Using Humor to Teach Statistics: Must They Be Orthogonal?

General Overview of Humor in Teaching

Until the middle of this century, humor was not viewed as a widely accepted technique for instructional purposes (Bryant, Comisky & Zillman, 1979). This was largely due to the view of education as a serious, formal endeavor. Thus the use of humor as a pedagogical device is a rather recent phenomena. Empirical research on humor has been underway since the 1970's although anecdotal evidence has existed for much longer. The anecdotal evidence consistently suggests that humor is an extremely effective tool (e.g., Cornett, 1986). Initial empirical work tended to focus on documenting and describing the use of humor in the classroom (e.g., Bryant, Comisky & Zillman, 1979). This work has shown that humor of many types is in fairly wide usage across many disciplines (e.g., Bryant, Comisky & Zillman, 1979) and that the use of humor in the classroom is hypothesized to reduce tension (e.g., Wells, 1974), to improve classroom climate (e.g., Welker, 1977), to increase enjoyment (e.g., Gilliland & Mauritsen, 1971), to increase student-teacher rapport (e.g., Welker, 1977) and to facilitate learning (e.g., Robinson, 1977; Watson & Emerson, 1988).

Subsequent empirical work has tended to focus more on the actual existence of the effects of humor. There is little empirical evidence that humor actually does (1) increase student attention, (2) improve the classroom climate or (3) reduce tension; however there is some minimal evidence that humor actually does (1) increase enjoyment and (2) motivates students to achieve higher (e.g., Bryant & Zillman, 1988). Other evidence indicates that there is a moderate relationship between humor and student evaluations (e.g., Bryant, Cominsky, Crane & Zillman, 1980). Although not the focus of this paper, several researchers have examined the use of humor in college textbooks (e.g., Klein, Bryant & Zillman, 1982).

Teaching Statistics

Interest in the use of humor in teaching appears to be greater in those disciplines where students experience anxiety over the subject matter. Statistics is an area where many students experience a great deal of anxiety. Why? A major reason is that the pedagogy of statistics has a less than stellar reputation. Statistics instruction and textbooks are often somewhat dry and academically oriented. Students are typically taught via drill-and-practice on statistical formulae, computations and concepts. This may be described as traditional lecture-type pedagogy. As a result, students tend to find most statistics courses rather unexciting as they are relatively unengaged learners. This is not advantageous to student learning.

In many disciplines traditional lecture-oriented pedagogy has been replaced, at least to some extent, by more discussion-oriented and student-engaged pedagogy. The pedagogy in the discipline of statistics has not changed nearly as quickly as most disciplines. Doctoral students in statistics are then mentored by these same professors who, in turn, engage in these same teaching practices. Thus, the cycle seems to perpetuate itself. 

The field of statistics needs to more fully engage students in an area that really is exciting. Recently some attention has been devoted to this matter. One way in which statistics has been made more interesting and engaging is through student projects and hands-on learning. For example, the Chance course curriculum requires students to conduct projects using available and self-collected datasets. The Chance course also includes activities which the students engage in during class time. The NCTM standards are also applicable to the teaching of statistics (1989, 1991). In particular, Standard 1 deals with engaging students and developing student understanding of concepts, while Standard 4 deals with using tools for enhancing discourse, such as concrete materials, pictures and stories.

One way in which both of these Standards can be addressed in statistics is through the use of humor. Statistics textbooks tend to have little or no humor (although a few exceptions exist, e.g., Gonick & Smith, 1993). According to textbook publishers, this is because consumers have not requested any and thus publishers do not insist on any. For example, the first statistics textbook I wrote included many humorous examples, the idea being to lighten up the text, minimize statistics anxiety, and foster conceptual understanding. Nearly all of these were cut by the copy-editor who felt that this made the text somewhat non-academic. Thus for now it appears that it is up to statistics instructors to use humor in their teaching. That statisticians are humorous people is evidenced in the following ways: (1) the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association (AERA) has a session called Triennial Travesties which always includes some statistical humor (last held in 1996); (2) the Educational Researcher (e.g., Berk, 1994, based on his 1993 Travesties presentation) and Chance (unrelated to the Chance course) journals often include humor; (3) the previous two AERA Annual Meetings had a short course on humor in teaching research methodology (e.g., Berk, 1996); and (4) there is a wealth of humor available on the Internet (e.g., Gary Ramsayer’s Gallery of Statistical Jokes, available at the website http://www.ilstu.edu/~gcramsey/Gallery.html). 

The purpose of this paper is to acquaint individuals in the use of humor to develop conceptual understanding in statistics. Many statistics instructors are not as aware as they could be of the statistical humor available to them or how to use it as a conceptual development and assessment device in their instruction. The main objective, then, is to inform individuals of these many sources as well as how they can be used in the classroom to foster deeper conceptual understanding. 

Method

A major question for this paper to address is the availability of statistical humor. The following three methods were undertaken. First, all of the humor that I have used over the past 18 years was compiled and then connected to specific statistical concepts. The types of humor in this collection include rap poems, Ask Marilyn questions from Parade magazine, bumper stickers, examples from textbooks, handouts passed down, Musings from Chance magazine, examples from the Mathematical Quotations Server Search on the Internet, headlines from the Internet, humor books, and history of statistics books (e.g., Pearson, 1978). Second, an exhaustive search using various search engines on the Internet was undertaken to uncover additional statistical humor. Third, all 183 members of the Educational Statisticians Special Interest Group (SIG: ES) of AERA were contacted via E-mail and asked to contribute humor that they use in their own teaching. 

Another question asked was how to utilize this humor in the classroom to foster conceptual understanding. The major method used here were the past experiences of myself and other statisticians, both previously gathered as well as collected via a query of SIG: ES members via E-mail. Responses of SIG: ES members ranged from "I’m afraid I don’t have any humor to share, but I could use some in my classes" to "I’m always looking for new ways to integrate humor into my classes." In other words, some instructors are not using humor in their instruction and others are quite experienced at it.

Findings

This section of the paper consists of specific examples of humor for 14 major topics and their underlying concepts. The topics are presented in the sequence in which I teach them. The source of each piece of humor is also indicated (although some pieces are simply passed around with no known author, as indicated by * and the name of the finder).

I. Rounding Off. One of the first questions typically asked at the beginning of introductory statistics is how much to round off when conducting statistical computations. These three quotes capture the spirit of rounding, which ordinarily is a rather dry topic.

Reading in a statistician's report that 6.5 people out of 1000 died of measles last year, our health minister wondered how 6.5 people could die. His chief executive secretary explained: "When a statistician says that 6.5 people died, he means that 6 people actually died and 5 are at the point of death." (Rao, 1989)

The figure of 2.2 children per adult female (given in the report) was felt to be in some respect absurd, and a Royal Commission suggested that the middle classes be paid money to increase the average to a rounder and more convenient number. (Punch, via M. J. Moroney, Facts from Figures)

Weirus, a German physician of the 16th century, a time when most of Europe was gripped by the fear of disease and witches, who calculated that exactly 7,405,926 ghosts inhabited the earth! Most people believed that the figure must have been the actual count as Weirus was a learned man. (Rao, 1989)

II. Summation. Another early topic in introductory statistics is the use of rules of summation. This is another relatively dry topic where humor can be useful. Here we see two rap poems and a bumper sticker, all written by former students.

Them Number-summers A Rap by John Konopak

How 'bout them Number-summers, ain't they hams,

Plottin' they freq'ncies on they histograms?

Them n-countin' Number-summers got they peculiar pleasures,

Wi' they aspects o' dispersion, an' they deviatin' measures.

Them nomologic Number-summers, ain't they hot,

Gettin' all they data in a box-'n'-whisker plot?

Them Number Summers A rap by John Konopak

How ‘bout them number summers, ain’t they strange?

Put they mode, mean an’ median in they inter-quart’le range.

They got measures o’ dispersion, an’ deviation measures,

Deviatin’ standards an’ other kinds o’ treasure.

Them parametric number summers, ain’t they enigmas?

Puttin’ they parentheses all around they sigmas.

Statisticians do it by summation. (Blair Farr)

 

III. Central Tendency. One of the first major topics in introductory statistics is measures of central tendency. Thus some humor is quite useful. In this section we see a poem, several short stories, a definition of the mean, a bumper stick and an Ask Marilyn question.

Mean and SD (*Judy Burry-Stock)

The mean is a measure of location,

The center of a population.

If at random a score you drew,

The mean's the most likely score you'd view.

You could compute the mean in your slumber,

Sum the scores and divide by the number.

At the mean, sample scores converge;

From the mean, these scores diverge.

Near the mean the scores are many.

In the tails, there's hardly any.

To measure a distribution's variation,

From the mean, find each score's deviation.

Each difference of D scores now you square.

Sum all D squares, all scores' share.

Now this sum divide by N.

That's V, the variance, then.

The square root of V is called S.D.,

The gauge of a trait's variability.

We've found two moments of a distribution,

Developed from each score's contribution.

Picturing a universe, try to see,

Its center's the mean; its orbit, s.d.

Following a flaming snowmobile crash, one statistician asked the other if he was OK. The second said "well, my hair’s on fire and my toes are frostbitten, but overall I feel pretty good." (*Greg Hancock)

"Three statisticians go deer hunting with bows and arrows. They spot a big buck and take aim. One shoots and his arrow flies off three meters to the right. The second shoots and his arrow flies off three meters to the left. The third statistician jumps up and down yelling, "We got him! We got him!" (*Greg Hancock)

An important concept in statistics is the mean. Meanness is rampant throughout the course. During the study, the student will constantly feel that he is neither here nor there. This is called the search for the mean, or search for the meaning. (Brahms, n.d.)

"Sometimes people fix a little too much importance on discrete numbers," said Michael S. Rogers, a guidance counselor in Edgemont, a Westchester County suburb that eliminated rankings several years ago. "Once you use ranks, you are automatically getting into a situation where 50 percent of your kids are below the median." (NY Times, Dec 21, 1986)

We are "mean" lovers. (Unknown)

A statistician can have his head in an oven and his feet in ice, and he will say that on the average he feels fine. (Unknown)

"Do you hear about the statistician who drowned in a lake averaging only 2 inches in depth?" (Unknown)

Q. I read that a sex survey said the typical male has six sexual partners in his life and the typical female has two. Assuming the typical male is heterosexual, and since the number of males and females is approximately equal, how can this be true?

A. You’ve assumed that "typical" refers to the arithmetical average of the numbers. But "average" also means "middle" and "most common". (Statisticians call these three kinds of averages the mean, the median and the mode, respectively.) Here’s how the three are used: Say you’re having five guests at a dinner party. Their ages are 100, 99 17, 2, and 2. You tell the butler that their average age is 44 (100+99+17+2+2=220¸5=44). Just to be safe, you tell the footman their average age is 17 (the age right in the middle). And to be sure everything is right, you tell the cook their average age is 2 (the most common age). Voila! Everyone is treated to pureed peas accompanied by Michael Jackson’s latest CD, followed by a fine cognac. In the case of the sex survey, "typical" may have referred to "most common", which would fit right in with all the stereotypes. (That is, if you believe sex surveys.) (Ask Marilyn)

 

IV. Variability. The next major topic in introductory statistics is usually measures of variability or dispersion. This consists of even more challenging concepts than the measures of central tendency and is another area where humor can come into play. This section includes a short story, bumper stickers, a definition, an advice column and a rap poem.

They [statisticians] express a deep-seated fear that society will someday construct tests that will enable everyone to make the same score. Without variation or individual differences the field of statistics has no real function and a statistician becomes a penniless ward of the state. (Gary Ramsayer)

Statisticians do it with less variance. (Blair Farr)

Deviation is considered normal. (Unknown)

A "standard deviation" is a linear measure of dispersion. It does not refer to (a) a typical weirdo, (b) the annual family vacation at Disneyland, (c) dancing entertainment that accompanies many business lunches, (d) what occurs during adolescence, menopause, or mid-life crises, or (e) questionable sexual acts that most everybody performs at some time or another. (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

Dear Dr. Fisher:

This is your brother Sigmund. When our mother calculated a population variance, did she multiply each score by two or did she square them?

Signed, Sigmund F.

Dear Brother:

For the last time Sig, Ma squared! (Tulane, 1987)

Them Skill-scalers A rap poem by John Konopak

How ‘bout them Skill-scalers, ain’t they strange,

Plottin’ yer deviation ‘cross they interq’art’le range?

Them skew-slopin’ Skill-scalers got they freedom by degrees,

W’ they leptokurtic samples, ‘n’ they double-tailed ts.

Them scatter-plotting’ Skill-scalers, ain’t they enigmas,

Putting’ they parentheses ‘round all they sigmas?

 

V. Graphics. Another major early topic in introductory statistics is the use of statistical graphics. In addition to using humor here, I also use examples of bad graphics for illustrative purposes (e.g., Wainer, 1984). For example, consider this rap poem.

Them Data-graphers A rap poem by John Konopak

How ‘bout them data-graphers, ain’t they jolly?

With they bar-graphs an’ pie-charts and "gons" that are poly,

They unimodal, bimodal symmetricalities,

They cum’lative an’ relative kinds of frequencies.

Them scatter-plotting’ data-graphers, ain’t they hot?

Puttin’ all they data in they box-an’-whisker plot.

 

VI. Normal Distribution. The next major topic in introductory statistics is the normal distribution. This is the beginning of thinking about inferential statistics and is definitely an area in need of some pedagogical humor. This section includes short stories, bumper stickers and definitions.

In a normal distribution of classmates, it can be predicted that 99 percent of them will fall in 3 standard deviations. This means that during the course of study, it is standard procedure for almost everyone to become a deviate of one kind or another at least three times due to the normal curve thrown by the course, under which one falls. This is the only instance in which skewness is the effect of a normal curve. You will be presented many curves in the course of study, but will be most impressed by the ones you get on the exams. (Brahms, n.d.)

We may not be normal but we are transformable. (*Gary Ramsayer)

Kurtosis is NOT a debilitating foot disease producing pungent odors. (*Gary Ramsayer)

Their idea of a scenic and exotic trip is traveling three standard deviations above the mean in a normal distribution. (*Gary Ramsayer)

Standard normal deviates are NOT a comparison group of sociopaths who were formally normal people. (*Gary Ramsayer)

Kurtosis is a disease common to students of statistics. It is a state of irritability in which one is curt to everyone. (Brahms, n.d.)

Statisticians deviate from standard deviation. (Pat Duggar)

Normal distributions exclude statisticians. (Pat Duggar)

Statisticians (z) score more often. (Blair Farr)

Platykurtic curves like platypuses are squat with short tails.

Leptokurtic curves are high with long tails, like kangaroos, noted for lepping. (Student)

 

VII. Correlation. The next major topic in introductory statistics is types of correlation coefficients. This section contains a short story, a definition (of sorts), bumper stickers and another rap poem.

Pearson’s r and other measures of relations apply to statistical, not marital, relations. (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

Spearman’s rho does not refer to the dilapidated portion of a city now occupied only by prostitutes, retired fishermen, and "other shady or salty types." (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

Correlation excites statisticians. (Pat Duggar)

Statisticians correlate, regress, then deviate. (Pat Duggar)

Them Co-relators A rap poem by John Konopak

How ‘bout them Co-relators, ain’t they just so...

Wi’ they Pearson product moment an’ they Spearman rho?

Them coefficient Co-relators, they ain’t metaphoric,

Studyin’ dichotomies by means tetrachoric.

How ‘bout them Co-relators, ain’t they fine?

Get they linear relations where they ain’t no line?

 

VIII. Regression. Following correlation is a discussion of simple linear regression. I then return to more complex regression models in intermediate statistics. This section contains humor in the form of a movie title, bumper stickers and definitions.

Movie: The Walt Disney multiple regression favorite, Honey, I Shrunk the R2. (Berk, 1997)

Old statisticians never die, they just regress to the mean. (Blair Farr)

"Regression toward the mean" does not refer to the human tendency to become nasty or childish when faced with adversity. (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

Statisticians suffer through regression analysis. (Pat Duggar)

Toward the end of the course, you will be shown the line of regression. This is the point in the course at which you wish you could b-line straight back to the womb and forget the whole darn business. However, if you manage to keep the least square possible, you will find this concept has plenty of points. (Brahms, n.d.)

"Beta weight" is not the goal of Richard Simmons’ most recent video weight loss program. (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

 

IX. Basic Applied Probability. The next insights into inferential statistics are in the area of probability. I do not spend a great deal of time on probability other than to discuss a few basic concepts. I use humor to have a little fun with these basic probability concepts. This section includes short stories, a bumper sticker and several Ask Marilyn questions.

A man who travels a lot was concerned about the possibility of a bomb on board his plane. He determined the probability of this, found it to be low but not low enough for him. So now he always travels with a bomb in his suitcase. He reasons that the probability of two bombs being on board would be infinitesimal. (*John Allen Paulos)

One hundred men went into the woods to cut logs. They took along two women to cook for them. Before the winter ended, two of the men married the women. This was normal. However a statistician startled outsiders by reporting that 2% of the men married 100% of the women! (Unknown quote book)

Old statisticians never die they just lose their probability. (Blair Farr)

Q. I have a question that I know you will get wrong: Say you have four shoes in your closet -- a black pair and a red pair. You reach in without looking and pull out a shoe with each hand. What are the chances that you’ll have a matching pair? My mother says the probability is 2/3, because there are three equally probable outcomes: 1) both shoes are black, 2) both shoes are red, or 3) the shoes are different colors. My father says the probability is only ½, because there are four equally probable outcomes: 1) both shoes are black, 2) both shoes are red, 3) the shoe in your left hand is black and the shoe in your right hand is red, or 4) the shoe in your left hand is red, and the shoe in your right hand is black. Who’s right?

A. They’re both wrong. The probability that you’ll pull out a matching pair is only 1/3. Think of it this way: Say you pull out two shoes and then look down at the one in your left hand first -- it’s black. That leaves three shoes; two red ones and a black one. One is in your right hand. So the chances that you have a pair (in this case, two black shoes) are 1 out of 3. (Ask Marilyn)

Q. My dad heard this story on the radio. At Duke University, two students had received A’s in chemistry all semester. But on the night before the final exam, they were partying in another state and didn’t get back to Duke until it was over. Their excuse to the professor was that they had a flat tire, and they asked if they could take a make-up test. The professor agreed, wrote out a test and sent the two to separate rooms to take it. The first question (on one side of the paper) was worth 5 points, and they answered it easily. Then they flipped the paper over and found the second question, worth 95 points: "Which tire was it?" What was the probability that both students would say the same thing? My dad and I think it’s 1 in 16. Is that right?

A. No, the chances are much better than that -- 1 in 4. Here’s how to look at it: Say Bill chooses "left front". Hillary must choose "left front", "right front", "left rear", or "right rear". So her chances of matching him are 1 in 4. Likewise, if Bill chooses "right front", Hillary has the same four choices, and her chances of matching him are again 1 in 4. The same applies if Bill chooses "left rear" or "right rear". So, no matter what Bill says, Hillary will agree about a fourth of the time. (Ask Marilyn)

Q. I play the lottery by buying one $1 ticket each week, using the same six numbers each time. The range of numbers is from 1 through 49, inclusive. Suppose that I will live long enough to be sure of winning, no matter how long that is. How long will I have to live to be mathematically certain that my numbers will come up a winner at least once?

A. No matter how many times you choose the same numbers, you would have to live for an infinite amount of time to be certain of winning at least once. Your chances start over from scratch each time you buy a ticket, because the lottery has no way to remember what happened last week or the week before that or any other week. (Ask Marilyn)

People who don’t see a doctor for a common cold get well faster than those who do.

This statement implies that it’s better for us not to visit a physician for a common cold, as though a doctor will somehow make the condition worse. But most of us don’t see a doctor for a cold unless we have a complication and secondary infections extend the illness. So people who visit a physician will typically be among the more seriously ill of the group we’re analyzing, and when we average the "sick days" of patients who never needed to see a doctor at all, then compare that to the average number of "sick days" for patients who did visit a physician, it will show that those of us who saw a doctor took longer to get well. (Ask Marilyn)

Gambler’s Fallacy: Polya's anecdote about a doctor who comforts his patient with the remark, "You have a very serious disease. Of ten persons who get this disease only one survives. But do not worry. It is lucky you came to me, for I have recently had nine patients with this disease and they all died of it." (Rao, 1989)

Gambler’s Fallacy: Karl Marbe in 1916, based on a study of 200,000 birth registrations in four towns in Bavaria, concluded that the chance of a couple having a male child increases if in the past few days a comparatively large number of girls had been born. (Rao, 1989)

 

X. Sampling. From basic probability I then move into sampling as another prerequisite topic for inferential statistics. This section contains a headline, a short story, a rap poem and a passage from a novel.

A recent USA Today poll reports that 3 out of 4 people make up 75% of the population (David Letterman)

One day there was a fire in a wastebasket in the Dean’s office and in rushed a physicist, a chemist, and a statistician. The physicist immediately starts to work on how much energy would have to be removed from the fire to stop the combustion. The chemist works on which reagent would have to be added to the fire to prevent oxidation. While they are doing this, the statistician is setting fires to all the other wastebaskets in the office. "What are you doing?" they demanded. "Well to solve the problem, obviously you need a large sample size" the statistician replies. (Hugh Foley)

Them Sample-tappers A rap poem by John Konopak

How ‘bout them Sample-tappers, ain’t they terrors?

Life’s pretty simple, wi’ only two Type o’ errors.

Them quasi-random Sample-tappers, got a nice vocation,

‘Splainin’ all they variance wi’ they standard deviation.

How ‘bout them Sample-tappers, they ain’t dull,

Drawin’ they conclusions from hypotheses that’s null.

The Passion of Molly T by Lawrence Sanders (1985)

He saw at once that the idea of in-depth analysis of entire blocs of voters was impossible. The Chicago ward, for instance, had more than 8000 registered voters. It would take years to analyze a group of that size...He had a good working knowledge of polling techniques. He knew that a properly weighted sample of 1500 to 2000 persons could give a reasonably accurate canvass of the entire nation, with a possible error of three percentage points, plus or minus. If an entire sample of 2000 could accurately indicate what the whole country was thinking, what sample size would be needed for a Chicago ward of 8000 registered voter? Hayden sat down with his computer and punched in some numbers. He didn’t know the exact total of registered voters in the U.S., so his calculations were based on estimates. But using the same percentages, the computer showed that he could determine the subconscious biases of that 8000-voter ward by in-depth analysis of two-tenth of one person. He stared at that. Analyzing two-tenths of one person was ridiculous, of course, but that didn’t invalidate the concept of combining polling techniques with in-depth analysis.

 

XI. Hypothesis Testing. Finally we cover hypothesis testing through the one-sample mean test.

Here we see humor in the form of definitions, short stories and rap poems.

Reasons why we become statisticians: 1 - We are right 95% of the time. 2 - We never have to say we are certain. (Gary Ramsayer)

A statistician is a person whose lifetime ambition is to be wrong 5% of the time (Greg Hancock)

Why statisticians are misunderstood: 1 - They manifest many psychological disorders because as young statisticians many of their statistical hypotheses were rejected. 2 - They are 99% confident that sleep cannot be induced in an introductory statistics class by lecturing on z-scores. (Gary Ramsayer)

On power: Here are the results of our drug testing study on rabbits: 1/3 of the sample died, 1/3 of the sample survived; the other one ran away. (*Greg Hancock)

Type II error: An error message that pops up on my Mac when an unstable browser freezes. (*Greg Hancock)

Confidence intervals are periods in one’s life when "you just can’t lose." (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

Sampling variance is an indication of an individual’s willingness to try new foods or explore new cultures. (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

Reason why your manuscript was rejected: You claimed statistically significant results at the .06 rather than the .05 level. (Berk, 1997)

Two unbiased estimators were sitting in a bar. The first says, "So how do you like married life?" The other replies, "It’s pretty good if you don’t mind giving up that one degree of freedom!" (Bert Bishop)

What does a statistician call it when the heads of 10 rats are cut off and 1 survives? Nonsignificant. (Chad Hartry)

Them Test Rejecters A rap poem by John Konopak

How ‘bout them test rejecters, ain’t they pests?

Checkin’ they means, rejectin’ they tests,

Checkin’ they ones, checkin’ they twos,

Checkin’ if x-bars related to nus.

Them error-checkin’ test-rejecters, they sure the bees knees,

Acceptin’ and rejectin’ they hypotheses.

Tail Testers A rap poem by John Konopak

How ‘bout them tail testers, ain’t they a terror?

Tailin’ they t-tests, lookin’ for error;

Them Type I tail testers, normally distributed,

Them Type II other fellers, totally inhibited.

Them tiny-tailed t-testers, lookin’ fer power,

Sittin’ in stats classes hour after hour.

A young man was thrown in jail in the middle of the desert. There was another older man already there, half-naked with a white beard and long fingernails. He tries talking to the older man about how he plans to escape, but the older man makes no response. The younger man assumes that the older man cannot hear and talk. A number of days later the younger man attempts to break out of jail. A day later he is caught only a mile from the jail and tossed back into the jail. He is very upset and says out loud how he could not believe that he got caught. The older man looked at him and says, "I knew that you would get caught." The younger man could not believe his ears and says, "I can’t believe that you can talk. I know you heard my plan. How did you know the plan would not work? How did you know that I would get caught?" The older man said, "I tried a similar plan a number of years ago and got caught." The younger man looked unbelieving at the older man and said, "Why didn’t you tell me that you tried and failed?" The older man said, "No one wants to hear negative results." Moral of the story: Non-significant results may be of interest to your audience. (Sam Green)

 

XII. Standard Errors. As part of the discussion of the one sample mean test, the concept of standard error of the mean is introduced. This tends to be another challenging concept in which humor is of value. This section contains a definition and two short stories.

Contrary to statistics professors’ claims, the "standard error" in statistics does not refer to typical student behaviors such as (1) cramming, (2) "just skimming" assigned readings, or (3) failing to complete sample problems. (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

Statisticians working in the government and in industry are often faced with language barriers with their bosses. The chief of a statistical office, an officer in administrative service, was meeting a group of statisticians who complained that in a report received from another organization some estimates were given without standard errors. The chief was reported to have immediately remarked, "Are there standards for errors too?" (Rao, 1989)

A report submitted to a Tea Board by a consulting statistician contained a table with a caption: Estimated number of people taking tea with standard error, by economic status. Soon a letter was sent to the statistician asking what kind of snack standard error was, which people take with tea. (Rao, 1989)

 

XIII. Analysis of Variance. Much of my intermediate statistics course is devoted to the analysis of variance. This section contains some interesting humor on some challenging concepts, and includes a movie title, a few short stories and definitions, a design creed and a cartoon.

Famous movie: The biographical comedy of the two famous researchers, When Campbell Met Stanley. (Berk, 1997)

Reason for rejecting a manuscript: You assigned students to treatment groups using the "eenie meenie minie moe" method. (Berk, 1997)

My software never has bugs. It just develops random features. (Dale Carlson)

Do you know the ancient Roman statistician who was always called a nerd? Turns out he was just a Latin Square. (*Gary Ramsayer)

Statisticians are fond of all snakes and typically own as a pet a large South American snake called an ANCOVA. (*Gary Ramsayer)

Statisticians are frequently seen in their backyards on clear nights gazing through powerful amateur telescopes looking for distant star constellations called ANOVA’s. (*Gary Ramsayer)

Homoscedasticity is defined as homogeneous elasticity between different sizes of rubber bands. (*Gary Ramsayer)

A statistician’s wife had twins. He was delighted. He rang the minister who was also delighted. "Bring them to the church on Sunday and we’ll baptize them," said the minister. "No," replied the statistician. "Baptize one. We’ll keep the other as a control." (Gary Ramsayer)

Did you hear about the statistician who went out on a limb to obtain a nested design? (*Gary Ramsayer)

Design Creed

I believe in the Analysis of Variance, a gift of the Almighty bestowed upon grateful mankind by Divine Providence through the inspiration of the venerable Sir R. A. Fisher, Knight of the Realm, and his Disciples.

I believe in the F-Ratio wherein the uppermost Mean Square Between overcomes the lowly Mean Square Within to yield Significant Blessings upon Faithful Researchers.

I shall continue to maximize Experimental Variance and minimize Error Variance until the last of my Degrees of Freedom be spent and Divine Control shall see fit to lift my soul from this vale of Errors and Confirm my Hypothesis in that Blessed Realm where all Variance be Systematic and Error Variance be nought. (Hugh Foley)

"If your experiment needs statistics, you ought to have done a better experiment." (Ernest Rutherford)

Limerick by Ken Russell

It’s irked me since late in my teens

‘Cause things simply ain’t what they seems

This thing called ANOVA

They always fuss over

Is simply Analysis of Means

 

Cartoon: Two medics are carrying a stretcher with a body on it and two policemen are looking on. One policeman says to the other, "What happened here Sergeant?" The Sergeant replies, "Placebo overdose. We’re pretty sure he only thinks he’s dead." (Si Halperin)

The old statistician lay dead across the bed, the hint of a self-satisfied smile on his lips, as if glimpsing an eternity composed only of big F’s. (Earl Johnson)

"To consult a statistician after an experiment is finished is often merely to ask him to conduct a post mortem examination. He can perhaps say what the experiment died of." (R. A. Fisher)

In statistics, "non-random assignment" is illustrated by the instructor’s tendency to assign, for homework, only the problems from the text that do not have answers provided in the appendix. (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

I would like to grow vegetables during the winter. My problem is that I live in a geothermally active area and I’m worried about the effect of all the seismic activity on my rutabagas. Can you suggest a method to test for any problems? My suggestion to you should be obvious. The Geyser-Greenhouse test is perfect for all your winter volcanic gardening needs. (Tulane, 1987)

 

XIV. Multiple Comparison Procedures. The final section of the findings relates to humor on multiple comparison procedures. This section contains a rap poem, short stories, definitions, a question and a want ad.

Them Means-readers A rap poem by John Konopak

How ‘bout them Means-readers, ain’t they formal,

Takin’ they diff’r’nces, an’ makin’ ‘em normal?

Them post hoc -in’ Means-readers, th’ world’s their cookie.

In’n Keuls don’ get it, then doin’ they Tukey.

Them parametric Means-readers ain’t a’tall skeptic,

Settin’ they criteria, ‘n’ makin’ ‘em symmetric.

The following would make wonderful gifts for a quantitatively minded researcher (Berk, 1997):

- Scheffe’ au Lait, the multiple comparison choice of neo-yuppie researchers.

· Decaffeinated t tests, available in assorted flavors, for researchers who get their jolt from pairwise analysis.

 

A scholar who exclaims, "Tukey! Tukey!" probably is citing a statistical source, rather than imitating an infamous flying creature. (McDougall & Lalinguastata, 1992)

Top 10 reason for becoming a statistician: We are honestly significantly different. (*Gary Ramsayer)

Which statistician is / was the best cook? Chef-fe’. (Tulane, 1987)

I’ll be making a trip to Northern California soon. What is the favorite test subsequent to ANOVA there? Bonferroni, the San Francisco treat. (Tulane, 1987)

2 SWM are looking for a significant 3-way interaction. Call Newman and Keuls. (Tulane, 1987)

 

Summary

Planned pedagogical strategies where I use humor in statistics include (a) opening each class with a piece of humor that relates to a concept just taught or to be taught in that class, and (b) occasionally presenting students with a humorous piece and asking them to describe the related concept, either verbally or in a written assignment (i.e., assessing their knowledge of the concept). I also use unplanned humor when the need or occasion arises.

My own experience has shown that humor minimizes statistics anxiety, motivates students to learn statistics, helps move students to a deeper level of conceptual understanding, and engages the students by making the class less lecture-oriented. The intention of this paper was to share some of these experiences with statistics instructors and their students. The answer to the title, of course, is that statistics and humor are not orthogonal. They should therefore be related in a statistics course.
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