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INSIDE
Boston or Bust! 
Everything you need to know 
about the 2009 convention, 
from papers to creative projects.

Division joins social network
LETTER FROM THE DIVISION HEAD

Now, in the spirit of 
building a more visual 
community, the Vis-
Com Division has its 
own Facebook group. 
If you join, you can 
become “friends” with 
other division members 
and start matching 
faces to names. 

You can post your 
creative work in 
albums for others to 
browse (and procras-
tinate from grading). 
I hope you will post 
and comment on news 
articles or Web sites 
that are relevant to our 
members. 

Another option is to 
moan and groan about 
how you dislike social 
networking sites, but 
sooner or later, a stu-
dent will coax you into 
signing up. After you 
give in, remember to 
look us up by searching 
the groups for AEJMC 
Visual Communication 
Division.

I can’t claim that 
I came up with this 
Facebook group idea – 
I’ve seen other AEJMC 
divisions with groups, 
so I figured we might 
as well join in the fun. 
We currently have 
more than 120 mem-
bers, but we always 

welcome more. Please 
pass this on to your 
graduate students 
because we are espe-
cially eager to build a 
diverse membership of 
all ages.

mentoring Program
A more serious 

Internet initiative 
involves our division’s 
Web site. We are 
launching a mentoring 
program, but we need 
your help. 

If you are a senior 
faculty member who is 
willing to offer ad-
vice and support to a 
junior faculty member, 
then you can sign up 
through the Web site. 

The list of available 
mentors will only be 
available for viewing by 
VisCom members. Ju-
nior faculty can scroll 
through the listings to 
find potential mentors. 
It is then up to the ju-
nior faculty member to 
reach out to a potential 
mentor.

 The relationship 
could focus on teaching, 
research or creative 
activities – or all three. 
The specifics can be 
decided between the 
mentor and the mentee. 

The idea for this 
program was hatched 
last year, and the offi-
cers are hopeful that it 
will provide a valuable 
service to our members. 
But the success of the 
program depends on 
your interest and par-
ticipation. 

To read mor e about 
the mentoring program, 
visit http://www.aejmc.
net/viscom/mentoring/
index.html. I’ll post an 
announcement on the 
listserv in two weeks 
after the form is acti-
vated. 

A special thanks 
to our Web site editor 
Sang Um Nam for fig-
uring out the technical 
aspects.

upcoming events
Our division is once 

again participating in 
the Midwinter confer-
ence. This year the 
event is March 6-8 at 
the University of Okla-
homa. 

We are responsible 
for a research session 
and a panel, and Sec-
ond Vice Head Jennifer 
George-Palilonis has 
worked diligently to 
plan our sessions. I’m 
looking forward to at-
tending and recruiting 
new members! 

Vice Head Jim 
Kelly has been final-
izing details for the 
summer convention. 
Jim hammered out 
some deals with other 
divisions, and we have 
a fantastic lineup of 
panels. You can read 
his update on Page 
2 to get a preview of 
this summer’s topics. I 
think you’ll agree that 
the content will be well 
worth the travel costs. 

I appreciate the 
other officers and 
members who are or-
ganizing the competi-
tions, recruiting speak-
ers or serving as paper 
reviewers, moderators 
and discussants.

Have a productive 
spring semester, and 
I’ll see you on Face-
book!  – renee

Facebook. You either love it or hate it. Maybe you use it to peek 
at your students’ profiles or to track down long-lost friends. 

renee 
mArtin-KrAtZer is head 
of the Visual Communica-
tions Division and
Assistant Professor of  
Journalism at the  
University of Florida.
rmartinkratzer@jou.ufl.

Senior 
faculty 
members 
willing 
to offer 
advice 
and 
support 
to junior 
faculty 
can sign 
up to be 
mentors.
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Last October I 
asked the divi-
sion members 
for panel propos-
als and received 
many good ideas. 
Division Head 
Renee Martin-
Kratzer, Second 
Vice Head Jen-
nifer George-Pali-
lonis and I looked 
them over and 
submitted nine 
to the Council 
of Divisions for 
possible cospon-
sorship. We kept 
one back for sole sponsorship. 
A total of 212 proposals were 
submitted to the Council. We 
have scheduled nine sessions 
for the convention, both on and 
off site.

For those not familiar with 
the convention programming 
process, in November each divi-
sion or interest group submit-
ted proposals in the hope that 
another division would cospon-
sor them. We program chairs 
telephoned and emailed each 
other, made offers and counter 
offers, and schemed prior to 
the Winter Planning Meeting 
in Louisville on Dec. 5. Then, 
at the meeting, we shored up 
deals, watched deals fall apart, 
and made new deals. Next, we 
sat around a giant table and se-
cured time slots for our panels. 
Those that failed to draw a co-
sponsor were left on the table. 
Those that did will enrich our 
convention experience. Thank 

you all for submit-
ting proposals. 
Here’s what we 
have planned.

The conference 
will kick-off with 
a one-day pre-
convention teach-
ing workshop on 
Tuesday tentative-
ly titled, “Beyond 
the Printed Page: 
Visual Communi-
cation Goes Inter-
active.” VisCom 
Teaching Chair 
Larry Dailey is or-
ganizing this one. 

The goal is to provide visual 
educators with inspiration, 
encouragement, and some 
technological skills on how to 
incorporate interactive features 
into visual messages in a wide 
range of media including social 
communication, gaming, and 
others. Watch for more details 
as the convention nears. 

We’ll also have three re-
search paper sessions, the Best 
of Web and Creative Project 
presentations and we will 
participate in a mini-plenary 
jointly organized by Media Eth-
ics and Communication Theory 
and Methodology divisions. Ju-
lianne Newton is our organizer 
on that one. The tentative title 
is “Brain and Media: Embrac-
ing Neuroscience in Journalism 
and Communication.” We hope 
to draw on the extraordinary 
neuroscience expertise in the 

Division activities set 
for summer convention

BOSTON CONVENTION NEWS

The last time AEJMC met in Boston we laid the ground-
work for the establishment of our journal, Visual Com-

munication Quarterly. I suspect great things will come of 
this year’s Boston convention as well. We have an exciting 
list of panels scheduled that I think will position us nicely 
for the visual future.

Jim 
KellY is the Visual 
Communication Division 
Vice-Head and an associ-
ate professor in the School 
of Journalism at Indiana 
University, Bloomington.  
kellyjd@indiana.edu

The 2009 convention will be held at the Sheraton 
Boston Hotel Aug. 5-8. Here’s a quick look at the 
schedule of events for the VisCom Division.

tueSDAY, AuG. 4 
Preconvention workshop: Beyond the Printed 
Page–Visual Communication Goes interactive

time: 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. organizer: Larry Dailey

WEDNESDAY, AUG. 5
Preparing the next Generation of VisCom Scholars

time: 8:15 a.m. organizer: Keith Kenney

refereed research (Top Paper) 
time: 10 a.m.

luncheon: Christian Science monitor
time: 11:45 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. 
organizer: Jennifer George-Palilonis

Brain and media: embracing neuroscience  
in Journalism and Communication 

time: 3:15 p.m.  organizer: Julianne Newton

How Curricula Should evolve  
to meet the Dynamic Changes in the industry

time: 5 p.m. organizer: Jerry Swope

THURSDAY, AUG. 6 
Getting the Picture: management Decisions  
with Visual impact 

time: 8:15 a.m. organizer: Teresa Hernandez

Scholar-to-scholar
time: 1:30 p.m. 

Best of web
time: 3:15 p.m. 

Student entrepreneurs
time: 5 p.m. organizer: Rachel Davis Mersey

FRIDAY, AUG. 7
refereed research

time: 8:15 a.m. 

off-site museum visit
time: 12:15 p.m. 

Slate, Salon and Beyond: the new Promise  
of web-only magazines

time: 3:30 p.m.   organizer: Viki Goff

Creative Projects
time: 5:15 p.m.

SATURDAY, AUG. 8
How to Design an infographic

time: 8:15 a.m.  organizer: Randy Stano

refereed research
time: 11:15 a.m. 

BoSton At A GlAnCe

Kelly continued on Page 4 
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AEJMC UNIFORM PAPER CALL

excerpted from the AeJmC web site: http://www.aejmc.org/_09call.php

1. Submit the paper through All-Aca-
demic web site to the AEJMC group 
appropriate to the paper’s topic. For-
mat should be Word, WordPerfect, or 
a PDF.

2. the paper must be uploaded to 
the server no later than 11:59 P.M. 
(Central Daylight Time) Wednesday, 
April 1, 2009.

3. Also upload a paper abstract of no 
more than 75 words.

note: How to clean your paper for 
blind reviewing.

4. Completely fill out the online submis-
sion form with author(s) name, af-
filiation, mailing address, telephone 
number, and email address. The title 
should be printed on the first page 
of the text and on running heads on 
each page of text, as well as on the 
title page. Do NOT include author’s 
name on running heads or title page.

5. Papers uploaded with author’s iden-
tifying information displayed will 
automatically be disqualified from 
the competition.

6. Papers are accepted for peer review 
on the understanding that they are 
not already under review for other 
conventions and that they have been 
submitted to only one AEJMC group 
for evaluation. Papers accepted for 
the AEJMC Convention should not 
have been presented to other con-
ventions or published in scholarly or 
trade journals prior to presentation 
at the convention.

7. Student papers compete on an equal 
footing in open paper competitions 
unless otherwise specified by the 
individual division or interest group. 
Individual group specifications are 
appended to this uniform call.

8. Papers submitted with both faculty 
and student authors will be considered 
faculty papers and are not eligible 
for student competitions.

9. At least one author of an accepted 
faculty paper must attend the conven-
tion to present the paper. If student 
authors cannot be present, they 
must make arrangements for the 
paper to be presented.
10. if a paper is accepted, and the fac-
ulty author does not present the paper 
at the convention, and if a student 
author does not make arrangements 
for his/her paper to be presented by 
another, then that paper’s accep-
tance status is revoked. It may not 
be included on a vita.

11. By may 15 authors will be advised 
whether their paper has been ac-
cepted and may access a copy of 
reviewers’ comments from the online 
server. Contact the paper chair if 
you are not notified or have ques-
tions about paper acceptance.

12. Authors of accepted papers retain 
copyright of their papers and are free 
to submit them for publication after 
presentation at the convention.

Special note: Authors who have 
submitted papers and have not been 
notified by May 15, MUST contact 
the division or interest group paper 
chair for acceptance information. 
The AEJMC Central Office may not 
have this information available.

The programming groups within the Council of Divisions of the Association for Education in Jour-
nalism and Mass Communication invite submission of original, non-published research papers to be 
considered for presentation at the AEJMC Convention, August 5 to 8, 2009, in Boston, MA. Specific 
requirements for each competition — including limits on paper length — are spelled out in the listing 
of groups and research chairs that appear below. All AEJMC paper competition submissions will fol-
low an electronic process this year. All research papers must be uploaded through All Academic* to 
the group appropriate to the paper’s topic. The following uniform call will apply to ALL AEJMC paper 
competitions. Additional information specific to an individual group’s call is available at the end of 
the uniform call information.

information
Upload papers for the AEJMC 
2009 Boston Convention beginning 
January 15, 2009. Paper submitters 
should follow instructions on the 
front page of the submission site 
to create your account and com-
plete the information required. 

Deadline for paper submissions 
is April 1, 2009, at 11:59 p.m. CDt. 
Any submissions after this time 
will not be accepted.

Before submitting your paper, 
please make certain that all 
author-identifying information has 
been removed and that all instruc-
tions have been followed per the 
AEJMC uniform paper call.
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VISCOM CALL FOR PAPERS

Present your research in Boston

The Visual Com-
munication Division of 
AEJMC invites faculty 
and students to submit 
competitive papers 
devoted to theoretically 
based studies of visual 
communication and to 
issues concerning the 
professional practice of 
visual media production 
for presentation at the 
association’s national 
convention. Visual is 
broadly defined and 
includes photography, 
film, television, Web 
design, graphic design, 
illustration, and digital 
imaging, as well as other 
visual phenomena.

The division encour-

ages submission of 
papers that address a 
broad spectrum of meth-
odology and application, 

both qualitative and 
quantitative, on all types 
of visual media—adver-
tising, broadcast, digital 
imaging, film, graphic 
design, multimedia and 
web design, photojour-
nalism, propaganda im-
ages, visual images and 
culture, visual literacy, 
and visual aspects of 
political campaigns, etc. 
Research in media his-
tory, law, policy, effects, 
processes, uses and eth-
ics regarding visuals are 
also welcome. 

All submissions will 
be blind refereed by a 
panel of independent 
readers. Student papers 
compete on equal foot-
ing with faculty papers. 
A $100 award will be 
given to the top student 
contribution. The top 
three faculty papers will 
be recognized in the AE-
JMC annual convention 
program. 

Authors may submit 
more than one paper to 
the Visual Communica-
tion Division. 

n All papers must be 
type-written and double-
spaced with one-inch 
margins. 

n Format should be Mi-
crosoft Word or a PDF. 

n The page limit is 30 
pages, inclusive of all 
references, notes, tables, 
illustrations, and appen-
dices. 

n All reference styles are 
accepted.

For more information 
about submissions to the 
Visual Communication 
Division, contact:

nicole Smith Dahmen 
manship School  
of mass Communication 
louisiana State university 
225-578-2095 
ndahmen@lsu.edu

SuBmiSSion 
GuiDelienS

niCole 
SmitH DAHmen is the 
Visual Communication 
Division research chair. She 
is an assistant professor 
at the Manship School of 
Mass Communication at 
Louisiana State University. 
ndahmen@lsu.edu

Greetings fellow VisCom division mem-
bers. I hope you had wonderful holidays 

and that your new semester is off to a great 
start. The April 1 deadline for the 2009 
AEJMC National Convention is rapidly ap-
proaching. Please see the VisCom division 
call for papers below. We also still need paper 
reviewers, so please email me at ndahmen@
lsu.edu if you are interested.

Kelly tosses a chip during the bidding session at the 2009 convention planning meeting.

Boston area. And perhaps reminiscent 
of that previous Boston convention, 
Keith Kenney will organize a panel 
that looks at “Preparing the Next Gen-
eration of VisCom scholars.” We have 
a journal to support our research. 
Might we also need a program that 
educates our researchers?

I appreciate those of you who are 
helping organize these panels. One of 
the best things about our division is 
how well we work together. Below is a 
listing of the panels.

KELLY
Continued from Page 2



What gets submit-
ted and accepted? The 
format is non-restric-
tive, but an entry must 
include a strong visual 
component. 

Accepted projects in 
the past have included 
historical studies, pho-
tojournalism exhibits 
of original work, book 
proposals or published 
work, explanations of 
summer grants or ac-
tivities, creative DVDs, 
commentaries on teach-
ing effectiveness, and 
examples of innovative 
student projects and ac-
complishments.

Your submission 
should include a one-to-
two page explanation of 
the work, stressing its 
significance to the study 
of visual journalism. 

Did you receive 
outside support? Does 
the project examine 
cutting-edge technology 
that will enhance your 
teaching abilities? How 
does this project fit in 
with your own interests 
and goals as a visual 
educator?

Normally there are 
about 15 submissions 
and five of the projects 
are selected for 15-min-
ute presentations. 

Internet access is not 
guaranteed, therefore 
you must show your 
work via a CD, laptop, 
thumb drive, etc. A 
computer projector will 
be provided on-site.  

To submit your proj-
ect, package four copies 
of it into four individual 
9”x12” envelopes. Large 
and unusually shaped 
packages present 
handling issues. For 
example, instead of 
submitting an elaborate 
11”x14” leather-bound 
portfolio of archival pho-
tographs, send 8.5”x11” 
inkjet or laser prints 
stapled together. 

Instead of tubes with 
large rolled posters 
announcing your film 
course’s festival, send 
8.5”x11” versions. Also, 
if submitting CDs, use 
cross-platform common 
programs.

 In one larger pack-
age, send your four 
envelopes (three copies 
without any identifica-
tion) to the creative proj-
ects chair (see box for 
mailing instructions). 

On the cover sheet of 
the fourth copy, include 
your name, title, com-
plete contact informa-
tion (email, phone 
numbers) and a 75-word 
abstract summarizing 
the project. 

This copy will be 
retained by the contest 
coordinator. Submitted 
material will not be re-
turned. Please note: You 
cannot enter creative 
projects in any other 
convention category, 
including “Best of the 
Web.”

Competition offers 
venue for creative work

ellen 
mAHAFFY is the Creative 
Projects chair and an  
assistant professor in the 
Communications and  
Journalism Department at 
the University of  
Wisconsin-Eau Claire.  
mahaffe@uwec.edu

If you’re an educator involved in creative 
work that isn’t traditional research, con-

sider the VisCom Division’s “Creative Projects” 
competition. It’s an excellent opportunity to 
have your efforts recognized by peers in a jur-
ied forum. You would present the work at the 
national AEJMC convention in Boston Aug. 
5-8, 2009.

CREATIVE PROJECTS

The postmark deadline is 
Tuesday, April 1. Notifica-
tions will be emailed to 
all applicants by May 15. 
Good luck!

 
Mail your projects to:
Prof. ellen mahaffy
Communication and  
Journalism Department  
university of wisconsin-
eau Claire 105 Garfield 
Ave, HHH105D  
eau Claire, wi 54701 

to SuBmit
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Convention Hotel & rates
the Sheraton Boston Hotel

39 Dalton Street 
Boston, MA 02199 
Phone: 617-236-20

http://www.starwoodhotels.
com/sheraton/property/over-
view/index.html?propertyiD=430

Standard room 
$168 single; $195 double; $218 triple 
$242 quad

Student Block 
$135 single; $156 double; $174 triple; 
$193 quad

Club room 
$215 single; $242 double; $266 triple; 
$289 quad

Current taxes are 12.45% 
Subject to change without notice

Convention registration
early Bird rates (by July 10, 2009) 
AeJmC member: $13 
non-AeJmC member: $240 
AeJmC Student member: $60 
non-AeJmC Student member: $105 
retired AeJmC member: $60

onsite rates (after July 10, 2009)

AeJmC member: $185 
non-AeJmC member: $290 
AeJmC Student member: $75 
non-AeJmC Student member: $120 
retired AeJmC member: $75

Registration forms and online  
registration will be available in April.
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CatEgorY 1 
Department  
or school sites
Informative or promo-
tional Web sites created 
for a college, school or 
department of jour-
nalism or mass com-
munication. Only sites 
related to journalism 
or mass communica-
tion will be accepted. 
These may include sites 
devoted to a program 
or major within the 
university, college or 
school. The site must be 
designed and built pri-
marily by the qualified 
entrant(s). Sites built 
by staff members are 
NOT eligible.

CatEgorY 2 
teaching sites
Web sites created as 
resources to enhance 
or promote research 
or teaching. Web sites 
in this category may 
include syllabi, tutori-
als, study guides, pre-
sentations of research 
findings and journalism 
projects. Sites related 
to individual courses 
may be included in this 
category. The site must 
be designed and built 
primarily by the quali-
fied entrant(s).

CatEgorY 3 
Journalism sites
Web sites related to 
the coverage of news or 
feature stories, includ-
ing student newspaper 
Web sites and student 
journalism projects. 
The design and produc-
tion of the site must 
be directed by the 
qualified entrant(s); 
the entrant’s state-
ment must make clear 
the contribution of the 
entrant to the design 
and production of the 
site. There are some 
special conditions for 
this category only.

CatEgorY 4 
Creative sites
Web sites that explore 
the technical and cre-
ative potential of new 
media with content 
that does not fit into 
the other three catego-
ries. These sites may go 

far afield from tradi-
tional journalism. The 
site must be designed 
and built primarily by 
the qualified entrant(s).

The entrant must be 
the person who primar-
ily designed and built 
the site. This is a Web 
design competition, not 
a teaching competition. 
For a larger publication 
site with many con-
tributors (e.g. a student 
magazine), the entrant 
may be the supervising 
faculty member if the 
entrant contributed sig-
nificantly to the design 
and production of the 
site. The submission 
form will ask for de-
tailed contributions of 
the entrant and other 
participants.

Judging is based on 
content, design, and 
user interface and navi-
gation. We are looking 
for quality aesthetic, 
efficient coding and 
innovative user experi-
ences.

Only faculty and 
graduate students who 
work for or attend an 
institution that is ac-
credited by ACEJMC, 
or are current (paid) 
individual members of 
AEJMC are eligible.

Web contest honors  
excellence in Web design
The AEJMC VisCom division co-sponsors with the Communica-

tion Technology Division a competition to find the best Web 
work created by faculty and graduate students. The competition 
officially will open on March 1, 2009. This Web design competition 
includes four distinct entry categories. A site may be entered in only 
one category. The entrant must choose only one category.

BEST OF THE WEB

David Stanton, co-chair
Best of the web
university of Florida
dstanton@ufl.edu

lily Zeng, co-chair
Best of the web
Arkansas State university
zengli@astate.edu

ContACt

looking for more information 
on the AeJmC Visual Commu-
nication Division? 

Visit the web site:  
http://aejmc.net/viscom/

Do you have information for 
the newsletter? 

Contact the editor:  
Jennifer George-Palilonis  
jageorge2@bsu.edu  
(765) 285-8216

2008-09 VisCom officers 
Head: renee martin-Kratzer, 
University of Florida
Vice-Head & Program Chair:  
James D. Kelly, Indiana University 
Second Vice-Head: Jennifer  
George-Palilonis, Ball State  
University
research Co-Chairs: nicole S.  
Dahmen, Louisiana State  
University  
Sang um nam, University  
of Wisconsin 
PF&r Chair: Jerry Swope, 
Saint Michael’s College 
teaching Chair: larry Dailey,  
University of Nevada
Best of the web Chair: lily Zeng, 
Arkansas State University
Creative Projects Chair: ellen 
mahaffy, University of Wisconsin-
Eau Caire
logo Chair: John Freeman,  
University of Florida
membership Chair: teresa 
Hernández, Kent State University
newsletter editor: Jennifer  
George-Palilonis, Ball State  
University 
Visual Communication Quarterly 
editor: Paul martin lester, 
California State University,  
Fullerton 
webmaster: Sang um nam,  
University of Wisconsin



The logo chosen for this year’s Boston  
conference (Aug. 5-8, 2009) was created by 

Ryan Bigg of Iowa State University. Other 
top logos from last year’s competition can be 

found at: http://www.aejmc.net/viscom/news-
letter/vpsu2008.pdf on page six of the PDF. 

A logo entered in the 
contest should repre-
sent the diversity of 
AEJMC and also visu-
ally suggest “Denver.” 
For students unfamil-
iar with the Association 
of Education in Jour-
nalism and Mass Com-
munication, see www.
aejmc.org. The logo 
should communicate 
immediately, effectively 
and be memorable. 
Entries must be the 
work of students en-
rolled in classes taught 
by AEJMC members. 
Each school may enter 
a maximum of 10 logos 
per design instruc-

tor. The logos must be 
submitted by a faculty 
sponsor.

For a logo entry to 
be eligible, entrants are 
required to submit their 
logo entry as an EPS 
computer file (.eps). The 
filename must bear the 
last name of the entrant 
(for example: Smith-
Logo1.eps). The EPS 
file format is required 
because it is a vec-
tor based format that 
provides better repro-
duction. The logo must 
be a vector graphic with 
the type converted to 
outlines.

Contest requires
digital submissions

LOGO COMPETITION: DENVER 2010

A logo entered in this competition 
must follow these guidelines:

n Include the following type ele-
ments: AEJMC August 2010 Denver

n Include AEJMC as an integral part 
of the logo

n Be adaptable to multiple uses, 
i.e., program book cover, nametags 
and promotional material; the logo 
should not lose impact or legibility 
when substantially reduced

n Retain a sense of balance and 
internal integrity when typographi-
cal elements are removed

n Reflect the diversity of interests 
within AEJMC

n Be reproducible in solid tones 
using one color (black); no tints, no 
blends, no gradations are allowed

n MUST NOT INCLUDE  
COPYRIGHTED ARTWORK

Faculty sponsors must also include 
a list of file names with the entrants’ 
names, addresses, and e-mail ad-
dresses, plus their own full contact 
information (office phone, address, 
etc.). Winners will be notified before 
June 1, 2009.

entrieS muSt Be emAileD no 
lAter tHAn mAY 1, 2009.

email entries to:  
jfreeman@jou.ufl.edu

Address: University of FloridaCol-
lege of Journalism  
and Communications 
3070 Weimer Hall 
Gainesville, FL 32611

Phone: 352.392.0430

Fax: 352.846.2673

examples: Top logos submitted for 
this year’s Boston convention can be 
found at http://www.aejmc.net/
viscom/newsletter/vpsu2008.pdf on 
page six of the PDF.

SuBmiSSion  ruleS

JoHn 
FreemAn is an associate 
professor in the journalism 
department at the  
University of Florida.  
jfreeman@jou.ufl.edu

Attention design students! Want to win $100 and add an impres-
sive line to your resume? Just create the winning 2010 logo for the 

AEJMC convention to be held next year in Denver.
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Q: what does it take to create 
a successful data visualization 
piece? 

While having interesting 
data can really make a visu-
alization intriguing, so can 
what you actually do with 
the data. When you design a 
visualization, it’s always best 
to consider the purpose and 
audience. If the visualiza-
tion is for the early stages 
of analysis, you’re going to 
design much differently than 
if the visualization is for a 
publication. 

In the former case, you’re 
going to churn out a bunch of 
graphics looking for inter-
esting points in the data, 
while in the latter case, 
aesthetics plays a big role, 
especially if you’re trying 
to catch a reader’s atten-
tion. If it doesn’t look like 
you spent time on a graphic, 
then people are probably not 
going to give you their atten-
tion. So when you design for 
publication–to tell a story–
you have to consider colors, 
contrasts, organization, structure, 
relationships, and at the end of it all, 
your graphic or visualization should 

tell a clear and accurate 
story that reflects the data 
appropriately. 
Q: You had a summer intern-
ship in the graphics depart-
ment at the new York times. 
what did you learn from that 
experience that has helped you 
create better projects?

I learned a ton at the 
New York Times. It com-
pletely changed the way I 
look at data. But to back 
up a bit, I’m a statistics 
student and actually had 
very little design experi-
ence coming into the in-
ternship. I was used to 
dealing with raw data and 
making graphs, but it was 
more for analysis and not 
so much to communicate 
a story. At The New York 
Times though, I was usu-
ally graphing processed 
data. The analysis was 
already done for me, and 
it was my job to visualize 
the results of the analysis. 
This of course wasn’t always 
the case. There were times 

when I had to dig through databases 
to find what I needed. 

Anyway, the reason I mention 

this is because it gave me a differ-
ent perspective on data. Sometimes 
the data that people give you doesn’t 
quite make sense or there are miss-
ing values that are actually pretty 
important. Maybe the units are off, 
or something should have increased 
from one year to the other instead of 
decreased. The New York Times is 
very careful in their reporting and 
will go to great lengths to make sure 
the data are right. If there’s any 
uncertainty at all, I’d call the source 
to verify. A couple of times I remem-
ber spending a whole day trying to 
verify a single data point, which was 
something I wasn’t used to. Because 
the New York Times has such a big 
audience, if anyone made a mistake, 
most likely a reader would catch it, 
especially since Times readers seem 
to be pretty data savvy.

From a design perspective, the 
most important thing I learned was 
that little changes to a graphic can 
make a huge difference. Usually we 
don’t give a lot of thought to things 
like the width of a line, alignment, 
or half a font point size, but it adds 
up. Little things here and there can 
make a graphic much more readable 
and hence, lend itself to storytelling 
much better. Even different shades 
of gray for bars on a chart or the 
space and width of each individual 
bar plays a role in useful visualiza-
tion. Design is often thought of as 
pure aesthetics–just make it pretty. 
I learned at the Times though that 
it’s also about readability, function-
ality, and usability (for the interac-
tive pieces). A shift of text a half 
centimeter to the left could reduce 
clutter, and a subtle color change 
could change the mood completely.

By renee martin-Kratzer

In the post-inauguration flurry of forwarded links, one item stood 
out. “The Worldwide Inauguration via Twitter” graphic tracks mes-

sages featuring the words inauguration and “positive attitude.” You 
can see for yourself at http://projects.flowingdata.com/inauguration/. 
The creator, Nathan Yau, is a UCLA doctoral candidate in statistics 
who is the artistic mastermind behind many intriguing graphics. 
He shares his thoughts on the importance of data visualization with 
Viewpoints readers.

Design + numbers
= more meaningful data

Q&A WITH NATHAN YAU

Nathan Yau is a 
doctoral candi-
date in statistics 
at UCLA and 
writes for the 
data visualization 
and statistics 
blog, FlowingDa-
ta (http://flow-
ingdata.com). He 
also freelances 
as a graphic 
designer. His 
research focuses 
on bringing data 
into everyday 
life. 
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A lot is written about 
how people and orga-
nizations learn.  It’s in 
reading some of that lit-
erature that I stumbled 
across the whole incom-
petence thing. The Fifth 
Discipline Handbook, by 
Peter Senge et al., states 
that people who admit 
that they are ignorant 
and incompetent are, by 
definition, ready engage 
their curiosity. And they 
are ready to learn. 

Incompetence is the 
opposite of expertise.  
Self-acknowledged “ex-
perts” have many ideas 
set firmly in their brains.  
They know stuff. And 
they’ve spent a lot a lot of time rein-
forcing and defending that knowledge. 
Because of their expertise, these folks 
are not always ready to learn.

Research tells us that challenging 
entrenched knowledge causes cogni-
tive dissonance.  Cognitive disso-
nance is that uncomfortable feeling 
you get when your brain simultane-
ously processes contradictory ideas.   
It’s also that uncomfortable feeling 
that you get when you need to admit 
that you’re wrong about something. 

Experts, like the rest of us, be-
come uncomfortable when they need 
to deal with something new – espe-
cially if that new concept challenges 
entrenched beliefs.

However, this discomfort is not 
such a big problem when people 
admit that need to learn. By ac-
knowledging that they are ignorant 
and incompetent, people don’t feel as 
much cognitive dissonance. People 
who acknowledge their knowledge 
deficit are ideally positioned to learn, 
especially since they have fewer un-
comfortable feelings to deal with.

And it’s not just individual people 

who experience this 
stuff. Anyone who’s been 
in a faculty meeting 
realizes that cognitive 
dissonance can occur on 
both organizational and 
personal levels. We’ve 
all attended meetings 
where a “that’s not the 
way we do it” attitude 
is really a manifesta-
tion of an organization’s 
discomfort with the pos-
sibility of change.

Fortunately, there 
are known processes 
that enhance learning, 
inspire innovation and 
harness collaborative 
knowledge.  Some of 
these processes tell us 

how to create “learning organiza-
tions.” One would think that uni-
versities should be logical places 
for learning organizations. We are 
schools and we are in the teach-
ing business aren’t we? Aren’t we 
already there? Perhaps. 

But it’s possible, and maybe even 
typical, for colleges and universities 
to be organizations where arcane 
routines and excessive individualism 
are institutionalized and rewarded. 

Ironically, research-based institu-
tions may foster attitudes contrary 
to published research. For example, 
team teaching and collaborative 
research are often not rewarded even 
though a lot literature points to their 
strengths. So, how do we fix this?

One solution might be to take a 
building full of experts and, well, try 
to make them into ignorant incom-
petents. In the process, we might 
create a group of motivated individu-
als and transform an institution into 
a learning organization.

Here’s the first step. Senge and 
others suggest that it’s possible – 
and even necessary – to maintain 

a sense of personal mastery while 
fostering a culture of organizational 
learning. Many of the techniques 
described in his and other books 
describe methods of managing group 
behavior in a way that hidden emo-
tional reactions–such as cognitive 
dissonance–are minimized. When 
this happens, knowledge is gained 
through meaningful discussion.

It’s likely to be a difficult journey. 
The good news is that we never have 
to complete the journey. Because 
learning organizations are full of 
people who are “ignorant and incom-
petent,” these people realize that 
they will never perfect their craft. 
In fact, learning organizations are 
full of people will never have to be 
perfect at anything. 

When I first read about this point 
of view, I experienced a great deal 
of cognitive dissonance myself. But 
then I thought about my doctor. 

You might think that I would 
want a doctor who was ready to do 
her job “the right way.” (This seems 
especially true to me if one consid-
ers that her job be to fix something 
inside my body.)

However, I want my doctor to 
admit that, in a limited way, she is 
ignorant and incompetent.

If she admits her incompetence, 
she’s in a great position to “practice” 
medicine. When my doctor says she 
“practices” medicine, she is telling 
me that she wants to learn more 
about it. So, if she practices medi-
cine, she’s getting better each day.

On the other hand, the doctor who 
“learned” medicine and quit “prac-
ticing” may be twenty years behind 
the times. I’m not sure I’d want this 
doctor working on my innards.

When we teach, we operate on 
our students’ innards. We help their 
minds grow.  So, perhaps we should 
“practice” our craft, too. 

That’s why I’m trying to admit 
my ignorance and incompetence. It’s 
so that I can truly practice teach-

I’ve set some new goals for myself. I’m aspiring to be ignorant and 
incompetent. And I’m hoping my journalism school will become the 

ignorant and incompetent, too.

Time for a little ignorance
TEACHING TIPS
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continued on page 10
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to join the VisCom listserv, send a message with SuBSCriBe in the message line to AeJmC-ViSCom@liStSerV.miAmi.eDu.

ing students.  This means that I will never “get it 
right” again. And it means that I will challenge 
myself and my organization to get better each day. 
This relieves the cognitive dissonance that I might 
otherwise feel when I, say, ask another teacher to 
observe my teaching. It can be very uncomfortable 
to have another teacher tell me how I can improve. 
The literature on organizational learning provides 
a path for confronting this cognitive dissonance 
and sparking institutional change.

If I can successfully take the first steps, I will 
be on the way toward helping create an organiza-
tion that always makes this year’s classes a little 
better than last year’s.  And  I want to be part of 
and school that knows its curriculum is flawed.  
This knowledge gives us the power to make next 
year’s curriculum better. And it makes us comfort-
able in asking for each other’s observations and 
feedback. If you’d like to join this journey, you 
might be interested in some of these books:

n Schools That Learn: A Fifth Discipline Field 
Book For Educators, Parents, and Everyone Who 
Cares about Education, by Peter Senge, et al.
n Learning Communities: Reforming Undergradu-
ate Education by Barbara Leigh Smith, et al. 
n The Organizational Learning Cycle: How We 
Can Learn Collectively, by Nancy M. Dixon. Mis-
takes Were Made (But Not by Me), by Carol Tavris 
and Elliott Aronson

 Perhaps, like me, you will also aspire to be 
ignorant and in competent.

Continued from Page 7
DaILEY

Continued from Page 8
Q&a
Q: the new York times has 
the Visualization lab that lets 
readers manipulate data. Do 
you think it’s important for 
news web sites to offer this to 
readers? 

Yeah, for sure, especially 
since the news continues 
to move online. People get 
more and more comfortable 
with data, and you can see 
that in reader reactions 
whenever 

The New York Times puts 
up an interesting or inno-
vative graphic. The news 
is essentially data to some 
degree. We’ve seen this idea 
exemplified with stuff like 
Everyblock from Adrian 
Holovaty and company.

Q: what are your top three 
most favorite projects?

In no particular order...
1) Walmart and Target 
growth maps, http://projects.
flowingdata.com/walmart 
and http://projects.flowing-
data.com/target

When I made these, I was 
really just messing around 
trying to learn something 
new, but the growth pat-
terns of the two super store 
giants are pretty interesting, 
especially Walmart’s growth. 
It’s very organic. The maps 
seemed to have struck a 
chord with readers with 
hundreds of thousands of 
views. It gets people inter-
ested in data, which is the 
whole point of FlowingData.

2) your.flowingdata
http://your.flowingdata.com

This one’s part of my dis-
sertation. It’s a web applica-
tion that lets people collect 
data about themselves via 
Twitter. For example, people 
can track their sleeping hab-

its, eating, weight or when 
they smoke a cigarette. Then 
[they] get a graphical view 
of their life in data, so to 
speak. It’s still in the begin-
ning stages, but the goal 
is to intertwine data with ev-
eryday life. The two are very 
much related.

3) Progress: A Graphical 
Report on the State of the 
World

“Progress” has been a pet 
project of mine for the past 
month, but I’m really in love 
with the idea. In a nutshell, 
there are a lot of data about 
our world that is publicly 
available like health indica-
tors and literacy. 

But it’s all in spread 
sheets and HTML tables. So 
I’m making a visual report 
out of that data, which is 
really important but sort 
of unseen by most, to make 
certain data about our world 
more visual. 

 
Q: what has been your favorite 
viewer comment that you’ve 
received?

In response to a post 
about your.flowingdata, 
someone commented, “Would 
love to use this. Looks great. 
Nice human touches.” Hu-
manizing the data... that’s 
my goal. :)

Q: what types of skills do jour-
nalism students need to learn 
in order to do data visualiza-
tion?

Learn graphic design and 
how to program. Program-
ming takes time, but if you 
really get into it, a lot of 
doors will open. Program-
ming lets you analyze data 
more efficiently and create 
interactive graphics like the 
stuff you see on news sites 
like CNN at the New York 
Times. Also, don’t be afraid 
of numbers. 


