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Materials 
Computers with internet access
Local history documents
Encyclopedia

Iowa’s Environmental History and Climate Change  

Background

Over 2 million years ago, much of Iowa was covered with glaciers. The most recent glaciers, during 
the Wisconsinan period, receded 12,000 years ago from the area known as the Des Moines Lobe, 
which encompasses northern and central Iowa, reaching as far south as Des Moines. Glacial activity 
over millions of years  shaped the landscape of Iowa, forming its rivers and contours, leaving 
behind the building blocks for our rich soil. 85% of the land in Iowa eventually became a “wet 
prairie,” covered with grasses and flowers and interspersed with prairie marshes.  Early settlers 
called Central Iowa “Land of 1,000 Lakes” due to the many shallow prairie pothole wetlands.

European settlement, technological 
advances in agriculture, and urban 
development drastically changed the 
landscape. Draining, tiling, straight-
ening and diverting waterways have 
all altered the water system in our 
state. Introducing non-native species 
of plants and 
animals, building roads and 
buildings, damming rivers to make 
artificial lakes, and plowing up the 
prairie are examples of how humans 
have altered Iowa’s landscape.  

Today 82% of our state is in 
agricultural production. Just 5% of the original wetlands remain, while less than 1% of our 
natural prairie is intact. Dramatic land use changes affect soil, water, animals, and the climate. 
Climate change affects not only the crops we grow for food and clothing, but our health as well.  

Grades 7-12

Objective 
To help students understand that human activity has 
altered the landscape and environment in Iowa, and 
how those changes are related to climate change.
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definitions 
Glacier-Large mass of ice that moves slowly across 
the land
Glacial till-The mass of rocks and finely ground 
material carried by a glacier and deposited when the 
ice melted
Prairie pothole-Wetland depression in the landscape 
formed by glaciers
Geologic time-The time it takes for physical land 
features and earth to develop

Teacher Preparation

Compile a list of nearby sites, including 
buildings, landmarks, forests, parks, natural 
areas, etc. 

Instructions

1. Present the list of sites to students, and explain that they will be doing a research project on the 
environmental history of the area. Elicit additional sites or areas the students might be interested in.

2. Assign sites to students individually or in groups. Give them the following assignment:
Investigate the history of the site, documenting current land use and landscape, and landscape/ land use 
changes over time. Investigate glacial activity in the area (suggested resources for students are 
provided on the following page). Research should include pictures and primary sources where possible. 
Students may also interview local historians or people who have lived near the site and have been able to 
observe changes over their lifetime. 

Options for report:  2-4 page written report, PowerPoint presentation, poster display.  

3.  Class discussion questions:
   a.  How has land use changed in Iowa?
   b.  What effect do these changes have on wild animals?  Migratory animals?
   c.  How are waterways affected?
   d.  How might these changes affect weather and climate here in Iowa and/or the world?

Optional Expansion Activities

	 •	Engage	a	local	historian,	naturalist,	county	conservation	board	member,	or	geologist	to	come	
    and speak about Iowa’s natural history and how it has changed from glaciers to the present day.
	 •	Take	a	follow-up	field	trip	to	one	of	the	researched	sites.	
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Additional Resources

For Teachers:

http://nsidc.org/cryosphere/glaciers/questions/move.html  (National Snow & Ice Data Center provides 
information about glaciers and how they move)

http://www.iptv.org/iowapathways/mypath.cfm?ounid=ob_000007&h=no  (Provides history of 
changes to Iowa’s environment)

https://muse.jhu.edu/books/9781587297472  (Excerpts from The Emerald Horizon: The History of 
Nature in Iowa by Cornelia F. Mutel are available for download)

http://www.extension.iastate.edu/Publications/IAN201.pdf  (Extension publication on Iowa’s biological 
communities)

http://www.extension.iastate.edu/publications/ian204.pdf  (Extension publication on wetlands in Iowa, 
cites that central Iowa was called the “Land of 1,000 Lakes” by early settlers)

http://www.extension.iastate.edu/Publications/IAN203.pdf  (Extension publication on the history of 
prairies in Iowa, citing that 85% of Iowa was covered with prairies)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v-je8U7fgpGxA  (Iowa Learning Farms animation about land 
formation in Iowa)

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Id30utlNP-k (Video about glaciation in NW Iowa at the Freda 
Haffner Kettlehole Preserve)

http://ncse.com/climate (National Center for Science Education - Initiative for Climate Change website 
with rationale, support and resources for teaching climate change)

For Students: 
Landforms of Iowa by Jean C. Prior

http://www.igsb.uiowa.edu/browse/histalt/histalt.htm (Provides overview of land use and hydrology 
changes on Des Moines Lobe)

Google Earth (http://www.google.com/earth/) includes a feature that allows users to view historical 
imagery to see how places have changed over time.  Availability of historical imagery may vary from 
site to site.


