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It is a little known fact that in 1964, the large white R was 
placed on the east side of the Menan Butte in honor of 
what was then Ricks College. The movement to place 
the R on the hill was spearheaded by the Ricks College 
Mathematics faculty Harold Nielsen. He organized a group 
of students who then worked with the community and 
Ricks College to obtain funding and transportation to 
make the painting of the R possible (Corning, 2007). The 
R remained proudly on the hill until 2001 when, with the 
change from Ricks College to BYU–Idaho, it was decided 
that the Menan Butte would be reclaimed to its natural 
state and that the R would be allowed to fade (Corning, 
2007). Still visible today, the R is a powerful reminder  
of the “Spirit of Ricks” which is alive and well on the  
BYU-Idaho campus.

During these same years in which the R on the hill has 
been fading another R has been emerging on the ‘hillside’ 
of the data analysis landscape. Since the late 1990’s the R 
statistical programming language has been emerging as 
a powerful and free data analysis software. It is available 
under a GNU General Public License and is strongly 
supported by the R Foundation for Statistical Computing 
as well as by millions of R users across the world (Vance, 
2009). Use of R has increased dramatically over the past 

several years so that today, R is listed by Muenchen (2015) 
as the fifth most requested programming language in job 
listings from industry trailing behind Java, SAS, Python, 
and the trio of C, C++, and C#. The same study listed R as 
the third most commonly cited statistical analysis software 
used in peer reviewed research articles, trailing behind  
SAS and SPSS.

This climb in the increasing usage of R has been 
accompanied by the rapid growth in the demand for 
individuals in the workplace who can analyze data. The 
McKinsey Global Institute (2009) forecasts a “shortage 
of 140,000 to 190,000 people with analytical expertise” by 
2018. Simply stated, those who know R and data analysis 
will get jobs (Smith, 2014). In fact, Smith (2014) noted 
that R skills attract some of the highest salaries in the 
technology industry. This makes R an attractive platform 
for data analysis at BYU-Idaho, where we strive to position 
students to enter the workforce upon graduation.

On the other hand, the more immediate benefit of R is 
that it has been and will always be open source (free of 
cost) and has a large developer base across the world. It has 
been noted that the creation of R is comparable in some 
respects to the creation of the Oxford Dictionary. One of 
the core developers of R, John Fox (2009), alluded to this 
when quoting the following from Winchester (2003) who 
wrote of the creation of the Oxford Dictionary:

[W]e do not really know why so many people gave 
so much of their time for so little apparent reward. And 
this is the abiding and most marvelous mystery of the 

R and BYU-I
G A R R E T T  S AU N D E R S
Department of Mathematics

The students have been 
excited to learn more about the 
software and recognize that 
they are gaining marketable 
skills as they increase their 
ability within the software. 



P E R S P E C T I V E  |  2 6

enormously democratic process that was the Dictionary 
— that hundreds upon hundreds of people, for motives 
known and unknown, for reasons both stated and unsaid, 
helped to chronicle the immense complexities of the 
language that was their own, and that they dedicated in 
many cases . . . years upon years of labour to a project of 
which they all, buoyed by some set of unfathomable and 
optimistic notions, insisted on becoming a part.

Fox (2009) follows this up by stating, “With a few 
changes in specifics, much the same can be said of 
participation in the R Project—both by members of the 
Core team and by others.”

R is as capable as any paid statistical software package. 
However, nearly all of the other available statistical 
softwares cost at least a rental fee for student use, ranging 
from $20 a year to $50 a semester. After a student leaves 
the university, these software licenses can cost thousands of 
dollars. The substantial support of R from Statistics Faculty 
across the world makes R one of the most comprehensive 
statistical tools in academia and industry (Tippmann, 
2015). This is another persuasive reason to utilize R for 
statistical analysis at BYU-Idaho, where thrift and reducing 
student costs is a priority.

One potential downside to R is the 
learning curve associated with learning 
a programming language. Unlike many 
other statistical softwares such as SPSS, 
which provide a GUI interface, R requires 
some upfront investment in time to learn 
necessary commands and syntax typical 
of programming languages. However, the 
community support for learning the R 
language is strong and easily obtained 
through the world wide web. Tutorials and 
short courses for beginning R are easy to 
find and have become very widely used. 
Consider the Johns Hopkins Massive Open 
Online Course (MOOC) “R Programming” 
as an example. The installation and set up 
of R, as well as the very useful interface to 
R called RStudio, which is also cost free is 
simple and fast. Within a couple minutes, R 
and RStudio can be set up on an individual’s 
computer. With a few hours of effort, they 
can be analyzing data and producing 

powerful graphics and integrated statistical reports in R.
The Department of Mathematics here at BYU–Idaho 

has had a few years of experience using R in the classroom. 
Most of the courses offered as part of the Statistics Minor 
utilize R as the required software for the course. We have 
observed the common difficulties among students in 
learning R. It is easily observed that the learning curve 
to using R is greatest for those students with little to no 
programming experience. The Computer Science students 
on the other hand, are right at home and learn R quickly. 
Importantly however, we have learned that if R is taught 
correctly, even students who previously could do little 
more than check their email using their computer are able 
to perform routine statistical analyses in R a few weeks  
into the semester.

Realizing the future career opportunities that R will 
afford students, a joint effort among students and faculty 
to increase the visibility and learning of the R software 
has begun at BYU-Idaho. Called the BYU-Idaho R Users 
Group, this weekly half-hour meeting was organized in 
January of this year by the students of the BYU-Idaho 
Student Chapter of the Mathematical Association of 
America (MAA) under the supervision of the BYU-Idaho 
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Mathematics Faculty.  The group currently consists of 
10 students and three faculty with the anticipation that 
participation will grow over the coming semesters. The 
students have been excited to learn more about the 
software and recognize that they are gaining marketable 
skills as they increase their ability within the software. 

There is perhaps no university that should be more 
inclined to use the R statistical programming language 
than BYU–Idaho. R embodies the spirit of “teach one 
another”, industry, and thrift. As our students come to 
know R, they position themselves in a powerful way to 
enter the workforce. And, though perhaps a stretch of the 
imagination, in a quiet way, this moves the fading  
R on the hillside to the everpresent computer desktop, 
where it can continue to stand as a gentle reminder of the 

“Spirit of Ricks.” t

1. Corning, Evelyn. Hillside Letters A to Z: A Guide to Hometown Landmarks, 
Mountain Press Publishing Company, 2007.

2. Muenchen, Robert A. “The Popularity of Data Analysis Software.” http://r4stats.
com/articles/popularity/, 2015.

3. Smith, David. “R Skills Attract the Highest Salaries.” http://www.r-bloggers.
com/r-skills-attract-the-highest-salaries/, 2014.

4. McKinsey Global Institute Analysis. “Deep Analytical Talent: Where Are They 
Now?” 2009.

5. Fox, John. “Aspects of the Social Organization and Trajectory of the R Project.” 
The R Journal Vol. 1/2, 2009.

6. Winchester, Simon. The Meaning of Everything: The Story of the Oxford 
English Dictionary. Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2003.

7. Tippmann, Sylvia. “Programming tools: Adventures with R.” Nature 517, 
109–110, 2015. http://www.nature.com/news/programming-tools-adventures-with-
r-1.16609

8. Vance, Ashlee. “R You Ready for R?” New York Times, January, 2009. http://bits.
blogs.nytimes.com/2009/01/08/r-you-ready-for-r/


