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Course Description 
In 1945 Vannevar Bush decried the deleterious effect of information overload and poor data 
management, noting that Mendel’s groundbreaking work on genetics was lost to the world for a 
generation because it was not accessible to those who might expand upon it.  More than half a 
century later, the situation has increased exponentially: Contemporary culture is characterized by 
information overload, data deluge and an awareness of the systems complexity of a globally 
networked world. As such it is no surprise that the visual display of information has exploded as a 
means of representing vast datasets.   
 
Infographics and three-dimensional simulations join conventional pie charts and bar graphs as 
numerous consumer level tools for creating these visualizations have emerged over the last few 
years.  Critical engagement with these images, with their underlying data structures, and with the 
tools that produce them will form the basis of this course, as we move through the interpretation 
and production of information visualizations in various forms.  
 
Texts: 
Required: The Wall Street Journal Guide to Information Graphics (Donna Wong), available at the 

USC Bookstore or Amazon 
Recommended: Universal Principles of Design (William Lidwell, Kritina Holden, Jill Butler) 
 2010 Rockport P. (pdf posted on class wiki) 
Other readings available on course wiki including excerpts from Alfred Crosby’s The Measure of 
Reality: Quantification and Western Society, 1250-1600 
 
Grading Breakdown 
Reading responses     15% 
Software exercises (2)     15% 
Project I: Comparative Viz     25% 
Final Project:  Prototype    25% 



Peer Review      10% 
Presentation (open topic)                       10% 
      
    
Statement on Fair Use: Fair use is a legal principle that defines certain limitations on the exclusive 
rights of copyright holders. MA+P projects are produced with fair use doctrines in mind using its 
four pillars: (1) the purpose and character of use, (2) the nature of the copyrighted work, (3) the 
amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the copyrighted work as a whole, and 
(4) the effect of the use upon the potential market for or value of the copyrighted work. Generally 
speaking, this means you must only use as much of a copyrighted work as is necessary to make 
your point, and you must cite your sources accordingly.  
 
Citation Guidelines: We assert that work produced in our classes is covered under the Doctrine of 
Fair Use. In order to make this claim, however, all projects must include academically appropriate 
citations in the form of a References section, which covers all sources, in order to receive a passing 
grade. The References section is either included in the project itself or as a separate document, as 
appropriate. We follow the Kairos Journal of Rhetoric, Technology and Pedagogy style guide 
<http://kairos.technorhetoric.net/styleguide.html> for citation purposes; Kairos uses a modified 
APA format, whose general guidelines and specific examples may be found here: 
<http://kairos.technorhetoric.net/styleguide.html#apa> Computer code is often shared and reused. 
This is appropriate in a MA+P course unless otherwise directed by the assignment sheet. If you do 
use code, you should attribute it. Please follow these protocols from MIT which call for placing a 
comment in one's code with a url to the original source, a note if it was adapted, and the date of 
retrieval: <https://integrity.mit.edu/handbook/writing-code> 

Statement on Academic Integrity: USC seeks to maintain an optimal learning environment. 
General principles of academic honesty include the concept of respect for the intellectual property 
of others, the expectation that individual work will be submitted unless otherwise allowed by an 
instructor, and the obligations both to protect one’s own academic work from misuse by others as 
well as to avoid using another’s work as one’s own. All students are expected to understand and 
abide by these principles. Scampus, the Student Guidebook, contains the Student Conduct Code in 
Section 11.00, while the recommended sanctions are located in Appendix A: 
http://www.usc.edu/dept/publications/SCAMPUS/gov/. Students will be referred to the Office of 
Student Judicial Affairs and Community Standards for further review, should there be any 
suspicion of academic dishonesty. The Review process can be found at: 
http://www.usc.edu/student-affairs/SJACS/. 

Statement for Students with Disabilities: Any student requesting academic accommodations 
based on a disability is required to register with Disability Services and Programs (DSP) each 
semester. A letter of verification for approved accommodations can be obtained from DSP. Please 
be sure the letter is delivered to me (or to TA) as early in the semester as possible. DSP is located in 
STU 301 and is open 8:30 a.m.–5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. 



Weekly schedule: subject to change as necessary to improve the course. Please refer to the weekly 
schedule in the class wiki, which will always be kept current.  

JAN 

1/10: Introduction, course overview. Screening of All Watched Over by machines of Loving Grace, 
episode 2, The Use and Abuse of Vegetational Concepts. Enroll in course wiki. For next time, 
please prepare introductory prompt, set up a landing page in the course wiki and read “Bomb 
Parts,” from Weapons of Math Destruction.  

1/17:). Models and Metaphors. How do models cull data? How does one judge the veracity of   
Introductory Infographics presented (as time permits). For next time, please read The Measure of 
Reality chapters 1, 5, 7 and listen to the Under the Skin podcast, episode 33 with Kehinde Andrews, 
“Is Trump Better for Black America than Obama?” 

1/24: A History of Quantification: Structures of Data Society. Reading discussion. For next time, 
please read WSJ’s Guide to Info Graphics, Chapters 1 and 2. Get a Tableau account from here < 
tableau.com/student> and view one training video from the Tableau site: 
https://www.tableau.com/learn ) 

FEB 

2/7: From data to information.  First project assigned. Tableau workshop. For next time, please read 
The Information, Chapter 4, “To Throw the Powers of Thought into Wheel-Work,” and The History 
of the Scatter Plot.   

2/14: Culling data. Tutorials and tool overview. For next time, please read the WSJ’s Guide to Info 
Graphics, chapters 3, 4 and 5.   

2/21: Good and bad practices. Sign up for presentation (weeks 12-14). For next time, please read 
Ch 1 of The Secret Language of Color, and “Color and Information,” (Tufte).  

2/28: The impact of color and font. Vision, machine and human. First project due. Structured peer 
review assigned.  

MAR 

3/7: Sensory data: computer vision. Structured peer review due on course wiki. For next time, 
please read Johanna Drucker’s “Humanities Approaches to Graphical Display,” DHQ, 2012. 



3/14: Exceptions and outliers. Final project assigned and discussed.  For next time, read “Data Not 
Seen: The use and shortcomings of social media metrics,” by Nancy Baym in First Monday: 
http://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/4873/3752 

3/21: Collective wisdom and statistical evidence. For next time, please read “Coping with the Big 
Data Dump: Towards a Framework for Enhanced Information Representation,” (Kratky, et al) First 
Monday: http://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/5507/4574 

3/28: Presentations. Workshop final project plans.  

APR 

4/4: Presentations cont’d.  

4/11: Workshops and catch up work.  

4/18: Workshops cont’d.   

4/25: Last Class: Course evaluations, project updates. 

Final May 2, 2-4pm. Final project presentations. Any revised work due on the wiki.  

 


