
 
 
Goals/Objectives/Student Outcomes: 
• Students will: 
• Understand the steps to be followed in creating a district, a 
territory, and eventually a state. 
• Recognize the different areas of which Iowa has been a part. 
• Recognize the three capitals of Iowa and the importance of 
each. 
• Be able to identify key people in the development of the 
state of Iowa. 

Materials: 
1.  Two attached pages of background 
2.  Student Activities—two attached worksheet pages 
3.  U.S. maps for each student, in atlas or social studies text 

Background: 
After the Revolutionary War, the new United States had only thirteen 
states. Between these eastern states and the Mississippi River the 
land was controlled by the national government. The government 
established a process so that regions could become states. 
First a region would be designated a district, with a governor 
appointed by the president and the army keeping order. As more 
settlers arrived, the district became a territory. A territory also had a 
governor appointed by the president, but in addition it had an elected 
legislature to make its laws. No territory, however, could have a 
representative in Congress. When more people moved in, the territory 
could become a state, elect its own governor and legislature, and 
send representatives to Congress in Washington, D.C. Iowa went 
through all these steps to reach statehood. 
In 1803, President Thomas Jefferson arranged for the purchase from 
France of enough land west of the Mississippi River to double the size 
of the United States. The land was home to Native Americans and a 
few explorers. Iowa was a part of the Louisiana Purchase. 
In 1834, Iowa became part of the Michigan Territory, which included 
what is today Michigan, Wisconsin, Iowa, Minnesota, and parts of the 
North and South Dakota. When Michigan withdrew to become a state 
in 1836, the remaining area was called the Wisconsin Territory. 

 
 
Feeling that the Mississippi River separated them from the others in 
the Wisconsin Territory, settlers met on September 16, 1837 at 
Burlington, Iowa to organize themselves into a territorial convention. 
The United States Congress was petitioned to divide the Wisconsin 
Territory and allow the 25,000 people living west of the Mississippi 
River to become the Iowa Territory. 
On February 6, 1838 Congress voted to establish the Iowa Territory, 
effective July 4th. President Martin Van Buren appointed Robert 
Lucas, a former governor of Ohio, as the new governor for a term of 
three years. 
Governor Lucas visited several towns along the Mississippi River 
before choosing Burlington as the capital of the new territory. 
Elections were held for the two-part legislature. The Council had 13 
members with two-year terms, and the House of Representatives had 
26 members serving one-year terms. 
The legislature first met at the Old Zion Methodist Church. Since 
settlers were moving west of the Mississippi, it quickly was decided to 
move the territorial capital to Johnson County and to call the new site 
"Iowa City." In 1839 the governor appointed a committee that included 
Chauncy Swan to deter-mine the exact location for the new capital. 
By 1842 a graceful capitol building housed the territorial legislature 
near the Iowa River in Johnson County. 
Two years later Iowans voted to begin taking steps toward statehood. 
A state constitution, or set of laws and plan of government, was drawn 
up. One law stated that any white male citizen over the age of twenty-
one could vote. Women and African Americans were excluded. 
Boundary lines were drawn, extending Iowa as far north as present-
day Minneapolis, Minnesota. 
When sent to Congress in Washington D.C., the Iowa constitution 
was readily approved, but the boundary lines were not. Some U.S. 
congressmen did not want Iowa extending as far west as the Missouri 
River. Eventually, compromise was reached, and on December 28, 
1846 President James Polk signed the law making Iowa—now home 
to more than 96,000 people—the twenty-ninth state of the United States. 
Within four years, Iowa's population had doubled, to 192,000 citizens. 
By 1856 the state boasted 518,000 residents, many of whom lived far 
west of the capital city. In 1857 delegates met in Iowa City to write a 
new constitution. One of the major changes was the decision to move 
the capital farther west again to make it more accessible to its 
citizens. Des Moines was chosen as the site. 



Procedure: 
1. Together the teacher and students read and discuss the first 
paragraph of attached information. 
2. Together, read and discuss the remaining four paragraphs. Use 
territory maps to review size of territories and today's states. 
3.  Ask students to shade territories and label present-day states 
using "Iowa's Territories" map and an atlas map. 
4. Together, read second information page and discuss Iowa's three 
capitals and why there was a need for the first two to be moved. 
Discuss what Iowa might be like today if any of the other boundary 
suggestions had been chosen. Ask why Missourians might have 
preferred the Brown line. See The Goldfinch, Spring 1976, "State 
Capitols." 
5.  Ask students to complete the three sections of the page on 
Iowa's capitals, faces, and early population. 
6.  Show and discuss The Path to Statehood video from the Iowa 
Heritage Series. 

Assessment of Outcomes: 
The student worksheet page on Iowa's capitals, faces, and early 
population can be used for assessment. 

Extensions and Adaptations: 
Ask students to debate "Should the Iowa Territory become a 
state?" Have them prepare by reading The Goldfinch, Spring 
1976, pp. 24-25. 
Initiate a discussion about border disputes. Have them prepare by 
reading "The Shape of the State," The Goldfinch 4 (February 
1983). See discussion questions on back cover of the issue. 
Discuss what constitutions are and why states need constitutions. 
(See The Goldfinch 8 (February 1987): 6 and Spring 1976, page 
2.) 

Resources: 
The Path to Statehood. Video, Iowa Heritage Series, Iowa 
Public Television. 
Donald Fett, Patrick Fett, Mildred Bidlack, Michelle Moore, and 
Thomas Ferguson. "Iowa: A History for Iowa City" (local 
curriculum), 1983. 
William Houllette. Iowa, The Pioneer Heritage. Des Moines: Wallace-
Homestead, 1970. 
Dorothy Schwieder, Thomas Morain, and Lynn Nielsen. Iowa, Past 
and Present. Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1989. 
Wall, Joseph Frazier. Iowa, A History. New York: Norton, 1978. 
"The Iowa Territory's 150th Birthday." The Goldfinch 9 (September 1987). 
"Constitutional Issues and Iowa." The Goldfinch 8 (February 1987): 6. 
"The Shape of the State." The Goldfinch 5 (February 1983). 
"Government for Iowa." The Goldfinch, Spring 1976.  
 

Field trips: 
Old Capitol, Iowa City 
Current Iowa State Capitol, Des Moines 
Old Zion Methodist Church, Burlington 





 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 


