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This Week
• Census data

• Reasoning with data

• Writing about data



Debrief - Last Week’s Work

• What went well?

• What was hard?

• What’s not clear?

• What does mastery look 

like?



Census Data



Decennial Census
• The Census is constitutionally mandated to occur every 

10 years for the purposes of apportioning representation

• Beyond the constitutional mandate, the Census Bureau 

collects additional information as a public service

• Population Demographics and Structure

• Labor force participation

• Income and poverty

• Housing

• Transportation

•  Education and occupation

• Mobility, migration, immigration



Decennial Census
• First U.S. Census: 1790

• Modern Context

• Allocation of congressional seats

• Allocation of electoral votes

• Allocation of government program funds

• The Census changes with society - methods and 

results are often contested and are political





Decennial Census

First Census

1790
1905

1830
1937

Standardized Enumeration Economic Census (mail) Statistical probability techniques 
(special census of unemployment)
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Decennial Census vs. ACS

Every 10 years

Constitutionally mandated

100% count

Focus on population count

Massive effort

Temporary staff

Estimates reflect the whole 
population

Continuous process

Samples 3.54 million / year

Focus on characteristics

Professional staff

Estimates account for sampling 
uncertainty







The Citizenship Question

• Why might this be an 
important question?


• What could be political 
about asking it?


• What positives might come 
from enumerating this?


• What negatives might come 
from enumerating this?


• What are the implications for 
neighborhoods and local 
communities?



Differential Privacy

Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the 
several States which may be included within this Union, according 
to their respective Numbers, which shall be determined by adding 
to the whole Number of free Persons, including those bound to 
Service for a Term of Years, and excluding Indians not taxed, three 
fifths of all other Persons. The actual Enumeration shall be made 
within three Years after the first Meeting of the Congress of the 
United States, and within every subsequent Term of ten Years, in 
such Manner as they shall by Law direct. 

U.S. Constitution, Article 1, Section 2, Clause 3



Differential Privacy

… With regard to the census and survey records of the Bureau of 
the Census containing data identifying individuals enumerated in 
population censuses, any release pursuant to this section of such 
identifying information contained in such records shall be made by 
the Administrator of General Services pursuant to the 
specifications and agreements set forth in the exchange of 
correspondence on our about the date of October 10, 1952 
between the Director of the Bureau of the Census and the Archivist 
of the United States…

PL 95-416 (1978)



Differential Privacy

After a lapse of seventy-two years from 
the enumeration date of a decennial 
census, the National Archives and 
Records service may disclose information 
contained in these records for use in 
legitimate historical, genealogical or other 
worth-while research, provided adequate 
precautions are taken to make sure that 
the information disclosed is not used fro 
the detriment of any of the persons whose 
records are involved.



Differential Privacy

Neither the Secretary, nor any other officer or employee of the 
Department of Commerce or bureau or agency thereof [can]… use 
the information furnished under the provisions of this title for any 
purpose other than the statistical purposes for which it was 
supplied; or make any publication whereby the data finished by 
any particular establishment or individual under this title can be 
identified; or permit anyone other than the sworn officers and 
employees of the Department or bureau or agency thereof the 
examine the individual reports. 

13 U.S.C 9



Differential Privacy

Full Enumeration Records Privacy





Census Geographies



 

 

 

 

 

    

 
 

 

  

 

 

   

     Standard Hierarchy of Census Geographic Entities 

NATION 

REGIONS 

DIVISIONS 

STATES 

Counties 

Census Blocks 

Block Groups 

Census Tracts 

Urban Areas 

Core Based Statistical Areas 

ZIP Code Tabulation Areas 

School Districts 
Congressional Districts 

Voting Districts 

Traffic Analysis Zones 

County Subdivisions 

Subminor Civil Divisions 

Places 

Public Use Microdata Areas 

State Legislative Districts 

Urban Growth Areas 

AIANNH Areas* 
(American Indian, Alaska 
Native, Native Hawaiian 
Areas) 

* Refer to the “Hierarchy of American Indian, Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian Areas” on page 2. 

November 2020 

1 

• Lines indicate geographies 
which cannot cross each other


• For instance, places never 
cross state lines and tracts 
never cross county lines


• Maps are a valuable way to 
represent these relationships
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Tracts



Block 

Groups



Reasoning 
With Data



Good Writing  in Planning



Good Writing  in Planning

• Persuasive stories are dependent upon their details

• We respond to what characters do

• The more actions are summarized, the more we see 

the story rather than discrete pieces of information



A timid underachiever succeeds at a new job.





A rich guy tries to save the world.











A rich guy tries to save the world.

Details matter.



Audience matters.



Audience matters.

Costs and benefits of eliminating 
single family zoning





Who, what, where, when


Do it early. Context helps the reader and makes your writing 
simpler

Establish Context



Compare to widely known things


Know your audience - plausible examples of covid impact 
will be different for a landlord group, tenants’ rights 
advocates, and local government officials

Simple, Plausible Examples



Key points may take different forms - tables, charts, figures, 
and text

Use the Right Tools



If you struggle to define it, you need another term.

Define Terms



Interpret by providing additional information.


Avoide evaluating, labeling, or judging.

Report and Interpret



When a business announces a sale, it doesn’t say prices have 
changed…

Specify direction and magnitude



This is hard!


Rely heavily on the previous principles. 

Summarize Patterns and Find Generalizations



Understand Variable Types

Specify Units

Examine Variable Distributions



Make Reference to Standards

In 2021, 12,450 households in Champaign County earned 
between $50,000 and $75,000


What standards might help us to interpret this?



Choose an Appropriate Number of Digits

Do you need to convey precision or a general concept?



Questions


