
USING THE DECENNIAL 
CENSUS TO DRAW CONCLUSIONS 
ABOUT AMERICAN LIFE
TEACHER VERSION
Subject Level:

High School History

Grade Level:

9–10

Approx. Time Required:

45–60 minutes

Learning Objectives:

•	 Students will be able to gather information from primary sources.

•	 Students will be able to make inferences from 1940, 1960, and 2010 census questionnaires to 
explain how the questions relate to the socioeconomic issues of each era.
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Activity Description
Students will examine questions from 1940, 1960, and 2010 census questionnaires to 

analyze socioeconomic changes in the U.S. population before and after World War II.

Suggested Grade Level:
9–10

Approximate Time Required:
45–60 minutes

Learning Objectives:
•	 Students will be able to gather information from primary sources.
•	 Students will be able to make inferences from 1940, 1960, and 2010 census questionnaires to explain 

how the questions relate to the socioeconomic issues of each era.

Topics:
•	 Data collection
•	 Decennial census
•	 Societal changes
•	 World War II

Skills Taught:
•	 Analyzing primary sources
•	 Drawing conclusions
•	 Making inferences

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Materials Required
•	 The student version of this activity, 30 pages

•	 A teacher computer with Internet access and a projector to display web sites

A computer with Internet access for each student is optional.

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity. Items, their sources, and any relevant instructions for viewing them 
online appear at the end of this teacher version.

•	 Item 1: 1940 Census Questionnaire

•	 Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire

•	 Item 3: 2010 Census Questionnaire

For more information to help you introduce your students to the U.S. 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 charts below. For more information, read 
“Overview of Education Standards and Guidelines Addressed in Statistics in Schools Activities.”

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

Standard Strand Cluster

CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.1

Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary 
and secondary sources, attending to such features as the date 
and origin of the information.

RH 9–10 – History/
Social Studies

Key Ideas and 
Details

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/about/students101.html
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/standards/standards-guideline.html
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/9-10/1/
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UCLA National Standards for History: U.S. History Content Standards

Era Standard

9 – Postwar United States 
(1945 to Early 1970s)

Standard 1: The economic boom and social transformation of postwar 
United States

UCLA National Standards for History: Historical Thinking Standards

Standard Description

Standard 3: Historical Analysis 
and Interpretation

Analyze cause-and-effect relationships. Students will analyze 1940, 
1960, and 2010 census questionnaires to understand the relationship 
between World War II and subsequent socioeconomic changes in the U.S. 
population.

Bloom’s Taxonomy
Students will evaluate primary and secondary sources to make inferences and draw conclusions about 
socioeconomic changes in the U.S. population between 1940 and 2010.

Creating

Evaluating

Analyzing

Applying

Understanding

Remembering

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/us-history-content-standards/united-states-era-9
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/us-history-content-standards/united-states-era-9
https://phi.history.ucla.edu/nchs/alignment-common-core-standards/3-historical-analysis-interpretation/
https://phi.history.ucla.edu/nchs/alignment-common-core-standards/3-historical-analysis-interpretation/
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Teacher Notes

Before the Activity
Students must understand the following key term:

• 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) 

Students should have a basic understanding of the following concept:

• The socioeconomic changes that occurred after World War II as a result of the postwar economic boom

Teachers should be aware — and may choose to share with students — that the 1940 Census 
had separate questionnaires for population and housing, but that Item 1 includes only the housing 
questions as the focus. The 1960 Census combined the housing and population questions into 
one form (Item 2), and the 2010 Census included a revised set of questions, focused more on 
population than on housing (Item 3). Teachers could get more information about the questionnaires here 
(www.census.gov/history/www/through_the_decades/questionnaires).

Teachers could also project the full 1940 population questionnaire 
(www.census.gov/history/pdf/1940_population_questionnaire.pdf) on the screen and give students the 
opportunity to examine it for context. To give students additional context, teachers could show them this 
infographic (www.census.gov/library/visualizations/2012/comm/1940-census-change.html) about how America 
changed from 1940 to 2010.

If students have access to computers, teachers should have them view the items (some of which are difficult to 
read) online so that they can zoom in. For question 10, which asks students to read a USA Today article, teachers 
could have students read it online, on the projector screen, or on hard copies the teacher must print.

Teachers should get students thinking by asking them whether they recall their parents filling out a census 
questionnaire in the past.

During the Activity
Teachers should monitor students as they work.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/history/www/through_the_decades/questionnaires
http://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1940_population_questionnaire.pdf
http://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/2012/comm/1940-census-change.html
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After the Activity
Teachers could ask students to use what they learned in this activity — and in outside resources, such as those 
from the school library — to explain how they know that the postwar period was a time of economic growth and 
prosperity.

Extension Idea
•	 Teachers could ask students to predict what types of questions will be asked in the next decennial census 

and how that questionnaire would be different from the last.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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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: 1940 Census Questionnaire

•	 Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire

•	 Item 3: 2010 Census Questionnaire 

Student Learning Objectives
•	 I will be able to gather information from primary sources.

•	 I will be able to make inferences from 1940, 1960, and 2010 census questionnaires to explain how the 
questions relate to the socioeconomic issues of each era.

1.	 What do you notice about the questions in Item 1: 1940 Census Questionnaire? Does anything surprise 
you? What do you wonder about? Record at least three observations and at least three questions about 
the item.

Student observations will vary but could include:

•	 The questionnaire asks about water usage, heating equipment, and restrooms in a housing unit.

•	 The questionnaire separates dwelling units from nonfarm units.

•	 The questionnaire fits on one page, but there is a lot of information to fill out.

Student questions will vary but could include:

•	 Why does the government care about toilet facilities in a home?

•	 Were people resistant to fill this questionnaire out?

•	 Why does it ask about nonfarm units?

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/activities/history/hh-22_student.pdf
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2.	 Now closely review Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire, then create a Venn diagram that shows the 
differences and similarities between Items 1 and 2. Include at least three points in each diagram section.

Student diagrams will vary but could look similar to:

1940 Census:

•	 Questionnaire is one page 
long.

•	 There are three options for 
race: white, negro, and all 
other.

•	 It asks about radios and 
refrigerators.

Both:

•	 Both ask farming-specific 
questions.

•	 Both require significant 
time for respondents to 
complete.

•	 Both ask questions on the 
use of items and which 
facilities are available 
in a home to understand 
American lifestyle at the 
time.

1960 Census:

•	 Questionnaire is multiple 
pages long.

•	 There are more options 
for race: white, negro, 
American Indian, Japanese, 
Chinese, Filipino, Hawaiian, 
part Hawaiian, Aleut, 
Eskimo, etc.

•	 It includes questions 
about more modern-day 
appliances and electronics 
like TVs, freezers, and 
washing machines.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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3.	 Answers to which specific questions from Item 2 would have helped illustrate a respondent’s overall 
housing situation? How?

Student answers will vary but could include: Answers to questions about the year in which a 
person’s home was built, how many bedrooms it had, and whether the person lived in a trailer 
would have given a rough picture of that respondent’s overall housing situation — if the home was 
old or new, small or large, and mobile or permanent.

4.	 Still looking at Item 2, what are some ways that homes were heated and cooled in 1960, and what does 
this variety of options tell you about the differences in Americans’ socioeconomic statuses at the time?

Student answers will vary but could include: For heating a home, the questionnaire asks about 
steam, a furnace, built-in electrical units, and room heaters, and it leaves “not heated” as an 
option. For cooling a home, the questionnaire includes central air conditioning, room units, and no 
air conditioning. This wide range of options for heating and cooling a home illustrates the range of 
socioeconomic levels in America after World War II. Some people had more money, so they could 
afford these comforts while others could not.

5.	 According to Item 2, what might people during this time period have used to get their news and what 
might they have used to communicate with others?

In 1960, people could have used radios and TV sets to get the news and telephones to 
communicate.

6.	 Choose three questions from Item 2, then determine how an American in poverty and an American in the 
middle class might answer them.

Student answers below will vary depending on the questions chosen but should recognize that in 
1960, a middle-class person likely would have had more “modern” conveniences than a person in 
poverty.

Question from Item 2
Potential response of an 
American in poverty

Potential response of a middle-
class American

http://www.census.gov/schools
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7.	 Write a paragraph explaining how the questions and options listed in Item 2 tie into the economic boom 
and social transformation that the United States saw in the decades following World War II.

Student paragraphs will vary but should include that the socioeconomic changes in the U.S. 
population after the war — specifically, the growth of the middle class — are reflected in the 
questions about “modern” conveniences, like washers and dryers, TVs, and air conditioning. 
However, the questionnaire illustrates that access to these amenities was not universal.

8.	 How was life in the United States different in 1960 compared with in 1940? Use information from 
Items 1 and 2 to support your answer.

Student answers will vary.

9.	 Now look at Item 3: 2010 Census Questionnaire. What changed since 1960?

Student answers will vary but could include that the 2010 questionnaire is significantly 
shorter and simpler and that the housing questions are not as specific as those from 1960. The 
2010 questionnaire also includes more — and different — options for race. Overall, the 2010 
questionnaire shows how times have changed since 1960. There are no questions about appliances 
or electronics, probably because the U.S. Census Bureau knows that most people have them.

10.	Read the USA Today article titled, “Census tracks 20 years of sweeping change” (usatoday30.
usatoday.com/news/nation/census/2011-08-10-census-20-years-change_n.htm?siteID=je6NUbpObpQ-
7apO6FpsGc9D2HOXkUKJtg), which discusses changes in the population reported by the U.S. Census 
Bureau in 2010. According to the article, what were some of these changes?

Student answers will vary but could include that Americans were more diverse — and most notable, 
that there were more Hispanics — in 2010 than in 1990. Also, the traditional family structure 
changed. In 1990, the most common living arrangement was one or two parents and their young 
children; in 2010, that shifted to include multigenerational households, unrelated people living 
together, and a solo living arrangement.

11.	Thinking about the similarities and differences among the 1940, 1960, and 2010 census questionnaires, in 
what major ways have Americans’ socioeconomic situations changed from era to era?

Student answers will vary but should mention what students learned throughout this activity.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/nation/census/2011-08-10-census-20-years-change_n.htm?siteID=je6NUbpObp
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/nation/census/2011-08-10-census-20-years-change_n.htm?siteID=je6NUbpObp
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/news/nation/census/2011-08-10-census-20-years-change_n.htm?siteID=je6NUbpObp
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Item 1: 1940 Census Questionnaire

www.census.gov/history/pdf/1940_housing_questionnaire.pdf
Click on the link above to view the item online.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1940_housing_questionnaire.pdf
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Item 1: 1940 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

www.census.gov/history/pdf/1940_housing_questionnaire.pdf

Click on the link above to view the item online.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1940_housing_questionnaire.pdf
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Item 1: 1940 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

www.census.gov/history/pdf/1940_housing_questionnaire.pdf

Click on the link above to view the item online.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1940_housing_questionnaire.pdf
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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www.census.gov/history/pdf/1960censusquestionnaire-2.pdf

Click on the link above to view the item online.

Item 2: 1960 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www.census.gov/history/pdf/1960censusquestionnaire-2.pdf
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Item 3: 2010 Census Questionnaire

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 3: 2010 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 3: 2010 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 3: 2010 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 3: 2010 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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www.census.gov/history/pdf/2010questionnaire.pdf

Click on the link above to view the item online.

Item 3: 2010 Census Questionnaire (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/history/pdf/2010questionnaire.pdf
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