READER COMMENTS

(D Reader Comments Sept2011.doc)
Readers are invited to submit comments to us at gerryhahn@yahoo.com and necipdoganaksoy@yahoo.com.  In so doing, please let us know whether it is OK with you to quote you by name.  

In this section, we show such comments.

Robert Easterling

27 July 2011
We received the following comments from Rob Easterling (retired from Sandia National Laboratories and a Fellow of the American Statistical Association) dealing mainly, but not exclusively, with “Meeting the Challenge” in teaching introductory statistics courses (Section 13.7.1):

﻿

I quickly read the part of your chapter where the papers on teaching introductory statistics by Meng and me are cited.  I would like to have seen more of a sense of urgency and passion in that section.  These introductory courses may be our best and only opportunity to influence future leaders and practitioners in their ability to think quantitatively.  Students exposed to statistics in these courses are potential future collaborators with and employers of statisticians.  We have to make a good, lasting impression when we have the chance.  There is too much evidence, though, that, in Meng’s phrase, we have “screwed up” and alienated our students.  Statisticians know all too well what happens when you meet someone in a social situation and tell them you are a statistician.  Way too often the response is that that was the worst, hardest, most boring, most useless class I ever took.  My plea to the rising generation of Stat101 instructors is to do everything you can to avoid that impression.

Many concerted efforts have been made to improve Stat101- I remember, e.g., what I think of as the Hogg report
.  But, the problem persists.  Your readers need to know how serious the problem is and that we really need them to work hard at solving it.  

Here is my message to aspiring statistics instructors:  To teach statistics effectively so that students, rather than being turned off,  come away with a good appreciation of how statistics can help in their careers, teachers must show from day one and thereafter that the purpose of statistics is to help people understand and resolve issues in the areas they care about -- to learn important things from data about their interests.   One can do that in an introductory class by using examples to show more than just the technical details of graphical and numerical analyses of data.  Expand these examples to explore the subject-matter issues that led to collecting the data and then discuss the insights and actions that (might have) followed from the analysis of the data.  These do not need to be real-world, in-the-news, examples.  One can take simple, made-up examples dealing, e.g., with growing tomatoes or comparing two materials used in boys’ shoes and embed them in a business or scientific context and show how that context shaped the study and how subject-matter knowledge was advanced and decisions were made because of what was learned in the study.  Students (and the instructor) should be able to see how these examples translate to other fields.  For example, from something as common and uninteresting to some as baseball statistics one can show that clever, subject-matter driven data plots can provide important subject-matter insights that other plots and analyses would miss completely.  Additionally, projects done either alone or in small teams provide students the opportunity to convert their own subject-matter passion to a statistical study and data analysis.

Statistics is an exciting field (a Google executive characterized it as “sexy”).  The world moves on and is flooded by data.  The world improves through the intelligent use of data and it struggles because of bad data and inept analyses.  We can help and lead: Good data and insightful analyses can and should guide important corporate and governmental decisions, inform the public, lead to research findings in science, medicine, marketing, etc.  Statisticians can, should, and must be involved.  They must also teach the next generation of business, government, science, engineering, medical, and other leaders (as well as upcoming generations of statisticians) to recognize the need for statistical concepts and methods in their professions and in society in general.  

 

Rob Easterling

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><
John Spurrier

September 15, 2011

We received the following comment from John Spurrier, author of Practice of Statistics: Putting the Pieces Together, Pacific Grove, CA, Brooks/Cole and a Fellow of the American Statistical Association (1992).

For the first 25 years of my career, I thought the world was not fair.  The correlation between academic performance and career performance was not as high as I thought it should have been.  Some C students had great career success while some A students did not.  It then occurred to me that the successful C students had some skills that some A students did not.  We had to identify those skills and teach them to all students.  My 2000 book was an attempt to do that.

Clearly your book should be read by those planning to enter the statistics profession.  We want them knowing these truths at the beginning of their careers rather than possibly discovering them on their own throughout their careers.  The question is how do you make this happen.  Many undergraduate statistics programs have a requirement of a capstone experience.  This can be a capstone course, an internship, or a thesis.  Your book would fit nicely into a capstone course and as required reading during an internship. Many graduate programs have a required consulting experience.  This, also, would be an excellent place to use the book.

I am not sure about the AP (high school Advanced Placement course) Stat market.  In my experience, AP Stat teachers are totally focused on preparing students to pass the exam. They are extremely interested in materials that will help them accomplish this goal.  This book will not do that.  There is a brief window between the AP Stat exam and the end of school when AP Stat teachers need to fill some class time.  The book will give these teachers some interesting talking points for this window.

John Spurrier
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