FIRST ASSIGNMENT
MELLON 16: NUMBERS RULE THE WORLD

SPRING 2010

We have examined four major conceptual issues behind the numbers we see in public discourse:  measurement, sampling, causality, and randomness.   We are learning the potential problems each of these poses and how we can handle those problems.  We are also learning to become attuned to how well the media handle these problems.


Pick one of these four issues.  Write a paper of about eight pages about the following:


(1)  Discuss the major problems or challenges the issue poses. 

(2)  Then pick three or four items from the Number Sleuths websites listed on the course webpage that discuss these problems or challenges.   Be sure to pick ones that identify specific articles in newspapers, magazines, and/or the internet.   Track down those articles.   With the help of the Number Sleuths, discuss how well these articles handle the issue and how they could have done better.

The Paper:  Write an essay of 8 pages addressing the topic above.   Please preface your paper with a brief “Dear Professor Himmelstein” letter, stating the central point you make in your paper.  Please put this letter at the beginning of your paper rather than submitting it separately.

Deadline:  Completed work is due by the end of the day Sunday, February 28.  Note that this is a two-day extension from the date on the syllabus.
Purpose:  This paper provides you an opportunity to reflect on some of the issues we have addressed in the course so far.
Expectations:  A good paper will do all of the following:



( It will have a central point, which can be stated in a few sentences and which you develop systematically throughout the paper.  Do not keep me guessing about what you are really trying to say.   



(It will address all the parts of the question. 



(It will identify and use the relevant course readings and discussion.

SOME THOUGHTS ON WRITING


Good writing takes time, because thinking out your ideas takes time.  Most of us don’t work out a clear, coherent argument in our heads and then pour it onto paper.   We think about a topic a lot.  We get a few ideas and write them down.   As we write we get more ideas.  We write those down.  We keep revising our writing as our ideas develop.   Ultimately (hopefully) we develop our ideas into a clear, coherent argument.


You might find it helpful to divide writing into two distinct tasks: first, getting words/ideas down on paper and second, editing and revising those ideas.  Good writing requires both, but they require different skills and may use different parts of the brain.   Trying to do them together will limit or stifle output.  (See Peter Elbow, Writing with Power and Henriette Anne Klauser, Writing on Both Sides of the Brain)


With this in mind, I give you Himmelstein’s Rules of Writing.  These rules actually sit on the wall above my computer.   Do I follow them religiously?   No, but I should.  When I follow them, I get a lot of writing done.  When I don’t, I spend a lot of time in purgatory.


1.   Writing is not easy.  Don’t expect elegant prose to flow from your computer.


2.   Write from the start.  Writing is a process, often a disorderly one in which you get bits of ideas, parts of arguments, fragments of paragraphs on paper before you can organize them into something coherent.  You should write as you read or do research, as you think about what you’ve read or about your research.  

3.   You don’t need to know what you want to say before you say it.  Writing is part of thinking.   Thinking doesn’t happen just in your head.


4.   Don’t start at the beginning.  Introductions are the most difficult part of a paper.   If one pours out of your mind, great.   If not, skip it for now.


5.   It is easier to rewrite than write, so get text on paper.  It is easier to think on paper.


6.   The Perfect is the enemy of the Good.  If you aspire to perfection, you probably will paralyze yourself and not get anything done.


7.   There is nothing mysterious about good writing or any other kind of excellence.  

“The simple doing of certain small tasks can generate huge results. Excellence is mundane.”

“The winning of a gold medal is nothing more than the synthesis of a countless number of…little things.”

Daniel Chambliss, “The Mundanity of Excellence: An Ethnographic Report on Stratification and Olympic Swimmers,” Sociological Theory 7, 1 (Spring 1989), pp. 70-86.

