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The following should be considered a work in progress.  It is part of a larger, standards-based Statistics unit, but is presented here as a stand-along activity.  If you have any suggestions for improvements, questions for how to conduct this lesson, or if you end up teaching it, please email me.  Thank you.  All materials are copyrighted.

Averages Activity: “Iraq Casualties”

a. Pass out the assignment

b. The goal of the assignment is to get students to think about how different averaging techniques can produce different answers, and therefore when they hear “average”, the averaging method was possibly chosen to support the point of view of whoever gave the data.

c. Allow students to work on the assignment, but come back to a discussion about it.  Questions for discussion could include:

1. What was the average you came up with for the Pentagon official?  How did you calculate this number?

2. What was the average you came up with for Activist?  How did you calculate this number?

3. Which method/number is “right”?

4. Can you think of other circumstances where two people may choose different methods of averaging numbers?


The following chart lists the number of American soldiers who have died in Iraq during each month for the past year.  (Source: http://www.globalsecurity.org/military/ops/iraq_casualties.htm)

	Month
	Casualties

	July
	55

	August
	85

	September
	54

	October
	96

	November
	88

	December
	67

	January
	65

	February
	56

	March
	33

	April
	81

	May
	71

	June
	61


On separate paper, please answer the following questions:

First, imagine you work for the army, and you need to put out a press release that states the average number of soldiers killed per month.  What number would you choose as your average?  Explain how you got this number, and why you chose this as your method.

Next, imagine you are working for an Anti-war organization, and you need to put out a press release that states the average number of soldiers killed per month.  What number would you choose as your average?  Explain how you got this number, and why you chose this as your method.

Were the two averages you chose the same, or different?  Explain why.

