Update XLIV
A Guide to Election Polls and a Student Assignment
The MOSE, Random Sample and the Racial Factor 

The November election has created what some observers

consider to be the most pervasive student interest and   

political activity since 18-year-olds were given the franchise. 

A record number of college students are expected to cast 

ballots.  This is an opportunity for instruction and an exciting

reporting assignment.  

Reading the Polls
With a few weeks before the election, political polls 
proliferate, and the unwary may be misled.  Here are some 

suggestions from David Epstein, a professor of political

science at Columbia, on how to read polls.  They
also suggest ways you can make sure your poll is done

properly:


  *Never pay too much attention to any 


one poll—look at an aggregation of 


polls over time.  Polls fluctuate up and


down; that is their nature. Over time.


they may hit their mark, but any one poll


may be high or low due, if nothing else,


to the vagaries of chance. 


  *Never give credence to poll questions


that are not asked consistently over time.


The best way to understand poll numbers


is in the context of a series, not as a one-off

set of responses.


  *Polls are statistically correct, within


their margin of error, only to the degree


that they accurately measure the opinions


of a random sample of voters. The sample


sizes are not the problem (due to the magic


of statistics, a mere 1,000 voters in a 


random sample can accurately reflect


the opinions of the 120,000,000 or so 


actual voters on Election Day) but

everything else is.  First of all, pollsters


have to guess who the “likely” voters are,


and this is as much art as science. … Also,


a dirty secret of the profession is that people


lie to pollsters.




The Racial Factor in Polls
Lying is a significant factor in a contest

between white and a black candidates.  Simply put,

a  proportion of white respondents lie when they
tell a pollster they intend to vote for the black

candidate or when race is a factor in a referendum.  
This behavior is known as the “Bradley 

Effect,” named for Tom Bradley, the black mayor of

Los Angeles, who sought the governorship of California

in 1982. Every poll showed Bradley comfortably ahead. 

He lost to his white opponent.


In the 1989 New York City race for mayor, David

Dinkins, who is black, was 18 points ahead in polls.  He won by

2 points. In Virginia, Douglas Wilder, black, was projected

an easy winner; he won by a half of l percent.   In Michigan

in 2006, a proposal to ban affirmative action was on the ballot.

Pollsters predicted a squeaker with 51 percent support. The

actual count was 58 percent in favor of the ban.


The “Bradley Effect” also affects exit polls, 

writes Andrew Hacker in the Sept. 25, 2008, New York Review

of Books. “Just out of the booth, we hear them telling

white exit pollers that they supported the black candidate,

whereas returns from these precincts show far fewer such votes.”


The “Bradley Effect” leads Hacker, a political science

professor at Queens College, to suggest that the “Obama 

campaign would do well to print signs to post

prominently in all its offices:


    ALWAYS SUBTRACT SEVEN PERCENT



States Obstructing the Student Vote

A record number of students have registered to vote next month.

But will they be able cast their votes?  Challenges to potential

voters, among them students,  have been “unprecedented,” reports 

the Century Foundation, which points out that the Supreme Court 
has ruled:



Students have the right to register and


    vote using their school address.

Some states have a record of trying to suppress the student 

vote—few voting machines on campus, slow approval of new registrations,

misleading election material, challenges to students wanting to vote.


The Foundation and Common Cause report that problems for

students persist in several states. Florida, Georgia and Virginia
“stand out as the states with the most problematic voting administration

on a variety of criteria.”  The Virginia secretary of state told students

they could not vote on campus, but a challenge was successful.

New Mexico and Pennsylvania have shortcomings. Colorado,

Michigan and Missouri “fall somewhere in the middle,” 

the organizations report.

Some Polling Definitions

Margin of Error:  (Properly called the margin of
sampling error or MOSE.)  A poll story should always specify 
the MOSE, which is the +  or – (plus or minus) percentage 
points in a range that the polling answer falls between. The 
MOSE depends upon the number polled:




Number Polled    MOSE

100 +/- 10%

200 +/-7

500
                  +/-4

                                      1000                    +/-3


 A poll questions 1,000 people about the candidates in

a senatorial race and finds:


                            Candidate A--51%




    Candidate B--49

The margin of error is +/-3%. This means that A could 
be favored by 54%  (+3,winner) or 48% (-3, loser).  Despite
Candidate A’s 51%, we cannot say that Candidate A 
is the winner in the poll.

When a New York Times/CBS Poll found Barack Obama with

48 percent and John McCain with 43 percent, it wrote that 

the difference of 5 percent was “within the poll’s  margin of

sampling error….” 

Random Sample: The people polled are chosen 

randomly and appropriately from the larger population. For example,  

an election sample will consist of men and women who say they are 

registered voters and intend to vote. 
A sidebar box explains that 1,333 adults were reached 
by telephone, 1,004 of whom said they were registered to vote. The 

telephone numbers were “randomly selected by a computer 

from a complete list of more than 42,000

active resident exchanges throughout the country. The 

exchanges were chosen so as to ensure that each region of 

the country was represented in proportion to its

population.”

Readers were told: “In theory, in 19 cases out of 20, 

overall results based on such samples will differ by no more 

than three percentage points in either direction from what would 

have been obtained by seeking to interview all American adults.” 

Polling Basics 

    *Word questions carefully so that they are short,

  simple and clear

     *Ask the same question(s) of all people.

     *Draft an opening statement to introduce yourself.

   Tell people the purpose of the survey.

      *You may want to request short answers—yes, no, 

    strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree,

    for, against.

       *Then you can ask for comments.

       *Do not interview personal friends or people

    in a group.

       *Interview at different locations, different times 

    of the day.

       *Be conscious of looking for different kinds

    of respondents.


           Assignment: Why not dispatch your students to do 
some campus polling. You can reach a reasonable margin 
of error by assigning each student a dozen or so fellow students 
to question.  If the campus has a student directory, a telephone
poll could turn up a significant number of respondents. 


The class might discuss the questions to ask.  Remind 

students that all hands must ask the questions agreed on.

For more material on polling, see the American 

Assn. for Public Opinion Research (www.aapor.org). 
Tim Russert:  Plus and Minus 
The Paeans for a TV Journalist Revisited


When Tim Russert died in June, the media went into a 

full-press obituary.  For days, media luminaries and the political

elite praised Russert:

“This is a blow to America.”--Peggy Noonan



“An unfathomable loss.”--Brian Williams  


“The gold standard in everything he did.” --Chris Matthews.


“The ideal American journalist.”-- Dan Rather




Minus
Not so fast, writes Lewis H. Lapham, national correspondent

for Harper’s Magazine, in his  column in the September issue,“Elegy 

for a Rubber Stamp.”  He quotes Sam Donaldson’s tribute:



He (Russert) understood as well as anyone,


    that the reason political reporters are there is not


    to speak truth to power … but to make those who 


    say we have the truth--politicians--explain it. 


Then Lapham writes:



Speaking truth to power doesn’t make 
  successful Sunday-morning television, leads 
  to “jealousy, upsets, persecution,” doesn’t

  draw a salary of $5 million a year.  The notion 
  that journalists were once in the habit of 
  doing so we borrow from the medium of print,

  from writers in the tradition of Mark Twain, 
  Upton Sinclair, H.L.Mencken, I.F.Stone, 
  Hunter Thompson and Walter Karp, who 

  assumed that what was once known as “the press” 
  received its accreditation as a fourth estate 
  on the theory that it represented
  the interests of the citizens as opposed to 
  those of the government.

Lapham goes on:



Long ago in the days before journalists became 


  celebrities, their enterprise was reviled and poorly 


  paid, and it was understood by working newspapermen


  that the presence of more than two people at their 


  funeral could be taken as a sign that they had 


  disgraced the profession. …


I don’t doubt that Russert was as good at


  the game as anybody in Washington, but why


  the five-star goodbye?  Why the scattering of


  incense for a journalist who so prided himself 


  on being in the loop that he assured his informed


  sources that nothing they said was on the record?


  For a second-tier talk-show host, his audience was


  a fraction of the size of Rush Limbaugh’s or


  Howard Stern’s, whose stock in trade was the


  deftly pulled punch? Why a requiem mass for


  a pet canary? 




Plus


In his Red Smith lecture at Notre Dame two months before he died,
Russert spoke about his approach to journalism.  After describing how 

politicians “have far more handlers and pollsters and spin doctors than they used to,”  Russert said:



I am forced to put things on the screen: How did that


happen I will say to a guest, “I’m sorry Congressman or


Senator or Governor, but what you just said is much 


different from what you promised people when you


were running for reelection.



I am ever more convinced that a leader cannot 


make tough decisions unless he or she is asked tough 


questions.  It is the only vehicle that brings them to closure,


that forces any sense of intellectual rigor, that forces them


to find a way to reconcile the political  advice or the 


political pressures brought to bear. …Tough questions


need not be the loudest or the most sensational or 


the most theatrical, but rather probing and, hopefully, 


incisive.
The Lamp in the Lighthouse Goes Out

My First Newspaper Folds



The only mourners were in the newsroom of 
The Albuquerque Tribune. In these days of cutbacks and buyouts 
at major newspapers, the collapse of a small afternoon daily, 
circulation around 10,000, merited scant attention.  But the Trib
gave me my first job, and I have fond memories.  The 
paper had a glorious history.

Before Scripps Howard bought the paper, it was owned by an

enterprising journalist, Carl Magee.  Back in the Twenties, 
during the Harding administration, Magee got word from 
one of  his stringers  that  some expensive purebred cattle 
were being delivered to a northern New Mexico ranch 
owned by Albert B. Fall, a member of President Harding’s cabinet, 
who was known to have fallen on hard times.   
Where did the money come from?


Turned out Fall was on the take, bribed by oil interests 

to let them lease federal oil reserves.  Fall received $385,000 for his 
generosity in leasing the reserves, among them the Teapot Dome fields 
in Wyoming. Fall went to prison and on his death someone remarked that he

was “so crooked they had to screw him into the ground.”


 I remembered Fall when I was told by a state prison doctor

that the warden’s wife had lifted all the medical instruments and 

sold them.  He said “the pair are as crooked as a dog’s hind leg.”


I looked at the purchases the prison had made and found 

thousands of dollars had gone for purchasing prize bulls for the state 

prison farm.  A check of the farm showed the bulls there were
runts.  The expensive bulls had gone to the warden’s ranch.


Farewell, Trib.  RIP.
Teaching Tools




Story Logic


The story in the Columbia Daily Spectator was a review of a 

new eating place.  It contained this sentence:



Though it is a plus for many that 


      the empanadas are filled with antibiotic


      and hormone-free meats, the cost of 


      ingredients raises the price of the individual 

                  empanada—and this has become a 


      concern for some customers.


What should the next sentence be? 


The cost of the “individual empanada,” of course.  Unfortunately,

we’re not told.  Worse, we are given the cost of the empanada at a 

nearby restaurant:  “As a rival of Havana Central, which 

sells empanadas for one dollar, … .” 



There’s a dual writing lesson here. Not only should 

a story (1) have internal logic, (2) every generality--here the

generality is “the price of the individual empanada”--should

be followed by a specific; in this story the specific is the 

price of the “individual empanada”.


Anyone for a burrito?

Assignments
College Athletes
  Every so often, critics of intercollegiate sports make news

by suggesting that college athletes be paid. After all, they contend, 

the football and basketball players attract alumni donations and some teams 

draw enough fans to help the school’s athletic program become 

profitable. 

Fewer than half of intercollegiate athletes accumulate 
the grades to graduate, and far fewer make it to the professional teams. 

In The New Republic, Jason Zengerle quotes 

a long-time supporter of college athletics, Sonny Vaccaro, as advocating
paying $20,000 to athletes who use up their eligibility. Also, he says, 

“These kids should get residuals every time one of their old games 

is shown.”


Everyone else is profiting from their work, he says.


Assignment:  Interview faculty members, coaches  
and athletes: What do they think of payments to college athletes?




 Classroom Controversy

The American Association of University Professors 
(AAUP) reports: 

A recent crop of bills is opening a new 

  front in the battle for academic freedom by

  focusing more narrowly on the teaching of 

  science, particularly the teaching of politically 

  tinged topics such as climate change and


  evolution.

Legislators in Alabama, Louisiana, Michigan, Florida

and Missouri have introduced bills that seek “to make curricula

more permissive of ideas such as ‘intelligent design,’” says the

AAUP.   The bills “purport to guarantee academic freedom

and critical thinking in the teaching of science….But the 

underlying purpose of these proposals is to have 

‘intelligent design’ offered as an alternative to evolution,”

says the AAUP.


 Assignment: If your state is among these, survey

high school science teachers and principals.  Has the state 
teachers association taken a stand on the issue? Who is 

pushing the issue; who is opposing it?
Cities that Recycle...and Don’t

Waste News, a trade magazine, reports the following percentages of 

waste diverted from landfills for recycling among the 15 largest 

American cities:




Highest Percentage Recycled

San Francisco

69.0


Los Angeles

62.0


San Jose

61.0


Chicago

55.4


San Diego

54.9




Lowest Percentage Recycled

Houston

 2.6


San Antonio

 4.0


Detroit


10.5


Indianapolis

11.0


Columbus

13.7


Assignment: What percentage of waste is recycled in your state’s major cities?  
What are the reasons for the high/low percentages?  If low, are any attempts 

being made to increase recycling?




 
Worth Quoting
Buying out the Best


I have been watching with bafflement and disgust the 
”buy-outs” at major American newspapers, which are subsidized

purges (better than unsubsidized ones, I know) of memory and 

judgment and all the other qualities that cannot be acquired 

without time.  I recognize that younger journalists are cheaper and 

hipper, if hipness denotes an inability to distinguish between 

writing and posting. But why would intellectual institutions

--I quaintly persist in counting newspapers among them--
chop off their own heads?





--Leon Wieseltier 
Mind Altering

And what the Net seems to be doing is chipping away 

my capacity for concentration and contemplation.  My mind now

expects to take information the way the Net distributes it: in a
swiftly moving stream of particles. Once I was a scuba diver

in the sea of words.  Now I zip along the surface like a guy 

on a ski jet.





--Nicholas Carr

Worth Waiting For
It takes at least a couple of decades for a man to discover that 
he was well taught.  All education is a delayed-action bomb, assembled

in the classroom for explosion at a later date.





--Clifton Fadiman





Truth
The teacher whose love of truth is personal, is

his own, is the teacher all students dream of encountering

some day.





--Mark Van Doren





Fox News

By blacklisting reporters it does not like, planting

stories with friendlies at every turn, Fox News has been 

living a life beyond consequences for years. … (It) has 

very likely been undercovered because the organization

is such a handful to deal with.

--David Carr

The University


The liberal arts university is becoming the corporate 

university, its center of gravity shifting to technical fields 

where scholarly expertise can be shifted into lucrative

business opportunities.





--William Deresiewicz
          

C O R R E C T I O N S


Bob Ruggles at Florida A&M updates my assignment in September’s

Update that included Florida in states with constitutional amendments

on the November ballot dealing with church/state relations.  

The state’s supreme court knocked the two amendments 

off the November ballot in mid-September, Ruggles informs me.

The URL for the Newsim (A Fire Simulation) in the 

September Update was incorrect.  Here is the correct URL:
             http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/newssim/introduction.html




-0-

NOTE: Let me know whether you would like a complimentary

copy of “The Sayings of Chairman Mel, Crumudgeonly

Wisdom of the Craft of Journalism” published by the 

Poynter Institute.  





##

