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Joun Uppike (1962) oncE called beer “that
mythical college brew.” Undoubtedly stu-
dents’ drinking preferences and consumption
patterns have changed considerably since his
college days. Current tastes seem to run
more to Alabama Slammers, Singapore
Slings and other shot drinks, and less to
Pabst and Miller. But it still seems a pretty
fair assumption that current college students
have at least a passing familiarity with beer
and its short-term effects on their cognitive
and motor abilities.

This paper describes an exercise that
builds on such experience. It was used in a
research methods course but could be
adapted for a social problems or statistics
course. In a research methods course the
exercise demonstrates two main points: 1)
problems with clarifying the legal idea of
drunk driving, even though there has been a
major legal change to clear up this working
definition; and 2) the process and challenges
of operationalizing research concepts and
turning them into variables—a core set of
topics for a methods course.

Grounding a research methods course.
This exercise is part of a broader effort to
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make a research methods course more inter-
esting to students by injecting content around
social problems. A typical research methods
course might sequentially cover the logic of
scientific inquiry, benchmarks of scientific
quality, different types of research tools,
and how to read journal articles (Taylor
1994). These topics, however, often strike
students as vague and largely irrelevant. As
a former student of the first author once put
it: “There are two kinds of knowledge. The
things that are in all those books and jour-
nals in the library. And what I know to be
true, because it happened to me or my
friends.” Helping students see the connec-
tions between principles and practices of
research methods and issues of daily living
and current policy is always a significant
challenge for the instructor.

Such connections may be strengthened in
several different ways in a research methods
course, including a common research project
(Ransford and Butler 1982), integrating
computer applications with such a project
(St. George 1978; Takate and Leiting 1987),
or documenting how research strategies de-

- scribed in journal articles have changed over

time (Booth 1984). Close oversight of stu-
dents’ successive paper drafts for such pro-
jects becomes daunting for the instructor,
however, as the class size balloons past 20
to 30 students.

In larger classes, alternate techniques in-
clude: 1) demonstrations on specific issues
such as clustered sampling (Singleton 1989);
2) in-class exercises, completed either indi-
vidually or in small groups, to illustrate any
number of points (Dorn 1989); 3) discussing
course grading in the context of measure-
ment error (Hedley 1978); 4) using source-
books to simultaneously learn about current
levels of social problems and practice decod-
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ing graphical and tabular information dis-
plays ( Forde et al. 1991); 5) mass question-
naires to describe students; and 6) experi-
ments nested within questionnaires (Lorenz
& Bruton 1996).

At our institution, our home department
has separated research methods and statistics
into two courses, and allocated statistical
reasoning, computer skills, and data han-
dling to the latter offering. This precludes
asking students in the former course for
extensive involvement in data collection,
data input, analyses, or statistical testing. In
addition, both undergraduate offerings enroll
40 to 90 students per course, precluding
individual-based projects requiring frequent
instructor input.

The first author has adapted his under-
graduate research methods course to this
situation in three ways. First, the course has
been re-focused on two specific social prob-
lems, drunk driving and guns, and linking
those topics to research methods content
using a spiral technique (see below). Sec-
ond, students complete a mass questionnaire
early in the semester touching on topics
linked to the two specific issues. Third,
throughout the semester, we conduct in-class
exercises related simultaneously to one of
the focus issues, specific research methods
content, and students’ experiences. This note
describes one of these exercises, the
“results” of the exercise additional details on
the problem addressed, the relevance of
those details to questions of problem selec-
tion, and ways to adapt such an exercise to
different courses.

The problem. Despite students’ familiarity
with beer and its short-term effects, they and
other adults may find it extremely difficult
to gauge when they have had so much
beer—or any other alcohol—that it would be
illegal for them to get behind the wheel of a
vehicle and drive. This is the problem of
notice; you may not know when you are
committing the crime.

It is hard to know if you are driving
illegally in part because current drunk driv-
ing laws are strict liability per se laws
(Jacobs 1989:73-74). If you are pulled over

and breathalyzed and your blood alcohol
content exceeds the maximum permitted in
your state, you are per se guilty of drunk
driving and subject to arrest (Jacobs 1989:
73). No guilty mind (mens rea) is required,
nor is evidence that you were driving dan-
gerously or poorly (Jacobs 1989: 75). “All
but 2 states (Massachusetts and South Car-
olina) and the District of Columbia have per
se laws defining it a crime to drive with a
blood alcohol concentration (BAC) at or
above a proscribed level, usually 0.10 per-
cent” (Insurance Institute for Highway
Safety/Highway Loss Data Institute 2000).
Prior to the introduction of per se DUI laws,
drunk driving arrests depended on subject
driving behavior, demeanor during a traffic
stop, and performance on field sobriety tests
such as walking a straight line (Jacobs
1989:65-70). In court, the defendant could
contest the officer’s description in each of
these three areas. Per se laws were intended
to render these disputes irrelevant. But in
general, per se laws are “rare and contro-
versial,” and for drunk driving they may be
“clearly inappropriate” because the offense
is so serious (Jacobs 1989: 75). In short,
although the legal standard may be clear, it
is hard for someone to know whether they
are following that standard unless they opt
not to drink at all before driving.

Blood alcohol content (BAC) is hard to
subjectively estimate in part because it de-
pends on a number of factors: the amount of
alcohol ingested, the time during which it
was ingested, weight, and sex (Frezza et al.
1990; Greenfield 1988). (See Appendix A.)
The more alcohol consumed in a shorter
period of time by a lighter weight person,
the higher the resulting BAC. In addition,
body mass and metabolic differences be-
tween men and women result in the same
amount of alcohol, leading to a higher BAC
among women (Frezza et al. 1990).

The central issues addressed by the exer-
cise depend on the course; introductory
course material preceding the exercise could
vary accordingly. In a research methods
course, the central issue is operationaliza-
tion. How is the construct (drunk driving)
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operationalized (via per se laws). And what
are its attendant problems? Why did policy
makers opt for this operationalization (was it
intended to be less vague)? And, how do we
illustrate a major problem with this defini-
tion of a crime (you don’t know exactly
when you are breaking the law)? It was
hoped that through the exercise students
would better appreciate that although the
legal standard as operationalized was clear,
it may not be clear to most citizens, includ-
ing themselves. Student variation in re-
sponses would constitute prima facie evi-
dence of such uncertainty. In addition, al-
though it was not an express purpose of the
exercise, sex differences were of interest.
Respondents. The exercise was adminis-
tered in a large, urban university with a
diverse population. That diversity was re-
flected in the class (n=80 students enrolled)
itself. Beginning-of-the-semester question-
naires (n=65) showed that students’ ages
ranged from 18 to 51 (mean=22.8; me-
dian=21); the group was 52 percent male;
home residences ranged from rural (6.3
percent) to small town (12.5 percent), to
medium-sized (25.0 percent) and large cities
(56.3 percent). Ethnic groups represented
included white (48.3 percent), African
American (38.3 percent), Asian (6.7 per-

cent), and Latino/a (3.3 percent), with 3.3°

percent identifying themselves as bi- or
multi-ethnic. Political orientations (as identi-
fied on questionnaires) ranged from conser-
vative (3.2 percent) to extremely liberal (3.2
percent), with the typical class member
classifying himself or herself as “somewhat
liberal.”

Preparation. Preparation for the exercise
included readings, class discussion, and re-
ports on class members’ drinking and driv-
ing. Readings covered general background
on the DUI problem, per se laws (Jacobs
1989, especially chapter 6), research meth-
ods topics of construct validity, operational-
ization, measurement, and relationships be-
tween indicators and constructs (Taylor
1994: chapters 3 and 6). Class discussion
reviewed legal definitions of drunk driving
before and after the advent of per se laws,

and obtained students’ reactions to the “old”
and “new” drunk driving standards. Particu-
larly helpful were comments from police
officers in the class on how they conducted
DUI stops. We reviewed constructs, vari-
ables, the process of operationalization, and
ways to go about assuring that the variable
represented the construct intended. Results
from the beginning-of-the-semester class
questionnaire were reported out, covering
two items in particular: the reported fre-
quency of serving as a designated driver
(about 45 percent reported doing so at least
once in the last twelve months), and the
frequency of driving within an hour of hav-
ing a couple of drinks (see results reported
below). For both questions, we talked about
the limits of how these questions opera-
tionalized designated driving and drunk driv-
ing respectively.

The exercise. The exercise was adminis-
tered as follows. We handed out 3 X §
cards, and asked students to record on the
card their sex, weight to the nearest five
pounds, and the answer to the following
question:

You are out drinking with your friends. You
are going to be drinking twelve-ounce beers for
two hours. Estimate the number of beers you
will need to consume in two hours such that at
the end of that period your BAC would be at or
just over .10 percent, the legal standard for
drunk driving in [name of three states sur-
rounding the school].

Students were told to think about plain
12-ounce beers: no light beers, no malt
liquors, no stout, and so on. In response to
student questions, it was emphasized that the
point was not how well you would drive, but
the BAC level, in accordance with current
per se laws.

In short, students were asked to supply a
correct answer—the number of beers that
would result in their “just” breaking the law
were they to get behind the wheel at the end
of the two hour period. They were allowed
to confer with one another for a minute or so
if they wished to draw on one another’s
expertise. They were instructed not to put



