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ABSTRACT: Examination of the literature in statistics
and probability that predates Fisher’s Statistical Meth-
ods for Research Workers indicates that although Fisher
is responsible for the first formal statement of the .05
criterion for statistical significance, the concept goes
back much further. The move toward conventional lev-
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Cochran feels that Fisher was fairly casual about
the choice, “as the words convenient and prefers
have indicated” (p. 16). However, the statement
quoted above leaves no doubt about Fisher’s ac-
ceptance of the level as the critical cutoff point,
once he had decided upon it.
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All persons conversant with statistics are aware that this The probable error is, quite clearly, not the most
supposition brings Variability within the grasp of the  prgbable of all errors, and the use of the term error
laws of Chance, with the result that the relative fre- . 4. cribing the variation of human characteris-

quency of Deviations of different amounts admits of h ies th 1 ith
being calculated, when these amounts are measured in tics perhaps carries the analogy with measurement
' error distrihution a shade too far.
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Q is the symbol for the semi—intérquartile range,
defined as one half of the difference between the
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presented, ‘with their corresponding probability = Perhaps it was a combination of the preferred use
values, one can see the range within which what of the PE as a measure by early statisticians like
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marks are from Pearson’s paper: p = .5586 (“thus

we may consider the fit remarkably good” [p. 1701):; .

In any case, it is clear that as early as 1908 X +
3PE was accepted as a useful rule of thumb for

p = .28 (“fairly represented” [p. 174]); p = .1 (“not
very improbable that the observed frequencies are

. compatible with a random sampling” [p. 171]);p =

.01 (“this very improbable result” [p. 172]). -
From Pearson’s comments, it appears that he

rejecting differences occurring as the result of
chance fluctuations.

Certainly by the time Fisher published his first
book on statistical methods 17 years later, 3PE was
a frequently used convention for determining sta-






<  Fisher, R. A. The arrangement of field experiments. Journal = Pearson, K. Contributions to the mathematical theory of evo-

of the Ministry of Agriculture, 1926, 33, 503-513. lution: I. On the dissection of asymmetrical frequency curves.
r Bl 4 Z :ﬁ&:‘"’nt w ol el ae=ties i ¢ B andE T 0 Bl L 7r‘ '

L

everyday life. British Journal of Psychology, 1925, 15, 318-  Pearson, K. On the criterion that a given system of deviations
855. from the probable in the case of a correlated system of vari-
Galton, F. Natural inheritance. London: Macmillan, 1889. ables is such that it can be reasonably supposed to have arisen

f Iﬁlr;uﬁ N@FEZ! mgﬁwﬂ qbpngngzuf @ gi E@D tb] [— e DI 1. 1 A4 ___:__ 10nn EA
T |

of mathematics. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1956. (Orig- Quetelet, L. A. Letters on the theory of probabilities (O. G.

inally published, 1662.) Downes Trans) London: Layton, 1849.
Huvqeng C.Onr ;aasonmz in games. In [. Bernoulli (F. Maseres. F e JE— s aa -

_




