MELLON 116: NUMBERS RULE THE WORLD

2012

SECOND ASSIGNMENT


This handout repeats the information distributed earlier in the semester with some additional pertinent information (in italics).  I am posting this on the course website as well.

Write an essay of 8-10 pages addressing the topic below.   Please preface your paper with a brief “Dear Professor Himmelstein” letter, stating the central point you make in your paper.  Deadline: Completed work is due by the end of the day Saturday, March 31.  


Using what we are learning in Part III of the course, select a recently released or published study and discuss how the numbers and other information in it “travel” into media discourse.  Whatever you choose must be long enough to require researchers, sponsors, and the media to report the results selectively. You may use our discussions of the mid-1980s MTF study and the Stevenson-Wolfers study as templates.  Among the questions you should address are the following:

(What information do researchers, sponsoring agencies and the media select for emphasis and what do they ignore?

( What story or stories do the media use the information to tell and what stories they might they have told?

(How is the information from the study combined with other materials (expert testimony, striking examples, etc.) to construct the media stories?

(What patterns do you see in the selection and presentation of the information (e.g., number inflation)

Some examples of the kinds of studies you might choose

The 2010 National Survey of Drug Use and Health (released September 2011).  This is an annual general population survey of drug use.   
“Summary of National Findings”:

http://www.samhsa.gov/data/NSDUH/2k10NSDUH/2k10Results.htm
You can find the government press release on the 2010 NSDUH survey here:

http://www.samhsa.gov/newsroom/advisories/1109075503.aspx
The 2011 Monitoring the Future Study (released December 2011)
“Overview of Key Findings”: http://monitoringthefuture.org/pubs/monographs/mtf-overview2011.pdf
MTF press release: http://monitoringthefuture.org/pressreleases/11drugpr.pdf 

Government press conference and briefing at http://www.drugabuse.gov/news-events/podcasts/2011/12/monitoring-future-briefing-press-conference
The National Survey of Family Growth.   Despite the name, this survey mostly addresses sexuality and sexual behavior.    The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have released at least three reports from this study since March 2011 (http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nsfg/new_nsfg.htm ), and the media cite data from the study regarding a number of issues
Finding media reporting and commentary on a study


You should spread your net broadly:  newspapers, magazines, websites.   Include political commentary where relevant.

1. for newspaper articles, use an “All News” search on Lexis-Nexis.   This will take some trial and error.

2.  for magazine articles, use Academic Search Premier or Academic One File.

3.  a Google search may be helpful as well, especially for websites.

