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Syllabus for Data Journalism and Visualization
Xiamen University | Summer 2015
	Lecturer:
	Jeff South (Virginia Commonwealth University, USA)

	Email:
	jcsouth@vcu.edu

	Telephone:
	131-2778-8165

	WeChat
	JeffS63

	QQ
	1251131918

	When class meets
	2:30 p.m. to 6:10 p.m.,
Monday, June 29, through Friday, July 3

	Class website:
	http://rampages.us/xiamen


Course Description
In our Data Journalism and Visualization course, you will learn how to use the Internet and other digital technology to find ideas, information and sources for your stories. In particular, you will learn how to obtain and analyze data – about health, crime, education, economics and other topics. You will learn how to weave this information into news reports, so that your stories aren’t just anecdotal (based on what people have told you) but also analytical (based on reliable data that can’t be disputed).
Data journalism goes by many names, including computer-assisted reporting and analytic journalism. Through readings and discussions, we will explore how this kind of reporting is improving journalism in the United States, China and many other countries.
In this course, you will learn mostly by doing. We will use data available to journalists from international agencies such as the United Nations and the World Health Organization and from governments in the United States, China and Europe. We will analyze the data: sort it, do calculations and combine it with related data. This will help you identify the basis for stories, such as the most polluted cities in the world or companies that sell unsafe products. You then will interview experts and other sources, write news stories in English about your findings, and create interactive charts and maps to complement your reports.
According to Tim Berners-Lee, founder of the World Wide Web:

“Data-driven journalism is the future. Journalists need to be data-savvy. It used to be that you would get stories by chatting to people in bars, and it still might be that you’ll do it that way some times. But now it’s also going to be about poring over data and equipping yourself with the tools to analyze it and picking out what’s interesting. And keeping it in perspective, helping people out by really seeing where it all fits together, and what’s going on in the country.”

Course Goals and Objectives
In this course, students will learn to:
· Find authoritative information on the Internet and other online resources.
· Use spreadsheets and other computer software to analyze data for news stories.

· Integrate online information and data analysis into news reports.

· Present information online, including creating interactive graphics and maps.
In this course, you will learn how data journalism is changing the news industries, how it has been used in particular stories and projects, and the role that innovative thinking plays in the process. You will get a taste of computer programming as it applies to several news-reporting functions. And you will get an appreciation for the role that visual display of data can play in both analysis and the packaging of stories.
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You also will come to understand that, despite advances in technology, the fundamentals of basic reporting still apply. These include a devotion to accuracy, clarity, ethics, fairness and good storytelling.
Textbooks and Other Materials
All of the readings for this course will be from free online sources.

Our primary textbook will be The Data Journalism Handbook. You can read it for free on the Internet at http://datajournalismhandbook.org/

If you don’t understand everything in the textbook and other readings I have assigned, don’t worry. Do your best, and we will highlight the most important points in class.
We also will read current news articles that use data journalism. I will ask you to suggest articles that we can discuss and learn from. You will find many English-language examples on a blog called Extra! Extra! Your Guide to the Latest Investigative Work:

http://www.ire.org/blog/extra-extra/
I hope you can find Chinese-language examples of data journalism as well.
Format For Our Class Meetings
We will spend part of each class meeting discussing the assigned readings and examples of data journalism. But most of our class time will be devoted to hands-on activities, such as how to calculate crime rates or how to create an online map. I will demonstrate these skills for you; you will practice them in class; and then you will do an exercise after class.

I have created a website for our course at:

http://rampages.us/xiamen
On that website, I will post tutorials, step-by-step instructions for data journalism exercises, class assignments, links to our daily readings and other course materials.
In addition to our daily class meetings, I will be available before and after class every day to work with you and help you with assignments.
Attendance Policy
This is a very concentrated course: We have a lot to cover in a short period of time. We will have only five class meetings; each meeting will run for four hours. It is, therefore, crucial that you show up for every class, just as professional journalists show up for work every day. If you miss one class meeting, your final grade in the course will be reduced by one letter (from a B to a C, for example). If you miss two or more class meetings, you will receive an automatic F in the course.

Your success in this course depends on active class participation. Attend every class meeting so you can learn from and contribute to our discussions and other activities. You are expected to participate regularly in class. Class will start promptly. Please be on time. If you are more than 15 minutes late, you will be counted as absent.
During our class meetings, you should show respect to your classmates and your instructor by turning off your cellphone, by paying attention and by participating in our class activities.
Late Work

All assignments are due by the start of class. If you have an emergency (a serious illness or family crisis), contact me to discuss the situation; I might allow you to turn in your work late with a penalty. Otherwise, late work will not be accepted.
Ethics and Academic Honesty
Fabricating material or using another’s work without attribution is an extremely serious offense. In this course, as in the journalism profession, plagiarism is not tolerated. This means you must not use direct quotes or verbatim material from a newspaper or other publication without giving credit. And you must not make up sources, quotes or facts.
Intentional and flagrant acts of academic dishonesty will result in an F in the course. Accidental acts of academic dishonesty will be dealt with on a case-by-case basis; at a minimum, they will result in failure on the assignment. Talk to me if you have any questions about whether something might constitute academic dishonesty.
Assignments, Tests and Calculation of Final Course Grades
I plan to base your grade in this course on the following:
Test #1 – You will take this test at the end of our second class meeting (June 30).
Story – Working in teams, you will research and write a news story in English using data journalism skills. Your story must include a data visualization, such as an interactive chart or map. Each team will select a story idea by June 30; submit an outline of the story by July 1; and then submit the completed story by July 3.
Final exam – You will take an exam covering important content from the entire course on July 3.

This chart show how much each gradebook item will be worth. This grading system will be modified if we change the number or types of assignments during the semester. Changes will be announced in class and on our course website.
	Gradebook item
	Weight

	Test #1 (June 30)
	20%

	Story (outlines due July 1; stories due July 3)
	30%

	Final exam
	40%

	Quizzes / class attendance / participation
	10%

	Total
	100%


Here is how I will calculate your final grade:
	Weighted total
	Final grade
	 
	Weighted total
	Final grade
	 
	Weighted total
	Final grade

	97-100%
	A+
	
	94-96%
	A
	
	90-93%
	A-

	87-89%
	B+
	
	84-86%
	B
	
	80-83%
	B-

	77-79%
	C+
	
	74-76%
	C
	
	70-73%
	C-

	67-69%
	D+
	
	64-66%
	D
	
	60-63%
	D-

	Below 60%
	F
	
	
	
	
	
	


The Most Important Thing in this Class
The most important thing in this course is to have fun and do good journalism. We will learn a lot from our readings, our discussions, our class activities and each other. Our goal is to produce news stories that will give the public important information they can’t get anywhere else. As American journalist Cheryl Phillips of The Seattle Times newspaper says in The Data Journalism Handbook:

“Some stories can only be understood and explained through analyzing – and sometimes visualizing – the data. Connections between powerful people or entities would go unrevealed, deaths caused by drug policies that would remain hidden, environmental policies that hurt our landscape would continue unabated. But each of the above was changed because of data that journalists have obtained, analyzed and provided to readers. The data can be as simple as a basic spreadsheet or a log of cell phone calls, or complex as school test scores or hospital infection data, but inside it all are stories worth telling.”
Tentative Course Schedule
Changes will be announced in class and by email

	Date
	Topic
	Assignments

	Monday,
June 29
	Overview of data journalism: Together, we will cover the Introduction to the Data Journalism Handbook.
Today’s hands-on skills:

· Online searching: Baidu, Yahoo, 
Bing and Google

· Searching the “deep Web”
In class, we will do an Internet scavenger hunt.

We also will collaborate on writing a story that involves search the “deep Web.”
	For Tuesday’s class, read the chapters “In The Newsroom” and “Getting Data” from the Data Journalism Handbook.

	Tuesday,
June 30
	We will discuss “In The Newsroom” and “Getting Data” from the Data Journalism Handbook.

Today’s hands-on skills:

· Introduction to Excel

· Navigating a spreadsheet
· Sorting and filtering data

· How to find reliable data sets from governments and other sources

· Data formats; how to download data

· How to write stories with numbers

Students will form teams today; each team will select a story idea.
At the end of class today, each student will take a test covering the material we have covered so far.
	Using crowdsourcing, we will create a data set, with contributions from each student.
After class, the teams will meet to discuss their story ideas. Each team will draft an outline of its article.

For Wednesday’s class, read “Understanding Data” from the Data Journalism Handbook.


	Wednesday,
July 1
	Each team must submit an outline of its story. We will discuss and critique the outlines.
We will review the results of Tuesday’s test.

We will discuss “Understanding Data” from the Data Journalism Handbook.

Today’s hands-on skills:

· Simple calculations in Excel, 
such as SUM and AVERAGE
· Building formulas
· How to change formulas into values
	For Thursday’s class, read the online article, “The Benefits of Computer-Assisted Reporting” (see the link on our class website). Also read “Delivering Data” from the Data Journalism Handbook.
Each team must work on its story.

	Thursday,
July 2
	We will discuss the online article “The Benefits of Computer-Assisted Reporting” and the Data Journalism Handbook chapter “Delivering Data.”
Today’s hands-on skills:

· Advanced functions in Excel, 
such as RANK and FORECAST

· IF statements
· Data cleaning

· Making charts in Excel

· Making interactive data visualizations

Students will spend one hour doing an in-class exercise. While they are working on this, I will meet with each team to discuss its story.
	Each team must finish its story and data visualization for submission on Friday.
Individually, you should study for Friday’s final exam.

	Friday,
July 3
	Each team must submit its completed story today. As a class, we will discuss and critique each story and visualization and make final edits.
We then will create an online magazine by posting our stories on a website.
We will review for the final exam together.

At the end of class today, you will take the final exam.
	


[image: image1][image: image2][image: image3]
