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Winter, 2005


Assignment 1 - CRITICAL APPRAISAL OF EVIDENCE

The purpose of this assignment is to give you some hands-on experience in appraisal or evidence in health studies. The case study that you will be looking at is the fluoridation of public water supplies. Fluoride compounds, when administered in the correct amounts, have the property of preventing the development of tooth decay or 'dental caries' (cavities to you and me) Initial studies of the population health benefits of water fluoridation were conducted with populations who had naturally-occurring f1uoridated water. Since those initial studies, thousands of jurisdictions around the world have begun adding fluoride compounds to their water supply.

Fluoride and its compounds, however, have also been linked to a variety of quite unpleasant adverse health outcomes, and f1uoride is highly toxic in very high doses (the condition associated with ingestion of too much f1uoride is called fluorosis). Even in lower doses, there is suspicion that exposure to f1uoride may be linked to bone cancer; sudden infant death syndrome; bone brittleness (increased susceptibility to bone fractures; immune system suppression (increasing susceptibility to many other diseases including HIV); and increased suicide and homicide rates.

For your assignment, you are to adopt the role of a city policy-maker in a community that does not currently have fluoridated water. It is down to you to make a final decision, based on the epidemiological evidence. Unfortunately, your community is a remote one, and your research staff was only able to uncover 3 studies that evaluated the risks and/or benefits of systemic water fluoridation. It is your job to make the decision. Based on these three studies and the principles of critical appraisal of evidence, and justify your decision in writing to the mayor. Like many politicians, the mayor doesn't like reading long reports, so you must limit your report to 4 pages (1000 words) double-spaced and typed.

The issue remains timely, as cities around the world continue to debate and hold plebiscites to decide whether to f1uoridate their water, so it's possible that other municipalities might even rely on your recommendations (see background articles in package). I have compiled a package containing three short background readings, and three research articles, and copies are put in the Map library. This should give you a relatively well-rounded picture of the things to consider. Remember, the decision is in your hands, and whatever you recommend will be implemented, so think carefully and justify your answer based on a rigorous appraisal or the evidence available to you.

Good Luck.

Your report is due in class Thursday February 10, 2005. Late penalties of 10% per day will be administered. The assignment is worth 15%) of your final grade in the course.

