The Average Size of Monsters: 
A Tale of Terror and Central Tendency

By Sue Kraus

Ben, Nick and Emma were trapped in the evil statistician’s lair.  There was no way out that wasn’t lined with hideous monsters!  They sat in the dungeon surveying their options.  In front of them were three doors, each marked with a measure of central tendency describing the size of the monsters they would have to face to escape. They studied the numbers on the doors.  The signs looked like this:

Here there be

MONSTERS!

(Average size: mode = 5 in.)

 “This one has the smallest size monsters.” Said Emma, “that’s the escape route I am using!”

“But Emma”, said Ben “that is the mode!  My mom, who is a statistican, says never trust the mode unless you have categorical data!  The mode is never the best measure of something quantitative like monster size!  Don’t go in there!  You don’t know what you will find!”

Emma looked at Ben like he was crazy.  “Ben, this path has the smallest monsters, and that means it is the safest!”

Emma jerked the door open, ignoring Ben’s cry of protest.  She dashed into the corridor, seeing hundreds of tiny monsters.  Just as she started to run, a huge monster lurched around the corner!  Emma tried to run, but the monster was too big to avoid.  It swallowed her in one gulp.

Ben and Nick gasped in horror and slammed the door shut and barred it before the monster could come into the dungeon.  

“Poor Emma!”  Cried Nick. He started to sob.  “We are all going to be eaten by monsters!”

“Pull yourself together!” Yelled Ben.  “We will never escape if you are hysterical.  We need to use our critical thinking skills to survive.”  Ben, as the older brother felt very responsible for making sure he and Nick made it home safely.

They studied the remaining two doors:

“We now know the data can be horribly skewed” Said Ben. “The evil statistician isn’t using normal distributions of monsters. The mean and the median are the same on these last two doors. Mom says that if the data are skewed you should always trust the median more than the mean.  So that is the path we should take.”

“But that doesn’t make sense in this case” argued Nick.  “Mom says that if the data are skewed the mean gets pulled in the direction of the skew!” He was trying very hard to be brave and stop crying.  “Don’t we want the path with the mean?  I think that means the big monster isn’t as big in this corridor!  I’m going this way!”

“No!”  Said Ben, He was starting to panic, which made it hard to think. “Always trust the median if there is skew he cried!  Plus Mom says we should always stick together!”
Nick ignored his brother and jerked open the door marked with the mean.  Ben watched, terrified as his brother faced the monsters.  He ran the gauntlet of monsters, barely escaping with his life.  “There must be an easier way!” Ben thought as he slammed the door shut just as the monsters turned to attack.  “Little brothers never listen to reason” he muttered.

Ben turned to the door marked with the median and took a deep breath.  “The median is the best predictor of central tendency if there is skew” he recited to himself as he pulled the door open.

Ben took a running leap into his chosen escape path.  He saw many monsters similar in size to those Nick had just avoided, but there was also a huge monster exactly the size that had devoured Emma!  I’m doomed!  He screamed.

Ben was jerked awake by the shaking of his little brother Nick.  “Ben!  Wake up!  You were having a nightmare!  Your screaming woke me up.”

“Nick!  It was horrible!  We were stuck in an evil statistician’s lair and Emma got eaten by monsters!  We had to choose a path that was marked with only the mean median or mode.  I didn’t know which one to choose.” He didn’t mention that in his dream Nick had survived by choosing carefully. “It would have been better if we had some measures of variability.” He said, thinking about the choice he had just made.

“Wow,” said his mother who had also been woken up by Ben’s screams.  “Trying to understand data with just the central tendency and no measure of variability, that DOES sound like a nightmare!”

