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Talking	  with	  Slides	  
A	  Cautionary	  Tale	  

	  
Slides	  have	  become	  a	  staple	  for	  the	  majority	  of	  public	  presentations.	  However,	  slides	  can	  become	  a	  
source	  of	  distraction	  that	  can	  affect	  the	  content	  people	  will	  retain.	  If	  we	  are	  to	  deliver	  exceptional	  
presentations,	  we	  must	  discover	  what	  pieces	  of	  a	  presentation	  our	  audience	  will	  remember.	  How	  
can	  we	  effectively	  use	  slides	  to	  enhance	  our	  presentations,	  instead	  of	  worsening	  them?	  Answering	  
this	  question	  will	  enable	  us	  to	  create	  a	  framework	  that	  will	  help	  optimize	  presentations.	  
	  
In	  order	  to	  understand	  the	  information	  audience	  members	  take	  away	  from	  a	  presentation,	  we	  must	  
first	  test	  what	  information	  they	  currently	  remember.	  Next,	  we	  must	  analyze	  how	  people	  transition	  
their	  focus	  to	  and	  from	  the	  slides	  and	  speaker.	  Finally,	  we	  can	  study	  how	  information	  from	  
presentations	  is	  stored	  in	  the	  brain.	  	  
	  
My	  presentation	  has	  identified	  the	  information	  that	  audience	  members	  retain	  from	  a	  presentation.	  I	  
designed	  an	  experiment	  to	  identify	  if	  audience	  members	  would	  focus	  on	  the	  slides	  or	  my	  voice	  
when	  they	  listen	  to	  presentations.	  Spelke	  has	  shown	  us	  that	  language	  processors	  can	  get	  jammed	  if	  
there	  are	  multiple	  sources	  of	  language	  information.	  In	  this	  situation,	  audience	  members	  are	  
receiving	  multiple	  sources	  of	  language,	  namely	  from	  the	  slides	  and	  the	  speaker.	  The	  audience	  can	  
only	  focus	  on	  one	  language	  source,	  so	  I	  wanted	  to	  determine	  which	  language	  source	  they	  chose	  to	  
focus	  on.	  
	  
Using	  a	  pilot	  study	  with	  10	  college	  students,	  I	  made	  two	  groups	  of	  5	  students.	  I	  then	  made	  a	  
presentation	  about	  Django,	  a	  python	  web	  framework,	  which	  is	  a	  topic	  unfamiliar	  to	  the	  participants.	  	  
For	  Group	  A,	  I	  put	  50%	  of	  the	  content	  on	  the	  slides	  while	  presenting	  the	  other	  50%	  of	  the	  content	  
vocally.	  For	  Group	  B,	  I	  took	  the	  slide	  content	  from	  Group	  A	  and	  presented	  it	  vocally,	  while	  the	  other	  
50%	  was	  presented	  via	  the	  slides.	  	  Both	  groups	  received	  the	  same	  content	  in	  the	  presentation,	  but	  I	  
flipped	  in	  the	  mediums	  in	  which	  they	  received	  it.	  The	  subjects,	  on	  average,	  answered	  7.4	  questions	  
from	  the	  slides	  correctly,	  and	  only	  4.3	  questions	  from	  the	  verbal	  piece	  of	  the	  presentation.	  This	  data	  
is	  significant	  at	  the	  1%	  level.	  This	  experiment	  illustrates	  that,	  when	  subjects	  were	  presented	  with	  
differing	  content	  from	  the	  slides	  and	  the	  speaker,	  they	  chose	  to	  focus	  exclusively	  on	  the	  slide	  
content.	  
	  
I	  have	  confirmed	  Spelke’s	  work	  that	  language	  processing	  does,	  indeed,	  get	  jammed	  when	  multiple	  
language	  sources	  are	  present.	  Audience	  members	  cannot	  simultaneously	  process	  the	  slide	  and	  
verbal	  content	  of	  a	  presentation.	  Additionally,	  this	  research	  has	  proven	  that	  verbal	  content	  is	  tuned	  
out	  in	  the	  presence	  of	  slide	  content.	  Using	  this	  information,	  presenters	  should	  either	  present	  a	  very	  
limited	  amount	  of	  content	  via	  the	  slides,	  or	  understand	  that	  people	  reading	  their	  slides	  will	  not	  pick	  
up	  on	  what	  they	  are	  saying.	  	  
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250	  words	  /	  minute	  
	  

Read	  



150	  words	  /	  minute	  
	  

Speaks	  













or	  



Spelke	  introduced	  us	  to	  
language	  jamming	  



If	  we	  are	  deliver	  excep3onal	  
presenta3ons,	  we	  must	  discover	  what	  
pieces	  of	  a	  presenta3on	  our	  audience	  

will	  remember.	  



Steps	  

•  Test	  presenta3on	  recollec3on	  

•  Discover	  how	  people	  transi3on	  between	  slides	  
and	  the	  speaker	  

•  Analyze	  how	  informa3on	  is	  remembered	  in	  
the	  brain	  



Steps	  

•  Test	  presenta*on	  recollec*on	  ✔	  

•  Discover	  how	  people	  transi3on	  between	  slides	  
and	  the	  speaker	  	  

	  
•  Analyze	  how	  informa3on	  is	  remembered	  in	  
the	  brain	  

	  



2	  	  
Groups	  



10	  
Male,	  MIT	  Freshman	  Par3cipants	  





Same	  	  EXACT	  content	  



Django	  was	  started	  by	  
two	  2	  people	  who	  

worked	  in	  a	  newsroom	  

They	  need	  a	  good	  
way	  to	  store	  and	  
access	  ar3cles	  

You	  can	  update	  
and	  retreive	  
ar3cles	  very	  

easily	  

Example	  Slide	  for	  Group	  1:	  



When	  you	  have	  lots	  of	  
data,	  Django	  is	  a	  good	  

op3on	  for	  web	  
development	  

Django	  is	  flexible	  
and	  lets	  you	  use	  
any	  database	  

Django	  already	  
builds	  the	  

framework,	  which	  
saves	  a	  lot	  of	  3me	  

Example	  Slide	  for	  Group	  2:	  



Key	  Methodology	  Notes	  

•  Mixed	  in	  matching	  slide	  text	  vs.	  spoken	  text	  

•  Uninformed	  about	  reason	  for	  study	  
	  
•  Informed	  about	  quiz	  	  

•  Small	  prize	  to	  highest	  scorer	  
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0	  

10	  

20	  

30	  

40	  

50	  

60	  

70	  

80	  

Group	  1	   Group	  2	  

71.2%	   69.6%	  



Score	  Breakdown	  
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Informa3on	  on	  Slides	  vs.	  Spoken	  
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When	  slide	  content	  interferes	  with	  
verbal	  content,	  the	  verbal	  content	  

will	  be	  missed.	  



“I	  tried	  to	  focus	  on	  both,	  
but	  it	  was	  too	  hard”	  

	  



“You	  were	  distrac3ng	  us	  
from	  reading	  the	  slides”	  

	  



“It	  got	  confusing	  going	  back	  
and	  forth	  from	  the	  slides	  to	  
what	  you	  were	  saying”	  

	  



“Easier	  to	  recall	  from	  slides	  once	  I	  
saw	  the	  same	  informa3on	  on	  
paper.	  Maybe	  it	  would	  be	  
different	  if	  you	  asked	  us	  the	  

ques3ons”	  
	  



FUTURE	  WORK	  

•  Change	  quiz	  format	  to	  verbal	  

•  Study	  if	  images	  jam	  language	  processing	  as	  
well	  

•  Long-‐term	  recall	  



Contribu3ons	  

•  Discovered	  that	  slide	  content	  supersedes	  
verbal	  content	  

•  Confirmed	  Spelke’s	  work	  sugges3ng	  our	  
language	  processors	  can	  get	  jammed	  

	  


