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Developing the 
Data and Documents 
“State of Mind”

DATA JOURNALISM 



Starting to Develop a Data 
and Documents State of Mind

1. A news event happens

2. You create a list of 
questions about the event

3. You check to see if anyone 
has done your story idea

4. You start to research



Let’s Warm Up 
With An Exercise 

I want you to find some records you can use to 
advance the following story

Wait  - what do I mean by “advance” the story?   

So here is the story that broke today:



Let’s see 
what data 
and 
documents 
you can 
find to 
advance 
this 
story?   

How would you approach this?

What would you look for?

What records could you get?

What data could you get?

What would be reliable and authoritative? –
the best information.

Spend 10 minutes researching this and write 
up a very brief (three sentence limit) 
description of what you found, with the link, in 
the ZOOM chat. 

Then we’ll discuss it.   



Advancing 
the Story 

How many other nurses 
have been disciplined 
in Massachusetts in 
the past three to 

five years?



Massachusetts 
Disciplinary Actions 

Against Nurses



Lawsuits Against Nurses and 
Hospitals

STATE CASES FEDERAL CASES 







Press 
Releases



Data

DATA: What data can I 
get to tell the “larger 
story”
◦ Is there a systemic 
problem?

◦ Is this breaking news 
story just the tip of 
the iceberg?

◦ Has this same thing 
happened frequently 
but it has gone 
unnoticed?



video

video

Fixed width text files

Raw data

Delimited text files

photos

text

CSV files

Relational databases

Social media

bits

Handwritten notesPDF’s

Commercial data 

Emails 

Drone data

spreadsheets

Text messages

audio

Government records
Sensor readings



People 

PEOPLE:  the voices in 
my story are saying 

something for the first 
time



Field 
Reporting 
FIELD REPORTING:  My 

on-the-street 
reporting confirms 
what the people and 
data or documents 

say about the story 
and adds color and 

context 





Data 
Journalism

Shadow Campus

https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2014/05/03/allston-fire-overcrowded-house-takes-promising-student-life/THC5c82P53NQdsSAETKurK/story.html


Data-Driven 
Journalism

TILL DEATH DO US PART

http://postandcourier.com/app/till-death/index.html




Police Overtime – A 
Fingerprint





Type of Data:  
Public 
Reports

Simple web search 
turned up the report

Also housed in Document 
Cloud

A repository where 
journalists store 

records after they use 
them in stories

https://www.documentcloud.org/


Finding Stories:  Human 
Sources 



Finding 
Stories:  
What You 
Observe



Secondary Sources 

Published Information:

Newspaper Articles

News Broadcasts

Blogs

Social Media



Secondary Sources

Commercial Databases

Reference Information In Libraries



Reddit and subreddits?





Primary Sources 

Often Hidden from 
Public View:

Government data
Government 

documents and 
reports

Government forms
Government websites

Lawsuits
Audits

Financial reports



Primary Sources 



Primary Sources 

- Records Retention 
Schedules
- Massachusetts Records Retention 
Schedule

- Federal and state 
regulations

- Oversight Reports

- data.gov

- MetroBostonCommonData

- City of Boston Data

- Policies and procedures

http://www.sec.state.ma.us/arc/arcpdf/0211.pdf
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collectionCfr.action?collectionCode=CFR&searchPath=Title+7&oldPath=&isCollapsed=true&selectedYea
http://www.gao.gov/
http://www.data.gov/
http://metrobostondatacommon.org/
https://data.cityofboston.gov/
http://bpdnews.com/rules-and-procedures/
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Open Source Data

Opendata500 – companies using 
open data

GovLabAcademy – training for 
using open data

Dissertations – searchable 
database

Open Government Data Catalog –
global data catalogs

Open Corporates – open database 
of corporations

http://www.opendata500.com/
http://www.thegovlabacademy.org/data/
http://oatd.org/
http://opengovernmentdata.org/
http://opencorporates.com/


Open Source Records



Open Source Records

RefDesk.com – fact-checker for the Internet

Factcheck.org – non-profit website aims to verify political facts

Politifact – fact checking of members of Congress, the White 
House, interest groups

State legislative data – tool from Sunlight Foundation 

Scout from the Sunlight Foundation – can set up alerts for issue 
and political information

Resource Shelf – source material compilations

http://www.refdesk.com/
http://www.factcheck.org/
http://www.politifact.com/
http://openstates.org/
https://scout.sunlightfoundation.com/
http://www.resourceshelf.com/
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