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Please introduce 

yourself in the chat: 

Name, college, role...

If you have questions or 

need help, please add 

into the chat box.

Let's Chat



Presenters

Laurie Heacock

Data Coach
Dr. Devora ShamahShawnice Johnson



About Achieving the Dream



Agenda

▪ Introduction to Using Data for Action

▪ Data Narratives

▪ Activity

▪ Data Visualization

▪ Activity

▪ Resources

▪ Q&A Photo by Stephen Dawson on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@dawson2406?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Learning Objectives

At the end of this session participants will be able to:

▪ Craft a narrative around data to tell a meaningful story

▪ Practice equity-minded data interpretation to inform practice and actions in 

the context of data narratives

▪ Apply criteria for selecting and evaluating data visualizations

▪ Access resources to learn more



Using Data for Action



“No one ever made a decision because of a 
number. They need a story.”
Daniel Kahneman, Quoted in Vanity Fair article
“How Two Trailblazing Psychologists Turned the World of Decision Science Upside Down,”
November 2016



The Building Blocks

https://web.stanford.edu/group/sdgc/cgi-bin/ycisl/?p=4927



Colleges Express Challenges in Data 

Storytelling

Source: Achieving the Dream Institutional Capacity Assessment Tool (ICAT) Version 1.5

Q: Are student success data broadly shared and translated 

into meaningful information? 



Why is Data Storytelling Challenging?

Tensions fostered 
through external 

pressures for 
accountability, image, 

and expectations

Pressure to use 
quantitative data

Quantitative data 
positioned against equity 

agendas

Lack of training and tools 
to support effective, 
equity-minded data 
visualizations and 

narratives





What We Mean by Equity-Minded

The term “Equity-Mindedness” refers to the 

perspective or mode of thinking exhibited by 

practitioners who call attention to patterns of 

inequity in student outcomes.

These practitioners are willing to take personal and 

institutional responsibility for the success of their 

students and critically reassess their own practices.

It also requires that practitioners are race-conscious

and aware of the social and historical context of 

exclusionary practices in American Higher Education.

https://cue.usc.edu/equity/equity-mindedness/



Data Narratives

Photo by Ugo Mendes Donelli on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@hugowiz?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


What a Good Narrative Can Do

▪ Support cohesive identity, even amidst change

▪ Highlight areas of institutional strengths, progress, goals, 
and focal areas for improvement (e.g. targeted equity 
gaps)

▪ Weave quantitative and qualitative data together to 
contextualize, personalize and add depth to stories

▪ Communicate to both internal and external audiences and 
bridge communication gaps

▪ Create empathy

▪ Inspire action



Stories Start with a Headline



Make it Memorable…For the Right Reason



What’s in a Headline

The “Take Away”

▪ What you want the audience to 
remember

▪ Ideally should create a visual in your head

▪ Use people-first language, e.g. students 
experiencing homelessness vs. homeless

Tip: Think about the one thing you want the 
audience to remember and write it in one 
sentence like you would a tweet



Critical Elements of a Story

What

How

Who

Where/Context

When



Questions to guide your storytelling

Who is the population of focus?

What do they have to say? (Don’t assume, ask people)

Who has an influence on this group?

Why are they important?

How does the population identify socially in different contexts?



Who is Featured in Your Story?

Recognize intersecting social identities as you 
craft your story

Dashboards such as those available 

through the Postsecondary Data 

Partnership allow you to apply multiple 

filters and disaggregate data through an 

intersectional lens

https://www.studentclearinghouse.org/colleges/pdp/


Example from Amarillo College

Click to add text

Female

Latina

Typically wants to transfer to a university

Works two part time jobs

Raising a child

Typically, a health science major

Part time student



Questions to guide your storytelling

What is the context of the student experience that is the focus 

of this narrative? 

Where does it occur?

What is the time period covered by the narrative?



Questions to guide your storytelling

What does the narrative help you understand about students, the 
institution? 

How do your institution’s policies, programs and practices influence the 
students you are focusing on?

What actions could improve the outcomes?



Recognizing the Needs of Your Audience

Public – want to know 
their tax dollars are put to 

good use

Accreditors – want to 
assure the quality of the 
institution or program

Parents – want their 
children to be successful

Students – want to get a 
well-paying job

Funders – want to know 
that their dollars are used 
efficiently and effectively 
and share how they are 

making a difference

Governing Board – want to 
be proud of the work that 
“their” college does and 

represent the community 
well

College leadership – want 
to demonstrate that the 

programs and services are 
appropriate and effective

Faculty/Staff – want to be 
proud of their work and 
the students they serve. 

They want to make a 
difference

Legislature – want to know 
how your work improves 

outcomes. What is the 
ROI?



Let's Practice!

Your tasks:

Each group needs to work together to start two data narratives. 

You have two requests to report on enrollment data. One for the Board of Trustees, and the second at 

Faculty Convocation. (Details in the activity packet)

Complete the Big Idea worksheet to flesh out a data narrative for both audiences

Complete the Follow Up Questions/Analysis worksheet



Requests for Reporting
You are asked to brief two audiences 

on fall 2022 enrollment in two 

separate meetings. You’ve analyzed 

fall 2022 headcount and FTE and have 

noted that while headcount and FTE 

are up for fall in comparison to fall 

2021, numbers are down when 

compared to the pre-pandemic fall 

2019 term. You’ve also noticed some 
shifts in:

• enrollment by student 

demographics

• demand for on-line courses and 

services

• program enrollments.

Audience 1: Board of Trustees

Audience 2: Faculty at 

Convocation



When Writing Narratives, Language Matters

Equity-minded language:
• Racial equity / ethnic equity
• Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSI), 

AANAPISI,  BSI, PWI

• Ethnicity

• Race / racial

• Latinx / Latino / Latina / Hispanic

• White / Whiteness

• African American / Black

• Asian / Asian-American / Pacific Islander

• Native American

• Culturally relevant / responsive pedagogy

• Social justice

• Anti-racist

• Racism

• Low-income / income

• Minoritized

• Other:

Diversity language:
• Equity
• Diversity / diverse
• Underrepresented / underserved
• Multicultural
• Students of color
• Minority Serving Institution
• Demographics
• First-generation
• Other:

Deficit-minded language:
• At-risk
• Underprepared / disadvantaged

• Untraditional / non-traditional

• Underprivileged

• Poor / economically disadvantaged

• Achievement gap / attainment gap

• Other:

https://www.cue-tools.usc.edu/phase-one-laying-the-groundwork



Review Your Narratives

https://www.cue-

tools.usc.edu/phase-one-laying-the-

groundwork

https://www.cue-tools.usc.edu/phase-one-laying-the-groundwork


Data Visualization:

Illustrating your Narratives



Behind the Story is Quantitative Data

Presenting data does not always equate with a good story.

Why? 

Presentations are often structured before the story. Tell the story first and 

then design the data presentation.



Data Visualization Defined

Visual thinking 
augmented by 
technology



Effective Data Visualization

• See the big picture

• Easily and rapidly compare values

• See patterns and relationships

• Compare patterns

AVOID 

THIS



https://stephanieevergreen.com/data-visualization-checklist/



Evergreen’s Key Points

▪ Simplification & Emphasis

▪ Use graphics to draw attention and help 
viewers remember your story

▪ Use design principles built around 
graphics, typeface, color and 
arrangement



Text 
Graphs don't contain much text, so existing text must 

encapsulate your message and 

pack a punch. 

Arrangement 
Improper arrangement of graph elements can confuse 

readers at best and mislead viewer at worst. Thoughtful 

arrangement makes a data visualization easier for a 

viewer to interpret. 

Color
Keep culture-laden color connotations in mind. For 

example, pink is highly associated with feminine qualities 

in the USA. 

Use sites like Color Brewer to find color schemes suitable 

for reprinting in black-and-white and for colorblindness. 

Lines
Excessive lines—gridlines, borders, tick marks, and 

axes—can add clutter or noise to a graph, so 

eliminate them whenever they aren’t useful for 
interpreting the data. 

Overall
Graphs will catch a viewer’s attention so only 
visualize the data that needs attention. Too many 

graphics of unimportant information dilute the 

power of visualization. 

Components of Data Visualization

Copies of the Evergreen Checklist may be 

downloaded in the chat



Key points in practice

▪ Use labels

▪ Avoid 3-D charts

▪ Use legible font sizes

▪ Write horizontally vs. vertically



Key points in practice

▪ Add patterns vs. only using color for differentiation

▪ The fewer the decimal places, the better

▪ Make your presentation consistent

▪ Choose the right chart type



http://stephanieevergreen.com/qualitative-chart-

chooser-3/

http://stephanieevergreen.com/qualitative-chart-chooser-3/


Line Graph EXAMPLE

What do we need 

to do to this 

graph?

Success Rates in Gateway Math Courses



Line Graphs

Line graphs shine when they are used for longitudinal trends over time.

▪ x-axis should represent time, in even increments (e.g. months, years) – never 

categories!

▪ y-axis can present the data you want to chart in either  percentages or counts.

▪ Each line presents the result for a different group/category.



Line Graph Example

Questions you should ask yourself:

▪ What is my minimum n-size for displaying a group?

▪ What should my scale look like (e.g., 0-100%, or something tighter?)

▪ Is my graph accessible? (e.g. To those with visual impairment)

▪ How can I demonstrate the impact of the co-requisite model?



Line Graph Example
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Disaggregating Data to Make the Invisible, Visible

Show racial categories vs. grouping as under-represented minorities (URM) or BIPOC which 

hides inequities



Disaggregating Data to Make the Invisible, Visible

https://www.mncompass.org/data-insights/articles/race-data-disaggregation-what-does-it-mean-why-does-it-matter

Find ways to differentiate populations 

and to show small populations by 

using sub-visualizations and/or a 

supplemental report for a more 

detailed analysis

https://www.mncompass.org/data-insights/articles/race-data-disaggregation-what-does-it-mean-why-does-it-matter


Disaggregating Data to Make the Invisible, Visible



Set Excellence Standards as the Benchmark

Goal:

Raise all student outcomes to the 

80% blue line vs. comparing to the 

default majority population which 

is often White



Let's Practice!

Using the PPT we are dropping in the chat, you will work with the data visualizations provided and:

Assess the data visualization using the Evergreen Data Visualization Checklist

Identify how you would improve the data visualization



Tables

Pictures are great, but tables are equally important.

When done well, tables offer the following benefits:

• Individual value lookup

• Precision

• Ability to show different units (e.g. n-sizes and some other metric)

• Display of both details and summaries

When done poorly, yield the Where's Waldo effect



A Basic Table Redesign
Better Data Visualizations by J. Schwabish (2021)

Design Guidelines:
▪ Offset the headers from body

▪ Use subtle dividers instead of heavy 

gridlines

▪ Right-align numbers and headers

▪ Left align text and header

▪ Select the appropriate level of precision

▪ Guide your reader with space between rows and 

columns

▪ Remove unit repetition

▪ Highlight outliers

▪ Group similar data and increase white space

▪ Add visualizations when appropriate



“Stories that make us care aren’t created 

by chance; they are created by design.”

A n d re w  S t a n t o n

D i r e c t o r,  S c r e e n w r i t e r,  a n d  P r o d u c e r  a t  P i x a r



Resources



Equity-Minded Data Storytelling

Access Here Access Here

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/do-no-harm-guide-applying-equity-awareness-data-visualization
https://www.cue-tools.usc.edu/phase-two-defining-the-problem


Data Storytelling tools

http://chartchoosercards.com/

Information is Beautiful: https://informationisbeautiful.net/

Flourish: https://flourish.studio/

http://chartchoosercards.com/
https://informationisbeautiful.net/beautifulnews/?fbclid=IwAR1dgFatz18XgCsDzzWBQso-EjyeUav90LxEK0PIGdFd-3mJQi7dz-0m0kc
https://flourish.studio/


Nancy Duarte



Stephen Few



If you have 

questions, please 

enter them into the 

Q & A box.

Questions?


