ENGL 102: What’s Wrong with This Data?

Below, find examples of data used in contemporary opinion pieces. Explain what questions we should be asking about these numbers; explain why the way the author uses it may be incorrect.


From “The Cop Mind,” David Brooks, NY Times, December 8 2014
Most cops know they walk a dangerous line, between necessary and excessive force. According to a 2000 National Institute of Justice study, more than 90 percent of the police officers surveyed said that it is wrong to respond to verbal abuse with force. Nonetheless, 15 percent of the cops surveyed were aware that officers in their own department sometimes or often did so.
And through the years, departments have worked to humanize the profession. Over all, police use of force is on the decline, along with the crime rate generally. According to the Department of Justice, the number of incidents in which force was used or threatened declined from 664,000 in 2002 to 574,000 in 2008. Community policing has helped bind police forces closer to the citizenry.



From “Hail to the College Dropouts,” Noelle Nikpour, Washington Times, February 23, 2015

This is not to dis college, which is clearly a good thing for many. The unemployment rate for 2013 was 7.5 percent for Americans with a high school diploma and 4 percent for those with a bachelor’s degree, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported. According to the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco, average college graduates earn $830,800 more over their lifetimes than average high school graduates.

[…]

Of course, most people — college graduates and non-college graduates alike — won’t found Microsoft, Facebook or Apple. Non-college graduates can, however, enjoy rewarding careers that often pay more than dead-end jobs for philosophy majors.

The Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that 260,000 Americans with college or professional degrees were making no more than the federal minimum wage of $7.25 per hour in 2013. I wonder what they thought about their college experience?

