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From the Section Chair   
 
While trying to figure out what to write for this 
article, I looked through the last few years’ worth 
of articles by the chairs of TSHS in search of 
inspiration.  I’ve been involved with the Section for 
just a few years and it is impressive how much a 
Section as small as ours has been able to 
accomplish.  I hope we can continue to excel in 
2005. 
 
I taught an introductory course in biostatistics last 
semester.  Most of the students are PhD 
candidates in the biological sciences and there 
were a few MDs enrolled in my Department’s 
Clinical Epidemiology and Health Services 
Research Master’s program.  This was my first 
time in the classroom other than a lecture or two 
for several years due to a change of jobs a few 
years ago.  It is easy to forget how much time it 
takes to do even a mediocre job of teaching, let 
alone to do well.  Many of us who work in the 
health sciences are in a similar position of 
teaching on a sporadic basis while trying to juggle 
our collaborative and methodological research.   
 
My involvement with TSHS, both attending 
sessions and discussing teaching with other TSHS 
members, has been very useful for me in 
improving the quality of my teaching (I cringe 
when I read some of my teaching evaluations from 
several years ago).  If you’re reading this 
newsletter, you’re either already a member of 
have an interest in the Section.  I strongly 
encourage you to participate in TSHS activities at 
this year’s JSM.  I promise that you’ll learn 
something and it will help you the next time you 
teach. 
 
There are many people who contribute to the 
running of TSHS and I’d like to thank them all.  In 

addition to the people named below, there are 
several past-chairs who provide very valuable 
advice. 
 
As with most Sections of the ASA, our primary 
focus is on the JSM sessions.  Patrick Arbogast is 
our Program Chair.  He has managed to put 
together a very nice set of sessions which are 
described in another article.  We also sponsor a 
set of luncheons during JSM.  Janet Tooze, 
Program-Chair Elect, has assembled a very 
interesting set of three luncheons which are 
described in Patrick’s article. 
 
TSHS is sponsoring a Continuing Education 
course at JSM by Ralph O’Brien and John 
Castelloe entitled “Sample-Size Analysis for Study 
Planning.”  The course is tentatively scheduled for 
August 7, 2005 at 8:15am.  This course has been 
given before, comes highly recommended, and 
usually sells out.  If you have an interest in taking 
this course, I’d strongly suggest that you register 
as soon as possible. 
 
We also have an annual Business Meeting and 
Mixer held at one of the JSM host hotels.  The 
location isn’t yet known but please be aware that 
the date has changed.  The meeting has 
traditionally been on Wednesday but it will be on 
Monday from 5:30-7:00p this year. 
 
Ed Gracely has recently taken over as the Editor 
of the TSHS newsletter.  Dan Byrne in his role as 
Book Review Editor and Renee Stolove in her role 
as Publications Officer often contribute articles.   
Ed will always be happy to receive contributed 
articles so send them his way! 
 
Reena Deutsch serves as the 
Secretary/Treasurer.  She makes sure we don’t 
spend too much money and that we can 
remember what we’ve talked about.  Lynn 
Ackerson is the Council of Sections 
Representative. 
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I very much appreciate the efforts of all the very 
busy people who donate their time to help run the 
section! 
 
In conclusion, I urge you to participate in the 
TSHS activities at JSM and to become more 
involved with the section.  We are always looking 
for new people and new ideas—please contact me 
if you have an interest.  My email and phone 
number are at the back of the newsletter. 

 
  BOOK REVIEW 

 
 Dicing with Death: Chance, 

Risk and Health 
Stephen Senn 

Cambridge University Press, 2003 
 

Reviewed by Daniel W. Byrne, M.S. 
Vanderbilt University 

 
Although Stephen Senn’s book “Dicing with 
Death” is probably not appropriate as a text for 
most statistics courses, it should be of interest to 
those who teach statistics in the health sciences.  
First, he articulates the true value of biostatistics 
and biostatisticians.  This is timely and important, 
as our colleagues in related fields (such as 
bioinformatics, data-mining, statistical genetics, 
and imaging) are benefiting from increased 
funding by marketing and selling their tools in 
ways that are easily understandable to those 
outside their field.  Senn writes, “Statistics is a 
wonderful discipline.  . . .  Statistics tells us how to 
evaluate evidence, how to design experiments, 
how to turn data into decisions, how much 
credence should be given to whom to what and 
why, how to reckon chances and when to take 
them.”  He then proceeds to relate stories of how 
statisticians have used statistical tools to solve 
important medical problems. 
 
This relates to the second reason that statistics 
instructors will find this book valuable.  Those who 
teach statistics have the challenge of finding 
examples that will keep the students interested.  
In the health sciences, students are generally less 
patient with nonmedical examples.  Stephen Senn 
provides a wealth of medical examples to 
entertain and inform.  He provides examples to 
illustrate Simpson’s paradox, regression to the 
mean, Bayesian methods, the law of large 
numbers, survival analysis, bioethics, and more. 

 
What makes this book valuable is Senn’s rich 
experience in both the pharmaceutical industry 
and academia.  By weaving this experience with 
his wealth of knowledge of the history of medical 
statistics, he is able to tie together important 
concepts in a way that is both instructive and 
entertaining.  Senn, Professor of Statistics at   
Glasgow University, has obviously polished many 
of these lessons from his teaching experience. 
 
The book is divided into 11 chapters, each held 
together with a general lesson.  Within each 
chapter there is considerable digression, which 
would be distracting if it were not for Senn’s 
engaging writing style.  For example in chapter 
10, entitled “The Law is a Ass” he provides an 
insightful summary of the statistical issues at the 
center of the breast implant lawsuits and 
summarizes the story with “Breast implants had 
finally gone bust.”  The book is, however, more 
than simply a collection of stories divided by play-
on-words headings (e.g., “TB or notTB?”).  The 
description of the Poisson distribution is one of 
the clearest that I have seen and would be useful 
for instructors who have difficulty teaching this 
topic. 
 
He provides insight into the controversy about the 
potential link between the MMR vaccine and 
autism, while at the same time teaching about 
study design.   The book also contains insights 
into some of the common problems in modern 
biostatistics.  Senn describes the problem of 
routinely collapsing continuous variables into 
binary, which he coined dichotomania.  When 
describing well-known stories, such as Fisher’s 
tea test, Senn provides new perspective rather 
than simply repeating the account from other 
publications. 
 
Finally, a feature of this book that many 
instructors will find valuable is the collection of 
quotes that could be included in a statistics 
lecture.  For example, “Meta-analyst: one who 
thinks that if manure is piled high enough it will 
smell like roses.1” and “Life would be much 
simpler if the Bayesians followed the example of 
their master and published posthumously.”2

 
In summary, Stephen Senn’s book is an 
entertaining, thought-provoking collection of 
stories valuable for those who teach biostatistics.   
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Previewing JSM 2005 
 

From the 2005 Program Chair:  
Patrick G. Arbogast 

Vanderbilt University 
 
The JSM 2005 program is now set.  Our Section 
has one invited session, one contributed paper 
session, an informative short course, some very 
interesting posters, and three roundtable 
luncheon sessions.  The online program will be 
available on the ASA website later this spring. 
 
Our invited session, “Distance Learning in the 
Health Sciences”, chaired by Scott Evans 
(Harvard University) includes: 
• John McGready (Johns Hopkins Bloomberg 

School of Public Health), who will present 
“Basic Biostatistics Online: A Distance 
Education Success Story”, 

• Carol Bigelow (University of Mass./Amherst), 
presenting “Distance Learning from the 
Trenches: Lessons Learned”, 

• Robert Riffenburgh (Naval Medical Center 
San Diego) who will discuss “Distance 
Learning for Health Care Professionals 
Conducting Research”.  

• Dr. Evans will then facilitate discussion 
among the speakers and the audience. 

 
We have one contributed paper session 
entitled, “Issues and Methods of Program and 
Course Development in Teaching Statistics for the 
Health Sciences”, which will include topics such 
as 
• An empirical problem solving framework for 

short course curriculum 
• Using item response theory and anchor item 

test design to develop test score norms and 
content evaluations for an introductory 
biostatistics course in public health 

• Trans-disciplinary approaches to teaching 
applied statistics 

• Integrating advanced statistical methods into 
a graduate dental curriculum 

• Using Stata in an introductory biostatistics 
course for MSc nutrition students. 

 
Ralph O’Brien and John Castelloe will have the 
short course, “Sample-Size Analysis for Study 
Planning”.  
 
We will also sponsor three roundtable 
luncheons on topics that include: 
• “Distance Education in Biostatistics” (to whet 

the appetite for the invited session), 
• “Integrating Statistical Software into Health 

Sciences Graduate Courses” 
• “Assessment of Medical Students and 

Postgraduate Physicians in Biostatistics 
Courses”. 

 
We will have another year of stimulating 
presentations.  Additional JSM information will be 
available on the ASA website (coming soon) and 
in our summer newsletter.  I look forward to 
seeing you in Minneapolis! 
 

FROM THE EDITOR 
 
Greetings everyone. Please bear with me as I 
learn how to put the newsletter together. You’ll 
notice some changes already -- I like color and 
dislike text boxes, hence a new appearance! I’m 
looking forward to the job, and to getting to know 
some of you as future *writers* for the TSHS 
newsletter. Have you been to a conference that 
reported neat ways of teaching statistics? Did you 
hear a fascinating speaker whose material would 
be worth passing along? Do you have a book 
you’d like to review? Let me know! In an 
electronic newsletter there aren’t any page 
limits.... 
 
No, you can’t engage in a 10-page rant against 
your least favorite politician. Sorry.   Ed Gracely 
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2005 Section Officers for TSHS 
 
Chair   Walter Ambrosius (336) 716-6281  wambrosi@wfubmc.edu 
Past-Chair  Robert Oster  (205) 934-5165  oster@uab.edu 
2005 Program Chair Patrick Arbogast (615) 343-0701  patrick.arbogast@vanderbilt.edu 
2006 Program Chair Janet Tooze     jtooze@wfubmc.edu 
Secretary-Treas. Reena Deutsch  (619) 543-6898  rdeutsch@ucsd.edu 
Publications Officer Renee Stolove   (914) 594-4906            renee_stolove@nymc.edu 
Council of Sections Rep. Lynn Ackerson  (510) 891-3556  lma@dor.kaiser.org 
Newsletter Editor Ed Gracely  (215) 991-8466  egracely@drexelmed.edu 
Book Review Editor Daniel Byrne  (615) 322-4228  daniel.byrne@vanderbilt.edu 
ASA Staff Liaison Monica Clark  (703) 684-1221  monica@amstat.org 
 
 
A Correction:  Ed Gracely (Hey, that’s me!) is the Newsletter Editor, *not* the book review editor, as 
reported in the fall 2004 issue. Ed is more than happy to leave the book reviews to Daniel Byrne, who does 
a fine job at it. If anybody else has a book they’ve recently read and would like to review, additional book 
reviews are certainly welcome. 
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