
Chapter 2  Central Tendency 55

PART III: UNDERSTANDING THE MEAN

Part IIIA: Using Graphs to Understand the Mean
The mean, the median, and the mode are all used to represent the center of distributions of scores. 
However, the preceding questions made it clear that each of these statistics defines center differently. 
The mode defines the center as the most common score. The median defines the center as the middle 
score. Both of these definitions of center are easy to understand. The mean defines the center in a more 
sophisticated way. In this activity, we are going to use frequency bar graphs to explain how the mean 
defines the center of scores.

18.	 How many scores are in this distribution (i.e., What is N?)? _______

19.	 Compute the mean of this distribution by adding up all the scores (∑X) and dividing by the 

number of scores (N). M
X

N
= ∑

You should have found ∑X = 160, N = 16, so M = 10. Make sure you understand how each of these values 
was computed.

20.	 Although you have been able to compute the mean for a long time now, you probably don’t 
know “what the mean does” or how it “defines” center. The mean defines center by balancing 
deviation scores. In other words, the mean is the only value that perfectly balances all the 
positive and negative deviation scores in the distribution. What is a deviation score? Every value 
in a distribution is a certain distance from the mean; this distance from the mean is the value’s 
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