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The availability of multiple forms of media allows us to communicate through distinct 

sensory channels. A dilemma is, which sensory channel do we choose to present a piece 

of information? 

 

In the case of presenting textual information, it may be best to avoid speaking and 

printing the same passage of text simultaneously (Fiorella & Mayer, 2021). The 

redundancy principle explains that the extraneous processing required to reconcile two 

redundant pieces of word-based information may impair learning (Kalyuga & Sweller, 

2021). Reading off a PowerPoint presentation is an example to consider avoiding 

(Kalyuga & Sweller, 2021). Audiovisual word-based redundancy is particularly inhibitory 

to students with high self-reported ADHD symptoms (Brown et al., 2016). 

 

If there is an option of either written or spoken text, the general advice is to go with 

spoken text (Kalyuga & Sweller, 2021), especially as a way to share the cognitive load 

between audio and visual channels (Jiang & Sweller, 2021). The combination of written 

text with visual information — such as in the form of pictures, graphs, or animation — 

may overload the visual channel (Jiang & Sweller, 2021). 

 

However, lengthy passages of text (about 350 words or more (Kalyuga et al., 2004)) are 

better presented in a written format than spoken (Kalyuga & Sweller, 2021; Leahy & 

Sweller, 2011). A possible explanation is that spoken text is transient, and there is not 

enough working memory to hold and process large amounts of transient information 

(the transient information principle (Jiang & Sweller, 2021)). Working memory can 

only hold about 20 seconds of information (Peterson & Peterson, 1959). Alternatively, 

break up extended passages of spoken text into smaller segments (Kalyuga & Sweller, 

2021). 

 



Intentional Multimedia > Guides 

Written Versus Spoken Words  Page 2 of 3 

There are also instances that may favour the simultaneous presentation of written and 

spoken words. Small amounts of audiovisual word redundancy may improve knowledge 

retention — for example, emphasizing key words or labels by displaying the written text 

simultaneously with narration (Fiorella & Mayer, 2021; Kalyuga & Sweller, 2021) — and 

may be beneficial for learners who need more help, such as novices (Liu et al., 2015), 

older adults (Zheng et al., 2016), and individuals with chronic pain (Smith & Ayres, 2016). 

Redundant graphics, text, and/or audio may also benefit those learning English as a 

foreign language (Lee & Mayer, 2015; Liu et al., 2018).  

 

Closed captioning is a form of presenting written and spoken words together that may 

not be a form of redundancy. Of note, for accessibility, BCcampus requires videos to 

have closed captions. In a study, students watched a video about Antarctica in either the 

students’ native or second language. Comprehension was improved with closed 

captioning when the narration was in the students’ second language rather than their 

native language (Lee & Mayer, 2015). It appears that closed captioning may be helpful 

for understanding an unfamiliar language, and thus, written text is apparently not 

redundant with spoken text in such situations. 

 

• Short passages of text may be better presented as spoken rather than written, 

while lengthy (about 350 words or more) passages are better written than spoken. 

• Redundancy can be helpful or hindering for learning, depending on the subject 

matter, nature of students, and the amount of redundancy. 

• Videos produced with BCcampus are required to have closed captioning.  
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