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Modern journalism: Putting 
the count in accountability



https://learn.r-journalism.com/









My drawing was not a picture of a hat. 
It was a picture of a boa constrictor digesting an elephant.



How to do good data journalism 
even without statistics or (much) math



Know right from wrong. 
Or at least, 
true from false

Marty Baron, Lehigh University Commencement 

Speech

A Boston priest had been accused of molesting 80 
children. The Archdiocese of Boston was in a court fight 
with victims…

We decided to get at the 
truth.

Beyond this one case, we needed to know whether the 
Church had repeatedly failed to disclose abuse, 
reassigning priests who had been credibly accused.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/pr/wp/2014/05/19/marty-baron-gave-a-commencement-speech-today-talked-about-tough-decisions-as-an-editor/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/pr/wp/2014/05/19/marty-baron-gave-a-commencement-speech-today-talked-about-tough-decisions-as-an-editor/


How do you find out if the 
scandal went beyond 
Father Geoghan?

The clues were in an earlier case

● Father James R. Porter was 
convicted in 1993 for sexually 
abusing 28 boys and girls

● "It was the church that sent me 
from one parish to another," he 
said in an interview.



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y5cFVN_A4Co


The only technical skill you need 
for data journalism:

spreadsheets



Matthew Carroll, “A Spreadsheet’s Star Turn”

There was nothing fancy about our 
spreadsheet. It had maybe a thousand or 
so rows. Both before and after that story, I 
did data work that was much more 
complicated and interesting from a 
professional point of view. 

Yet nothing else I’ve done came 
close to having the impact of 
that simple spreadsheet. Just 

because the data is simple doesn’t mean it 
can’t have major implications. It’s a lesson 
I’ll never forget.

https://medium.com/3-to-read/a-spreadsheets-star-turn-13056e3a235e#.8e9m354bu




Impact

● $10 million settlement to 86 
Geoghan victims

● Refocused church seeking 
donations

● Sex cases cost church $100 
million

● Church properties sold to settle 
500 cases





The only technical skill you need 
for data journalism:

spreadsheets
and maybe a couple other skills



Technology today can speed the process up





PDF text now searchable



Focus on sick leave and leave of absence



Spotlight's 
data 
structure

Year Last Name First Name Middle Parish City

1978 Geoghan John J St. Andrew's Forest Hills

1979 Geoghan John J St. Andrew's Forest Hills

1980 Geoghan John J St. Andrew's Forest Hills

1981 Geoghan John J Sick Leave Sick Leave

1982 Geoghan John J St. Brendan Dorchester

1983 Geoghan John J St. Brendan Dorchester

1984 Geoghan John J St. Brendan Dorchester

1985 Geoghan John J St. Julia Weston

1986 Geoghan John J St. Julia Weston

1987 Geoghan John J St. Julia Weston

1988 Geoghan John J St. Julia Weston

1989 Geoghan John J St. Julia Weston

1990 Geoghan John J St. Julia Weston

1991 Geoghan John J St. Julia Weston

1992 Geoghan John J St. Julia Weston

1993 Geoghan John J St. Julia Weston

1993 Geoghan John J Regina Cleri Retirement Residence Boston



John Geoghan

Pivot table

5

Temporary table

Final table



Getting data from people who 
don't want to give it to you:
Scraping for accountability

















https://www.meetup.com/Hacks-Hackers-DC/events/243503300/attendees


Boston Archdiocese directory

















The antidote to misinformation 
is transparency









Document your analysis process



Be the bridge 
between the 
newsroom and 
researchers 







Will endear you to 
government officials 
responsible for the 
data

Countless examples…



Think laterally









Share your data







Automation of
Reports and
Consolidated
Orders
System

Automation of
Reports and
Consolidated
Orders
System



































there are countless more 
stories to be told









story

https://www.cleveland.com/news/2019/09/unfathomable-how-16-million-pills-from-a-small-town-doctor-helped-fuel-the-opioid-crisis-in-ohio.html


story

https://www.dailyunion.com/news/more-than-k-in-pharma-donations-as-opioids-flooded-into/article_f4788518-dc61-5119-ab6b-753b5e331a7c.html


story

https://www.bayoubrief.com/2019/08/28/pharmland-ralph-abraham-opiods/


story

https://www.tennessean.com/story/news/investigations/2019/08/29/reeves-sain-pharmacy-mufreesboro-opioid-crisis-dea/2118379001/










● R for Journalists 
● The Epidemiologist R Handbook
● R for Data Science
● Statistical Inference via Data Science
● Reproducible Research with R & RStudio
● USGS.gov official R Training Curriculum
- Geocoding: https://geocoding.geo.census.gov/

- https://www.geocod.io/

- Web scraping: Data Miner

Quick Resources

http://learn.r-journalism.com/en/
https://epirhandbook.com/
https://r4ds.had.co.nz/
https://moderndive.com/
http://christophergandrud.github.io/RepResR-RStudio/
https://owi.usgs.gov/R/training-curriculum/
https://geocoding.geo.census.gov/
https://www.geocod.io/
https://dataminer.io/

