
Using the American Community Survey
in Undergraduate Courses

William H Frey and John P. DeWitt
SOCIAL SCIENCE DATA ANALYSIS NETWORK

UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN- ANN ARBOR

1



Background

SSDAN.net
 Within Population Studies Center at 

Univ. of Michigan since ~1995

 Make demographic data accessible to 
general public and for use in education
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Background

 Past Projects and Related Work
 Allyn & Bacon Social Atlas of the US (Pearson)

 ACS Compass Guide – Media Handbook

 DataFerrett and ACS

 KidsCount in the Classroom

 Investigating Change workbook (Cengage)

 Funding from
 NSF

 NICHD

 US Dept of Education

 Annie E. Casey

 US Census Bureau

 Sloan Foundation
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Background - Websites

SSDAN: http://ssdan.net

Programs in the Population Sciences: 
http://pips.ssdan.net

DataCounts: http://ssdan.net/datacounts/

CensusScope: http://CensusScope.org/

TeachingWithData:  http://teachingwithdata.org
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Including Data Builds QL and:
 Engages students with disciplines more fully 

 Participatory learning

 Better picture of how social scientists work

 Prevents some of the feelings of “disconnect” between 
substantive and technical courses

 Empirical Evidence

 Piques student interest

 Opens the door to the world of data



DataCounts!

 Simple datasets (~3,000) for undergrad ed, data 
from 1950 to 2017

 Uses WebCHIP  no need to learn complex stats 
package. Start simple!

 Great for intro and non-methods courses to show 
students how to answer questions with data

 Find from http://ssdan.net/
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DataCounts! Topics

 Datasets cover wide range of topics
 Population Structure

 Racial/Ethnic and Gender Inequality

 Immigrant Assimilation

 Labor Force Characteristics

 Marriage, Divorce, Households and Families

 Poverty

 Aging Population
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DataCounts!
 Most modules start with a question

 How does the year of immigration affect the 
English speaking ability? Does race matter?

 Datasets have answers to many questions

 What would we need to answer? 
 acs2010 -- EngHisp/EngAsian
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DataCounts! – Engaging Students

 What are the variables used?

 What will we need to answer the questions?

 http://ssdan.net/datacounts/webchip

 Acs17_1yr – earneduc17
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DataCounts!

 Simple Exercise – Earnings and Sex

 http://ssdan.net/datacounts/webchip
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DataCounts! - Activity
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DataCounts! - Activity

12



DataCounts!

 Household Type over Time

 Acs2016trendHousehold

 Has the share of married-couple households changed 
substantially over time?
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DataCounts!

 Tips
 Datasets

 Names often suggest tables: EducImm  Education * 
Immigration

 Assigning state-level datasets reduces opportunity to 
copy/paste from other classmates

 Modules
 Adapting  much faster than creating from scratch

 Ability to post your own, including adaptations
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Data in the News - TwD
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 Found on 
TeachingWithData.org

 Updated regularly

 Ties Data to Substance



US Census Bureau PUMS

 Now as SAS datasets!

 Available through American FactFinder or FTP

 ftp://ftp.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data/pums/2017/ 

 Data Dictionary (https://www2.census.gov/programs-
surveys/acs/tech_docs/pums/data_dict/PUMS_Data_Dictionary
_2013-2017.pdf)  

 Create custom extracts
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Questions?

Thank you!
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