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Letters
‘Breakthrough’ challenged

“Tooth-wear gauge opens up dental re-
search” (SN: 2/16/91, p.102) addresses an im-
portant investigative method, described by its
developer as a “breakthrough” that will stimu-
late a wide range of dental research.

However, the process is not a “break-
through,” since the technique is relatively
simple and has been available for a number of
years. Moreover, you refer to the use of power-
ful scanning electron microscopes in detect-
ing tiny defects in tooth enamel, but these
types of defects can readily be evaluated
quantitatively with conventional scanning
electron microscopy at magnification levels as
low as 200X.

You discuss human enamel wear rates as
high as 50 microns per year. Such values are
totally unrealistic and would result in total loss
of enamel from the occlusal surface by age 40
to 50. Generalized wear of human teeth is
probably closer to 3 to 5 microns per year.

Also, it can be intrepreted from the article
that the investigators acid-etched the tooth
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enamel to morphologically identify individual
enamel rods. You suggest that the rods could
be used to monitor wear rates since they are of
fixed dimensions. Unfortunately, such a proc-
ess would weaken the enamel surface consid-
erably, resulting in reduced resistance to wear.
Morphological defects should be placed me-
chanically or by other means without affecting
the soundness of enamel.
Karl F Leinfelder
Volker Professor of Clinical Dentistry
Director, Biomaterials Clinical Research
University of Alabama School of Dentistry
Birmingham, Ala.

Researchers have used scanning electron micro-
scopes to study teeth for some time, but the new
method for estimating tooth wear from micro-
scopic marks on enamel indeed represents an
important breakthrough, insists Mark Teaford of
Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore. Teaford's
studies use magnification levels similar to the
200X you cite. The article refers to 50 microns as
the maximum annual wear rate for human
enamel, not the norm. Moreover, Teaford’s ap-
proach involves only counting the pits and
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scratches on enamel, not acid-etching.
—B. Bower

Chancy statistics

The data reported in “Fetal repair: Safe for
mom, chancy for child” (SN: 2/16/91, p.102) are
much less reassuring for mothers than your
article suggests. A finding of zero apparent
maternal complications in 17 operations
means that the actual rate of such complica-
tions could be as high as 20 percent (with 95
percent confidence, the usual confidence level
used in these types of statistical estimates).
On the other hand, the actual rate might
indeed be close to zero. Additional cases are
needed to narrow these confidence limits.

Results from small samples are notoriously
easy to misinterpret if they are not subjected to
even the most rudimentary statistical tests and
critical comparisons. Given the possibility
that an adverse outcome might occur as often
as one time in five, few of us would be likely to
call such a procedure safe, although we might
choose to undergo it anyway.
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with stress; explains the link between life-
style and staying well; and explores health-
care alternatives in the same clear, engaging
and nontechnical language for which the
Wellness Letter is noted.

The Wellness Encyclopedia is divided into
five major sections that correspond to the
key areas of wellness: longevity, nutrition,
exercise, self-care, and environment and
safety. Within these sections is the kind of
complete information each of us needs to
make choices for a better, healthier life.

— from the publisher

Wellness —the optimum state of health and well-being achieved
through the active prevention of illness —is an idea whose time
has come. And no publication has done more to clarify and
inform Americans on these issues than the University of
California, Berkeley, Wellness Letter, the most widely read
newsletter in America, with more than one million sub-
scribers. Now the editors of this newsletter (which has been
ranked the number-one health publication by Money and
the Washington Post) have compiled The Wellness Encyclo-
pedia, the essential reference for every home.

Both authoritative and readable, The Wellness Ency-
clopedia sorts out misconceptions about diet and
exercise; reports on the most effective ways of coping

Houghton
Mifitin, 1990, 541
pages, 84" x 11",
hardcover, $29.95

Science News Books
1719 N Street, NW, Washington, DC 20036

Please send me copy(ies) of The Wellness Encyclope-
dia. I include a check payable to Science News Books for
$29.95 plus $2.00 postage and handling (total $31.95) for
each copy. Domestic orders only.

WellnessEncy

Name
Address
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State

Daytime Phone ( )

(used only for problems with order)
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In addition, words like “safe,” “chancy” and
“often” can be misleading because their inter-
pretation depends on the context and the
reader.

Barbara Mandula
Biochemist

Elizabeth Margosches
Biostatistician
Washington, D.C.
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I see no threat to the integrity of reason in
the notion that “a proposition must be ac-
cepted provisionally . . . [to] be rationally
analyzed” (Letters, SN: 2/23/9], p.115). It’s a
truism of natural science that hypotheses
cannot be proved true, whereas many can be
proved false. In “True Believers” (SN: 1/5/91,
p.14), Bruce Bower made clear that the analysis
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is the crucial part. Time to think is certainly no
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