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Agenda

Preparation

Organization

5 min.

Academic Slide Design

Cognitive 
Load Theory

10 min.

15 min.

60 min.
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Cognitive Load Theory Overview
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Cognitive load theory revolves around the 

ways in which humans receive, process, 

and store information.
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Types of Cognitive Load

Intrinsic Load

Germane Load
Extraneous Load

5



Processing Channels 

Phonological Loop

Visio-Spatial Sketchpad
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Processing Channels 
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Working Memory

Limited capacity in storage 
and duration



Processing Channels 
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Total Cognitive 
Load

Working 
Memory 
Capacity

Intrinsic Load Germane Load

Extraneous Load
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Organization
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If you want different results than what 

you’re currently getting, you must try a 

different approach.
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Traditionally…

• We use this slide layout

• The “Title + Content” default slide layout in PowerPoint

• This layout promotes what you see here.

• We will refer to this as the “topic sub-topic design”

• This design approach attempts to use the slide for three 
purposes simultaneously…
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Topic sub-topic 
design uses slides 
as…

Visual Aids

Speaker Notes Handout
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Presentation

Clear.
Consistent.

Cohesive.



Do you need a slide?

Fandrey (2018) suggests a slide is needed when it:

1. Provides a visual means of organization for forthcoming information 

2. Helps students locate where they are in the lecture (wayfinding)

3. Shows a concept, process, relationship, or idea via a graph, chart, 
diagram, image, or other visuospatial treatment; 

4. Maps directly to the learning objectives or outcomes of your talk—that 
is, you’re showing something that really does deserve to be powerfully 
pointed at

5. Contributes to a climate of good digital citizenry 

15



Preview Slide
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Provides 
snapshot of 
what’s to come

Activates prior 
knowledge



Guidepost Slide
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Orients students 
in overall 
presentation

Provides context

Signals topic 
transition



Recap Slide
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Summarize 
and/or repeat 
main ideas



Consistency throughout the slide deck 

makes wayfinding easier for students 

and reduces the overall cognitive 

load. 
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Consistency
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Font

Repetition of section headers

Placement of repeated elements

Color scheme

Surface level design features



Using Color
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Select four colors for a slide deck:

1. Background 

2. Text 

3. Emphasis color #1

4. Emphasis color #2
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Color should be used as a means of communication 
and not decoration. 

23Fandrey (2018)



Use color to call attention.
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Fandrey (2018)



Use color to show amount, quantity, severity.
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Use color to differentiate sections of a graph.
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Use color to provide a visual break

27Fandrey (2018)



Be consistent with surface level design features.

28Fandrey (2018)
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Slides should serve 
one purpose.

You don’t always 
need a slide.

Consistency
reduces overall 
cognitive load.

Color is for 
communication 
not decoration and 

you should only 
have four.

Clear. 
Consistent. 
Cohesive.



Preparation
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Fandrey’s (2018) Academic Slide Design Method
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1. Write a script (I know)

2. Prepare a handout

3. Identify and sketch visuals

4. Create slides

5. Insert preview, guideposts, recap slides

6. Test and revise



Fandrey’s (2018) Academic Slide Design Method
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1. Write a script (I know)

2.Prepare a handout

3. Identify and sketch visuals

4. Create slides

5. Insert preview, guideposts, recap slides

6. Test and revise
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A handout is 
great tool for…

Offloading text-
heavy portions of 
your presentation

Focusing and 
organizing 
your thoughts

Expanding on 
technically dense 
material



Avoid this
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Skeleton Guided Notes
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Skeleton Guided Notes
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Use guided 
notes to:

Summarize main 
points

Provide 
organization and 
structure to 
students’ notes

Keep students 
engaged 
throughout the 
lesson



Fandrey’s (2018) Academic Slide Design Method
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1. Write a script (I know)

2. Prepare a handout

3.Identify and sketch visuals

4. Create slides

5. Insert preview, guideposts, recap slides

6. Test and revise



Visual Aid or Decoration?

40Fandrey (2018)



Visual Aid or Decoration?
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Visual Aid or Decoration?
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Visual Aid or Decoration?
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Visual Aid or Decoration?
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Visual Aid or Decoration?

45Fandrey (2018)



Visual Aid or Decoration?

46Fandrey (2018)



Stay away from built-in themes

47Fandrey (2018)



Use a template…
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1 main 
idea per 
slide
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Rough 
sketch of 
visual or 
description 
of content
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Space to 
elaborate
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Start analog, 
then go digital.

Use guided 
notes handouts 
to elaborate.

Visual aids
are not 

decorations.

Avoid using 
built-in 
themes.

Use a template 
to organize

your 
presentation.



Fandrey’s (2018) Academic Slide Design Method
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1. Write a script (I know)

2. Prepare a handout

3. Identify and sketch visuals

4.Create slides

5. Insert preview, guideposts, recap slides

6. Test and revise



Academic Slide Design
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What are the most common issues in 

regard to slide-based presentations?
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Common Issues
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Common Issues

57Fandrey (2018)



Common Issues

58



59

One slide = One main idea



Why not bullets?
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Slide-u-prompter Split-attention effect Cannot convey 
complex 
relationships
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• Explain an idea with several supporting statements

• Show an overview of a list of items you plan to explicate 
individually in coming slides

• Provide a summary of points you have already discussed

Use bullets to…



Design Strategies
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1. Assertion-evidence structure

2. Spatial positioning

3. Whitespace

4. Lines and shapes

5. Proximity and similarity

6. Full screen image with text

7. Graphics with labels

8. Information Typologies (SmartArt)

One main idea per slide



Slide makeovers
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Slide makeovers

65Fandrey (2018)



66Fandrey (2018)



Slide makeovers
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Slide makeovers
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Graphics with labels

69Fandrey (2018)



Full-screen image with title

70Fandrey (2018)



Assertion-evidence structure
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1. Identify the main idea

2. Write it as a brief statement at the top of the slide

3. Use the remaining space on the slide to provide 
visual evidence 

4. Ensure you are making an assertion and not simply 
explaining the graphic.



Assertion-evidence structure

72Fandrey (2018)

Non-example



Assertion-evidence structure

73Fandrey (2018)

Non-example



Assertion-evidence structure
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Assertion-evidence structure
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Assertion-evidence structure

76Fandrey (2018)



Assertion-evidence structure

77Fandrey (2018)
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Use spatial positioning to communicate:

80

Hierarchy Relationships Process Anomalies
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Sign of 
approval

Will get 
you 
punched
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W h i t e s p a c e
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The absence 
of content



Layout and Composition
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Be consistent with the layout of your slides and 

the placement of repeated elements. This 

helps with wayfinding and reduces overall 

cognitive load.
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There are 3 main 
issues with 
composition

Lack of a point 
of entry

Lack of a 
focal 
point

Failure to 
comply with 
established 
norms



Where is the point of entry?
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Slide makeover

97Fandrey (2018)



What is the focal point of this slide?
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Slide makeover
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Progression of events right to left…?

100Fandrey (2018)



Slide makeover
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Typeface
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The most
important thing 
about your font is 
that the 
audience 
doesn’t notice 
it.



Don’t…
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Use all caps

Bold excessively 

Italicize 

Underline

Center text

Mix fonts



Alignment
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Spacing
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Traditionally…

• We use this slide layout

• The “Title + Content” default slide layout in PowerPoint is the most commonly used slide.

• This layout promotes what you see here.

• We will refer to this as the “topic sub-topic design” and I will add some more text here because 

I need two lines 

• This design approach attempts to use the slide for three purposes simultaneously…
107



Guiding Attention
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You can use 

progressive disclosure

to reveal information

at a slower rate 

to allow students 

more processing time 
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Use color to draw the eye to the main point 
of the slide 
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One main idea 
per slide.

Utilizing spatial 
positioning and 
whitespace will 

drastically improve 
your slides 

Provide a point of 
entry and focal 

point.

Attend to spacing 
and alignment

issues

Use one font 
throughout your 

presentation
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