Comments on Assignment 2

10/4/2002

Critical Elements

· Characteristics of groups with less internet use/access

· Size and characteristics of library internet users

· To demonstrate that library users are groups with less access elsewhere


· Kids as major portion of public library users

· (public policy interest in kids’ use – for education and to prepare them for labor force, role in democratic society

· Purposes of internet use – this was the topic most often missing

· Including job search, online courses, information searching and/or role of internet in democratic society

· To justify public policy/funding interest – i.e., if people are using internet for games and shopping, little reason for public funding

· Accurate and appropriate use of data to substantiate the above

· Use of CURRENT data or explanations for using older data

· (A recurring problem was people treating 1998 data as if they were current – your skeptical reader will counter that things have changed and these data are no longer indicative of current circumstances.  To use them, you need to acknowledge that they are old and justify your use.)

· Be careful in how you read reports!  Many mistakes in what you claimed tables reported.

· Including confusion between individuals and households; internet users and the population as a whole. 

Other elements – I didn’t grade down for these, but things you should know:

· Be very careful in generalizing about race/ethnicity and internet access.

· Race/ethnicity is correlated with education and income, although the analyses that control for education and income do still show some residual effects of race.  

· It’s much easier, logically, to explain the effects of education and income on internet use than race. So differences across groups are more credibly associated with education and income and only then, the residual, with race.

· It’s dangerous to use the data on race to make sweeping statements – e.g., for a Black university professor and a white longshoreman with less than a high school education, their internet use is much more likely to match that of other people of their occupations and education than race alone. So be careful about talking about race/ethnicity and internet use.

· Refer to the sources of your data in sufficient detail for the reader to go back to find your original source – e.g., not just the name of the report but the exact page and/or table number.  

· Label all tables and graphics.  Reader should be able to tell immediately exactly what your table is about, including the date of the data, whether percentages or numbers, and the source(s).

· Be accurate about how you cite sources!  Mistakes reduce your credibility.

· In particular, Bringing a Nation Online re-analyzed data from the Dept. of Commerce study – it was NOT the Leadership Conference/Benton Foundation’s data.  (Dept of Commerce is a much more credible source of data, though some might find these authors’ analyses  more credible.)

· Don’t begin sentences with figures.  If you must begin with numbers, spell out. And if you begin by spelling out, continue.

· NOT: 7 out of 10 people…

· BUT: Seven out of ten…

· Don’t begin with difficult numbers:

· NOT Seventy five point three percent of respondents…

· REPHRASE: e.g., Among respondents, 75.3 percent…

· Be careful in using percentages!

· If, say, internet use in one group is 10% and another is 25%, the difference is not 15% -- it is 15 percentage POINTS. If the groups were the same size (which you don’t know), then the difference would be 150% -- 15 is 1.5 x 10. 

· Don’t average percentages across groups – remember that you don’t know the size of the different groups.  So you can’t take, for example, data for different income groups and average those figures to get the proportion of, e.g., everyone with an income below $50K. 

· The word “data” is plural, takes a plural verb.

