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Population Growth After 1900
Conceptual Overview for Activities
In all three activities in this set, students identify areas of major population growth and decline by interpreting choropleth maps. Learning how to read and analyze choropleth maps is an important geographic skill. Such maps are commonly used in atlases and in newspapers to show spatial patterns, when the intent is to communicate that some areas have more of something while others have less.

Choropleth maps use different shades of similar colors to show variations in amounts. The areas that are shaded have borders, which usually represent political units. It may be useful to give students some practice reading choropleth maps before working with these activities. Atlases frequently use choropleth maps to show variations in literacy rates, life expectancy rates, or per capita income among countries. Newspapers often use such maps to show patterns within the U.S. (by state) or within Colorado (by county) in a wide variety of situations.

In these activities, the variable being depicted is percentage of population change between decades (censuses), and the political units are the counties of Colorado. The maps illustrate the parts of the state that gained population, using three different categories representing a small percentage gain, a medium percentage gain, and a large percentage gain. In each activity, gradually darker shades of a color are used to represent the three levels of increase, with the darkest shade always representing the greatest increase and the lightest shade always the least gain. Counties that had any amount of population decline between any decade are shown in a distinctly different color (gray). Students need some understanding of negative and positive numbers and a general understanding of “percentages” to work with these maps.

A key concept throughout all three activities is that Colorado’s population has grown rapidly and decreased rapidly because of its traditionally boom-bust economy. Places that have economies based on the primary sector have much of their population engaged in resource-extraction activities.  Mining and farming both fit into this category.  Economies focused on these activities are frequently subject to alternating periods of growth (boom) and decline (bust). When market prices for the minerals or crops are favorable, production expands. This lures more people to those activities, as well as creating opportunities for services that support the mines or farms. These include suppliers of goods and machines needed to extract ore or grow crops and retailers, bankers, and other services that develop in towns that serve the mine or farm regions. But when market prices decline, mining or farming are less profitable and people are forced to find work elsewhere. The factors that determine market prices are often beyond the control of the local economy, so that distant events led to economic growth or decline in the resource-extraction economies of places like Colorado.

Activity PL-1

1900-1930: Colorado’s Growing Population

This activity examines Colorado’s population changes from 1900 to 1930. Students are asked to discern differences in growth and decline during the decades 1900-1910, 1910-1920, and 1920-1930.  During this period, Colorado’s economy was driven by primary economic activities (extractive industries like farming, mining, and forestry). Students will note that there was rapid population growth in the Eastern Plains from 1900 to 1920. This region (as well as some areas in northwestern Colorado) experienced major increases in settlement because of the Homestead Act (and subsequent amendments) and the opening of additional lands by the railroad companies during the early 20th century. With the land granted them, settlers established farms along the South Platte and Arkansas River valleys across the Eastern Plains.  (See the Later Transportation activities for maps that show the growth of railroads in the Eastern Plains.)

At the same time, students should note that, overall, there was a decline in population in many mountain counties. Again, the explanation is related to the realities of economies based on primary activities. In this case, the mining industry declined in the mountains as many of the early ore veins were played out. Until later technologies emerged to more fully extract some of the ore, or until demand developed for other ores in the mining belt (or until, much later, the mountain economy shifted to tourism and recreation), the decline of the early gold and silver mines led to a depopulation of the original mining counties.

By the 1920s, a glimpse of Colorado’s future—urbanization—can be seen with rapid population growth in the metro area counties. Partly the growth in Denver and its surrounds can be attributed as well to the decline in the mountain minefields. People no longer able to make a living in the mountains came to the cities looking for work. Unemployment levels in the Denver area were actually quite high in the 1920s as this migration occurred.

Activity PL-2

The 1930s: Depression and Dust Bowl

In this activity, students discover the impact that the Dust Bowl and Depression had on the population of the Eastern Plains during the 1930s. The maps that students view in Activity PL-2 quite clearly show a major depopulation in the Eastern Plains. An essential geographic concept can be discussed here: human-environment interactions. Geographers are concerned with the characteristics of the physical environment and the cultures that live in these environments. But they also examine how cultures modify the landscape and adapt to its particular circumstances. In this particular time and place, the evidence is shows that many farmers had not adapted successfully to the semiarid Plains environment.

The Eastern Plains of Colorado are the western part of the larger Great Plains region of the central United States, which includes the area from the western Dakotas south through western Nebraska, Kansas, and Oklahoma to the High Plains of eastern New Mexico and West Texas. Geographers refer to any environment that receives an average of between 10 and 20” of annual precipitation (moisture received in all forms: snow, rain, hail, etc.) as semiarid. Such environments are too dry to support forests, except in the wet river bottomlands; yet, they are not true deserts either. Enough moisture is available to support extensive steppe grasslands. Soils in these grasslands are rich in nutrients and organic matter, and if enough moisture is available, are very fertile and support productive fields of grain crops.  (Grains like wheat and corn are, after all, members of the grass family.)  However, semiarid environments are also subject to periodic cycles of wet years and cycles of drought. Truly, the “average” precipitation in these environments is fairly meaningless, because they alternate between extremes.

In the case of Eastern Colorado, the period of increased settlement in the first few decades of the 20th century (Activity PL-1) happened to coincide with a relatively wet cycle.  Moisture was abundant enough to support successful farming. But the 1930s brought a cycle of prolonged drought. Removal of the native grasses for crops left much of this land exposed to the high winds typical of the wide-open Great Plains.  As the land desiccated, the fertile soil blew away. Tales of the Dust Bowl’s pitch-black skies and mud rains as far to the east as Baltimore are legion.

Unfortunately, this environmental catastrophe occurred at the same time as the Depression. Market prices for crops grown on the Eastern Plain were already very low and unemployment and alternative economic opportunities were scarce because of the variety of external factors that led to the global Depression. Given the twin killings of drought and depression, Eastern Colorado farms failed by the hundreds, and as these maps show, a significant portion of the population of the Eastern Plains emigrated. In the late 1930s and early 1940s, the Federal government purchased lands from farmers that had gone broke during the Dust Bowl and Depression. Today’s Pawnee National Grasslands (in northeast Colorado) and Comanche National Grasslands (in southeast Colorado) include many of these lands. If students want to learn more about the Pawnee Grasslands and how this land is presently managed, information is available at:
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/arp/learning/history-culture/?cid=fsm91_058308 

In many respects, the population of the Eastern Plains has never fully recovered. Many of the areas eroded during the Dust Bowl drought remain out of production, and many ghost towns dot the Eastern Plains as a legacy to the failed experiment of farming in this region. Changes in how people have interacted with this environment were made. To be successful in this difficult physical environment, later farmers would need larger farms, irrigation water, and better farming techniques (such as leaving fields fallow and rotating crops to expose less bare soil and planting more drought-resistant crop varieties). Nevertheless, when drought recurs, as it will in this semiarid environment—and as it has done during the early 2000s—farmers on the Eastern Plains still must make hard decisions about how much land they can profitably cultivate and irrigate.

Activity PL-3

Post-1940: Urbanization and Recreation

This activity will help students understand how Colorado’s urban counties grew after World War 2, at the expense of more rural counties which experienced some continued decline in farming and mining. The key outcome of Activity PL-3 is an understanding of the urbanization of Colorado and the growth of the recreational areas due to skiing, other outdoor activities, and second-home development.

During the 1940s and 1950s, Colorado’s population growth overall stagnated. Many agricultural and mining areas continued to lose population. It was also a period of low commodities prices, so the sectors servicing the traditional economic bases of Colorado were in decline. The 1950s were another dry cycle on the Plains, lowering farm productivity again (although not as severely as in the 1930s). Western Colorado counties benefited somewhat from water resource development projects (for irrigation) that provided additional water for farmers. Also, the area surrounding Colorado Springs experienced growth as a result of its significant presence of military bases, as many returning war veterans sought homes in the area. In the 1950s, the establishment of the Air Force Academy and NORAD in the region assured El Paso’s growth.

Otherwise, students should notice that during the 1950s (up to 1960) it was the counties around Denver that grew most rapidly in a period of relatively slow growth. Two additional rapidly growing areas can be seen on this map—Pitkin and Summit counties. This was the beginning of the ski industry in Colorado.  From the mid-1950s until the mid-1980s, numerous new ski areas were developed in the mountains of Colorado. This trend of growth of urban Front Range counties, and selected mountain counties (mostly due to skiing and directly on the I-70 corridor) stagnated somewhat during the 1980s, but reemerged during the 1990s. Throughout the 1990s Colorado consistently had some of the most rapidly growing counties in the United States (Douglas, Elbert, and Park counties). 

Geographers use the concept of “push factors” and “pull factors” to understand migration patterns.  Push and pull factors occur simultaneously; together they influence an individual’s decision to migrate to a new place. Push factors are those things that encourage people to leave a place. For example, low-paying jobs in the Midwest or lack of employment opportunities could push someone to leave their home (as occurred to Eastern Plains farmers in the 1930s). Pull factors encourage people to come to a place. For example, the pleasant climate in Colorado and its recreational amenities as well as the availability of jobs in the 1990s lured many here. There are dozens of push-pull combinations that can account for migration decisions—environmental reasons like natural disasters or sunny climates; political reasons like oppression or freedom of religion; social reasons like going away to college or following family members to new homes. Overall, however, the economic reasons (good jobs or the lack thereof) account for most migration choices. Have your students research their own family’s history and reasons for the moves they made!

Population Growth After 1900

Worksheet PL-1: 





Name:____________________________

Colorado’s Growing Population: 1900-1930:
Layers with Popup tables (by clicking on feature); 1900 # of Farms, 1930 # of Farms, 1920-1930 Pop. Change, 1910-1920 Pop. Change, 1900-1910 Pop. Change.
Some items (labeled “Thought Questions”) have no specific answer but are designed to get students to think or speculate about the patterns they are seeing.  
Open Colorado’s Growing Population: 1900-1930, Activity PL-1; 
The 1900-1910 Pop. Change and Major Mountain Ranges layers are visible.

Look at the map. This type of map is called a choropleth map. Choropleth maps use different colors to show amounts of something.  Click the Legend  [image: image1.png]


 button to see the legend for the 1900-1910 Pop. Change layer.  You can also see the legend/symbols for individual layers by using the Layer List [image: image2.png]“



 button and then clicking the side arrow next to a layer’s name. Feel free to move the Legend or Layer List box(es) to the side so you can see both the legend and most of the map. This map shows how each county’s population changed from 1900 to 1910. The counties shaded gray lost population (people moved somewhere else). All the green shaded counties gained population.

1.  Look at the legend for the 1900-1910 Pop. Change layer.  Now draw lines to connect the correct color with the correct description for that color (one is already done for you):

Medium Green



Large Population Gain

Dark Green




Population Loss

Light Green




Medium Population Gain

Gray





Small Population Gain

Help students understand the idea that in choropleth maps (maps shaded by political unit) we usually try to go from a light color to a dark color to show low to high.

2.  By clicking on various counties a pop-up table should come up each time. Make sure that ONLY the 1900-1910 Pop. Change, Major Mountain Ranges, and Denver layers are Checked ON. As you click on counties note the NAME of the county and the 1900to1910 % Change fields.  Now fill out the table for the following counties:


1900to1910 % Change
About How Many



 Times Increase

Denver
318.4
____3x___

Phillips
100.8
____2x___


Cheyenne
677.3
____6x___


Teller
-50.5
decrease by about 1/2

Pitkin  
-35.0
decrease by about 1/3

Summit
-27.0
decrease by about ¼

Being able to make general statements from specific numbers is an important part of early to mid-level math skill development.  Knowing that Cheyenne County increased its population 6 or 7 times is more meaningful to most students, than to say “677.3%).

3.  Check ON the Regions layer. Choropleth maps help us to make general or overall statements about places and regions.  Which TWO regions seem to be growing the fastest?

First the Eastern Plains, and second the Western Valleys and Plateaus. Get students to generalize from the choropleth map. There is room for discussion. For example, one could argue that the Front Range was a fast growing region, but it is probably not the best answer as one of the two fastest-growing regions.

If you had to pick ONE region—which one would you say seems to be the fastest growing overall?

Eastern Plains (or possibly Western Plateaus and Valleys)

Why did you choose that region?

Either of the above answers is acceptable. Have students notice that the Eastern Plains have 2 counties (partly in the region) that were declining, while the Western Plateaus and Valleys had 3 counties (partly in the region) in decline.

For 7th and 8th graders, get students to think about the 2 counties in the Plains that have declined (Adams and Arapahoe). The region boundary cuts across these two counties, but most people in Adams and Arapahoe probably lived near Denver (western part of these counties at that time), and so these are really more Front Range counties than Eastern Plains in terms of the location of people.   The gray shading of these counties doesn’t really represent what was going on in the Plains at the time (rapid growth).

4.  Which region appears to have lost the greatest percentage of population from 1900 to 1910?  Count the number of counties losing population that are entirely or partially within that region.

Mountain (13 counties in decline)

5.  Make Visible the 1910-1920 Pop. Change layer and Refresh Map. 
Is the Eastern Plains region still gaining population?

Yes, but not as fast as the previous 10 years.  Have students look at the new legend.

Is the Mountain Region, overall, still losing population? 
Yes

6.  Thought Question. Why do you think people were leaving many areas in the Mountains from 1900 to 1920? (hint: Make Visible the Mineral Belt layer)

Have students look at the Mineral Belt layer, and ask them what they think many people did for a living. Remind them that this was before skiing, so that students recall that mining was the key economic activity. Lead them to conclude that the mining industry came upon hard times.  

7.  Check ON the 1900 # of Farms layer. Look at this layer. Now Check ON the 1920 # of Farms layer. What happened to the number of farms in the Eastern Plains from 1900 to 1930?

If necessary, have students turn on and off the two layers a few times.  They should discover that there was a large increase in the number of farms (almost everywhere).

Thought Question. What were many of the newcomers doing for jobs in the Plains?

After looking at the # of farms, students should suggest farming/agriculture.

8.  Check OFF all layers then Check ON 1920-1930 Pop. Change and Denver layers. Look at the map’s legend (gray is decline, light to dark orange represent increasing population growth). This map is a mix, some areas are gaining population and some are losing population.  By clicking on counties identify the two most rapidly growing counties that surround Denver.
Jefferson and Arapahoe

Many of the towns in these 2 counties eventually became connected to Denver!

Population Growth After 1900

Worksheet PL-2







Name:__________________

The 1930s:  Depression and Dustbowl
Layers with Popup tables (by clicking on feature); 1940 # of Farms, 1930 # of Farms, and 1930-1940 Pop.Change.
Open The 1930s:  Depression and Dustbowl, Activity PL-2 

Look at the Legend  [image: image3.png]


. The 1930-1940 Pop. Change and Denver layers are visible
1.   The 1930s was a tough period for the people of Colorado. Two major things occurred during this period: 1) the “Depression”, and 2) the “Dust Bowl”.  

What was the “Depression” in the 1930s?  Ask your teacher for help.
The teacher should have discussed the Great Depression before starting this activity or be willing to discuss this era while doing the activity. Students should understand that much of the 1930s was a period of very low commodity prices for farmers, low yields, loss of jobs in the manufacturing sector, and generally very high unemployment.

What was the “Dust Bowl” in the 1930s?  Ask your teacher for help.
Discuss the Dust Bowl. In contrast to the Depression, the Dust Bowl of the 1930s was an environmental catastrophe that affected Eastern Plains farmers the most. A combination of extended drought and poor farming practices exposed land to severe soil erosion (see the Conceptual Overview above).

2.  Look at the legend for the 1930-1940 Pop. Change layer.  Now draw lines to connect the correct color with the correct description for that color (one is already done for you):

Light Blue



Large Population Gain

Medium Blue



Population Loss

Gray




Medium Population Gain

Dark Blue



Small Population Gain

3.  Check ON the Regions layer and Refresh Map.  Which region seems to have lost the largest percentage of people?
The Eastern Plains should jump out here, but students may also suggest the San Luis Valley.

4.  Check ON 1930 # of Farms layer. Which region appears to have the most farms?

Eastern Plains, especially if you include most of the farms in Weld County as being part of the Eastern Plains region (as was the case in 1930).

Check ON the 1940 # of Farms layer. Did the number of farms increase or decrease from 1930 to 1940?

Yes, big decreases occurred almost everywhere in Colorado.  It is important for students to look at the legend here to see the real loss of numbers of farms.

5.  What do you think the people that were leaving the Eastern Plains during the 1930s had done for a living?

From previous activity, students should suggest farming.  Remind them that many people would also be engaged in service businesses that provided goods to farmers, and their livelihoods would be equally affected by the loss of farms.

Why do you think they had to quit farming?

Review the importance of the fact that the Dust Bowl coincided with a period of severe economic depression, leaving Colorado farmers with little economic opportunities when their farms failed (from both the economic and the environmental reasons).

Population Growth After 1900

Worksheet PL-3







Name:_________________
Post-1940: Urbanization and Recreation

Layers with Popup tables (by clicking on feature); 1990-2000 Pop. Change, 1950-1960 Pop. Change, and 1940-1950 Pop. Change.
Open: Post-1940 Urbanization and Recreation, Activity PL-3. 
Look at the Legend  [image: image4.png]


 . The 1940-1950 Pop. Change, Denver, and Major Mountain Ranges layers are visible.

1.  Look at the legend for the 1940-1950 Pop. Change layer.  Now draw lines to connect the correct color with the correct description for that color (one is already done for you):

Light Yellow/green


Large Population Gain

Medium Yellow


Population Loss

Gray




Medium Population Gain

Dark Yellow/green


Small Population Gain

2.  Three of the four most rapidly growing counties in the 1940s surrounded Denver. Click on the counties (popup boxes will display) and find the NAME of the 3 rapidly growing counties that surround Denver.

Adams, Arapahoe, and Jefferson

3.  Check OFF the 1940-1950 Pop. Change layer, then Check ON the 1950-1960 Pop. Change and Regions layers.  Look at the map and the legend [image: image5.png]


. Match the region with the overall population growth or loss statement (an example is provided):

Western Plateaus and Valleys

Most Losing People

Mountain




Most all Gaining Some People

Front Range




A Mix, but Most Losing People

San Luis Valley



Five Counties with very Large Gains

Eastern Plains



All Losing People (except a part of 1)

4.  The 1950-1960 Pop. Change layer should still be visible. Which 6 counties had very high population growth during the 1950s? Click on the counties to find the NAME of these counties and fill out the table below:

NAME

  REGION (mostly found in)
__Adams________


Front Range 

__Aprapahoe_____


Front Range

__Jefferson_______

Front Range

__Boulder               


Front Range

    El Paso                

Front Range

    Summit               


Mountain

4.  Thought Question. What do you think happened during the 1950s (and continues to the present day) that resulted in lots of people moving to Summit County and some of the other Mountain counties like Pitkin?

Point out Summit (dark brown) and Pitkin (dark green) counties. Summit County is along I-70 outside of Denver and Aspen is located in Pitkin County. These two counties hosted some of the early ski areas in Colorado (Aspen ski area and Arapahoe Basin in Summit). For a timeline of skiing history in Colorado, students can see:  http://www.coloradoskihistory.com/History.html .

5.  Check OFF the 1950-1960 Pop. Change layer and Check ON the 1990-2000 Pop. Change layer.  During the 1990s Colorado was one of the fastest growing states in the country. How many counties LOST population during the 1990s?

Only 5
6. During the 1990s which region would you say was the fastest growing?

This is a tough question, since most areas in Colorado were growing. Make sure you have kids toggle back to the legend to check the colors and ranges. Both the Mountains and Front Range grew rapidly during this period. You might make the case that the Mountain region grew especially fast because it had a greater number of counties in the dark blue (highest) category (8 in or partially in the Mountain region). Also, point out the two counties with declines in the Mountain region, Jackson in the north and San Juan in the South, did not have any large ski area resorts at that time.  (There is now a small one in Silverton, San Juan County.)

7.  Thought Question.  Try to list three reasons why so many people moved to Colorado during the 1990s:

Try to help kids understand why people “migrate” from one place to another. Ask your class why people want to move to Colorado. Responses could include such things as: availability of jobs, closeness to recreation (such as skiing, hunting, fishing), closeness to family members, and many other factors. For 7th and 8th graders, consider introducing the concepts of push factors and pull factors in migration (see Conceptual Overview).

