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101
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Today’s 
Lesson 

• Stories With Web Scraping
• Definition of Web Scraping 
• Why Should I Learn To Scrape Data?
• Web Page Basics
• Skills Demo – Scraping Tables With Google Sheets
• Scraping Lists with Google Sheets
• “Scraping” Data Out of PDF’s



Why We Scrape Data From The Web



Why Scrape?

We can download data

We can even copy and paste tables

What is the advantage to scraping?



We Don’t Always Have The Option To Download 
Data



Sometimes We Don’t Always Have A Convenient 
DOWNLOAD Option On A Web Site



• Advantage of Scraping:

• Each time a webpage is updated, your spreadsheet 
will be updated
• Some pages have “download” buttons that allow 

you to export the data
• But that download will never be automatically 

updated unless you go back to it and download it 
again
• With scraping in G-Sheets, you always have 

updated data

Why Scrape? Wikipedia Page of Olympic Cities



Stories With Web Scraping
Web Scraping 101



Nowhere to Go

https://homeless.cnsmaryland.org/








Award-Winning Journalism 
Local And National By-lines



Award-Winning Journalism 
Local And National By-lines



Reporters
Scraped 17 Years 
Of Lottery
Recipients’ Grant 
Award Data



ProPublica reporters examined  Amazon’s shopping algorithm; scraped 
data from the company's  website to examine listings for 250  bestselling 
products across a wide  range of categories, from electronics to  
household supplies, over a period of  several weeks during summer 
2016.

compared pricing and shipping  costs for products offered by multiple  
vendors, including those sold by  Amazon, sellers in the "Fulfilled by  
Amazon" program. In total, we  examined 6,973 vendor listings.



Facebook - Missed 
Connections



Scraping Is A Key Tool for Journalists Today



What Is Web Scraping?

Web Scraping 101



What Is Web Scraping?
Wikipedia’s Definition



What Is
Web 
Scraping?





Is Web Scraping 
Legal?







Web Page Basics

Web Scraping 101



Some Basics About Web Pages 

Web pages are written in computer 
code called HTML

The web browser “renders” the code
into a page so it is visually appealing



What You See in A Web Browser



The Code “Under The Hood”

On your web 
page, right click 

“inspect”

You’ll see the 
code that built  

the page

There is a lot of 
information to 

note



Web Pages Have Lots of Elements to Scrape

• The code is wrapped in “tags”
• Some of it is easy to find 
• Look for “table”
• Today we’ll scrape a “table”

You might want to keep an  HTML 
dictionary handy as  you learn to 
scrape other  elements on a page

You can scrape anything  from a 
web page once you  master the 
basics and build  on your formulas



Scraping Tables With Google Sheets Web Scraping 101



Not All Data is Scrapeable With Google Sheets

• You might need a more advanced scraper written in a programming language 
like R to scrape
• We are scraping data “trapped” in a website
• The first step in scraping this way is to locate a dataset can be extracted with 

one of G-sheets functions like =import HTML
• We want data that is “tabular” – in columns and rows – that lives on a website 



Example of Tabular Data - Data In Columns and Rows

Tabular Data



Tabular Data





Datasets With Underlying Complex Coding Won’t 
Be Easy To Scrape in G-Sheets



Scraping With 
Google Sheets





Step 1:  Open Google Sheets

We Are Going To Write A Script In 

Google Sheets To Scrape Data From A 
Website Into A Spreadsheet 



Creating a New Sheet – A Shortcut 

• Once you are in your G-Drive, you 
can create a new sheet
• Click SHFT – S
• A new sheet will appear 



Search the Web for “Maine.gov missing persons”
Missing Persons | Maine State Police

https://www.maine.gov/dps/msp/investigation-traffic/missing-persons


Review the Page 
Change The Number 25 to 100 At The Top So You Can See 
All The Records



Right Click and Copy The URL

• Hover your cursor over the address 
bar
• Right click
• Copy or CTRL C (PC) or CMND C 

(Mac)

Missing Persons | Maine State Police

https://www.maine.gov/dps/msp/investigation-traffic/missing-persons


Step 4:  Give Your G-Sheet A Name



Step 5:  In Cell A1, type =importhtml

• Whenever you type a function in G-
sheets, you need an equal sign in 
front of it
• The computer will start to recognize 

the function in G-sheets you want 
• It is not case sensitive
• We are asking G-sheets to import an 

html table





Step 6:  In The Address Bar, Open Parentheses, Open Quotes, Paste Your URL



Step 7:  Close the URL with quote marks
Put A Comma After The Pasted URL

• Enclose the URL with quote marks
• Put a comma after the quote marks
• This comma must go outside of the quote marks



Step 8:  Identify The Type of Data G-Sheets 
Should Scrape

• Is our data a table?
• Yes – it is tabular data with columns and rows
• We need to tell G-sheets to scrape a “table



Step 8:  Type “Table” In Quote Marks, Add A 
Comma



Step 9:  Type a 0 – No Quotes – After The Comma
• Computers start counting elements on a page from 0
• You do not need quote marks around a number in G-sheets, only text 
• Add close parentheses



Step 10:  Hit ENTER And Your Scrape Will Start



What Stories Could You Do With Your Scrape?



The Value of Scraping:  Each Time The Site Is 
Updated, Your G-Sheet Scrape Is Updated



Step 11:  Right Click On Your Sheet At The Bottom 
and Name It

Good organization is key!



Click On The + Sign On The Bottom Of Your Sheet 
To Open A New Sheet



Click On The List of Unsolved Homicides On Your 
Web Page



Change the 25 To 100 To See The Full List





Repeat Your Scraping Steps

• Copy the URL
• In cell A-1 on your new sheet type =importhtml

• open parentheses, type a quote, paste in your URL, close quotes, comma
• Type “table”, add a comma after the quote mark

• Type 0 and close the parentheses
• Hit ENTER



Your Scrape Will Start



Always Name Your Sheets To Avoid Confusion



What Stories Could You Do With Your 
Scrape?



Scraping Lists With Google Sheets

Web Scraping 101



Sometimes Tables Look Like
Lists



Data May Also Be In A List



We’ll Scrape A List in Craig’s List for Maine



Assignment:  Your Editor in Maine Wants You To 
Do A Story On Commercial Property For Rent

• You can scrape a list of current properties for rent in Maine in Craig’s List
• Each time the list is updated, your G-Sheet will update
• Search the web for Craig’s List Maine
• Find the commercial property list on the site





Switch From Gallery to List View



Check To See If 
The Data Is A 
Table Or A List



Right Click On 
The Page



You Can Doublecheck Your Element By Going “Under The Hood”



This Is “Going Under The Hood” Of A Web Page







Step 2:  Copy Your URL



We Are Going To Tweak Our Formula
Instead of using “table” as our second element, we will 

use “list” – here is a similar scrape



Scraping A List With G-Sheets



Step 3:  In Cell AI, type =importhtml





Step 4:  Add Your 
URL To Your 
Formula

• After importhtml, open 
parentheses
• Open quotes 
• Paste your URL
• Close quotes
• Comma



Step 5:  Add The Type of Element We Are 
Scraping To Your Formula

• We are scraping a list, so just replace “table” with “list”
• Don’t forget the comma after “list”, 



Step 6:  Tell G-Sheets Where On The Webpage 
The List Appears



Step 7:  Hit Enter and Your Data Will Load



We Can Clean This Data Up 
By Separating Out Specific 
Pieces of Information



Why Should I Learn To Scrape?

Web Scraping 101



You Can Do Better 
Stories

Why Learn These Skills?



You Can Save Time



You Stay Updated On Your Beat



You Can Outwit the Competition



You Can Have A Competitive Edge In The Job 
Market
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You Can Advance Your Career
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Keep Practicing!

Try Scraping Some of the Links 
At The End Of This Presentation



Data Sources
Maine:  https://www.maine.gov/dps/msp/investigation-
traffic/missing-persons

Massachusetts:  https://www.mass.gov/service-details/state-
ethics-commission-public-

enforcement-decisions
• New Hampshire:  

https://www.courts.state.nh.us/committees/judconductcomm/decisions.htm

https://www.maine.gov/dps/msp/investigation-traffic/missing-persons
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/state-ethics-commission-public-enforcement-decisions
https://www.mass.gov/service-details/state-ethics-commission-public-enforcement-decisions
http://www.courts.state.nh.us/committees/judconductcomm/decisions.htm


Data Sources
Connecticut: 

https://seec.ct.gov/Portal/CommDecisions/Landing
Massachusetts:
Massachusetts Ethics Commission 

Enforcement Decisions - Click on each sub-list to scrape
New Hampshire: 
https://www.courts.state.nh.us/committees/judconductcomm/decisions.htm

https://www.mass.gov/service-details/state-ethics-commission-public-enforcement-decisions
http://www.courts.state.nh.us/committees/judconductcomm/decisions.htm

