Data in the Newsroom

a. k. a. COMM.2834.21, North Jersey Media Group journalism workshop

Fall semester 2008, Fairleigh Dickinson University

Tom Meagher, instructor

E-mail: meagher@northjersey.com
Phone: 973-569-7152

Class times: Tuesdays and Thursdays, 10 a.m. to 11:15 a.m., University Hall, Room 22

Office hours: Tuesdays at 9 a.m. and Thursdays from 11:15 to 12:30 p.m. in University Hall, Room 22

Course description: 
Move beyond anecdotes and conjecture by learning to analyze data for news stories yourself.
This hands-on course will cover the basics of gathering and analyzing data from public records to use in reporting stories for newspapers, magazines, TV and the Internet. By using electronic spreadsheets and database managers, you will be able to process raw information to find the trends that some oft-quoted experts can only guess at.

These techniques lay the foundation for deeper, hard-nosed investigative reporting or for analyzing other demographic trends. The class will focus on this style of computer-assisted reporting with an emphasis on its application in news gathering.

About the instructor:

Tom Meagher is currently the City Editor at the Herald News in West Paterson, NJ. Prior to his current assignment, he served as this 30,000 circulation daily’s Research Reporter, responsible for computer-assisted reporting and data analysis. Before joining the Herald News, Tom reported for the Lawrence (Kan.) Journal-World, the Associated Press, the Spokane Spokesman-Review and the Columbia Missourian. 

Grading:

Attendance and participation: 15 percent

In-class assignments: 15 percent

Homework assignments: 15 percent

Critique of a CAR project: 15 percent

Story proposal: 40 percent
My attendance policy: 

If a class is scheduled, both students and teacher should be there. If you must miss a class, please alert the instructor in advance, via e-mail.

Punctuality:
They call it a deadline for a reason. Assignments are due when they’re due. They will not be accepted late. Similarly, class starts at the designated time. We have a very limited allotment of time to cover a lot of complicated material in each class. When you’re late, you hold up the works and set back the rest of semester. If I’m here at 10 a.m., you should be too. Tardiness will affect the attendance part of your grade.
My plagiarism policy:

As a professional journalist, you need to build and protect your reputation for accuracy, honesty and integrity. That reputation allows you to serve as the watchdog for the community and a check on official abuses of power. 
Plagiarism, fabrication or theft damages your reputation beyond repair and, thus, won’t be tolerated. The university’s policy below spells out the particulars of verboten behavior.
Appendix A: Academic Integrity Policy

From FDU’s Web site, http://view.fdu.edu/default.aspx?id=211
Students enrolled at Fairleigh Dickinson University are expected to maintain the highest standards of academic honesty. Students have the responsibility to each other to make known the existence of academic dishonesty to their course instructor, and then, if necessary, the department chair, or the academic dean of their college. Course instructors have the added responsibility to state in advance in their syllabi any special policies and procedures concerning examinations and other academic exercises specific to their courses. Students should request this information if not distributed by the instructor.

Academic dishonesty includes, but is not necessarily limited to, the following:

1. Cheating—Giving or receiving unauthorized assistance in any academic exercise or examination. Using or attempting to use any unauthorized materials, information, or study aids in an examination or academic exercise.

2. Plagiarism—Representing the ideas or language of others as one's own.

3. Falsification—Falsifying or inventing any information, data, or citation in an academic exercise.

4. Multiple Submission—Submitting substantial portions of any academic exercise more than once for credit without the prior authorization and approval of the current instructor.

5. Complicity—Facilitating any of the above actions or performing work that another student then presents as his or her assignment.

6. Interference—Interfering with the ability of a student to perform his or her assignments.

Sanctions: Any student found guilty of academic dishonesty will, for the first offense, receive one or a combination of the following penalties:

1. No credit (0) or Failure for the academic exercise
2. Reduced grade for the course

3. A Failure in the Course that is identified on the student's permanent record card as permanent and cannot be removed.

4. Recommendation for Academic Probation to the dean's office.

The Calendar
Class 1 – Sept. 2
· Getting to know you: an introduction to the instructor, the topic, the students, computers and daily journalism

· Why do they call it Computer-Assisted Reporting anyway? Isn’t all reporting these days “assisted” by computers? 

· A basic news writing exercise

Class 2 – Sept. 4
Meet your new best friend: the spreadsheet

An introduction to Microsoft Excel

· Navigation

· Fix widths

· Enter data

· Sum

· Sort

· Percent change and other vital functions 

Class 3 – Sept. 9

Math for journalists.
Class 4- Sept. 11

More practice with Excel basics and simple spreadsheets
Class 5 - Sept. 16
Intermediate Excel

Filtering, pivot tables, charts and graphics

Sept. 18 - cancelled
Class 6 – Sept. 23

More practice with filtering and pivot tables

Discussing the critique of a CAR project

Class 7 - Sept. 25
Advanced excel and data cleaning functions, etc. 

Class 8 - Sept. 30
Finding data – importing html, csv, txt, etc. Finding Web sites that feature data

Class 9 – Oct. 2 

Critique due

Negotiating for data – the excuses you’ll get

Class 10 - Oct. 7
The data project – Locate a publicly available database and start to cull through it. Identify a story of relevance to Bergen and/or Passaic Counties.

Class 11 – Oct. 9 & Class 12 - Oct. 14
Time to graduate to the database manager. When and why to leave Excel behind. Exploring Microsoft Access and SQL

Class 12 - Oct. 16
Summarizing in access and some simple queries

More Access and SQL practice

Class 13 - Oct. 21
More simple queries

Due - Name of database for your project
Class 14 - Oct. 23
More SQL practice

Class 15 - Oct. 28
More SQL practice. Joining tables
Class 16 - Oct. 30
Working on relational joins

Class 17 – Nov. 4
More relational joins in access

Class 18 - Nov. 6
Other types of joins, including the messy enterprise join

Class 19 - Nov. 11
More enterprise joins in access

Class 20 - Nov. 13
More enterprise joins and queries

Class 21 - Nov. 25
Cleaning data. Importing data into access, working with data and building your own database

Due - File project story proposal

Nov. 27 – off, Thanksgiving

Class 22 - Dec. 2
More cleaning of data. More exploration of databases. Talking about story proposals. Discussions for rewrites

Class 23 - Dec. 4 – last class

Refining the story. 

Other resources:
IRE http://www.ire.org/
NICAR http://www.nicar.org/
ExtraExtra http://www.ire.org/extraextra/
The Scoop http://www.thescoop.org/docs/
TomMeagher.com http://www.tommeagher.com/dataclass/
Census.gov http://www.census.gov/
Sources of New Jersey data http://www.wnjpin.net/OneStopCareerCenter/LaborMarketInformation/lmi05/index.html
NJ Data Center http://lwd.dol.state.nj.us/labor/lpa/content/njsdc_index.html
