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Seasoning and Simmering
Cultivating Data Literacy Skills through an Open Data Hackathon
Peace Ossom-Williamson, MLS, MS, AHIP, Associate Director of NNLM National Center for Data Services and Associate Curator, NYU 
Langone Health, peace.williamson@nyulangone.org

NUTRITION INFORMATION
This recipe provides the steps for developing 
data competitions, such as hackathons, where 
students practice coding and challenge their 
thinking around open data and their uses. 
Hackathons and data competitions foster an 
environment for applying skills learned in the 
classroom or elsewhere and build upon them 
by working on a “project marathon.”1 A hack-
athon is a project that must be started and 
completed in a set amount of time and with 
a given theme. Hackathons may have a lot 
of structure, including focusing on a specific 
issue or problem or a particular output, such 
as an app. However, they often have very little 
structure, and students are left to develop their 
own ideas. Open Data Day (https://opendata-
day.org) is a great opportunity for this event 
because it is an international celebration of the 
use and value of open data and the institutions 
and organizations that support open data. The 
Open Data Hackathon provides an opportunity 
for students to challenge themselves to apply 
or develop new skills, become acquainted with 
open data sources, and work collaboratively 
with students outside of their disciplines.

TARGET AUDIENCE AND NUMBER 
SERVED
15 to 100 participants. (See Chef’s Notes 

regarding larger events.)

LEARNING OUTCOMES
Participants:
• discover how data are formally pro-

duced, organized, and disseminated
• explore information sources; identify 

the purpose and audience of potential 
resources

• define or modify the information need-
ed to achieve a manageable focus

• define a realistic overall plan and time 
line to acquire and build from the 
needed information

• incorporate the data and supporting 
information into their creation

• describe what they created in order to 
garner support for winning the competi-
tion

COOKING TIME
Preparation time depends upon the size of 
the hackathon. A hackathon that has around 
20 participants may take a month or two 
to plan, whereas a hackathon with 60–100 
participants would take 6 months. Planning 
for larger hackathons, hackathons that span 
multiple days, or hackathons that include 
participants who travel to participate should 
be planned a year in advance. Regarding the 

actual event, hackathons can span 2 hours 
or longer. Common time spans for in-person 
hackathons are 12 or 24 hours.

DIETARY GUIDELINES
Depending on participants’ individual experi-
ences, the hackathon applies at some level 
concepts from all of the frames of ACRL’s 
Framework for Information Literacy for Higher 
Education; however, it is centered on Informa-
tion Creation as a Process, Information Has 
Value, Research as Inquiry, and Searching as 
Strategic Exploration.

INGREDIENTS
• A location that allows for various work-

ing styles, including round tables for 
group work and small solo tables and 
couches

• Dry erase boards and markers
• Handouts with schedules and links for 

submissions
• Name tags
•  (optional) T-shirts that are different col-

ors for participants and volunteers
• An abundance of places to plug in (pow-

er strips, outlets, etc.) with the expecta-
tion of 2–3 outlets per participant

• Wi-Fi access and a network that can ac-
commodate the number of connected 

mailto:peace.williamson@nyulangone.org
https://opendataday.org
https://opendataday.org


221

Section 8. Data Literacy Outreach and EngagementOssom-Williamson

devices and data being transferred
• Enough time for the open data sources 

to be used (Some APIs take 24 hours to 
be integrated.)

• Food and drinks, including the meals and 
snacks to be consumed during the event

• Other amenities as needed for size (See 
Chef’s Notes.)

• Certificates and/or prizes and awards for 
winners

•  (optional) Workshops teaching lessons, 
such as how to use Git and GitHub and 
an introduction to machine learning

PREPARATION
Trello or another project management tool 
is recommended for planning and tracking 
preparation before the event. The Open Data 
Hackathon has a theme that designs must 
incorporate, such as the provision of health in-
formation or the incorporation of movement. 
Technology should be set up for instructions, 
including (1) a general website with details 
about the competition, including its rules and 
the judges’ names and information, and (2) 
a registration form gathering demographic 
data about participants, including interest in 
particular workshops and planning informa-
tion such as dietary guidelines and restrictions 
and the need for physical accommodations. 
Recruit volunteers to assist with day-of activi-
ties, including registration, handing out name 
tags and T-shirts, and setting up food, tables, 
and other ingredients. A place for submis-
sions should be developed and can range 
from a shared Google Drive folder to using a 
hackathon platform, such as Devpost (https://

devpost.com), which allows for submissions, 
voting, judging, and contacting participants 
and winners. Librarians can also develop a Lib-
Guide of resources about available software, 
open data sources, and files for workshops.

INSTRUCTIONS
Most of the preparation involves marketing 
the event, developing places for registration 
and submission, and day-of setup and clean-
up. Students from a variety of experience 
levels and majors are encouraged to attend. 
This event is especially focused on encourag-
ing students from non-STEM fields to partici-
pate. There are many ways to participate in 
the hackathon, not all of which are coding. 
Some participants develop the design of their 
creation, others work on front-end develop-
ment, some gather data and work with APIs, 
and others provide content knowledge. 

Examples of submissions include teams who 
have built a COVID-19 tracker, a system that 
provides students and medical professionals 
evidence-based information about medicines 
and illicit drugs and their effects, and a 3D 
model of a new method of personal identi-
fication that works as an all-encompassing 
ID and payment card. During the workshop, 
there are typically few questions or needs for 
assistance. Most of the volunteer efforts occur 
at mealtimes. However, one hour prior to the 
conclusion, announcements should be made 
about concluding documentation, upload-
ing files, and completing submissions. Upon 
completion, submissions are assessed by 
three outside judges. One week later, winners 
receive prizes and certificates.

Table 1 shows a set of review criteria from the 
UTA Open Data Day Hackathon.

TABLE 1
Review criteria from the UTA Open Data Day Hackathon.

Usefulness How useful is your project?
In what ways does it improve access to or evaluation of information related to the 
hackathon theme?

Fidelity Did you use open data sources in your project? Was the use of the data accurate 
and true to the original data and compliant with existing standards? Did you thor-
oughly document your project?

Design Did you put thought into the user experience?
How well designed is the interface?
Are the purpose and functionality clear for the user?

Technology How technically impressive was the hack?
Did you use a particularly clever technique or many different components? Did the 
technology involved make people go “Wow”?

Learning Did you stretch your skills, learn new tricks, or apply new tools?

https://devpost.com
https://devpost.com
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REVIEWS/ASSESSMENT STRATEGY
Data are collected at registration, including 
demographic information, which college or 
department participants are from, (optional) 
team information if the team is already 
formed, and other details. This information 
can be used for creating name tags and for 
check-in using a digital system. After the 
hackathon, these data, along with the partici-
pants who came and submissions received, 
can be used to assess the success and growth 
of the annual event.

CHEF’S NOTES
For large hackathons with over 100 partici-
pants who come into town for the event, 
additional planning will need to be done and 
addition provisions offered, such as travel 
buses, hotel and other accommodations, 
information about the area, security, and 
authenticating identification of participants. 
Partnering with the organization Major 
League Hacking (https://mlh.io) for a large 
hackathon is recommended because MLH 
provides promotion on its platform, assists 
with project management, and assists with 
resources for a successful large hackathon 
event.

CLEANUP
A system, typically a rubric, must be in place 
for judging and selecting winners, and this 
system should be communicated to partici-
pants ahead of the event. Whether there is 
judging and a presentation at the closing of 
the competition or whether judges review 

submissions and hold an award ceremony 
at a later date, the winners should be recog-
nized with a certificate and/or prizes.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
Kaggle. “Competitions.” https://www.kaggle.
com/competitions.

Open Knowledge Foundation. “Open Data 
Day.” https://opendataday.org.

UTA Open Data Day Hackathon. “Judging Cri-
teria.” Devpost. 2020. https://opendatahack-
athon.devpost.com/.

NOTE
1. Nancy Shin, Peace Ossom Williamson, 

and Bethany McGowan. “vMLA 2021—
On the Edge of Innovation: How 
Libraries Can Develop Health Datathons 
and Hackathons for Data Literacy” 
(immersion session, Medical Library 
Association 2021 Virtual Conference, 
May 25, 2021), https://doi.org/10.17605/
OSF.IO/SXFHW.

https://mlh.io
https://www.kaggle.com/competitions
https://www.kaggle.com/competitions
https://opendataday.org
https://opendatahackathon.devpost.com/
https://opendatahackathon.devpost.com/
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/SXFHW
https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/SXFHW
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