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commentary
from other pens...
Opinions on debate
need time to form

By Will Lester

Associated Press Writer

WASHINGTON — The burning curiosity to know immediately who
“won” apresidential debateisat oddswiththeway votersformopinions
and how they are best measured.

Instant polling by thetelevision networks after Tuesday’s debate sug-
gestedDemocratAl Gorewasthewinner over Republican GeorgeW. Bush,
but theoverall racefor theWhiteHousehadn’t changed. Voterstaketime
sorting through these conflicting impressions.

“Theingtant pollsareuseful inthat they giveyou aninstant reaction to
thedebate, but thereal impact of thedebatemay not beknownfor awhile,”
said Murray Edelman, of theAssociation for Public Opinion Research.

“Peopl etalk about theissues, read peopl € sopinionsand think it over.”

Carol Alvord, aKansasregistered nurse, thought Bush did well inthe
90-minutedebateandthatithel pedchangeherimageof himas* ahayseed.”
But shewasn’t completely sold.

Jeff Gull, aConnecticutlaw clerk, thought VicePres dent Goredid better
and said heand hisfriendsthought Bush seemed alittledefensive. Geor-
gia businessman Harris Blackwood wants to support Gore, but was
troubled by hisstatement about atrip to Texas, where Bushisgovernor.

For therecord, Gore wasthewinner Tuesday in three of four network
“instant” pollsTuesday, though TV newsanchorsdutifully reported that
theracewas unchanged based on the surveys.

Theeffect ontherace may not be known for awhile, athough atrack-
ing poll by CNN-USA Today-Gallup released Thursday suggested Gore
has opened alead sincethedebate.

The best-known case of delayed reaction is President Ford's 1976 de-
batewith Jimmy Carter when hesaid Eastern Europewasnot dominated
by the Soviet Union.

Therewaslittlereaction at thetime, recall s pollster Michael Traugott.

“Pollingdonethenext day showed noreaction, but throughout thecourse
of the next newscycle, therewasquitealot of coverage of thisso-called
goof,” Traugott said. “ Threedayslater, pollsshowedit wasawidey held
belief that Ford had madean error.”

Ford’smomentum to catch up with Carter later Sowed.

But the news businesswith its Internet sitesand intense TV competi-
tion isn't willing or able to wait afew days. On one network, each
candidate's statement was tracked by an Internet-linked “focus group”
reacting moment by moment in agraph tracking their sentiments.

Internet pollsallow Web surfersto register opinions, even asofficials
fromthepolitical partiesurgefollowerstojamtheunscientificon-linepolls.

“| think ordinary people can tell the difference on that kind of stuff,”
said Andrew Kohut, director of the Pew Research Center.

Somedebatewatcherswereunlikely likely to changetheir opinions.

“1 watched afocus group of those wishy-washy ones,” Republican
ChandraPrinzbach, 29, of Depew, N.Y., near Buffal o, referringto swing
voters. “I thought it wasall bogus, they said Gorewon.”

For Gull, 30, of Norwalk, Conn., Goredid better, althoughthemakeup
job that made his cheeks appear rosy provided “ comicrelief.”

“Maybehe smorphingintoRona dReagan,” saidtheindependent voter.

Neither candidateimpressed Blackwood, 40, of Gainesville, Ga.

The “Georgia Demaocrat” who tends to swing between the partiesin
national elections wants to vote for Gore but was still mulling over his
referenceto traveling to Texaswith James Lee Witt, director of the Fed-
eral Emergency Management Agency, during afire disaster. Gore later
said he probably was confused about another emergency trip to Texas.

“I'll give him the benefit of the doubt,” Blackwood said. “Hetravels
about half thedaysof theyear.”

But Blackwood was still wrestling over what he thought about such a
dip of thetongue.

“ After what happenedfor thelasteight years,” hesaid. “I’ drather some-
body say ' | don’t know’ than tap dance around an answer.”

EDITOR SNOTE —WII Lester covers polling and politics for The
Associated Press.
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There 1s a challenge, reward in being honest

I don’'t know about you, but sometimes | find
shopping challenging.

Oneday | wasshoppinginWal-Mart. Thelines
at the checkout were long, but | waited patiently.
When it was my turn, | hurried so as not to cause
any unnecessary delaysfor the customerswaiting
behind me.

For achangemy cartwasn’tfull. | only hadfour
items, oneof whichwasapopular videofor which
| had a“ $1.00 off” coupon. | wanted thevideo for
aChristmasgift. | really hadn't planned to buy the
video that day, but | saw the store was having an
in-store special on that particular video. The sale
price was $9.97, so | grabbed it up thinking how
fortunatel wastohavestuck thecouponinmy purse
as| left the house.

| hurriedly leftwithmy purchases, havingsigned
my credit card receipt and feeling very smug about
my timely bargain. | had to fight traffic to get out
of the parking lot and then rush hour traffic. So |
was halfway home, at least 10 miles out of town
before my mind settled down. | got to thinking
about thetotal for theitems!’ d purchased - $25.08.
“That doesn’'t sound right,” | told myself.

Reachingfor my purse, thenmy billfold, thenmy
signedreceipt, | managedto get it beforemy eyes.
It wasn't right. The sal esclerk had charged mefor
only three things - aprescription and two toiletry
items. Thevideo wasn't listed at all!

However, anevenbetter deal wasthat | had been
given credit for the $1.00 off coupon! So, in es-
sence, they had paidme$1.00totakethevideofrom
the store!

“That’sapretty good deal,” | thought to myself.
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“Well, I’ mnot going back tostraightenthat out. I’'m
too far away, and | don't want to fight that whole
traffic messagain. I'mtootired.”

A littledevil onmy shoulder whispered, “ They' |l
never missit anyway!”

When | got home, | checked the bag. Sure
enough, thevideo had beenincludedinthe sack; |
had four items. But the bag of merchandisedidn’t
matchthereceipt-just asl had determined. | fought
with my conscience over that little bag of stuff. A
part of mefelt guilty of stealing; apart of mefelt
extremely lucky andthat littledevil wasurgingme
toforget it. “What'sten dollarsto abig store like
that?’

Threedayslater, whenl wasonceagaininthecity,
| stoppedat Wal-Mart. | hadremovedtheotheritems
that | had bought, but never eventook thevideointo
the house. It and the receipt were still in the bag. |
waited my turn at the customer service counter.

When| explainedthesituation, that | hadn’t been
charged for the video, shejust stared at me. It was
obviousshedidn’t know what to do. Sheturned to
her supervisor and asked. Thenthesupervisor stared
atme. “Well,” shesaid, “| guessjust charge her for
thevideo.”

| smiled and the transaction was rung up. “ That

will be $15.86, please.”

“No, no. There'ssomethingwrong,” | countered.
My mindimmediately clicked. “ That videowasor
aspecial salepricetheday | boughtit.”

Again,shestaredat me.“Well, today itis$14.97.”

“That doesn’t seem right to me. | only bought it
that day because| noticed it wason sale. Your store
made a mistake which | came back to correct, anc
now you want meto pay thefull price?’

| couldn’t believeit. Of coursethelittledevil on
my shoulder whispered, “I told you not to come
back. You should havejust kept the video, and no
onewould ever have known.”

| triedto smileat theclerk through my consterna-
tion, but | wasfeeling “incredulous.” (Haven't you
alwayswanted to usethat wordinasentence?) She
checked another computer which told her that the
film department hadn’t had any sales that week. |
insisted that the sign had particularly listed that
video, and ONLY that video.

Shecalled back tothevideo department. Theclerk
back theresaid hethought they’ dhadaone-day sale
last week but wasn't sure on what video.

Thecustomer serviceclerk repeated that newsto
me. | just kept smiling as| looked directly into her
eyes. Shetill didn't know what to do.

The resolution was that she took my word for it
and sold me the video for the $9.97 sale price. |
cheerfully thanked her and started to leave the
counter.

Shesaid, “No, thank Y OU. Thank you for being
so honest.”

| brushed the little devil off my shoulder as |
walked out of the store humming.

Stlence does not signal disinterest

| am awoman of few words, my personal phi-
losophy being if you don’'t have anything earth-
shattering to say, you probably shouldn’t say any-
thing at all.

| think | got thistrait from my father, who has
beenaman of few wordshiswholelife. Hereplies
“yep” or “nope”’ toany questionasked of him, and
rather than yelling when he gets mad he simply
hums. My momontheother handisagabber, | was
alwaysamazedthat her friendsknew every aspect
of my life.

When | wasin junior high and high school my
bus driver thought | was mute. | would normally
pick aseat and sit therein silencereading abook,
until oneday | wasso engrossedinmy reading that
| missed my busstop.

| tiptoed timidly up theisleaswegot to thelast
stopontherouteand, tappingthebusdriver onthe
shoulder, | said, “ Excuseme.”

Hismouthdroppedopenashesaid,” Youspeak.”
| didn’'t get thejoke, it was several years|ater be-
fore he explained to methat hethought | couldn’t
speak.
| have also been asked if | don’t get bored with
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myself,if l amstuck-up, if | haveaspeechimpedi-
ment, and many other questionstrying to explain
thegreat phenomenaof “why Danadoesn’t talk.”

| can’t explain it any more than anyone else
could, except that | have alwaysbeen a“thinker,”
asmy mom putsit. | prefer to think about things
longandhardbeforel say themand, usualy by the
timel get my wording perfect, theother personhas
lost interest and walked away.

| alsoenjoy just observinglife. Thereareamil-
lion and one little dramas going on al around, if
people just pay attention. Since | have adifficult
timewalking and chewing gum at the sametime,
| learned at anearly agel hadto shut-upinorder to
seewhat was going on around me.

| think the biggest challenge of not talking is

peopletendtothink | amasnob, that | amtoo good
totalktothem. Thisisnotthecaseatal. | havenever
met aperson| didn’tlike, or couldn’t seesomething
goodaboutinmy lifetime, sowhy would| not want
to hear about everyone and everything?

| can hear alot more about other peopleif | don't
waste time talking about myself, though. | think
thosethat know mewell might besurprisedtolearn
that | am quiet with strangers. Get me going on &
topic with someone | know, and you are lucky if |
ever shut-up or give the person a chance to get &
wordinedgewise.

My college boyfriend was Mr. Social Buitterfly.
People would always ask how we met, because
while he was flitting from person to person in e
crowd, | would most likely be sitting in the corner
wondering when we could leave.

But | have always had talkers as my friends,
maybe becausethey fill inthe silenceleft by me.

| don’tthink thereisanythingwrongwithsilence.
| don’t like having to fill empty space with mind-
lesschitchat. Which bringsmeback to my original
point: If what you have to say isn’'t important, is
thereany pointin saying it?
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‘0K, BERTULSBY, WHERE Do oL COME
DOWN ON GORE'S STATEMERNT Z ARE
YOU FOR'THE PEOPLE,' OR 'THE
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“YOU DIDNT DO ToO WELL IN THE
PERFORMANCE - ENHANCING DRUG

Dear Al:

How would you like me to send
you another tape of George W.
practicing for the next debate?

Your friend,
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TeEST.”
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