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C H A P T E R  5

Determining  
“High” and “Low” Scores

The Normal Curve,  
z Scores, and Probability

After reading this chapter, you will be able to

Distinguish among normal distributions, positively skewed distributions, and negatively skewed distributions

Calculate a z score

Interpret the information a z score conveys

Use z scores to make decisions

Use z scores to identify percentile ranks of raw scores

Generate z scores using SPSS

In the previous chapter, we learned about three measures of central tendency (mean, median, and mode) 
and three measures of variability (range, variance, and standard deviation). In this chapter, we conclude our 
discussion of descriptive statistics by presenting distributions of data. We touched on the topic of data distri-
butions in the previous chapter when we briefly discussed normal and skewed distributions. In this chapter, 
we explore these topics in more depth. In doing so, it will give us a chance to integrate some of the informa-
tion we learned in the previous two chapters. In addition, we will add a powerful statistical tool to our kit, one 
that is used not only in psychological research but also in many situations that require making decisions 
based on data.


