Data Visualization Best Practices —
Instructor Guide

This guide is designed to reinforce Business Communication Today's coverage of visual
and ethical communication. It helps students move beyond decorative graphics to visuals
that are clear, accurate, audience-centered, and ethically responsible.

Alignment with Business Communication Today's
Chapters

Chapter 1 — Foundations: Emphasizes clarity, conciseness, and credibility as pillars
of professional communication. The guide's 'Clarity Over Cleverness' section echoes this
foundation.

Chapter 5 — Adapting Messages to Your Audience: Mirrored in the Audience-
Centered Design section, which stresses tailoring visuals to executives, technical teams,
and general audiences.

Chapter 6 — Completing Business Messages: The Pre-Publication Checklist
supports proofreading, design quality, and ethical review before release.

Chapter 9 — Visual Media: Central connection: ethics in chart design, removing chart
junk, inclusive and accessible design, and honesty in scales and labeling.

Chapter 12 — Persuasive Messages: Encourages action-oriented titles and
annotations that highlight insights, aligning with persuasion strategies.

Chapter 17 — Business Presentations: Focus on one message per slide, annotation
over clutter, and visual storytelling are embedded in the examples and quick tips.

Teaching Applications

8 Classroom Activities
Activity 1: Chart Critique Workshop

Have students find misleading charts from news sources or social media. In small groups,
they identify what makes them misleading and redesign them ethically.



Learning outcome: Recognize manipulation techniques and apply honesty principles
Time required: 45-60 minutes

Materials needed: Examples of misleading charts (instructor can curate a collection),
chart creation tools

Process:

.

Students work in groups of 3-4

2. Each group analyzes 2-3 misleading visualizations

3. Groups identify specific problems (truncated axes, cherry-picked data,
misleading scales, etc.)

4. Groups redesign one chart ethically

5. Class discussion comparing approaches

Activity 2: Audience Adaptation Exercise

Give students the same dataset and ask them to create three versions: one for executives,
one for technical teams, and one for general public. Compare the different approaches.

Learning outcome: Practice audience-centered design
Time required: 60-75 minutes
Materials needed: Sample dataset (quarterly sales, budget data, survey results, etc.)
Process:
1. Provide students with a dataset containing 10-15 data points

2. Students create three different visualizations for three audiences:
o Executive version: Focus on high-level trends, key insights, actionable

takeaways

o Technical team version: Include detailed data, methodology notes,
precision

o General public version: Simple language, relatable comparisons,
minimal jargon

3. Gallery walk to view different approaches
4. Class discussion on design choices

Activity 3: Before & After Challenge

Present a cluttered, poorly designed chart. Students work individually or in pairs to
improve it using the guide's principles. Share and discuss different solutions.

Learning outcome: Apply clarity principles and remove chart junk



Time required: 30-45 minutes

Materials needed: Example of a poorly designed chart (cluttered, too many colors, no
clear message)

Process:

Display a problematic chart

Students identify issues using the Pre-Publication Checklist
Students redesign the chart (15-20 minutes)

Share 3-5 student examples with the class

Vote on most improved version and discuss why

EAE

Variation: Make this a competition with prizes for most improved visualization
Activity 4: Chart Selection Decision Tree

Present various business scenarios and ask students to justify their chart type selection.
Examples: quarterly sales comparison, market share over 5 years, regional distribution,
etc.

Learning outcome: Make informed decisions about chart types
Time required: 30 minutes
Scenarios to present:

o Comparing revenue across 8 product categories

o Showing website traffic trends over 12 months

o Displaying market share among 5 competitors

o Illustrating budget allocation across departments

o Demonstrating correlation between ad spend and sales
o Showing geographic distribution of customers

Process:

Present scenario

Students individually select chart type

Quick poll of choices

2-3 students explain their reasoning
Instructor provides feedback and best practice

EUE



Bf Assessment Ideas
Individual Assignment: Data Story Project

Students find a dataset relevant to their field and create 3-5 visualizations that tell a story.
They must include a written rationale for each design decision using the guide's
framework.

Assessment criteria:

o Clarity (25%): Are the visualizations immediately understandable?

o Accuracy (25%): Is the data represented honestly and ethically?

o Appropriate chart selection (20%): Does each chart type match the data
relationship?

o Audience awareness (15%): Is the design appropriate for the intended audience?

o Ethical design (15%): Are there any misleading elements?

Deliverables:

e 3-5visualizations (can be in a single report or presentation)
e 500-750 word written rationale explaining design decisions
e Data source citation

e Completed Pre-Publication Checklist for each visualization

Grading rubric available upon request

Group Project: Business Report with Visualizations

Teams analyze business data and create a report with integrated visualizations. Peer
review using the Pre-Publication Checklist before final submission.

Assessment criteria:

Integration of visuals with narrative (30%)

Quality of individual visualizations (30%)

Checklist completion and peer review participation (20%)
e Teamwork and collaboration (20%)

Project stages:

Week 1: Team formation, data selection, outline
Week 2: Draft visualizations, peer review session
Week 3: Revised report with integrated visuals
Week 4: Final presentation to class

el

Team size: 3-4 students



Peer review process:

o Teams exchange drafts

e Use Pre-Publication Checklist to evaluate
e Provide written feedback

e Teams revise based on feedback

Quick Quiz: Identify the Problem

Show students various charts and ask them to identify ethical issues, design flaws, or
areas for improvement. Good for formative assessment.

Format: Multiple choice or short answer
Sample questions:

What is the primary problem with this bar chart? (Shows truncated y-axis)

Why is this pie chart difficult to interpret? (Too many slices, no clear order)
What ethical issue does this visualization present? (Cherry-picked date range)
How could this line chart be improved? (Needs context, reference line, or clearer
labels)
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Use cases:

e Quick check for understanding at end of lesson
o Exit ticket for class session

e Online quiz in LMS

o In-class polling with discussion

(=) Discussion Prompts

Prompt 1: "When, if ever, is it acceptable to truncate a y-axis? What factors should guide
this decision?"

Discussion goals: Understand the tension between showing detail and maintaining
honesty. Recognize contexts where truncation may be acceptable (e.g., small variations in
large numbers) vs. when it's misleading.

Prompt 2: "How can the same data tell different stories through visualization? What are
the ethical boundaries?"

Discussion goals: Recognize that framing and design choices shape interpretation.
Discuss the difference between strategic emphasis and manipulation.

Prompt 3: "Share an example of a visualization that influenced your opinion. What made
it effective?"



Discussion goals: Connect theory to real-world impact. Identify effective techniques
used in memorable visualizations.

Prompt 4: "When should you use a table instead of a chart? What factors tip the
balance?"

Discussion goals: Understand that not all data needs visualization. Recognize when
precision matters more than pattern recognition.

Prompt 5: "How do cultural differences affect data visualization design? What should
be considered for global audiences?"

Discussion goals: Build awareness of cultural considerations in color, symbols, reading
direction, and interpretation norms.

Prompt 6: "What responsibility do data visualizers have in fighting misinformation?"

Discussion goals: Develop ethical framework for professional practice. Understand the
social impact of visualization choices.

@ Learning Scaffolding: 8-Week Progression
Week 1-2: Foundation
Focus: Core principles and identifying good vs. bad examples
Activities:

o Introduce Core Principles section

e Show good vs. bad chart examples

o Complete Chart Critique Workshop activity

o Assign reading on ethics in data visualization

Assessment: Quick quiz on identifying chart problems
Week 3-4: Chart Selection
Focus: Matching chart types to data relationships
Activities:

e Teach Chart Selection Framework

e Chart Selection Decision Tree activity

e Students create their first visualizations
e Peer feedback session



Assessment: Create 2-3 charts from provided data with rationale
Week 5-6: Audience & Context

Focus: Adapting visualizations for different audiences

Activities:
o Audience Adaptation Exercise
e Introduce Pre-Publication Checklist
o Before & After Challenge
o Guest speaker (data analyst or journalist)

Assessment: Redesign exercise with audience justification
Week 7-8: Application & Assessment

Focus: Comprehensive project work with peer review
Activities:

Major project work time

Peer review using Pre-Publication Checklist

Final presentations
Reflection on learning

Assessment: Final Data Story Project or Business Report

& Recommended Tools for Students
Beginner-Friendly (No coding required)

e Google Sheets/Excel - Built-in charting, widely accessible, good for basic
visualizations

« Canva - Templates and easy interface for presentations, social media graphics

o Datawrapper - Free, web-based, excellent for clean charts and maps

o Flourish - Great for interactive visualizations, templates available

Best for: Students with limited technical background, quick assignments
Intermediate (Some learning curve)
o Tableau Public - Industry-standard, free version available, powerful for

dashboards

o Google Data Studio - Good for dashboards and reports, integrates with Google
ecosystem



e RAWGraphs - Open source, great for unusual chart types, no account needed
Best for: Students pursuing business analytics, marketing, or data-related fields
Advanced (For technical students)

o Python (matplotlib, seaborn, plotly) - Maximum flexibility, reproducible, great

for data science

o R (ggplot2) - Statistical analysis and publication-quality charts

e D3.js - For custom, interactive web visualizations

Best for: Computer science, statistics, or engineering students; students interested in
data science careers

Note: Consider your course requirements and student population when recommending
tools. Many assignments can be completed with free tools.

[l Connection to Business Communication Today Chapters
This guide directly reinforces the following chapters:
Chapter 1 — Foundations
. ghq 'Clarity Over Cleverness' principle reinforces professional communication
asics

o Emphasizes the same foundation: clarity, conciseness, credibility

Chapter 5 — Adapting Messages to Your Audience
o Audience-Centered Design section directly applies message adaptation concepts

o Provides visual examples of adapting content for executives vs. technical teams
vs. general audiences

Chapter 6 — Completing Business Messages

e Pre-Publication Checklist mirrors the revision and proofreading process
o Emphasizes quality control before sharing communications

Chapter 9 — Visual Media
o Core focus on ethics, accessibility, and removing chart junk
o Practical application of visual design principles

o Reinforces honest representation and accessible design

Chapter 12 — Persuasive Messages



e Action-oriented titles and strategic highlighting support persuasion
o Using visuals to emphasize key points and drive action

Chapter 17 — Business Presentations

e One message per visual reinforces presentation clarity
o Annotation strategies help guide audience attention
e Visual storytelling principles enhance presentation impact

Key Takeaways for Instructors

1. Visuals are not decoration—they are strategic communication tools. Help
students see data visualization as a core professional competency, not an afterthought.
2, Ethical visuals build trust and credibility, aligning with Business
Communication Today's emphasis on honesty. Emphasize that misleading
visualizations damage professional reputation.

3. Audience-centered design is as vital for visuals as it is for text. The same
audience analysis principles apply—executives need different visuals than technical
teams.

4. The Pre-Publication Checklist provides a simple, repeatable framework to
ensure clarity, accuracy, design quality, and context. Encourage students to use it
consistently.

5. Using this guide bridges textbook theory with classroom practice. It
provides hands-on application of communication principles through visual media.

Additional Resources for Instructors

Recommended Reading

e Storytelling with Data by Cole Nussbaumer Knaflic (accessible, practical)

e The Visual Display of Quantitative Information by Edward Tufte (classic
reference)

e The Truthful Art by Alberto Cairo (ethics and accuracy focus)

Websites and Tools

o Flowing Data (flowingdata.com) - Examples and tutorials

e Storytelling with Data blog (storytellingwithdata.com) - Monthly challenges

o Information is Beautiful (informationisbeautiful.net) - Award-winning
examples

« WTF Visualizations (viz.wtf) - Examples of bad visualizations for critique



Sample Datasets for Assignments

Kaggle (kaggle.com/datasets) - Wide variety of real-world data
Data.gov - U.S. government open data

Google Dataset Search - Search engine for datasets

Our World in Data - High-quality data on global issues

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: How much class time should I dedicate to data visualization?

A: Minimum 2-3 class sessions for introduction and practice. Ideal is 4-6 sessions spread
throughout semester with ongoing reinforcement.

Q: What if students have different technical skill levels?

A: Offer tiered tool recommendations (beginner/intermediate/advanced). Focus
assessment on principles and decision-making, not technical execution.

Q: Should I allow students to use Al tools for creating visualizations?

A: Yes, but require students to explain their design decisions and verify accuracy. Al
should be a tool, not a replacement for critical thinking.

Q: How do I grade visualizations objectively?

A: Use the Pre-Publication Checklist as a rubric foundation. Add specific criteria for your
assignment. Sample rubrics available upon request.

Q: What if I'm not a data visualization expert myself?

A: This guide provides the framework. Focus on principles (clarity, honesty, audience
awareness) rather than technical tools. Learn alongside your students.

This Instructor Guide accompanies the Data Visualization Best Practices Guide and is
designed for use with Business Communication Today by Bovée and Thill (Pearson).
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