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graduate-level statistics class (yes, you read that correctly, my 
third graduate-level statistics class), something clicked. Even 
now, 19 years later, I don’t know what it was that clicked. But 
something clicked, and I began understanding the relevance 
of the numbers I was using. When I began to see the logic of 
each statistic that I was calculating, all I wanted to do was 
learn more about statistics. And as I did so, I understood the 
logic of statistics, even fairly high-level statistics, more quickly 
and became much better able to use such logic not only in 
research but in “real-life” situations as well.

Maybe I was not very smart in high school or college, but 
I look back at that time and cannot understand what took me 
so long to see the logic behind statistics. When I started 
teaching statistics more than 15 years ago, I swore that my 
students would leave the class understanding the logic of 
statistics. Some have gone on and used statistics in research 
careers; most have not. Those who are not using technical 
statistics in their work are still dealing with situations that 
require the same logical thinking that statistics requires. If 
you are interested in doing research or are already enthusi-
astic about dealing with quantitative information, you prob-
ably don’t need to be sold on the idea that statistics will be 
important to you. However, before we dive into specific sta-
tistical information, I want to take some time to discuss the 
general importance of statistics, both to researchers and to   

alike. For those of you taking this class solely because you have to take it, I hope it will give you some idea of 
why you are here and the benefits you should expect to gain while you are here. It is my hope that by the time 
you complete this class, you will understand the importance of statistics in making sense of research, in addi-
tion to using the logic of statistical thinking in more everyday situations.

In the first part of this chapter, we will discuss why a lot of people are not good at using statistical logic in 
their daily lives. I do not want you to be like a lot of people in this regard as it can be costly in many ways. We 
will highlight the reasons most people are not good at dealing with statistical information in daily life and, in 
doing so, detail some of these everyday situations, describing how statistical logic is (or should be) used in each 
one. The second section will discuss some basic goals of research and the role that statistics play in achieving 
each of these goals. Finally, we will introduce some basic statistical information we will see throughout this 
course and, in doing so, highlight how such information can improve our ability to think about the world.

STATISTICAL THINKING AND EVERYDAY LIFE

We easily can get our hands on information via the Internet for any situation we may be in. However, we need to 
know how to interpret and make use of such information, especially as not all of it is objective or even correct. The 
world is full of statistical information, much of it we hardly ever notice or pay much attention to (until now). In 
addition to potential value in the workplace, learning about statistics and the logic behind them will help you navi-
gate everyday situations you will encounter, some of which we’ll discuss in this section.

Before we begin this section in detail, let me say that, in general, the human mind works magnificently well. We 
rarely notice how well it works until something goes wrong. I say this because as you read this section of the chapter, 
you might think people are generally stupid, but that is just not the case. But here, I want to draw your attention to 
some flaws in our ability to process information as they relate to statistical thinking. By learning about statistics in 
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