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Does It Matter Who Has Your Data
SAME SEARCH

TEACHER VERSION 

Teacher Directions
You will already have divided students into groups of 4 or 5. Each group should have a copy of the 
Same Search Student Handout. After they are done analyzing the profiles of Cole and Lola, have 
each group report on the questions below for which we provide teacher guidance. Encourage students 
to circle or highlight any examples from the results that will help them answer the questions.

Student Directions (For reference)

Cole and Lola are both searching online for great deals on boots. They both type the word “boots” into 
the same search engine. The results that turn up are shown below. Review their results and answer the 
questions that follow in small groups. Be sure to look at the demographic information for both of them. 
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Questions
1. Based on the search results and ads for Cole and Lola, what kind of demographic data do you think 

companies had collected about each one of them? What is your evidence? What kind of previous 
searches might they have done, or which sites might they have visited before searching for “boots” ?

 (Let students know that Cole and Lola probably did not post their own demographic data online. Instead, 
companies gathered whatever information was available based on their online behavior, and made assumptions 
based on this information. Their location and family names may have been enough for companies to target 
them. In addition, companies tracked their searches: Cole may have searched using terms related to Western 
gear or astronomy, and Lola may have searched on terms related to fashion or software. Emphasize that the 
assumptions that companies made about them may very well be untrue.) 

Samples responses:

Cole � Gender: Male, because of the work boots and telescope results
� � � Age: Late teens, because he gets an ad for the army
� � � Location: Burch Creek, because the Army/Navy store addresses are both there

Lola � Gender: Female, because of the listings for exercise and the sexy boot ad 
� � � Ethnicity: Latina, because it says that the Boot Camp Crantown has Spanish-speaking instructors
� � � Location: Crantown, because the bootcamp that is advertised is there
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2. Do you think it is fair for companies to return different search results for Cole than for Lola? How 
about for people in general? 

 (Student responses will vary. Some students might say that using demographic data is a good thing because it 
helps them find the results they need, even if the results are based on stereotypes about people of certain 
genders, ages, or ethnicities. For example, it can be useful to have information targeted to your geographic 
area, rather than getting results from all over the country or the world. Other students might think that this 
kind of targeting only reinforces stereotypes, and keeps those who don’t fit the stereotypes from finding the 
results they need. For example, Lola may love astronomy, yet she does not receive the telescope ad — perhaps 
because girls are often perceived to be less interested in science. Encourage students to give other examples.)

3. What are the benefits and risks for ourselves and for the community of Internet users in general 
when companies give different news, information, and ads to different people? (You will answer this 
question as a class, but write down some ideas to prepare for class discussion.)

Sample responses: 

�� %HQHILWV��Time saving; convenient; efficient delivery of information; feeling of being special with 
personalized content; community-building with others like you; more quality shopping experience;  
interests can flourish

�� 5LVNV� Undemocratic to have unequal access to information; limiting to have exposure to narrower  
interests, points of view, and news; discrimination through different pricing and opportunities based on 
data; assumptions that reinforce stereotypes; the sense that our privacy or freedom is being limited 

Sample chart (Note: Re-create the chart with only the bolded information. Use the sample responses below 
to help guide student discussion.)

%HQHILWV Risks

Ads Individual
You don’t have to wade 
through ads that do not 
apply to you.

Community
People are more 
satisfied with their 
options and spend 
more time on other 
goals and pastimes.

Individual
You lose choice as a 
consumer about  
what products you  
want shown to you.

Community
People’s choices are 
limited, which  
seems like a violation  
of their freedom.

Search 
Results

You can receive  
news that is more  
in line with what  
you are looking for.

People have access  
to material that is of 
interest to them.

You only receive a 
limited amount of 
information, and your 
worldview is limited.

People cannot engage 
in intelligent, well-
informed conversation, 
because they have  
not been exposed to 
points of view other 
than their own. 
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