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CHOOSING AND USING STATISTICS: A BIOLOGIST’S
GUIDE. Second Edition.

By Calvin Dytham. Malden (Massachusells): Black-

well Publishing. $49.95 (paper). xiii + 248 p; ill,;

index. ISBN: 1-40510-243-8. 2003.
It is hard to present a course in statistics without
cheating students out of some aspect of the subject.
The underlying foundations of statistical theory
run deep, so a course devoted to the conceptual
bases of the field will certainly leave students hun-
gering for more practical applications. Focusing
exclusively on the “how-to” of various statistical
procedures may whet appetites for immediate use,
but will probably serve to contribute to the already-
large pool of biologists who misuse statistics.
Courses aimed at emerging researchers must com-
promise between the practical and the theoretical.
Dytham’s new edition of Choosing and Using Statis-
tics provides this balance to instructors of both
upper undergraduate and beginning graduate stu-
dents.
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This book is well written, logically laid out, and
intuitively clusters major groups of parametric and
nonparametric statistics into sizeable chapters. All
of the basic statistical concepts are covered in sev-
eral initial chapters, but without elaborate expla-
nation. Readers lacking background in statistical
theory may not find sufficient exposition here, but
all others will discover an efficient, useful review.
An ambitious yet effective key helps to identify the
statistical procedures appropriate to a given set of
data, guiding readers to the proper chapter for
analysis. Users of this key will not become highly
fluent in the greater rationale for choosing
between statistics, but will find reliable direction.
Given its relative brevity, the book is impressively
comprehensive, although not all of the statistical
procedures prescribed include explicitinstructions
for performing the test. Assuming that no single
user will read through every chapter, Dytham
offers some valuable repetition that makes each of
the instructive sections stand alone. Particularly
impressive are the helpful rules of thumb and valu-
able warnings distributed throughout the text in a
series of gray boxes, which dispense practical guid-
ance and will probably prevent many statistical
disasters from occurring.

A unique feature of Choosing and Using Statistics
is its provision of instructions for carrying out a
variety of statistical procedures in SPSS, Minitab,
and Microsoft Excel. Users of other programs will
still find value in the overall roadmap provided by
the book, but will miss the detailed neighborhoods
provided to those who endeavor to learn the three
supported packages. The instructions read like rec-
ipes, and will assist students in obtaining and inter-
preting meaningful output. The comprehensive
nature of the book often betrays the incomplete
and often cumbersome nature of these three sta-
tistical packages, but the book describes a variety
of indirect means of convincing the software to
perform the correct analysis.

Dytham suggests that the book “is aimed, pri-
marily, at undergraduates and masters students in
the biological sciences who have to use statistics in
practical classes and projects” (p x). Its emphasis
on designing experiments with available statistics
in mind, coupled with its confidence-inspiring
guidance, will certainly aid in practical application.
Its use in an undergraduate course would best
occur in a class with either a statistics prerequisite
or a very strong lecture in statistics, as a reading of
this book alone will not be sufficient for the statis-
tically uninitiated. Beyond the classroom, the dis-
tilled nature of the book provides a welcome ref-
erence for any biologist considering experiments
in unfamiliar statistical territory.

The work is much more of a handbook than a
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textbook, and this is one of its strengths. The vol-
ume is quite prescriptive, fulfilling its stated goal
of providing statistical guidance. Leaving the
mechanics of each test to statistical software, the
work allows users to focus on choosing and inter-
preting the appropriate test. As such, it should be
a great asset to biologists early in their careers who,
after having endured a highly theoretical course in
statistics, now struggle to find a framework in which
to use these skills. The practical nature of the book
also makes it an ideal accompaniment to a statistics
course where experiments are to be planned or
actual data will be analyzed.
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