
10-2 Distributions of Data 
 

Objective: Use the shapes of distributions to select 
appropriate statistics. Use the shapes of distributions to 

compare data. 
 

A distribution of data shows the observed or theoretical 
frequency of each possible data value. Analyzing the shape 
of a distribution can help you decide which measure of 
center or spread best describes a set of data. The shape of a 
distribution for a set of data can be seen by drawing a 
curve over its histogram.  
 

 
 



 
 
Example 1 
The prices for a random sample of personal computers are 
shown.  

                      
    

a) Use a graphing calculator to create a 
histogram. Describe the shape of the 
distribution. 

b) Describe the center and spread of the 
data using either the mean and 
standard deviation or the five-number 
summary. Justify your choice.  

 
 
 
 
 



A box-and-whisker plot can also be used to identify the 
shape of a distribution. The position of the line 
representing the median indicates the center of the data. 
The “whiskers” show the spread of the data. If one whisker 
is considerably longer than the other and the median is 
closer to the shorter whisker, then the distribution is 
skewed.  
 

 
 
Example 2 
The students in Mr. Smith’s language arts class found the 
average number of minutes that they each spent on 
homework each night.  

                        
 
 
 
 



a) Use a graphing calculator to create a 
box-and-whisker plot. Describe the 
shape of the distribution.  

b) Describe the center and spread of the 
data using either the mean and 
standard deviation or the five-
number summary. Justify your 
choice.  

 
Example 3 
The weekly total points of Kevin’s fantasy football team 
are shown. Both a histogram and a box-and-whisker plot 
are given.  

              
 

a) Describe the shape of the distribution. 
b) Describe the center and spread of the datausing either 

the mean and standard deviation or the five-number 
summary. Justify your choice.  

 


