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Descriptive Statistics
One way in which researchers can use statistics in research is to use proce-
dures developed to help organize, summarize, and make sense of measure-
ments or data. These procedures, called descriptive statistics, are typically 
used to quantify the behaviors researchers measure. In our example, learning 
could be described as the acquisition of knowledge. This certainly describes 
learning, but not numerically—in a way that allows us to measure learning. 
Instead, we stated that learning is the difference in exam scores from before 
and following a lesson. Here, we define learning as a value from 0 to 100; 
hence, learning can now be measured. If we observe hundreds of students, 
then the data in a spreadsheet will be overwhelming. Presenting a spread-
sheet with the score for each individual student is not very clear. For this 
reason, researchers use descriptive statistics to summarize sets of individual 
measurements so they can be clearly presented and interpreted.

Data are generally presented in summary. Typically, this means that 
data are presented graphically, in tabular form (in tables), or as summary 
statistics (e.g., an average). For example, instead of listing each individual 
score or increase on an exam, we could summarize all scores by stating the 

FYI
Descriptive statistics summarize  

data to make sense or meaning  

of a list of numeric values.

Descriptive statistics  are 
procedures used to summarize, 
organize, and make sense of a 
set of scores or observations. 
Descriptive statistics are typically 
presented graphically, in tabular 
form (in tables), or as summary 
statistics (single values).

FIGURE 1.1  General Structure for Making Scientific Observations
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The general structure for making scientific observations, using an example for testing the effectiveness of a new learning tool to improve student 
grades.


