
Taking data further
Data expert David McCandless writes:
Data is the new soil. Because for me, it feels like a fertile,
creative medium...If you look at [data] directly, it’s just a 
lot of numbers and disconnected facts. But if you start
working with it and playing with it in a certain way,
interesting [stories] can appear.
Community storytelling and data-literacy are the water 
and fertilizer needed to grow data into tools for solving 
social issues. 

How is this different from other
data visualization tools?
Edward Segel and Jeffery Segel
write, “Currently, most
sophisticated visualization tools
focus on data exploration and
analysis. Applications such as
spreadsheets and visualization
tools support an array of analysis
routines and visual encodings, but
beyond exporting images for
presentation typically provide
scant support for crafting stories
with analysis results. As such, they
provide powerful vehicles for
discovering ‘stories’, but do little
to aid narrative communication of
these findings to others.”(
Narrative Visualization: Telling
Stories with Data) The
CitizenAtlas will focus on
storytelling techniques and treat
data as a storytelling tool.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Overview
Imagine if every local media outlet, non-profit organization, community 
researcher and citizen journalist had the ability to create visual 
narratives with the level of design, polish and comprehensiveness of the 
New York Times. While countless free data tools are available, we strive 
to create a platform for community actors with varied backgrounds and 
skill levels to combine storytelling techniques with data.

As a means of raising the awareness of important issues and directing 
action to improve peoples’ lives, The Piton Foundation is building a 
digital CitizenAtlas, which offers tools and techniques for community 
advocates to tell data-driven stories, leveraging untapped, on-the-
ground knowledge and the growing availability of civic data, 
empowering them to create their own media-rich, interactive data 
narratives.

A recent article, “Narrative Visualization: Telling Stories with Data” by 
Edward Segel and Jeffrey Heer from Stanford University, provides a 
taxonomy of methods experienced journalists use to tell data stories. 
We will extend this work to construct a typology of data narratives that 
will inform the requirements for constructing a data narrative builder.  
We will engage communitypartners to develop scenarios describing a 
diverse set of users to learn how they would leverage data-driven 
stories to advance their efforts.

The CitizenAtlas will build on Piton’s 15 years of democratizing neighborhood-level data to create an 
unprecedented platform that turns information into an actionable tool and empowers people who can drive 
social change.

Examples of how the platform could be leveraged.

School reform in Denver has expanded public school offerings, forcing parents to navigate a sea of
choices including existing neighborhood schools, innovation schools, turn-around efforts and proposed
new charters. In Northeast Denver alone, a redesign includes five new options for middle school and six
for high school. The Atlas will provide a venue for groups such as Metro Organizations for People, who
are working on this issue, to contextualize outcomes and performance through shared student and
parent stories.

In northwest Aurora, international
refugees resettle in the Grace Apartment
Complex. With the Atlas, local partners
could work with refugees to use data and
personal experience to document their
journeys from all corners of the globe to
this diverse community.

Why does data matter to communities?

A thriving democracy hinges on full citizen 
engagement, which stems from data-supported 



knowledge. Data is a powerful tool for change -but not in a vacuum. Data-literacy and community storytelling 
are the water and fertilizer needed to grow data into tools for solving social issues. The Atlas will transform 
data from an abstract collectionof numbers into an asset that connectsissues to actors.

The Atlas will strengthen our information ecosystem by developing more skilled, data-literate consumers, 
storytellers and story-sharers. On the supply side, citizens, researchers and journalists will be able map 
characteristics of people, environments and systems to describe their community's resources, the issues it 
faces, and the efforts underway to address them. On the demand side, community members will be 
empowered to use data as an instrument for change.

Anticipated Outcomes
A nexus of expert analysis and experiential knowledge, the Atlas will create a more data-rich environment 
and support citizens and organizations with the tools to navigate their new information ecosystem. 
Ultimately, we envision a heightened level of community data-literacy and a place for citizens, journalists and 
researchers to share their stories with a broader audience.

The abundance of data in the digital age has opened a divide between organizations and people equipped 
with the skills to interpret data and engage in an increasingly complex world and those who lack this capacity 
and are left paralyzed by numbers, graphs and maps. The training tools and outreach components of the Atlas 
will take steps toward bridging this data-literacy gap, starting with the non-profits and organizations in our 
local community. 

Atlas users will be able to advocate their interests with data and information. When parents go to school 
meetings armed with the information they need to ask the right questions, they will be more effective 
participants. When community organizers appeal to local policy-makers, they can back up their on-the-
ground experience with data to be more compelling advocates.

Measuring Success
Direct Impact:In order to monitor and improve upon the Atlas’ performance, we will track operational 
metrics such as web-traffic, new story counts, and registered citizen and professional contributors. Because 
increasing data-literacy is a primary goal, we will perform a baseline study of data-literacy and measure the 
change in fluency for citizens who successfully complete data-literacy training. We will measure the reach of 
the Atlas by tracking stories that are picked up by external media outlets.

Indirect Impact:Systems change in social issues such as education and health involve factors that are driven 
by -but not directly tied to -the Atlas. Our logic model will account for the Atlas’ broader impact. We will 
develop case studies to understand how the degree of engagement and perceived level of influence among 
users evolves, and interview decision-makers to learn how Atlas stories inform policy creation or 
implementation.

Partners
The CitizenAtlas is being generously supported by the Knight Foundation through their Community 
Information Challenge grant.  Locally, The Denver Foundation will be a primary partner in the projectThe 
foundation plans to engage a diverse set of stakeholders to participate in Atlas development and community 
engagement.  The foundation has a long history of funding community organizations in Denver and has close 
relationships with local grassroots groups who could be the Atlas’ key content contributors and data-literacy 
ambassadors. Over the years, we have helped to create the Colorado Community Organizing Collaborative, 
the Metro Denver Black Church Initiative and other neighborhood leadership programs. 

Media and research partners, who will use the Atlas to publish content and grow a community of data-literate 
citizen contributors, include: EdNews Colorado, The Colorado Children’s Campaign, Health Solutions, I-News, 
and The Denver Post.  Community partners, starting with our own grantees, who will be major content 
contributors to the Atlas and provide the vital conduit to citizen data-literacy efforts, include: schools, health 
clinics, church and ethnic leaders, and community advocacy organizations such as Metro Organizations for 
People and Padres y Jovenes Unidos.



About the Piton Foundation.

Piton is dedicated to increasing the 
flow of information for decision-
makers at all levels in Colorado. We 
support the information needs of 
underserved communities through 
funding media outlets and operating 
programs such as the Earned Income 
Tax Credit Outreach Campaign and the 
Data Initiative, which combines 
expertise in data, visualization and 
mapping with multicultural 
communications targeting hard-to-
reach markets. The Data Initiative has 
experience using data to drive social 
change. For example, we provided a 
local advocacy group with data and 
analysis that helped them appeal for 
more equitable and informed school 
closures. 

As part of a new major initiative, Piton 
is focusing its capacity on a 14-mile 
wide Denver Children’s Corridor. More 
than two-thirds of the 50,000 children 
living in the area are at risk. The Atlas 
would serve as a primary tool for 
multidirectional information sharing 
with people living and working there. 
In the Children’s Corridor -a test-bed 
for a scalable CitizenAtlas -Piton 
would assess the tool’s ability as a ‘pull 
platform’ to attract interest, monitor 
outcomes, and enable the creation and 
dissemination of top-down and 
bottom-up data stories.

As the Atlas becomes more robust, we willseek and engage 
local and national foundations to partner in expanding its 
reach.

Sustainability
Initially, the Atlas will be launched as an information tool to 
support Piton’s Children’s Corridor Initiative, a 20-year 
initiative with a multimillion dollar commitment to 
improving health and education outcomes. As an 
information-centric organization, Piton will continue to 
provide dedicated resources to support the development of 
the Atlas and its implementation in the Children’s Corridor.

Piton supports building the Atlas as an open-source tool 
foundations and NGOs can adopt and apply to their own 
geographies and issues. Developers in the open-source 
community can build new functionality and expand the 
CitizenAtlas platform. In addition, our connection with the 
National Neighborhood Indicators Partnership provides an 
ideal conduit for replicating the Atlas in cities across the U.S.

Once the tool is established, we anticipate the scope project 
could grow larger than Piton. Its management could 
transition into a separate organization, opening potential for 
further partnerships with organizations -such as 
newspapers and universities -who could use the data 
narrative builder CMS in their work. The Atlas staff could 
also be data storytelling and consulting service providers.



REQUIREMENTS

There are three distinct but tightly interwoven aspects to the CitizenAtlas project:

1)We will develop an open-source software toolthat allows users to tap into existing data and 
information, developing their own content with integrated data visualizations, and then push their 
finished product through various channels (print, embed, social media, etc.) to most effectivelyreach 
their desired audiences.  

2)We will develop a training and outreach strategyto empower organizations to become more 
powerful data consumers and storytellers.  

3)In Denver,we will develop a web platform that hosts locally generated storiesand serves as a
forum for exposure and dialogue around important issues. It will offertools for building community
capacity to effectively build and deploy data-narratives.

Data Narrative Builder: StoryBase

Software components of the project will include creating a CMS data narrative builder based on a data 
narrative typology, seamless integration with data providers, the ability to export stories to print, web, and 
mobile devices, query tools for finding related content from other sources, a language translator, and 
connectivity to like-minded sites and social media outlets.

We anticipate this project will require a high degree of user experience consideration and interaction design.  
We expect engagement with likely content providers (analysts, researchers, citizens) to construct data 
narratives, a validation process for vetting the accuracy of contributed content, and an interface for external 
audiences interacting with content developed through Atlas.

Core Elements

A Data Narrative Builder Content Management System (StoryBase)
Element 1 - Story Chooser.  A tool that guides users through the process of developing a story and offers a 
typology of templates that users can choose to use as a basis in composing theirstories.



a. Develop a web-based tutorial that walks users though the best practices in using narrative 
devices in non-fiction, journalistic related composition.

b.Offer a typology of templates for users to choose from as they develop their story.  For 
example In Narrative Visualization: Telling Stories with Data, Edward Segel and Jeffrey Heer 
describe seven genres of narrative visualization: magazine style, annotated chart, 
partitioned poster, flow chart, comic strip, slide show, and video.  

For reference, see:
- The Art and Craft of Feature Writing: Based on The Wall Street Journal Guide, William E. Blundell
- Telling True Stories: A Nonfiction Writers' Guide from the Nieman Foundation at Harvard University, Mark 
Kramer

- Writing Tools: 50 Essential Strategies for Every Writer, Roy Clark (Poynter Institute)

Element 2 - News gathering to locate context. A tool that helps users find multimedia, social media, data, 
articles, etc. to integrate into their story.

For reference, see:
- www.storify.com–“a way to tell stories using social media such as Tweets, photos and videos. 
You search multiple social networks from one place, and then drag individual elements into your 
story. You can re-order the elements and also add text to give context to your readers. “

Element 3–Build Interactive Narrative VisualizationsWhile other web-based data visualization tools 
such as Many Eyes, Tableau Public, and Google Fusion Tables provide data upload, exploration and 
visualization functions, StoryBase will provide users will tools to tell their stories with data.

a. Integration with Data Commons and other data APIs*
b.Data Interpretation Tools.  

i.Data Exploration, Inquiry and Interpretation
c. Annotating data visualizations

i.Within internal visualization packager
ii.Leverage use of existing open data visualization platforms and add custom 
annotation

d.Narrative Visualization Templates.  
i.Integrate a set of narrative visualization templates described above (Element 1.b)
ii.Build modular content piecesto enable users to create full stories or leverage an 
individual module. (API for content)

iii.Export to print, web, mobile, social media. (both full narrative visualization and 
individual content modules)

e. Language translator
f. Documentation and supporting tutorials
c. Product branding, marketing and rollout

*The Data Commons is parallel data platform in development designed to warehouse a vast array of 
social data sets from multiplesources, across multiple years 
(see: http://www.box.net/shared/static/x1tf7thhym81aplmhkz8.pdffor more information)  



LOCAL IMPLEMENTATION

Building Data-Storytelling Capacity in
Community

In order to be successful, we need to develop the data 
storytelling capacity of our community by leveraging the 
influence and knowledge of non-profits and neighborhood 
associations as partners. This will include the 
development of multilingual guides and tutorials and the training of ambassadors, embedded in 
neighborhood organizations, who can promote data-literacy within hard-to-reach populations.

Additionally, we will sample the community, from community organizers to parents to policy-makers, to 
gauge their current level of data-literacy -for example, we may test their comprehension of New York Times
data stories -and learn about the types of data education tools needed to support this project.

Core Elements

1.Needs and Capacity Assessment: Engage key set of community partners to learntheir storytelling 
and data needs and capacity.
a. Needs

i.Types of stories they might tell
ii.Projected audiences

b.Capacity
i.Degree of data literacy

2.Degree of story-telling/communications ability2. Develop a Training Strategy
i.Multilingual guides and tutorials
ii.Training ambassadors
iii.Train the trainer

3.Develop a Technical Assistance strategy where Piton and other partners can provide real time 
support to storytellers.

The Children’s Corridor Atlas
(Front End Website | Local Implementation)

The Children’s Corridor, an area in North Denver housing some of theregion’s poorest communities, will 
serve as a pilot for the public release of the project. Our neighborhood partner organizations, who have deep 
access to and familiarity with this community, will serve as ambassadors, data-literacy hubs and Atlas 
authors. A trained team of data storytellers will run workshops with partners helping them to use local 
knowledge to create data narratives to share with their constituencies. We will release the first series of 
StoryBase pilot data narratives created by Piton, journalists and partners, along with a marketing and data-
literacy campaign.

Most likely the site will assume many of the characteristics (and potentially look and feel) of other hyperlocal 
media outlets.  The site will referto issues and circumstances within a well-defined community with local 
contributors.One distinction is that, while we anticipate local consumption from within the Children’s 
Corridor, the site will be built as a vehicle to shine a spotlight more broadly on the issues and challenges 
facing underserved neighborhoods in metro Denver.

The power of stories
“I think people have begun to forget how 
powerful human stories are, exchanging 
their sense of empathy for a fetishistic 
fascination with data, networks, patterns, 
and total information... Really, the data is 
just part of the story. The human stuff is the 
main stuff, and the data should enrich it.” 
–Jonathan Steer



Core Elements:
The website’s functional requirements are still in development but basic requirements will include:

1.Integration of StoryBase data narrative builder
2.Space for other types of contributions –text, multimedia, etc. without a data component
3.Functionality to push stories to other outlets 

a. Social media integration
b.Story widgets that can be pulled and embedded on other sites
c. Print-based

4.Product branding, marketing and rollout


