
2020 King's Summer School in Data Journalism 
Tutorial for Module 1 on getting to know your data, and 
sorting 
 

When hunting for data, it is crucial to use reliable sites from reputable 
organizations.  

So, pay attention to the institution that is collecting the information. 

In the first four modules of the course, we are using COVID-19 data from the 
European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control 

The data is available for download directly from the main page for the course, 
linked in each of the four modules. You can also download the latest file yourself 
directly from the ECDPC. The link for that is in Module 1.  

If you were using the data for a story, you would want the most up-to-date 
information, and you would certainly download the latest copy (it is updated 
daily). For the purposes of the course, the download we have made available is 
fine. 

Before using the centre’s data, look for a readme file or data dictionary: in this 
case, some of the key information is contained in the little “nerd box” above the 
download option. There is a more complete discussion at 
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/covid-19/data-collection 



 
If you are ever in doubt, and feel the need for more information, ask the 
institution.  

In this case, the main download is in the Excel XLSX format, which can be opened 
by Google Sheets. A CSV download is also offered, and you can use that too. See 
Chapter 2 of The Data Journalist for a discussion of data formats. 

Before we move to the next step, a quick word about Google Sheets: it’s free; can 
handle most of the files you’ll be dealing with, typically between a few hundred 
and a few thousand rows; it’s also shareable and can do most of the main tasks 
that Microsoft Excel can perform. Chapter 3 of The Data Journalist deals with 
Excel, but much of the content is directly transferable to Google Sheets. 

There is a video on the basic functionality of Google Sheets available on the main 
course site. You want to be comfortable navigating Sheets. 

When you downloaded our copy of the file, or an up-to-date one directly from the 
ECDPC, make sure you save it on a folder on your computer. Ideally, you should 
set up a folder for data for this course and use it for all the course data. 

Once you have saved the file on your computer, begin the process of uploading to 
Google Sheets by selecting the “Open” option under the File section of your 
menu, and browsing to the location where you have stored the file.  



 



Your worksheet should end up looking like this. 

 
Now you can begin the interviewing process. 

Count the number of columns, and make note of the data in them. 

In any dataset, you should check to ensure there isn't any weirdness with the 
data, such as a lot of missing data, what seems to be the wrong data in columns, 
inconsistent spellings and other problems. If your data is "dirty," as data folks say, 
you can clean it. There is an appendix to The Data Journalist, found online at the 
website indicated in the book, on how to clean up dirty data. In the case of the 
COVID-19 data, it is clean and well formed, so we don’t have to worry about that. 



Obtain a count of the number of rows. Highlighting the first column will produce a 
count in the lower right-hand side of the table. 

 



 
This version available for download from the course site has 24,551 rows. If you 
download fresh data, you will have more. 

If you need to adjust the width of the columns, move your mouse pointer over 
the letters at the top of the sheet, until it is between the letters for two columns. 
The cursor will change to a small small vertical line with an arrow pointing to the 
right. You can now adjust the column widths by dragging and dropping. 

Take a minute to familiarize yourself with the icons on the toolbar by hovering 
over them. The video on Google Sheets basics, on the main course site, walks 
through the most important menu and toolbar items. 

 
Data sets are by their nature imperfect. This one is statistical, so it does not 
contain raw data. It tells us a part of the picture, a snapshot in time.  

Still, that snapshot will convey valuable information that can add value to our 
stories, provide material for a chart that can be created  in Datawrapper (see 
Module 6), or prompt important questions ahead of a daily COVID-19 briefing 
with government or health officials.  

Here are some useful tips while perusing the data:  

-  Determine which column contains the most important information; 
- Pay attention to the most recent date in the first column; 
- Make a list of what the data can tell you; 



- Assume the numbers in the columns will be imperfect. Make a list of what 
the data can’t tell you. 

Sorting the data—the foundation of analysis 

Most tables with date columns will naturally sort in descending order with the 
most recent date in the first cell under the title name. In my case, June 19, 2020. 

 
Pay attention to the order of the day, month and year. In this case, it is month (6), 
day (19) and year (2020). You’ll also notice that the day, month and year are also 
broken in out separately in columns B, C and D. For reasons that are in The Data 
Journalist, it is useful to separate data into their smallest elements for the 
purpose of analysis.  

If we wanted to sort column A in descending order to see the first entry, or when 
the organization began collecting the data, hover over the A label to provide a 



drop-down arrow in the cell to the right, and select the “Sort A-Z” option. 

 
You can also do the same with columns E (cases) and F (deaths).  

Sorting columns F in descending order will give you the deadliest day, for 
instance.  


