
COMMENTS ON POWERPOINT PRESENTATIONS 
 
A few years ago in a graduate seminar I put together some comments about 
giving presentations, with an eye to conference presentations, but I think relevant 
to classes and in the “real world as well”.   
 
The two generic issues that arise in presentations generally are, in my 
experience 
 

1. Too much text on a single slide – reading of long text heavy slides – 
doing so without it being very clear why it is so important it needs to be 
quoted in full 

2. Not enough contrast – your computer monitor is brighter, sharper, and 
crisper than almost any projector system.  Grey on Black seldom works 
well. 

 
With that said for ANTH 499 specifically, I’ve collated the following which I’ve just 
retrieved from a three year old moodle discussion forum!!  So they apply to that 
class specifically and conferences more generally, with hopeful relevance for this 
one as well.  Feel free to add comments below. 
 
 
 
FILE FORMATS ETC. 
 

• PowerPoint is the de facto standard for electronic presentations. Some 
Mac users swear by a program called "keynote" while there are the 
OpenOffice programs as well. However, PowerPoint is the standard and in 
many (most) contexts it will be the only one available. At most 
conferences you will not be able to use your own laptop. So -- lesson is, 
you pretty much have to turn up with a file in PPT format. I know, I know, 
Micro$oft and Fight the Man and all that, but don't fight the man at the 
expense of your presentation exploding. If Keynote or OpenOffice will 
save reliably as PPT files then use that format. Ideally test your 
presentation on a machine running PPT after that - you don't want your 
first view of your munged presentation to be on the big screen.  

 
• Related to that: Windows to Mac PPT is pretty reliable, but there can be 

Mac to Windows problems, especially with graphics. In my experience this 
problem is worse if you cut-and-paste your images into the PPT vs. using 
the "insert-file" drop down menus.  They may have fixed this is the 
newish .pptx versions.   
 

• Further related: depending on the venue and the size of your presentation, 
then you may want redundancy. Bring your file on a USB, of course, but 
consider sending it an email service which can handle large files, such as 



gmail, or use an upload service like yousendit.com or dropbox. This 
means if there is a problem with your USB, or you lose it, or forget it at the 
hotel, you can download your file again, even at the conference venue in 
many cases.  
 

• Also: not all USB devices are created equal. I’ve seen a number which my 
mac would not even recognize, or which contain some windows-specific 
program that tries to load and stalls and freezes the whole works. Don't 
put all your eggs in one basket! (This applies mostly to conferences….) 

 
• It's a really good idea to give your PPT file a name like "Mackie AAA 

2010 Conference Session 10 Widget Archaeology.pptx. This way the 
person who loads your file into the computer can put it into any folder 
needed and they can also select it easily from all the other ones when it is 
your turn to speak. Putting your name as the first part of the file name 
makes their life a lot easier since that is likely how the conference session 
schedule is listed.  In 499, I renamed all your files when I saved them so 
the first part of your file name was your name. 

 
• If there is a chair armed with red or yellow cards and in charge of keeping 

time, then as you read your presentation or as you look at your notes or 
slides and as you scan over the audience connecting with them, then it is 
a good idea to also let your gaze slide over the chair in case she is trying 
to signal you about time remaining or any other reason. I know there is a 
lot to think about when giving a presentation, and I don't want to over-think 
it, but visually checking in with the chair from time to time is good practice. 
It makes the audience nervous if the chair is signalling you and you are 
gazing at the back row, oblivious.  A nervous audience is one that’s not 
really listening to your awesome ideas. 

 
 
SLIDE SHOW STYLE POINTS 
 

• The best advice I ever got about teaching was "never use anything 
less than 20 point". That was for overhead projectors.  I’d probably up 
that to 24 point for typical PPT. Seriously. Consider the following. 

 
• Projectors vary in how big they project and so the projected text may be 

smaller than it looks on your screen (or larger). Obviously rooms vary in 
size and shape, and screens are large or small, and the size of the 
projected image can be any size. Against this, if the projector is say 1280 
by 760 and your monitor or laptop is 1600 X 1200 then the apparent size 
may increase.  So work within safe limits. 
 

• So: 20 point (or even 24 or 28). Unless it is something you don't want the 
audience to be able to read (maybe a long URL credit below a picture) 



then use 20 point or bigger. Trust me. It might be completely legible on 
your screen, and 20 point may be bigger than you need in any given 
context, but TRUST ME: there will routinely be settings where they can't 
read your text at the back, or can't read your text because the projector is 
goofy, or the screen is tiny. Don't go below 20 point.   

 
• On "Mackie's 20-point font rule", sometimes I know that makes text hard to 

fit onto a slide. BUT!!! Without wanting to let the technological tail wag the 
pedagogical dog, what this should tell you is not "choose a smaller font" 
but "use fewer words". It is all too easy to paste in a wall of text, but ask 
yourself why you are doing that?  Thus we reach: 

 
WALL OF TEXT 

 
• If the audience really needs to read it, and it’s long, then maybe spread it 

over several slides. 
 

• If they don't need to read it, or it is a single long quote, then reduce it to 
mnemonic phrases or bullets. 

 
• In other words, avoid the “wall of text”.  These days, it might be useful to 

think of each slide as a “tweet” – 140 characters, and maybe an image. 
The point is apprehensible quickly, freeing the listener to actually listen. 

 
• Text plus an image gives something to hook the eye, while you speak.   

 
• Some people say SIX WORDS maximum per slide.  This is too few IMHO.  

However, 10 to 25 words might be about right.  Ask yourself, are you 
giving a presentation or giving a document? 

 
• When teaching, vs. at a conference, it is good to have some structured 

text which signals what is important and helps note-takers, but even there, 
too much text on a single slide just makes the viewers jumpy I think. That's 
a judgment call of course. 
 

• It is totally ok to just have images alone (no text) provided you keep on 
track and it’s clear why the audience is viewing an image.  If they are 
wondering “why random image?” then they are not listening to you. 

 
• Speaking of the “Wall of Text” not all projectors are adjusted or aimed 

perfectly, nor do they all give a perfectly identical frame compared to your 
laptop, and some wall screens also have a matte black border which your 
slide can disappear into. With this in mind, it's best not to let your text 
bump right up against the margin of the slide -- top or bottom or sides in 
case it gets truncated. A picture might be ok losing an edge (though if it is 
a graph or something then probably not) but missing words usually means 



a sub-optimal view of your ideas. Be safe: count on losing 5% of your slide 
and lay out your slide accordingly. 

 
IMAGES 
 

• Similarly, if you are inserting an image, and part of the image is text you 
want the audience to be able to read, then make sure the image is sized 
such that the text is legible. Or, reproduce the text in a text box beside the 
image. For example, you show a slide of a man holding a sign saying "I 
HAVE A PROTEST SLOGAN ON THIS SIGN". If the sign is small in the 
picture (you can get a sense of how small by comparing the apparent 
image size to actual text at a set font) then insert a text box saying "This 
Man's Sign says: "I HAVE A PROTEST SLOGAN ON THIS SIGN".  
Audiences will thank you that they don’t have to strain at reading the 
image of the sign. 

 
• The same point applies to graphics you create.  If you make a graph in 

excel, say, and put it in your PPT show, then make sure the x and y axis 
labels are visible on the slide itself.  Usually these are 12 point default in 
excel, and that’s the size they will be on screen.  Make sure your symbols 
on a scatterplot are large enough and dense enough to be seen.  Make 
sure lines on a chart will be heavy enough, especially if they are, say, 
yellow on white.   

 
• Heavy black on white graphs will look better on a white background while 

images generally will look more washed out on white and much more vivid 
on dark backgrounds. 
 

•  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
FONT CHOICE 
 

• It can be dicey using funky fonts. Lets say you choose a nice elegant 
font. Your computer has this font installed. It turns out the conference 
computer doesn't have this font installed. What it will do is look for the 
default font of that style. So if you choose Century Schoolbook it might 
substitute Times New Roman - both are Serif fonts.  
 

• Fine -- except! Different fonts take up different spaces (vertical and 
horizontal) on the screen. Arial is wider than Helvetica, and Verdana is 



wider than Arial, even for the same font size. So, your carefully arranged 
text-in-a-box can suddenly have a line-break in it or else scroll off the 
bottom of the page if there is a font substitution. This happened to me all 
the time between mac and pc when Verdana got swapped out for Arial 
(both are Helvetica knock-offs, one is apple the other Microsoft) and even 
though you can't really tell much difference between these fonts letter by 
letter, they do take up different amounts of space along a line for the same 
# of words.  This can result in ugly or distracting glitches.  

 
• Sans Serif (Arial, verdant) is easier to read on screen than serif (Times 

Roman).  I don’t know why, it just is, and I’m not the only one who thinks 
so.  Conversely, serif fonts are good for smaller text, closely spaced, as 
the serifs help your eye distinguish between letters and track lines.  So 
why don’t I reformat this document with serif fonts? 

 
CONTRAST 
 

• This is a big issue generically as noted above.  The difference between 
your monitor/laptop and the projected image can be enormous in terms of 
contrast.  Your laptop may have an amazingly bright and crisp image that 
almost no projectors can match. 

 
• Also some projectors are still like 640 X 480 or something crazy, and as 

they downsample your PPT then they introduce one layer of fuzziness and 
project even one more layer.  
 

• And, brighter rooms need more contrast than darker ones. A big 
professional conference shouldn't have this problem but the idea here is to 
make sure your presentation is bulletproof and that means working to a 
lowest common denominator of projector capacities, room sizes, etc. 

 
• So, some generic patterns work and some don't.  Black on white is good if 

the room will be very bright.  For many people though the white 
background overloads the black font, sort of washes it out or bleeds the 
white over the black as your eyes do their little shifty things they do.  
  

• White backgrounds also make your pictures look a lot darker/dimmer/less 
contrasty. You can experiment with this yourself on screen and then the 
difference is even larger on a projector.  Basically, the bigger the white 
border, the more the pupils contract, and the less they take in from the 
(darker) image itself. 

 
• For most settings, I find that a lighter font on a darker background works 

best.  Yellow on dark blue for example.   
 

• For these reasons, be very careful about using a background image.  



They look slick on your computer, but the reduction in contrast at 
presentation often makes the words hard to read over the top, no matter 
how much your wash the background image out.  Just be cautious. 

 
• Many of the built in themes in PPT or related programs are great, but don’t 

assume that these have been in any way tested for legibility.  They haven’t.  
I swear these are made by unpaid interns messing with fonts and colours.  
Some are good.  But they may have weird contrast, and they may have 
some really obscure fonts.  Handle with care. 

 
ANIMATIONS 
 

• Some animations are very effective.  “here is a cell.  I am talking about the 
cell as a whole.  Here is the mitochondria (an arrow appears).  The 
mitochondria is full of pure magic.  Here is the nucleus (arrow disappears, 
new one appears).  The nucleus is made of win……” 

 
• BUT! Some animations are annoying. Yes it is cool to see the arrow fly in 

spinning, but, it is also sort of annoying and distracting, especially the third 
time. 

 
• Equally, fancy slide transitions are generically more of a distraction than 

anything in my old fart view.  So again, as with everything, use knowingly, 
use carefully. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 
 

• Err on the side of legibility and simplicity.  Limit your slides to a few 
hundred characters at most.  Use a contrast-heavy scheme, preferably 
light on dark.  Make sure your font size is more than 20, and preferably 
even bigger – 28 or 32.  If your text doesn't fit at that size, you have too 
much text.  Dark backgrounds make your pictures look better.   

 
• I know my "rules" may seem to push things towards a set of average and 

normalizing stylistic guidelines, but even within these there is room for a 
lot of variation. In the case of presentations though, creativity should never 
be at the expense of clarity. 

 
No one EVER complains if your presentation is too damn legible!! 
 
 
The above is all just my opinion based on my experience, not something I have done 
research on.  Some other opinions: 
 
A discussion with scientific design guru Edward Tufte. 
https://www.edwardtufte.com/bboard/q-and-a-fetch-msg?msg_id=000082  



 
Seminar in seminars (good advice halfway down) 
http://www.scs.illinois.edu/suslick/seminars.html  
 
 
Steal This Presentation (I disagree with about half of it and it’s at odds with most 
academic expectations but still) 
https://www.slideshare.net/jessedee/steal-this-presentation-5038209  
 
The World’s Worst Powerpoint Presentations 
https://www.pcworld.com/article/203396/worlds_worst_powerpoint_presentations.html  
 
For 20 minute presentations, may scale? 
https://guykawasaki.com/the_102030_rule/  
 
The Gettysburg PowerPoint Address: 
https://norvig.com/Gettysburg/  


