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FOREWORD 

The Iowa State Department of Public Instruction [eceives frequent 

requests for information about the minimum curriculum that the law requires 

for approval of Iowa's schools. This circular has been de eloped to give 

such information in handy form. While official publicatio s containing the 

school laws also contain this information, they are availa such limited 

quantities that (aside from the chief administrator to who they are supplied) 

members of school staffs such as principals, curriculum co ittees, and indi

vidual teachers and citizens in general do not always havelinnnediate access 

to them. 

This circular is entitled "Minimum Curriculum Re41uirements for 

Approval of Iowa Elementary and Secondary Schools and Currfculum Required 

by Law in Iowa Schools." Those who wish to study the "oriiinal sources" 

upon which the contents of this informal circular are base, are directed 

to them by the footnotes and other citations included herein. 



PART ONE 

REVIEW OF MINIMUM CURRICULUM MANDATED 
BY LAW AND RELATED PROVISIONS 

I. Introduction 

It is commonly understood that education is a stade function. 

This means that the state constitution and the laws made by ithe legisla

ture are supreme in matters relating to public education. Reference and 

practice of long standing adhere to the principle that it is wise to dele

gate primary responsibility and control of schools to local I school districts 

and their elected boards of education. However, every state has retained 

certain powers over its schools, Among these powers of mandating 

the minimum curriculum to be offered, and specifying those darts of it 

which pupils are required to follow. 

Iowa has provided greater central control of the durriculum 

within the past few years. This broadened control of the curriculum was 

instituted in 1965 by the 61st General Assembly and continued with minor 

changes by subsequent sessions in 1967 and 1969. Prior to ]967 there had 

existed certain minimum curriculum requirements of the type lconnnon to most 

states: required offerings in the so-called "common branch~s" and required 

courses in areas such as health and physical education, cit~zenship, 

U. s. history, and American government. 

This circular reviews the mandated requirements t 

schools from nursery school through high school must meet. 

Nursery School 

II. Curriculum Requirements for a 
School Level 

The law does not require that public nursery scho 

operated; in fact, aside from some reference to children un 

a.EE.roved 

shall be 

five years 
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of age requiring special education (SLI, p. 126, law is 

silent on the matter. Nevertheless, in possible anticipati of further 

legal authorization in the future, the law does state that "!they shall be 

designed to help children use and manage their bodies, exte 

terests and understanding of the world about them, work and play with 

others, and to express themselves." (SSLI, p. 34, 257.25, plar. 2) 2 

Kindergarten 

Legal provision exists for the establishment of k:ilndergartens. 

(SLI, p. 119, 280.16) "Kindergarten programs shall include !experiences 

designed to develop emotional and social living, protection land develop

ment of physical being, growth in expression, and language ~rts and 

comnnmication readiness." (SSLI, p. 34, 257.25, par. 2) 

Special education services. In May 1969, the low~ General 

Assembly added the following subsection to section 257. 25: ["Provision for 

special education services and programs, which may be share~ by public 

schools, shall be made for children requiring special educatjion, who are 

or would otherwise be enrolled in kindergarten through grad~ eight of such 

schools." 

NOTE: Senate File 1293 

Section 1. Section two hundred fifty-seven 

twenty-six (257. 26), Code 1966, is hereby amended [by 

adding thereto the following: irschool districts 

1This reference should be read School Laws of low (1966), page 
126, section 281.2. The shortened citation is used througho t this circular. 

2This reference should be read Su lement to Scho 1 Laws of Iowa 
(1967), page 34, section 257.25, paragraph 2. The shortened method of 
citation is used throughout this circular. 



- 3 -

county school systems may when available make special 

education services and materials enumerated in thi 

chapter available to pupils attending nonpublic scHools 

in the same manner and to the same extent that thev are 

provided to public school students in the school d~strict 

or county. 113 

Elementary School--Grades One Through Six 

When the term "elementary schooln is used in Iowa, lit may refer 

to either of two grade arrangements, each including kinderga~ten, if 

operated: grades one through eight, or grades one through s~x when grades 

seven and eight are included in a secondary school. (See SSijI, APPENDIX, 

I-3, standard 3.2(3), for a definition of the elementary schqol.) In 

either arrangement, the law (SSLI, p. 35, 257.25, par. 3) c14arly lists 

those areas which shall be taught within grades one through ~ix. They 

appear below in alphabetical order for quick identification: 

Art 
Health and physical education, including the ef 

alcohol, narcotics, and poisons on the huma 
Language arts, including: 

English, oral and written 
Handwriting 
Literature 
Reading 
Spelling 

Mathematics 
Music 

ects of 
body 

Science, including conservation of natural resources 
Social studies, including: 

American citizenship, including the elementar~ study 
of national, state, and local government inlthe United 
States 

3Change made by the Second.Session of the Sixty-th~rd General 
Assembly of the State of Iowa (1970). 
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Cultures of other peoples and nations 
Geography 
History of the United States and Iowa 

Special education services (See page 2.) 

Sections of law enacted prior to the one already c~ted in the 

preceding paragraph with reference to the elementary school 

119, sections 280.3, 280.6, 280.10, 280.12, 280.13, and 280.~4) specify 

what shall be taught in both elementary and secondary school~. These 

legal requirements (which are still in effect, but not in es~ential con

flict with those adopted in 1965 and since) are listed below lin alpha

betical order: 

American citizenship 
American government, principles of 
Arithmetic 
Geog!aphy 
Grarmnar 
History of Iowa 
Music 
Physical education (more than one period and no 

a total of 50 minutes) 
Physiology and hygiene, "which study in every d 

the subject shall include the effects upon 
system of alcoholic stimulants, narcotics, 
substances." 
NOTE: The law, section 280.10, in addition 
stipulation just quoted specifies that the 
education "shall require all teachers to gi 
scholars to receive instruction in" this ar 
comes still more specific as follows: "The 
in this branch shall of its kind be as dire 
cific as that given in other essential bran 
each scholar shall be required to complete 
such study in his class or grade before bei 
to the next higher, and before being credit 
ing completed the study of the subject." 

Reading 
Spelling 
United States history 
Writing 

less than 

poisonous 

to the 
oard of 
e and all 
a. It be
instrttction 
t and spe
hes, and 
he part of 
g advanced 
d with hav-

Certain elements of flexibility are left to the cutriculum makers 

even when faced with this rather formidable list of specific[requirements. 

For example, no mention of specific grades within the six-grfde span is 

made, and no strict time allotments are set out. 
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Grade Seven and Eight 

The list (SSLI, p. 35, 257.25, par. 4; and SLI, p,l 118, 280.7; 

p. 119, 280.10) of what shall be taught in grades seven and ~ight as a 
. --

minimum program (except for the fact that instruction in thel constitution 

of the United States and the constitution of the State of Iowa shall 

begin not later than the opening of the eighth grade •.. ) fbllows: 

Art 
Constitution of the United States and constitut~on 

of the State of Iowa 
Language arts, which may include: 

Composition, oral and written 
Grannnar 
Other connnunication subjects 
Spelling 

Mathematics 
Music 
Physical education (more than one period and nolt less than 

a total of 50 minutes) 
Physiology and hygiene (see details on page 3 uµder 

the heading "Elementary School--Grades One jrhrough 
Six") 

Reading 
Science 
Social studies 
Special education (See page 2.) 

Here, again, curriculum makers will see that fairlv broad oppor

tunities for "decision making" at the local level exist withli.n the framework 

of these legally-prescribed minimums. 

Junior High School 

The law lists no subjects under the title, junior high school. 

But it does state that when grades seven and eight are contali.ned in an 

organized and administered junior high school, the same mini~um program 

legally specified for these two grades must be included, fact, the 

minimum program specified to be taught in grades seven and e~ght applies 

to these grades "regardless of the organizational structure of the school 

districts." (SSLI, p. 35, 257,25, par. 5) 
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Certain school systems in the state have organized! their schools 

in such a manner as to include grades six, seven, eight, andlnine. 

Nationally, schools can be found with epch of the following krade com

binations: 4 through 8, 5 through 8, 6 through 8, 6 through/9, and 

even 6 through 10. The term connnonly used to designate this I type of 

school organization is the nmiddle school." In such a schooi the legal 

curriculum offerings mandated for each grade level included Kgrades one 

through six, grades seven and eight, and grades nine throughltwelve--where 

applicable) must be adhered to. 

High School--Grades Nine Through Twelve 

Units or courses that must be taught annually. With the excep

tion of physics and chemistry, which may be taught in altern¥te years, 

the minimum program mandated for a high school grades nine t~rough twelve, 

must be taught annually. The law defines a unit as consisti~g "of one 

academic year instruction in the subject" (SSLI, pp. 34-35, ~57.25, par. 

6h). As indicated below, not all subjects must be taught asl full units. 

Furthermore, courses in fine arts which clearly must be offered are not 

designated in the law as units. 

The following list of required offerings has been ~rranged in 

alphabetical order: 

Driver education 
English, including language arts (four units) 
Fine arts, courses in, including as options, but with the 

units or fractions thereof not specified: 
Art 
Dramatics 
Music 
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Foreign language (two units) 
11·However, the uni ts of foreign language ma 
be taught in alternate years, provided there 
is no break in the progression of instruct on 
from one year to the next. 11 4 

Mathematics (five units) 
General mathematics (one unit) 
Sequential mathematics (four units) 

Physical education (one unit with one-eighth umit each 
semester required of each pupil) 
11

, except that any pupil participating in 
an organized and supervised high school at,
letic program which requires at least as mich 
time of participation per week as such one 
eighth unit may be excused from the physictl 
education course during the time of his pa ti
cipation in such athletic program". 5 

Practical arts (five units), which may includeithese subjects: 
Agriculture 
Business education (including connnercial typ~writing) 
Distributive education 
Health occupations 
Homemaking 
Industrial arts 

Science (four units) 
Chemistry 
Physics 
NOTE: The units of physics and chemistry maf be 
taught in alternate years. However, four un ts 
in science must be available to pupils annua ly. 

Social studies (four units) 
American government 
American history 
Economics 
NOTE: The law permits a considerable degree of 
flexibility in social studies offerings. It states, 
"Instruction in American history, American g vernment, 
and economics shall be included in said unit but need 
not be required as full units." (SSLI, p. 3 , 257.25, 
par. 6b) 

However, this requirement must be read in co nection 
with section 280.8 (School Laws of Iowa) whi h requires 
all high schools to offer and all students t take, 
"a minimum of instruction in American histor and 
civics of the state and nation to the extent of two 
semesters, and schools ••. shall offer in ddition 
one semester in social problems and economic ." 
Social problems may be a part of or combined with 

________ e_c-"'-onomics. Note that American history and erican 

4Change made by the Second Session of the Sixty-third General 
Assembly of the State of Iowa (1970). 

5Change made by the Second Session of the Sixty-third General 
Assembly of the State of Iowa (1970). 
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government nrust be taken by all students as a~requirement 
for graduation. Economics (and social proble s) nrust 
be offered for at least one semester but may e elective. 

NOTE: The above is effective until July 1, 1~72. After 
July 1, 1972, the following is effective: 

"All schools offering instruction in grades 
through twelve shall offer, and all student 
be required to take, a mininrum of two semes 
American history which shall include the hi 
contributions of minority racial and ethnic 
and one semester of the governments of Iowa 
United States, as part of the requirement f 
tion. In addition, such schools shall offe 
elective course, at least one semester ins 
problems or economics, or a combination the 

Special education services 

III. Schools That Are Exempted from Curriculu 
Requirements of Section 257.25 of the 
School Laws 

nine 
shall 

ers of 
tory and 
groups, 
and the 
r gradua
, as an 
cial 
eof. n6 

Schools roved list of private colle 

schools. There are legal provisions (SSLI, p. 39, 257.25, p,r. 13) under 

which a private high school or a private combined junior-sentor high 

school operated for the express purpose of preparing its gra~uates for 

entrance to accredited colleges or universities are exemptedlfrom teach

ing the mininrum program specified in section 257.25, paragrauhs 6 and 7 

of the school laws. Private schools meeting these specifiedllegal pro

visions "shall be placed on a special approved list of college preparatory 

schools •••• " 

Exception for Amish. A section of the law (SSLI, 

299.24) provides that, under certain specified conditions, m~mbers of the 

local congregation of a recognized church or religious 

be exempted from standards set forth in section 257.25 of th~ school law. 

6change made by the Second Session of the Sixty-th~rd General 
Assembly of the State of Iowa (1970). 
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PART TWO 

CURRICULUM RE.QUIRED BY LAW IN IOWA SCHOOLS 

All subjects required by law are listed below. te section 

following each subject or group of subjects indicates the dection in which 

the requirements may be found in the School Laws of Iowa. !Notes are ap

pended when necessary to make requirements understood. 

It should be noted that Part Two of this publica 

to those subjects, in addition to those required by local 

required by law to take in Iowa schools and does not cover 

of subjects required for school approval in Iowa. School 

refers only 

students are 

entire list 

proval require-

ments are set forth in Section 257.25 of the School Laws o~ Iowa. 

SPECIAL EDUCATION RE.QUIRED 

"The board in each school district shall make provisiop whereby 

special education services are made available to all hlndicapped 

pupils enrolled in kindergarten and all grades of its 

Programs offered under this section shall comply with 

standards promulgated by the state board of public ins 

and shall be subject to approval and reimbursement of 

les and 

costs as provided in chapter 281. Programs offered un 

section may be carried on by cooperative arrangements hetween 

districts and county boards of education as provided br chapter 

281." Section 280.21 
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COMMON SCHOOL STUDIES 

"Reading, writing, spelling, arithmetic, grammar, geojraphy, 

physiology, United States history, history of Iowa, ad the 

principles of American government shall be taught in 11 such 

schools." Section 280.3 

Common school refers to the elementary grades. 

AMERICAN CITIZENSHIP 

"Each public and private school located within the st,te 

shall be required to teach the subject of American ciJizen

ship in all grades." Section 280.6 

All grades in this section refers to grades one hrough twelve 

inclusive. This does not mean that a textbook must be use for this 

instruction. Every lesson can and should be a lesson in c"tizenship. 

CONSTITUTION OF UNITED STATES AND STATE 

"In all public and private schools located within the /state 

there shall be given regular courses of instruction irl the 

constitution of the United States and in the constitu 

the state of Iowa. Such instruction shall begin not than 

the opening of the eighth grade, and shall continue i1 the high 

school course to an extent to be determined by the suJerintendent 

of public instruction." Section 280.7 

NOTE: To date the Superintendent of Public Instr!uction has not 

declared any specific requirement. 
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AMERICAN HISTORY AND CIVICS 

"Public and private high schools, academies, and other in

stitutions ranking as secondary schools which maintain three

year or longer courses of instruction shall offer, and/all 

students shall be required to take, a minimum of instr~ction 

in .American history and civics of the state and nationlto the 

extent of two semesters, and schools of this class whi h have 

four-year or longer courses shall offer, in addition ome 

semester in social problems and economics." Section 0.8 

NOTE: Section 1. Section two hundred eighty poi~t eight 

(280.8), Code 1966, is hereby repealed and the following en~cted in lieu 

thereof: 

"All schools offering instruction in grades nine throu~h 

twelve shall offer, and all students shall be required! to 

take, a mininrum of two semesters of .American history which 

shall include the history and contributions of minority racial 

and ethnic groups, and one semester of the governments/ of Iowa 

and the United States, as part of the requirement for graduation. 

In addition, such schools shall offer, as an elective rourse, at 

least one semester in social problems or economics, or a com

bination thereof." 

(This Act shall be effective July 1, 1972.) 

STIMULANTS, NARCOTICS, AND POISONS 

"The board shall require all teachers to give and all ~cholars 

to receive instruction in physiology and hygiene, whict study 

in every division of the subject shall include the eff cts upon 

the human system of alcoholic stimulants, narcotics, ad poisonous 
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substances. The instruction in this branch shall of its kind 

be as direct and specific as that given in other essential 

branches, and each scholar shall be required to complete the 

part of such study in his class or grade before beingladvanced 

to the next higher, and before being credited with ha~ing com

pleted the study of the subject.n Section 280.10 

The law clearly intends to have such teaching enmhasized. In 

earlier grades it is taught in general lessons and with thcl textbook in

struction in those grades where textbooks are used. 

PHYSICAL EDUCATION 

"The teaching of physical education exclusive of inte~scholastic 

athletics, 7 including effective health supervision and health 

instruction, of both sexes, shall be required in every public 

elementary and secondary school of the state. 

of instruction shall be provided for those pupils physlically or 

mentally unable to take the courses provided for norm~l children. 

Said subject shall be taught in the manner prescribed ~y the 

state superintendent of public instruction." Section 1280 .13 

LENGTH OF PHYSICAL EDUCATION COURSE 

"The course of physical education shall occupy periods! each 

week totaling not less than fifty minutes, exclusive olf 

recesses, throughout each school term. The conduct anij attain-

ment of the pupils in such course shall be marked as i 

7NOTE: Change made by the Second Session of the 
General Assembly of Iowa (1970): •rexcept that any pupil pa 
organized and supervised high school athletic program which 
as much time of participation per week as such one-eighth u 
from the physical education course during the time of his p 
such athletic program." 

other 

ixty-third 
ticipating in an 
requires at least 
it may be excused 
rticipation in 
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subjects and it shall form part of the requirements for 

promotion or graduation of every pupil in attendance, lbut no 

pupil shall be required to take such instruction whos~ parents 

or guardian shall file a written statement with the s 

principal or teacher that such course conflicts with His 

religious belief.n Section 280.14 

The Department of Public Instruction urges the u~e of more time 

for physical education than the law requires. 

--
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