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Public Affairs 6510: Skills – Conveying Quantitative Data in Public Affairs 

Syllabus 
Fall 2021, First Session 

 
Instructor Information 
David Norris, Epidemiologist 
Columbus/Franklin County Public Health 
norris.4@osu.edu 
614-425-4605 (Voice or Text)  
Office Hours: By Appointment (Zoom) 

 

I am best reached by text, though feel free to email or call me if you prefer. I check 
email often and will respond to all emails within 24 hours of receiving them. 

 

Course Information 
Meeting Day/Time: Monday, 5:30-7:20 (August 30 – October 13) 
Class # 5904 
Location: Page Hall 040 
Credit Hours: 11

 

 

Course Description 
 
Overview 
A critical skill in today's public sector environment is the ability to effectively collect, 
manage, analyze, and present the significant amount of data needed to operate any size 
department or agency. Many visualization tools exist to present data in an efficient and 
effective manner; each has its strengths and weaknesses. By studying different 
techniques for how best to present information, we can make the decision-making 
process more efficient by helping employees, supervisors, the public and other 
stakeholders grasp critical points more easily. Students who master this class will be 

 

1 For each credit, please expect about an hour of in class meeting time, and 2 hours out of class work. So 

for a one-credit class, you should expect 14 hours of in class instruction (7 meetings at 2 hours each) and 

about twice that outside of class preparing and doing homework, studying and assignments 

(approximately 4 hours per week for 7 weeks). If you feel you are exceeding these guidelines on a regular 

basis, please let me know. 

mailto:norris.4@osu.edu
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able to effectively present data in a number of different ways to both illustrate and draw 
meaning out of the data—a transferable, marketable skill. 

 
Course Approach 
This course focuses on concepts of presenting data from initial concept to final 
presentation. A variety of methods are presented and discussed, to cover planning,  data 
gathering, data analysis, and visual presentation, with an emphasis on presentation. 

 
Student Learning Objectives 
Upon successful completion of this course, students will: 

➢ Have gained an understanding of the use of data visualization techniques 
➢ Understand the visual qualities important to conveying data 
➢ Manage and analyze data using Tableau software 
➢ Manipulate and create visualizations and dashboards in Tableau 
➢ Utilize Tableau to support decision making and communicate with decision makers 

 

Class Structure 
Class meetings will consist of two parts: 

 
1. The first half of the class (approx.) will consist of lecture/discussion of data 

visualization theory and techniques. This will include discussion of any additional 
assigned readings and topics of interest for the class. 

 
2. The second half of the class (approx.) will be hands-on time with Tableau data  

visualization tools. This may include some additional instruction specific to 
Tableau, working with files, and working on examples and exercises. 

 

Course Materials [Not Required to Purchase; all are available as eBooks through 

the University Libraries Website (Safari – Books Online). View in web browser.] 

 
1. Ben Jones. (2014) Communicating Data with Tableau. Sebastopol, CA: O’Reilly 

Media, Inc. (ISBN: 978-1-449-37202-6) 
2. Joshua N. Milligan (2016) Learning Tableau 10 - Second Edition. Birmingham, UK: 

Packt Publishing Ltd. (ISBN: 978-1-78646-635-8) 
3. Daniel G. Murray (2013) Tableau Your Data! – Fast and Easy Visual Analysis 

with Tableau Software. Indianapolis, IN: John Wiley & Sons 
(ISBN: 978-1-118-61204-0) 

4. All other readings and course materials will be supplied by the instructor through 
https://carmen.osu.edu. 

 

Students can access textbook information via the Barnes & Noble bookstore 
website: https://ohiostate.bncollege.com as well as from their BuckeyeLink Student 
Center. This information is disseminated by B&N to all area bookstores. You may 
buy from a store of your choice and/or shop for books (always use ISBN# for 
searches) online. 

https://carmen.osu.edu/
https://carmen.osu.edu/
https://ohiostate.bncollege.com/
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Course Requirements 

 

The following components make up the final course grade: 
Exercise 1: 10% 
Exercise 2: 10% 
Exercise 3: 15% 
Case Study 1: 10% 
Case Study 2: 15% 
Final Project: 40% 

 

Transformation of numerical grade to a letter grade will be according to the schedule 
below: 

A 931–00 B- 80–82 D+ 68–69 
A- 90–92 C+ 78–79 D 60–67 
B+ 88–89 C 73–77 E <60 
B 83–87 C- 70–72   

 
 
Course Exercises / Projects 

 

 

Exercise 1: A Tableau Sketchbook (Due September 6 @ 5:00 PM) 

 

Traditionally, a sketchbook is a sketch pad or notebook with blank pages used by visual 
artists to sketch their ideas as part of the creative process. It can also be used to practice 
basic forms (shapes, shading, patterns and anatomical renderings).  

 

For this exercise, you will follow directions on the Tableau website to create a set of basic 
visualizations that you can use as templates in your own work (a sketchbook of 
visualizations, if you will). Because the tutorials are essentially "self-grading" (since each 
tutorial shows you what the visualization should look like at the end), I will not be 
providing detailed feedback on them. Rather, I will look through your workbook for 
completeness (i.e., were all the tutorials done) and only provide feedback if I spot any 
obvious problems. 

 

To create your sketchbook: 

 

• Open Tableau Desktop and connect to the Sample – Superstore data set (Connect 
pane > Saved Data Sources > Sample – Superstore; do NOT open the Superstore 
sample workbook). 

• Go to this page: https://go.osu.edu/BuildTableauCharts (opens a tutorial page on 
the Tableau web site.) 

• Complete ALL the data visualization tutorials listed under “Other articles in this 
section” at the bottom of the page (“Build an Area Chart”, “Build a Bar Chart”, etc.). 
Create each visualization on its own sheet in your Tableau workbook. 

• Save your Tableau workbook as a packaged workbook (.twbx)  

• Submit the packaged workbook on Carmen. 

https://go.osu.edu/BuildTableauCharts
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Exercise 2: Tableau Power Start Workbook 
(Due September 20 @ 5:00 PM) 

 
We will begin this tutorial exercise in class to create several basic data visualization 
“forms” in Tableau and collect them into a dashboard. You will complete the tutorial on 
your own. This exercise has three goals: (1) to continue to familiarize you with the Tableau 
program interface, (2) to present a further sampling of basic visualization types available 
in Tableau, and (3) to introduce the concept of a dashboard. You will turn in your Power 
Start Workbook as Packaged Workbook (.twbx) file.  
 

 

Case Study 1 (Due September 20 @ 5:00 PM) 
 

New York City’s Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) has been a leader in 
making data accessible to their customers and stakeholders. For this case study (6 text 
pages max, exclusive of screen shots): 

• Read The MTA in the Age of Big Data: Transforming the Wealth of MTA Data 
into Accessible, Meaningful, Visual, Interactive Information. 

• Browse the MTA website ( https://new.mta.info/ ). Previously in beta for several 
years, the site is now fully operational and the result of the initiative described in 
your reading. As you browse, think about the intended audience for each part of 
the website, making note of the tools and information provided (e.g., trip-planning 
and customer self-serve tools for riders, data for policy makers and advocates for 
public accountability). Choose two of the available tools for RIDERS on the MTA 
site and write a brief critique (2 text pages max, exclusive of graphics) of these 
tools with respect to their ease of use and visual appeal. In your critique, address 
specifically whether or not the graphical design and presentation of the tool 
enhances its usefulness. Include screen shots of the tools you are critiquing. 

• Next, turn  your  attention  to  the  “Transparency”  section  of  the  MTA  website 
(https://new.mta.info/transparency ). This is the type of information that you, as a 
manager in the public sector, will most likely be tasked with providing to 
stakeholders and the public. Browse the data provided and critique the 
presentation of the data in light of the MTA document you read. Are the 
transparency data presented in a way that lives up to the document’s title of being 
“accessible, meaningful, visual and interactive information”? Explain why or why 
not (either is acceptable, as long as you justify your answer), with examples 
(screen shots) from the website (2-4 written pages; screen shots should be 
appended to the written document and do NOT count toward the 2-4 page 
requirement). 

 

 

Exercise 3: Create Visualizations from Data (Due October 4 @ 5:00 PM) 
 

Using Tableau and a dataset provided by your instructor on Carmen, create three visual 
representations of the data. (Alternatively, you may use a dataset of your own choosing, 
but please submit a sample to the instructor for approval before you begin work.) Submit 

https://new.mta.info/
https://new.mta.info/transparency
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your visualizations as a Packaged Workbook (.twbx) file. In a separate Word document, 
provide a brief explanation (no more than 1 page per viz) of each viz, including a 
description of the source data, the intended audience, and what you intended the 
visualization to communicate. 

 
 
Case Study 2 (Due October 4 @ 5:00 PM) 

 

Read Transparency in Texas: Beyond Raw Data. Using ONE of the case studies in the 
report as a guide (Texas School District Finance Data, Legislative Budget Board Website, 
City of Kyle, or City of Manor: Transparency on a Budget), select a similar government 
agency in Ohio (state, county or municipal), locate the section of their website where they 
present similar data, and assess the strengths and weaknesses in their presentation of 
data. Be sure to take into account the intended audience. Let me know if you need 
assistance finding an appropriate agency to assess. Write up your assessment (3–5 
pages), highlighting what the Ohio agency is doing right and/or what they can improve 
regarding how they present information. Include examples of their visual representations 
(data vizes) to illustrate your assessment. These should be screen shots appended to 
your written assessment; these do NOT count as part of the 3–5 pages). Grading of your 
assessment will be based on how you evaluate the selected agency data 
presentation/visualizations using criteria for effective data and graphics presented in class 
lectures and readings. 

 

 
Final Project: Tutorial for a Deconstructed Data Viz (Due October 13 @ 8:00 PM) 
 

This assignment is intended to extend your skills beyond this course by learning from the 

examples of others. Tableau is a complex, powerful data visualization tool, and in this 

course we will only begin to explore its capabilities. Tableau is also very well supported 

by an extensive community of users from a broad array of professions. Chances are, 

when you need to apply Tableau to your own data, someone, somewhere has created 

Tableau visualizations like the ones you have in mind, or some that may inspire you to 

view your data in a new and engaging way. You will select a visualization from among the 

top-rated submissions to Tableau Public, or alternatively a Tableau visualization posted 

online that you locate yourself (links to eligible vizzes can be provided by the instructor 

on request). In Tableau, you will “reverse engineer” (deconstruct and recreate) the entire 

visualization to understand exactly how it was created. You will then write a step-by-step 

tutorial that another Tableau user could follow to create the visualization for themselves, 

with only the source data (and Tableau!) available to them. Include in your tutorial a 

description of the source data, a summary of the purpose and intended audience of the 

selected visualization, and your assessment of the most innovative, unique, or useful 

aspects of the visualization. 

You will turn in: 
 

• The tutorial as a Word document (summary, data description, step-by-step 

instructions, and a link to the visualization that you are emulating) 
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• Your reconstructed Tableau viz (NOT the file you downloaded) as a Packaged 

Workbook 

• The source data for your viz (will require you to do a data extract from Tableau) 

Using only the extracted data and your tutorial instructions, I will attempt to construct your 

selected viz from scratch. 

Suggestion: Though not required, you may wish to pair up with a classmate to peer- 

review one another’s tutorials. Trade tutorials and source data and attempt to build your 

classmate’s viz just from the instructions given. Then provide one another with feedback 

on any unclear instructions or gaps in the tutorial instructions. This approach will work 

best if you are working on different tutorials, so that each of you is a naive user, 

approaching your classmate’s viz for the first time. You may provide feedback on the 

tutorial instructions only; you may NOT tell your classmate how to fix problems with the 

tutorial or advise them on how to structure the source data for the tutorial. If you do pair 

up with a classmate, note the classmate’s name in your tutorial document summary. 

➢ Final Project Grading 
o The final project is worth 40 points. Points will be distributed as follows: 

▪ Overview summary (including notes on visualization preparation, 
analysis, audience and source) (15 points) 

▪ Step-by-step tutorial document (25 points) 
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Course Policies 
 
Assignment Submission 
All assignments should be submitted through Carmen by the day they are due. Informing 
the instructor of your intention to be absent does not waive your obligation to submit 
assigned work. Late work will be accepted with a one-third-letter grade penalty each 
day that it is late (A- to B+), unless prior approval is granted by the instructor. 

 
Grade Appeals 
Grades on assignments are intended to reflect the overall quality of performance of the 
student. You may appeal your grade on an assignment if you think the grade does not 
reflect the quality of your performance on the assignment. To appeal a grade, submit a 
clear written explanation via email describing why you believe the assigned grade is 
inappropriate within one week after your work is returned. I will carefully consider all such 
appeals. 

 
Academic Integrity 
The Ohio State University and the Committee on Academic Misconduct (COAM) expect 
that all students have read and understand the University’s Code of Student Conduct, 
and that all students will complete all academic and scholarly assignments with fairness 
and honesty. Failure to follow the rules and guidelines established in the University’s 
Code of Student Conduct may constitute “Academic Misconduct.” Sanctions for the 
misconduct could include a failing grade in this course and suspension or dismissal  from 
the University. 

 

In the Ohio State University’s Code of Student Conduct, Section 3335-23-04 defines 
academic misconduct as: “Any activity that tends to compromise the academic integrity 
of the University, or subvert the educational process.” Examples of academic misconduct 
include (but are not limited to) plagiarism, collusion (unauthorized collaboration), copying 
the work of another student, and excessive quotation and paraphrasing of other’s work 
with or without citation. Ignorance of the University’s Code of Student Conduct is never 
considered an “excuse” for academic misconduct. 

If you have any questions about the above policy or what constitutes academic 
misconduct in this course, please contact the instructor. 

 

Accommodation Policy 

The University strives to make all learning experiences as accessible as 
possible. If you anticipate or experience academic barriers based on 
your disability (including mental health, chronic or temporary medical 
conditions), please let me know immediately so that we can privately 
discuss options. To establish reasonable accommodations, I may 
request that you register with Student Life Disability Services. After 
registration, make arrangements with me as soon as possible to discuss 
your accommodations so that they may be implemented in a timely 

https://trustees.osu.edu/assets/files/RuleBook/CodeStudentConduct.pdf
https://trustees.osu.edu/assets/files/RuleBook/CodeStudentConduct.pdf
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fashion. SLDS contact information: slds@osu.edu; 614-292-3307; 
slds.osu.edu; 098 Baker Hall, 113 W. 12th Avenue. 

 

Mental Health Statement 
As a student you may experience a range of issues that can cause barriers to learning, 
such as strained relationships, increased anxiety, alcohol/drug problems, feeling down, 
difficulty concentrating and/or lack of motivation. These mental health concerns or 
stressful events may lead to diminished academic performance or reduce a student’s 
ability to participate in daily activities. The Ohio State University offers services to assist 
you with addressing these and other concerns you may be experiencing. 

 

If you or someone you know is suffering from any of the aforementioned conditions, you 
can learn more about the broad range of confidential mental health services available 
on campus via the Office of Student Life Counseling and Consultation Services 
(CCS) by visiting ccs.osu.edu or calling 614-292- 5766. CCS is located on the 4th 
Floor of the Younkin Success Center and 10th Floor of Lincoln Tower. 

 

You can reach an on-call counselor when CCS is closed at 614--292—5766, and 
24 hour emergency help is also available through the 24/7 National Suicide 
Prevention Hotline at 1--800--273--TALK or at suicidepreventionlifeline.org. Also, 
the OSU Student Advocacy Center is a resource to help students navigate OSU 
and to resolve issues that they encounter at OSU – visit http://advocacy.osu.edu/ 

 

 

Glenn College Diversity Values Statement 
 
The Glenn College is committed to nurturing a diverse and inclusive environment for our 
students, faculty, staff, and guests that celebrates the fundamental value and dignity of 
everyone by recognizing differences and supporting individuality. We are dedicated to 
creating a safe space and promoting civil discourse that acknowledges and embraces 
diverse perspectives on issues and challenges that affect our community. 

mailto:slds@osu.edu
http://slds.osu.edu/
http://advocacy.osu.edu/
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Public Affairs 6510: Course Schedule 

Week 1: August 30 
➢ Welcome and Introduction to the course 
➢ Overview of syllabus and course requirements 
➢ Introduction to Data Visualization 
➢ Hands-on with Tableau: Gapminder in Tableau (Due September 6 @ 5;00 PM) 
➢ Explain Exercise 1: A Tableau Sketchbook (Due September 6 @ 5:00 PM) 

 
Week 2: September 6 

➢ NO CLASS 
➢ Due: Gapminder in Tableau, Exercise 1 
➢ (Optional: 1-on-1 Zoom check-ins) 
➢ Explain Case Study 1 (via Email or Zoom) (Due September 20 @ 5:00 PM) 

 
Week 3: September 13 

➢ Design Matters: Criteria for Effective Data Visualizations 
➢ Connecting to Data 
➢ Touch base on Case Study 1 
➢ Explain Exercise 2: Tableau Power Start (Due September 20 @ 5:00 PM) 
➢ Explain Case Study 2 (Due October 4 @ 5:00 PM) 
➢ Explain Final Project (Due December 11 @ 8:00 PM) 
➢ Hands-on with Tableau 

 
Week 4: September 20 

➢ Exercise 2 and Case Study 1 due at 5:00 PM 
➢ Use of Color in Visualizations 
➢ Touch base on Final Project  
➢ Explain Exercise 3: Create Visualizations from Data  

(Due October 4 @ 5:00 PM) 
➢ Hands on with Tableau 

 
Week 5: September 27 (VIRTUAL) 

➢ Advanced Tableau Techniques 
➢ Touch base on Final Project 

 
Week 6: October 4 

➢ Exercise 3 and Case Study 2 Due at 5:00 PM 
➢ Advanced Tableau Techniques/Dashboards 
➢ Work on Final Project 

 

Week 7: October 11 
➢ Telling stories with data / Wrapping up loose ends 
➢ Work on Final Project 

 
Finals “Week”: October 12-13: Final Project – Due by October 13 @ 8:00 PM 


