistency and how 

they relate to the design of visual aids
apply these specific concepts to create effective slides and audience handouts
demonstrate these applications using PowerPoint.
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Design Principles

Visual Aids Concepts

PowerPoint Guidelines

Effective PowerPoint presentations are based the 
design principles of contrast, repetition, alignment 
and proximity.

Teaching Notes:
1. Students will be reminded of the four principles of Design: Contrast, Repetition, 

Alignment and Proximity.
2. The significance of the building blocks: It is based on these four principles, that 

four visual aids concepts will be introduced and more specifically, guidelines to 
apply the concepts in PowerPoint will be taught.

Reference: http://www.kumc.edu/SAH/OTEd/jradel/Effective_visuals/105.html
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concepts guide the design of 
effective visual aids:

• Clarity
• Simplicity
• Readability
• Consistency

Teaching Notes:
1. The four concepts of effective visual aids are introduced:
• Clarity: text and visual choices should enhance rather than hinder the message
• Simplicity: text and visual choices should convey only one message at a time.
• Readability: text and visual choices must be read easily by the audience.
• Consistency: an effective visual aid is consistent in it’s style, layout, 

organization and typographical choices.
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Clarity
“Effective slides are thus redundant, 

stand-alone and visual.”
Jean–Luc Doumont

Teaching Notes:
Concept: - Clarity: text and visual choices should enhance rather than hinder the 

message
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Use sentence headlines rather than phrase 
headlines, and use supporting visual 
evidence.

Teaching Notes:
Application:
1. Introduce the design alternative to the phrase headline and bulleted template.
2. Use visuals which support the message, avoiding audience confusion or 

frustration or boredom. 
3. This slide illustrates this application.

Source: Alley, Michael.  The craft of scientific writing.
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Avoid bulleted lists.

• They do
• Not show
• The connections

• Between 
– Items and may lead

• To generalizations.

Teaching Notes
Application
1. Avoid bulleted lists because they do not show the connections between items 

and may lead to generalizations.
2. This slide illustrates this application.
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End with a conclusion slide, rather than a 
slide that solicits questions.

Teaching Notes:
Application
1. End with a conclusion slide, rather than a slide that solicits questions.
2. Just like a print document, a conclusion enhances the clarity of a document.
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Simplicity
“Keep it as simple as possible, yet no 
simpler”

Albert Einstein 

Teaching Notes:
Concept: - Simplicity: text and visual choices should convey only one message at a 
time.
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Avoid cluttered slides.  Consider handouts 
as an alternative.

Teaching Notes:
Application
1. To avoid cluttered slides, consider handouts as an alternative.
2. Use the example slide on the screen.  This visual may be easier to follow by the 

audience if the information is placed in a handout.

Source: http://connectingdots.typepad.com/ppt/powerpoint_humor/
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slide transitions and animations.
Avoid unnecessary use of

Teaching Notes:
Application:
1. Avoid unnecessary use of slide transitions and animations. This slide 

demonstrates both features.
2. Ensure that students know the difference between a transition and animation.  

This slide uses both features.
3. Questions you can ask to help decide if the feature appropriate: does it enhance 

the message?  Does it serve any other purpose than entertaining?
Question: When might a transition or animation be appropriate for a visual aid?
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Avoid chart junk or unnecessary information 
on charts.

Comparison of Regions
1st Qtr, 
North, 
45.9, 
47%

1st Qtr, 
West, 
30.6, 
32%

1st Qtr, 
East, 
20.4, 
21%

East West North

Teaching Notes:
Question: What elements of this chart can be eliminated to make the message 
simpler?
Answer: Remove regional labels, use either raw scores or percentages, not both.
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Readability
“…there are a few typographical principles 

that relate directly to PowerPoint alone.”
graphicpush.com 

Teaching Notes:
1. Readability: text and visual choices must be read easily by the audience.
2. Readability can be affected by typographical and layout choices. The next four 

slides suggest guidelines to ensure that your visual aids are readable.

Reference: from:http://www.graphicpush.com/typography-in-powerpoint
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Use a sans serif typeface with a 28-32 point 
type for headings.

An 18-24 point font 
works well for body 

text.

Teaching Notes:
Application
1. use a sans serif typeface with a 28-32 point type for headings
2. use a 18-24 point font for body text
3. Question: Can you think of any circumstances where script or decorative type 

can be used instead of sans serif type
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Keep headlines and body text, to one to two 
lines.

• Keep lists to two, three and four items.
• like this,
• and this,
• but no more than this.

Teaching Notes:
1. Keep headlines and body text, to one to two lines.
2. Keep lists to two, three and four items.
3. This slide demonstrates the point being taught.
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AVOID SETTING 
TEXT IN ALL 

CAPITAL
LETTERS

Teaching Notes:
1. Avoid setting text in all capital letters.  This guideline has been previously taught.  
2. Question: Why does the use of all caps impede readability? Answer: Words set 

in all caps have an even horizontal outline with letters of similar shape and size. 
Type set this way severely impairs reading – more so than any other legibility 
factor. Words set in all caps have an even horizontal outline with letters of 
similar shape and size. Type set this way severely impairs readability.
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characters of a typeface, are building blocks Besides 
being symbols to construct a written language,. To me, 
typography is the visual arrangement of letterforms and 
symbols. A new expression. Its style creates identity. 
they can be used to any visual impression 
The letters of the alphabet, the characters of a typeface, 
are building blocks The letters of the alphabet, the 
characters of a typeface, are building blocks 
Be generous with internal and external white space.
If the composition contains coherent content, this visual 
identity will convey the message in a distinct and original 
way. A new impression.  A new corner off the mind is 
opened. The letters of the alphabet, the characters of a 
typeface, are building blocks. The letters of the 
alphabet, the characters of a typeface, are building 
blocks The letters of the alphabet, the characters of a 
typeface are building blocks The letters of the alphabet

Teaching Notes:
1. Application: Be generous with white space.
2. Concept: Internal - The irregularity of spacing between words is visually 

disturbing and interrupts reading.  (Williams, p. 123)
3. Concept: External – “The white or empty space around the slide is itself a 

border – it encloses the type, yet lets it breathe” (Williams,  P. 192; Alley and 
Needy, p. 420)
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Prefer 2D graphs over 3D graphs.

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

1st Qtr 2nd Qtr

East
West

0
5

10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45

1st Qtr 2nd Qtr

East
West

Teaching Notes:
1. Application: Prefer 2D graphs over 3D graphs. Concept already taught.
2. Question: What are the readability issues created by 3D Graphs?  Answer: 

briefly refer to work done by Mackiewicz. 2007
3. Further Reading for this section: Riley and Mackiewicz. 2008. Visual 

Composing.  Chapter 8.  Specifically look at the section on “Conventions of 
Effective Graphs”
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Consistency
“Effective slides convey messages 

clearly and accurately…Typically 
they use a consistent layout”

Jean–Luc Doumont

Teaching Notes:
Concept - Consistency: an effective visual aid is consistent in it’s style, layout, 
organization and typographical choices.
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Consistency can relate to style, typography, 
layout and organization.

Without looking back at this 
presentation, were any 
consistent themes used?

Teaching Notes:
1. Application: Consistency can relate to style, typography, layout and 

organization.
2. Question: Without looking back at this presentation, were any consistent

themes used? 
3. Answer:
• Style: standard use of colour – black, white and orange throughout.
• Typography – Font size and type used consistently
• Layout – use of the alternative design (sentence headline)
• Organisation – Title slides used, slides divided into main themes and sub 

themes on the basis of concept and applications.
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Teaching Notes:
Question: Analyze this slide based on the learned visual aids concept/s Question: 
What guidelines can you apply to improve the slide?
Source: http://www.phpsolvent.com/images/bad_ppt.jpg
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Teaching Notes:
Question: Analyze this slide based on the learned visual aids concept/s Question: 
What guidelines can you apply to improve the slide?
Source: http://frap.cdf.ca.gov/projects/eldo_buildout/powerpoint/Slide3.GIF
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Teaching Notes:
Question: Analyze this slide based on the learned visual aids concept/s Question: 
What guidelines can you apply to improve the slide?
Source:
http://www.coloradocontractors.org/htdocs/Friday_Facts/2006/121506/Good_Bad_U
gly_Slide3.jpg


