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Overview of Lesson Plan: In this lesson, students explore how opinion polls are created and conducted, focusing on the wording of questions and the methods of sampling a population.

Suggested Time Allowance: 1 hour

Objectives: 

Students will: 

1. Respond to two polls - one silent and the other public - addressing the same questions; examine how these different polling methods might lead to different responses. 

2. Examine the results of a New York Times/CBS News poll measuring public opinion on how the American government is handling the campaign against terrorism and its impact on civil liberties by reading and discussing the article "Public Opinion Is Wary but Supportive on Rights Curbs." 

3. Explore in groups how polls are created by choosing poll topics, developing sample questions and selecting appropriate sampling methods. 

4. Synthesize their learning by creating poll methodology statements, conducting polls and evaluating the results.

Resources / Materials: 

-pens/pencils

-paper

-classroom board

-three large pieces of paper, each with one of the following statements written in large letters: "Approve/Good Idea," "Disapprove/Bad Idea" and "Don't Know"

-small slips of red paper (one slip for each student in the class) 

-small slips of blue paper (one slip for each student in the class) 

-copies of "Public Opinion Is Wary but Supportive on Rights Curbs" (one per student)

Activities / Procedures: 

1. WARM-UP/DO NOW: In this initial classroom activity, students will respond to two polls - one silent and one public. The silent poll will involve students writing on pieces of paper and passing them forward. For the public poll, students will move to three sides of the room, standing near posters with statements that reflect their view on an issue. Before students arrive, hang these three "statement" posters on three walls of the room ("Approve/Good Idea," "Disapprove/Bad Idea" and "Don't Know".) For the silent poll, place one red and one blue slip of colored paper on each desk.

2. Upon entering class, students respond to the following, written on the board prior to class: "On your desk are two slips of paper, to be used as your ballots in a silent poll. On the red slip of paper, answer this question: Do you approve or disapprove of the way the American government is handling the campaign against terrorism? (Respond Approve, Disapprove or Don't Know.) On the blue slip of paper, answer this question: Do you think it is a good idea or a bad idea to allow the government to monitor the telephone calls and e-mails of 'ordinary' Americans? (Respond Good Idea, Bad Idea or Don't Know.)" Collect the papers in two piles, one for each question, and clearly tally the results for each on the board.

3. Next, explain to students that they will be participating in a public poll. Point out the posters hanging on the three walls of the room. Read the first question on the board aloud, and ask students to move to the side of the room that best reflects their views. Tally the results on the board, and allow the students to return to their seats. Then read the second question aloud, and ask students again to move to the side that best reflects their views. Again tally the results, and allow the students to return to their seats.

4. Discuss the following: Are the results for each poll identical? Was one poll easier to respond to than another? Why or why not? Did you feel pressure to respond in a different way when the poll was public as compared to when the response was anonymous? Was it easier or harder to come to an opinion when the responses were anonymous? Why or why not?

2. As a class, read and discuss the article "Public Opinion Is Wary but Supportive on Rights Curbs," focusing on the following questions:  

a. According to the poll, how supportive are Americans in general of the administration's handling of the war on terrorism?  

b. What are two specific instances of how the American public disagrees with recent administration policies?  

c. What are two specific examples of how Americans support the administration's "hard line on many key issues"? Why does the article characterize these positions as "hard line"? 

d. What examples does the article give as evidence for "two standards of justice in the public's mind"? 

e. According to the poll results, what is President Bush's approval rating? How do Americans as a whole view the President's handling of the economy?  

f. How many Americans in October thought another terrorist attack in the United States was likely? Has this number increased or decreased in this latest poll?  

g. How many people responded to this poll?  

h. Where was the poll conducted, and how were the responses gathered?  

i. What evidence does the article give that the wording of a question affects the response? What specific change of words do you think accounts for this change of opinion?

3. Divide the class into small groups, and explain that each group will be acting as a team of reporters to create a poll -- and devise a methodology for conducting the poll -- to measure public opinion about an important current topic. First, ask each group to decide on an issue and to write a brief rationale that explains why a poll would be appropriate for reporting on this issue. Students should consider the following (written on the board or distributed as a hand-out):  

a. --Is the issue controversial?  

b. --What is the range of responses that you expect people to have on this issue?  

c. --Why would it be important to have a quantifiable (or measurable) gauge of opinions on this issue?  

d. --Why would it not be satisfactory to address this issue through only qualitative examination (for example, using facts, descriptions or quotations gathered from interviews with a few individuals)?  After ten minutes, ask students to share their topics and responses to these questions.

5. Next, students should consider the wording of their poll questions. Each group should create three sample questions for their poll. Students should consider how wording affects responses and evaluate whether their questions are worded in a balanced and unbiased manner. If not, in what ways might the wording of the questions influence people's responses? How could students rewrite them to get more honest answers? Ask each group to choose one of their sample questions and write two versions -- one biased and one as neutral as possible. After five to ten minutes, have each group read their two wordings of this question aloud and explain to the class how each phrasing would affect the responses.

6. Next, explain to students that polltakers rely on at least four ways to choose a sample (or the group of poll participants):  

a. --Random Sampling: Each person in the population has an equal chance of being selected. For example, a group might choose a random sample of 50 students from your school by writing the names of each student in the school on a card, mix up all the cards and randomly choose 50 cards.  

b. --Systematic Sampling: Respondents are chosen from a list using a fixed interval. For example, the names of the student body can be arranged in alphabetical order, and groups would choose every tenth person.  

c. --Stratified Sampling: The population is sorted into relevant subgroups, and people are randomly selected from each. For example, the population being polled might be sorted into gender or ethnic groups, then individuals randomly selected from each group.  

d. --Cluster Sampling: In this sample method, groups, rather than individuals, are randomly selected. For example, the polltaker might randomly select classes in a school and interview all people in those classes.  Based on these descriptions, ask each group to choose a method of sampling that best suits their issue. Why would one method be more important than another for measuring opinions on their specific issue? After five minutes, each group should defend why one particular method would be more appropriate than the others.

4. WRAP-UP/HOMEWORK: Each student in the group prepares a poll methodology statement for a poll covering any issue they choose. Each methodology statement should include a topic rationale, at least five poll questions, and a rationale for the sampling method selected. Students should then conduct their polls individually, evaluate the results and report back to the class, either in oral or written form.

Further Questions for Discussion: 

· --What is a sample? How can a small sample reflect the opinion of a large group? 

· --Why is the process of random selection important in polling a large group of people, such as the American public, with a small sampling? 

· --Why are opinion polls frequently used in American journalism? 

· --How might asking for volunteers to respond to a poll affect the results? 

· --The article focuses on quantitative measures of public opinion -- the statistics gathered in news polls. But it also relies on qualitative evidence, such as quotations from individuals interviewed after the poll was taken. What value does each approach offer in conveying news? Is one more objective than another? Does this make it "truer"? Why or why not?

Evaluation / Assessment: 

Students will be evaluated based on participation in class polls and class discussions; participation in group development of a poll topic rationale, sample questions, and a sampling rationale; thoughtful individual completion of a poll methodology statement; and individual poll conducting and evaluation.s

Vocabulary: 

counterterrorism, potential, overwhelmingly, nuances, consultation, plurality, spearheaded, leeway, rationale, canvassing, unanimous

Extension Activities: 

1. Distribute copies of "How the Poll Was Conducted" (http://www.nytimes.com/2001/12/12/national/12METH.html), and as a class, discuss the following: Why is the process of random selection important in polling a large group of people, with a small sampling (in this case, 1,052 adults)? Why was this poll conducted across the United States rather than in one area of the country? How might geographical range affect the results of a poll? The article states that "the results have been weighted to take account ..." -- might the variations in the sample (geographic region, sex, race, age and education) have been taken into account and weighted for this poll? Why does a "margin of error" exist when polling a small group to approximate how a larger group might respond? What other sources of error could exist in a public opinion poll?

2. Choose three poll responses reported in the article. Write the complete question for each one, then graph the results in at least three different ways. How can graphs express the results in different ways? Do any of the graphs appear biased?

3. Research how a margin of error is calculated, and create a working definition. Then, calculate the margin of error for the poll created as homework.

4. Write two versions of the same poll question. The two versions may differ in the amount of background information they provide or in the way that they are phrased. Then, poll five students using one version and five students using the other version. (Make sure the groups of respondents are chosen randomly so that they are comparable.) Ask the respondents why they answered as they did, and summarize the results.

Interdisciplinary Connections: 

Civics- Research the differences between a criminal court proceeding and a military tribunal. Create a comparison sheet, listing the differences between the two approaches to justice on corresponding sides of a piece of paper.

Economy- How have the approval ratings of other presidents fared in boom and bust economies? Research the approval rating for a past American president. At this point in time, was the economy in recession or growth? What administrative policies leading up to that point may have contributed to the president's approval rating? What affect did these policies have on the economy? Write an article describing your findings.

Fine Arts- Write a skit or a screen play entitled "Two Standards of Justice" that dramatizes the differences in how Americans might differentiate between "crimes" and "terrorism," or between "citizens" and "foreigners." How would the dramatization demonstrate the tension between these conflicting notions? How would the characters demonstrate these ideas? Would the production be a tragedy, a parody, or a romantic drama?

Academic Content Standards:
This lesson plan may be used to address the academic standards listed below. These standards are drawn from Content Knowledge: A Compendium of Standards and Benchmarks for K-12 Education: 2nd Edition and have been provided courtesy of the Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning in Aurora, Colorado.
In addition, this lesson plan may be used to address the academic standards of a specific state. Links are provided where available from each McREL standard to the Achieve website containing state standards for over 40 states. The state standards are from Achieve's National Standards Clearinghouse and have been provided courtesy of Achieve, Inc. in Cambridge Massachusetts and Washington, DC.
Grades 6-8 

Mathematics Standard 1- Uses a variety of strategies in the problem-solving process. Benchmarks: Understands how to break a complex problem into simpler parts or use a similar problem type to solve a problem; Uses a variety of strategies to understand problem-solving situations and processes; Understands that there is no one right way to solve mathematical problems but that different methods have different advantages and disadvantages; Constructs informal logical arguments to justify reasoning processes and methods of solutions to problems; Uses a variety of reasoning processes to model and to solve problems

(CTSS - 'math', '6-8', '1') 

Mathematics Standard 6- Understands and applies basic and advanced concepts of statistics and data analysis. Benchmarks: Reads and interprets data in charts, tables, plots and graphs; Uses data and statistical measures for a variety of purposes; Organizes and displays data using tables, graphs, frequency distributions, and plots; Understands faulty arguments, common errors, and misleading presentations of data; Understands that the same set of data can be represented using a variety of tables, graphs, and symbols and that different modes of representation often convey different messages (e.g., variation in scale can alter a visual message); Understands basic concepts about how samples are chosen (e.g., random samples, bias in sampling procedures, limited samples, sampling error) 

(CTSS - 'math', '6-8', '6') 

Mathematics Standard 9- Understands the general nature and uses of mathematics. Benchmark: Understands that mathematicians often represent real things using abstract ideas like numbers or lines, and they then work with these abstractions to learn about the things they represent

(CTSS - 'math', '6-8', '9') 

Civics Standard 19- Understands what is meant by "the public agenda," how it is set, and how it is influenced by public opinion and the media. Benchmarks: Knows that the public agenda consists of those matters that occupy public attention at any particular time; Knows how the public agenda is shaped by political leaders, interest groups, and state and federal courts, and understands how individual citizens can help shape the public agenda; Understands the importance of freedom of the press to informed participation in the political system, and understands the influence of television, radio, the press, newsletters, and emerging means of electronic communication on American Politics; Understands the opportunities that the media provides for individuals to monitor the actions of their government and communicate their concerns and positions on current issues 

(CTSS - 'social', '6-8', 'civ3')

Grades 9-12  Mathematics Standard 1- Uses a variety of strategies in the problem-solving process. Benchmarks: Uses a variety of strategies to understand new mathematical content and to develop more efficient solution methods or problem extensions; Constructs logical verifications or counter examples to test conjectures and to justify algorithms and solutions to problems; Understands connections between equivalent representations and corresponding procedures of the same problem situation or mathematical concept; Understands the components of mathematical modeling (i.e., problem formulation, mathematical model, solution within the model, interpretation of solution within the model, validation in original real-world problem situation)  (CTSS - 'math', '9-12', '1')  Mathematics Standard 6- Understands and applies basic and advanced concepts of statistics and data analysis. Benchmarks: Selects and uses the best method of representing and describing a set of data; Understands how concepts of representativeness, randomness, and bias in sampling can affect experimental outcomes and statistical interpretations; Understands that making an inference about a population from a sample always involves uncertainty and the role of statistics is to estimate the size of that uncertainty  (CTSS - 'math', '9-12', '6')  Mathematics Standard 9- Understands the general nature and uses of mathematics. Benchmark: Understands that mathematics provides a precise system to describe objects, events, and relationships and to construct logical arguments  (CTSS - 'math', '9-12', '9')  Civics Standard 19- Understands what is meant by "the public agenda," how it is set, and how it is influenced by public opinion and the media. Benchmarks: Understands how political institutions and political parties shape the public agenda; Understands the concept of public opinion, and knows alternative views of the proper role of public opinion in a democracy; Understands how public opinion is measured, used in public debate, and how it can be influenced by the government and the media; Understands the influence that public opinion has on public policy and the behavior of public officials; Understands the ways in which television, radio, the press, newsletters, and emerging means of communication influence American politics; Knows how to use criteria such as logical validity, factual accuracy, emotional appeal, distorted evidence, and appeals to bias or prejudice in order to evaluate various forms of historical and contemporary political communication (CTSS - 'social', '9-12', 'civ3')
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