Cemetery Lab

Introduction

Humans characteristically bury their dead in common burial grounds known as graveyards or cemeteries. Each deceased person has a grave-site marker that gives their name, date of birth, and date of death. One of the ways that life tables can be constructed is from age-structured schedules of death. The fact that such information can be extracted from cemeteries gives us a powerful tool for asking questions about survivorship curves. Such curves can be easily plotted from the columns in our life tables.

Additional phenomena that might influence our data for human life tables are social characteristics. Humans die from other causes than starvation, malnutrition, and old age. Wars result in considerable human mortality, but usually the males suffer greater war-related mortality than females. Human medical care has exhibited a social evolution that has resulted in greater longevity for individuals of both sexes, with the greatest advances coming fairly recently. Finally, it is well known that the human population of the United States has grown dramatically in the last two or three hundred years. But the population of may not have grown as fast and may even have gone through some periods of decrease.

 

Methods

Before you go, please call the cemetery and get verbal permission to visit. We have never had a problem getting permission but sometimes they will ask you to stay in a particular area.

When you go to the cemetery, you will gather data on the birth of individuals before1950. Work in groups of up to four students. You should divide up the area of the cemetery so that all areas are sampled, but none are sampled more than once. Be sure to keep a running tally on the data sheet. To determine sex, examine the individual's name. Some names are obviously male or female. For names that could be either guess. Work as quickly as you can, but also be careful to show respect for where you are. Do not walk across graves! Stick to the pathways. You will need to collect data about 200 individuals.

 

Data Analysis

In the lab, use this information to construct an age pyramid for 1950, allowing us to characterize the population.  Total up the number of deaths at each age different time periods. Remember to keep the sexes separate. Then total the number of individuals in your "male" and "female" samples.  The number of individuals in each age class may be plotted as a histogram, forming a "pyramid."  Age is placed on the vertical axis and the number, or the proportion, of individuals in each age class is plotted that a symmetrical, pyramidal graph results.  Age pyramids such as these are useful for comparing populations from different sites, or the same population at different times of the year or from year to year.  You will get more information about the pyramid when we have cover this in the class.

