MELLON SEMINAR 116: NUMBERS RULE THE WORLD
2012
TuTh 11:30-13:50
Life Sciences 428
Professor Jerry Himmelstein

Office: 109 Morgan Hall   Campus phone: 2129     Campus Mailbox: 2226

E-mail:  jlhimmelstei@amherst.edu
Office Hours:   tba


This course is about the many roles that numbers play in our lives, whether we are aware of them or not.   We will examine how numbers are used to make arguments in public discourse, when they are used, how they are constructed, and how well they travel.   We will look at how numbers frame our lives, shaping both who we are and the institutions in which we live.  Our goal is to develop critical thinking about the numbers we encounter in our lives.  Thinking critically about numbers means neither accepting them naively as solid nuggets of truth nor dismissing them cynically as inherently misleading, meaningless, or evil.  
READINGS

BOOKS:  You may purchase the following books at Amherst Books or read them on reserve in Frost Library.  Assigned readings from books appear in boldface below.
Best   DAMNED LIES AND STATISTICS      

Mlodinow   THE DRUNKARD'S WALK: HOW RANDOMNESS RULES OUR LIVES   
Lemann   THE BIG TEST   
Ayres   SUPER CRUNCHERS   

Gigerenzer   GUT FEELINGS

E-RESERVES:   You can access e-reserve readings through the CMS course website.  Assigned readings on e-reserve appear below with an “[e]”.   


HANDOUTS:   The ones I anticipate are marked below, but I might assign others as well.
ASSIGNMENTS


Tentatively there will be a research project ( ½ of course grade), due roughly 2/3 of the way through the semester, and a paper ( ¼ of grade).  Participation will count for ¼ of the course grade.
COURSE SCHEDULE AND OUTLINE
part one

social construction and critical thinking about numbers
Introduction to Course (Jan. 23)

“Assignment for First Class”
The social construction of numbers (Jan. 25)

Joel Best, “Beyond Calculation: Quantitative Literacy and Critical Thinking about Public Issues” [e]

Joel Best, Damned Lies and Statistics, Introduction, chapter 1 and 6
Critical Thinking about Numbers (Jan 30, Feb. 1)

Best, Damned Lies and Statistics, chapters 2-5

James D. Orcutt and J. Blake Turner, “Shocking Numbers and Graphic Accounts: Quantified Images of Drug Problems in the Print Media,” Social Problems, 40(2), 1993, pp. 190-206 [e]

Joel Best, More Damned Lies and Statistics, chapter 4 (pp. 91-115) [e]
Maia Szalavitz, “The marijuana number that was too good to check,” Time, October 12, 2010 [e]
PART TWO
THE BASIC CONCEPTUAL ISSUES BEHIND THE NUMBERS: 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND RANDOMNESS

“Fancy formulas cannot rescue badly produced data.”  Moore and Notz, Statistics: Concepts and Controversies, 6th edition, p. 472

Measurement (Feb. 6)
“Ranges are for cattle.  Give me a number!”  Lyndon Johnson

Chambliss and Schutt, Making Sense of the Social World, 2nd ed., pp. 51-79 [e]

Karen M. Kaufman, et al, Unconventional Wisdom, pp. 19-37 [e]

Allan V. Horwitz and Jerome C. Wakefield. "The epidemic of mental illness: clinical fact or survey artifact?" Contexts 5, no. 1 (2006): pp. 19-23.  [e]

“Validity of Measures,” pp. 73-74 in Johnston, L. D., O'Malley, P. M., Bachman, J. G., & Schulenberg, J. E. (2009). Monitoring the Future national survey results on drug use, 1975-2008. Volume I: Secondary school students (NIH Publication No. 09-7402). Bethesda, MD: National Institute on Drug Abuse  [e]

Brad Plumer, “Why Can’t Policymakers Deal with Uncertainty,”  Washington Post, November 22, 2011 [e] 

Carl Bialik, “In Counting Illegal Immigrants, Certain Assumptions Apply,” Wall Street Journal  May 7, 2010  
Sampling (Feb. 8)

Chambliss and Schutt, Making Sense of the Social World, 2nd ed., pp 85-102 [e]

Don Cahalan, “The Digest Poll Rides Again,” Public Opinion Quarterly, vol. 53 (1989), pp. 129-133. [e]


Johnston, L. D., O'Malley, P. M., Bachman, J. G., & Schulenberg, J. E. (2009). Monitoring the Future national survey results on drug use, 1975-2008. Volume I: Secondary school students (NIH Publication No. 09-7402). Bethesda, MD: National Institute on Drug Abuse, pp. 518-522.  [e]

Mary Waters, Ethnic Options, pp. 1-15 [e]

Dan Waldorf, et al., Cocaine Changes, pp. 1-14 [e]
Causality (Feb. 13, 15)

Jessica Utts, Seeing through Statistics, 3rd ed., pp. 200-212 [e]

Jerry Avorn, Powerful Medicines, pp. 23-68, 102-125 [e]

Gary Taubes, Epidemiology Faces its Limits, Science  vol. 269 , no. 5221 (July 14, 1995) pp. 164-165, 167-169 [e] 

Carl Bialik, “Studies that Grade Charter Schools Rely on Imperfect Math,” Wall street Journal, November 20, 2010  [e]

Robert MacCoun and Peter Reuter, Drug War Heresies, pp. 230-236, 251-261 [e]

Stephen Levitt and Steven Dubner, Super Freakonomics, pp. 104-123 [e]

Jason Zweig, “Data Mining Isn’t a Good Bet for Stock-Market Predictions,” The Wall Street Journal, August 8, 2009 [e]
Randomness (Feb. 20, 22)
“Chance is a more fundamental conception than causality,” Max Born, quoted in Mlodinow, p.195
Mlodinow, The Drunkard’s Walk,  chapters 1, 2, 6-10
Michael Blastland, “Bumps in a Falling Pregnancy Rate,” BBC News Magazine, January 29, 2010[e]

Gerd Gigerenzer, et al. “Knowing Your Chances,” Scientific American Mind; Apr/May2009, Vol. 20 Issue 2, p45-51 [e]


Ray Moynihan, et al. “Coverage by the News Media of the Benefits and risks of Medications,” New England Journal of Medicine, 342:1645-50. [e]

PART THREE
PUTTING NUMBERS IN CONTEXT:
HOW THEY ARE PRODUCED, HOW THEY TRAVEL AND HOW THEY ARE USED
Drug Use and the “Drug Problem” (Feb. 27, 29)
Review Orcutt and Turner from Week 2.
Craig Reinarman and Harry Levine, Crack in America, pp. 18-46 [e]

Lloyd D. Johnston, “America’s Drug Problem in the Media,” in Pamela J. Shoemaker, Communication Campaigns about Drugs: Government, Media, and the Public, pp. 101-110 [e]

Jerome Himmelstein, “The Monitoring the Future Study and the 1986 Crack Scare: How well did the Facts Travel?” (handout)


Additional handouts and links on recent studies of drug use and the media response to them.

Are American women less happy than they used to be?  If so, why? (Mar. 5, 7)
Betsey Stevenson and Justin Wolfers, “The Paradox of Declining Female Happiness,” American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, 2009, 1:2, 190-225 [e]
Selected media coverage and replies to Stevenson and Wolfers (handout)
Safe and effective Medications? (Mar. 12, 14)

Jerry Avorn, Powerful Medicines, revised and updated (New York: Random House, 2005), 269-281 [e]


F. Song, et al. “Extent of publication bias in different categories of research cohorts: a meta-analysis of empirical studies,” BMC Medical Research Methodology. 2009 Nov 26; 9:79. [e]

E.H. Turner, et al. “Selective publication of antidepressant trials and its influence on apparent efficacy.” New England Journal of Medicine 2008 Jan 17;358(3):252-60. [e]
Jerry Avorn, Powerful Medicines, revised and updated (New York: Random House, 2005), pp. ix-xxi [e]
Jerry Avorn, “Dangerous Deception—Hiding Evidence of Adverse Drug Effects,” The New England Journal of Medicine, v. 355, November 23, 2006, pp. 2169-2171 [e]
David Healy, “Shaping the Intimate: Influences on the experience of everyday nerves,” Social Studies of Science, v. 34, Apr., 2004, pp. 219-245 [e]

Irving Kirsch, The Emperor’s New Drugs, chapter 2, pp. 23-53 [e]
Daniel Carlat, Unhinged, chapter 5, pp. 98-120 [e]
Spring Break—March 17-25
At the end of the road, what does science look like?  Clarity or confusion?  (Mar. 26, 28)
“The Evidence Gap,” article series in The New York Times [e]

John P. A. Ioannidis, “Contradicted and Initially Stronger Effects in Highly Cited Clinical Research,” Journal of the American Medical Association, 2005, 294(2):218-228 [e]

Jerome Groopman, “Health Care: Who Knows ‘Best’?” New York Review of Books, February 11, 2010  [e]

“Health Care: Who Knows Best?” exchange between Richard Ganz, Matthew Pincus, and Jerome Groopman, New York Review of Books, April 8, 2010 [e]

Jonah Lehrer, “The Truth Wears Off,” The New Yorker, December 13, 2010 

Jonah Lehrer, “More Thoughts on the Decline Effect,” The New Yorker, January 3, 2011
PART FOUR 
HOW NUMBERS FRAME OUR LIVES
Toward a sociology of quantification (Apr. 2)

Espeland and Stevens, “A Sociology of Quantification,” European Journal of Sociology, vol. 49, no. 3, pp. 401-422 only [e]

Porter, Trust in Numbers, pp. 21-29

How numbers discipline and normalize (Apr. 4, 9)

Michael Sauder and Wendy Nelson Espeland, “The Discipline of Rankings: Tight Coupling and Organizational Change,”  American Sociological Review, vol. 74, no. 1, pp. 63-82, Feb 2009 [e]

Sarah E. Igo, The Averaged American, pp. 1-22, 234-280 [e]

Numbers shaping your lives: The SATs (Apr. 11, 16)
Lemann, The Big Test

The rise of the “Super Crunchers” (Apr. 18)
The explosion of numbers has created a new kind of expert, “one whose claims rest more on information and formal technique than on concrete experience and personal judgment.”  Gigerenzer, et al, The Empire of Chance, p. 235


Ayres, ch. 1 and 2 plus pp. 157-168

Contending Experts
Ayres, Super Crunchers, ch. 4 and 5  (Apr. 23)

Apr. 25: Taleb, The Black Swan, chapter 10 (pp. 137-164) [e]

  Robyn M. Dawes, et al, “Clinical versus Actuarial Judgment,” Science vol. 243, no. 4899, pp. 1668-1674 (March 31, 1989) [e]

 William M. Grove, et al, “Clinical Versus Mechanical Prediction: A Meta-analysis,” Psychological Assessment 2000, vol. 12, no. 1, pp. 19-30 [e]
Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings, chapters 1-10  (Apr. 30, May 2)
6

