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But What Do You Mean? Time required
ID: 8519 45 minutes

Activity Overview
In this activity, students learn about the concept of mean or average, in addition to learning 
several ways to fi nd the mean on the TI-Nspire handheld (including using a spreadsheet and 
the mean command). Students also use these methods to fi nd the mean when given the 
frequencies of each number in a list. Lastly, they discover that the same method can be used 
to fi nd the weighted mean of a set of numbers. An optional extension has students explore 
how to calculate harmonic and quadratic means.
Concepts

• Averages and means
• Weighted means

Teacher Preparation
• This activity is designed to be used in an Algebra 1 classroom, although it can also 

be used in an advanced Prealgebra or remedial Algebra 2 classroom.
• Students should already be familiar with fi nding the average of a set of numbers.
• The screenshots on pages 64–67 demonstrate expected student results.

Refer to the screenshots on pages 68–69 for a preview of the student .tns fi le.
• To download the .tns fi les and student worksheet, go to 

http://education.ti.com/exchange and enter “8519” in the search box.

Classroom Management
• This activity is intended to be mainly teacher-led, with breaks for individual student 

work. Use the following pages to present the material to the class and encourage 
discussion. Students will follow along using their handhelds.

• The student worksheet helps guide students through the activity and provides a place 
for students to record their answers. 

• The .tns fi le titled StatAct02_WhatDoYouMean_Soln_EN shows the expected results 
of working through the activity.

• Information for an optional extension is provided at the end of this activity, both on the 
student worksheet and in the .tns fi le. Should you not wish students to complete the 
extension, you may delete the extension from the .tns fi le and have students disregard 
that portion of the student worksheet.

TI-Nspire™ Applications
Calculator, Graphs & Geometry (G&G), Lists & Spreadsheet (L&S),
Notes, Data & Statistics (D&S)
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Problem 1 – The Mean of a Few Numbers

On page 1.3, have students fi nd the average of the 
numbers shown by adding the numbers and dividing 
by the number of numbers. Students who wish to 
complete this calculation in one step can use the 
fraction template by pressing / + p.

Note: If needed, students can press / + e to 
move between applications.

Page 1.5 has students use the command mean( to 
fi nd the mean. They can either type the word “mean” 
directly using the alphabet keys, or select it from the 
Catalog (k). 

(Note: The command can also be found using the 
menus: MENU > Statistics > List Math > Mean. 
However, it is just as easy to select it from the 
Catalog or type it.)

To use the mean command, enter the numbers, 
separated by commas, enclosed in braces, within a 
set of parentheses (which automatically appear if the 
mean command is selected from the Catalog). The 
need for both sets of grouping symbols will become 
more apparent later. 

On page 1.7, students will fi nd the same set of 
numbers listed in the fi rst column of the spreadsheet. 
Have them fi nd the mean by moving to an empty cell 
and typing =mean(a1:a5). The colon indicates to use 
all the numbers from cell A1 through cell A5. When 
they press ·, the calculated mean will appear in 
the cell, though the command for the mean is still 
displayed at the bottom of the screen. 
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The concept of “mean” is one of the most diffi cult to 
verbalize. Most people can tell you how to fi nd the 
mean, but few can readily say what is the mean is!

To help students to better understand this idea, they 
are invited to engage in the “mean game” using the 
new Data & Statistics application. This game simply 
involves taking one ball from the highest pile and 
placing it on the lowest pile. This process should be 
continued until all piles have the same height—the 
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mean of the original set of scores! In this example, the scores are those that 
students have already been working with, and the average should be 17.

This activity should help students to better appreciate that the mean represents the 
“balance point” for a set of scores—the value around which the scores are evenly 
distributed. Students may be challenged to put this idea into their own words, before 
continuing with the remaining activities.

Have students complete pages 1.11 and 1.12 
independently to practice each of the methods. 
They will be able to tell if they did each method 
correctly by checking that all three give the same 
result.

Problem 2 – The Mean of Many Numbers 

Discuss the material on pages 2.1 and 2.2 and ask how the mean might be found 
without having to list and sum all 20 numbers. Then lead students through the following.

On page 2.3, the scores earned are listed once each 
in Column A. Students should enter the 
corresponding frequencies in Column B.

Instruct students to then display the corresponding 
products in Column C by entering =a[ ]*b[ ] in the 
gray formula cell (see right). The [empty] open and 
closed brackets indicate to use corresponding cells, 
so that the value in A1 is multiplied by the value in 
B1, with the product displayed in C1, and so on.
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Tell students that the formula to fi nd a sum in a 
spreadsheet is similar to the formula to fi nd the 
mean. For example, the sum of the frequencies can 
be found by typing =sum(b1:b7). 

Tell students to fi nd the sums of the values in 
Columns B and C and then divide to fi nd the mean 
(in cells D1, D2, and D3, respectively).

Have students advance to the Calculator application 
on page 2.4. To use the mean command when given 
a list of numbers and the frequency of each number, 
list the numbers in one set of braces and the 
corresponding frequencies in a second set of braces. 
Enclose both sets in parentheses, separated by a 
comma (see right). 

Stress that the frequencies must be listed in the 
same order as the corresponding values. 

Have students complete pages 2.5 and 2.6 
independently to practice each method. They will 
be able to tell if they did each method correctly by 
checking that they give the same result.

Problem 3 – The Weighted Mean

Have student read page 3.1, and ask for students’ 
suggestions to fi nding the mean. Then direct their 
attention to page 3.2. When ready, have them use 
the L&S and Calculator applications on page 3.3 to 
fi nd the mean.
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On page 3.4, explain that the mean they found is 
called the weighted mean because different values 
have different weights of importance. The test is 
more important than the quizzes, so it makes up a 
greater percentage of the mean. Have students fi nd 
the mean of the six scores as if the scores were not 
weighted. 

Discuss why the weighted mean for this example is 
greater than the “regular” mean.

Have students complete pages 3.5 and 3.6 
independently to practice each method. They will 
be able to tell if they did each method correctly by 
checking that they give the same result.

If time permits, ask students to predict what the 
mean would have been if the scores were not 
weighted. Then have them fi nd this score (85.75). 
Discuss why it is higher than the weighted mean.

Extension

Have students fi nd the harmonic mean and quadratic mean of the given set of numbers. 
They may also research some other means and their applications.
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But What Do You Mean? – ID: 8519
(Student)TI-Nspire File: StatAct02_WhatDoYouMean_EN.tns
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