Three per page…
(Phil Race)

There is a tendency in many institutions to issue students with handout materials of PowerPoint slides using the 3-per-page or 6-per-page options. Many institutions now have policies to address students’ special needs, often including the availability (in advance) of PowerPoint presentations and handouts. I am arguing in this short paper that this process, although having some advantages, is not a good idea, and that there are better ways of addressing the special needs of students.
Some reasons not to issue handouts of PowerPoint slides are listed below:

· People switch off when they have the slides before them in a handout. They think ‘no real need to pay attention now, I can look at this again anytime’. 

· In practice, most people never look at the handouts of the slides ever again! I’ve now asked hundreds of people how often they have revisited such handouts, and very few claim to have done so – and even then, only to recapture the odd strange fact or joke. Students rarely file slides (and handouts in general) in a systematic way.
· Most often, slides are effectively just information. Learning only happens when people process information, and do things with it, apply it, argue with it, extrapolate from it, compare and contrast it, and so on. Therefore it is unsafe to assume that just because everyone has the information, all will have learned. 

· Students want copies of the slides. This is partly because they seek the safety of ensuring that they get all the relevant information. While it is good to avoid them simply copying down information from a screen in a lecture theatre into their own notes, it remains important that they engage actively during lectures, and are getting their heads round information rather than just looking at it on the screen or on their own copy of what’s on the screen.

· It is environmentally unsound. If the paper ends up not being used, it’s a waste of paper. If we want to give people the chance to revisit slides, it is much more environmentally sound to put the presentation on the web or onto an intranet, or to email it to them.

· When people have paper copies of the slides, they get dissatisfied when several slides are ‘missed’ in the session. It is good to keep the choice to skip particular sections of a prepared presentation, and concentrate on the key issues, especially when time is taken to address questions and follow up the emergent interests or needs of the particular audience.
· While it may be better to have 3-per-page with space to make notes alongside each slide, this is rarely done well in practice. Not least, the lined nature of the boxes alongside the slides does not help in allowing people to make detailed notes alongside some slides, and none against others as appropriate.

· Having copies of the slides available tempts students to miss sessions. Many lecturers have now realised that attendance drops as students just photocopy the handouts of the slides (and other handouts too) rather than coming to the lecture. The students who miss the lecture usually fare much worse in coursework assessment or exams, and just give back the information which was in the slides or handouts, whereas those who were present learn a lot more through the actual discussion, where communication is aided by tone of voice, body language, eye contact, emphasis in speech, repetition of important points from different perspectives and so on. Words or pictures on paper (or on screen) can never compete with normal human communication.

· It is even more environmentally unsound when the presentations are made available in advance. The keen people come with their print-out of the slides, often in colour, and at considerable expense.

· Making slides available in advance greatly restricts flexibility in presentations and lectures. While it is often a good idea to make the presentations available electronically after the event, this allows choice during the event, and allows you to include slide sequences to address matters arising, for example questions from the audience. Making the slides available after the event also allows you to delete any slides you chose not to show, e.g. because time ran out.
Ways round the problem

Sally Brown sometimes uses a great way round most of the problems listed above. She prepares a presentation quite deliberately as an overview, with the intention of only using half of the slides or less. She then goes only to the particular slides she wishes to use on that occasion, addressing the particular interests or questions from the actual audience. She lays out copies of the slides, which are numbered, and then uses the press ‘x’ then ‘enter’ keyboard facility on PowerPoint to go through only the required slides, in any order she chooses. Even if the audience have copies of the slides, they then aren’t surprised that there are slides that are not used, and have no false expectations about the slides being in a particular order, or about all of the slides being equally important. By ‘ticking’ the paper copies of the slides used, and jotting down a number on each to show what order they were used, it remains possible to re-assemble the slides in the sequence actually used on the occasion, and make that available electronically after the event.

