
What can we learn from the census? 
AGE RANGE Years 5 and 6 
TIME 45 - 60 mins 
CURRICULUM LINKS 
Areas of learning and experience 
Humanities (History and Geography) 
Mathematics and numeracy 

Cross-curricular skills 

Numeracy 

Learning that statistics represent data and that probability models 
chance helps us make informed inferences and decisions 
•  Representing data 
•  Interpreting data 

INTRODUCTION 
This Let’s Count! 2022 lesson is part of a set of five new 
lesson plans from the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS). It uses Census 2021, a significant real-life event, 
as a stimulus. Together, these five lessons aim to help 
improve literacy, numeracy and humanities. They 
follow on from the 14 lessons developed for the 
award-winning Let’s Count! 2021. These lessons are 
all still available to download on the website 
www.letscount.org.uk. 

All 19 lessons will take children on a journey from 
collecting the data in 2021 to publishing the results in 
2022. The ONS is running this education programme 
again so children can continue to learn about the 
importance of the census and the statistics it 
produces. This can show the nation’s future doctors, 
teachers and even statisticians how the census 
supports local services, as well as equality, inclusion 
and representation. 

The ONS has been working on turning the information 
collected from Census 2021 into published statistics, 
which is a big task.

http://www.letscount.org.uk
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LESSON OVERVIEW 
The purpose of this lesson is for children to explore census data from the Nomis 
website and newly released 1921 data. Two contrasting locations are used to highlight 
how the work that people do has changed from 1921 to 2011. Pupils can consider the 
impact that these changes have had on the people who live there and predict what 
might happen in the future, reflected in the Census 2021 data. 

Teachers may also like to look for the data relating to their own area. 
They can see what industry is like now and compare this with knowledge 
of local history to see how livelihoods have changed and developed 
over time. 

Numbers of people are used in some graphs and percentage data 
is used in others to allow for direct comparison using proportions. 

There are many opportunities for cross-curricular links to 
history and geography, considering the different locations 
of Rye and Merthyr Tydfil, and opportunities for writing. 
You might want to think about the newspaper reports about 
the changes to the main industries in the areas or write diaries 
for those workers whose jobs are disappearing. 

LEARNING INTENTIONS 
To interpret information presented in graphs and tables. 
To use census data to compare geographical areas and to compare those areas 
over time. 
To identify the impact that these changes have on people and places. 

KEY VOCABULARY 
Census, population, proportion, percentage, industry, workforce. 

WHAT YOU WILL NEED 
•  Mini whiteboards for quiz responses. 
•  Printed copies of the key graphs and data from the presentation for pupils to use 

and annotate. 
•  Lists of the industries highlighted in the 1921 and 2011 censuses are included 

as appendices in this document. 

You can download this lesson plan and the accompanying PowerPoint presentation 
slides from the Let’s Count! website, www.letscount.org.uk

http://www.letscount.org.uk
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The census is a count of all the people in England and Wales. It asks many questions, 
such as where people live, what jobs they do, which languages they speak, and how 
many cars they own. The census asks all these questions so that we know how many 
people there are in England and Wales. This helps the government make sure there are 
enough things that matter to us, like schools and hospitals, in the places where people 
will need them. That is why it is so important for all adults to fill in the census 
questionnaire. The last census was in March 2021. The Office for National Statistics 
(ONS) has been working on turning the information collected from the census into 
published statistics, which is a big task. 

The Quiz 
1. The lesson starts with a quiz. It will 

introduce some interesting facts about 
the census over the years, the sorts of 
questions asked and some interesting 
facts arising from the history of 
the census. 

For example, in 1911, suffragette Emily 
Davison spent census night in a broom 
cupboard in the House of Commons to 
protest about the vote. She’s recorded 
there as ‘discovered hiding in the crypt 
at Westminster Palace’, though it’s also 
known as Guy Fawkes’ cupboard. 
There’s a plaque there now. The 
feminist boycott of census that year 
is well documented. People wrote all 
kinds of messages on the 
forms, they risked 
considerable fines 
in doing this. 

The use of television 
to advertise the census 
began surprisingly 
early in 1951. Many 
people’s first 
experience of watching 
the television was the 
Coronation in 1953.

 

 



2. For this lesson we have used Rye and Merthyr Tydfil, the same places used in the 
lesson ‘Health and the census’. These places illustrate quite clear changes in the work 
that people did from 1921 to 2011. 

The industries were chosen from those listed in the census forms for 1921 and 2011 
to allow the pupils to compare like with like. Not all the workforce is represented in 
the data presented. Appendices 1a and 1b contain full lists of the industries included 
in the 1921 and 2011 census forms. It is interesting to compare the lists. Pupils might 
like to explore what is in one and not the other. This might lead them to predict the 
list that might be included in the census that they fill in when they are in their 20s 
or 30s. 

 

What can we learn from the census?

 After exploring the nature of the work that people might have been doing, the next 
part of the lesson explores data for Rye and Merthyr Tydfil in 2011 and 1921. It 
compares the places with themselves over time and with each other in each of the 
two years. 

In 2011, the working population is 10 times bigger in Merthyr Tydfil compared to Rye 
so we can multiply and divide the figures by 10 to create data that we can compare. 

Alternatively, we can compare the percentage of the population doing each job. This 
gives the proportion of the working population, rather than the absolute figure and 
can therefore be compared directly. 

The data allows pupils to explore the way that industry has changed in 90 years. 
Some key points arising from the data are: 
•  the drop in the overall and working population in Merthyr Tydfil 
•  the huge drop in mining and manufacturing in Merthyr Tydfil 
•  the drop in the numbers of people involved in fishing 

and agriculture in Rye 
•  the fact that the overall and working population in Rye has 

not changed much 

Pupils might want to research what the main industries 
are in these areas now, as not all the data is present in 
these graphs. The final PowerPoint slides ask the pupils 
to think about the future, what Census 2021 might reveal 
and what they hope will happen as a result of the 
published census results.

 

 

 

  

  

 



Appendix 1a: Industry Headings from the 1921 census 
Fishermen 
Agricultural Occupations 
Mining and quarrying 
Workers in the treatment of non-metalliferous mine and quarry products 
Makers of bricks, pottery and glass 
Workers in chemical processes: Makers of paints, oils etc. 
Metal workers 
Workers in precious metals and electro plate 
Electrical apparatus makers and fitters 
Makers of watches, clocks and scientific instruments 
Workers in skins and leather 
Textile workers 
Makers of textile goods 
Makers of foods, drinks and tobacco 
Workers in wood and furniture 
Makers of and workers in paper 
(printers, bookbinders, photographers etc.) 
Builders, bricklayers, stone and slate workers 
Painters and decorators 
Workers in other materials 
Workers in mixed or undefined materials 
(e.g. piano tuners) 
Persons employed in gas, water and electricity undertakings 
Persons employed in transport and communication 
(railways, roads, water) 
Commercial finance and insurance occupations 
Persons employed in public administration and defense 
Professional occupations 
(Church leaders, health workers, teachers, journalists, 
accountants)                                                                                                 
Persons employed in entertainments and sport 
Persons engaged in personal services 
(domestic servants, hotel workers) 
Clerks and draughtsmen 
Warehousemen, storekeepers and packers 
Stationary engine drivers, dynamo and motor attendants 
Other undefined workers
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Appendix 1b: Industry Headings from the 2011 census 
Agriculture, forestry and fishing 
Mining and quarrying 
Manufacturing 
Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 
Water, sewerage, waste management and remediation 
Construction 
Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles 
Transport and storage 
Accommodation and food service activities 
Information and communication 
Financial and insurance activities 
Real estate activities 
Professional scientific and technical activities 
Administrative and support service activities 
Public administration and defense; compulsory social activity 
Education 
Human health and social work activities 
Other
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