Why I Don’t Use PowerPoint in My Classes

T. David Gordon


Every now and then I get in trouble with an article or essay I write  because of the title, such as when I wrote a harmless (and, as I thought, erudite) essay in Modern Reformation entitled, “The Insufficiency of Scripture,” which provoked the kind of reaction from fundamentalists that we haven’t seen since the days of H. L. Mencken.  I’m hoping the title of this one will actually help, rather than injure, my cause.  This article is not entitled “Why You Should not Use PowerPoint,” but “Why I Don’t...”  The article is descriptive, not prescriptive, an apology for why someone who is fairly technologically savvy doesn’t use a tool that is so common now in educational circles.  It is not an argument about whether or why others should do the same or otherwise; it’s all about me.


Those who use electronic technologies tend to be thinner-skinned than those who use other human tools, tending to resist any warnings or qualifications about their tools.  If, by example, a friend of mine was out in his back yard filling his chainsaw with gasoline, and I said to him:  “Be careful, those things are dangerous,” his reply would be appreciative, not defensive.  “You’re right,” he would probably say, “I knew a guy once who cut his leg open and needed 40 stitches to close it.”  He would not react defensively about a candid observation about his tool’s potential danger.  Or, if another friend was showing me his new .38 Special revolver, and asked me what I thought, I’d say something like:  “It’s an excellent target weapon, but hunting-wise, it is only adequate for small game.”  He would not react defensively to this thoughtful statement about his tool’s comparative strengths and weaknesses.  

With electronic technologies, however, people are more brittle, more fragile, more defensive.  If one attempts to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of an electronic tool, or its potential for good or harm, the user tends to respond with the fanaticism of a recent religious convert, ordinarily accusing the critic of varying degrees of Luddite anti-progressivism.  Users of PowerPoint seem especially thin-skinned (moreso, for instance, than users of MS Word or Excel, who candidly complain about the notorious limitations and/or frustrations of these tools).  There are few “modest” or “moderate” users of PowerPoint--those who use it tend to use it for everything, and therefore a criticism of it is regarded as a criticism of almost everything its users do.  In fact, some users are so enamored of it that they cannot imagine a person not using it if familiar with it.  At our own institution, for instance, the faculty participated in a computer-use survey around the turn of the millenium, part of which raised questions about the use of particular software programs.  The PowerPoint question regarding usage had several options:  “use daily,” “use weekly,” “use monthly,” and “don’t know how to use.”  Interestingly, there was no category for “Know how to use, but consider it unsuitable to my academic purposes and methods, and so do not use.”  The survey assumed either that you knew how to use it and did use it, or that you did not know how to use it and therefore did not.  Many of us, however, who do not use chainsaws know how to use them, and people would not ordinarily assume that one’s non-use of chainsaws is due to ignorance thereof.  I just don’t need a chainsaw to teach Greek; if I worked for a lumber company, my need for the chainsaw might be more acute. 

PowerPoint users, therefore, are ordinarily im-moderate, in the literal sense of the word.  They rarely “moderate” their usage of PowerPoint; they tend to use it for almost everything, or, like myself, they tend to use it for almost nothing.  When Edward R. Tufte (Professor Emeritus of Political Science, Computer Science and Statistics, and Graphic Design at Yale) drafted his critique of PowerPoint (The Cognitive Style of PowerPoint), readers of the monograph either loved it or hated it; few reviews were nuanced.  Or when Stephen Byrnes observed that PowerPoint is “so easy that any idiot can use it, and almost every idiot does,” again the response was somewhat partisan.

In what follows, I wish to state (or re-state, since much of this is derivative) the value-biases and limitations of PowerPoint, and then make a few observations about what I deem to be evidence of its harmfulness when used indiscriminately.  I preface this, however, by repeating my earlier observation that I think PowerPoint is a useful slide-tool.  For any presentation that is inherently visual--such as presenting maps to accompany geography or history lessons--PowerPoint could, I suppose, be very useful.  But as an image-biased (as opposed to language-biased) tool, it has the following three limitations.
1. It is visual, rather than linguistic.  

PowerPoint is an electronic slide-presentation tool.  It does what a slide projector did in the 1970s, yet is more portable.  Indeed, one of its virtues, compared to the slide projector, is that titles, words, and numbers can be added to its images.  Nonetheless, it is still an essentially image-biased tool, not a language-biased tool.  Where language appears in PowerPoint, it is almost never in the form of a proposition (it tends to avoid verbs).  Headings, bullet-points and titles abound:  “Business Trends in the Developing Nations.”  But propositions, especially nuanced or qualified propositions, are rare--one looks in vain for the following in PowerPoint:  “Max Scheler’s sociology of knowledge was deeply, albeit perhaps unconsciously, influenced by the nineteenth-century German historicist movement associated with individuals such as Wilhelm Dilthey and Heinrich Rickert.”

Linguistic media attempt to reason with their readers, employing evidence, observation, or reasoning to persuade the reader to agree with actual refutable propositions.  Many observers of civilization (e.g., Lewis Mumford, Walter Ong, Rodney Stark) have observed that the printing press was the greatest single contributor to the development of human rationality, because, as a medium, it permits and welcomes, and therefore develops, rational evaluation.  Image-biased media leave impressions, but they do not, in the technical sense, persuade.  They leave an impression that something is good, helpful, or useful (or otherwise), but they do not argue the point.

2. PowerPoint is dynamic (unlike a book or pamphlet), yet non-dialogical, rendering critical evaluation difficult to impossible.  It presents only what it wishes to present.


In a book, an author says what he wishes to say, and may or may not elect, in the footnotes, to present alternative or disputing approaches.  Yet there is an important difference.  When reading a book, one proceeds at one’s own pace, and can pause at any point, place a bookmark in the book and say, effectively:  “Well, sure, but what would he say about Augustine’s view of just war?”  This cannot be done with a presentation where someone else controls the pace, and where one’s attention cannot wander.  The only person who can “pause” a PowerPoint presentation is the presenter, and most users of the tool enjoy their monopoly over the viewers’ attention.  Proof of this is that not one individual, ever, in the previous or future use of the tool, has distributed, or ever will distribute, electronic pausers to the audience beforehand, saying:  “Feel free to press the ‘pause’ button at any point, and we will entertain your questions.”  Businessmen have already come to be suspicious of PowerPoint’s manipulative nature; one may hope the academic (and ecclesiastical) world will follow suit. 
3.  Powerpoint is additive, rather than hierarchical (in linguistic terms, parataxic rather than hypotaxic).


Each PowerPoint slide follows the previous, without subordination.  Its organization, like the clauses in ancient Hebrew, is parataxic or additive.  In written English (and most other modern languages), the organization is more like that of ancient Greek, which tends to have lengthy, multi-clause sentences consisting of one main clause, and six or seven subordinate clauses (hypotaxic).  When one presents or persuades through written language, one has major points and minor points; the arrangement is heirarchical, permitting the reader to observe that some points are far more important to the argument than others.
  PowerPoint, by contrast, is analogous to a television news program, which just arranges one twenty-second segment after another, connected only by the dubious segue:  “And now this.”

Observations About My Students (Compared to students twenty years ago)

1. They have difficulty summarizing.

An assignment in several of my courses requires students to make presentations to the class, consisting of a review of one of the significant books on the recommended reading list.  In the syllabus, I indicate that the review should consist of three parts, which need not be equal in proportion:  a summary of the book; a discussion of its significance; and a critical assessment of the argument.  Few of my students are now capable of doing this simple 3-part assignment, and less than one of four can easily do the first part, which I would have considered to be the easiest part of the assignment for a young person.  Under their summaries, the student handouts tend to just follow the chapter titles, followed in each case by ten to twenty consecutive quotes.  Essentially, their “summaries” consist of this:  “He said this, and then he said this, and then he said this...”  They do not present a typical outline, with Roman numerals on the left, followed by indented capital letters, then indented Arabic numerals, etc.  They appear to have no conception of the reality that a given author, in a given book, tends to say one or two things, supported in each case by a number of sub-arguments.  Rather, intellectually shaped (if that is not an oxymoron) by television sound-bites and PowerPoint presentations, their mind is additive rather than heirarchical.  They perceive a series of largely-unrelated thoughts; they do not perceive major points argued and supported by subordinate points.

2. They are bewildered by the requirement of a finite verb in each sentence.


One of the most common marginal comments I add to student papers is:  “This is not a sentence.  It needs a finite verb.”  At Gordon-Conwell, my marginal comments tended to disagree with what students predicated; here my marginal comments tend to lament that they haven’t predicated anything.  Accustomed to orality more than literacy, and accustomed to bullet points and headlines, students frequently compose what they judge to be “sentences” that have no finite verb and predicate nothing.  The good news is that if you predicate nothing, you predicate nothing erroneous; the bad news is that if you predicate nothing, you predicate nothing, in which case there was no point in stringing words together.  Ordinarily, there will be an infinitive or participle somewhere in the ostensible “sentence;” but no indicative mood verb that predicates anything.  The students often look at me completely bewildered, and say something to the effect of “but isn’t ‘writing’ a verb?”  I try to explain to them that, yes, there is a word in English, “write,” which the dictionary labels a verb, not a noun or other part of speech.  But the “-ing” ending on a verb makes it what grammarians call a “verbal adjective,” not a true, independent verb.  Some forms of verbs create dependent clauses, whereas others create independent clauses, and a sentence must have some independent clause somewhere.  Ordinarily, at this point in my explanation, I consider continuing the conversation in Greek, since it would make just as much sense in Greek.

3. They avoid complex sentences.


My students have no aversion to compound sentences; to the contrary, some of them will compose rather lengthy run-on sentences consisting of many clauses (not all of which bear any immediately-apparent relation to the others) connected by that favorite all-purpose connecter, “and.”  But they have real difficulty creating a genuinely complex sentence, consisting of several artfully-subordinated clauses and a main clause.  To do so requires heierarchical reasoning; the ability to distinguish a main point from a subordinate one, and the additive or consecutive character of television and PowerPoint do not cultivate this ability.  As one reads a series of such sometimes-compound-but-rarely complex sentences, it is difficult to distinguish their main points from their subordinate points, possibly because they have not been able to make the distinction themselves.

4. The concept of a “paragraph” seems to elude them, as the concept of “pitch” tended to elude Frank Sinatra.


Occasionally I find a “paragraph” that runs for two or three pages.  Within the “paragraph,” I cannot find a thesis sentence, and the first sentence (where I naively seek one) fails to contain one.  As I continue my quest, I sometimes find five, ten, or fifteen sentences that could qualify as a thesis sentence, but I cannot tell which of the possible candidates is the thesis sentence.  Once again, a student whose mind is shaped primarily by media such as television and PowerPoint, which are additive or consecutive, has difficulty with that most useful mental skill of heirarchical reasoning.  Main points and subordinate points are not distinct; each “sentence” (in the generous definition) expresses or blurts something, that probably has some kind of topical relation to the other sentences, but the hapless reader looks in vain for a main point.

5. The notion of causality mystifies them.


The human mind naturally makes associations; even when we dream, the mind makes such associations, many of them quite contrary to reality.  So my students understand that certain ideas or events are “connected” to or “related” to others; but they have difficulty describing the relation.  Sometimes they make causal statements that are unjustifiably general:  “Roe v. Wade has destroyed marriage in America.”  Other times they affirm a relation but will not describe the nature thereof:  “Democracy is linked to the idea of individual rationality” (what does “linked to” or “connected to” mean?).   And, of course, they evade “because” as though it were a rattlesnake:  “Many Jews emigrated from Europe in the latter half of the 20th century, as there were few opportunities for them there.”  I’m fairly confident that “as” is intended as a causal connector in such a sentence (“because there were few opportunities…”), but they seem terrified of making such an unmistakeable causal proposition.  I am constantly striking through “as” when I grade papers, and writing above it “because.”  They seem to have been warned not to make unjustified causal statements (as in the false generalization mentioned above), so they merely avoid/evade making any causal statements by employing ambiguous language that does not clearly relate one clause to another.


There may be a number of reasons for the inability to make clear (when justified) causal statements, but I suspect PowerPoint is part of the reason.  Lengthy, nuanced, multiple-clause sentences simply do not fit on a PowerPoint slide; and clear propositional verbs are also rare there.  As a consequence, the linear, slide-b-follows-slide-a format of PowerPoint is imposed upon either the student’s thought or the student’s communication (or both), and they do not clearly distinguish causation from correlation (or what specific type of correlation), a most fundamental requirement of intelligent discourse.

So, my tentative conclusion is that PowerPoint shares the particular limitations of the dominant media of our culture (primarily television, but other image-based media also); it is visual more than linguistic; dynamic rather than static, and additive rather than heirarchical.  Thus, when such a tool is employed frequently in the classroom, education tends not to stretch the student beyond what he/she was before.  The defects derived from the culture are perpetuated, rather than challenged.

Now, note carefully that I do not believe PowerPoint causes the liabilities I observe in my current students.  It probably causes none of these traits; the problem is that it also does not cure the traits.  If a physician gives a placebo to a patient with pneumonia, the placebo does not cause the pneumonia.  On the other hand, it does not cure it either; for this, a good antibiotic is necessary.  Similarly, an occasional PowerPoint presentation will not likely injure a truly well-developed intellect.  It will not cultivate one, however, so if one reason individuals pursue an education is for the purpose of having the mind’s more useful properties cultivated, then PowerPoint fails to educate such individuals, because it ordinarily does not develop the individual’s intellectual capacities.  That is:  the sensory and intellectual activities necessary to “process” a PowerPoint presentation are the same sensory and intellectual activities that are necessary to “process” life in an image-based culture such as ours--PowerPoint’s information is non-contextual, and information in our culture is ordinarily non-contextual (two consecutive newspaper articles might very well cover events half a world away from each other).  PowerPoint’s information is non-propositional, and most of our cultural information is non-propositional (e.g., headlines, bullet points, images, sound bites).  PowerPoint’s information is simple, rather than complex; and our culture’s information is ordinarily simple, rather than complex (if a news program spends five minutes on a matter, this is considered “in-depth” coverage!).

PowerPoint is perhaps skillfully employed by educators whose subject matter is itself visual.  It is just as frequently unskillfully employed by educators whose subject matter is not visual but conceptual.  In such circumstances, PowerPoint is not only inadequate to assist, it positively injures the process, because it leaves uncultivated that part of the human mind best suited to understand conceptual realities.  Especially if we think of education equipping us to live well, PowerPoint fails to aid us in living well, because it does not develop contemplation, rational thought, open-ness to insight, or wisdom.  It merely packages non-contextual information and delivers it in a visual medium; but it does not easily package sophisticated analysis or nuanced reasoning.  It presents information more naturally than it does understanding or wisdom; yet there is very little of importance in life that is altered much by information.  As Neil Postman put it:

If children die of starvation in Ethiopia, does it occur because of a lack of information?  Does racism in South Africa exist because of a lack of information?  If criminals roam the streets of New York City, do they do so because of a lack of information?

Or, let us come down to a more personal level: If you and your spouse are unhappy together, and end your marriage in divorce, will it happen because of a lack of information? If your children misbehave and bring shame to your family, does it happen because of a lack of information?  If someone in your family has a mental breakdown, will it happen because of a lack of information?  (“Informing Ourselves to Death,” paper delivered at a meeting of the German Informatics Society (Gesellschaft fuer Informatik) on October 11, 1990 in Stuttgart, sponsored by IBM-Germany.)

Perhaps the least important aspect of education is the dissemination of information.  More important is the placing of ideas, movements, and concepts in their cultural-historical or intellectual context, and more important yet is cultivating, through hard work, the various properties of the human brain to synthesize and analyze.  For these, PowerPoint strikes me as largely useless.  As Edward Tufte (professor emeritus of political science, computerscience and statistics, and graphic design at Yale) said:  “The core ideas of teaching--explanation, reasoning, finding things out, questioning, content, evidence, credible authority not patronizing authoritarianism--are contrary to the cognitive style of PowerPoint.  And the ethical values of teachers differ from those engaged in marketing” (The Cognitive Style of PowerPoint, p. 7).

Tentative conclusion:  

The intellectual bias (towards disconnected “bites” of information) of PowerPoint makes it ordinarily corrosive of the goals of a liberal education (exceptions might include art history, biology slides, and other educational specific projects, especially in the physical sciences, where the visual observation of certain physical realities is important); and its implicit cynicism (treating humans as less than human, circumventing their reasoning powers by dodging and frustrating them) renders it ordinarily corrosive of the values and purposes of Christianity.  Jesus, for instance, wasn’t interested in “results.”  Requiring of the rich young man that he sell all that he had and give it to the poor virtually guaranteed bad results, but Jesus treated him as a human, as a human with the power (and therefore the responsibility) of making value judgments and choices, and of doing so consciously and thoughtfully.  The young man went away “sorrowful,” but he went away as a sorrowful human.  Professed followers of Jesus would do well to resist the employment of any tool that promotes itself merely as being “effective,” since many manipulative methods and tools have been employed by propagandists and marketers.  We should employ tools that appeal to, and therefore cultivate, those aspects of our humanity that are distinctively humane.  PowerPoint never cultivates our more-humane traits; and can never be justified on that basis.  Rather, it must be justified (when it is justifiable) on the ground that, in some particular instances, it communicates some specific types of information or knowledge better than known alternatives.

Interestingly, the makers of PowerPoint have never argued that its merits reside in its effect on the viewer or its competence/pertinence to its subject; rather, they market it as being an asset to the presenter, saying things like:  “Never fear making a presentation again.”  Its marketers appeal to people’s fear of public speaking, by giving something that will take attention from themselves, thereby alleviating their fear.  But a charitable communicator would/should be as concerned for the audience as for himself; and a teacher should be concerned for the discipline, and select presentation tools that are well-suited to the discipline.  My disciplines just would not benefit from PowerPoint, and since the humanities are designed largely to facilitate extended attention to complex reasoning and language, PowerPoint would actually work contrary to my educational purposes, so I just don’t employ it.

� I observe, as a too-sensitive author, that reviews of my writings that appear in written form tend to engage my major thesis and arguments; reviews on the Internet almost always fault me for something that was little more than an aside, as though those conditioned by what Neil Postman called the “peek-a-boo” world of electronic media are consigned to an impressionistic viewpoint.
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