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The American Statistical 
Association has declared 2013 
the “International Year of 

Statistics.” 

With the last of winter’s gray giving way to splashes of grass and bursts of blooms, even the 
stodgiest of New Englanders can’t resist the energy and optimism that is uniquely spring. Happy 
Spring to everyone from Amherst, Massachusetts!   Thank you for giving me this opportunity to 
work with you as the 2012 Chair of TSHS.  We’re off to an exciting start and we have lots to tell 
you in this newsletter.  But, first, did you know? The American Statistical Association has 
declared 2013 the “International Year of Statistics.” It’s an 
exciting time, absolutely - explosive advances in computer 
systems and biotechnologies, super fast Internet 
communications, and unprecedented amounts of information.  
Where, once, we might have entertained a “cross-over” 
design to accommodate limited sample size availability, 2012 
finds us just as likely to be mining terabytes of data in search of “meaningful” associations.   
Statistical literacy is as important as ever and new challenges are emerging every day.  There’s 
so much to learn and share with our students.    TSHS is people, shared resources and ideas for 
teaching, and new initiatives.   
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Who we are: 
First, please join me in thanking our most recent past officers for all their contributions to TSHS:  

• Tomi Mori (Chair 2011) 
• Jodi Lapidus (Chair 2010) 
• Nichole Carlson (Program Chair 2011), and  
• Constantine Daskalakis (Secretary/Treasurer 2010-2011).    

I’m sure I speak for several of us in confessing that, without their stewardship and shared 
expertise, the prospect of advancing the mission of TSHS would feel more than slightly 
daunting.   Instead, we have three initiatives already underway (below, SPOTLIGHT:  New 
Initiatives) and several offerings at the 2012 JSM in San Diego (below, Invitation to JSM 2012).  
So thank you! 
 
We have several new officers to welcome to TSHS in 2012, too:   

• Steve Grambow (Duke University) joins us as Chair-Elect 
• Deborah Dawson (University of Iowa) has kindly agreed to be our 2012-13 

Secretary/Treasurer 
• Jeri Forster Harwood (University of Colorado Denver) has already been busy as our 2012 

Program Chair (see below), and  
• Felicity Enders (Mayo Clinic Biostatistics) joins us as Program Chair-Elect.    

 
Continuing officers include  

• Cyndy Long (Council on Sections Representative - Iowa)  
• Bob Oster (Publications Officer – University of Alabama Birmingham), and  
• Ed Gracely (Newsletter editor - Drexel).  
• I also want to acknowledge Rod Little (University of Michigan) and Roxy Peck (Cal 

Poly), who are our two liaisons to the Education Counsel.   
• Rick Peterson continues to serve as our liaison to the American Statistical Association.  

 
As for membership, at last count (July 2011), we are still a modest group of 676, putting us 13th 
in size among the 25 ASA sections and representing a mere 3% of the total ASA section 
membership.   Needless to say, we’d all like to increase our membership and enhance our 
visibility.   Any and all suggestions from you would be hugely appreciated.  In the meantime, I 
have my fingers crossed that our new  initiatives (below, SPOTLIGHT:  New Initiatives) will 
reap at least some harvest. 
SPOTLIGHT:  New Initiatives 
We have a new website, http://community.amstat.org/TSHS/Home/, thanks to Constantine 
Daskalakis (2010-2011 Secretary/Treasurer) who, this year, tackled the unenviable task of its 
revamping.   Have a look around.  It’s still a work in progress so we welcome any and all 

suggestions (simply click on the CONTACT US 
link located at the top navigation bar, at right).   In 
the meantime, I'd like to thank Rui Wang at the 
Cleveland Clinic for her generosity in creating and 

maintaining our previous website, and Ralph O'Brien, ASA Fellow and TSHS Distinguished 
Achievement Award recipient, for his leadership role in overseeing the creation of the website as 
well as its contents.  

We have a new website, 
http://community.amstat.org/TSHS/Home/ 
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We are also the proud co-sponsors (with the Statistical Education Section) of a new ASA 
Member Community Forum called “Teaching Statistics in Practice”, 
http://community.amstat.org/AMSTAT/Communities/ViewCommunities/CommunityDetails/?C
ommunityKey=c6e47993-0744-4d57-85e1-73372e2d08da   A special thanks go to Miranda 
Kroehl for spearheading the creation of this community and to Constantine Daskalakis for 

providing assistance.   For 
those of you who might not 
know her, Miranda is 
currently a PhD student of 
Biostatistics at Kenyon.   

Her involvement with TSHS is terrific, as she brings a special energy and represents the all-
important next generation of teachers of statistics.    

We are also the proud co‐sponsors (with the Statistical Education 
Section) of a new ASA Member Community Forum called “Teaching 
Statistics in Practice” 

 
Our third initiative is a request for your input on the design and creation of a portal, a TSHS 
Resources portal.   Not to worry, we are not looking to add to the already existing bounty of 
resources (many of which are superb).   It’s navigation that we’re after and our goal is to offer to 
our membership a searching tool that is (1) simple and fast;  (2) well publicized; and (3) 
sustainable.   So, as you think about your JSM 2012 plans, please consider attending the TSHS 
Business Meeting and Open Mixer (date, time and place to be announced in our Summer 
newsletter).  Steve Grambow and I will bring 
a draft “wireframe” for you to see plus the 
beginnings of our ideas for its population.  
We’ll be looking to you for your wisdom and 
wishes. 

Our third initiative is a request for your input on 
the design and creation of a portal, a TSHS 
Resources portal. 

 

Our new website – check it out! 
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Back to list    BOOK 

REVIEW 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Robert Alan Greevy, Jr, PhD 
Assistant Professor of Biostatistics 
Vanderbilt University School of Medicine 

Title: Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything  
[Available in hardcover, paperback, ebook, kindle, and audiobook] 
Author: Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner 
Publisher: William Morrow Paperbacks 
Year of Publication: 2005 (original edition) 
Number of Pages: 315 
ISBN‐10: 0060731338, et al. 
ISBN‐13: 978‐0060731335, et al. 
Price: $15.99 (paperback list price) 
 
With an afterword on: 
Title: SuperFreakonomics: Global Cooling, Patriotic Prostitutes, and Why Suicide Bombers Should Buy Life 
Insurance [Available in hardcover, paperback, ebook, kindle, and audiobook] 
Author: Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner 
Publisher: William Morrow Paperbacks 
Year of Publication: 2009 (original edition) 
Number of Pages: 320 
ISBN‐10: 0060889586, et al. 
ISBN‐13: 978‐0060889586, et al. 
Price: $15.99 (paperback list price) 
 
For their incoming PhD students’ summer fun reading assignment, Vanderbilt’s Ph.D. program in Epidemiology 
chose Freakonomics: A Rogue Economist Explores the Hidden Side of Everything by Steven D. Levitt and 
Stephen J. Dubner. As a provocative best-seller, many of us have read at least part of Freakonomics already and 
have fairly strong opinions about it. But how would it serve as a teaching tool? How is a book about economics a 
good fit for teaching epidemiology or for teaching statistics to health science researchers? I cannot say it better 
than the program did when they assigned the book. 

Freakonomics, a collaboration between an economist and award-winning author that spent more than two 
years on the New York Times best-seller list, utilized data and economic theory to address diverse 
questions such as “does legalized abortion play a role in reducing crime?” and “is a swimming pool more 
dangerous than a gun?” 
 
Although this book originates from economic and social theory, there are undercurrents of correlation and 
causal inference, data mining, use of various databases and sources, multiple assumptions, and 
confounding that are foundational to the field of epidemiology. 
 
The authors have been widely complimented on their ability to make compelling arguments throughout 
the book – but do you agree with their rationale, logic, methods, and conclusions? 
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As a discussion starter, Freakonomics works well. The examples are memorable and often reflect the excitement 
of finding the right data to answer the question. Some of the examples are provocative, which is a double-edged 
sword in teaching. Choosing examples that elicit strong emotional reactions can boost engagement and accelerate 
learning; however, if the reactions are too strong, it can shut 
down learning completely. For those of us to whom sumo 
wrestling is not a national passion, do sumo wrestlers cheat is a 
fairly dry and academic question. For lifelong students, do 
teachers cheat is an excellently engaging question. But for many 
people, the question does legalized abortion reduce crime is too 
provocative. It inspires discussion - but emotional discussion that 
can easily veer off topic and become damaging to the learning environment. Health sciences are already fraught 
with challenging topics. My most frequent example, cancer, can be a painful topic for a student who has lost a 
loved one to the disease. Thus, I am wary of including highly emotionally charged topics without strong reasons. 
Although it was arguably the driest of the examples, I found the sumo wrestlers to be one of the best. Answering 
the question hinges on finding the right control group hidden within a mountain of data, which is the key 
challenge of many observational studies. 

“The examples are memorable and often 
reflect the excitement of finding the right data 
to answer the question. Some of the examples 
are provocative, which is a double‐edged sword 
in teaching.” 

 

“As a teaching tool, I found Freakonomics to be a 
good choice. It certainly met the criterion of being 
a fun read…. As a statistician, I also found the book 
frustrating. There is little to no quantification and 
discussion of uncertainty.” 

As a teaching tool, I found Freakonomics to be a good choice. It certainly met the criterion of being a fun read. 
The authors bring the questions to life, and Dubner does an excellent reading for the audiobook. I found many 
useful examples from which to draw upon. As a statistician, I also found the book frustrating. There is nary a 
confidence interval to be found. There is little to no quantification and discussion of uncertainty. It is a 315 page 

reminder that what makes good scientific analysis can make 
bad popular writing. It is not that the authors are unaware that 
their work is stripped of the uncertainty that it would have 
included if it were written for an academic audience. The 
following passage, one of my favorites, elucidates why the 
experts in the media are always so certain of themselves. 
 

The typical expert ... is prone to sound exceedingly sure of himself. An expert doesn't so much argue the 
various sides of an issue as plant his flag firmly on one side. That's because an expert whose argument 
reeks of restraint or nuance often doesn't get much attention. An expert must be bold if he hopes to 
alchemize his homespun theory into conventional wisdom. His best chance of doing so is to engage the 
public's emotions, for emotion is the enemy of rational argument. And as emotions go, one of them - fear 
- is more potent than the rest. 

 
Alas, this wisdom applies to popular writing as well. A successful summer fun reading assignment is likely to be 
written for a popular audience that,  nevertheless, still manages to engage an academic one. I found Freakonomics 
to be a successful choice. 
 
Afterword 
 
The authors’ sequel to the original, aptly named SuperFreakonomics, has many of the strengths and weaknesses 
of the original. If you enjoyed the first book, you are likely to enjoy the second, possibly even more so. As a 
pedagogical tool, I give preference to the original. While the strength of Freakonomics was the message "real data 
can reveal surprising things", SuperFreakonomics focuses more on the "surprising" part and less on the "data" 
part. I found the sequel to be more fun, but less conducive than the original to sparking discussions on the validity 
of control groups, quality of data, assumptions of the analyses, etc. For another source of interesting examples to 
use in class, the authors have successful blog and radio segments that can be found at 
www.freakonomics.com/blog.  
  
 

www.freakonomics.com/blog


TSHS Activities in JSM 2012  
Jeri Harwood 

 
 
The line-up of contributions for this year’s JSM in San Diego (July 28- August 2) is 
complete and there are some exciting topics! This year our section is sponsoring an 
Invited Session, a Topic-Contributed Session, a Regular Contributed Session, and four 
Roundtables. We are also co-sponsoring a handful of additional sessions, mostly with 
the Section on Statistical Education. Be on the lookout for the online published meeting 
schedule, due out at the end of March at 
http://www.amstat.org/meetings/jsm/2012/index.cfm. In the meantime, here is a sneak 
peek at our sessions: 
  

 
The Invited Session, entitled “Teaching and learning applied regression: perspectives from teachers and 
students”, was organized by Felicity Enders, PhD, from the Mayo Clinic. This panel session will introduce 
quantitative and qualitative data on understanding regression, and discuss ideas about how to improve 
understanding for challenging topics such as assumptions, confounding, and interaction. Their goal is to improve 
teaching as well as learning. The particular focus of this session will be students in the health sciences, for whom 
regression is a critical topic, but everyone interested in improving the educational process is welcome to attend. 
  
The Topic-Contributed Session, “Teaching Statistics to Nursing Students” was organized by Matt Hayat, PhD of 
Rutgers University. The presentations and discussions will include the topics such as: curriculum; pedagogy; 
methods of assessment; nursing applications used in the illustration and teaching of statistical methods. Also up 
for discussion is the relationship between statistical consulting and teaching. 
  
The Regular Contributed Session includes papers on selecting topics for an introductory biostatistics course, 
bringing real-world problems and expectations to the classroom through consulting, Incorporating principles and 
methods of evidence-based practice into statistical teaching, among others. 
  
Our Roundtable Sessions include topics on interpreting health studies based on observational data, teaching 
epidemiological thinking, medical examples for the classroom and guarding against jumping to statistical 
conclusions through data preparation. 
  
Attendee registration begins May 1st, be sure to join us in the sun this year! 
 

This year our section is sponsoring an Invited Session, a Topic‐Contributed 
Session, a Regular Contributed Session, and four Roundtables. 

https://webmail.drexelmed.edu/exchweb/bin/redir.asp?URL=http://www.amstat.org/meetings/jsm/2012/index.cfm
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FROM THE PUBLICATIONS OFFICER 

Back to list  Robert A. Oster, Ph.D., University of Alabama at Birmingham 
TSHS PUBLICATIONS DURING 2011 

 
Annual updates of TSHS-sponsored publications and information on selected 
articles in TSHS publications from 2000 on forward (Oster 2007, 2008, 2009, 
2010, 2011) appear in previous issues of this newsletter. Following is the update 
for 2011. 
 
Table 1 contains the following annual and cumulative totals for the years 2000-
2011: 
 

• TSHS newsletter articles describing teaching and consulting methods 
• TSHS newsletter book reviews 
• TSHS-sponsored JSM proceedings papers 
• TSHS-sponsored ENAR proceedings papers 

 
Table 1 does not include the following: 

 
• Counts of columns or other types of articles that have appeared in the TSHS newsletter 
• JSM proceedings papers based on presentations given in TSHS co-sponsored sessions where TSHS was 

not the primary sponsor 
 
TSHS sponsored 10 publications in the selected categories during 2011. This total is the largest number of TSHS-
sponsored publications that we have had since 2007. The number of proceedings papers is the most that we have 
had since 2007, and the number of JSM proceedings papers is the most that we have had since 2005. We again 
had one book review in each issue (three for the year), thanks to the efforts of Robert Greevy. A big thank you to 
all of our contributors! 
 
Please remember that TSHS sponsors JSM proceedings papers every year. If you present a paper or poster in a 
TSHS-sponsored session at the JSM or at the ENAR meeting, please consider publishing your work in the JSM 
proceedings. Publishing your paper in the JSM proceedings does not preclude you from publishing it in a peer-
reviewed journal since you will retain the copyright. 
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Table 1. Number of Selected Articles in TSHS-Sponsored Publications from 2000-2011 
 
Year         TSHS Newsletter Pieces           JSM Proceedings Publications     Total 
 
             Topic Articles     Book Reviews         From JSM     From ENAR  
  
2000               3                        2                            5                    --                    10 
2001               2                        0                            2                    --                      4 
2002               2                        2                            5                    --                      9 
2003               1                        2                          10                    --                    13 
2004               1                        5                            5                    --                    11 
2005               1                        4                            7                    --                    12 
2006               0                        3                            4                    --                      7 
2007               0                        3                            4                    4                    11 
2008               3                        2                            1                    1                      7 
2009               0                        3                            2                    0                      5 
2010               0                        2                            3                    0                      5 
2011               2                        3                            5                    0                    10 
_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Total             15                      31                          53                    5                  104 
 
 
Following is a list of the 10 articles referred to in Table 1 for 2011. 
 
1. “How Do We Promote Clinical Statistics Literacy of Emergency Medicine Residents: Is Clicker Technology 
the Answer?” by Penny S. Reynolds, appearing in the 2011 JSM proceedings (pages 454-461) as a paper 
presented at the 2011 JSM. 
 
2. “A Perspective on Teaching an Introductory Biostatistics Sequence in a College of Nursing at a University 
Medical Center” by Mary J. Kwasny, appearing in the 2011 JSM proceedings (pages 2367-2375) as a paper 
presented at the 2011 JSM. 
 
3. “Some Strategies that Contribute to the Mastery of Statistical Methods” by Winston A. Richards, appearing in 
the 2011 JSM proceedings (pages 2470-2477) as a paper presented at the 2011 JSM. 
 
4. “Making Data Talk: Communicating Health Data with Lay Audiences” by David E. Nelson, Brad Hesse, and 
Harry T. Kwon, appearing in the 2011 JSM proceedings (pages 4599-4610) as a paper presented at the 2011 JSM. 
 
5. “Graduate Students, Online Statistics is Essential to Your Practice” by Bonnie Dumas, appearing in the 2011 
JSM proceedings (pages 5045-5049) as a paper presented at the 2011 JSM. 
 
6. Review of “Innumeracy: Mathematical Illiteracy and Its Consequences” by Robert Greevy, appearing as a book 
review in the spring 2011 issue of the TSHS newsletter (pages 3-5). 
 
7. Review of “Beating Murphy’s Law” by Robert Greevy, appearing as a book review in the summer 2011 issue 
of the TSHS newsletter (pages 3-4). 
 
8. Review of “Impure Science: AIDS, Activism, and the Politics of Knowledge” by Steven Simon, appearing as a 
book review in the fall 2011 issue of the TSHS newsletter (pages 3-4). 
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9. “Teaching Statistics in a Medical School Environment: Different Challenges with Different Audiences: Report 
from the 2011 JSM – Session 495” by Bob Oster, appearing in the fall 2011 issue of the TSHS newsletter (page 
8). 
 
10. “From the Editor: Some JSM Notes” by Ed Gracely, appearing in the fall 2011 issue of the TSHS newsletter 
(page 12). 
 
 
That concludes this column. I will have another column for you in the summer 2012 issue. 
 
 

REFERENCES 
 
Oster, B (2007). From the publications officer: Update on TSHS publications. Teaching of Statistics in the Health 
Sciences Newsletter, Summer 2007, 4. 
 
Oster, RA (2008). From the publications officer: Report on TSHS publications during 2007.  Teaching of 
Statistics in the Health Sciences Newsletter, Spring 2008, 7-9. 
 
Oster, RA (2009). From the publications officer: Report on TSHS publications during 2008.  Teaching of 
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Oster, RA (2010). From the publications officer: Report on TSHS publications during 2009.  Teaching of 
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10 Spring 2012 TSHS 
 

 10

  
Section Officers and Officers-Elect for TSHS (as of March 2012) 
Past Chair  Motomi Mori  (503) 402-2871  morim@ohsu.edu 
Chair 2012  Carol Bigelow  (413) 545-1319  cbigelow@schoolph.umass.edu 
Chair Elect 2012  Steven Grambow  (919) 286-0411 x 4068 steven.grambow@duke.edu 
Chair Elect 2013  To be elected 
Program Chair 2012 Jeri Forster Harwood (303) 724-4355  ForsterHarwood.Jeri@tchden.org 
Program Chair 2013 Felicity Enders  (507) 538-4970  Enders.Felicity@Mayo.edu 
Program Chair 2014 To be appointed by Chair Elect 
Secretary-Treasurer 12-13 Deborah V. Dawson (319) 335-7189  deborah-dawson@uiowa.edu 
Publications Officer Bob Oster  (205) 934-3376  Oster@uab.edu 
Council of Sections Rep. Cyndy Long  (563) 884-5157  LONG_C@palmer.edu 
CoS Rep 13-15  To be elected 
Newsletter Editor  Ed Gracely  (215) 991-8466  egracely@drexelmed.edu 
Book Review Editor Robert Greevy, Jr. (615) 343-5793  robert.greevy@vanderbilt.edu 
ASA Staff Liaison Rick Peterson  (703) 684-1221 x1864 rick@amstat.org 
 

Back to list   
 
It's hard to believe another JSM is around the corner.  How many have I attended?  
Lots! As an applied statistician/teacher I have a harder time than more technical folks 
finding worthwhile sessions, but I always do. There are plenty on teaching, 
introductory overviews, and occasional gems that I stumble upon by accident. I know 
now that I should look for the session by Significance magazine, which will probably 
present some of the most interesting topics from the magazine over the past few 
years. 
 
Note that we have now moved our website, and the location of old newsletters to our 
new ASA-based website.  Be sure to look it over! 
 
Enjoy the articles! 
 
Ed 
 
American Statistical Association 
TSHS Newsletter 
Ed J. Gracely, Ph.D. Editor 
Family, Community, and Preventive Medicine 
Drexel College of Medicine 
2900 Queen Lane 
Philadelphia, PA 19129 
215-991-8466 (phone) 
215-843-6028 (fax) 
egracely@drexelmed.edu 
 
American Statistical Association 

http://www.amstat.org/ 
 
Section on Teaching Statistics in the Health Sciences 

Section web page: http://community.amstat.org/TSHS/Home/ 
Links to all newsletters: http://community.amstat.org/TSHS/Announcements/Newsletters/ 
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