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This seminar will discuss statistical issues that arose in recent cases. The first case concerns the interpretation of a formula Congress wrote when it revised a law that provides funds for educating children in areas with a large federal presence (e.g. major research lab). Because federal land is not subject to local real estate tax, the primary source of funding education, the law is intended to assist the relevant school districts. We will discuss the statute and the various interpretations that arose during the proceedings and the justifications provided. A counter-example to one of the assertions made by the lawyers at the Supreme Court hearing, which appears to have been accepted by the Court’s majority, will also be presented.


During the stock market boom of the late 1990’s, the initial public offerings (IPO) of high-tech companies were quite profitable as the price of the stock often doubled on its first day of trading in the open market. Several major investment firms were later alleged to have made special arrangements with some customers e.g. they would buy more shares to support the price or the customer would “share” the profit with the broker who allocated the IPO shares. A defendant was charged by the regulatory body of the National Association of Securities Dealers and the speaker was asked by a former student to serve conduct statistical studies and serve as an expert witness. Ultimately a hearing before a 3-judge panel was conducted. At an early stage of the proceedings the normality of the data was potentially important as the Pearson and Spearman correlation yielded contradictory inferences. This led us to develop a modification of the Shapiro-Wilk test of normality and an associated graphical display to make it easier for a non-statistician to “see” that the data was far from a normal distribution. If time permits, other statistical issues that came up during the analysis and presentation will be described. The panel decision in favor of the defendant was cited by the Supreme Court in an unrelated case this year.
