
540 Unit 8: Assessment

Central Tendency and Variability
One basic measure needed to form evaluations or make comparisons is central tendency—the 
score that is typical or representative of the entire group. Let’s examine a set of classroom or 
standardized test scores. Suppose you teach a class of 11 students who receive these scores on 
their first exam: 63, 65, 72, 75, 76, 78, 83, 87, 87, 92, and 98. What measure will tell you 
the central tendency of this set of numbers? The three most common statistical descriptions of 
central tendency are the mean, median, and mode:

1.	 Mean: Divide the sum of all the scores by the total number of scores to find the mean, 
or simple average. Summing the 11 scores (sum = 876) and dividing by 11 gives a 
mean of 79.64.

2.	 Median: Find the middle score in a series of scores listed from smallest to largest. In 
this case, the median is 78, the middle value, because five scores are on either side. In 
a group with an even number of scores, the median is the midpoint, or average, of the 
two middle scores.

3.	 Mode: Find the most frequently occurring score in the group. In this group, the mode 
is 87, the only score that occurs more than once. A group of scores can be bimodal—
having two modes—when two different scores occur frequently.

The mean, median, and mode all provide information about the typical score within 
a group but do not provide information about the variability—how widely the scores are 
distributed, or spread out, within a particular group. Compare these two groups of test scores:

Class 1 scores: 6, 7, 7, 8, 8

Class 2 scores: 4, 7, 7, 8, 10

Both classes have a mean test score of 7.2, but the scores in the second class show con-
siderably more variation. The range is a simple measure of variability calculated as the dif-
ference between the highest and lowest scores. For Class 1, the range is 2 (8 minus 6), while 
for Class 2, the range is 6 (10 minus 4).

FIGURE 25.2	 Normal Distributions With Large (blue) and Small (orange) 

Standard Deviations. In the small standard deviation, most scores are close to the 
mean score of the group. Scores are more spread out in a large standard deviation.


