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One important characteristic of normal distributions is that most of the scores pile up in the middle, 
and as you move further from the middle, the frequency of the scores gets less. In addition, normal 
distributions are symmetrical in that the right and left sides of the graph are identical.

For the purposes of this book, you do not need to know the exact mathematical properties that 
define the normal curve. However, you should know that a normal curve looks bell shaped and sym-
metrical. You will use the normal curve frequently in this book.

The normal curve is important because many variables, when graphed, have a normal shape, 
and this fact will be very important in later chapters. While normal curves are common, there are 
specific ways for graphs to deviate from a normal bell shape. Some of these deviations have spe-
cific names. For example, graphs can deviate from the bell shape because of skew. A skewed distri-
bution is asymmetrical, meaning the right and left sides are not identical. Instead, the scores are 
shifted such that most of them occur on one side of the peak with fewer scores on the other side 
of the scale. For example, the distributions in Figures 1.6 and 1.7 are both skewed, but in different 
ways. The positively skewed distribution (Figure 1.6) has the majority of the scores on the low end 
of the distribution with fewer scores on the higher end. The negatively skewed distribution is the 
opposite. Distinguishing between positive and negative skew is as easy as noticing which side of 
the distribution has the longer “tail” (i.e., which side takes longer to descend from the peak to zero 
frequency). In positively skewed distributions, the longer tail points toward the right, or the posi-
tive side of the x-axis. In negatively skewed distributions (Figure 1.7), the longer tail points toward 
the left, or the negative side of the x-axis. There are statistics that you can compute to quantify 
exactly how skewed a distribution is (see Field, 2013, for an excellent discussion), but we will just 
eyeball the graphs to determine if they deviate from normal.

  Figure 1.5    Frequency Histogram of Test Scores That Form a Normal Curve
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