
6    Part I:  Introduction and Descriptive Statistics

average (mean), middle (median), or most common (mode) score among all 
individuals, which can be more meaningful. 

Tables and graphs serve a similar purpose to summarize large and small 
sets of data. One particular advantage of tables and graphs is that they can 
clarify findings in a research study. For example, to evaluate the findings for 
our study, we expect that average exam grades will improve more in the new 
learning tool group than in a group that does not use the new learning tool. 
Figure 1.2 displays these expected findings. Notice how summarizing the 
average improvement in each group in a figure can clarify research findings. 

FIGURE 1.2  Summary of Expected Findings
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A graphical summary of the expected findings if the new learning tool effectively improves student 
grades.

Inferential Statistics
Most research studies include only a select group of participants, not all par-
ticipants who are members of a particular group of interest. In other words, 
most scientists have limited access to the phenomena they study, especially 
behavioral phenomena. Hence, researchers select a portion of all members 
of a group (the sample) mostly because they do not have access to all mem-
bers of a group (the population). Imagine, for example, trying to identify  
every person who has experienced exam anxiety. The same is true for most 
behaviors—the population of all people who exhibit those behaviors is likely 
too large. Because it is often not possible to identify all individuals in a pop-
ulation, researchers require statistical procedures, called inferential statistics, 
to infer that observations made with a sample are also likely to be observed 
in the larger population from which the sample was selected.

Inferential statistics  are 
procedures used that allow 
researchers to infer or generalize 
observations made with samples 
to the larger population from which 
they were selected.


