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TERA Research Brief Process: 
Guide for Creating Impactful Visuals  

 

About this guide:  

Crafting impactful figures is central to the TERA brief writing process. Good charts help us communicate key 
ideas from the research and the messages we want readers to walk away remembering. This guide is designed to 
provide tips for creating informative and clear figures for TERA briefs. The tips highlighted below come from 
insights and learnings we have had by collaborating with various stakeholders during and after the brief 
production process. 

 
Why good charts and figures are important   

TERA’s key audiences are policymakers and practitioners at the state at district levels who are most interested in 
what the main takeaways of the research are and how the findings impact their work. For these audiences, charts 
and figures help quickly convey important information in a way that is accessible and easy to understand.  

In addition to the text, charts and figures are just as critical to explaining and supporting the key takeaways from 
the research. Because these audiences may only skim the text and look at the graphics for most of the context, the 
figures we create may be the only component of the brief a reader fully absorbs and are therefore central to the 
research translation process.   

 
General tips:  

1) Charts should be able to stand on their own. TERA charts and figures should be able to be easily 
understood on their own, without any verbal explanation. If additional context is needed (such as an 
explanation of a confidence interval or statistical significance), be sure to put it in a call-out box so the 
reader does not have to search for this in the text. 
 

2) In general, represent numbers in chart form rather than tables. Tables have the ability to convey a lot 
of information, but it is often hard for a reader to tease out meaning from the numbers alone. Graphs or 
charts help bring the comparisons to life so the reader does not have to “hunt” for meaning, and help 
ensure the reader is making the comparisons you actually want them to make.  
 

3) Avoid jargon. Charts and tables should be free of jargon that will only serve to confuse readers. When 
using terms that are common in the research world or to a specific project either in the labeling or title, it 
is best to find another way to describe the term that a non-technical audience will better understand. 
 

Chart Purpose: 

1) Ensure the purpose of the chart is clear. The chart itself should serve to tell the story (or part of the 
story) of the key takeaway it represents. If the chart does NOT clearly match what is in the main takeaway, 
it should be revised. 
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Example of what we want: 
Key takeaway: Turnover among black teachers is especially high when they are racially isolated. Black teachers 
turn over at higher rates when they have few black teachers as colleagues.  
 

 

 

Example of what we are hoping to avoid: 
Key takeaway: Black teachers, particularly black male teachers, are more likely to leave their schools than white 
teachers. However, they generally move to different schools rather than leave the profession altogether.  

 

 
Labeling: 

1) Titles - Chart titles should be clear, concise, and describe the main takeaway.  
 

2) Axes – Chart axes should be clear and easily guide the reader so little time is needed to digest what is 
happening. When appropriate, (such as when the chart units are in standard deviations) label 0, any 
negative numbers and positive numbers so the reader understands how the comparisons work.  
 

The graph’s 
purpose is clear 
and matches the 
text of the main 

takeaway.   

The graph’s contents 
do not match the 

main takeaway. The 
graph shows 

turnover by year 
between black and 

white teachers, 
whereas the main 

takeaway is 
primarily about 
transfer rates.   
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3) Greek symbols – Always avoid using Greek symbols in charts and graphs. They may make sense to 
researchers, but they are seldomly understood by audiences without a technical background. Substitute 
them with real numbers. 
 

4)  Numeric labels – When possible, use numeric labels (such as percentages or numbers above bar graphs).  

 

Example of what we want: 

 

 

 
Example of what we are hoping to avoid: 
 
Figure 1.   
 

 

• Clear title that 
describes the main 
takeaway 

• Clear axis labeling 
(with description 
of what 0 
represents) 

• Numeric labeling 
above/below bars 

• No Greek symbols 

• Title does describe 
main takeaway 
from the graph 
(need additional 
context to 
understand) 

• Labeling is good, 
but uses Greek 
symbols instead of 
real numbers  

• No axis labels on 
the bottom 
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Extraneous Information: 

1) Strip charts of extraneous information that may confuse the reader. Extra data points that do not 
clearly add to the story being told may do more to confuse the reader rather than clarify a point for them. 
It is best to decide what is central to the main takeaway and only display data that tells this story.  
 
 

Example of what we want: 
Key takeaway: On average, principal turnover negatively impacts student achievement and teacher retention,  
though the effects are modest.  

 

 

Example of what we are hoping to avoid: 
Key takeaway: On average, principal turnover negatively impacts student achievement 
 and teacher retention, though the effects are modest. 

Figure 3: The Effect of Principal Turnover in Missouri and Tennessee:  
Teacher Retention Rate 
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F igure 3: Teacher  Reten t ion  Drops
in  Years Following Turnover

In comparison… 

• Take out Missouri 
data – this is about 
TN only 

• Remove years 
before the 
principal turnover 
year. It’s important 
for the research 
article, but not for 
non-technical 
audiences. 


