POL 345: Quantitative Analysis and Politics
Information Session
5 – 6pm, Corwin 127 on September 21
Week 1 (Verzani Chapter 1: Sections 1.2.1-1.2.3)
The attendance to the information session is not required but strongly encouraged. You should bring
your own laptop to the session if you have one. Regardless of your attendance, you must try out
all the commands in this document on your own during the first week. Simply installing R without
opening the program and completing the handout will leave you under-prepared for the first precept.
In this handout, we will cover the following materials:
• Downloading and installing R
• Using R as a Calculator
• Creating and using objects in R
• Using RStudio as a text editor
• Mapping the network drive so that you do not lose your work
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What is R and Why Use It?
• Widely-used in academia and industries

• Open-source and Free

• Power and flexibility

• Graphical capabilities

• Learning R = learning basic programming

The New York Times described R as
a popular programming language used by a growing number of data analysts inside corporations and academia. It is becoming their lingua franca [...] whether being used to
set ad prices, find new drugs more quickly or fine-tune financial models. Companies as
diverse as Google, Pfizer, Merck, Bank of America, the InterContinental Hotels Group
and Shell use it. [...] “The great beauty of R is that you can modify it to do all sorts of
things,” said Hal Varian, chief economist at Google. “And you have a lot of prepackaged
stuff that’s already available, so you’re standing on the shoulders of giants.”
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Downloading and Installing R
1. Go to http://cran.r-project.org/ and select the link that matches your operating system.

2.1

Windows

2. Choose the base installation and then click on the link for R-2.13.1.
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3. To install R on Windows, select the option to Run the R-2.13.1-win32.exe file.

During the installation process, Windows users will be given a an option to customize the
startup. Make sure to choose Yes for the customized startup, followed by the SDI option for
separate windows.

The remainder of the installation process may be completed by simply following the Windows
Setup Wizard Prompts. Once the installation is complete, an icon to open the R software will
be added to the desktop. You may open the R console by double clicking on the icon.

2.2

MacOS X

2. Click on the link for R-2.13.1.pkg and select the option to Save File for the R-2.13.1.pkg.
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3. Follow the standard installation of the Mac Installer.

Once the installation is complete, an R icon will be added to the Applications folder. Doubleclicking the R icon opens the console.
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R Studio

Unless you have prior programming experience (and have a preference for another text editor such
as WinEdt and Emacs), we require that you download and use RStudio. RStudio is a open-source
and free program that greatly facilitates the use of R, especially for users new to programming. In
one window, RStudio gives users a text editor, graph viewer, R console viewer, a help section plus
many other features. It may look complicated at first, but RStudio should make learning how to use
R much easier. RStudio can be downloaded at http://rstudio.org/ and the installation should
be straightforward.
After installing both R and RStudio, open RStudio whose screenshot is given here:

In RStudio, click on File, New, and then R script. This will open a blank document for text
editing in the upper left of the RStudio window. This is where you keep all of your commands. The
R console will be in the lower left where the commands will be executed. The upper right will show
a history of commands that you have sent from the text editor to the R console. The lower right will
show graphs, help documents and other features.
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When using RStudio, you have the option to either enter commands in the text editor (upper
left), or directly into the R console (lower left). If you just want to see what a command does, or
quickly calculate some quantity, go ahead and enter it directly into the R console. However, for more
involved programming, it is always better to use the text editor. This way you can see the history
of code you have used. To run your code from the text editor, simply highlight the code and press
Run. Alternately, in Windows, ctrl+Enter works as a shortcut.
Another reason to use the text editor in RStudio is that you will need to submit code for your
problem sets, final exam and research projects. The text editor code from RStudio can be saved as
a .R file—i.e. save your code as XXX.R where XXX should be replaced with an informative file name,
such as Pset1.R. This code can later be opened and read by RStudio, or any other text editor.
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Using R

You can learn computer programming only by doing. Please try out the following commands on your
own. Open up RStudio and enter the commands directly into the R console on the left side of the
screen.

4.1

R as a Calculator

R may be used as a calculator with standard operators.
> 5 + 3
[1] 8
> 5 - 3
[1] 2
> 5 / 3
[1] 1.66667
> 5^3
[1] 125

4.2

Creating and Using an Object

In R, one can store various information as an object with a name of your choice. We use <- to assign
a name to an object. Note that object names cannot begin with numbers and no spacing is allowed
either. In general, you should avoid special characters such as % and $, which have specific meanings
in R. You should also use intuitive object names, avoiding such names as foo. In RStudio, you
will see the objects you created in the upper right window called Workspace.
• For example, we can store the result of the above calculation as an object named kosuke, and
once this is done you can access to this information using this object name.
> kosuke <- 5 + 3
> kosuke
5

[1] 8
• If you use the same object name, then the information will be overwritten.
> kosuke
[1] 8
> kosuke <- 5 - 3
> kosuke
[1] 2
• The information can be a character string, in which case you need to use quotation marks.
> kosuke <- "professor"
> kosuke
[1] "professor"
For character strings, spacing is allowed.
> kosuke <- "statistics professor"
> kosuke
[1] "statistics professor"
• # allows for annotation behind commands or on a separate line. Everything that follows # will
be ignored by R. You should annotate your own code so that you and others can understand
what each part of the code is trying to do. See the next example
• R is CaSe SeNsItIvE. Hello 6= hello 6= HELLO
> alex <- "preceptor" # character string
> Alex # if you type this you will get an error
> ## let's get it right this time
> alex
[1] "preceptor"
• With the above basic rules in mind, we can conduct various calculations. Here, we calculate
the percent increase in China’s holdings of U.S. Treasury Securities from 2008 (727.4 billion
USD) to 2009 (894.8 billion USD).
>
>
>
>
>

## China example
china2009 <- 894.8 * (10^6) # create object with informative label
china2008 <- 727.4 * (10^6)
increase <- china2009 - china2008
increase
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[1] 167400000
> percent.increase <- increase / china2008 * 100
> percent.increase
[1] 23.0135
> ## we can combine the above operations into one line
> percent.increase2 <- (china2009 - china2008) / china2008 * 100
> percent.increase2
[1] 23.0135
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Mapping the Network (H:) Drive

Princeton provides server space for all students. When logged into a University computer, this space
appears as the H: drive. Aside from always having your work backed up (in case of theft/computer
breaking), an advantage of using the H: drive is that you can access your files wherever you go. You
can work on the Friend computers (when precepts are held) and then easily access your saved files
on your personal computer later.
For those interested, here are a couple useful links.
• http://helpdesk.princeton.edu/kb/display.plx?id=8474
• http://helpdesk.princeton.edu/kb/display.plx?ID=9347
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A Practice Question

You should be able to answer the following question if you understand the materials of this handout.
You do not need to submit your answers, but we strongly encourage you to try it out. It should not
take you more than 10 minutes.
U.S. Treasury Securities held by foreign countries increased from 3708.8 billion in January of 2010
to 4009.2 billion in June of 2010. In January, China held 889.0 billion in U.S. Treasury Securities.
By the close of June, Chinese holdings decreased to 843.7 billion. In contrast, Japanese holdings
increased from 765.4 billion in January to 803.6 billion in June. Calculate the percentage point
change for China and Japan in terms of the percentage points of total U.S. Treasury Securities
held by foreign countries (this is different from percent change calculated above). Be sure to assign
informative labels to object names and to briefly annotate your code. Save your code as China.R
under a new folder titled Rinfosession.
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