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school, it could range from 0.0 to 4.0. Ori took the ACT, whereas Katie took the SAT. ACT scores can range from 
1 to 36, whereas SAT scores can range from 300 to 2,400. Your job working in admissions is to take these data 
and decide which candidate is better. How might you do this?

If we look at GPA, it appears that Ori has a better GPA than Katie. After all, a 7.0 is greater than a 3.5. However, 
remember that GPA was measured differently at the two high schools. So how do we determine who had the 
better grade-point average? Enter the notion of standardized scores, also called z scores. A z score is a measure 
of how many standard deviation units a score falls from the mean of its distribution. Armed with a distribution’s 
mean and standard deviation, we are in a position to determine whether Ori or Katie has the better GPA.

z score: number that indicates how many standard deviations away from the mean a given score is.

Let’s think through the definition of a z score because by doing so, I bet we can figure out how to calculate 
it. First, we need an individual score, such as an applicant’s GPA. Table 5.1 has this information. Second, we also 
need the mean from which that individual score came. Here, that would be the mean GPA at the applicant’s high 
school. Finally, we need the standard deviation from which the individual score came. Thus, in addition to the 
mean GPA for the high school, we need the standard deviation of the GPA for that high school. Information 
about our applicants’ high schools appears in Table 5.2.

Here is the z score formula:
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Let’s plug in the information from Table 5.2 to see who has the better GPA. Let’s take Ori’s GPA first:
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Interpreting this z of +0.67, Ori’s GPA is 0.67 standard deviation units above his high school’s mean GPA. It is 
important to have the plus sign. If Ori’s GPA had been below the mean for his high school, there would have 
been a negative (–) sign before the value of the z score.

Now let’s convert Katie’s GPA to a z score:
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How do we interpret this z of +1.0? Katie’s GPA is 1 standard deviation unit above her high school’s mean GPA. 
To reiterate, it is customary and informative (and, thus, necessary) to include the sign (positive or negative) 
before the actual value of the z score.

From our z score calculations, Katie has the higher GPA. But what about their test scores? Given that Ori took 
the ACT and Katie took the SAT, we need a way to compare who scored higher on their test. Thank goodness we 
have z scores that allow us to make these types of comparisons! That is, we can compare performance on tests 
that have vastly different scoring schemes, as is the case here. Go ahead and use Table 5.2 to determine who 
scored higher on their admissions test. Then, read on and make sure your calculations are correct.


