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Stand Up and Be Counted

BEFORE YOU READ: Historically, who do you 
think the census has counted? How do you think 
it might have changed over time?

Most Indians Not Counted for Most of 
U.S. History

-
cans have either been severely undercounted or 
excluded all together. No counts of any Native 
person were taken by the Census Bureau until 

-
enous People that were counted were those who 
renounced their tribal membership and left the 
reservation. Those who stayed on the reservations 
were referred to as “Indians not taxed” and were 
not accounted for because they were not taxed.

began collecting data for individual American 
Indian reservations. In 1980, the Census Bureau 

-
can Indian and Alaska Native (AI/AN) input into 
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the census process. The Census Bureau conducted 
meetings with tribal leaders to go over the process 
of the census and to get help identifying and pre-
senting a more complete inventory of American 
Indian Reservations with help from the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs.

An Accurate Count Could Help Tribes
It has been a long and arduous journey for Na-
tive Americans to be counted. At the beginning of 
U.S. history, many Native Americans were killed 
by colonizers or they died from disease. Those 
who were left were forcefully displaced and made 
to live on reservations far away from their true 
homes. Today, they still face discrimination. No 
wonder some of them do not trust the govern-
ment. (I can’t say I blame them!) “As indigenous 
people, we are a little afraid of the government,” 
explained Sidra Starkovich of the Bois Forte Band 
of Chippewa, “because we’ve been hurt by the 
government.” 

With the 2020 census, Native Americans have 
the opportunity to bring more federal resources 
to their communities. An accurate count plays an 
important role in the fair distribution of billions of 
dollars to tribes and to AI/AN people everywhere. 

National Census Day is April 1, 2020, but the counting 
will start early in Alaska so that enumerators can reach 
Alaskans in their villages before hunting season begins.

Enumerators will visit households in the striped areas on 
the map. Other areas received a paper questionnaire in the 
mail in 2010. The darker areas had lower response rates.

Alaska
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Stand Up and Be Counted

1790 Census
1. Look at the count from the 1790 census 

upwards, including heads of families.

of families.

All other free persons.

Slaves.

Total.

2. Make several true statements about the 
data in the chart. Go to <nelrc.org/stand-
up-and-be-counted/census2020> for more 
lessons based on census data.

-
promise” in 1787, enslaved people were 

do you think this “compromise” was about? 
Research it to learn more. 

Native American people can use federal funding 
for education, housing, health care, and economic 
development. If they are not enumerated fully 
and correctly they run the risk losing out on these 
resources.

I am impressed by Native American people’s 
ability to survive despite a long history of geno-
cide, displacement, and not being “counted” as 

for themselves over and over again. I hope with 
this census, they can be fully counted and get the 
resources they deserve.

Sources: Tribal Consultation 
Handbook, Background Materials 
for Tribal Consultations for the 2020 
Census. Fall 2015. U.S. Department 
of Commerce, <census.gov>.
<www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/
native-americans-census-most-

accurate-2020-n1105096>
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To learn more about Native Ameri-
cans and Indigenous peoples around 
the world, use your online subscrip-
tion to The Change Agent to access 
a PDF of the “Indigenous Peoples” 
issue, published in March 2019.

Native American community groups are encouraging 
Native people to participate in the 2020 Census.


