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TWO SESSIONS 
SCRAPING DATA FROM THE WEB I:   
FREE RESOURCES FOR STORYTELLERS 

———————— 
BREAK (10:30-10:45) 

———————— 

SCRAPING DATA FROM THE WEB II:   
APPLYING YOUR NEW SKILLS



SCRAPING DATA FROM THE WEB I:   
FREE RESOURCES FOR STORYTELLERS

PART 1 - INTRODUCTION TO WEB SCRAPING (9-9:45) 
- WHAT IS WEB SCRAPING? 
- METHODS AND TOOLS FOR WEB SCRAPING 
- HOW SCRAPED DATA CAN BE USED IN STORIES 

PART 2 - GUIDED WALKTHROUGH (9:45-10:30) 
- HOW TO SCRAPE THE WEB WITH GOOGLE SHEETS



TEXT

WHAT YOU NEED FOR TODAY’S LESSON

▸ Modern Web Browser (Firefox, Chrome, Safari) 

▸ Google Sheets (free with Google/GMail account)

WHAT YOU WILL LEARN

▸ How to move information from a website to a spreadsheet 

▸ How to make scraped data useful



WHAT IS WEB SCRAPING?

▸ Copying data from a website and storing it in another 
form so that it’s useful to you.



WHAT IS WEB SCRAPING?

▸ Copying data from a website and storing it in another 
form so that it’s useful to you. 

▸ Text 

▸ Numbers 

▸ Images 

▸ Videos



WHAT IS WEB SCRAPING?

▸ Regularities in HTML allow you to pick out just the elements you 
want 

▸ Advantage: you get just the data you want, and sometimes it’s data 
that was not previously available in a useful form 

▸ Most scraping requires coding, or else software that handles the 
code behind the scenes 

▸ No coding in today’s exercise, but it will prepare you to start thinking 
like a programmer



WEB SCRAPING TOOLS

▸ Commercial software and services (import.io, dex.io, 
octoparse, parsehub, fminer) 

▸ Browser extensions (OutwitHub for Firefox, Scraper for 
Chrome) 

▸ Code (Python, Ruby, etc.)



SCRAPING WITH CODE

▸ Python libraries 

▸ Beautiful Soup (best for beginners) 

▸ Scrapy (crawls webpages) 

▸ Selenium (headless browser) 

▸ Automate data gathering with cron jobs



LIMITS TO SCRAPING

▸ Poorly formatted HTML 

▸ Authentication systems, paywalls, CAPTCHAs 

▸ Systems that use sessions or cookies to track user activity 

▸ Other access restrictions and usage caps  

▸ Information spread across multiple pages



USING SCRAPED DATA



USING SCRAPED DATA - QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF

▸ Is the material copyrighted? 

▸ Is the dataset already available elsewhere? 

▸ Have you gathered enough data? 

▸ Are the data accurate? 

▸ What can I learn from the data? And how can I tell a story 
with the data?



SCRAPING THE WEB 
WITH GOOGLE SHEETS

PART II:

open your web browser and visit: 

drive.google.com 

http://drive.google.com


DRIVE.GOOGLE.COM

http://drive.google.com


COPY AND PASTE (SOMETIMES) WORKS — BUT IT’S TEDIOUS

‣ WIKIPEDIA.ORG —> G20 

‣ HTTPS://EN.WIKIPEDIA.ORG/WIKI/G20

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20


COPY AND PASTE (SOMETIMES) WORKS — BUT IT’S TEDIOUS

‣ CLICK AND DRAG TO SELECT THE ENTIRE TABLE 

‣ TYPE COMMAND+C OR CTRL+C TO COPY 

‣ GO TO GOOGLE SHEETS AND TYPE COMMAND+V OR CTRL-V  TO PASTE 



IT WORKED! (SORT OF) BUT IT’S BETTER TO AUTOMATE



SCRAPING TABLES TO GOOGLE SHEETS 

Command to scrape a table from a website: 

=ImportHTML(“http://example.com”,“table”,1) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“http://website.com”,“table”,1)      Command (1,2,3) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“http://website.com”,“table”,1)      “URL” 

▸ =ImportHTML(“http://website.com”,“table”,1)      ”Element Type” 

▸ =ImportHTML(“http://website.com”,“table”,1)      Element Number



SCRAPING TABLES TO GOOGLE SHEETS 

To scrape a table from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20 

Type this command directly into a spreadsheet box: 

=ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“table”,1) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“table”,1) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“table”,1) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“table”,1) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“table”,1)







finding “tables” in the HTML source code of the page



SCRAPING LISTS TO GOOGLE SHEETS 

To scrape a list from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20 

Enter the last command, changing “table” to “list” and 1 to 2: 

=ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“list”,2) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“list”,2) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“list”,2) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“list”,2) 

▸ =ImportHTML(“https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/G20”,“list”,2)



finding “lists” in the HTML source code of the page



MORE POWERFUL SCRAPING COMMANDS WITH GSHEETS

type command directly into a spreadsheet box: 

=IMPORTFEED("https://example.com/whatever") 

▸ =IMPORTFEED(“https://example.com”)       Command (1) 

▸ =IMPORTFEED(“https://example.com”)      “URL” 

Note: the IMPORTFEED command takes only ONE argument



SCRAPING FROM AN RSS FEED WITH GSHEETS

type command directly into a spreadsheet box: 

=IMPORTFEED("https://example.com/whatever") 

Try one of these RSS feeds from the Library of Congress: 

▸ https://www.congress.gov/rss

https://www.congress.gov/rss






MORE POWERFUL SCRAPING COMMANDS FOR GSHEETS

Pull data from an API (but don’t try this just yet): 

=IMPORTDATA("https://data.cityofboston.gov/resource/427a-3cn5.json") 

▸ =IMPORTXML(“https://example.com”,"//a/@href")                                  Command (1) 

▸ =IMPORTXML(“https://data.cityofboston.gov/resource/427a-3cn5.json”)        “URL”





MORE POWERFUL SCRAPING COMMANDS FOR GSHEETS

Scrape all links on a webpage: 

=IMPORTXML("https://example.com","//a/@href") 

▸ =IMPORTXML(“https://example.com”,"//a/@href")      Command (1,2) 

▸ =IMPORTXML(“https://example.com”,”//a/@href")      “URL” 

▸ =IMPORTXML(“https://example.com”,”//a/@href”)      “Query” (for links)



FIFTEEN 
MINUTE 
BREAK 
10:30-45
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FOUR WAYS TO SCRAPE WITH GOOGLE SHEETS

▸ Tables (=IMPORTHTML) 

▸ Lists (=IMPORTHTML) 

▸ RSS Feeds and APIs (=IMPORTFEED) 

▸ Advanced (=IMPORTXML)



EXERCISE: SCRAPE DATA, COLLECT SPREADSHEETS, FIND STORIES

▸ Choose a topic or question that interests you 

▸ Find a website with information on that subject 

▸ Use Google Sheets commands to scrape data into 
separate tabs of the spreadsheet 

▸ Gather a personal collection of scraped data that you can 
study to find patterns, regularities, outliers, or other data 
insights.


