Intro to DATA
How do we look behind the numbers?

I know that this will seem like a very pedantic
point, but the word ‘data’ is a plural (the
singular is ‘datum’ – it works like stratum –
strata). Therefore, the correct phrasing is:
“The data are…” not “The Data is conclusive”

'There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics.’
Variously attributed to British Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli & Mark Twain

Forms of Data
“Quantitative” Data
Quantitative data is information about quantities, or numbers of things. It is, information
that can be measured and written down with numbers. In theory, at least, it tends to be more
objective, and can be verified. The researcher should be an objective outsider who brings a
theory to the research (i.e. anybody measuring the same phenomenon will arrive at the same
result, if the measurements are taken under exactly the same conditions.
Some examples of quantitative data are your height, weight, the average number of students
in a class, the average income of a group of people… (give 2 other examples)
1.

“Qualitative” Data
Qualitative data is information about qualities, information that can't be reliably
measured. It is expressed in words, rather than numbers. It is a more subjective form of
assessment, because different people might describe a similar phenomenon will depend
on their use of language and their personal perspective. The researcher should be a
rigorous and careful insider who understands people’s worldview
Some examples of qualitative data are the grace with which you run, how proud you feel
of your achievements, your opinion of a movie you saw recently. (give 2 other examples):
1.

2.

2.

The Goal of the Researcher






Based on the aims of the research,
she must choose the most
appropriate type of data to gather,
and the most appropriate means of
gathering that data
(methodology)
She should consider the ethics of
data collection and choose an
appropriate ‘sample’ of the
population being investigated
Analyse and present the data in a
manner that allows for clear,
unambiguous interpretation by the
user

How is it gathered?

The Goal of the User






She should engage critically
with the data presented
Interrogate the
appropriateness of the
methodology
Contextualize the data by
comparing and contrasting it
with other relevant research
Identify what has been omitted
from the data presented
Avoid making claims that go
beyond the scope of the data
presented

“Qui Bono?” – Who benefits?

Gaining Access to the group
under investigation

Types of Sampling:

o
o
o
o

“Key terminology”
•
•
•
•
•

•

Hypothesis – The ‘working idea’ being
tested
Research Subjects – The group being
investigated
Data Set – The ‘raw’ unanalysed
information (e.g. all the compiled data
gathered from surveys etc.)
Population – the entire group e.g.
census examines the whole population
of a country
Sample – a smaller grouping of the
whole population
It is often difficult, or too time
consuming, to access all of the
population so a smaller group might
prove just as useful
Representative sample
accurate representation of all aspects of
the population

*** The more closely the group being
‘sampled’ reflect the make up of the
population, the more relevant and useful the
results of the investigation will be ***

o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Ethics – All research should be conducted under ethical conditions.
These include, but are not limited to:
• Confidentiality
• Privacy
• Informed consent
• Intention to withdraw
Why?
Costs to participants - breaking the participant’s trust and the loss of
participants’ control of the research project and its findings.
Costs to the researchers - such as undermining support for further
educational research and the credibility of an affiliated institution.
Costs to society - such as the trust of expert authorities as well as
cultivating suspicion towards social science research.

Data Org 1: OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation
& Development.) Is 36-country intergovernmental
economic organisation who come together to “providing a
platform to compare policy experiences, seeking answers to
common problems, identify good practices and coordinate
domestic and international policies of its members.” Reliable,
but designed for policy makers, not the general public.

Data Org 2: CSO –Central Statistics Office:
The statistical agency of the Irish Government
responsible for the gathering of "information relating to
economic, social and general activities and conditions"
in Ireland, in particular the National Census which is
held every five years. This is as reliable as it gets for
national data

o

Convenience
Most ‘convenient’ participants
Easiest to hand
Efficient
Might not offer the best data to answer
your research question
Volunteer sampling Drawing on people who may not be
immediately known to the researcher
Advertising for people to take part in a
study
HOWEVER, Participants are selfselecting (potential bias)
Random sampling
Gold standard of social research for
large studies
Example: selecting names of people
randomly from a list
Minimises risk of a lack of
representation
Much more difficult to implement

Quota sampling
Need to include a quota of participants
fulfil certain criteria especially if linked
with the research/embedded questions
e.g. gender, race, background, etc.

Data Org 3: Eurostat (European Statistical Office)
This is a Directorate-General of the European
Commission located in Luxembourg. Its main
responsibilities are to provide statistical information to
the institutions of the European Union (EU) and to
promote the harmonisation of statistical methods
across its member states.

Strengths and Weakness of Different Types of Data & Methodologies
Type of Data

Strengths

Weaknesses

Quantitative data
(opinion polls,
questionnaires, surveys,
census, etc)

Statistical and numerical,
clearly outlines
measurable data for
reader
Anonymity can aid
authentic responses
Useful for ‘Big Picture’

Can often neglect more meaningful
questions. Survey is too long participants
won’t do it; too short and it doesn’t capture
meaning coherently
Garners ‘a little’ detail from lots of
participants

Qualitative data
(observation, interviews,
focus groups, video data)

Far more in-depth and
offers more themes and
meaning from
participants. Provides far
more nuanced detail

Garners a lot of detail from a small number
of participants (how representative is that
detail?). Lack of anonymity can lead to
subject offering inauthentic responses.
“What they want to hear”
Susceptible to false data if subjects are
insincere. Requires judgment on the part of
the researcher

How you Share/
Communicate
your Data

Strengths

Weaknesses

Report/Case Study

Structured, detailed, objectively reports
on facts and makes a recommendation.
Usually clearly written and provide
comprehensive information. Important use
of “Executive Summary”

Some important and relevant issues
may at times not be written about as
they haven’t been included in the
‘terms of reference’

Letter to
representative

TD, MEP, City/County Councillor is
supposed to act on your behalf in the
spirit of representative democracy. Can
be more effective and harder to ignore as
part of a coordinated letter-writing
campaign…

Can sometimes be ignored due to
volume of representative’s work, or if
the request runs contrary to a
representative’s ‘party policy’.

Infographic

Clear and easy to understand. Effective
communication of large data sets to a
mass audience

Can lack nuance, and fail to
communicate the wide range of
experiences

Print Media
Campaign

Newspaper ads can be effective as it
reaches many people. Newspaper readers
tend to be older, but often vote more
regularly

Very expensive and may not reach all
demographics (younger voters), and
the impact of newspaper ads is
diminishing overtime

Social Media
Campaign

Potentially far reaching, particularly if it
contains ‘viral’ content. Youtube video
clips/giffs/memes can help. Influencers.

Dependent on viral success and
interest; filter bubbles/algorhythms
may miss certain demographic groups

Guest Speaker

Expert speaker can put human face and
real world relevance to an issue

Small audience

Digital Campaign
(website)

Accessible and cheap

Audience size difficult to predict, but
easy to measure (data analytics)

Public Event

Attention grabbing and adds real world
relevance

Small audience

How you take Social
and Political Action

Positives

Negatives

Exercising your vote
through PRSTV* in a
representative
democracy system

Democratic assurance and
contributing to society in the
fairest way. Far more practical
than direct democracy

PRSTV diminishes smaller political parties
and movement over time. People stop voting
for their first preference and instead vote
against the system they like least.

*Proportional
representation by single
transferable vote
VIDEO

PRSTV makes voters focus on local issues
rather than national ones

Contributing to a
social/political
movement such as a
political party or civil
society body

Much of the ground work is
already taken care of, greater
sense of group identity and real
possibility of affecting change

Less personal autonomy (opportunity to
direct policy/means of action as they are
already set)

Lobbying
representatives

Lobbying reps through CSB or
letters/email is very effective: TD,
MEP, Councillor is duty-bound to
act on your behalf in the spirit of
representative democracy

May be more responsive to CSB as they are
sometimes more powerful than individual
political actors (ASTI opposing a legislative
change in education is far more effective
than one teacher writing a letter)

Legal challenges

Can be extraordinarily effective
by creating case law and setting a
precedent for all others who
follow in your shoes.
Regulatory bodies such as the
IHREC will support if relevant

Costly, time consuming and stressful if faced
alone

Peaceful Protest

Very effective in raising
Lots of effort needed to organise and can
awareness and showing the will of often be reported on in a biased way by
the people, garners a lot of media media who oppose your stance
attention

Civil Disobedience

Dignified and dedicated last
resort (Rosa Parks)

The ‘disobedient’ actor will face a punitive
sanction which they accept on principle

Awareness raising event

Raises awareness of the issue at
hand for both the voting public,
media, and political
representatives

Time consuming

Social/Print media
campaign

Very far-reaching

Dependent on viral success and interest;
filter bubbles may keep it from certain
demographics; can also be open to malicious
and unfounded attacks of disinformation by
political opponents (think Russian troll
farms during US presidential election)

Petition

Highlights human value of
democratic participation for
representatives, shows great
sense of collective preference

Very time-consuming

Contacting legislative
committees during
public consultation

Highly effective and a most
democratic method

Only manifests when a new bill is already
being considered, much of the bill is already
set-out

