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Schedule
Time Content

0:00 Housekeeping

0:02 Land Acknowledgement

0:05 Who is here and why? (Interactive Activity)

0:15 US Census and ACS: Past and Present (Presentation)

0:35 A Tutorial for the Modern Map-Minded Panther (Step-by-step)

1:05 Tools and Trends

1:10 Questions

1:25 Wrap-up (Discussion)

https://srappel.github.io/census_workshop_2021/content/land-acknowledgement.html


The United States Census
&

American Community Survey



US Constitution
Article 1, Section 2

Representatives and direct taxes shall be 
apportioned among the several states 
which may be included within this union, 
according to their respective numbers ... 
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.



What else do we do 
with information 
from the census?



The Decennial Census
● Full count of all persons living 

in US residences
● Every 10 years since 1790
● Short Form vs Long Form

○ By Census 2000, the short-form 
asked 7 questions of all 
residents, while the long-form 
added 26 population and 20 
housing questions for about 
one in every six households.

● Count each person once, and in 

the correct location
● Age, Sex, Race/Ethnicity

● Household information
○ Number of persons

○ Tenure

○ Relationships among persons

● Long form information 

comparable to ACS

View 2020 Sample 
Questionnaire

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/technical-documentation/questionnaires-and-instructions/questionnaires/2020-informational-questionnaire.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/technical-documentation/questionnaires-and-instructions/questionnaires/2020-informational-questionnaire.pdf


The American Community Survey
● Survey of about 300k 

households each month

● Replaces census long form

● Continuous (annual data 

releases)

● 1, 3, and 5-year estimates

● Only down to block group 

geography (no blocks)

● Margin of error

● Detailed Topics
○ Education

○ Employment

○ Income

○ Health

○ Resources

○ Computers/Internet

○ More,,,

View 2021 Sample 
ACS Questionnaire

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/methodology/questionnaires/2021/quest21.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/methodology/questionnaires/2021/quest21.pdf


Geography



Census Tracts

Statistical
Not legal boundaries, but instead designed for 

statistical use and aggregation

Huge variation in area
Sparsely populated areas have very large tracts, 

dense areas have smaller tracts

Hierarchy
Contained by County boundaries, contain Block 

Groups->Blocks. Lines defined by edges.
Douglas County: 13

Milwaukee 
County: 307



Census Blocks

Statistical
Not used for ACS Data. Building block of all 
census geographies.

Too small for small-scale maps
Quickly looks like a population density map. 
Better for large-scale projects at neighborhood 
level. Used for Redistricting.

Hierarchy
Contained by Block Groups (smallest ACS areas)Douglas County: 3523

Milwaukee 
County: 12,443



Other Geographies

Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA)
A region with a relatively high population density at its 
core and close economic ties throughout the area

Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMA)
Non-overlapping, statistical geographic areas that partition 
each state into geographic areas containing no fewer than 
100,000 people each.

Legal Boundaries
States, Counties, Municipalities (MCD), Census 
Designated Place, American Indian Areas, Zip 
code tabulation areas...



Standard Hierarchy of Geographic Entities

View Island Areas Hierarchy

See American Indian, Alaska 
Native, and Native Hawaiian 

Areas Hierarchy

https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/geodiagram_islandareas.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/geodiagram_islandareas.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/aianhh_diag.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/aianhh_diag.pdf


Considerations

Political
● Redistricting
● 72 year rule (and violations of it)
● Citizenship Question

Statistical
● Survey method used in ACS vs…

● Imputation in the Decennial Census

Social
● Marginalized populations undercounted

● Incarcerated Populations

● Race and Ethnicity

● Queering the census



NHGIS Tutorial
Click here to go to the tutorial

https://srappel.github.io/census_workshop_2021/content/tutorial.html


Tools and Trends



● Replaces American Fact Finder
● Great “Profile” tools and tools 

for working with tables
● Some mapping tools, a bit 

complicated
● API Access
● Lots of learning materials

data.census.gov



Social Explorer
● Subscription based ($$$), no 

free version
● 500k “indicators”
● Lots of data (not just census)



PolicyMap
● Subscription based, lots of 

features in public version
● Tables, Reports, Maps
● 50k “indicators” from outside 

and internal data



GetFacts
● Getfacts.wisc.edu
● Applied Population Lab and 

UW-Extension
● I liked the old version better
● Great for canned visualizations 

of authoritative data
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