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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. Data Viz 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)
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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 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

Day 4: February 6
• Accessibility in data visualization

• AI 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 for a 
data stakeholder (e.g., a colleague, client, or 
elected official). 

Your memo should include:

1. The question or problem you are addressing.

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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Due Date: February 27

Word Limit: No more than 2,500 words.

Use as many charts or visuals as needed but only 
include those essential to telling your data story.
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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?
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Source: Bloomberg 
News
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Visual Data Communication: What Works
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Consider these two charts
How do the design choices affect how you read them?
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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.
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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.

Source: The Science 
of Visual Data 
Communication: What 
Works.
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How you focus attention depends on the story you want to tell

Source: The Science 
of Visual Data 
Communication: What 
Works.



How to focus attention
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Design tools for focusing attention*
* List is not exhaustive.
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Size 1. Rank

Bold Italics

Underline Color

Highlight Enclose
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Putting the tools to work
Housing market data for Kinston, North Carolina.
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Putting the tools to work
Housing market data for Kinston, North Carolina.
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Increase font size and say what 
you want the audience to see.

This is the story. Let’s put all the 
visual emphasis here.

Helpful contextual data can be 
put into the background with a 
softer, neutral color.

When possible, apply direct 
labels. Don’t make your reader 
do too much “decoding”.
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Size and ordering will determine how your audience consumes information.
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You will read 
this first

And then you will read this

Then this one

And you will read this last
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North Carolina’s Nuclear Fleet
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McGuire Nuclear Station
2,316 MW

Mecklenburg County, NC
Built 1981

Brunswick Nuclear Plant
1,858 MW

Brunswick County, NC
Built 1975

Harris Nuclear Plant
928 MW

Wake County, NC
Built 1987

Source: Nuclear 
Regulatory 
Commission
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North Carolina’s Nuclear Fleet
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McGuire Nuclear Station

Source: Nuclear 
Regulatory 
Commission

2,216 MW

Mecklenburg County, NC

Built in 1981

Brunswick Nuclear Station

1,858 MW

Brunswick County, NC

Built in 1975

Harris Nuclear Station

928 MW

Wake County, NC

Built in 1987
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When in doubt, start with gray.
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Health care replaced manufacturing as the dominant industry in North Carolina

When in doubt, start with gray.
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Yearly fluctuations in area of Arctic covered by ice
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Source: The New York 
Times
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