Communicating with Data

PLAN 678 - Day 2

Spring 2026



Course Objectives

1. Data Viz Craft - Understand the research behind visual
communication and develop a vocabulary for effective data
visualization.

2. Data Communication — Learn how to write and present analysis
using plain language and understand the elements of an
effective data story.

3. DataViz Tools (Deemphasized) - Practice visualizing data
using your preferred data viz tools.
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Class Schedule

Day 1: January 16

« Setting goals for your data visualizations
 Defining your audience

» Visual Processing & Cognitive Load

« How to choose the right visualization for your
data (chart bootcamp)

Day 3: January 30

« Plain language: What it is, why it's important,
and how to use it

»  Writing about numbers

» What makes a compelling data story

« Mapping your data characters
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Day 2: January 23

XRAY discussion

Data Visualization Research: What works
Enough color theory to get by

Better legends in your data visualization
Titles, annotations, and other texts

“Fix my chart” exercise

Day 4: February 6

Accessibility in data visualization
Al and data visualization

Data visualization in the workplace
Workshop time for memos
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Final Memo

Choose an analytical topic and write a memo fora  Due Date: February 27
data stakeholder (e.qg., a colleague, client, or

elected official).
) Word Limit: No more than 2,500 words.

Your memo should include:
Use as many charts or visuals as needed but only

1. The question or problem you are addressing. include those essential to telling your data story.

2. Your findings and any potential limitations.
3. The implications of your findings.

4. A brief summary of your data sources and the
approach you used to analyze the data.
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Alli Torban's XRAY exercise

Choose a data visualization that excites or
interests you and write down:

X for Excites: What excites you?

R for Rules: What rules does it follow?

A for Anarchy: How is it breaking the rules?
Y for You: How can you use it in the future? o

communication to

ALLI TORBAN
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How Nvidia and OpenAl Fuel the Al Money Machine
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Visual Data Communication: What Works




Consider these two charts
How do the design choices affect how you read them?

Year Type Type
1962 Social Security S Social
Earnings _ Secury
Gov. Pensions [N Earnings
Other I
Assets [—— Gov. Pensions
Priv. Pensions [
2007 Social Securty priv. Pensions
eamings [N
Gov. Pensions [ Assets
Other |
Assets [ Other 2007
Priv. Pensions [N 192
0% 10% 20% 30% 0% 10% 20% 30%

Source: The Science
of Visual Data
Communication: What
Works.
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Focus your reader’s attention on the chart's message

Poor Evan.

One Student Got Worse
50

Audra Adina Caitlin Cindy Dian Kevin Nicole Evan Tina  Will

Source: The Science
of Visual Data
Communication: What
Works.
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Focus your reader’s attention on the chart's message

Poor Obama.

Unemployment is higher than stated goals Unemployment is higher than stated goals

In 2008, the president promised unemployment rates under 8% before 2011.
Yet, in 2011, unemployment was still at 9%

Unemployment
rate
Unemployment
rate 10%
10% Yet, in 2011,
unemployment
9% was still at 9%
9%
8%
In 2008, the president
promised unemployment
- 7% rates of 8% before 2011
2009 2010 2011 2012 2009 2010 2011 2012
Inspired by Inspired by:
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2012/10/05/business/economy/one-report-diverging-perspectives. htm/ http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2012/10/05/business/economy/one-report-diverging-perspectives.htm!

Source: The Science
of Visual Data
Communication: What

Works.
PLAN 678
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How you focus attention depends on the story you want to tell

A0\ T AN

10% \ 10%

9% SN 9%

8% 8%

7% %

2009 2012 2009 2012

Source: The Science
of Visual Data
Communication: What
Works.
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How to focus attention




Design tools for focusing attention*
* List is not exhaustive.

S|Ze 1. Rank
Bold Italics
Underline Color

Highlight
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Putting the tools to work

Housing market data for Kinston, North Carolina.

Vacant units by type of vacancy Off-market housing units have doubled since 2013
1,400 1,400 vacant housing units
Vacant and off-market
1,200 1,200
1,000 1,000
= For rent
800 800
= For sale only
600 600

= For seasonal,
recreational, or

400 occasional use 400
- QOther vacant

For Rent

200 200
For Sale

o 0 Seasonal Homes
0 ) )
2013 2023 2013 2023 Source: American

Community Survey (5-
Year Estimates)
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Putting the tools to work

Housing market data for Kinston, North Carolina.

PLAN 678

Off-market housing units have doubled since 2013

Increase font size and say what _—"
you want the audience to see.

1,400 vacant housing units

Vacant and off-market

1,200

This is the story. Let’s put all the 1,000 -
visual emphasis here. g

800
Helpful contextual data can be
put into the background witha __ 600
softer, neutral color. —

400
When possible, apply direct 200 Torent
labels. Don't make your reader For Sale
do too much “decoding”. 0 > Seasonal Homes

2013 2023
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Size and ordering will determine how your audience consumes information.

And you will read this last

You will read
this first

And then you will read this

Then this one
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North Carolina’s Nuclear Fleet

McGuire Nuclear Station Brunswick Nuclear Plant Harris Nuclear Plant
2,316 MW 1,858 MW 928 MW

Mecklenburg County, NC Brunswick County, NC Wake County, NC
Built 1981 Built 1975 Built 1987

Source: Nuclear
Regulatory
Commission
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North Carolina’s Nuclear Fleet

Mecklenburg County, NC Brunswick County, NC Wake County, NC
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McGuire Nuclear Station Brunswick Nuclear Station Harris Nuclear Station
2216 MW 1,858 MW 928 MW
Built in 1981 Built in 1975 Built in 1987

Source: Nuclear
Regulatory
Commission
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When in doubt, start with gray.

1,000,000 employees in North Carolina

750,000
500,000

250,000

0 Source: NC Commerce
1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
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When in doubt, start with gray.

Health care replaced manufacturing as the dominant industry in North Carolina

1,000,000 employees in North Carolina

750,000
Health Care
500,000 .
Manufacturing
250,000
0 Source: NC Commerce
1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020
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Yearly fluctuations in area of Arctic covered by ice

18 million - Feb. 25 Each line represents one yearly Yearly fluctuations in area of
sg. km 2015 maximum o cycle of sea ice fluctuations Arctic covered by ice
Millions of sq. km

16 - The dotted line represents the
...... PR LD average ice extent from 1981 to
------- o™ ) — 2010
14 - : ol
Arctic ice cover Ice cover usually shrinks
12 - usually reaches an o ite minim:m .
annual maximum
September
Size of around March
Canada ~
Ice extent for
8 - 2010 to 2014 is
shown with
green lines
6 oy
4 2012
- Arctic ice extent reached the
lowest point on record
Size of
Alaska -
WINTER SUMMER
Size of -
California JAN. FEB. MARCH APRIL MAY JUNE JuLy AUG. SEPT. OCT. NOV. DEC. Source: The New York

Times
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