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INTRODUCTION
Over the past eight weeks, I stopped seeing charts as mere tools for showing results and began viewing data visualization as a means of communication, persuasion, and decision-making. The course taught me that good visuals start with a clear purpose, audience, and message, not with software like Tableau. I moved from exploring data for my own understanding to telling stories that help the audience know what matters and what to do. In this reflection, I will share what worked well, what was challenging, my preferences, and how I plan to use these lessons at work.
EFFECTIVE LEARNING OUTCOMES
One of the most important things I learned was how to make visuals clearer by reducing clutter. The idea that "clutter is your enemy" changed how I design charts. Now, I notice when there are too many gridlines, extra labels, or colors that do not serve a purpose. By removing unnecessary borders, reducing gridlines, avoiding diagonal text, and labeling data directly, my charts became easier to read and looked more professional. Comparing my charts before and after these changes showed that even small tweaks can make a significant difference in understanding (Knaflic).
I also learned to use pre-attentive attributes, like color and size, on purpose. Before, I picked colors just to make charts look nice, but now I use them to draw attention to what matters. I found that changing the size, color intensity, position, and highlighting helps people see the main point faster than just using text alone. This was especially helpful in Tableau dashboards and presentations, where I could show the audience what to focus on first, next, and last (Few). This skill is useful for workplace dashboards, such as those that show reliability, ticket volumes, or security trends.
Learning about storytelling frameworks helped me turn my analyses into persuasive stories instead of just a series of charts. Using ideas like the three-act structure (setup, conflict, resolution), “Bing, Bang, Bongo,” and clear logic made my presentations stronger, with slide titles and visuals that all support one main message (Duarte; Knaflic). This is especially useful in business, where people want clear recommendations, not just lots of details.
CHALLENGES AND AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT
While the course improved my design thinking, my biggest challenge was balancing the technical work with good storytelling. Sometimes I spend so much time building charts in Tableau—formatting, calculations, filters, and layout—that I do not have enough time to work on the story and explanations. Because of this, the technical side sometimes took over, making it hard to consistently create visuals that were both accurate and clearly explained for the audience.
Another challenge was figuring out how much information to show. It can feel risky to leave out details in case someone asks for them later. Even though the course encouraged simplification, I often found it hard to decide what to leave out and what to include as extra material. This was especially tough when making charts that compared things like states or segments, since showing everything at once made the charts cluttered. Over time, I improved by using summaries, adding notes, and focusing on one main message per chart, but I still see room to grow.
MOST VALUABLE ASPECTS OF THE COURSE 
I really liked learning about real-world principles that explain why some visuals work better than others. Studying concepts such as cognitive load, signal-to-noise ratio, and Gestalt principles made data visualization seem more scientific and grounded in how people see things (Tufte). These ideas gave me better words to use when giving feedback. Now, instead of just saying, “This chart looks messy,” I can point out problems like bad alignment, too many colors, weak hierarchy, or poor contrast.
I also liked the fact that the course treated data visualization as a communication skill, not just a technical one. Tableau was just the tool; the focus was always on the audience, clarity, and purpose. This matches the need at work, since a perfect-looking chart that does not help people make decisions is not useful. Ideas like action-focused titles, notes on visuals, and audience-focused design are especially important when presenting to stakeholders with limited time and attention.
AREAS FOR DEEPER EXPLORATION
I wish there had been more chances to practice full storytelling projects, starting with a raw dataset and ending with an executive summary or slide deck, including several rounds of revisions. We practiced parts of the process—like picking charts, decluttering, focusing attention, and telling stories—but I would have learned more from repeating the whole workflow: figuring out the audience, finding the main idea, planning the story, making visuals, improving the story, and giving the final presentation.
I also wish there had been more focus on accessibility and testing designs. Things like using colorblind-friendly palettes, checking contrast, and ensuring visuals are easy to read are especially important in workplaces where many people use dashboards (Few). More opportunities to get feedback from classmates, like a “fresh perspective” review, would have helped me spot confusion and make my visuals clearer earlier.
AREAS WHERE REDUCED EMPHASIS WOULD BE BENEFICIAL
I would have liked to spend less time fixing minor formatting issues in software, such as adjusting spacing or labels in Tableau or Excel. While formatting matters, it is not immensely helpful to spend too much time fighting with software instead of learning visualization principles. I would rather focus on critiquing and redesigning charts to help people make decisions, not just making them look nice.
I would also have liked less focus on creating many chart variations without an obvious reason. Variations are helpful when they tell a story, such as by showing a pattern and then highlighting a key point. But making different charts just to show types is not as useful in real work. At work, people care more about clarity, efficiency, and relevance than about seeing lots of chart styles.
In short, I would have learned more from practicing full storytelling workflows and getting feedback, and less from dealing with software formatting issues. I learned the most when I could bring together the audience’s needs, the story, and visual design into one clear message.
CONCLUSION
This course changed how I think about data visualization. Now, I see visuals as choices about what to highlight, how people think, and how to persuade, not just about formatting. The most important lessons were to reduce clutter, use visual cues on purpose, and build stories that lead to action. My main challenge was balancing technical work with clear communication, especially when software tasks took a long time. I plan to use these ideas at work, like in dashboards for reliability, security, and analytics, by making visuals that are clear, focused on the audience, and tell a story. In the end, the key is that good data visualization is about sharing meaning, not just making charts.
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