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Many textbooks are available to those who are studying statistical analyses; this is
not one of them. This book is for those who want or are expected to gain a
fundamental understanding of the fotal process of gathering and interpreting be-
havioral data, and who are willing to study the basic issues and concepts involved
in this process, of which statistics is only a part.

At the heart of my motivation to write this book is a firm belief that we can
understand new information more easily when we can connect it with our own
experience. All of us have observed the behavior of people and things; asked
questions based on our observations; made our interpretations; and tested the
validity of our explanations with additional observations. This universal experi-
ence is the foundation—and the only prerequisite—for using this book.

As the title indicates, my overall objective is to help readers understand the
process of gathering and interpreting behavioral data. You will notice in the table
of contents that the headings almost always contain active verbs—for example,
“Recognizing the difference between data and information.” This is because I
emphasize actual skills rather than abstract concepts.

This book is in part my response to other texts on elementary statistics and
research methods. Typically, these books focus on inferential statistical analyses
per se, as if understanding them were an end in itself; often, the names of statistical
tests—t-tests, for example—will be used as chapter titles. In contrast, the structure
of this book emphasizes developing skills and understanding concepts that are
prerequisites to knowing when and how to use statistical analyses. Specifics
regarding inferential analyses are postponed until Part Four, after a larger and
more coherent context is in place.

Few students find statistics intrinsically interesting. However, I have found
that they are more willing to absorb the material if it emphasizes logical concepts
rather than complex statistical formulas. In that case, they can recognize its rele-
vance to everyday decision making.

Acknowledgments

I used to wonder why authors go on and on with acknowledgments; now I
understand.
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AN OVERVIEW

1
Understanding the Total Process of
Gathering and Interpreting Data




Although Part One consists of only one chapter, it is not
merely a polite opening leading to the meat and potatoes
of later chapters. The material in Chapter 1 lies at the core
of everything that follows. Its message is that gathering
data and interpreting data are not discrete processes; they
are but steps in a total process. The individual chapters that follow
provide the foundations for understanding that process and how the

separate steps work together.
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OBJECTIVES

After reading and studying Chapter 1 you should understand the
following.

»  making observations, formulating questions, explaining observations,
and making predictions are fundamental to human existence.

»  the difference between data and information.

» the difference between interpreting information and making a
decision based on that information.

n  the difference between formal and informal approaches to gathering
and interpreting data.

m  gathering and interpreting data are not separate processes but
elements of a total process.

n  the difference between descriptive and inferential statistics.
»  the difference between populations and samples.

m  representativeness.

= random selection.

»  the overall structure of this textbook.

OBSERVING, QUESTIONING, EXPLAINING, PREDICTING

For all organisms, including humans, survival depends on responding and
adapting to conditions in the environment. To respond and adapt means to (a)
observe what is going on, (b) ask questions about why things happen as they do,
(c) seek explanations for our questions, and (d) make predictions about what
might happen. The more successful we are at responding and adapting, the more
likely we are to “live long and prosper,” in the words of Mr. Spock.

4 PART 1/ AN OVERVIEW



