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“People frequently ask me what
software I’m using to do this kind
of presentation. When I tell them,
they have a hard time believing it’s
only PowerPoint. I have a hard time
believing more people haven’t
figured out how to do this yet!”
Dr. C. June Maker
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The Air Is
Thinner Now
We’re changing directions radically now. So far the priority has been on
making sure you have a good grasp of PowerPoint skills and understand
both basic and advanced visual communication techniques based on
working with pictures and shapes. Even if you were to stop right here
and go no further with visual language learning, the lessons covered so
far in books 1 through 3 would certainly enhance your personal and professional speaking activities for many years to come.
Hopefully you have no desire to stop now because a hugely important
element is still missing from your visually persuasive potential. That
missing element is flexibility. Yes, it’s vital to have high-quality content
and you’re already light years ahead of the average presenter in terms
of getting superior presentation materials in place. But it doesn’t matter
how awesome those slides are if you can’t immediately find and show the
right ones on demand to make a particular point. Long, linear slide shows
certainly do simplify delivery when the goal is merely stepping through
points in a fixed way, but at the same time they restrict the expression of
ideas in a normal, conversational style. All those powerful, impactful visuals are locked up inside a container that does not allow graceful vocabulary selection. The only way to nimbly dance around between individual
ideas—and still use PowerPoint—is by adding hyperlinks.
Visual language effectiveness depends heavily on what we call speaking visually, which means being able to choose appropriate topics from
a library of possibilities, in much the same way as one spontaneously
selects words to say during a free-flowing conversation. A truly fluent
visual communicator finds and displays any needed visual subject within
seconds. PowerPoint’s hyperlinks make that possible.
You played around with hyperlinks a little in book 1. In this book, however, you’ll go way beyond basic techniques to conquer advanced navigation strategies, hyperlink techniques that place the universe at your feet.
Aside from flexibility, navigation strategies give you something very,
very important: control. Being able to navigate to any desired subject,
right now, means you have instant, total, glorious, comforting control
over exactly what audiences see, how they see it, how long they see it
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... and whether they ever see it at all. Such control is something you’ve
never experienced with standard linear presentation. When a slide show
is linear, PowerPoint controls you rather than the other way around. Being able to fully guide and tailor messages is a radical concept that will
utterly change how you think about public speaking. You’ll like it.
It’s hard to overemphasize the power and necessity of being in control.
When I first jumped out of an airplane, I wanted to know the backup
parachute was in place and where to pull the cord if some kind of emergency happened. It
didn’t matter if a guy
was strapped to my back
in a tandem jump. That
wasn’t good enough. I
wanted the comfort of
knowing there was immediate access to what
was needed, if and when
it WAS needed. I wanted
some degree of control
to keep my racing mind
from freaking out.
Part of the reason we
get nervous and tense in
front of an audience is because of not feeling in full control. If something goes wrong, or anything
unexpected happens, we are at the mercy of that blasted software and its
plodding linearity.
Fortunately, it’s time for you to cast off that nerve-wracking bondage
forever. You’ll learn to appreciate, and soon crave, the freedom of making
decisions as you go along during a talk. That might mean skipping less
important subjects, or deciding to show a topic you hadn’t planned on
showing. It might mean going deeper into a subject, or staying shallow,
depending on the circumstances. Whatever happens, you’ll be in control
and able to flow with the changes. Your visual vocabulary should be as
flexible as verbal vocabulary. It has to be that way. And, of course, none
of this happens by accident. To be in control, you must make a major
mental switch to a different way of thinking about slide show design and
delivery.
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The Paradigm Shift
Most presenters using PowerPoint, or similar software, prepare a single,
long, linear slide show for each talk. They start with the first slide, usually a title slide, and scroll straight through a fixed, carefully prepared
sequence until reaching final conclusion slides. You know the drill.
The problem with this approach is that normal humans don’t exchange
information that way. Our brain does not work linearly. It’s electrical
circuits branch all over the place. Human communication typically meanders all over the place too.
By constricting messages to big, long, linear slide shows, we utterly violate every rule of natural human dialogue. Standard PowerPoint lectures
(that’s what they are, if you think about it) have to be the most unnatural,
awkward, inflexible, inefficient, unmemorable way of expressing ideas
ever invented in the known galaxy. And that’s being kind.
Pretty much everyone, including the most monkey-like individuals in
your organization, knows this fact to be true. EVERYONE hates sitting
through a plodding, endless progression of slides. Not surprisingly, a few
enterprising souls over the years have looked for solutions to the problem
by supplementing PowerPoint. Some have declared the task hopeless,
recommending that we abandon PowerPoint altogether.
No doubt we could abandon digital aids and go back to merely addressing people verbally, but’s that’s a really dumb idea. You already know
how much the brain craves visual information in its quest to make sense
of the world. Is starving it of visuals, in favor of words-only, really the
way to go? PowerPoint offers tremendous potential for giving the brain
what it wants. Does it make sense to throw away that potential just because most people don’t have a clue of how to use it effectively? Heck no!
Ditching PowerPoint is the worst mistake you can make.
The real solution is taking control of the software. If I were to use an analogy, it would be treating the software like a wild horse. You have to tame
and domesticate its raw, stubborn nature until the bestial essence within
supports, rather than dictates, your speaking style.
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If you someday come for
visual language training
in Tucson, you may end
up like this group of National Gypsum account
managers with your butt
on a horse out at the
Tanque Verde Dude Ranch.
In that case, you’ll learn
interesting things about
horses.
Horses are not dumb.
They test you. They understand that ultimately
you are the master holding the reigns but nevertheless constantly probe
your strength of will in
exercising that authority.
A timid display of will is
your demise. Weak riders
quickly lose control and
become flustered when
their horse wonders
off the trail and begins
nibbling on tasty desert
grass, steadfastly refusing to move another step
as all the other horses
saunter down the trail
toward home. Nothing
less than a couple firm
boot-heel suggestions in
the hind quarters, along with a sharp pull of the reigns back toward the
trail, restores the beast’s attention and motivation to move along.
I look at PowerPoint in the same way. It’s full of simmering, raw strength
that must be handled with authority. Wimpy presenters who don’t give
this ornery software a few well-placed kicks end up being taken for a ride
on PowerPoint’s terms. It becomes their taskmaster.
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The software’s design strongly implies that messages must be strictly linear. That’s like the horse nibbling on grass and refusing to move. You cannot allow PowerPoint to mandate how talks are delivered. Giving in and
settling for that standard slide-after-slide mentality essentially destroys
your naturally conversational speaking style. Don’t allow it.
That’s not to say you’ll give up linear delivery and scrolling through
slides altogether. You won’t. It’s just that you’ll scroll through much
shorter sequences (and quite a few such short sequences) during any
given talk. You’ll set up presentation materials to be utterly flexible and
responsive so that any needed topic is accessible within seconds, without
having to unnecessarily scroll through unneeded content.
PowerPoint must NEVER control what you can or cannot do at any moment while responding to questions or explaining a brilliant idea that
unexpectedly flashes into your thoughts. You have all the power in the
world to control exactly what it does or doesn’t do. You just need a few
design best practices we’ll cover in the pages ahead.
To tame PowerPoint, we’ll break your long messages into a bunch of tiny
pieces—that concept I spoke of earlier as “visual vocabulary.” Then we’ll
link all those pieces together in a highly organized way so that finding
anything quickly is no more difficult than rolling words off the tongue.
And, we’re going to do all this within the standard PowerPoint you already have.
The organizational system needed is called a Presentation Platform. If
you purchased Aspire’s Template Package, you already have the three
templates we’ll use as a starting point for building that platform—your
platform. If you don’t have those templates, that’s fine too. I’ll show you
how to create them from scratch using shapes and pictures. Starting with
the prebuilt templates saves time and makes the learning curve a little
easier. Go grab them on the Aspire site if you prefer that option. But you
certainly can build everything from scratch, too. All the necessary specs
for doing so appear on upcoming pages. Either way, you need to be very
familiar with how the templates work, and know how to customize them
with branding elements and appropriate links. Fortunately, you already
have all the core skills required up in your brain after working through
the first three books of this series. All those lessons focusing on shapes, in
particular, will really come in handy here. Be sure to review that material
if necessary as we move along.
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One of the templates
looks like the screenshot
shown here and you’ll
use it like the home page
of a website to access all
content shows. Notice the
vary dark theme. That’s
on purpose. We’ll talk
about why.
For the moment, I’ll
assume you have the prebuilt templates. Here’s a
quickie summary of their
purposes.
The template package contains three slide shows in all, called 0-MAINName.pptx, 0-NEWSHOW-Name.pptx and 0-PATTERN-Name.pptx.
You’ll eventually change these names as desired and customize many
other aspects of all three shows.
The “Main” template holds all (or at least most) of your dashboards that
access content shows. It provides a convenient jumping off point to any
individual topic. We’ll spend considerable time thinking about its organizational structure. Good organizational strategies make the difference
between being able to find needed slides ... or not.
The “NewShow” template is basically a blank slide show that has been
formatted in coordination with the Main template. It already has navigation elements and slides in place and sports a similar background. Start
with this template each time when building new visual vocabulary.
The “Pattern” template is like a digital file cabinet that holds all the patterns and formatting styles you plan on applying throughout the platform’s shows. It keeps a record of fonts, colors, animations, navigation
strategies, visual cues, and shapes you might use again and again while
designing future content.
We’ll look at these shows in more detail soon. They simplify the process
of easily, logically, and consistently building a permanent reservoir of
reusable presentation materials.
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Why It Matters
Hmm ... does making a comprehensive, reusable collection of presentation materials sound like a lot of work? Is it worth it? What are you getting yourself into? How are visual language methodologies different from
regular presentation approaches everyone else uses? Where did these
ideas come from? What will you do with them? Why do they matter?
We’ll consider all these important questions soon but think about the last
one first. Building and using your presentation platform matters a lot because—if I may be so blunt—when you have nothing better to show to an
audience than bullet points in long, linear, inflexible slide shows, you are
immediately labeled a loser in their eyes, at least in a presentation context. It’s that simple. You must have high-quality, flexible, visual content
in our technologically driven world to stand out from the crowd.
You’ve spent considerable time so far learning about the visual component of visual language. Now it’s time to conquer the flexible part. Having dynamic access to visual topics is absolutely essential. Think about
it. What if you were to pull out your smart phone and not be able dial a
number you want, check a particular web site, navigate to find a store,
or do all of the other personalized things we do with our devices? If that
kind of flexibility wasn’t available, you would throw the thing away as a
piece of junk. Being able to select exactly what you need, when you need
it, is everything. Flexibility and customization is central—expected—in
every other form of media, be it websites, video games, social media, and
even TV watching. Why wouldn’t you want, and expect, your presentation materials to be equally user-friendly and accessible?
It’s great to fill slides with powerful imagery and media. That’s half the
battle. The other half is making sure all that wonderful brain food is
immediately available at your fingertips. It shouldn’t take more than a
few seconds to find anything desired, no matter how many hundreds of
shows end up in your collection eventually.
Yes, it will take work on your part, along with creativity and thought.
I won’t trivialize that reality. But it will make you the most awesomely
flexible, visual, and effective communicator ever.
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In terms of what you’ve gotten yourself into, planning and building a presentation platform is a pretty big deal. You’ll try to anticipate in advance
all the subjects that might be useful with any future audience. Doing so
might seem a little overwhelming at times. In essence you’ll be digitizing
your brain, figuring out how to visualize and store important thoughts
and talking points inside a computer. That takes determination and
dedication. It will tax your abilities sometimes and cause you to wonder if
maybe you should have stuck with linear bullet points.
The reality, though, is that you probably won’t want to turn back now.
Going back to standing in front of people like a monotone robot with a
clicker in hand, methodically scrolling through nasty-looking garbage
nobody wants to see, is a disgusting thought. After tasting the thrill of interactive media and how it affects people, turning back will seem almost
impossible. You’ll find the efforts ahead worth it, if not downright fun,
inspirational, lucrative, career-advancing, and addictive.
Connecting with people on a visual and conversational level is no longer
an option in today’s business and educational environments. It’s a must.
It’s what we call “speaking visually,”an active and lively process that
helps you show what you say. While addressing an audience, you’ll be
thinking about what is being said in the moment, while simultaneously
pondering where to navigate next for slides. That’s the way human interactions work. It’s the way your presentations MUST work. Don’t worry,
though. Dynamic delivery is not as scary as it might seem. It’s almost
never completely freeform and spontaneous like a verbal discussion over
coffee. You’ll still carefully plan agendas and even somewhat script many
aspects of a talk’s goals. All the while, you are never more than a click or
two away from making adjustments and additions if necessary. Think of
it as customer service that promotes viewer understanding.
Does it matter what kind of speaker you are? Not really. Your speeches
may play out before thousands on the big stage, or simply be one-onone conversations with sales prospects over a conference table. It doesn’t
matter. You could be a grade school teacher inspiring the thoughts of little
munchkins or an epidemiologist in Grand Rounds rousing the intellect of
big munchkins. It doesn’t matter. Regardless of message, audience, goals,
background, or speaking ability, the visual language concepts you are
learning revolutionize just about everything you’ve ever known about
presentation. There’s a learning curve ahead, sure enough, but the experience will be life-changing.
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A Startling
Revelation
Speaking of life-changing, that’s how all of this started, you know.
Have you ever had an earth-shattering ah-ha moment that ends up altering a large part of your future plans? It’s an interesting experience and
not always obvious at the time. Here’s what happened to me, a flash-moment that eventually inspired the methods you’re about to master.
Years ago I was at a conference with my colleague, Dr. June Maker, in
Beijing. It was a conference like every other. We were in between major
sessions and she wanted to sit in on an obscure discussion taking place in
front of maybe 20 audience members. She knew the presenter. I didn’t.
The only problem was, the
entire session was in Chinese (of which we spoke
not a word) and there was
no translation. We—or at
least I—sat through the
first part of the talk in
abject boredom, staring at
walls and trying to stay
awake.
Then it happened. It was
the smallest little thing,
trivial on the surface.
Probably no one else in
the room even noticed or
cared. Why would they?

June in China

But I saw it. In an instant that little “it” changed my entire perspective on
presentation, as well as my career and 15 years of life since then. It will
change your perspectives, too. I turned to my colleague with wide eyes
and said, “OMG. Did you see what he just did?” She responded, “Huh?
What?”
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England: The Origins of the Need
Rewind six months. We’re in London. I had just finished lugging the
fourth huge suitcase to the top of yet another flight of subway stairs (back
in the days before they put in all those glorious escalators). “That’s it. No
more!” I said. “We are not doing this on the next trip.”
You see, June was and is a prolific professor, researcher, and keynote
speaker, as well as an amazingly effective visual communicator. She has
tens of thousands of pictures depicting every aspect of her lifelong work
on educating gifted students.
Yep, you guessed it. Back then, every one of those pictures was a 35-millimeter physical slide. When traveling, I would have to physically manhan-
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No Doubt Sweating Profusely and Gasping for Breath About Now

dle multiple suitcases full of packed carousels and slide albums that she
used for her presentations, and they weighed a ton! Dripping with sweat,
amid the bustle of Tube commuters, I said, “My dear, I think it’s time we
take you into PowerPoint.”
I had absolutely no idea what I was talking about, having never before
opened the software. This was back in PowerPoint 97. I was determined,
but the results were a disaster. Yes, we eliminated the bulk, but at the
expense of her elegant speaking style.
Imagine my horror upon discovering that the “super cool,” new-fangled
digital slide shows I built made her uncomfortable, disjointed, and even
nervous in front of audiences, despite having spoken hundreds of times
to groups large and small throughout the world. What the heck was going on?

The Problem
Eventually I discovered the real issue. It was THAT DASTARDLY SOFTWARE! It was PowerPoint’s fault. It was doing what it regularly does to
hundreds of millions of other speakers around the globe—making them
look like fools on stage, mindlessly plowing through an endlessly monotonous sequence of deadly boring text, sprinkled with a few worthless
stock photos and pathetic clip art.
Um … well … wait a minute. Was the software really the real issue? I
wasn’t sure. Maybe something else was going on too?
In the end, it was PowerPoint’s fault, sort of, but kind of not so much.
The real real issue was my mistake of harvesting only a fraction of PowerPoint’s full potential. In other words, I was using it like everyone else
does and allowing its simple design to destroy her speaking effectiveness.
I truly didn’t understand what it could do, and why that lack of understanding might matter.
We eventually isolated two culprits that needed to be fixed—quickly.
They are the exact same barriers your slide shows probably impose upon
you and that you’ll spend the rest of this course carefully contemplating
and fixing.
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Fixing the Problems
The first culprit raised
its ugly head right away.
I, like so many other
fumbling beginners, had
gotten sucked into PowerPoint’s default design.
You know the deal. You
see that first blank white
slide and think, “Golly,
this can’t be that bad. All
I have to do is type some
text, and then I get to
type more text, and more
text and more … “ Sound
familiar?
Unfortunately, that kind of cheap-looking, throwaway slide show was
offensive to an adamantly visual communicator and she rejected my
early efforts. June’s slide shows had to become more meaningfully visual.
Text-based messages just weren’t cutting it because they clearly couldn’t
provide the same level of impact.
Dr. Maker insisted upon projecting pictures she had taken personally,
pictures that actually expressed concepts—that is, showed examples,
conveyed emotions,
added humor, contrasted
bad situations with good,
and a host of other useful roles you’ve already
learned. Genius.
I got it and started deviating from normal presentation design. Most
of the text disappeared,
along with all the silly
clip art and ridiculous
pictures of staged models
smiling for the camera
and shaking hands (or
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otherwise pretending to be humans we should care about). Before long,
a couple thousand of her 35-millimeter slides were scanned into digital
format and inserted into slide shows. She was back to communicating
visually, proudly parading images that mattered. Great. That was a start.
Unfortunately, we had yet to ferret out the second culprit. She still
struggled. Better visual expression was an improvement, definitely, yet
something else was still very wrong. It just didn’t make sense. The second
problem remained frustratingly elusive for months.
Then came China. The unexpected “it” I saw that day was the solution.
The Chinese speaker, to my surprise, clicked active hyperlinks during
his presentation. Wow! You can do that? Who knew? Fifteen years ago,
that was a big deal. All of a sudden, everything made sense. I thought
back over June’s speaking style and realized she is a great speaker in part
because of being knowledgeable, passionate, well-practiced and highly
visual—all good characteristics, certainly. However, her pre-PowerPoint
speaking style also included something else that was sorely lacking now.
She had been interactive with her viewers.
I remember countless times during training events seeing her slide the
carousel around to a desired short sequence of slides and excitedly say
something like, “Oh, yeah, let me show you an example of that from a
project we did last year.” She regularly pulled out individual slides for
immediate and relevant display, whether from the active carousel, from
other carousels off to the
side, or from a pile of slide
albums. Even with that
brutally old and awkward
technology, she managed
to dynamically illustrate
words with meaningful
visuals, in a sense having
“visual conversations”
with audiences. She didn’t
just droningly lecture to
them with endless slides.
Her talks had the feel of a
conversation with friends
that was fluid and adaptive, alive and responsive.
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Good grief. PowerPoint had unwittingly destroyed that dynamic. Now
her slides rigidly advanced from topic to topic, with no ability to mix
things up or adjust relevance. A great deal of lively energy withered away
in the process. No longer could she gracefully adjust timing if a talk was
going too long, or respond visually to a question, or spontaneously add
in a short sequence of content that suddenly seemed perfectly germane to
the situation. She had lost the reigns of her message. She, just like almost
every presenter in the world today, did not control PowerPoint. It controlled her. The software mandated her style instead of merely providing
the support role it should. It was an unacceptable situation we needed to
change. All of a sudden hyperlinks seemed to provide the maneuverability we lacked.

Another Shocking Revelation
Fast forward a year later.
We’re back in England, traveling up the eastern coast. Dr.
Maker is training groups of
teachers in a different town
every day, with each audience
composed of about 50 primary grade school teachers.
By this time, I had taken inspiration from the Beijing experience and assembled a massive
platform of interconnected
slide shows for her use. It contained more than 3,000 hyperlinked slides and resembled
a huge website. She loved it.
Navigation to any slide was
possible within seconds, no
matter where she happened
to be at any moment. Fully
visual expression had merged
with utterly flexible delivery.
There was nothing else like
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it in the world at the time,
as far as I know. She used
dashboards like this one.
On the third day of this
teaching trip I sat idling
away my time in the back
of the room, nursing a suddenly throbbing toothache,
when a strange event distracted me from the pain.
About five minutes into the
eight-hour training with
this morning’s group, June
unexpectedly paused with
a perplexed look and asked
a few questions. All was not well.
As fate would have it, a scheduling mishap had occurred and she was
facing the wrong audience on the wrong day. Instead of addressing 50
primary school teachers as planned, she stood looking at 50 secondary
school teachers, which meant her entire eight-hour message was completely irrelevant to them. What would you do in that situation?
Amazingly, she was nonchalant. Within two minutes, she had completely
adjusted to the disruptive circumstances and continued on through the
rest of the training without a hitch. To this day, I don’t think her attendees ever realized or understood what happened in those two minutes. I,
however, sat in the back with my mouth open … and it wasn’t because of
the toothache!
What happened was magical. Just before this trip I had organized all
the key training materials for the two grade levels into two separate, but
mutually accessible, tracks within the platform (see the former dashboard
image above). My thinking then was … who knows? Maybe someday
in the middle of a grade school training somebody will be curious about
how this stuff works at the high school level as well. In that case, she’ll
have all the links available for either track and can quickly jump from one
to the other, show a short example, and then continue on with the rest of
the regular training in the original track.
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An unexpectedly different scenario unfolded that day, providing a striking glimpse into the platform’s true power. After pondering the mishap,
she simply adjusted her thinking on the spot and switched entirely to the
high school track components with the same ease as changing the topic
of conversation in a verbal dialogue. She knew both tracks well. So the
switch wasn’t a big deal. She could just as easily talk about one or the
other on the spot.
Here’s another way of thinking about what transpired. It dawned on me
that speakers around the globe are wasting way too much time designing new presentations for each new audience when a lot of their content
is reusable across varying groups, in different contexts, on different days.
Could they not create materials one time, to be used over and over again
in various ways? Why not build collections of small, permanent, highquality, reusable content pieces that are mixed and matched on-the-fly
during a performance? If June could do it with essentially no advance
preparation, so could everyone else. The reality is that most of us repeat
topics regularly. The sequences and focus vary somewhat with each performance but many of our core subjects come up again and again. Most of
us can benefit from a comprehensive reservoir of regularly used subjects.
In a sense, the heavens could have opened up and dropped just about any
audience into June’s lap that day and it wouldn’t have made much difference. Her platform was so versatile, comprehensive, and user-friendly by
then that she could customize its messages on a whim with any group,
even with very little or no advance preparation. Can you imagine that
for your messages? June’s platform was like another version of her brain,
where thoughts were stored and available. She was always only seconds
away from any slide, at any moment, that could help explain a concept
or complete a thought. Everything sat there waiting as a fully reusable
visual resource—today, tomorrow, next week, or 15 years later. She still
uses her original platform today.
It all fell into place. If she could do this, why not other professors, or
corporate sales teams, or a group of collaborating engineers … or YOU?
Anybody could think through their overall communication strategies
and map out all visual vocabulary that might be needed while answering questions, handling objections, and spontaneously filling in gaps of
understanding. Dr. Maker had become visually fluent in a new language
that featured flexible vocabulary made from her own presentation content. Why not you too?
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Today ... and
What’s Ahead
A lot has changed for the better since those early days, making your path
simpler. Back then there was no guidance, no best practices, no tried-andtrue experiences that protected dynamic speakers from unproductive
choices. Today there are plenty. In fact, we’ve perfected the organizational and navigational aspects of your future presentation platform’s
construction to the point that such procedures are down to an exact science. I’ll give you very specific recommendations on all aspects of design
and functionality. That’s why we are starting with those templates. You
certainly can take different paths if desired and not follow my advice, but
15 years of best practices should be given due respect.
I know you’ve probably started making some of your visual vocabulary
as a way of getting ready for upcoming talks. That’s great. Hold off doing
most of it, though, until finishing this book. We need to assure that vocabulary is fully compatible with the presentation platform environment
you’ll be building.
Think of all the little individual, reusable nuggets of information you’ll
share with audiences as like puzzle pieces that have been dumped out
onto a table. Each piece is colorful and meaningfully visual. Great. And
each piece is separate from others so that you have the flexibility to
move and manipulate it
as desired. Super great.
One other principle must
be considered as well. The
only way to gracefully find
individual pieces in that
big pile is by first organizing and arranging them
by similarities into groups
(yellow pieces with other
yellow pieces, edge pieces
with other edge pieces).
You’ll do that with message
pieces also. That’s a major
part of upcoming tasks.
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