
PAF 3401:  Quantitative Methods for Policy & Practice – HW # 1

Instructions: As this is a Word document, please insert enough space after each question to provide room for your answers.
I’ve posted a few articles on Blackboard this week…

1.  Please read “Young Generations are growing horns in the back of their head,” which reports on a recent published article. Based on this article

Think critically about this news article: what is missing from it? Do you think the information provided is true? Why or why not? What information do you need to make that determination? 

Although Molloy’s article attempts to show a correlation between bad posture among younger generations using technological gadgets and the development of bony lumps at the back of their skulls, he does not explain whether these bony lumps are detrimental or a mere harmless physiological adaptation. For instance, do these bony lumps impair body function in any way? Additionally, the article does not provide information regarding how the amount of time one spent in a bad posture affected the rate of development of the bony protrusions at the back of their skulls. Therefore, we cannot determine whether it is true that extended use of gadgets in a bad posture will lead to the development of bony projections since the article does not explain the exact physiological mechanisms that lead to this outcome. To determine whether Molloy’s claim is true, we would need a clear evidence-based scientific explanation of how bad posture due to extended gadget use only leads to the development of these bony protrusions. Additionally, we would require proof that any other factors apart from genetics and injury do not contribute to the development of these bony projections at the back of one’s skull. Also, Molloy does not explain how any other recent literature contributes to this claim. Thus, we can assume that the claim is not true. 
            
2. Please read the PBS article, “Smartphones aren’t making millennials grow horns.” Based on this article,
  
What reasons are given to make you skeptical of the “Horns’ study”? Most importantly, does the study analysis support the causal statement in 1a? (You can also read the actual study posted on BB) 

Akpon (2019) provides several reasons to question the study that implicated extended gadget use in the development of horns at the back of millennial skulls. Firstly, he points out that the study did not measure cellphone usage hence the data they provided did not match the tone of the paper (Akpon, 2019). Also, the findings of the research had no implications for the general population health since the subjects only represented a small portion of the general demographic (Akpon, 2019). Furthermore, the study did not provide x-rays to illustrate the bony growths, and it also didn’t back up its claim that males had more of these bony projections (Akpon, 2019). Therefore, this study analysis does not support the causal statement in the news article, which is that extended gadget use causes millennials to grow horns at the back of their heads due to bad posture. This is because the study does not include data behind its statistical models, which would help confirm the link between millennials and the bony projections. Also, the research did not study horns in the subjects but bony protuberances. 

Thinking about the use and misuse of research, what are the implications of a study which was designed so poorly getting the headlines? What are some of the repercussions that can occur?

Looking at the above study, we can identify some implications that a poorly designed study can have when it gets published in mainstream headlines. For one, such a study can lead the readers to attach extra significance to its findings without the backing of the relevant data and evidence. Additionally, the study illustrates how the findings from a small study sample can be unjustly generalized to bigger sample size to gain more attention. Some of the repercussions of this include the erosion of society’s ability to distinguish what is empirically true and supported by facts from what is a false claim (Akpon, 2019). Additionally, many readers may believe the unfounded claims, and as a result, repel fact-checking which is an important part of supporting certain claims (Akpon, 2019). Also, future attempts to correct this belief in false claims may reinforce the misinformation in the readers’ minds (Akpon, 2019). 

When reading an academic article what are things you should look up for to try to determine whether a study is valid and provides strong empirical evidence? 

In order to determine whether a study is valid and provides strong empirical evidence, several things can be analyzed. Firstly, the reader should examine any impartial opinions by other researchers concerning the study at hand, including any support or contradicting views (Akpon, 2019). Also, the readers should identify whether the study was peer-reviewed and by whom to ascertain its acceptance (Akpo, 2019). Furthermore, the reader should assess the data used in the study, its relevance to the research claims, and whether it was adequately processed to accurately reflect the findings of the study (Akpon, 2019). Also, the study should include the rationale for methods of data collection and analysis, as well as any relevant literature connected to the study at hand (Akpon, 2019). Finally, the reader should attempt to identify whether the study claims more than it proves (Akpon, 2019).
How would you change the news article headline in question 1 to reflect the actual findings of the study?

As such, I would make several changes to the news article whose main headline claims that younger generations are growing horns at the back of their heads to reflect the actual findings of the study it quotes. To minimize the tone of certainty in this heading and indicate that the study was only done in Australia, I would start with the phrase “New Australian Study Speculates”. Since the study does not measure the growth of horns at the back of all millennials’ skulls but the development of bony occipital projections, I would instead use the phrase “skull alterations in Australian youth”. By using Australian youth instead of “younger generations” in the article headline, I would better portray the actual study sample used in the research while avoiding generalization to prevent attaching an unwarranted significance to the study’s findings in the readers’ minds. Furthermore, since the study does not measure phone usage among the subjects, I would use “bad posture” as the factor implicated in these skeletal alterations. As such, my heading would read: New Australian Study Speculates a Correlation between Bad Posture and Skull Alterations among Australian Youth. 

3.  Please read the New York Times article, “No Fun Allowed, Experts Say.”  At the time this piece was written, there was apparently a huge increase (+ 700%) in scooter injuries. Based on this article, from a purely statistical point of view... 

If you were a parent, would this increase in injuries concern you?  Why or why not?

From a parent’s perspective, I would be concerned about the increase in injuries from scooters since the statistics would imply an increased probability of my child getting injured from using a scooter. Although the statistical data does not guarantee that my child will get injured by using a scooter, it implies that there is an increased risk of my child getting injured in similar circumstances to the children from whom the data was collected. However, I would not be heavily concerned since the statistical data has been generalized, which implies that it may not apply to my child’s circumstances. Furthermore, the statistical data does not establish the causality between scooter use and injuries since it does not explain the specific circumstances under which these accidents occurred. For instance, I would be less concerned if the increase in accidents occurred outside my area which implies a difference in circumstances. Also, my level of concern would depend on the severity of the children’s injuries in scooter accidents since significantly minor injuries may have little impact on my child’s health. 

To make a statistically rigorous decision about whether you’d allow your child to ride a scooter, what other information would you want to see?

I would want to examine the statistics concerning how risky other means of transport are, such as the number of injuries among children in my area using skateboards. Additionally, I would want to examine information regarding how much protective gear has reduced the risk of injuries among children using scooters. Also, I would want to analyze the information comparing the cost of using a scooter to that of other means of transport. Furthermore, I would want to examine statistical data on the severity of the injuries due to scooter accidents among children, as well as in comparison to other means of transport. These will allow me to estimate the risk of injury from the statistics compared to other means of transport that my child can use. Nonetheless, I would want more specific information that establishes the causality between scooter use and injuries among the children using them. Also, I would want to see statistics regarding the causes of the increase in these scooter accidents, and which of these can be avoided or not.

Before telling your child that s/he can’t ride that scooter and should use some alternative form of transportation, what additional information would you need to win the argument with your child that would most certainly ensue?

I would require additional information concerning the scooter accidents among children within my region, such as in our neighborhood or his school. I would also need information regarding other disadvantages of using the scooter compared to other means of transport. For instance, I would need information regarding which means of transport are faster, safer and more comfortable. As such, I would need more information concerning what makes these means of transport better than the scooter. Furthermore, I would require the details on the causes of scooter injuries and focus on the reasons that are more difficult to avoid in my child’s circumstances. To further convince my child, I would also require more information regarding how scooter injuries can have negative implications physically and on their mental or social lives. For instance, what is the probability of scooter injuries causing a physical disability among those who experience it? 

4.  For those of you unfamiliar with The Borowitz Report, it’s a very entertaining satire column published often in The New Yorker magazine.  Please read the September 2017 column I’ve provided.
Find and show the paragraph in which an implied causal argument is embedded.

In the September 2017 Borowitz Report column, we can identify an implied causal argument in the second paragraph. Here, the author quotes a gun-owner from Kentucky who explains that she was not comfortable with Obama’s administration’s gun regulations but is more comfortable with Trump’s administration which only reduces her family’s access to health care while increasing access to guns (Borowitz, 2017). As such, Borowitz attempts to use satire to imply his causal argument that Trump’s administration has been less effective compared to Obama’s, which has caused a shift in Americans’ perceptions regarding what is more important between gun ownership and access to affordable healthcare. He also attempts to humorously criticize Trump’s supporters by implying that they are somehow foolish in considering more access to firearms to be more important than access to affordable health care. 
Depending on your political persuasion, you may or may not find it funny, but regardless, please state in succinct, if unfunny, terms, what that causal argument is.

In this article, Borowitz’s causal argument is that President Trump’s administration has been so poor at getting Americans’ priorities right compared to Obama’s administration, which led to most Americans being more comfortable with Trump making healthcare in the US less affordable, but making guns more accessible even to mentally ill people. At that time, President Trump had eliminated the Obama-era ACA mandate, refusing to reimburse insurance companies for certain benefits and allowing less-expensive insurance plans with fewer benefits (Amadeo, 2020). As such, the health care cost in the US could rise, and without insurance fewer people could access preventive care or treatment for chronic diseases (Amadeo, 2020). Simultaneously, Trump’s administration upheld a bill that weakened an Obama-era regulation that made it harder for people with mental illnesses to purchase a gun (Vitali, 2017). In both these cases, Borowitz attempts to use satire to criticize Trump’s administration and its policies in effectively addressing Americans’ needs. 

What is the “lurking” variable that Borowitz (purposely) doesn’t account for?

The lurking variable in Borowitz’s article relates to how increased insecurity and violence in the United States during Trump’s tenure may have made Americans more comfortable with freely owning guns despite a decline in health care affordability. In a sense, Trump’s move to make guns more accessible could be seen as granting more Americans the ability to protect themselves against those who may not use the guns with the right intentions (Vitali, 2017). This variable would also illustrate how Trump’s administration has been poor at curbing violence and insecurity in the United States. Nonetheless, Borowitz does not acknowledge this variable since it would have justified, to some extent, the perception that increased accessibility to firearms is more important than accessibility to affordable health care. This is because logically speaking, it follows that one would consider the ability to protect himself against violence more important than access to affordable healthcare. 

How would acknowledging the lurking variable destroy the humor of the column?

By acknowledging the fact that the rise in violence and insecurity in the US could have been responsible for the perception among Trump supporters that less strict gun ownership regulations were more important than regulations that reduced their access to affordable healthcare, we can deduct some humor from Borowitz’s article. More specifically, Borowitz’s attempt to use satire to humorously criticize Trump’s supporters’ belief that guns are more important than access to affordable health care is not successful if we consider the fact that at the time, more Americans were concerned about their security due to increased violence in the country. In a sense, we can see this perception among Trump’s supporters as viewing the ability to protect oneself against violence as more important than being exposed to violence with affordable healthcare. Simply put, prevention is better than cure. In this light, Borowitz’s article loses its humor.
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