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The Context

Background and Rationale:
•Multi-section introductory (non-calculus) statistics
course. 1600 students (2016).

• In 2015, students had negative or no change in
their attitudes towards statistics from the
beginning to the end of the course.

• Is there a simple intervention that can help to
improve attitudes towards statistics?

•Might changing the default options that students
have to engage with the material “nudge” students
toward having better attitudes?

Study Design:
•A randomized encouragement design was used. In
2016, all students were randomized to receive
either:
• “Interesting” weekly emails that contained
amusing and thought-provoking stories related to
course content + current information about the
course.

• “Plain” weekly emails that contained current
information about the course.

•The randomization was balanced by CGPA and
section.

• In 2015, students didn’t receive a regular weekly
email so the 2015 students were used as a control
group.

Data Collected:
•Attitudes: SATS-36 survey pre- and post-course.
Dimensions: affect, cognitive competence, value,
difficulty, interest, and effort.

•Student data: CGPA, program of study, year of
study, sex, full- or part-time.
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Research Question

What is the effect of weekly emails on students’ attitudes towards statistics?

2015 Results

Figure 1: Changes in attitudes towards statistics in 2015. Students in 2015 did not receive weekly course emails.

2016 Results

Figure 2: Differences in changes of attitudes between “plain”
email group and “interesting” email group.

Figure 3: Differences in change of attitudes between email group
(2016) and no email group (2015), adjusted for instructor, sex,
and CGPA.

Results
•For students who did not receive weekly course emails, from the beginning to the end of the course they
found statistics more difficult, put in less effort, had less interest, and saw less value in statistics.

•For students who received weekly course emails, there were no significant differences in changes in
attitudes between the students who received “plain” emails and those who received “interesting” emails.

•Changes in all dimensions of attitudes, except for difficulty, were significantly higher for students who
received weekly emails than for students who did not receive weekly emails.

Weekly emails

Dear	“Student	X”	(addressed	to	each	student	individually),	
	
Facebook	made	many	of	its	users	angry	when	it	conducted	an	experiment	to	investigate	if	it	
could	alter	the	emotional	state	of	its	users.			Here	is	a	link	to	the	original	research	paper.		
	
The	online	dating	site	OKCupid	ran	several	“experiments”	on	their	users.		Do	you	think	that	
these	are	experiments	the	way	we	have	defined	experiment	in	this	course?		Can	you	draw	
causal	conclusions	from	these	experiments?		
	

	
	
Last	week	in	STA220	we	covered	Sampling	distributions	and	the	Central	Limit	Theorem.	
After	the	in-class	midterm	tests,	classes	will	start	discussing	data	collection.	
	
Upcoming	due	dates:	
- Online	quiz	#5	is	due	by	Sunday,	October	16	at	23:59.	
- The	in-class	midterm	will	cover	all	modules	up	to	and	including	sampling	distributions.		

Information	about	the	in-class	midterm	is	now	posted	on	portal.		
- The	online	section’s	midterm	information	is	now	available	on	portal.	

		
Need	extra	help?		Having	problems?		Don’t	get	frustrated.		Act	soon!		Visit	a	TA	or	your	
professor	during	office	hours	or	post	a	question	on	the	discussion	forum.		
	
Did	you	know	that	the	founder	of	modern	nursing,	Florence	Nightingale,	was	also	a	pioneer	in	
measuring	social	phenomena	using	statistical	analysis?		Click	here	to	learn	more	about	her	
career.	
	
Quote	of	the	week:			

Those	who	ignore	statistics	are	condemned	to	reinvent	it.		Statistics	is	the	science	of	
learning	from	experience.	
Bradley	Efron	

	
We	look	forward	to	seeing	you	in	class	or	online.	
The	STA220	Teaching	Team	
	
	
	
	 Figure 4: Example of an “interesting” email

Dear	STA220	Students,	

	

Last	week	in	STA220	we	covered	Sampling	distributions	and	the	Central	Limit	Theorem.	

After	the	in-class	midterm	tests	classes	will	start	discussing	data	collection.	

	

Upcoming	due	dates:	

- Online	quiz	#5	is	due	by	Sunday,	October	16	at	23:59.	

- The	in-class	midterm	will	cover	all	modules	up	to	and	including	sampling	distributions.		

Information	about	the	in-class	midterm	is	now	posted	on	portal.		

- The	online	section’s	midterm	information	is	now	available	on	portal.	

		

Need	extra	help?		Having	problems?		Don’t	get	frustrated.		Act	soon!	Visit	a	TA	or	your	

professor	during	office	hours	or	post	a	question	on	the	discussion	forum.		

	

Need	extra	help?		Having	problems?		Don’t	get	frustrated.		Act	soon!	Visit	a	TA	or	your	

professor	during	office	hours	(see	portal	page	for	TA	hours)	or	post	a	question	on	the	discussion	
forum.		

	

The	STA220	Teaching	Team	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Figure 5: The corresponding “plain” email

Conclusions

•Weekly emails can help an instructor engage with
a large number of students and improve students’
attitudes towards statistics.

•A weekly email communicating basic course
information, such as upcoming milestones and how
to access different course resources, may help to
improve students’ attitudes towards statistics.


