
 
 

POLS 252: PEOPLE AND THE POLLS 
Rachael Barlow 

 
How to contact me: 

Office: Downes 206 
Phone: 297 – 4114 

IM: rachdata 
CMS: moodle.trincoll.edu 

 
 
The goals for all of us in this course are to think about: 
 

1. The past and present US Census 
2. The relationship between people and social science data and 
3. How recent technological innovations affect (1) and (2) 

 
There are two books for this course: 
 

1. Sarah Igo’s The Averaged American and 
2. Margo Anderson and Stephen Fienberg’s Who Counts 

 
There are four course components on which your grade will be based: 
 

1. Class attendance and participation, a combination of  
 
How often you attend class and whether you are on time 
How often you participate in class 
How often you communicate with me outside of class 
 

2. Required assignments, which include 
 
Fifteen “take-home points” assignments dropped in the Assignment dropbox in Moodle 
Three “Friday assignments” printed and presented on specific Fridays in class 

 
3. Extended engagement with the course material, demonstrated by bringing to class or sending to me in 

advance 
 
 Weekly news items on the 2010 census as they appear 

Relevant videos, images related to the census, polling, or the quantified self 
 

4. An extension of one of the “Friday assignments” on which you reported earlier in the semester.  This is due 
the day of the final exam for this class, although you will be asked to give a progress report on our last day of 
class.  I will distribute more information about my expectations for this final assignment by mid-semester.



 
 

FRIDAY ASSIGNMENTS 
 
Friday assignments are when I hand over the classroom to YOU, the students!  Take the opportunity to make these 
Fridays interesting for us all.  You can sign up for Friday assignments on our Moodle page, but you need to do so 
during the first week of class.  Sign-ups are first come, first serve, so move quickly! 
 
For each Friday assignment you pick, you must: 
 

1. Complete a three page, double-spaced write up of what you did for that assignment 
2. Provide corresponding evidence (images, articles, questionnaires, etc.) that offer proper support for your 

assignment submission 
3. Present your assignment in class on the Friday it is due (about 10 minutes, 5 for questions from others in the 

class and from me) 
 
I will grade these assignments according to six criteria: 
 

1. Did you show breadth in terms of the kinds of projects you chose? 
2. How informative, creative, and well-written was your write-up? 
3. How creative and well-planned was your presentation to the class? 
4. Did you meet with me to discuss what you would do for your presentation? 
5. Did you connect both your write-up and presentation to our readings? 
6. Did you ask questions of your peers who presented on the same day as you? 

 
 
Library research projects 

 
Use the New York Times Historical Archive* to find an article (or an op-ed) describing a problem related to the 
administration of the decennial census.  You can pick any time period you wish.  When did this article appear?  
What was the problem and how was that problem described by the author?  Do groups or organizations take sides 
concerning the origins of this problem or how this problem should be resolved?  Due Friday, February 12. 
 
Find an article, chapter, or book review written by Elmo Roper.  Try Google Scholar, JSTOR, or any other 
database with which you are comfortable, but be sure to actually read the article.  What was this article about?  
How does Roper’s writing reflect what Sarah Igo describes as Roper’s lifetime agenda?  Coordinate with the other 
students doing this assignment to make sure you pick different pieces.  Due Friday, March 12. 
 
Track down a magazine or newspaper article cited by Sarah Igo in her first chapter on the famous Kinsey reports.  
Ask a reference librarian for help if you do not know how to do this.  What is the general theme of this article?  Is 
it neutral in its characterization of the Kinsey reports, or does it have a slanted take?  How does Igo use it to 
support her argument?  Is she fair in how she characterizes the piece or in how she uses it to support a specific 
claim?  Is there something else in this article that she should have mentioned but didn’t?  Due Friday, March 19. 

 
Statistics assignments 
 

Put data from Margo Anderson’s data apportionment appendix* in Excel or another spreadsheet program (e.g. 
SPSS, Stata, Google motion charts, etc.).  You do not have to input all of the data from all of the tables, but just 
enough so that you can create two scatter plots that allow you to document relationships (or lack thereof) between 
two variables.  You should use what we have read in the class to help you select interesting variables to compare.  
Coordinate with the other students doing this assignment to make sure you pick different variables.  Due Friday, February 5. 



 
 

Use Social Explorer* to examine census data in Muncie, Indiana from 1900 to the present.  Be sure to take 
advantage of Social Explorer’s “export to Powerpoint” feature.  How does the mapped census data support or 
negate what Igo describes in terms of how the Lynds picked Muncie as their town to study?  Would the Lynds have 
picked Muncie if they were considering it today?  Pick another city and do a similar analysis.  How does it 
compare?  Coordinate with the other students doing this assignment to make sure you pick different cities.   Due Friday, 
February 19. 
 
Pick a dataset from either the Center for Middletown Studies* or the Roper Dataset Collection.*  Download it 
into SPSS and examine the codebook.  Identify some independent and dependent variables and formulate three 
hypotheses.  Then use SPSS to run some simple cross-tabulations.  What kinds of patterns, if any, did you find?  
Did your data analysis confirm or violate your hypotheses?  Take the tables that SPSS created and produce 
simplified, more readable ones in Word to show the class.  Due Friday, February 26. 
 
Imagine that you have been asked to explain the difference between “within-state funding effect” and the 
“between-state funding effect,” as described in the PriceWaterHouseCooper report on the Census 2000 
undercount that we are reading for March 3.  Design a presentation geared towards the lay person who has not 
read this report and does not know much about the census.  Think about how you could use Powerpoint, 
Youtube, screencasting tools or anything else innovative to bring your presentation to life and make your audience 
understands the concepts involved.  Due Friday, March 5. 
 

Public assignments 
 

Attend one of the Census Bureau Road Tour events coming to our area (see the Road Tour schedule*).  Treat the 
event as an opportunity to collect data about how the Bureau markets itself.  What kinds of things do the Bureau 
representatives say?  How do they characterize the work of the Bureau and the goal of the census?  How do they 
respond to people’s questions?  What kinds of questions do people ask of the Bureau?  What kinds of questions did 
YOU ask?  Be sure to take some field notes about what you observed.  Do not sign up for this unless you have confirmed 
that you can actually make one of the dates on the Road Tour schedule.  Due Friday, April 2. 
 
Work with Student Life to promote Census activities on campus this semester.  For example, you could “(1) 
conduct information sessions in dorms or for the SGA on the census and how students are affected; (2) create fact 
sheets handed out from tables outside of Mather; (3) organize a panel or debate on the benefits of and flaws in the 
census system; (4) design a crafty plan to get the numbers counted right at Trinity or (5) whatever else you can 
image” (Dean Alford, personal communication).  Before beginning, check out the Census resources for college 
campuses.*  Document what you do through pictures, video, screenshots, etc.  Due Friday, April 16. 
 

Questionnaire assignments 
 

Go to the University of Minnesota international enumeration forms page.*  Select one country that conducts its 
census in English.  Print the most recent census form for that country and compare it the oldest census form you 
find on the web site.  Compare the two forms.  Which questions appear on both forms?  Which do not?  How has 
the wording of questions changed over time?  How about the placement of questions?  Which questions are 
surprising for you to see on the forms?  Be sure to coordinate with the other students doing this assignment to make sure you 
pick different countries.  Due Friday, April 9. 
   
Conduct a twenty minute with your parent who has filled out the 2010 census form.  Be sure to be looking at your 
own copy of that form when you interview him/her and try to refer to specific questions when you conduct the 
interview.  What did he/she think of the form and of specific questions on it?  Were there questions that were 
confusing or surprising?  Which ones?  Why?  How long did it take him/her to fill it out?  Did he/she list you as a 



 
 

member of the household?  Why or why not?  Did he/she have any memory of what the last census form they 
filled out looked like?  How do they think the 2010 one compares?  Due Friday, April 23. 
     

Quantified self assignments 
 

Choose a website that allows the user to collect data on him- or herself.*  What kind of data does this website 
allow the user to collect?   What kind of interface does it have for inputting and reading data?  Does it have a 
social-networking feature that allows the user to share data with others?  What kinds of users appear to be using 
the web site?  What kind of social impact, if any, could such a website have?  Do you think it will last, or is a 
passing fad?  Due Friday, April 30.
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S M T W T F S   
Jan 27 – Census news articles* 
Jan 29 – Anderson, Chapter 1 
Feb 1 – Igo, Introduction 
Feb 3 – Anderson, Chapter 2 
Feb 8 – Igo, Chapter 1 
Feb 10 – Anderson, Chapter 3 
Feb 15 – Igo, Chapter 2 
Feb 17 – Anderson, High Tech Census* 
Feb 22 – Anderson, Chapter 4 

 
Feb 24 – Anderson, Chapter 5 
Mar 3 – PWC Report* 
Mar 8 – Igo, Chapter 3 
Mar 10 – Igo, Chapter 4 
Mar 15 – Colasanto articles* 
Mar 17 – Anderson, Chapter 6 
Mar 29 – Igo, Chapter 5 
Mar 31 – Anderson, Chapter 7 
April 5 – Igo, Chapter 6 

 
April 7 – Anderson, Chapter 8 
April 12 – Wright, One Drop of Blood* 
April 14 – Igo, Epilogue 
April 19 – Anderson, Chapters 9 & 10 
April 21 – Prewitt*  
April 26 – Quantified self news articles* 
April 28 – CNN on the 2000 election 
May 3 – Numerati chapter 
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