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Abstracts

Rules and maxims for the medical statistician when called to act as an expert witness 
(Professor Jane L Hutton, University of Warwick)
Abstract. I shall briefly describe my experiences as an expert witness, very little of which involves court appearances. Most of my evidence is on life expectancy, but I have also acted in a pharmaceutical case. The contrast between reporting on very familiar topics and occasional work will be used to explain my maxims. I shall also compare court appearances in London, Dublin and Durban, South Africa.

I was the RSS representative on the Council for Registration of Forensic Practitioners, and recently contributed to an RSS response to proposal from them. My summary of rules for expert witnesses is informed by these contacts. I shall encourage a discussion on what fees to charge.

The Maths, Stats and OR Network - Supporting the teaching and learning of statistics within higher education  (Mr Michael Grove, Assistant Director - Maths, Stats & OR Network (Subject Centre of The Higher Education Academy))

Abstract. The Maths, Stats & OR Network is a Subject Centre of the Higher Education Academy whose role is to support those involved in the teaching, learning and assessment of mathematics, statistics and operational research; we aim to enhance the student learning experience wherever these subjects may be taught within higher education.  

This talk will review the activities of the Network since its creation in 2000 with a focus upon the support that it has provided to those teaching statistics and will demonstrate a number of the resources that are freely available.  The session will discuss some of the national issues facing those teaching statistics and outline how the Network will work to address these; participants will be encouraged throughout to share their thoughts, ideas and concerns in relation to learning, teaching and assessment issues that are important to not only themselves but also their colleagues, departments and students.

"Good news" for statistics: the contribution of evidence based medicine (Dr Andrew Booth, University of Sheffield)

Abstract. For several years the University of Sheffield has used a step-wise approach in teaching the principles of Evidence Based Medicine to its medical students. Students are firstly introduced to the reporting of the research through three different newspapers. This allows consideration of how statistics, particularly relating to risk, are presented, to and interpreted by, the general public. From here students proceed to critical appraisal of a randomised controlled trial and, subsequently, a systematic review. Statistics are therefore presented on a need to know basis within the context of actual published papers. 

While aware of the potential risk of "dumbing down" the principles of research design and analysis, the course instructors have extended this particular method beyond medical students to sessions with Masters in Public Health (MPH) students and to teaching of critical appraisal to health professionals. It is sound didactic practice to establish what is already known, to consolidate prior learning and only to attach technical labels once concepts have been shown to be familiar. The presenter will demonstrate the usefulness of this particular method with examples from a range of teaching contexts. 

How doctors think their own undergraduate teaching in probability and statistics could have been improved 
(Dr Gill Price, University of East Anglia; co-authors: 

Drs Susan Miles, Louise Swift and Lee Shepstone and Professor Sam Leinster, University of East Anglia)

Abstract. The aim of this pilot project is to gather evidence on how practising doctors’ use, or might use, probability and statistics in their work, and their opinions on undergraduate teaching of these subjects.  
A questionnaire was designed to investigate doctors’ views about statistics and probability in their training and work. Potential participants were sent a copy of the questionnaire by email in April 2007, using an established distribution list of Recognised Teachers on the University of East Anglia's MB/BS course. The questionnaire included several open-ended elicitations, including the main focus of this talk: "Please suggest any ways in which your undergraduate teaching in probability and statistics could have been more useful." Responses were grouped and categorised by two of the authors.

The 130 medical doctors who responded to the questionnaire comprised mostly consultants (61%) and GPs (25%). Qualifying year ranged from 1951-2004 (median 1984). Sixty-three percent of respondents remembered having been taught probability and statistics as an undergraduate. Sixty-eight doctors suggested how their own teaching could have been improved. Responses fell under two major themes: improvements to the teaching style and format (n = 26), and making the teaching more relevant to future practice (n = 49). Further details about these suggestions for improvement will be outlined in the presentation.

Beauty and the Beast: Numbers, the Media and Public Policy (Mr Michael Blastland, writer and broadcaster) 

Abstract. Most journalists come into the profession because they fancy they are good with words. With numbers, in the words of one national newspaper editor, they are abysmal. Couple that with a public that often regards numbers as either killer facts that tell us everything, or ‘lies, **** lies and statistics’, and it is a wonder anything sensible is communicated at all. Some will argue that it isn't. Michael Blastland, a former BBC journalist, argues that it needn't be so. Using examples of the way media and politics mistreat numbers, and offering reasons for it, he describes how instinctive storytellers can be persuaded to learn to count. This after-dinner talk will also be complemented with an opportunity for audience participation!
Graphs and understanding what data mean 
(Mr Allan Reese, Cefas)

Abstract. Evidence-based medicine relies on correct interpretation of data from epidemiological surveys and clinical trials.  It's often suggested that graphs are best for communicating ideas, being instant and intuitive: A picture is worth a thousand words.  Software ads claim that "with a few mouse clicks you can turn your data into presentation-quality graphics". But do you remember being taught how to draw graphs at school or university?  Or practising reading graphs?  Are the necessary skills taught in service statistics courses?

Graphs are widely used in all types of publications, but it is not safe to assume that their message can be taken in at a glance.  A worryingly high proportion of graphs, even in technical journals, can be criticized as bland, uninformative or clearly wrong.  Close observation suggests that authors and editors find it harder to proofread graphs than text.  

I hope to persuade you to take a second, lingering, look at some typical graphs.  Look for features that might unconsciously influence your first-glance understanding.  Once noticed, are these features helpful or misleading?  Do graphs show the truth and the whole truth, or can they conceal vital features?  How should you 'tune' your own graphs so they convey the message you intend, accurately and unambiguously?  What tools do we need for editing graphs - and keeping a record so styles can be copied. Can the skills of reading or drawing graphs be passed on to your students? 

For the purpose of the follow-on session, I would be delighted if attendees brought example graphs that they consider well-designed or badly-designed, from their own work or from papers they have wanted to understand.

Jenny markets her book ‘How to display data’ 
(Dr Jenny Freeman, University of Sheffield)

Abstract.  Jenny will offer suggestions for how to get the best out of her new publication ‘How to display data’ within the context of teaching medical students statistics.

Small funded projects in pedagogical research and CAL development work   (Dr Jenny V Freeman, University of Sheffield, Dr Philip Sedgwick, St George’s University of London, Dr Margaret MacDougall, University of Edinburgh)

Abstract. The three speakers will each provide a brief overview of projects they are currently involved in as a Principal Investigator or Project Partner. This will include some background to the development of funding proposals and an indication of how the outputs from these projects are to be eventually made available. The key objectives of these talks are 

· to disseminate information concerning topical areas which may be of interest to other statisticians

· to prepare the way for the follow-on breakaway session in which delegates will be invited to 

· discuss their own project work and aspirations in the teaching of medical students

and 

· identify possible opportunities for future collaborative work which may be capable of attracting more substantial funding.

Delegates will therefore be provided with a worksheet which they are encouraged to complete prior to the conference to enable them to come equipped with fresh ideas to share and explore during the above workshop. This preparatory work is not obligatory, as it is fully recognized that delegates will have varied experiences and interests. It is anticipated that feedback from this workshop will facilitate the creation of a list of relevant contacts and topics of interest for use in future communications between delegates who are keen to put their workshop proposals into practise.   
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