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Abstract:

Kutztown University’s President’s Roundtable on Alcohol and Other Drugs challenged faculty members to develop and implement curriculum infusion projects aimed at reducing high-risk behavior among college students. This paper will describe my project which involved my Introduction to Mathematics class.

Objectives:  

In my MAT 025 Introduction to Mathematics course, we covered a chapter entitled “Data: How Do We Know What Is True?”  The objective of my project was to explore the relationship between the perception of alcohol and other drug usage on our campus verses the actual usage.  During the AOD (Alcohol and Other Drugs) Seminar at Kutztown University in October 2001, sociologist Wesley Perkins of Hobart and William Smith Colleges stated that there is documented research showing that student perception of peer drinking reinforces student drinking on the whole.  Perkins and his colleague David Craig, a chemist, received a two-year $250,000 grant to focus on misperceptions of alcohol and drug abuse among students.

Here at Kutztown University, the Prevention and Chemical Education (PACE) program has launched its first “social norms” campaign this year.  Social Norms and Social Marketing are the newest tools employed by the health educators on college campuses in this country.  According to a letter from Doreen M. Tobin, Associate Vice President/Student Affairs and Caryn Crane, PACE Coordinator, “Social Norms theory states that students over-estimate the percentage of their peers who engage in certain behaviors, such as drinking.  When asked, students commonly say 90% of all KU students drink on weekends.  However, current data collected about use patterns show that fewer than 50% of KU students drink on weekends…the campaign is an effort to acknowledge the “norm” which is moderate legal use or non-use of alcohol by our students as opposed to inflated perceptions of use based upon the stories of high-risk drinkers.  All members of our community need to know that most KU students make healthy choices.”  It is my goal for my students to discover for themselves that the perception of AOD usage at Kutztown University is indeed higher than the actual usage.

This was an ongoing project that lasted several weeks.  After discussing the perception, we developed, administered and analyzed the results of several different types of biased surveys of Kutztown University students concerning the actual usage of alcohol and other drugs on our campus.  We finished this unit by comparing our biased results to the results of published official (and presumably unbiased) surveys of AOD usage at Kutztown University.  As a culminating activity, I asked the students to write an essay trying to explore what our surveys reveal about the reality verses the perception of AOD on campus.  Is Kutztown University truly a “party school”?

Method:

This project was done in small groups of four students.  I used group learning throughout the course and thus the students were familiar with group work when we started the project around midterm.  We began by discussing populations, various methods of selecting a sample and the biases that may result.  For example, we talked about convenience samples which are samples in which the members are chosen because they are easy to contact.  We also discussed non-response bias, which occurs if a large number of those selected for the sample do not participate in the survey.  A survey could also have voluntary-response bias if the members of the sample volunteer to participate.  Finally, we examined leading-question bias which occurs when the survey questions are phrased in such a way that would influence the response.  

I asked the students to consider the “sample” from which they based their original perception of AOD usage on our campus.  Is this sample biased?  The answer was a definite “yes” and the groups found examples of several of the above types of biases.  

· Convenience sample:  Many students based their perception on what they heard from others in their dorm or those who sit near them in classes.  It was observed by several groups that people are more likely to brag about their partying “achievements” than their academic ones.  It is not unusual to hear a comment such as “I was so wasted last night” rather than “I spent last night studying at the library”.  I was pleased that my students recognized that more students probably fall under the latter category rather than the former.  However, you are more likely to hear the former expressed aloud.
· Voluntary-response bias:  The groups concluded that people who have strong opinions (usually negative) are the ones most likely to volunteer their opinions freely.  Again, there was the observation that those who party are more likely to brag about their activities than those who choose not to participate in that lifestyle.
· Leading-question bias:  We discussed the questions to be included in the survey and the importance of the way the questions are phrased.  For example, asking “In light of the binge drinking epidemic among college students, how often do you consume four or more alcoholic drinks in less than two hours?” verses asking “How often do you consume four or more alcoholic drinks in less than two hours?” will most likely give different results.  
I then assigned to each group a different type of sample and type of questions to use for their survey.  For example, some groups were told to use a voluntary-response sample and leading questions while other groups were asked to use a convenience sample and non-leading questions.  I had originally wanted to give several groups the task of determining both an unbiased sample and non-leading questions but decided instead to have them all do biased surveys and then do some research to find unbiased surveys that have already been done at Kutztown University.  It was my goal, after all, for them to discover first-hand that the common perceptions of AOD usage are indeed based on bias.

One of the groups whose survey was to contain leading questions decided to ask for the same information in two differently worded questions, one placed at the beginning of the survey and one at the end.  For example, they asked

· Knowing that marijuana is an illegal drug, how often do you smoke marijuana in an average week?

· Since pot has relaxing effects, how much pot do you smoke on average in a week?

The choices of possible answers for each question were:

a) None

b) 1 gram

c) 3 grams

d) 5 grams

e) more than 5 grams

The first wording of the question had a more serious tone which might lead people who have smoked marijuana to either lie or underestimate their usage.  On the other hand, the second wording of the question was more casual and almost accepting of the behavior in question.  When analyzing their results, the group found that more people chose a) None as their answer to the first version of the question which shows the power of leading questions on a survey.

Finally, we analyzed the results of the various surveys.  Which survey gives us the most accurate assessment of the reality of AOD usage on our campus?  Which survey gave results that were most like our preconceptions?  Why did such preconceptions exist?  And most importantly, we discussed personal attitudes verses perceived norms.

Evaluation of Learning:  

This project exposed students to the field of statistics which can be misleading if used incorrectly as the groups saw when they compared their results to the results of official non-biased surveys.  They were given class time to work in groups which gave me the opportunity to observe their progress.  More formally, the students wrote a summary of their findings.  As the culminating activity of this project, the students wrote a short essay about their perception of AOD usage on campus verses the actual usage.  In this essay, I wanted them to address the influence of perceptions on behavior and to discuss ways to educate our campus community about actual AOD usage patterns.  The point values for each part of the project can be found on the last page of this paper where I have included a copy of the handout the students received at the beginning of the project.

As was the goal of this project, many of the students concluded that both their original perceptions of AOD usage and their survey results were exaggerations of the actual usage statistics.  The two most cited statistics about Kutztown University were

· Based on the 2001 CORE Survey conducted on campus, fewer than 50% of Kutztown students drink alcohol on weekends, putting to rest the misconception that as many as 90% of students imbibe each weekend.

· Based on the 2001 CORE Survey conducted on campus, most Kutztown University students have 0-4 drinks per week.

The CORE Institute was formed in 1988 to develop an evaluation instrument that would assist institutions of higher education in investigating the nature, score, and consequences of alcohol and drug use on their campuses. The questionnaire the group developed, the Core Alcohol and Drug Survey, a statistically valid and reliable instrument, was designed for ease of administration and scoring and is specifically targeted to the post-secondary population. In addition, because it is used on numerous campuses, data from the Core Alcohol and Drug Survey can be aggregated and direct comparisons can be made between an institution and the aggregated totals. 

I feel that this project was a valuable exercise in discerning between the myth and the reality of Kutztown University as a “party school”.  One group, who titled their final report “Kutztown University – Animal House or Pee Wee’s Play House”, found that 84% of those surveyed had heard that Kutztown was a “party school” before they came here.  However, when asked if that notion had changed since attending KU, 38% said “yes”.  The group then summarized the feelings of many of the students by stating “This has been a great thing to see that students at KU aren’t living up to the reputation that 84% heard about!”  In conclusion, I feel that if this perception of Kutztown University being a “party school” is changed, the usage of AOD on our campus will be reduced.  It is my hope that these students will help begin such a movement.
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(Student Handout)

MAT 025 Introduction to Mathematics

Spring 2002

Group Project: Is Kutztown University a “Party School”?


In Chapter 7, we will be discussing surveys and survey bias.  Perhaps we have all heard at one time or another that KU is a “party school”.  I would like us to explore that notion in this project.  Each group will develop and administer a survey concerning AOD (alcohol and other drug) usage on our campus.  I will assign to each group a particular type of survey bias to use.

As discussed at the beginning of the semester, this is a group project worth 100 points.  The points are distributed as follows:

	Short written description of your original perception of AOD usage at KU
	20 points

	Survey Questions
	20 points

	Summary of survey results
	30 points

	Essay comparing original perception of AOD usage with both the survey results 

and actual usage
	30 points



Before writing the essay, I would like your group to do some research to find results of “official surveys” addressing AOD usage on our campus.  You are to compare your survey’s results with these “official results”.  If they differ, explain why.  I would also like you to consider the impact of perceived AOD usage verses actual usage.   For example, there have been claims by researchers that student perception of peer drinking reinforces student drinking on the whole.  Do you feel that this is valid?

