
4  Introduction: Getting Acquainted with R

Figure I.6   R Console

A QUICK TOUR OF THE R ENVIRONMENT

Before we start entering commands, let’s take a look around the R program. Double-click the R icon. The 
window that opens on the left side of screen is called the R Console. Above the R Console, at the top of the 
screen, you’ll see a row of drop-down menus. You can edit some settings to customize your R environment, but 
the drop-down menus are pretty spare. If you’re running R on Mac OS or Linux, your R environment may look 
different than how it’s depicted in Figure 1.6. (You have some options to customize the look and feel of your R 
environment with the “GUI preferences . . . ” option under the Edit menu tab.)

Notice the > sign on the last line of the R Console in Figure 1.6? R is awaiting your commands.

Now that you’ve got R running and know where you can enter commands, let’s see what R can do. It can 
be helpful to think of R as an overgrown programmable calculator. Like a calculator, if you ask R to calculate a 
number like “2 + 2”, it will return the answer, 4, to you.

2 + 2                               # Enter “2+2” and R returns “4”

[1] 4 

Notice that R’s response to the command “2 + 2” starts with the [1]. Rather than clear your command,  
R indexes its answer, “[1]”, and returns it on the next line. In this case, the answer is just one number, but 
we’ll soon see that R can work with long series of numbers, in which case indexing helps us make sense of results.

In our simple 2 + 2 example, we see an example of an operator used by the R program. The + sign is a 
mathematical operator that adds numbers together. As you might guess, R also uses the familiar mathematical 
operators: – (dash, to subtract), / (forward slash, to divide), * (asterisk, to multiply), and ^ (caret, to raise to a power). 
The equal sign (=) is particularly important in the R environment and we will focus on it in the next section.

Comparing R to a calculator helps us get started, but it only scratches the surface of what R can do. To start 
unlocking R’s potential, we need to learn about objects and functions.




