Session 2.5: Data Visualization
Introduced by Elizabeth Hamilton

“Data are just numbers until they are analyzed and presented.  In early days, there were tables and charts.  But the mathematical techniques and new IT functions blow those out of the water.  See what is going on in this very active area of research, teaching and development.”
We do not need to know statistics or visualization to assist users in finding the data file and accompanying documentation that will meet a researcher’s needs.  But understanding the potential of the end use of the data makes it easier for us to do our job well.

We have two dynamic speakers who can talk about what advances have been made in data visualization, and who can talk about which methods are used for different purposes (policy communication versus intra-professional communication, for example).  Mapping becomes part of the communication as well, such as the case in the spread of disease or disaster. 

The importance of the issue came when a student assistant came to me last year excitedly talking about the Hans Rosling TED talks clip—I simply had to know about it, in his view, because I work with data.

www.ted.com/index.php/talks/hans_rosling_shows_the_best_stats_you_ve_ever_seen.html
For those used to working with United Nations data, my first question was whether, and how, Rosling accommodated the data quality gap in his dynamic visualization.  His approach was persuasive--but it was clear that, without an appreciation for the importance of having clean and robust data behind the visualization, his compelling visualization could potentially be misleading.  

The point was also brought home when a faculty member in media studies asked for help in an assignment for visual communication: she wanted her students to work from data to present a visually persuasive argument, such as could be used in the newspapers, posters, or magazines. Could we help her students find data relevant to their topics? They were given two weeks to prepare their presentations for class.
Though she did use Tufte’s Visual Display of Quantitative Information as a class reference book, there was little appreciation of how steep the learning curve would be for these students who had never worked with data or statistics in previous courses.
The article on data-visualization in Smashing Magazine bought out more of the variety of approaches to data visualization—but just because you *can* do something, *should* you?  
And where are the limits? What are the constraints?  How do we convey interpretive caveats?  Tufte says to show the data; how do we keep it honest and yet enhance understanding?  And how close are DLI universities and colleges to investing money, research time and exploratory energy in data visualization?
We are fortunate to have two presenters at the 2009 Atlantic DLI Training Workshop to bring us closer to the creative, challenging and rewarding world of data visualization.

Dr. Ying Zhang is an Associate Professor in the Department of Mathematics & Statistics and is the Director of the Statistical Consulting Centre at the Acadia University. She has an M. A. in Mathematics, and both a MSc and PhD. in Statistics from the University of Western Ontario. Ying will be talking about data visualization as an effective approach to data exploration (including some basic techniques and comparison of SPSS and R), and case studies which will include applications of data visualization.
Dr. Greg Fleet (BA, MA, PhD (Western Ontario)) has combined his academic background in psychology with the changing business world and and currently holds the Nortel Professorship in Electronic Business and Commerce at the University of New Brunswick in Saint John. His current research includes user-centred design and cognitive apprenticeship in eLearning.
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