
Lesson 1: What is the census? 
AGE RANGE Primary 
TIME 30 – 45 minutes 
CURRICULUM LINKS 
Progression steps 1, 2 and 3 
Areas of learning and experience: Humanities (History); Languages, literacy and 
communication; Mathematics and numeracy; Expressive arts (Art); Science and 
technology 
Cross-curricular skills: Literacy; Numeracy; Digital competence 
Cross-cutting themes: Local, national and international contexts 

INTRODUCTION 
The census is a count of all the people and households in Wales and England. It builds 
a snapshot of life, based on housing, facilities, jobs, transport, people’s ages and the 
languages spoken. The first census was held in 1801, and has been held every 10 years 
since then (except in 1941 due to the Second World War). The last census was held on 
27 March 2011. Because it asks the same questions about everyone at the same time, 
the census gives a detailed picture of the entire population. This makes it easy to 
compare life in different parts of Wales and England. Because it takes place every 
10 years, it makes it easy to see how life changes over time. 

The census matters to all of us because the information it gives allows central and local 
government, businesses and charities to plan for the country’s vital services such as 
schools, housing, transport and healthcare. The census is also an important historical 
document because it allows us to see how life in the UK has changed over any period 
during the 200 plus years that it has recorded information. It shows us how living 
conditions, jobs and families have changed. That’s why it’s so important for all 
grown-ups to complete it! 

The census is run by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). Their job is to find out 
information and analyse statistics about the population, society and economy of 
Wales and England. 
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What is the census? 
LESSON OVERVIEW 
The purpose of this lesson is for children to learn what the census is and to use the 
website, Nomis, to explore data about the school’s local area from past censuses. 

Children will create posters, images, graphs or information texts to share what 
they discover. 

LEARNING INTENTIONS 
To develop an awareness of the census. 
To analyse data. 
To discuss what the data tells us about the history 
of our local area. 

KEY VOCABULARY 
Census, survey, population, question, data 

YOU WILL NEED 
• The teacher’s guide to using Nomis to find census data for your 

school’s local area. 

• You may want to search the census data in the ‘Local Area report’ 
ahead of your lessons and pull together a sheet of facts, related 
to your school area, for the class. 

• Paper, pencils, pens and rulers and optional squared or 
graph paper. 

• Computers or tablets if you want the children to search the 
data themselves. 

You can download this lesson plan, accompanying PDF charts and 
the PowerPoint presentation slides from the Let’s Count! website, 
www.letscount.org.uk. 
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What is the census? 
ACTIVITIES FOR PROGRESSION STEPS 1 AND 2 

Progression 
step 1 

Progression 
step 2 CURRICULUM LINKS AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 

Areas of learning and experience: Languages, literacy and communication; 
Mathematics and numeracy; Expressive arts (Art); Humanities (History) 

Cross-curricular skills 

Literacy Speaking:
• Questioning

Numeracy 
Statistics: 
• Representing data
• Interpreting data

Integral skills: Creativity and innovation 

SIMPLE INTRODUCTION 
The census is a count of all the people in Wales and England. It asks many questions, 
such as where people live, what jobs they do, which languages they speak, how many 
cars they own. The census asks all these questions so that we know how many people 
there are. This helps the government make sure there are enough things that matter to 
us, like schools and hospitals, where people will need them. That’s why it’s so important 
for all adults to fill in the census questionnaire. 

1. The children might want to explore what questions are, and why we ask them.
The children can ask each other questions, such as:

• What is your favourite colour?

• What is your favourite toy?

• What is your favourite animal?

2. Children can place stickers, ticks or tally marks on PDF charts (downloadable from
the Let’s Count! website, www.letscount.org.uk) to show their answers.

3. Using the blank template, ask the class to think of another question they would all
like to answer.

4. If there is another class in the year group you might compare the answers
of each class.

Activities for progression step 2 
1. Share data about your local area with the children. Discuss how

things have changed over the years. The census helps us know
about these facts.

2. Ask the children to create posters. These could be about why
it’s really important for adults to fill in the census questionnaire.

The lesson plan is also accessible, along with accompanying PDF 
charts and editable PowerPoint slides, via the Let’s Count! website, 
www.letscount.org.uk. 
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What is the census? 
ACTIVITIES FOR PROGRESSION STEP 3 

Progression 
step 3 

CURRICULUM LINKS AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 

Areas of learning and experience: Humanities (History); Mathematics and numeracy; 
Science and technology 

Cross-curricular skills 

Numeracy 
Statistics: 
• Representing data
• Interpreting data 

Digital 
competence

Data and computational thinking:
 • Data and information literacy 

1. Start by telling the children about the census (you can use the PowerPoint slides 
provided on the Let’s Count! website for this). You might start by asking the class 
if any of them already know about the census and find out how much they know. 

2. Share previous census data about the school’s local area (from Nomis). This can 
focus on the population, number of adults, number of children or number of cars. 

Ask the children to fill in Chart 1 (which you’ll find on the PowerPoint and/or the PDF 
chart from the Let’s Count! website), using data from Census 2011 on: 

• Number of children aged 0 to 4 years 

• Number of children aged 5 to 7 years 

• Number of adults aged 20 to 24 years 

Children could use the instructions to search for data themselves and make notes on 
the data they find. They could also compare Census 2011 data with Census 2001 data 
and fill in Chart 2 (using the PowerPoint and/or the PDF chart from the Let’s Count! 
website). They could also compare different age-bands and fill in Chart 3 (using the 
PowerPoint and/or the PDF chart from the Let’s Count! website). 

3. Discuss what children have noticed about the data for the local area. Explore ideas 
about changes over time in history. Do they think the numbers would be the same 
today? Why or why not? Do they think the numbers would be the same 40 years ago? 
What about 20 years in the future? 

4. Ask the children to create posters, graphs, tables, pie charts 
or infographics to represent the data about their local 
area. The posters could remind everyone to fill in the 
census questionnaire. 

You can download this lesson plan, accompanying PDF charts 
and the PowerPoint presentation slides from the Let’s Count! 
website, www.letscount.org.uk. 
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What is the census? 
ACTIVITIES ADAPTED FOR YEAR 6 

 

 

Year 6

CURRICULUM LINKS AND LEARNING OBJECTIVES: 

Areas of learning and experience: Humanities (History); Mathematics and numeracy; 
Science and technology 

Cross-curricular skills 

Literacy 
Writing:
• Planning and organising for different purposes, audiences 

and context  

Numeracy 
Statistics: 
• Representing data
• Interpreting data 

Digital 
competence

Data and computational thinking:
 • Data and information literacy 

Ask the children to research what the census is, its history and purpose, why it matters 
so much, and gather their findings in an information text. They could also include key 
data about the school’s local area using the Nomis website to search a database. 

In their research and writing they will:
• Identify the audience for and purpose of the writing, selecting the appropriate form 

and using other similar writing as models for their own. 

• Select appropriate grammar and vocabulary, understanding how such choices can 
change and enhance meaning. 

• Use a wide range of devices to build cohesion within and across paragraphs. 

USEFUL LINKS 

How to access 2011 and 2001 census data on Nomis (Please refer to the user 
guide provided) 
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www.letscount.org.uk/resources-for-teachers/access-local-census-data 

What is the census? More detail on the last census in 2011 (from the Office for 
National Statistics) 
www.ons.gov.uk/census/2011census/howourcensusworks/aboutcensuses/whatisac 
ensus 

2011 census: Key Statistics for England and Wales 
www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populati 
onestimates/bulletins/2011censuskeystatisticsforenglandandwales/2012-12-11 

More information on historical census records at the National Archives 
www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/cens 
us-records/ 

The lesson plan is also accessible, along with accompanying PDF charts and editable 
PowerPoint slides, via the Let’s Count! website, www.letscount.org.uk. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/2011census/howourcensusworks/aboutcensuses/whatisacensus
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/bulletins/2011censuskeystatisticsforenglandandwales/2012-12-11
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/research-guides/census-records/
https://www.letscount.org.uk/resources-for-teachers/access-local-census-data
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What is the census? Chart 1 
Let‛s count the population in our school‛s 

local area from Census 2011 
Fill in the answers on the chart below. 

Children aged 0 to 4 years 

Children aged 5 to 7 years 

Adults aged 20 - 24 years 

Other 

The population in our school‛s local area From Census 2011 



What is the census? Chart 2 
Let‛s count the population in our school‛s local area: 

Compare data from Census 2011 and 2001 
Compare the age bands in different census years

then put the answers on the chart below. 

The population in our school‛s local area From Census 
2011 

From Census 
2001 

Children aged 0 to 4 years 

Children aged 5 to 7 years 

Adults aged 20 - 24 years 

Other 



What is the census? Chart 3 
Let‛s count the population in our school‛s local area 
from Census 2011 and 2001 (different age bands) 

Compare the age bands in different census years
then put the answers on the chart below. 

Children aged 8 to 9 years 

Children aged 10 to 14 years 

Adults aged 30 - 44 years 

Other 

The population in our school‛s local area From Census 
2011 

From Census 
2001 



What is the census? Chart 4 
Let‛s coLet‛s countunt o our favouritur favourite coe colours!lours! 

Place stickers, ticks or tally marks on the chart, then count
up and find out what is the most popular colour! 

Total 

Red 

Blue 

Yellow 

Green 

Purple 

Orange 

Pink 

Brown 

Other 



What is the census? Chart 5
Let‛s coLet‛s countunt o our favouritur favourite animals!e animals! 

 

Place stickers, ticks or tally marks on the chart, then count
up and find out what is the most popular animal! 

Total 

Dog 

Cat 

Rabbit 

Hamster 

Guinea 
pig 

Parrot 

Goldfish 

Horse 

Other 



What is the census? Chart 6 
Let‛s count our favourite toys!Let‛s count our favourite toys! 

Place stickers, ticks or tally marks on the chart, then count
up and find out what is the most popular toy! 

Total 

Teddy 

Car 

Train 

Lego/
duplo 

Doll 

Marble 
run 

Dinosaurs 

Unicorns 

Other 



Let‛s count...!
What is the census? Chart 7 

Let‛s count...! 

Total 



What is the census? 
Teacher‛s Answer Sheet 

Children aged 0 to 4 years 

Children aged 5 to 7 years 

Adults aged 20-24 years 

The Population in our School‛s Local Area From Census 2011 

The Population in our School‛s Local Area 

Children aged 0 to 4 years 

From Census 2011 From Census 2001 

Children aged 5 to 7 years 

Adults 20 to 24 years 

The Population in our School‛s Local Area 

Children aged 8 to 9 years 

From Census 2011 From Census 2001 

Children aged 10 to 14 years 

Adults aged 30-44 years 
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