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What is the Census?  
A census counts every person living in a certain area. In the United States, the census is conducted every 10 
years. The census was written into the U.S. Constitution, and required to be completed at least every 10 
years. Conducting a census was not a novel idea. Ancient cultures such as the Egyptians and the Romans  
conducted census; however, the U.S. was one of the first modern countries to count all people in the census, 
not just men of fighting age. The first U.S. Census was conducted in 1790.   
 
Why is the Census important?  
The census helps determine the amount of funding your community will receive for services such as schools, 
fire departments, and hospitals. It also determines how many seats your state receives in the U.S. House of 
Representatives. These determinations are based on the number of people who live in a particular area. It is 
law that everyone participate in the U.S. census.  
 
What can the Census tell us about the past? 
The census can tell us about who was living in a particular area at any given time, what the main types of 
jobs were, levels of income, and other similar types of information. All of this information can be used to  
determine what a community, town, or state might have been like. The census is a snapshot of a place at a 
particular point in time.  
 
 



The Colorado Census 
At Home Activity 

Overview: 
Learners will take a close look at Colorado census data from the 19th century and then use that data to  
construct the story of what Colorado looked like in the 1870s. 
 
Instructions 
Take a look at the 1860, 1870, and 1880 Colorado census by occupation documents that are included on the 
next few pages and then answer the following questions:  
 
 Are there any occupations, or jobs, listed on any of the three censuses that you have never heard of  

before? What do you think they might be? Ask a grownup if they know what any of these are. 
 
 Are there any trends you notice over time? Are certain jobs more or less popular as the decades  

progress?  
 
 Find at least five jobs that people still have today. Can you find even more?  
 
 Are there certain jobs that women seem to do more than men? What about jobs that men tend to do 

more than men? 
 
 Were you surprised to see how many kids between the ages of 10-15 had jobs? Were there any job types 

that surprised you that kids were doing?  
 
 Was there anything else that surprised you?  
 
Activity: 
Pretend that the year is 1872 and you are living in the territory of Colorado. You came out West from  
Pennsylvania with your family, hoping for a better life. Like most kids your age, you went to school through 
the fourth grade and now it’s time for you to get a job and help support your family. Look at the list of  
possible jobs on the 1870 Census and choose one. Next, write a short story (a couple of paragraphs or pages) 
about what your new job is like. Are you living on the plains? In a town? Or up in the mountains? You can 
write about the tasks you are doing, the people you meet while working, and what your job is like.  What 
does it look like where you work? Who are you working with? Do you earn a lot of money or just a little bit? 
(Caregivers, for younger learners, if the writing activity is too challenging, ask them to simply tell you about 
their new job.)  
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