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Abstract

Nowadays, statistical analysis requires softwares that are capable of large
dataset handling and sophisticated statistical methodologies, while most of them are
high cost commercial softwares. R, a high capacity open source software for
statistical analysis, is recently developed and rapidly accepted by world class
statisticians and academic professions. The most distinguishing characteristic of R is
its GPL (GNU General Public License) term where the software is open for free use,
distribution, and modification. However, it is rarely known and used in Thailand. One
of the important limitations is its strength as a computer language environment, thus,
most of the documentations are available for programmers but not for statisticians and
general users.

Objectives:

This project is aiming at development, distribution, and facilitation of using R
as a free software for statistical analysis of research projects both in the fields of
health science and statistical methodologies.

Methods and plans:

To achieve the above objectives, three groups of activities were planed: 1.
modification of R for ease of use, 2. development of user interfaces in Thai, and 3.
promotion of R and the products of the two previous activities for statistical analysis.
Activities in development of R for ease of use included creation of new functions
especially in data management and output display which were important weakness of
R. Functions were bundled in a small set of packages that could be easily distributed
to users. Graphical user interfaces (GUI) like those existing in other well known
commercial statistical softwares was built. User interfaces in Thai included on-line
and off-line help for those functions and packages and drop down menus and dialog
windows in Thai. Activities for promotion of R in statistical analysis comprised
workshops for different targeted users, internet-based courses, and web-sites for
learning, discussion, and other activities related to R.

Results:

To modify R for ease of use, two packages are created. A package
emphasizing on file and data management called “ice” comprises 50 newly created
functions and “epid” package contains 9 basic epidemiological functions. Those
functions have both English and Thai on-line and off-line help files. A GUI
environment called “ICE” which has both English and Thai displays is also created. It
contains one core package, “ice.main”, and a set of associated packages. When it is
running under R, Integrated Computing Environment for R (R-ICE) is the name for
such an environment. To promote using R in statistical analysis, 13 workshops were
held for university staff and students and those from other institutes. Four web sites
have been set up for R users (UseR). One is a meeting place and discussion forum for
Thai UseRs, one for internet-based courses, and one for R-ICE users. The last site is a
web blog for R programming. A mirror site of CRAN is set up at a server in the
Epidemiology Unit, Prince of Songkla University to facilitate rapid download of R
software and packages within the university and the country. Two books are on the
process of publishing. “Statistical Analysis with R-ICE” is targeted at general users



who are interested in statistical analysis. “Manual for Basic R Functions” is targeting
at academic personnels.

Discussion and conclusion:

We have learned a lot of valuable R programming, package building, and
internationalization techniques during the project. We have a network with R
developers and R core team in UseR! 2006 conference in Vienna where we had an
opportunity to present the R-ICE environment. In promoting the use of R, there are
evidences that a workshop with computer practice is the most successful environment
for learning and using R but it consumes a lot of resources while only a number of
participates can be enrolled at a time. Internet-based courses is not a highly fruitful
environment since participants may not be ready all the time of the courses and their
problems may not be promptly solved and learning failure is ensured. Books and
manuals can be widely distributed to target groups and they can follow the contents
and practice examples at their own paces and places. Furthermore, web sites as virtual
meeting places might lead to a last long network of Thai UseRs.

The research team is now using R in statistical analysis and teaching courses,
thus, we still continue working on R even the project has come to an end. We hope
we could continue promoting use of R in Thailand since we are best convinced that R
is a free and highly efficient statistical software that is accepted by statistician
communities worldwide and we also wish we could convince Thai communities an
attitude of respecting intellectual property rights and not using any illegal softwares.





