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From SPSS to R

In 2018, the School of Psychology at the 
University of Plymouth began 
teaching R to all new undergraduates.
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From SPSS to R

We’re typical in terms of entry grades
(65th of 115; Guardian 2021)
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From SPSS to R

In 2021, our first R cohort graduated. 
88% primarily used R in their final project.

Methodology: Data comprise 2020/21 PSYC605 dissertations submitted via the DLE before the referral period (N=133). 
Submissions containing no quantitative analysis were excluded (N=13), as were dissertations where the software used was not 
apparent (N=11). Where projects involved neuroscience (N=8), results indicate the software for behavioural analysis. The graph 
above does not represent two cases where idiosyncratic software was clearly used (JASP, and an online chi-square calculator).
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From SPSS to R

Here are some of the things they 
produced...
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R gallery
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R gallery
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R gallery
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Outline

1st  Why teach R? Nine reasons.

2nd  How to teach R.

3rd  Organizational change.
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Why R?   Student experience

https://github.com/PsyTeachR/trdair_workshop

https://github.com/PsyTeachR/trdair_workshop
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Why R?  Employability

Methodology: http://r4stats.com/articles/popularity/

http://r4stats.com/articles/popularity/
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Why R?  Free

SPSS

One year

All features

$4032

One person

IBM SPSS website - July 2021

https://www.ibm.com/marketplace/purchase/configuration/en/us/checkout?editionID=EID5HFZ6
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Why R?  Never out of date

https://cran.rstudio.com/ IBM developer website

https://cran.rstudio.com/
./(https://www.ibm.com/developerworks/library/ba-call-r-spss/index.html


14

Why R? Great at preprocessing

Press, G. (2016)

https://www.forbes.com/sites/gilpress/2016/03/23/data-preparation-most-time-consuming-least-enjoyable-data-science-task-survey-says/#5e7ed02f6f63
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Why R?  Accurate

Ars Staff (2013)

https://arstechnica.com/tech-policy/2013/04/microsoft-excel-the-ruiner-of-global-economies/
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Why R?  Reproducible
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Why R? Open source

● All software has bugs. Making the 
source code available means it’s more 
likely those bugs are found and fixed.

● All software is abandoned by its 
creators. Open source software only dies 
if no one in the world cares enough to 
maintain it.
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Why R?  Works inside a browser

rstudio.plymouth.ac.uk

https://rstudio.plymouth.ac.uk/


19

How to teach R

● Stats is a tool
● Training an 

apprentice
– Lots of practice on 

few techniques
– Build competence by 

fading support
– Breadth through 

optionality

andywills.info/rminr

https://www.andywills.info/rminr/
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Organizational change – 1 of 3

● Cohort roll-out

2017: Planning
2018: Stage 1 R
2019: Stage 1+2 R
2020: Dissertation students only know R.

● Support from Head of School
● Curriculum Review Group



21

Organizational change – 2 of 3

● Applied social 
psychology
– Care more.
– Work harder, longer, more 

persistently.
– Have better arguments.

● Communication
– Synchronous versus 

asynchronous
● Staff training

Newport, C. (2021)

https://www.calnewport.com/books/a-world-without-email/
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Organizational change – 3 of 3

● Written materials
– andywills.info/rminr (Creative Commons)
– Trial your materials
– Systems for co-authorship
– Maintaining oversight

● Minimize tech support
– rstudio.plymouth.ac.uk

● 1471 users, 100 simultaneous.
● 12 core, 128GB – never exceeds 50% utilization.

https://www.andywills.info/rminr/
https://rstudio.plymouth.ac.uk/
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Questions?
andy@willslab.co.uk
www.andywills.info

@ajwills72

mailto:andy@willslab.co.uk
https://andywills.info/
https://twitter.com/ajwills72
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