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Abstract 

In response to the current discussions of the pros and cons in the use of MS PowerPoint presentation software, this paper argues that the “success” in the use of PowerPoint, like any other educational media, depends on how the presentation file is composed and then handled in the actual teaching practices in various classroom situations.  The possible problems PowerPoint files have in fixing, fragmenting and simplifying ideas, in tying a class to a computer and thus either reducing or changing its dynamics, can be avoided as long as presenters (educators and learners alike) know how to structure, link and embody their ideas for a certain presentation, and then free themselves from that particular structure during the presentation, as well as afterwards when they need to re-assemble their ideas for another presentation in another context.  A flexible use of PowerPoint files, moreover, can increase interactions as well as production of knowledge in a classroom, just as knowledge can also be shared and re-assembled by teachers and students alike after class.  Presentation software such as PowerPoint, then, is a set of blank canvases for educators and learners to both draw their pictures of the world, just as the outlines they produce are a means of communication and some scripts for them to freely enact.       .

English Department, Fu Jen Catholic University

When New York Times published an article with a provocative title, “PowerPoint Makes You Dumb” (Dec. 2003), to report on the alleged problems of MS PowerPoint as a presentation software—that, according to Edward Tufte, PowerPoint “forces people to mutilate data beyond comprehension” and that NASA’s over-reliance on PowerPoint in presenting complicated information was a cause for the recent crash of space shuttle Columbia—it merely brings to the public’s attention what educators have discussed and debated on for a couple of years.
  Widely circulated by Net-izens via email and discussion board posting (even in translated forms), the New York Times article, however, simplifies the issues by concluding ironically that the tool is what one wants when wanting to disguise the fact of having “nothing to say.”  In educational contexts especially, I will argue, the issue is not whether PowerPoint helps us put up a mere show or makes us stupid, but how to make the points and share the power with students through the use of PowerPoint.   
Indeed, as “presentation” software, PowerPoint presentation can become “a mere show” or a fancy commercial.  But when educators consider whether to use PowerPoint or any other presentation software to improve their teaching, their concerns are usually not with the software’s functions in beautifying the lecture outline (Parks, for one, suggested ”KISS—Keep[ing] It Simple Stupid--rather than ‘pretty’"), but with whether it enhances or affects teachers’ lecture delivery, students’ reception and teacher-student interactions in the classroom.  In other words, the issue is rather PowerPoint’s role in teacher-student communication than its content-presentation effects.  Like Tufte, Mason and Hlynka criticize how PowerPoint file simplifies a presentation, since “the most commonly chosen options are the bulleted list, or a page of text” (Hlynka 48) and “the cryptic short phrases . . . communicate almost no detail . . .“(45).  However, Mason and Hlynka are also concerned with how classroom power gets changed with the use of PowerPoint, as it is inextricably connected with the other aspects of a classroom situation.     
While Mason and Hlynka deal with the possible power and points the slide software renders im/possible in a classroom on a relatively theoretical level, a lot of other studies analyze actual teaching practices and discuss the pros and cons of PowerPoint from either educators’ perspectives or those of learners.  In discussing PowerPoint’s influences on teaching, most studies done by teachers or on teachers agree that the software is both a blessing and a curse; that it cannot be the center of a classroom or substitute for the other means of teaching such as chalk, blackboard and textbook.  Parks, for instance, argues that using PowerPoint makes him better prepared, but more limited in classroom teaching, as well as troubled by the “ugly” technical problems.  Pauw uses PowerPoint to incorporate art into theology and thus takes the latter to a stage where words cannot reach; on the other hand, however, she points out that showing PowerPoint slides in a dimly-lit classroom can reduce the classroom to “a disembodied, decontextualized learning environment, and the students, “passive consumers of visual entertainment” (40).  If the improvement in overhead and portable projectors can help brighten up the classroom, PowerPoint presentation can still be, for Mason, “teacher-centered, pre-planned, lockstep delivery of information, primarily through words” and leading to a power imbalance in the classroom (43).  Creed, likewise, claims that using PowerPoint means that a teacher’s emphasis is “on the quality of [his/her] presentation rather than [his/her] students' learning” so that the content may be covered by the teacher, but not ‘learned’ by his/her students.  
Not surprisingly, however, the general responses expressed by some teachers on the Internet to PowerPoint presentations have been quite positive, pointing out how it is “quick, easy” to learn, “effective, creative” to use [Linda Poulton], and that it “captures the students' attention and helps keep them interested" [a teacher at Nebraska's Wausa Public School; Starr]).  Likewise, the studies done on student responses to the use PowerPoint in classroom lectures are also mostly positive.  Birnbaum, for instance, did a survey on 150 students from the University of Pittsburgh and found that the students predominantly prefer PowerPoint.  Furthermore, Austin-Wells points out that the 34 target older adults “overwhelmingly” prefer PowerPoint over flipcharts and transparencies, while Gilden points out the “hidden usages” of PowerPoint for special needs students and clients.  As “computerized handouts,” however, PowerPoint printouts are not always welcome by conference participants or students (Benest 323).  Ahmed also proves that there is no significant difference in terms of the test scores earned by students in a classroom using of traditional overheads presentations and in one using PowerPoint presentations.
In response to all the pros and cons summarized above, I believe that the “success” in the use of PowerPoint, like any other educational media, cannot be calculated by the differences in the test scores, nor can it be found in the files or their printouts.  Rather, it depends on how the files are used in the actual teaching practices in various classroom situations.  All of the above-mentioned criticisms of PowerPoint presentation’s fixing, fragmenting and simplifying ideas, and its having classroom dynamics tied to a computer and thus either reduced or changed, point to real problems the use of PowerPoint may involve, but they are not unavoidable.  Likewise, the benefits of PowerPoint as effective speech prompts, attention-grabber or an easy tool for effective and creative presentations can be undone if the users’ attention get taken away from their audience to the files and the show and/or the machines.
 In this paper, therefore, I will not continue the debate on the pros and cons of PowerPoint; instead, I will discuss “how” it can be used to avoid the above-mentioned problems in producing fragmentary and decontextualized knowledge and in turning classroom lecture into a teacher-centered, one-way delivery mode.  As an English language and literature teacher involved in multimedia and internet-assisted instructions for a few years, I will use as examples the literature and language courses I have taught more than once (i.e. Canadian Literature and Film, Literary Criticism, World Literatures in English and Junior Composition and Conversation), and discuss the roles PowerPoint plays in helping to organize and embody knowledge and, most importantly, to produce knowledge with students in a classroom.
   My basic pedagogical principle in conducting all these courses is to be cognitively flexible and lively in producing knowledge, and thus to stimulate students to produce their own knowledge and relate it to their worlds.  The knowledge they learn, therefore, should not be a static or tangible entity; rather, it has to be re-activated and re-structured, incorporated into their own system and adjusted to the constantly changing learning environment.  In other words, basing myself on Rand J. Spiro’s theory of “cognitive flexibility,”
 in and out of classrooms I have been attentive to the needs to structure and restructure my knowledge in adaptive response to the rapidly changing demands made by the students, the department as well as our society and world.

MS PowerPoint, for me, is one of the ways I take to structure the knowledge I plan to present in class, as well as opening it to re-structuring.  As long as educators and students do not see PowerPoint files as a textbook/paper substitute, but as a supplement to classroom lecture and discussion, the problem of its simplifying our ideas will not matter that much.  Also, the ideas to be presented do not need to be disconnected or linear, since the hypertextual functions of the software offers us several ways to structure our ideas, and make multiple connections among different slides.  The software, first of all, offers some interface for us to see our own structure.  “Outline,” for instance, can be placed in another window beside the slide we work on to offer an overview of the presented ideas in a linear and logical sequence.  With the “View All” mode, we do seem to have all the “fragments” laid out in front of us.  However, they can also be seen as an open concept map, with which we can arrange and re-arrange the sequence, select and re-assemble the slides for multiple presentation and to make different main points.  The software’s multiple linking function, like that of the other types of hypertext, also allows the producer as well as users to make the contents structured as well as cognitively flexible.  We can choose to make an index page, plus the return/forward buttons, to present the structure of our speeches/lessons and also to link the different parts of the slides back to the index page as its center.  On the other hand, hyperlinks can be made to other related texts (PowerPoint files, Word documents, [image: image1.jpg]


web pages, or media files) to offer multiple associations of the ideas with external examples.  With the use of both the close structural supports (Outline, return/forward button, the content page we make) and the open ones(e.g. “View All” and internal and external hyperlinking), then, one’s teaching does not need to be fragmentary as a PowerPoint file appears to be; rather it can be well-structured by a content page, but with multiple routes and rich connections for the users to make among the slides, as well as between them and some other files.  
Being a “pre-planned” and “well-made” center of attention of a classroom, a PowerPoint file projection does impose some limits on a class and thus seems to ensure the presenter’s power to control its dynamics.  Projected onto a large screen, a PowerPoint slide/fragment can take up too much of our attention, so that we seem to lose sight of the whole structure, passively following the show from one slide to the next.  This is why a doctoral student of mine once showed her preference for a hard-copy outline in hand rather than the slide show.  However, I think that there are losses and gains in both ways of presenting a structure.  A visual reception of the whole outline on a paper allows students’ eyes to move around at will on the paper and thus gain a sense of its overall structure, but they may lose the multiple links a teacher finds in between different ideas, and definitely in between ideas and images, sounds and the other audio-visual aids.  As we well know, how much structural control we need to have in a class depends a lot on its level and nature.  More structure may be needed of a content-rich literature course than of a writing workshop; of an undergraduate level literature course than a graduate literature seminar.  In the cases of the paper’s focus, that is, undergraduate literature and language courses, I believe that PowerPoint presentation can allow enough freedom that these courses need, as long as teacher-presenters do not insist on the original ‘master’ plan; in order to suit class dynamics and time constraint, teacher-presenters can choose to veer away from the slide sequence, skip some, or even use a piece of paper to block off the projection and use the blackboard instead.  
In response to Pauw’s worries over turning the classroom into “a disembodied, decontextualized learning environment” under dim lights and in front of the PowerPoint slides, I, as a teacher of English literatures and cultures in Canada, South Africa, India Subcontinent and the Caribbean area, would argue that PowerPoint’s hypermedia functions help, instead, to bring those remote worlds a bit closer to students.  To try to conjure up the context of a certain text under discussion, on the PowerPoint file, I can put images of its related places, maps, art works as well as the authors’ photos.  Likewise, to the file I can link songs and video clips of documentaries and films either for background introduction or close analysis.  In other words, the multimedia put on and connected to a PowerPoint file can make a file an entrance to the wider world outside; although this world is introduced through some cultural artifacts and the teacher’s limited knowledge, this instruction has at least broken the classroom boundaries more than a verbal delivery of knowledge about the world could have done.  Will students, then, be led by the nose and become passive receivers of those sights and sounds?  No, if they choose not to.  The more motivated students in my classes know that they should print out the PowerPoint files (which I upload and link to the online course calendar) to grasp their structures before class, take notes on the printed copies in class and also to get a chance to move beyond the planned structures.   
As a set of blank canvases, PowerPoint does allow an educator to produce more fully embodied knowledge than a few bulleted points on a slide could do.  More skeletal than a script, a PowerPoint outline also allows various kinds of interactions and production of knowledge between the teacher and his/her students.  In a literature or theory course, for instance, I tend to use the file to present some questions for students to discuss.  When the questions are laid out in front of the students, they are given both the freedom to choose which to answer, and some time to deliberate their answers.  In a writing workshop, on the other hand, I tend to collect students’ writing errors in order to explain their errors as well as offering some ways of revision.  This instruction, however, involves more revision/correction than mine, since before the lesson, I also assign some errors for students to fix by themselves.  Thus a lesson of language review is composed of discussion of student errors, their revisions of these errors, and then my own revision. 
Through PowerPoint as a medium of communication in a classroom, knowledge can be produced not only between teacher and students, but also between teachers, using the PowerPoint file rather as a jumping board than a controlling structure.  PowerPoint files were used by me to facilitate cooperative teaching, when World Literatures in English was offered with another teacher, Pin-Chia Feng, in National Chiau-Tung University in simultaneous distance learning mode via ISDN lines to students of these two schools as well as those in National Taiwan University.  Each time one teacher gave lecture and led the discussion while the other teacher supported by adding on information and viewpoints.  By viewing the PowerPoint file the leading teacher gave ahead of time, the other teacher could choose an appropriate time to join in the discussion, to add to the lecture, and even to offer a line of discussion tangential to the planned one.    
Production and adjustment of knowledge, as a matter of fact, does not just happen in one class period, or in one classroom.  As carefully saved files with well-embodied ideas, PowerPoint files can be open to revision not only in one semester but also in different classes offered at different times. Since a PowerPoint file can be edited easily, one idea presented in one unit of a course can be retrieved in another unit and presented in a different way, or combined with some other ideas, so as to stimulate flexible cognition in the students.  For instance, in a Literary Criticism class, the questions raised in the first class can be asked again after more critical theories have shed different lights on these same questions; the basic ideas of one critical school can be copied and, in another slide of another file, juxtaposed with those major ideas of another critical school.  Similarly, the software’s graphic functions can illustrate different theories’ different foci as well as different approaches to one singular text.  When I taught the play M. Butterfly for three weeks and each from a different perspective (that of meta-theatre, of power play, and of discursive formation), I found myself selecting slides I did not cover from the previous week to modify and fit into next week’s lecture on M. Butterfly.  This very section, which was not covered in the previous week, then gets interpreted from two different perspectives.
The “fragmentary” function of PowerPoint, in this way, serves my teaching pedagogy well just because it can be easily ‘decomposed’—especially when a text or an idea needs to be used differently in another class with a different focus.  For all the three literature courses under discussion—i.e. Literary Criticism, Canadian Literature and Film, and World Literatures in English—I develop different focuses every time I teach them.  The PowerPoint files I made in the previous class, then, serve me as a reminder of what I have taught and a jumping board from which I produce new knowledge from a different perspective or with a new focus.   To use “Literary Criticism,” a course I have taught on the undergraduate level for several years, as an example.  Literary Criticism is a vast and ill-structured knowledge domain, in which not only different critical theories can be applied to the texts in many different ways, but also different critical schools overlap and interact with each other in multiple ways.  To find unity and focus for my courses, each year I used different themes to connect the critical schools I chose (for instance, “Society and Capitalism,” “Language and Society,” “From Self to Subjectivity,” “Form and Race,” “Love, Desire and Class” and “Gender and Nature”).  The different themes I chose, in turn, suggest different ways of connecting the theories such as structuralism and marxism, or poststructuralism and postcolonialism.  The PowerPoint files I have made have become a best reminder for me of what I once taught and what else can be taught in a certain unit--the other reminder being the database I have constructed along with my teaching and the resources available online.  The PowerPoint files, however, are different from the webpages because, first, they are organized around individual lessons offered in different weeks, and, second, they have, as discussed above, simultaneously open and close structural devices.  As a presentation software, PowerPoint does not serve to record all the details of a certain lesson or knowledge.  However, while getting reminded of the pithy content of a lesson, I found myself able to select some slides from an old file (say, those on the basic ideas about language in structuralism) to modify and integrate into a new file (e.g. to discusse the differences between structuralism and New Criticism, or structuralism and poststructuralism).  

Fun and lively productions of knowledge through PowerPoint as a medium(but not the end result), of course, is not limited to teachers; students can usually do a lot better.  What they need is some reminder and modeling of structuring ideas, giving proper citation and avoiding plagiarism.  They don’t need help at all in matching their PowerPoint files with their reports aesthetically, in adding theatrical and animation effects to their reports, and even in turning a PowerPoint file into a backdrop of their performance.   Indeed, those who are not able to ‘put up a show’ may feel disadvantaged, but, again, a teacher can direct students’ attention to both the content and the appearance, instead of letting the showy parts take all the class’s attention.  With the students’ and my PowerPoint files equally shared among the whole class, moreover, the knowledge organized and embodied through PowerPoint files can then open to more learning and adaptations, by the teacher as well as the students.  

Finally, as is indicated from the class evaluations (Appendix I), I would like to point out that PowerPoint files, or the use of PowerPoint files in class lectures and discussions, is not the only teaching methods/materials that deserves the title of ‘honorable mentions’ in my students’ responses.  One teaching medium or method should not monopolize the whole class.  Likewise, media should not be used in a fixed way; instead, they can be made "Multiple, Mixed, Malleable“ (Chiquito).  In and through class instructions supported by a presentation software such as PowerPoint, then, who has the power and who’s got the points?   I don’t have an absolute answer to this question, since cases differ and a lot depends on how the software is used in different situations.  However, there are, I believe, definitely a lot of lively ways to use it so as to lead a class to a lively discussion of fully-embodied knowledge, to avoid limiting the class to the software, or having the power centered on its teacher.  
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Appendix I: Course Evaluations  
Student Responses to the Following Two Questions:
	1. Please list the teaching methods you found useful (e.g. email, newsletter, related web materials, discussion area, the other online activities, etc.)

	2. Please list the teaching materials you found useful (e.g. textbook web materials, A-V materials, etc.)


	
	
	 
	1. teaching methods found useful?  
	2. teaching materials found useful?  

	　
	no. of res-
ponses
	no. of stud-
ents
	email
	Discus-

sion
	web materials 
	Power-

Point
	email
	AV materials
	Web materials 
	Power-Point

	2001F Canadian Literature and Film
	26
	42
	6
	11
	14
	1
	　
	11
	8
	　

	2002F World Literatures in English
	7
	16
	2
	2
	5
	1
	　
	5
	3
	2

	2003S Canadian Film and Literature 
	8
	9
	　
	1
	5
	1
	　
	4
	3
	2

	2003S Literary Criticism
	7
	21
	　
	1
	2
	1
	　
	4
	4
	1

	2003F  Literary Criticism
	17
	33
	　
	　
	11
	2
	　
	11
	9
	2

	2002S Composition and Conversation
	4
	15
	3
	　
	2
	1
	1
	　
	2
	1

	2003F Junior Composition and Conversation
	9
	11
	3
	1
	7
	　
	　
	4
	6
	1


The Other Related Responses 
	2001F Canadian Literature and Film
	(textbook - 9; all -1)

	2002F World Literatures in English
	(textbook - 4)

	2003F  Literary Criticism
	(老師精美的powerpoint能提振精神; The Teacher’s PowerPoint can lift our spirits) (textbook - 10) (online quiz - 1)


�


View All and the multiple connections among the slides.








� The earliest publication on this issue I have got is dated 1998, while LeBlanc III in his article  summarizes the heated discussions in 2000 on CRTNet (Communication Research and Theory Network) over the use of PowerPoint in Public Speaking class.  


� As LeBlanc points out, there are other presentation software packages available: Corel Presentations, Harvard Graphics and Astound.  Although not knowing anyone of them, I am using PowerPoint just as a presentation software I happen to know among many others.   


�  According to Rand J. Spiro, “cognitive flexibility” is “the ability to represent knowledge from different conceptual and case perspectives and then, when the knowledge must later be used, the ability to construct from those different conceptual and case representations a knowledge ensemble tailored to the needs of the understanding or problem-solving situation-at-hand.”
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