
AMERICA THEN AND NOW – 
INTERPRETING CHANGES IN 
DEMOGRAPHIC DATA
TEACHER VERSION
Subject Level:

High School History

Grade Level:

11–12

Approx. Time Required:

45–60 minutes

Learning Objectives:

•	 Students will be able to analyze infographics to describe details of American life in 
1940 and 2010.

•	 Students will be able to identify changes in American life between 1940 and 2010 and make 
inferences about what caused them.

•	 Students will be able to identify how U.S. Census Bureau methodologies have changed over 
time and explain why.
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Activity Description
Students will review a series of infographics to learn how America’s demographics have 

changed between 1940 and 2010.

Suggested Grade Level:
11–12

Approximate Time Required:
45–60 minutes

Learning Objectives:
•	 Students will be able to analyze infographics to describe details of American life in 1940 and 2010.
•	 Students will be able to identify changes in American life between 1940 and 2010 and make 

inferences about what caused them.
•	 Students will be able to identify how U.S. Census Bureau methodologies have changed over time and 

explain why. 

Topics:
•	 The Great Depression
•	 Pre-World War II era
•	 Societal changes 

Skills Taught:
•	 Analyzing visual data
•	 Making inferences
•	 Synthesizing data

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Materials Required
•	 The student version of this activity, 14 pages

A teacher computer with Internet access and a projector to display web sites 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: Five Most Populated States Infographic

•	 Item 2: Racial and Ethnic Diversity Infographic

•	 Item 3: Education Infographic

•	 Item 4: Earnings Infographic

•	 Item 5: Top Industries Infographic

•	 Item 6: Housing Infographic

•	 Item 7: Marital Status Infographic

•	 Item 8: Additional Infographic Information

Student Learning Objectives 
•	 Students will be able to analyze infographics to describe details of American life in 1940 and 2010. 

•	 Students will be able to identify changes in American life between 1940 and 2010 and make inferences 
about what caused them. 

•	 Students will be able to identify how U.S. Census Bureau methodologies have changed over time and 
explain why. 

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.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/about/students101.html
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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.11-12.7

Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information 
presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, 
quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to address 
a question or solve a problem.

RH 11–12 – History/Social 
Studies 

Integration of 
Knowledge and Ideas

UCLA National Standards for History: U.S. History Content Standards

Era Standard

8 – The Great Depression and 
World War II (1929–1945)

Standard 3: The causes and course of World War II, the character of the 
war at home and abroad, and its reshaping of the U.S. role in world affairs.

10 – Contemporary United 
States (1968 to the Present)

Standard 2: Economic, social, and cultural developments in contemporary 
United States.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/standards/standards-guideline.html
http://www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/11-12/7/
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/us-history-content-standards/united-states-era-8
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/us-history-content-standards/united-states-era-8
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/us-history-content-standards/united-state-era-10
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/us-history-content-standards/united-state-era-10
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UCLA National Standards for History: Historical Thinking Standards

Standard Description

Standard 3: Historical 
Analysis and Interpretation 

Analyze cause-and-effect relationships. Students will analyze how different 
socioeconomic factors affected the population distribution in the United 
States between 1940 and 2010.

Standard 4: Historical 
Research Capabilities

Employ quantitative analysis. Students will analyze demographic data from 
1940 and 2010 to understand changes in American society. 

Bloom’s Taxonomy
Students will create questions and support their inferences with census data.

Creating

Evaluating

Analyzing

Applying

Understanding

Remembering

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/historical-thinking-standards/3.-historical-analysis-and-interpretation
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/historical-thinking-standards/3.-historical-analysis-and-interpretation
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/historical-thinking-standards/4.-historical-research-capabilities
http://www.nchs.ucla.edu/history-standards/historical-thinking-standards/4.-historical-research-capabilities
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Teacher Notes

Before the Activity
Students must understand the following ideas and concepts:

•	 The Great Depression

•	 World War II, especially its effect on U.S. industries and the economy

During the Activity
Teachers should monitor students as they work, especially in part 2 when students work in pairs.

After the Activity
Teachers could address students’ questions from question 2 of part 1 as part of a class discussion. Teachers 
could also give students an opportunity to share what they learned in the activity during that discussion and/or 
in an exit slip (a written student response demonstrating understanding of content) using one of the following 
prompts:

•	 What did you observe that confirmed what you already knew about changes in the United States in the 
20th century?

•	 What did you observe that surprised you?

•	 What questions do you still have about this topic?

Extension Ideas
•	 Teachers could have students interview members of the baby boomer generation to learn about specific 

changes that took place during their lifetimes and how those changes affected them.

•	 Teachers could have students select topics that were not covered in the infographics (e.g., sports, 
entertainment, fashion), find information about those topics in 1940 and 2010, and present their research 
to the class by making an infographic on a poster or in a PowerPoint.

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: Five Most Populated States Infographic

•	 Item 2: Racial and Ethnic Diversity Infographic

•	 Item 3: Education Infographic

•	 Item 4: Earnings Infographic

•	 Item 5: Top Industries Infographic

•	 Item 6: Housing Infographic

•	 Item 7: Marital Status Infographic

•	 Item 8: Additional Infographic Information

Student Learning Objectives
•	 I will be able to analyze infographics to describe details of American life in 1940 and 2010.

•	 I will be able to identify changes in American life between 1940 and 2010 and make inferences about 
what caused them.

•	 I will be able to identify how U.S. Census Bureau methodologies have changed over time and explain why.

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/activities/history/hh-6_student.pdf
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Part 1 – Analyze Infographics
1.	 Imagine you were a high school student in 1940. Predict ways that your life would be different from the 

one you lead today.

Student answers will vary.

2.	 Review the infographics in Items 1–7 and then write at least five observations and/or questions about any 
of the data.

Student observations and questions will vary but should refer to the data.

3.	 Use Item 1 to rank the states based on their populations.

a.	 List the states that were most populous, from largest to smallest, in 1940.

1.	 New York

2.	 Pennsylvania

3.	 Illinois

4.	 California

5.	 Ohio

(Teachers should be aware that California and Ohio had the same population in 1940, so students’ 
answers for numbers 4 and 5 are interchangeable.)

b.	 List the states that were most populous, from largest to smallest, in 2010.

1.	 California

2.	 Texas

3.	 New York

4.	 Florida

5.	 Illinois

4.	 Still looking at the data in Item 1, toward which regions did the population shift from 1940 to 2010? What 
social, economic, or political factors could explain this shift?

Student answers will vary but could include: The population shifted to the South and to the West. 
The oil industry in Texas grew, so people may have moved there for employment.

5.	 To answer the following questions, imagine you were a leader in one of the most populous states in 2010.

a.	 What are some of the benefits of being one of the most populous states? Consider social, economic, 
and political benefits as you explain your answer.

Student answers will vary but could include: The most populous states could benefit from more 
tax revenue as well as a larger, more diverse workforce.

b.	 What are some of the challenges of being one of the most populous states? Consider social, economic, 
and political challenges as you explain your answer.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Student answers will vary but could include: Those states could struggle to support their 
population in terms of money and resources.

6.	 In December 1941, the United States entered World War II. How did the nation’s entrance into the war 
affect U.S. industries and the economy? Support your answer with evidence from your background 
knowledge.

Student answers will vary but could include: The U.S. entrance into the war was immediately 
followed by a mass mobilization across military and civilian industries. Factories were restructured 
to support the Allied war efforts and industrial and agricultural production increased to support 
soldiers overseas. The mass mobilization, which sparked the creation of jobs, helped bring the 
United States out of the Great Depression.

7.	 How do you think the United States’ entrance into World War II affected household income? Explain your 
answer.

Student answers will vary but could include: Per capita income did not change dramatically during 
the war years, but more Americans did join the workforce. Consumer goods were limited at that 
time, because resources were dedicated to the war efforts. The end of the war, however, led to 
increased earnings and a boom in consumerism.

8.	 Refer to Item 8 to answer the following questions.

a.	 How did the Census Bureau’s questions about race and ethnicity change between 1940 and 2010?

Student answers will vary but could include: In 1940, the three main racial/ethnic categories 
were black, white, and other; by 2010, the categories had expanded to include Hispanic or 
Latino origin and the option to self-identify as more than one race/ethnicity.

b.	 How did the Census Bureau’s questions about marital status change between 1940 and 2010?

Student answers will vary but could include: In 1940, the options were single, married, 
widowed, and divorced; by 2010, the options were now married, widowed, divorced, separated, 
and never married.

9.	 Why do you think the Census Bureau’s questions about race and ethnicity and marital status changed 
from 1940 to 2010? 

Student answers will vary but should mention how aspects of American life changed significantly 
during that time frame and so the census changed to keep up.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Part 2 – Write Your Own Questions About the Infographics

1.	 Choose a partner. Write your partner’s full name here: ____________________________________________

2.	 Each select a different infographic from Items 2–7 and write four questions about yours that require 
critical analysis of the data. On another sheet of paper, write the answers to those questions.

Student questions and answers will vary depending on the infographic chosen.

1.	

2.	

3.	

4.	

3.	 Copy your partner’s questions below and then answer them.

Student responses will vary.

1.	

2.	

3.	

4.	

4.	 Share and discuss the answers with your partner.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: Five Most Populated States Infographic

www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf

Click on the link above and navigate to Page 2.

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf
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Item 2: Racial and Ethnic Diversity Infographic

www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf

Click on the link above and navigate to Page 2.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf
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Item 3: Education Infographic

www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf

Click on the link above and navigate to Page 3.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf
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Item 4: Earnings Infographic

Note: This item compares all jobs, not like jobs. Since women dominated lower paying fields, such as nursing, 
retail, and education, the overall wages of women were lower than those of men.

www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf

Click on the link above and navigate to Page 3.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf
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Item 5: Top Industries Infographic

www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf

Click on the link above and navigate to Page 3.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf
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Item 6: Housing Infographic

www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf

Click on the link above and navigate to Page 4.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf
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Item 7: Marital Status Infographic

www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf

Click on the link above and navigate to Page 4.

http://www.census.gov/schools
http://www.census.gov/1940census/pdf/then-and-now-8.5x11.pdf
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Item 8: Additional Infographic Information

http://www.census.gov/schools


CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS� HISTORY  |  PAGE 18

AMERICA THEN AND NOW – INTERPRETING  
CHANGES IN DEMOGRAPHIC DATA� TEACHER VERSION

Item 8: Additional Infographic Information (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 8: Additional Infographic Information (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools



