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commentary
from other pens...

Opinions on debate
need time to form

There is a challenge, reward in being honest

By Will Lester
Associated Press Writer

WASHINGTON — The burning curiosity to know immediately who
“won” a presidential debate is at odds with the way voters form opinions
and how they are best measured.

Instant polling by the television networks after Tuesday’s debate sug-
gested Democrat Al Gore was the winner over Republican George W. Bush,
but the overall race for the White House hadn’t changed. Voters take time
sorting through these conflicting impressions.

“The instant polls are useful in that they give you an instant reaction to
the debate, but the real impact of the debate may not be known for a while,”
said Murray Edelman, of the Association for Public Opinion Research.

“People talk about the issues, read people’s opinions and think it over.”
Carol Alvord, a Kansas registered nurse, thought Bush did well in the

90-minute debate and that it helped change her image of him as “a hayseed.”
But she wasn’t completely sold.

Jeff Gull, a Connecticut law clerk, thought Vice President Gore did better
and said he and his friends thought Bush seemed a little defensive. Geor-
gia businessman Harris Blackwood wants to support Gore, but was
troubled by his statement about a trip to Texas, where Bush is governor.

For the record, Gore was the winner Tuesday in three of four network
“instant” polls Tuesday, though TV news anchors dutifully reported that
the race was unchanged based on the surveys.

The effect on the race may not be known for a while, although a track-
ing poll by CNN-USA Today-Gallup released Thursday suggested Gore
has opened a lead since the debate.

The best-known case of delayed reaction is President Ford’s 1976 de-
bate with Jimmy Carter when he said Eastern Europe was not dominated
by the Soviet Union.

There was little reaction at the time, recalls pollster Michael Traugott.
“Polling done the next day showed no reaction, but throughout the course

of the next news cycle, there was quite a lot of coverage of this so-called
goof,” Traugott said. “Three days later, polls showed it was a widely held
belief that Ford had made an error.”

Ford’s momentum to catch up with Carter later slowed.
But the news business with its Internet sites and intense TV competi-

tion isn’t willing or able to wait a few days. On one network, each
candidate’s statement was tracked by an Internet-linked “focus group”
reacting moment by moment in a graph tracking their sentiments.

Internet polls allow Web surfers to register opinions, even as officials
from the political parties urge followers to jam the unscientific on-line polls.

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

Some debate watchers were unlikely likely to change their opinions.
“I watched a focus group of those wishy-washy ones,” Republican

Chandra Prinzbach, 29, of Depew, N.Y., near Buffalo, referring to swing
voters. “I thought it was all bogus, they said Gore won.”

For Gull, 30, of Norwalk, Conn., Gore did better, although the makeup
job that made his cheeks appear rosy provided “comic relief.”

“Maybe he’s morphing into Ronald Reagan,” said the independent voter.
Neither candidate impressed Blackwood, 40, of Gainesville, Ga.
The “Georgia Democrat” who tends to swing between the parties in

national elections wants to vote for Gore but was still mulling over his
reference to traveling to Texas with James Lee Witt, director of the Fed-
eral Emergency Management Agency, during a fire 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. “He travels
about half the days of the year.”

But Blackwood was still wrestling over what he thought about such a
slip of the tongue.

“After what happened for the last eight years,” he said. “I’d rather some-
body say ’I don’t know’ than tap dance around an answer.”

EDITOR’S NOTE — Will Lester covers polling and politics for The
Associated Press.

will be $15.86, please.”
“No, no. There’s something wrong,” I countered.

My mind immediately clicked. “That video was on
a special sale price the day I bought it.”

Again, she stared at me. “Well, today it is $14.97.”
“That doesn’t seem right to me. I only bought it

that day because I noticed it was on sale. Your store
made a mistake which I came back to correct, and
now you want me to pay the full price?”

I couldn’t believe it. Of course the little devil on
my shoulder whispered, “I told you not to come
back. You should have just kept the video, and no
one would ever have known.”

I tried to smile at the clerk through my consterna-
tion, but I was feeling “incredulous.” (Haven’t you
always wanted to use that word in a sentence?)  She
checked another computer which told her that the
film department hadn’t had any sales that week. I
insisted that the sign had particularly listed that
video, and ONLY that video.

She called back to the video department. The clerk
back there said he thought they’d had a one-day sale
last week but wasn’t sure on what video.

The customer service clerk repeated that news to
me. I just kept smiling as I looked directly into her
eyes. She still 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. I
cheerfully thanked her and started to leave the
counter.

She said, “No, thank YOU. Thank you for being
so honest.”

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

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

One day I was shopping in Wal-Mart. The lines
at the checkout were long, but I waited patiently.
When it was my turn, I hurried so as not to cause
any unnecessary delays for the customers waiting
behind me.

For a change my cart wasn’t full.  I only had four
items, one of which was a popular video for which
I had a “$1.00 off” coupon. I wanted the video for
a Christmas gift. I really hadn’t planned to buy the
video that day, but I saw the store was having an
in-store special on that particular video. The sale
price was $9.97, so I grabbed it up thinking how
fortunate I was to have stuck the coupon in my purse
as I left the house.

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

Reaching for my purse, then my billfold, then my
signed receipt, I managed to get it before my eyes.
It wasn’t right. The salesclerk had charged me for
only three things - a prescription and two toiletry
items. The video wasn’t listed at all!

However, an even better deal was that I had been
given credit for the $1.00 off coupon! So, in es-
sence, they had paid me $1.00 to take the video from
the store!

“That’s a pretty good deal,” I thought to myself.

“Well, I’m not going back to straighten that out. I’m
too far away, and I don’t want to fight that whole
traffic mess again. I’m too tired.”

A little devil on my shoulder whispered, “They’ll
never miss it anyway!”

When I got home, I checked the bag. Sure
enough, the video had been included in the sack; I
had four items. But the bag of merchandise didn’t
match the receipt - just as I had determined. I fought
with my conscience over that little bag of stuff. A
part of me felt guilty of stealing; a part of me felt
extremely lucky and that little devil was urging me
to forget it. “What’s ten dollars to a big store like
that?”

Three days later, when I was once again in the city,
I stopped at Wal-Mart. I had removed the other items
that I had bought, but never even took the video into
the house. It and the receipt were still in the bag. I
waited my turn at the customer service counter.

When I explained the situation, that I hadn’t been
charged for the video, she just stared at me. It was
obvious she didn’t know what to do. She turned to
her supervisor and asked. Then the supervisor stared
at me. “Well,” she said, “I guess just charge her for
the video.”

I smiled and the transaction was rung up. “That

I am a woman 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.

I think I got this trait from my father, who has
been a man of few words his whole life. He replies
“yep” or “nope” to any question asked of him, and
rather than yelling when he gets mad he simply
hums. My mom on the other hand is a gabber, I was
always amazed that her friends knew every aspect
of my life.

When I was in junior high and high school my
bus driver thought I was mute. I would normally
pick a seat and sit there in silence reading a book,
until one day I was so engrossed in my reading that
I missed my bus stop.

I tiptoed timidly up the isle as we got to the last
stop on the route and, tapping the bus driver on the
shoulder, I said, “Excuse me.”

His mouth dropped open as he said, “You speak.”
I didn’t get the joke, it was several years later be-
fore he explained to me that he thought I couldn’t
speak.

I have also been asked if I don’t get bored with

myself, if I am stuck-up, if I have a speech impedi-
ment, and many other questions trying to explain
the great phenomena of “why Dana doesn’t talk.”

I can’t explain it any more than anyone else
could, except that I have always been a “thinker,”
as my mom puts it. I prefer to think about things
long and hard before I say them and, usually by the
time I get my wording perfect, the other person has
lost interest and walked away.

I also enjoy just observing life. There are a mil-
lion and one little dramas going on all around, if
people just pay attention. Since I have a difficult
time walking and chewing gum at the same time,
I learned at an early age I had to shut-up in order to
see what was going on around me.

I think the biggest challenge of not talking is

Silence does not signal disinterest
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people tend to think I am a snob, that I am too good
to talk to them. This is not the case at all. I have never
met a person I didn’t like, or couldn’t see something
good about in my lifetime, so why would I not want
to hear about everyone and everything?

I can hear a lot more about other people if I don’t
waste time talking about myself, though. I think
those that know me well might be surprised to learn
that I am quiet with strangers. Get me going on a
topic with someone I know, and you are lucky if I
ever shut-up or give the person a chance to get a
word in edge wise.

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

But I have always had talkers as my friends,
maybe because they fill in the silence left by me.

I don’t think there is anything wrong with silence.
I don’t like having to fill empty space with mind-
less chitchat. Which brings me back to my original
point: If what you have to say isn’t important, is
there any point in saying it?


