
Math 130, Section 1          Fall 2011 

Lab 0 
 
Goal:  To introduce students to the R software and R commander (Rcmdr) software we’ll be 
using in this course. 
 
This class will be using the statistical software R and its package Rcmdr to implement most of 
the statistical techniques you learn from lectures and readings.  Currently the top four most 
popular statistical programs (based on my knowledge) are R, SAS, SPSS, and Minitab.  R, 
however, is free!  It is extremely versatile, and many contributers have written “packages” that 
provide specific commands for different analyses. 
 
One drawback of R is that it is command-line based, and so isn’t very user-friendly to new users.  
Thankfully, John Fox (Department of Sociology at McMaster University in Canada) has written 
a package called Rcmdr (R commander).  This package creates a menu-based interface similar 
to EXCEL or other software. 
 
Both R and Rcmdr are installed on computers on campus for your use.  If you want, you may try 
to install them on your laptop today in lab or on your personal desktop later.  Brief installation 
instructions are posted at the course website.  Do not hesitate to ask for my help at any time!  
 
For more details about R, see http://www.r-project.org/.  
 
To open R, click on Start > All Programs > Course-related > R > R 2.9.1.  This will bring up 
a window: 

 
 
 



Command Line Execution 
We’ll begin with using the standard command line syntax of R, and repeat using the R 
commander interface. 
 
Commands in R are written at the “>” prompt.  For example, type in: 
> 2+6   
 
Statistical functions are available as well.  First, we’ll input a set of data.  Suppose we record the 
number of children in ten different families. 
 
> children <- c(2,1,1,0,3,4,6,3,4,1) 
 
This command tells R to take the column of numbers and call it a vector “children.” 
Now enter: 
> Children 
> children 
 
You’ll notice that the first command gave an error response.  This is because R is case sensitive, 
keep that in mind when working. 
 
To find the mean number of children, enter: 
> mean(children) 
 
Plots of the data can also be found: 
> plot(children, main= “Children”, xlab= “Family ID Number”, ylab= “Number of Children”) 
> boxplot(children) 
 

R Commander Interface 
As you can see, this is a challenging way to do statistics unless you are already familiar with R.  
Now, we’ll see how this can be done with Rcmdr.  To start Rcmdr, select Packages at the top 
menus, click Load package….and then select Rcmdr in the list.  Click OK.  Then a separate 
window titled “R Commander” will open.  
 



 
 
You’ll see three windows.  The “Script” window prints out the commands that are generated by 
the GUI Menu interface.  These are the commands you would have used had you done the same 
thing in command-line mode as we did earlier. 
 
The “Output” window prints the output from the procedures you run. 
 
The “Messages” window prints out any error messages that might occur.  They are sometimes 
helpful, and sometimes cryptic. 
 
You will need to click back to the original R window to see most graphs, while the numerical 
outputs will often show in the Output Window under R Commander.  
 
Lets input our data as a dataset.  Go to Data ���� New Dataset.  Enter a name for the dataset.  R is 
pretty basic.  It won’t accept spaces or special characters, although a “.” can be used.  For 
example:  Children, children.1 
 
In the first column “var1”, enter the 10 data values from above.  You can click on the “var1” 
name to change the variable name if you wish.  Then close the edit window. 
 
  



You’ll see that the “Data set” box at the top of the window now has the name of your data set. 
 

 
 
It is possible to have more than one dataset open, and clicking in this box can switch between 
them.  You can Edit or View the dataset by clicking on the boxes to the right. 
 
Let’s start with the mean number of children for the data we entered. 
Go to Statistics ���� Summaries ���� Numerical Summaries.  Check the “Mean” box.  The other 
can be unchecked. 
 
The mean number of children can be found in the “Output” window. 
 
Now try the plots we made before.  In order to get the plot we made earlier, we need to add a 
column of 1 through 10 to the data.  Click the “Edit Data” box, and add a column from 1 to 10.  I 
called it “familyID”, but you can use whatever you like. 
 
Go to Graphs ���� Scatterplot.  Select “children” as the Y-variable and “familyID” as the X-
variable.  Uncheck all the checkboxes.  Click OK. 
 
There are several things to note here.  First, the graph opens in a separate window.  You may 
have to click back to the original R window to see it.  Also, there’s no title on your graph.  To 
get one, go to the “Script” window.  You’ll probably see something like: 
 
scatterplot(familyID~Children, reg.line=FALSE, smooth=FALSE, spread=FALSE, 
boxplots=FALSE, span=0.5, data=Children) 
 

Insert the main= “Children”  command as shown below: 
 



scatterplot(familyID~Children, main="Children", reg.line=FALSE, smooth=FALSE, 
spread=FALSE, boxplots=FALSE, span=0.5, data=Children) 

 
Now highlight that entire command and click the “Submit” button just below and to the right of 
the Script window.  This will re-execute the plot command.  Look at the revised plot, and you’ll 
see that there is now a title. 
 

Reading in a Data File 
The final thing we’ll do in this introductory lab is to read in a data file.  On the CMS site for this 
page, you’ll find an EXCEL file called “AmherstSnow.xls”  Download that file and save it to 
your desktop or your personal drive. 
 
To open the file in Rcmdr:  
 
1. Click Rcmdr Window, and select Data > Import data > from Excel, Access, or dBase data 
set….  
2. In the window that opens, enter a name you would like to call your data set, e.g. snowdata. 
Click OK.  
3. Find the data set file from wherever you saved it, click Open. In the window that opens, select 
the spreadsheet you saved your data (if you didn’t change anything when saving your data in 
Excel, you would probably select “Sheet1”), and then click OK.  
 
WARNING:  I discovered that this EXCEL import function won’t work if you are using 64-bit 
R.   
 
Now, you should be able to view the dataset, and find the mean snowfall as well as a scatterplot 
of snowfall as the y-variable and year as the x-variable.  Try it out! 


