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Seasonal Visual Literacy
Using Current Events to Teach Data and Spatial Literacy Skills with Adaptable 
LibGuides
Jacqueline Fleming, Visual Literacy and Resources Librarian, Indiana University Bloomington, jkflemin@iu.edu; Theresa Quill, Map and 
Spatial Data Librarian, Indiana University Bloomington, theward@indiana.edu

NUTRITION INFORMATION
This recipe is one for your whole commu-
nity! Since the beginning of March 2020, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has changed the way 
we serve our library communities. One huge 
change has been the new emphasis on data 
visualizations that are publicly available and 
not always based on reliable information. 
This constant onslaught of visual information 
created an infodemic (information epidemic) 
that communities across the world were not 
ready to digest.1

This healthy and hearty recipe is for how to 
create a LibGuide on visual literacy and maps. 
The goal in creating this research guide is to 
give your patrons and community the nutri-
tional benefits of data literacy and visual lit-
eracy skills. The combination of ingredients in 
this recipe will create a meal that gives the vi-
tamins and healthy fats needed to recognize 
the different types of information sources 
making visualizations and understand how to 
read visual information and how to assess the 
reliability of the sources and the data pre-
sented in each visual. By focusing on current 
events, this recipe offers immediately action-
able literacy skills in an easy-to-digest format.

TARGET AUDIENCE AND NUMBER 
SERVED
This recipe is adaptable and serves a large 
number of people with a variety of dietary 
preferences. Our original recipe was devel-
oped for the palate of undergraduate stu-
dents and instructors, as well as community 
members. We see this meal being nutritious 
for everyone due to the importance of data 
visualization and maps in our visual culture. 
This recipe can serve the appetites of students 
in any discipline related to a current event.

LEARNING OUTCOMES
People who visit the guide will be able to
•	 describe the importance of visual 

literacy for reading maps, charts, and 
graphs to comprehend the significance 
and reality of current events, specifically 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic

•	 critically analyze data visualizations 
to determine the appropriateness of 
visual representations, including color 
schemes, symbols, map projections, 
data validity, and data aggregation

COOKING TIME
45 minutes

DIETARY GUIDELINES
This recipe fits into the first three frames of 
ACRL’s Framework for Information Literacy for 
Higher Education: Authority Is Constructed 
and Contextual, Information Has Value, and 
Information Creation as a Process. By following 
this recipe, others can create a guide, similar to 
our original, that emphasizes the importance 
of recognizing creator bias, as well as the value 
and impact of the information represented 
in maps and data visualizations labeled as 
authoritative sources in our everyday lives. We 
hope that this recipe gives readers the nutri-
tional basis needed to create researched and 
trustworthy maps and data visualizations as 
well as the skills needed to question maps and 
data visualizations shared every day.

INGREDIENTS
•	 Digital research guide platform (our 

institution uses Springshare’s LibGuides)
•	 Tips for analyzing and evaluating data 

visualizations and maps
•	 Resources that discuss data visualiza-

tions and maps
•	 Examples of the topical data visualiza-

tions and maps you are focusing on in 
your guide
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•	 Data resources related to the data visual-
izations and maps you are discussing

PREPARATION
•	 Collect reliable information about 

data literacy, data visualization, and 
data visualization maps. This is general 
information about critically evaluating 
data visualizations and maps, using your 
current event as an example.

•	 Decide on a format for your research 
guide. Figure out the best structure for 
the information you want to present.

•	 Prepare supporting data related to your 
data visualizations and maps. May sub-
stitute for seasonal current event.

•	 Connect with relevant subject librarians 
for potential collaboration or assistance 
in promotion.

INSTRUCTIONS
Don’t reinvent the wheel! If you’ve prepared 
sufficient information, you should be mostly 
assembling authoritative information. Your 
job is to emphasize the importance of visual 
and data literacy for everyday consumption of 
information and to make connections be-
tween academic writing on visual literacy and 
practical tips for reading maps and charts. We 
found that Twitter (see the North American 
Cartographic Information Society @NACIS for 
cartographers to follow) was an especially 
helpful resource for finding examples that 
connect theory with practical information and 
viral maps. Because this recipe focuses on cur-
rent events, quick response time is important 
for staying relevant, which might mean that 

formal, peer-reviewed literature and visualiza-
tions on this topic are not yet available. This 
is where a librarian can be especially helpful 
in guiding users around dubious visualiza-
tions while not discounting reliable informal 
sources. In the case of COVID-19, government 
agencies quickly created maps that contained 
authoritative information, but were displayed 
in a way that was confusing or didn’t conform 
to traditional cartographic conventions. Walk 
users through how to investigate the data 
source behind the visualization by asking, 
“When was the visualization last updated? 
Are the data current and authoritative? Are 
the data appropriately normalized, or is this a 
choropleth map using totals? Does the map 
use appropriate symbols? What geography 
is being mapped? Do the data match the 
geography?” Be critical of design choices that 
can impact how a map is read, such as color 
scheme, categorization, and projection. (See 
appendix examples.) Fold in some visuals that 
illustrate your thesis, such as maps that nor-
malize data contrasted with maps that do not.

Make sure your research guide is organized 
and adaptable. For example, a main page 
with general information on visual and data 
literacy and sub-pages for specific current 
events, such as COVID-19. For emergent data 
events, be sure to indicate a “best by” date of 
when your guide was last updated. Our guide 
is organized with a general landing page 
containing accessible academic writing on 
visual literacy and map reading. Sub-pages 
for specific current events go into more 
detail about the data and display examples 
of visualizations about that event. At pres-

ent, our guide contains pages on COVID-19, 
presidential election maps of 2020, and Brood 
X cicadas (see figure 1). While the sub-pages 
of our research guide cover specific topics, 
we encourage readers to create visual and 
map literacy guides that cover topics impor-
tant to their library communities. Our recipe 
is not meant to be treated as a set of rules. 
You won’t ruin the meal if you decide to add 
some extra sugar and spice! Other example 
topics that might work for a visual literacy 
and map research guide include how to read 
public health infographics and data visualiza-
tions in sports media.

There are several ways that you can assess 
the effectiveness of your guide and gain 
feedback from patrons. If you use Spring-
share’s LibGuides, you can collect and see 
viewing data. This information can help you 
understand if your advertising of the guide 
is effective. If you do not have the ability to 
collect viewing data, you can gain feedback 
from viewers of the guide through a survey 
or provide an e-mail address where they can 
send feedback.

ADAPTING THE RECIPE
While our recipe focuses on the importance 
of visual and map literacy in relation to CO-
VID-19 maps and data visualizations, you can 
use this recipe for any topic related to visual 
information. For example, ahead of the 2020 
US presidential election we created a page in 
this guide to address the challenges of creat-
ing and reading US election maps and finding 
authoritative data.
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Our Visual Literacy and Map LibGuide
Quill, Theresa, and Jackie Fleming. “Visual Lit-
eracy and Maps.” LibGuide, Indiana University 
Bloomington Libraries. Last updated Novem-
ber 1, 2021. https://guides.libraries.indiana.
edu/visualliteracyandmaps/Home.

Information on Creating Information Re-
search Guides
Puckett, Jason. Modern Pathfinders: Creating 
Better Research Guides (Chicago: Association 
of College and Research Libraries, 2015). 

Sullivan University Library. “A How-to Guide 
for Research.” LibGuide. Last updated Octo-
ber 29, 2021. https://libguides.sullivan.edu/
howtoresearch.

Information about Reading and Analyzing 
COVID-19 Maps and Data Visualizations
Field, Kenneth. “Mapping Coronavirus, 
Responsibly.” ArcGIS Blog, February 25, 2020. 
https://www.esri.com/arcgis-blog/products/
product/mapping/mapping-coronavirus-
responsibly/.

Wiseman, Andrew. “When Maps Lie: Tips 
from a Geographer on How to Avoid Being 
Fooled.” Bloomberg City Lab (blog), June 25, 
2015. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/
articles/2015-06-25/how-to-avoid-being-
fooled-by-bad-maps.

FIGURE 1
A screenshot of the landing page for the LibGuide on cicadas, including a US Forest Ser-
vice map of periodical cicada broods in the United States Reviews/Assessment Strategy

https://guides.libraries.indiana.edu/visualliteracyandmaps/Home
https://guides.libraries.indiana.edu/visualliteracyandmaps/Home
https://libguides.sullivan.edu/howtoresearch
https://libguides.sullivan.edu/howtoresearch
https://www.esri.com/arcgis-blog/products/product/mapping/mapping-coronavirus-responsibly/
https://www.esri.com/arcgis-blog/products/product/mapping/mapping-coronavirus-responsibly/
https://www.esri.com/arcgis-blog/products/product/mapping/mapping-coronavirus-responsibly/
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-06-25/how-to-avoid-being-fooled-by-bad-maps
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-06-25/how-to-avoid-being-fooled-by-bad-maps
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-06-25/how-to-avoid-being-fooled-by-bad-maps
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APPENDIX: TIPS AND TRICKS FOR 
READING COVID-19 MAPS
It is important to remember that all maps are 
created by someone with a bias and specific 
intentions in creating that visual. This is why it 
is essential to analyze and critique every map 
that you see. This is especially true with CO-
VID-19 maps and data visualizations because 
everyone is talking about the pandemic and 
new information is being published every 
day. Below are specific aspects of COVID-19 
maps that you, as a visually literate individual, 
will want to question.
1.	 When was the visualization last updat-

ed? Are the data current and authorita-
tive?

The pandemic situation is changing 
rapidly, so having up-to-date information 
is critical. A good COVID-19 map will tell 
you when the data were updated and 
where they come from.

2.	 Is this a choropleth map using totals?

A choropleth map is a thematic map 
that uses colored, shaded, or patterned 
areas to show values. This is a common 
type of map, though it is not without 
shortcomings. One of the most common 
mistakes with choropleth maps is 
mapping total numbers of an occurrence 
per area. For example, a map showing the 
number of Coronavirus cases per county 
does not take into account that counties 
in the United States have widely varying 
populations. In a map like this, populous 
counties will appear to be disease hot 

spots, even though they might have a 
similar RATE of infection per person. A 
more helpful way to map this information 
would be to normalize the data by 
population (cases per 100,000 people, or 
percent population infected, etc.).

3.	 Does the map use appropriate sym-
bols?

A choropleth map can also make large 
areas appear more important because 
they take up more visual real estate on the 
map. For example, San Bernardino County 
in California is the largest county by 
area in the US, but it has low population 
density. Because of its large area, this can 
make it appear visually more prominent 
in a choropleth map than counties with 
smaller areas but higher populations. A 
proportional symbol or dot-density map 
solves this problem when mapping things 
like cases of COVID-19.

4.	 What level of geography is being 
mapped? Be especially wary of zip 
code maps.

COVID-19 maps at the country level might 
not give enough information about where 
the disease is concentrated (the scene 
looks much different in rural areas than 
cities). Maps of small geographies, such 
as zip codes, have their own issues. For 
an excellent description of why mapping 
zip codes is problematic, see this Twitter 
thread from cartographer Lyzi Diamond: 
https://twitter.com/lyzidiamond/
status/1238168498486022144.

NOTE
1.	 Department of Evidence and 

Intelligence for Action in Health, Office 
of the Assistant Director, Understanding 
the Infodemic and Misinformation in 
the Fight against COVID-19, fact sheet, 
Pan American Health Organization, 
CC BY-NC-SA 3.0 IGO, https://iris.paho.
org/bitstream/handle/10665.2/52052/
Factsheet-infodemic_eng.pdf.

https://twitter.com/lyzidiamond/status/1238168498486022144
https://twitter.com/lyzidiamond/status/1238168498486022144
https://iris.paho.org/bitstream/handle/10665.2/52052/Factsheet-infodemic_eng.pdf
https://iris.paho.org/bitstream/handle/10665.2/52052/Factsheet-infodemic_eng.pdf
https://iris.paho.org/bitstream/handle/10665.2/52052/Factsheet-infodemic_eng.pdf



