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The Iowa Core Curriculum
Right Work, Right time, Right People
On April 25, 2008, the Iowa legislature approved mandating the Iowa Core  

Curriculum for all students in grades 9-12 by 2012 and grades K-8 by 2014. The Iowa 
Core Curriculum provides local school districts and nonpublic schools a guide to deliv-
ering instruction based on consistent, challenging, and meaningful content to students. 

The Core Curriculum identifies mandated essential concepts and skill sets for literacy, 
mathematics, science, and social studies, as well as 21st century learning skills (civic 
literacy, financial literacy, technology literacy, health literacy, and employability skills).

Iowa’s AEAs, the Iowa Department of Education, local schools and their communi-
ties are collaborating to provide support for implementation of the Iowa Core Curricu-
lum. Thanks to the Iowa Department of Education for contributing articles about the 
Iowa Core Curriculum for this issue of The Linker.

Phyllis Anderson, GWAEA Iowa Core Curriculum Lead, joins area educators during a training 
session held Oct. 7 in Vinton.

For more information about American Education Week, visit www.nea.org/aew.
American Education Week promotional materials courtesy of the National Education Association.
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The LinkER

CurriCulum, instruCtion & Assessment

By Rita Martens, Consultant 
Iowa Department of Education

Great teachers constantly 
discover new ways to guide 
student success. That same 
passion for student achieve-
ment lies at the heart of the 
Iowa Core Curriculum. 

The Iowa Core Curriculum 
offers a strong framework 
to help teachers prepare all 
students for success in a 
competitive and constantly 
changing world. The frame-
work begins by identifying 
essential skills and concepts 
in literacy, math, science, so-
cial studies and 21st century 
learning skills. The 21st cen-
tury learning skills are em-

ployability, financial literacy, 
health literacy, civic literacy 
and technology literacy. The 
essential skills and concepts 
are the “core” of the Iowa 
Core Curriculum, and must 
be included throughout each 
district’s written curriculum 
in the near future.

The Iowa Core Curriculum 
not only identifies the essen-
tial skills and concepts, but 
is accompanied by assistance 
and resources. As implemen-
tation begins across Iowa, 
educators may use these tools 
along with others to engage all 
students in learning and mas-
tering the Core Curriculum.

Iowa Department of Edu-
cation (DE) Director Judy 
Jeffrey says the Iowa Core 
Curriculum is about raising 
our expectations for what 
students are capable of doing: 
“Iowa has core content stan-
dards, but the real work to 
create high student expecta-
tions exists with Iowa teach-

ers in every classroom.”
How the Iowa Core 
Curriculum began

The Iowa Core Curriculum 
began with educators. In early 
2005, Jeffrey and members of 
the State Board of Education 
completed a series of school 
visits where they heard calls 

for new tools to help raise 
student achievement levels. 

Unless action was taken, 
these leaders could see a  
crisis brewing: Student 
achievement in other states 
and countries was threatening 
Iowa’s standing as an edu-
cational leader. To stick with 
the status quo would mean 
falling behind. At the time, 
high school achievement was 
of greatest concern. Com-
petition for post-graduation 
opportunities was heating up 
and going global. Even jobs 
that didn’t require a college 
degree were calling for new 
21st century skills.

Iowa lawmakers shared 
those concerns and in Spring 
2005, Senate File 245 was 
signed into law by then-Gov-

ernor Thomas Vilsack. The 
law required development of 
a new high school model  
core curriculum in math,  
science and literacy. The goal 
was to develop a challenging, 
world-class curriculum to en-
hance the learning of all Iowa 
students.

A team of experts —  
including teachers, admin-
istrators, higher education 
experts, association represen-
tatives and business leaders 
— worked throughout the 
next school year determin-
ing what essential skills and 
concepts should be a part of 
the then-named Model Core 
Curriculum. 

The teams tackled the task 
like a business assessing its 
key competitors. The teams 

reviewed a wide array of 
respected research as well as 
results for major testing ser-
vices, the most recent num-
bers from NAEP (National 
Assessment of Educational 
Progress) and other respected 
state and international school 
curriculums.

The State Board of Educa-
tion approved the resulting 
high school curriculum in 
Spring 2006, and the DE and 
state Area Education Agen-
cies began introducing the 
concepts to educators the  
next fall.

In Spring 2007, another 
law expanded the reach of  
the Core Curriculum to  
kindergarten through 8th 

An Overview of the Iowa Core Curriculum

Spring 2005: Iowa  
Department of Education 
Director Judy Jeffrey and 
members of the State Board 
of Education complete a  
series of high school visits 
and hear calls for new  
teaching tools to help prepare 
students for success in a  
competitive, global economy.

Spring 2005: Governor 
Thomas J. Vilsack signs into 
law Senate File 245, requiring 
development of a high school 
model core curriculum.

Summer 2005 - Spring 
2006: A Model Core Curricu-
lum Lead Team and  
three Work Teams – for math, 
science and literacy – are  
created representing class-
room teachers, school 
administrators, higher educa-
tion, community colleges, 
education associations and 
private business. The results 
are called essential skills, 
designed to avoid the chronic 
problem of asking teachers to 
work with a curriculum that’s 
a mile wide and inch deep.

May 2006: The State 
Board of Education endorses 
essential skills and concepts 
developed by the Lead Team 
for high school literacy, math 
and science. 

2006 - 2007: The Iowa 
Department of Education and 
Area Education Agencies 
partner to begin introducing 
the new Core Curriculum 
content to high schools. 

Spring 2007: The Iowa 
Legislature adopts and  
Governor Chet Culver  
expands the scope of what 
is now called the Iowa Core 
Curriculum, adding in kin-
dergarten through grade 8 for 
math, science and literacy and 
expanding to include social 
studies and 21st century  
skills -- employability skills, 
financial literacy, health  
literacy and technology  
literacy -- for K-12.

Spring 2008: The Legis-
lature votes and the Governor 
approves a law requiring 
adoption of the Iowa Core 
Curriculum essential skills in 
all public and accredited non-
public schools.

April 2008: The State 
Board of Education approves 
the second phase of Iowa 
Core: essential skills for the 
K-8 math, literacy and  
science core and for high 
school social studies and  
21st century skills.

continued on page 2

Iowa Core Curriculum Timeline
May 2008: An advisory 

team, representing key state-
wide education groups, the 
Iowa Core Lead Team and the 
Regents institutions, partners 
with the Iowa Department of 
Education’s Iowa Core Team 
to plan the roll-out of Iowa 
Core to all schools.

Summer 2008: The Iowa 
Department of Education and 
Area Education Agencies  
establish a network of indi-
viduals who will provide  
support to schools. 

Summer 2008: Spring 
2009: Work Teams represent-
ing teachers, administrators, 
AEA staffers, key education 
associations and business 
continue with K-8 essential 
skills for social studies and 
21st century skills.

Fall 2008: Iowa school 
districts will be asked to  
assess local curriculum to  
develop plans to be certain 
that all students — no  
matter their career path 
— will have mastered the  
Core Curriculum  
essential concepts and skills. 

September 2008 – Janu-
ary 2009: The Iowa Depart-
ment of Education provides 
professional development  

opportunities for school lead-
ers on the skills they will need 
to implement the Iowa Core 
Curriculum with fidelity. 

January 2009: Imple-
mentation support begins 
for teachers. Schools will 
be grouped into cadres and 
the start date for full staff 
involvement will staggered 
for each cadre throughout the 
year and a half. Professional 
development opportunities 
will be designed and provided 
to promote higher-end or 
rigorous teaching in science, 
math and literacy curriculum. 
It will be a collaborative  
effort of Area Education 
Agencies, the Iowa Depart-
ment of Education and local 
schools. 

July 2010: School districts 
must have a plan in place  
for high schools to revise  
curriculum content to  
address each of the Essential 
Concepts and Skill Sets of the 
Iowa Core. However, the De-
partment is encouraging K-12 
districts to have developed a 
plan addressing K-12 imple-
mentation by this date, with 
full implementation for high 
schools by July 1, 2012, and 
K-8 by 2014-2015. 

The Iowa Core 
Curriculum
What it is…
◗ A set of essential skills 

and concepts all Iowa  
students must know 
to succeed in today’s 
competitive world. They 
include:
› Grades K-12 literacy 

(listening, viewing, 
writing, speaking and 
reading);

› Grades K-12 mathemat-
ics (number and opera-
tions, algebra, geometry 
and measurement, data 
analysis and probabil-
ity);

› Grades K-12 science 
(inquiry, physical  
science, earth and  
space and life);

› Grades 9-12 social stud-
ies (behavior sciences, 
economics, geography, 
history, political science 
and civic literacy); and 

› Grades 9-12 21st century 
skills (employability, 
financial literacy, health 
literacy, civic literacy 
and technology literacy).

A quick guide to 
the terminology

Core Content Stan-
dards: Broad statements 
that identify the knowledge 
and skills iowa students 
must acquire in read-
ing, math and science for 
grades K-12. Difficult and 
complexity rises with each 
grade. For more informa-
tion on iowa’s core content 
standards, please visit the 
Iowa Department of Educa-
tion website at www.iowa.
gov/educate, and look  
under “PK-12 Education,” 
then “Standards, Bench-
marks and Grade Level 
Indicators.”

Benchmarks: Details 
that help flesh out the core 
content standards. includes 
learning targets for a stair 
step of grade spans.

Grade Level indicators: 
Even deeper detail show-
ing what the core content 
standards and benchmarks 
should provide for each 
grade.

iowa Core Curriculum: 
A set of essential skills and 
concepts all iowa students 
must know in literacy, math-
ematics, science, social 
studies and 2�st century 
learning skills. It aligns with 
the mandated core content 
standards.

Formative Assess-
ments: The evaluation  
at regular intervals of a  
student’s progress with 
accompanying feedback 
in order to help to adjust 
instruction and improve  
the student’s performance; 
“assessment for learning.”

(Thanks to the iowa  
Department of Education  
for contributing articles for 
this issue of The Linker.)

continued on page 2
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grade. Lawmakers wanted 
to be sure that the building 
blocks to student success 
were begun as soon as stu-
dents walked into a kinder-
garten classroom. It also 
added two curriculum areas: 
social studies and 21st cen-
tury skills. 

Another project lead team 
was formed and new work 
teams were established in 
Fall 2007 to develop essential 
skills for the lower grades and 
for the two new subject areas. 

The state board approved 
the work this spring. About 
the same time, the Iowa Leg-
islature and governor decided 
to adopt the Iowa Core  
Curriculum as a requirement 
for all Iowa schools.
Iowa Core Curriculum 
goes local

The Iowa Legislature gave 
schools a cushion of time to 
complete the integration of 
the Iowa Core Curriculum 
into local curriculum — until 
2012 in high schools and until 
2014-2015 for K-8 programs.  
But there is much work to  
be done. 

To assist schools and 
teachers, the Iowa Depart-
ment of Education and Area 
Education Agencies collabo-
rated to establish a network 
of implementation specialists 
who will provide support. 

The network will offer 
assistance in two phases. 

The first phase focuses on 
school leadership, providing 
professional development op-
portunities for school leaders 
on the skills they will need 
to implement the Iowa Core 
Curriculum with fidelity. This 
professional development 
began in September. 

The second phase will 
focus on teachers and begin 
in January 2009. Schools will 
be grouped into cadres, and 
the start date for full staff in-
volvement will be staggered 
for each cadre over a year 
and a half. This professional 
development will include 
curriculum instruction and as-
sessment. More information 
will be provided to schools in 
the near future regarding the 
professional development.
A useful teaching tool 

The Iowa Core  
Curriculum offers teachers 
more than another official-
looking document. Work 
teams were determined to 
create useful tools with  
accompanying resources:
◆ For primary and middle 

schools, essential skills 
were written by grade band 
— K-2, 3-5, 6-8 — recog-
nizing the widely varied 
skill levels in those grades.

◆ Work teams, each includ-
ing teacher-members, 
devoted hours to design-
ing teaching examples for 
each essential skill in each 
subject area. 

◆ Some teams intend to 
refine primary and middle 
school examples even 
further to target individual 
grade levels.

◆ Sample unit plans also 
are being written and will 
be available on the DE 
website at www.iowa.
gov/educate.  

◆ The DE website also pro-
vides additional resources 
to help further explain the 
Iowa Core Curriculum and 
how it fits into Iowa’s road 
map for student achieve-
ment — how it supports 
the core content standards 
and benchmarks.

New skills call for new 
assessments

As teachers begin to  
adopt these new classroom 
approaches, assessment needs 
change, too. End-of-course 
testing won’t tell the full 
story of whether students are 
mastering the curriculum. 
Districts should find ways to 
embed timely classroom as-
sessment methods throughout 
the school year that impact 
instruction. “That’s where the 
power of instruction is and 
where the power of raising 
student achievement lies,” 
says Jeffrey.

These “formative” as-
sessments allow a teacher to 
adjust instruction and use stu-
dent supports when they are 
most effective. This is  
important because mastering 

the Iowa Core Curriculum  
essential concepts and skills 
is the goal for all Iowa stu-
dents regardless of their fu-
ture career path.

Iowa Test of Basic Skills 
and Iowa Test of Educational 
Development will continue 
to serve as the once-a-year 
assessment for No Child Left 
Behind accountability, but 
also to determine the growth 
of students over time. With 
60 years of data, the trend 
line provides valuable infor-
mation to all of us.

However, some schools 
are asking for end-of-course 
tests for specific Core  
Curriculum subjects. The 
Iowa Testing Program is  
planning to make available to 
districts end-of-course tests 
for high school mathematics 
and will have high school sci-
ence courses by next spring. 
Students first

A hallmark of this project 
has been keeping students 
foremost in mind. For ex-
ample, the Core Curriculum 
focuses on familiar content 
like reading, writing and 
math, but also delves into 
what sometimes is called 
future content — mastering 
the digital and technological 
knowledge important to 21st 
century success. Teachers 
will also find the concepts 
and skills needed for students 
to be financially literate and 
health literate.

It also reflects the  
demands of today’s work-
force, where the call for 
math- and science-savvy 
graduates is mushrooming 
because of the rising demand 
for scientists, engineers and 
technicians.

Finally, it’s designed to 
ensure students will grasp 
the most important ideas by 
focusing on just the essential 
skills. By doing so, the Core 
Curriculum allows a teacher 
to help students deepen their 
understanding of content 
and apply their knowledge 
in relevant, problem-solving 
experiences.
No cookie-cutter 
approach 

Done well, the Core  
Curriculum should enhance 
teacher creativity. As Jeffrey 
explains, “We’re hoping that 
the guidance and professional 
development that accompa-
nies the Iowa Core Curricu-
lum will give teachers more 
tools to create a more engag-
ing curriculum and environ-
ment in their classroom.”

And the winners in that 
scenario will no doubt be  
Iowa’s students – all of  
Iowa’s students.

Rita Martens is a program 
consultant with the Iowa  
Department of Education who 
has worked on the Iowa Core 
Curriculum since its inception 
in 2005.
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An Overview of the Iowa Core Curriculum

› Grades K-8 social  
studies and 21st century 
skills are currently  
being developed. 

◗ A statewide mandate  
supported by funding,  
a network of implementa-
tion specialists and  
instruction and assessment 
resources for teachers and 
administrators.

◗ A collaborative effort  
designed by subject-specif-
ic teams of teachers, school 
administrators, curriculum 
directors, AEA staffers and 
business leaders.

◗ A support for Iowa’s 
mandated core content 
standards in reading, math 
and science.

What it is not…
◗ An initiative to make all 

Iowa schools teach the 
same lesson plans on the 

continued from page 1

same days, or use the 
same textbooks.

◗ A move to replace the 
Iowa Test of Basic Skills 
or Iowa Test of Educa-
tional Development, or 
to promote a costly new 
battery of tests.

◗ An effort to subvert the 
creative contributions of 
Iowa’s talented teaching 
professionals.

◗ A program that will 
divert money from 
other education needs. 
In fact, the Legislature 
appropriated new money 
to finance Iowa Core 
Curriculum professional 
development training.
For more information on 

the Iowa Core Curriculum, 
please visit www.iowa.gov/
educate, and go to “Iowa 
Core Curriculum” under 
PK-12 Education.

The Iowa Core Curriculum

Grant Wood AEA is 
supporting Area 10 school 
districts with implementa-
tion of the Iowa Core Cur-
riculum. 

Phyllis Anderson, 
GWAEA Iowa Core Cur-
riculum Lead, explained 
that this effort strives to 
ensure the success of each 
and every Iowa student by 
providing a world-class 
curriculum. All districts are 
being asked to make sure 
their standards and bench-
marks include a common 
set of skills and concepts 
as well as research-based 
instruction and assessment 
practices. 

“Much of what districts 
are already doing will hold 
them in good stead as they 
begin these alignment pro-
cesses,” she continued. “The 
Iowa Core Curriculum asks 

Iowa Core Curriculum  
implementation support in Area 10

districts to stand back and 
look at their overall picture 
of instruction. Each district 
will develop an implemen-
tation plan. Each district’s 
plan will be different.” 

Implementation of the 
Core Curriculum will in-
volve collaborative work 
on the parts of our school 
districts, their communities, 
Grant Wood AEA consul-
tants, and the Iowa Depart-
ment of Education. Other 
members of the GWAEA 
Network team are Keith 
Stamp, Myra Hall, Kris 
Donnelly and Pam Rubel. 

During the 2008-2009 
school year, Anderson and 

Accessible 
Instructional 
Materials (AIM)
What is TRUE AIM?

The 2004 reauthoriza-
tion of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) included the 
requirement that students 
with visual impairments 
and students with print 
disabilities receive their 
textbooks and core-related 
instructional materials in 
a timely manner. Although 
this is not a new require-
ment for local districts, the 
Iowa Department of Edu-
cation is implementing an 
initiative called TRUE AIM 
to assist local districts in 
meeting this requirement.

Who is responsible?
School districts have 

the ultimate responsibility 
to provide learning materi-
als that are accessible to 
all students with print dis-
abilities. Core curriculum 
material and textbooks 
may need to be converted 
to these specialized for-
mats. Specialized formats 
(Braille, Large Print, Audio, 
Digital Text) enable stu-
dents with print disabilities 
to gain the information they 
need to complete tasks, 
master IEP goals, and 
reach curricular standards. 
Specialized formats are 
also provided to students 
who are unable to gain 
information from traditional 
print materials.

How are these materials 
provided?

These accessible mate-
rials may be secured from 
different sources depend-
ing upon the defining char-
acteristics of the student’s 
disability and need. These 
specialized formats can 
be obtained through the 
national instructional 
Materials Access Center 
(NIMAC) for qualified stu-
dents – purchased from 
publishers or developed 
locally by school districts, 
area education agencies 
or some other entity. Ac-
cording to federal law, only 
authorized users are able 
to access the NIMAC. In 
Iowa, the authorized user 
is the Iowa Department for 
the Blind.

Resources
Iowa Department for the 

Blind: http://wwwblind.
state.ia.us

Center for Applied 
Special Technology: http://
www.CAST.org

Office for Civil Rights: 
http://www.ed.gov/policy/
rights/reg/ocr/index.html

For more information, 
contact Steve Maurer, Iowa 
Department of Education, 
(5�5) 28�-3576 or e-mail to 
steve.maurer@iowa.gov.

Grant Wood AEA regional 
administrators will facilitate 
ongoing training sessions 
involving the six modules 
currently being developed 
by the Iowa Department 
of Education and educa-
tors from across the state. 
These modules are designed 
to help district leadership 
teams plan how they will 
meet the requirements of 
the Iowa Core Curriculum. 

For more information, 
contact Phyllis Anderson at 
panderson@gwaea.org or 
visit the Iowa Core Curricu-
lum link on the Grant Wood 
AEA homepage at www.
aea10.k12. ia.us.




