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Student weaknesses in aesthetics of posters
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Abstract

The study aimed to investigate areas of student weaknesses in aesthetics of posters for oral presentations. The

objectives of the study were to: (1) identify the text features used in terms of text style, positioning on the poster, and

amount of text; (2) describe use of colours for highlighting information and contrast with background; and (3) evaluate

use of images in terms of relevance to content and position on the poster. The data were 15 posters created by 75

students working in groups of five for a university course and comments by their lecturer on the aesthetics of the

posters. Analysis of the posters showed that the students had the most problems with text features and the least

problems with size, relevance and positioning of images. Half of the posters showed good choice of colours for text and

background, but the other half of the posters had visibility issues due to poor choice of colours and lack of contrast.

The undesirable text features were excessive capitalisation and text-heavy posters resulting from the use of full

sentences. The study identified particular points of weaknesses that students should be alerted to so that their oral

presentation slides and posters are more aesthetically appealing to enhance the message.
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University students are usually required to make oral presentations as part of their assessments. They customarily make

PowerPoint slides as an aid in their oral presentations. Well-prepared slides enhance the quality of delivery by providing

notes of the content and inject visual interest into the presentation. Because of the importance of slides in effective

presentations, students are taught how to produce aesthetically appealing slides and delivery skills in generic courses in

the university such as in language courses and professional communication courses. There is also an abundance of tips

for effective PowerPoint presentations (e.g., Alley & Neeley, 2005; Holzl, 1997; Katt et al., 2008) but general observations

by lecturers indicate that students’ PowerPoint slides are found wanting. Therefore, for the teaching of oral presentation

skills to effectively meet the needs of students, the quality of their PowerPoint slides needs to be studied.

There have been many studies on the quality of PowerPoint slides produced by lecturers. Bartsch et al. (2003) found that

students liked their lecturers to use PowerPoint slides than transparencies, and this study was conducted during the days

when overhead transparencies were still in use. The study showed that students performed the most poorly on recall

when they were taught using slides with text and irrelevant pictures, compared to text-only slides and slides with text and

a relevant picture. Kosslyn et al.’s (2012) study showed that academic research slideshows were similar to business

slideshows, and tended to violate cognitive communication principles, and consequently taxing human information

processing. Kosslyn et al. (2012) explained that when the audience’s encode information well when there is

discriminability (or contrast) between the to-be-encoded material and the background and other patterns. After visual

patterns are encoded, the materials are integrated in the working memory but the working memory has a limited capacity,

which is why irrelevant information and unnecessary changes in appearance of slides can lead the audience astray

(Kosslyn et al., 2012). Finally, the audience has to extract meaning from the information on the slides. To help the

audience access their long-term memory, slides need to contain explicit explanations on new concepts, compatible

graphics, and relevant amount and type of information. The research on PowerPoint slides has been on student

preferences (Apperson et al., 2008) and the effect on students’ learning (Chou et al., 2015; Cosgun Ögeyik, 2017; Nouri &

Shahid, 2005; Savoy et al., 2009).

Much is known about students’ preferences for PowerPoint presentation structure and the effect on their learning in

different subjects. However, there is a lack of research findings on the quality of PowerPoint slides and posters produced

by students. Little is known about whether students are able to produce aesthetically appealing presentation materials.

PowerPoint slides present the information over a number of slides but posters show all the information at one go. With so

much information to fit into one poster, compliance with the cognitive communication principles becomes even more

crucial.

The study aimed to investigate areas of student weaknesses in aesthetics of posters for oral presentations. The objectives

of the study were to: (1) identify the text features used in terms of text style, positioning on the poster, and amount of text;

(2) describe use of colours for highlighting information and contrast with background; and (3) evaluate use of images in

terms of relevance to content and position on the poster.

Method of study
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The descriptive study involved the analysis of posters created by 75 students working in groups of five. They were

enrolled in a course, Multinational Corporations and Global Communication, in a Malaysian university. The descriptive

research design is appropriate for the study as the purpose was to describe characteristics and/or behaviour of sample

population in terms of creating posters for presentation.

The texts collected for analysis were 15 posters explaining problems of communication and culture in one multinational

corporation based on a case study reported in a journal paper. The lecturer’s comments on the posters were also

collected as data for the study. The coursework assessment assessed their skills in analysing implications of globalisation

and the growth of multinational corporations on communication and cultural adjustment. The instructions for the contents

of the poster are as follows:

1. Show the organisational model of the MNC (headquarter-branch);

2. Include the channels of communication (e.g., telephone calls, e-mails, memos, letters, virtual meetings, and informal

chats; advertisements and broadcasts to customers) and types of information that are communicated using these

channels;

3. Identify the channel of communication which has caused the problem – and describe the problem;

4. Identify which cultural difference(s) has caused the problem – demographic, geographic, nationality, and structural –

and describe the problem; and

5. Strategies to overcome problems and barriers if the problems cannot be overcome.

The group of students were required to show the poster which was projected onto the screen in the lecture hall. They

each took turns to present a part of the contents of the poster. For the poster, they were graded by their lecturer in terms

of the content and the aesthetics, but the present study focussed on the aesthetics of the poster.

The analysis framework in Table 1 was constructed based on tips and rules for making good posters. As part of the

assignment instructions, the students were given Table 1 as a guide to create aesthetically-pleasing posters. The posters

were analysed based on Table 1. In addition, the lecturer’s comments were analysed thematically to find the main areas of

weaknesses for the text, colours and images on the posters.

Table 1. Framework for analysing aesthetics of PowerPoint presentation

slides
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Criteria Descriptors

Text Use of sans-serif font type like Arial

 Good use of font size to show importance – minimum 24 pt

 Consistency for headings and body – less than 4 font types

 No excessive use of caps, italics, punctuation marks, abbrev

 Use points (bullets/numbers), no full sentences

 Parallel structure for sentences

Colour Clear contrast of text and background – light/dark

 Good use of colour to highlight important info

Images Enhance content (big enough, not too many)

 
Relevant to content - No distracting images, sounds, animation &
transitions

 Good positioning of text and images – not crowded or empty

Results and Discussion

Three sets of results are presented on the aesthetics of posters, in terms of text features, colours and images.

Text features in posters

Table 2 shows the frequency of compliant text features in posters. The text features that the students did not have

problems with was using sans-serif font type like Arial and Calibri, and not Times New Roman or Tahoma. They also did

not use too many font types in their slides.

Descriptors Compliant Non-compliant

Use of sans-serif font type like Arial 15 0

Good use of font size to show importance – minimum 24 points 11 4

Consistency for headings and body – less than 4 font types 15 0

No excessive use of capitalisation, italics, punctuation marks,
abbreviations

4 11

Use points (bullets/numbers), no full sentences 4 11

Parallel structure for sentences 14 1

Table 2. Frequency of compliant text features in posters (N=15)

 

However, the students had difficulties complying with use of capitalisation and points. Eleven out of 15 groups showed

excessive use of capitalisation on their posters, and the squarish shapes of the capital letters makes it hard to read the

words from a distance. Appendix 1 illustrates a poster with excessive use of capitalisation, which was used in the long title

of the poster, organisational chart, headings, and student names. “Typefaces in which letters are similar (because they
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are visually complex, all upper case, all italics, or all bold) cannot be easily read” (Kosslyn et al., 2012, para. 12). Besides

capitalisation, there are other text tools that can be used to convey important content and make the information easy to

follow. For example, “students can better grasp significant information through text size, bolding, italics, or placing content

in a highlighted or shaded text box” (Villanova University, 2023). Simple tools and formatting can help to direct the

audience’s attention to important points and contexts better than capitalisation.

The students in this study were also inclined to write full sentences instead of using points, arranged using bullet points or

numbered lists. As a result, there is too much text on the poster and they look crowded, as illustrated in Appendix 2. The

problems of cultural differences and strategies were shown in textboxes and the text was overwhelming. The number of

words can be reduced by using bullet points and listing. Most of the groups learnt to use parallel structure for their points,

with the exception of one group.

Four out of 15 groups used font sizes that were too small, and this affects the clarity of the slides when viewed from a

distance (see Appendix 2). In this poster on Nasdaq, the font size for the organisational chart, barriers, strategies, and

references was too small. Text-heavy slides, a term used by Sommerville (2023), should be avoided because slides (and

posters for that matter) are a poor medium for detailed reading. The way to avoid text-heavy slides and posters is

judicious use of words in bullet points and numbered lists. Presenters should edit their slides and posters many times until

the message can be conveyed clearly in as few words as possible.

Colours in posters

Table 3 shows the results on use of colours in posters. Fourteen out of 15 students demonstrated good use of colour to

highlight important information on their posters, such as for headings and keywords. An example of good use of colours is

shown in Appendix 3. The colours are also pleasant to the eyes.

Descriptors Compliant Non-compliant

Good use of colour to highlight important
information

14 1

Clear contrast of text and background – light/dark 8 7

Table 3. Frequency of good use of colours in posters (N=15)

 

However, they had a problem with their choice of colour and only eight groups had a clear contrast of text and

background. The other seven groups chose colours for the background that was too dark, and the text colours were dark

as well till there is no contrast. Appendix 4 shows a poster using different shades of brown for the text and the background

is also in light brown hue, making visibility an issue particularly for the references because of the small font size.

According to Kosslyn et al. (2012), using blue and red at the same time on slides is not advisable because of the way that

different wavelengths of light focus on the retina in the yes. Dark text on a light background is optimal and patterned

backgrounds can reduce visibility (University of Nebraska-Lincoln, 2023).

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, October 30, 2023

Qeios ID: B3OQ7F   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/B3OQ7F 5/15



Although this seldom occurred, but one group superimposed the company organisational chart onto a background with

words, and this made the poster difficult to read, as shown in Appendix 5. There were also too many colours and boxes

with thick outlines. Students do not like lecture slides with too many colours (Vanderbilt University, 2023), and the same

can be said of posters.

Images in posters

Table 4 shows the results on the use of images in posters. The size of the images was right and they did not have too

many images. The images were also relevant to the content of the presentation and there were few distracting images,

sounds, animation and transitions, like Appendix 3. Sommerville (2023) stated that presenters should focus on the

message and not the technology. He was writing about slide transitions and sound effects, and advised against the use of

distracting sound effects and transitions like fade-ins, fade-outs, wipes, blinds, dissolves, checkerboards, cuts, covers and

splits. An example of a distracting image is in Appendix 1, where the top right-hand corner has a clipart of a ringing alarm

clock sitting on two books. It has no connection to Vodacom which is a phone company.

Descriptors Compliant Non-compliant

Image(s) enhance content (big enough, not too many) 14 1

Relevant to content - No distracting images, sounds, animation & transitions 15 0

Good use of space - positioning of text and images (not crowded or too
empty)

12 3

Table 4. Frequency of good use of images in posters (N=15)

 

A majority of the posters demonstrated good use of the space in terms of the positioning of text and images but three

groups had too crowded posters (e.g., Appendix 1, Appendix 2, Appendix 5). The organisational chart often ended up too

small, affecting readability. The students hardly have slides that were too empty.

Overall, the students had the most problems with text features and the least problems with images. Half of the posters

showed good choice of colours for text and background, but the other half of the posters had visibility issues due to poor

choice of colours and lack of contrast.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study on student weaknesses in aesthetics of posters for oral presentations showed that the students had the most

problems with text features, moderate problems with colours, and the least problems with size, relevance and positioning

of images. Half of the posters showed good choice of colours for text and background, but the other half of the posters

had visibility issues due to poor choice of colours and lack of contrast.

Poor colour contrast in text and background as well as excessive capitalisation disturb the first stage of the information
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processing because the lack of discriminability prevents effective encoding of information (Kosslyn et al., 2012). Without

proper encoding, the subsequent meaning-making process is compromised and the materials cannot be understood

(Kosslyn et al., 2012).

The second stage of the information processing is integration into the working memory, and the poster features which

hamper this process are excessive use of colours and unnecessary text. Half of the posters had different background

colours for the text boxes and this is distracting. Although placing content in a highlighted or shaded text box is a

recommended technique to highlight salience of information (Villanova University, 2023), excessive use of colours

becomes distracting. In a study conducted by Vanderbilt University (2023), it was found that students did not like lecture

slides with too many colours. However, in the present study, the students made the same mistake of producing

kaleidoscopic posters. A majority of the posters had too much text, usually in the form of full sentences. The limited

capacity of the working memory has to be used to sieve through the colours to figure out what is being highlighted

through the change in appearance or colours and the superfluous words. Text-heavy posters compromises the meaning-

making stage of information processing.

Only a few posters facilitated the encoding stage and the integration into the working memory stages of the information

processing, making it easier for the audience to make sense of the posters. For a majority of the posters, the final stage of

accessing the long-term memory to extract meaning probably cannot take place, made worse by the use of incompatible

graphics in a handful of posters.

The findings have implications on courses teaching oral presentation skills, which usually include preparation of

PowerPoint slides and posters. The study has identified particular weaknesses that students should be alerted to so that

their oral presentation slides and posters are more aesthetically appealing to enhance the message. A limitation of this

study is the focus on the aesthetics of the posters, without dwelling on the content of the posters. Future studies can

investigate lecturer preferences in PowerPoint and poster aesthetics to find out if there is a match between lecturer and

student likes and dislikes.

Appendices
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Appendix 1. Poster illustrating excessive use of capitalisation
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Appendix 2. Poster showing use of full sentences instead of points
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Appendix 3. Poster illustrating good use of colours for text and background
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Appendix 4. Poster illustrating lack of contrast between text and background colours

Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, October 30, 2023

Qeios ID: B3OQ7F   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/B3OQ7F 13/15



Qeios, CC-BY 4.0   ·   Article, October 30, 2023

Qeios ID: B3OQ7F   ·   https://doi.org/10.32388/B3OQ7F 14/15



Appendix 5. Poster illustrating distracting background for the organisational chart
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