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Lesson 5.2
MAINE IN 1790: A DEMOGRAPHIC STUDY

Objective: Students will analyze and graph results from the 1790 Maine census, finding
out information on population distribution by county and town.

Materials:
• Sheet 5.2A: Overhead copy of Population of Washington County, 1790
• Sheet 5.2B: Copies of Maine in 1790: A Demographic Study Student Worksheet
• Doc 5.2: 1790 Census pages
• Graph paper, rulers, pencils

Timing: Two to four class periods, with time outside of class for research

Background Reading and Information:
• Chapter Four, Section One
• In 1790, the first U.S. census was taken. Census takers went from house to house,

asking how many people lived there, how old they were, if they were slaves or free,
and who the head of the family was. By 1790, Massachusetts had outlawed slavery,
so no one in Maine was listed as a slave. There were several non-whites, listed as "all
other free persons," some of whom were probably black servants of white families.
Others were most likely families of free blacks, or other non-white ethnic groups.
Untaxed Indians were not counted as part of the census. Some of the census takers
encountered resistance from unwilling citizens who had never taken part in a census
before, and some may have missed homes that were deep in the wilderness, so the
results are not 100% accurate.

Procedure:

1. Hand census pages and worksheets out to students. Discuss with students: what is a
census? Why is it important? What is it used for? Give students some background
information on the 1790 U.S. census.

2. Tell students they will be studying the results of the 1790 census to get some
information about Maine's population after the American Revolution. Part of their
demographic analysis of Maine at the time will involve finding the range of a certain
county's population as well as the mean. Define these terms for students:

a. demography: the scientific study of population statistics.
b. range: The extent or scope of something. The range of a county's population is
bounded by the town with the largest number of people and the town with the
smallest number.
c. mean: The average. Find the mean of a county's population by adding together
the population of each town. This gives you the total population of the county.
Then divide the total by the number of towns in the county.
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3. Do an example with the class. Use the overhead of the Population of Washington
County, 1790 to demonstrate how to find the range and the mean from the county's
census statistics and how to graph their results.

4. Hand out the Student Worksheets and the 1790 Census Pages. Have each student select
a county to study. Make sure all counties are represented in the class. Students should fill
in their worksheets as they study their county's population.

5. After students have created their graphs, allow them to share their results with the
class. Then, get them to play with their data set further. Ask them questions like the
following:
• Do you notice anything unusual or interesting about the numbers in your county?
• How many non-whites are in your county? Are there more in some towns than in

others?
• Are there many more men than women in some towns? Are there many more women

than men?
• Do any towns have extremely large numbers, compared to the rest of the towns in

your county?
• Today the U.S. Census Department defines an urban community as having over 2,500

people. Does your county have any urban communities?
• Can you find the mean number of people per household in a given town? How does

this compare to other towns? Other counties?

6. Portfolio Option: Have each student find a town in their county that has an interesting
number of some kind. Have them research that town. Where was the town located? What
industries dominated its economy? What information can they find out that might explain
the unusual number? Is the town still here today? Have students write a short paper
explaining why they chose the number they did and what they found out about it. Have
them present their research to the class.

Evaluation: Grade students based on the quality of their Student Worksheet, the
thoroughness of their research, and their presentation.

Follow-up Activities:
• Choose other categories from the 1790 census for students to graph. Have them graph

the average number of people per household in Maine, or the average number of
women and/or men. Have them find the 10 smallest towns in Maine in 1790 or the 10
largest. There are all sorts of ways to examine census records. Have fun with it!

• Have students research their own hometown population and graph it.
• Find a copy of the most recent U.S. Census data. Compare it to the 1790 census of

Maine. Have students graph the change in population and population distribution.
• Have students compare Maine's population to other states in the union in 1790. How

did Maine differ from the rest of the nation?
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*Note: This activity can be combined with the "When Maine was part of Massachusetts"
activity in Chapter Four, (Lesson 4.3), of this guide to give students a visual and
demographic picture of Maine at the end of the eighteenth century.

Alignment with Learning Results:

Grade Level: 9th-dipl.
Content Area: Social Studies: GEOGRAPHY
Standard: Geographic Knowledge, Concepts, Themes, and Patterns
Students understand the geography of the United States and various regions of the world
and the effect of geographic influences on decisions about the present and future.

Descriptor D1c: Analyze local, national, and global geographic data on physical,
environmental, and cultural processes that shape and change places and regions.

Grade Level: 6th-8th

Content Area: Social Studies: GEOGRAPHY
Standard: Geographic Knowledge, Concepts, Themes, and Patterns
Students understand the geography of the community, Maine, and the U.S., and various
regions of the world and the geographic influences on life in the past, present, and future.

Descriptor D1d: Describe the impact of change, including technological change, on the
physical and cultural environment.

Grade Level: 6th-8th 
Content Area: Social Studies: APPLICATIONS
Standard: Researching and Developing Positions on Current Social Studies Issues
Students research, select, and present a position on a current social studies issue by
proposing and revising research questions, and locating and selecting information from
multiple and varied sources.

Descriptor A1c: Locate and access relevant information that includes multiple
perspectives from varied sources.

Grade Level: 8th

Content Area: Mathematics: DATA
Standard: Data Analysis

Performance Indicator B3: Students use the mean, median, mode, range, and
quartiles to solve problems involving raw data and information from data displays.
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Sheet 5.2A
 POPULATION OF WASHINGTON COUNTY, 1790

Range: From 7 people in Plantation No. 13 (East of Machias) to 818
people in Machias.

Mean: 145.2 people per town.

Town with population closest to mean: Plantation No. 2 (East of
Machias), pop. 144.
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Sheet 5.2B
Name:                                                                                      Date:                            

MAINE IN 1790: A DEMOGRAPHIC STUDY
STUDENT WORKSHEET

The first United States census was taken in 1790, before Maine became a state. Only
about 96,450 people lived here then. Many towns we know today had not yet been
formed. Where did these early Mainers live? Use the 1790 census section marked "Heads
of Families--Maine" to answer the following questions.

County Name:                                                                                                                         

1. Find the range of your county's population:                                                                     

a. Name the largest town in your county and give its population.                                         

                                                                                                                                                

b. Name the smallest town in your county and give its population.                                      

                                                                                                                                                

c. What is the range of town population in your county?                                                      

                                                                                                                                                

2. Find the mean or average of your county's population:                                                    

a. What was your county's total population in 1790?                                                            

b. How many towns were in your county in 1790?                                                               

c. Divide the answer to 2a by the answer to 2b to find the mean number of people per

town in your county in the year 1790.                                                                                   

d. Which town in your county had the population closest to the county mean?

                                                                         What was its population?                              

3. On a separate sheet of paper, draw a bar graph for your county's population in 1790.
Include the largest town, the smallest town, and the town that had the population closest
to the county mean. Use a ruler to make your graph accurate. Label it well.
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Doc 5.2
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