
WRITING FOR CHANGE
TEACHER VERSION
Subject Level:

Middle School English

Grade Level:

8

Approx. Time Required:

120 minutes

Learning Objectives: 

• Students will cite evidence from a video to explain how students at a high school in New York 
City got the attention of a government agency.

• Students will use persuasive writing skills to write a letter to a leader in their community with 
the goal of sparking change. 
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Activity Description
Students will learn about how the U.S. government classifies race and ethnicity. The teacher 

will play a video of students at Park East High School in New York City who contacted the 

U.S. Census Bureau to start a conversation about the way race and ethnicity are identified 

in census surveys. Students will also read a blog post explaining how the Census Bureau 

has changed the way it collects data on race and ethnicity. In the last part of the activity, 

students will write a letter that could be sent to a leader in their community with the goal of 

sparking some type of change.

Suggested Grade Level:
8

Approximate Time Required:
120 minutes

Learning Objectives:
• Students will cite evidence from a video to explain how students at a high school in New York City 

got the attention of a government agency.
• Students will use persuasive writing skills to write a letter to a leader in their community with the 

goal of sparking change. 

Topics: 
• Persuasive writing 

techniques
• Race and ethnicity
• Roles of young adults  

in society

Skills Taught:
• Analyzing primary sources
• Comparing and contrasting 

surveys
• Writing persuasively

https://www.census.gov/schools


Materials Required
• The student version of this activity, 25 pages  

• Teacher computer with Internet access and speakers and a projector to display Web sites

This activity uses the following online resource:

• Stats in Action: Park East High School Video

www.census.gov/library/video/sia_park_east_hs.html

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity. The items and their sources appear at the end of this teacher 
version.

• Item 1: Race and Ethnicity 

• Item 2: 2010 Census Questionnaire 

• Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire

• Item 4: Measuring Race and Ethnicity Across the Decades: 1790-2010 

For more information to help you introduce your students to the Census Bureau, read 
“Census Bureau 101 for Students.” This information sheet can be printed and passed out to your students as well.

Standards Addressed
See chart below. For more information, read 
“Education Standards and Guidelines Addressed by Statistics in Schools.”

Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, 
Science, and Technical Subjects

Standard Strand Cluster

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.W.8.1

Write arguments to support 
claims with clear reasons and 
relevant evidence.

Writing Text Types and Purposes
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Bloom’s Taxonomy
Students will understand the impact of Park East High School students’ letters.

Students will apply lessons learned from the Park East High School example to their own persuasive letter.

Creating

Evaluating

Analyzing

Applying

Understanding

Remembering
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Teacher Notes

Before the Activity 
Teachers should cue up the Park East High School video in preparation for Part 2 of the activity so it’s ready 
when they need it. Teachers should also find or create an example of a persuasive letter to show students 
in Part 4.

Students should understand the following key terms: 

• American Community Survey (ACS) – a nationwide survey, conducted monthly by the U.S. Census 
Bureau, that is designed to show how communities are changing; through asking questions of a sample 
of the population, the ACS produces national data on more than 35 categories of information, such 
as education, income, housing, and employment (Some data in this activity come from the American 
Community Survey.)

• Decennial census – a constitutionally required process for the purpose of reapportioning the U.S. House 
of Representatives, occurring every 10 years, that uses a questionnaire to count all U.S. residents at every 
address in the country (according to where they resided on April 1 of that census year) 

• Ethnicity – a person’s self-identification as Hispanic/Latino or not Hispanic/Latino—as defined by the U.S. 
government; the Census Bureau collects data on race and ethnicity in accordance with guidelines provided 
by the U.S. Office of Management and Budget

• Race – a person’s self-identification with one or more social groups—as defined by the U.S. government; 
an individual can report as White, Black or African American, Asian, American Indian and Alaska Native, 
Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander, or some other race (survey respondents may report multiple 
races); the Census Bureau collects data on race and ethnicity in accordance with guidelines provided by 
the U.S. Office of Management and Budget

Teachers should explain that the difference between a survey and a census is that a census collects information 
from the total population, whereas a survey collects information from a selected sample of the population. 

Teachers should introduce the activity topic by asking students to identify examples of times when regular 
citizens have been able to create change by writing letters, protesting, marching, etc. 

Teachers should ask students what they think is the difference between “race” and “ethnicity.” Teachers should 
explain that the definitions that are being used for this activity are from the U.S. government—not from a 
dictionary—and that there may be other definitions, but these are the ones that the Census Bureau is required 
to follow. For example, some people define “race” as being associated with biology and “ethnicity” as being 
associated with culture.

CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS ENGLISH | PAGE 4

WRITING FOR CHANGE TEACHER VERSION

https://www.census.gov/schools


During the Activity
During Parts 1 and 3, students can work independently or in pairs. After each part, teachers should pause to talk 
through students’ answers as a class and answer any questions students have. 

Part 2 is when students watch the video as a class. Teachers should make sure that students are recording their 
answers to the questions in this part as they are watching the video. 

For Part 4, teachers should show students an example of a persuasive letter. Teachers should lead the class in 
identifying and discussing the different parts of the letter by asking questions: What is the topic of the letter? 
What is the writer’s main argument? What details or evidence does the writer include to support his/her 
argument? What solution or call to action does the writer propose?

Teachers should then explain to students that they will be writing their own persuasive letter about an issue in 
the community. Teachers may choose to either preselect one or two issues that students could write about, or 
lead the class in a brainstorm to come up with issues together. Teachers should guide students in determining 
the best person to send their letter to (e.g., the school board president, a member of the city council, or the 
mayor).

Once students have a topic to write about, they could work either in groups of two or independently to complete 
the graphic organizer. Students should write their letters independently. 

After the Activity 
Teachers should instruct students to read their letters to a partner, asking that the listening partner look out for 
areas that could use more detail and provide feedback. Listening partners should keep in mind the following 
questions: 

• Was your partner’s opinion clear and consistent throughout the letter?

• Did your partner provide evidence and details to support his/her opinion?

• Did your partner provide a solution or call to action at the end of the letter?

Extension Idea
For homework, students could make a list of additional materials they could send with their letters to support 
their arguments. For example, students could collect signatures, include relevant articles or data, or create a 
poem or drawing.
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Student Activity
Click here to download a printable version for students.

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity and appear at the end of this student version.

• Item 1: Race and Ethnicity

• Item 2: 2010 Census Questionnaire 

• Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire

• Item 4: Measuring Race and Ethnicity Across the Decades: 1790-2010

Student Learning Objectives
• I will cite evidence from a video to explain how students at a high school in New York City got the 

attention of a government agency. 

• I will use persuasive writing skills to write a letter to a leader in my community with the goal of sparking 
change.

Before you begin Part 1, read Item 1: Race and Ethnicity.

Part 1: Race and Ethnicity and the Census
Reread paragraphs 1 and 2 of Item 1 and then answer the following question:

1. What’s the difference between the U.S. government’s definition of race and its definition of ethnicity? Use 
evidence from the text to support your answer. 

Race is “a person’s self-identification with one or more social groups,” and ethnicity refers only to 
“whether a person is of Hispanic origin or not.”

Continue rereading and then pause right before the charts on Page 2 to answer the next question:

2. According to the text, who uses census data about race and ethnicity? How can people access these 
data?

Policymakers use the data to make decisions about where education funding is spent, to assess 
equal employment practices, and to make sure that everyone has equal access to health care. 
They, or anyone else, can view the data in tables through tools, publications, research reports, 
infographics, and data releases from the Census Bureau.

Finish rereading the rest of the text and then answer the following question:
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3. If someone asked you why census surveys and questionnaires ask about people’s race and ethnicity, what 
would you say? Use a citation from the text to support your answer.

Student answers will vary, but students should note that these data inform important decisions. 
Students could provide details from the sections “Why do we collect this data?” or “How can I use 
this information?”

Now look at the copies of the 2010 Census Questionnaire (Item 2) and the American Community Survey 
Questionnaire (Item 3). Circle or highlight all of the questions that ask for race and ethnicity information. 

Part 2: Park East High School Video
Read questions 4 and 5 below. As your teacher plays a video about students who wrote letters to the U.S. 
Census Bureau, watch and listen, and write down the answers to the questions as you discover them.

4. What’s an example of a problem a student wrote about in a letter?

Student answers will vary but could include:

• Listing “Hispanic” as an ethnicity and not a race

• Using terms considered to be derogatory

5. What did the Census Bureau do in response to the students’ honest and persuasive letters?

Representatives from the Census Bureau visited Park East High School to talk with the students 
about the concerns they shared in their letters. 

Before you begin Part 3, read Item 4: Measuring Race and Ethnicity Across the Decades: 1790-2010.

Part 3: Classifying Race and Ethnicity Over Time
Reread the first paragraph of Item 4 and then answer the following question:

6. What factors have led to changes in how the U.S. government and the Census Bureau classify race and 
ethnicity?

Social, political, and economic factors, including emancipation, immigration, and civil rights, have 
affected how the U.S. government and the Census Bureau classify race and ethnicity.

Continue rereading—stopping after you have reviewed the visualization and read the “What can we learn from 
this visualization?” section. Then answer the following question:

7. After Alaska and Hawaii became states, what changed on the census form?

The terms “Aleut,” “Eskimo,” and “Hawaiian” were added.
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Continue rereading the rest of Item 4 and then answer the following question:

8.  According to the text, what has the Census Bureau done to ensure that future census data reflect the way 
people in the United States identify themselves?

Student answers will vary, but students could note that the Census Bureau conducted the  
2015 National Content Test, which included areas for people to report their specific nationality or 
ethnic origin.

Part 4: Sparking Change With Your Own Writing
You will be writing a letter to a leader in your community describing something you would like to see changed. 
Use the graphic organizer below to organize your thoughts before you write your letter.

Topic or issue My Response

Argument

Details that support 
your argument

Proposed solution 
or call to action

Use the information in your table to write a persuasive letter explaining what the issue is and how you think it 
should be addressed. 
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Item 1: Race and Ethnicity 
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Item 1: Race and Ethnicity (Continued)

www.census.gov/mso/www/training/pdf/race-ethnicity-onepager.pdf
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Item 2: 2010 Census Questionnaire
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Item 2: 2010 Census Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 2: 2010 Census Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 2: 2010 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

www.census.gov/history/pdf/2010questionnaire.pdf
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)

CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS ENGLISH | PAGE 18

WRITING FOR CHANGE TEACHER VERSION

https://www.census.gov/schools


Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)
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Item 3: American Community Survey Questionnaire (Continued)

www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/methodology/questionnaires/2017/quest17.pdf
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Item 4: Measuring Race and Ethnicity Across the Decades: 1790-2010
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Item 4: Measuring Race and Ethnicity Across the Decades: 1790-2010 (Continued)

www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/random-samplings/2015/11/measuring-race-and-ethnicity-across-the-decades-1790-2010.html
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