
  

  



 

Does the histogram (or stem-and-leaf display) have a single, cen-
tral hump or several separated bumps?  These humps are called 
modes.   

  * 0 modes—uniform 

  * 1 mode—unimodal 

  * 2 modes—bimodal 

  * 3+ modes—multimodal 

Is it symmetric?  Can you fold it along a vertical line through the 
middle and have the edges match pretty closely, or are more of 
the values on one side? 

The (usually) thinner ends of a distribution are called the tails.  If 
one tail stretches out farther than the other, the histogram is 
said to be skewed to the side of the longer tail.  

Do any unusual features stick out?   

You should always mention any stragglers, or outliers, that stand 
off away from the body of the distribution.  An outlier can be the 
most informative part of your data.   

If it seems roughly symmetric, then stragglers are best regarded 
as outliers.  If the main part of the data is skewed, then the long 
tail that continues that skewness is part of the overall pattern 
and probably not full of outliers.  

Are there any gaps in the distribution?   

Gaps help us see different modes and encourage us to notice 
when the data may come from different sources or contain more 
than one group.  

If you had to pick a single number to describe all the data, what 
would you pick?   

 

If the distribution is unimodal and symmetric, the center is right 
in the middle.  

 

If the distribution is skewed or has more than one mode, defin-
ing the center is a challenge or might not even be a useful con-
cept.  For now, we’ll just eyeball a picture of the distribution and 
give a rough idea of where the center seems to be.  

Variation matters.  We must look to see whether 
all the values are tightly clustered around the 
center or spread out.   

 

What is the range of the values?  How far apart 
are the two extremes?   

 

Range = maximum value - minimum value  

 


