
 
 
Goals/Objectives/Student Outcomes: 
Students will investigate the development and history of their 
communities by using a variety of research methods. 

Materials: 
1. The Goldfinch worksheets on homes and doing local history 
2. Worksheet of architectural features 
3. Sources to conduct a study of historic buildings, for example, 
abstracts and tax records, fire maps (Sanborn Insurance Maps), city 
directories, town and township maps and plats, county maps and 
plats, old newspapers, interviews, and historic photographs 

Background: 
The Iowa Territory was surveyed in 1836 and two years later land 
offices opened in Dubuque and Burlington where land could be 
bought for $1.25 an acre. Once the territory was opened for 
settlement towns quickly grew. Early frontier towns grew for a variety 
of reasons, including plentiful natural resources, good transportation, 
and the seat of state or county governments. 
Early settlers were eager to see their towns grow and tried to 
encourage newcomers to relocate in their communities. Stories often 
were published that promoted local businesses and "heroes." 
Churches and schools were the centers of social life in Iowa frontier 
towns. Knowing that a community had a church of a particular 
denomination was sometimes the factor that swayed an immigrant to 
settle in a particular town. 
Early towns in Iowa needed banks, blacksmiths, doctors, merchants, 
and pharmacists. Towns also needed to be easily accessible via 
efficient transportation. 
New settlers to Iowa who came from cities were familiar with the 
various popular architectural styles of the 1830s and 1840s. They 
were eager to build homes and businesses according to these styles. 

Procedures: 
1. Ask students to begin by writing down what they think of when 
they think of their community. After a few minutes have them share 

what they wrote. Initiate a discussion of what they appreciate about 
their town and what they would like to change. 
2. Plan a walking tour of your town. Before taking your students, 
make sure they will be able to locate the architectural features and 
examples of architectural styles. Have students review information in 
the worksheets and handouts. 
3. On a map of your county locate all the towns that existed at the 
turn of the century. Make another map to show the towns that exist 
today. Ask how many of the earlier towns are missing. Ask students to 
speculate why the remaining towns survived. 
4. Find turn-of-the-century photographs of the main shopping areas 
of your town. Take pictures of the same locations today. Have 
students make a "then and now" poster for the bulletin board. 
5. Use "Homes in History," The Goldfinch 15 (Fall 1993) to begin an 
investigation of your community architecture. 
6. Use "Doing Local History," The Goldfinch 14 (Winter 1992) to 
begin a study of historic buildings in your community. 
7. Use "Reflections of Yesterday: Processes for Investigating 
Local History." 

Assessment of Outcomes: 
The students will discuss the discoveries they made about their 
community on their walking tour. 
Students will develop a top ten list of unique features of their town. 

Extensions and Adaptations: 
1. Have students write a play about their town at the turn of the 
century and present it to other classes in your school. 
2. Conduct research on the location of your town's buildings at the 
turn of the century. Construct a model of the town or a portion of it. 
3. Choose a historic building in town and trace its uses back to the 
turn of the century. Try to find photographs, Sanborn maps, plat 
maps, and old newspapers to tell the story of the building. See if the 
building would qualify for a National Register of Historic Places 
designation. If so, consider having students write a nomination. 
National Register information can be obtained by contacting the State 
Historical Society in the Des Moines office. 



4. Create a pictorial small town. Have students research what 
businesses, services, industries, professional people, and 
craftspeople were found in Iowa towns between 1890 and 1910. On a 
large piece of paper, lay out a town and locate the different 
businesses on it. Comment on the town being fairly self-sufficient and 
then have students make comparisons with today's towns and cities. 
5. Many areas in the state have preserved or restored historic 
buildings. Check to see if there is a historic preservation organization 
in your town or county. Visit a nearby historic location. Contact the 
State Historical Society to find out what might be the closest 
preservation organization to you. You might want to invite a 
"preservationist" to your classroom to discuss why preserving old 
building is important and how everyone in the community—including 
students—can be involved. 

Resources: 
Main Street. Video, Iowa Heritage Series, Iowa Public Television. 
Loren Horton and Ann Parks. Guide to Architectural Details. Technical 
Sheet, State Historical Society of Iowa. 
"Doing Local History." The Goldfinch 14 (Winter 1992). 
 "Homes in History." The Goldfinch 15 (Fall 1993). 
Reflections of Yesterday: Processes for Investigating Local History. 
Ottumwa: Iowa Department of Public Instruction and Southern 
Prairie Area Education Agency, 1985. (Reprinted in Section 2 of 
this curriculum.) 



 





 



















 



















 



 



 





 


