Constructing Public Opinion:

How Politicians and the Media Misrepresent the Public

Featuring Justin Lewis

http://www.mediaed.org/videos/CommercialismPoliticsAndMedia/ConstructingPublicOpinion/studyguide/html/#Poll1
Polling your students

This exercise takes the form of a public opinion poll – actually two polls. We’ve constructed two polls that can be accessed by clicking the links below. Each one asks questions about the same issues, but in each the questions are phrased differently in an attempt to elicit different responses. The point of this exercise is to provide students the actual experience of being polled, while at the same time showing them first-hand how volatile public opinion is – how informed responses depend on good information, and how pollsters, media and politicians alike can manipulate opinion to achieve the results they desire. 

Tips for using this exercise:

These polls can be used in the classroom in a number of ways. Here are three suggestions:

1) If your class is large enough, have one half of the class complete Poll 1, the other half Poll 2. (Note: It might be best not to tell students they are getting different polls; that way they’ll be more likely to complete the exercise in a manner that’s closer to actual conditions, rather than interpreting it as a trick of some kind.)

2) If you teach more than one class, you may try giving Poll 1 to one class, Poll 2 to the other. Then during discussion, talk about the overall results and any differences with each class.

3) Have all of your students complete one poll first, then have them complete the second one after. (Note: This approach has the advantage of students seeing how their own responses might change based on the way questions are framed. But it has the potential disadvantage of their responses in the first poll affecting the way they answer in the second.)

Post-poll discussion questions: 

After comparing and discussing the results of these two polls, these discussion questions might help make for a smooth transition to some of the key issues presented in the film:

1) Can polls shape public opinion? How? Why does this happen?

2) Does what’s excluded from polls alter the nature of the results? How? Why?

3) Can the public, because of lack of information from media – or the poll itself – give contradictory answers – or answers that might change with access to better information?

4) Do we sometimes respond to labels – like "feminist" or "liberal" – rather than thinking through an issue? Why? 

Create own Public Opinion Poll

 You must first understand how to do such by reading pgs. 192-196 in your textbook and following the proper procedures.

	Step
	Due Date

	1. First, determine your polling topic.
	

	2. Define the population/universe you will be targeting (age, gender, ethnicity, income-level, occupation, etc.).  Make sure that you focus on factors that are relevant to your topic.
	

	3. Construct a Sample (random or quota)
	

	4. Prepare a list of 10 (ten) valid questions which you will ask your population/universe.  Again, be careful on the wording you use in your questions.  If you are working alone, you must distribute 30 surveys; if you are working in pairs, you must distribute 40 surveys.
	

	5. Select and control the polling process.  Will it be face-to-face, anonymous, telephone, mail, etc.  Who will conduct the poll?  Will you address people in a particular way?  
	

	6. Report your findings!  You must write a 2-page (Times New Roman, Double-Spaced, 12-pt. Font, 1-inch margins) description and analysis of your findings. 
	

	a. First state your topic and data (facts, findings).  Explain why you chose this topic.
	

	b. Second, analyze the data (what does this mean, what does it not mean, etc.)
	

	c. Third, explain your conclusions about the information (what are the implications of your findings, why does this information matter, what does this mean for the future/predictions, etc.)
	

	d. Last, evaluation of the polling process in general.  What was easy or difficult about this process?  What did you learn about the topic of your poll as well as the polling process itself?  What was something that surprised or frustrated you?  What would you do in the future if you were to re-distribute this poll?
	


Public Opinion Poll

1. Which of the following best describes your overall political views:

a. I favor big government and higher taxes.

b. I favor smaller government, more individual freedom and choice, and lower taxes.

c. I favor something in between these two. 

2. Would you describe your political views as:

a. liberal/left wing 

b. conservative/right wing 

c. moderate

3. Would you consider yourself a so-called "feminist"?

4. Do you believe politicians listen too much to polls, and not enough to their own conscience?

5. Do you agree or disagree with this statement:

“Democrats represent the interests of ordinary people more than Republicans do.”

6. Do you agree or disagree with this statement:

“Republicans represent the interests of big business and the rich more than Democrats do.”

7. Do you think that throwing more money into the education budget is the solution to solving problems in inner city schools? 

8. Which of the following statements do you agree with more:

a. The Federal government should spend more of the tax dollars of working Americans on a new nationalized system that gives health care to every person in the country, whether they work or not.

b. Health Care will be most efficient and will cost less for everyone – including the poor – if it’s handled by private companies that can drive down costs by competing freely against one another for our business. 

9. Democrats and Republicans alike agree that there are newer and more sophisticated threats than ever to American security. The State Department has identified weapons of mass destruction, the rise of terrorism, and the potential for economically-failing Russia to accidentally launch a nuclear weapon at the U.S. as serious threats.

In your own opinion, which of the following do you most agree with:

a. After eight years of Clinton’s presidency, the U.S. military budget is too big.

b. After eight years of Clinton’s presidency, the U.S. military budget is too small.

c. After eight years of Clinton’s presidency, the U.S. military budget is about right.

PUBLIC OPINION POLL

1. Which of the following best describes your overall political views:

a. I believe the federal government is a necessary power and should be strong enough to check and balance the power of big business and corporate America.

b. I think the federal government is too big and should give large corporations more power to do what they’d like.

c. I favor something in between these two. 

2. Would you describe your political views as:

a. Most concerned with equal opportunity, respect for diversity and the environment, and community issues like helping those who cannot help themselves.

b. Most concerned with your own individual and financial freedom. 

c. Something in between.

3. Do you believe that women should have the same rights as men; that they should be paid equally if they do the same amount of work as men, and should be free of being discriminated against simply because they are women?

4. Would you agree that politicians probably use polls mostly to know how to market their own ideas better to people, or to actually give ordinary people what they say they want?

5. Do you agree or disagree with this statement:

“Democrats represent the interests of ordinary people more than Republicans do.”

6. Do you agree or disagree with this statement: 

“Republicans represent the interests of big business and the rich more than Democrats do.”

7. The Cold War is over, yet the United States continues to spend 13 times as much as the seven countries – combined – that the State Department have identified as our potential enemies. Do you feel it makes sense to take a small fraction of the money out of the military budget and use it to help schools that are failing children? 

8. Which of the following statements do you agree with more, given that the United States is one of the only industrialized nations in the world that does not provide its citizens with affordable health care coverage. 

a. The Federal government has a responsibility to make sure that poor people, the disabled, those who cannot work and children have access to good, affordable health care.

b. Health Care should be handled by big businesses and corporations and based primarily on their profits. 

9. The United States military budget is $300 billion a year. It is five times as much as the next biggest spender, Russia. And it is 13 times bigger than what all of our enemies spend combined. Given that there seems not to be enough money for education, health care, the environment, do you think: 

a. The U.S. military budget is too big.

b. The U.S. military budget is too small.

c. The U.S. military budget is about right.

