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Frequently Used Acronyms  
The acronyms identified below are frequently used in this report.  
 

• AEA: Area Education Agency 

• BEDS: Basic Educational Data Survey  

• DOM: Department of Management 

• EA: Early ACCESS Integrated System of Early Intervention Services 

• ECO: Early Childhood Outcomes 

• ELA: English Language Arts 

• ESA: Educational Service Agency 

• FAPE: Free Appropriate Public Education  

• IDE: Iowa Department of Education 

• IDEA: Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

• IEP: Individualized Education Program  

• IFSP: Individualized Family Service Plan  

• ISASP: Iowa Statewide Assessment of Student Progress 

• NAEP: National Assessment of Educational Progress 

• NCES: National Center for Education Statistics 

• RPP: Regional Price Parity 

• USEd: US Department of Education 
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I. Executive Summary 
 

Background: Educational Service Agencies in Iowa 
 
Most states have a system of regional entities called educational service agencies that provide 

support to school districts.1 In Iowa, these entities, known as Area Education Agencies (AEAs), 

are required to provide special education support services, special education instruction, media 

services, and educational services to Iowa’s school districts.2 AEAs also have discretion to 

provide additional services to school districts (e.g., shared purchasing programs, school 

business services).3, 4 There are currently nine AEAs in Iowa.5  

 

While having a system of educational service agencies is a feature of most states’ education 

systems, Iowa’s AEA system has several features that are unique: 

 

• AEAs are deeply involved in the provision of both special education support 

services and instruction for students with disabilities. School districts are required 

to “cooperate” with AEAs “to provide an appropriate special education instructional 

program for each child who requires special education instruction.”6 

 

• The Iowa Department of Education and school district employees lack oversight 

functions to hold AEAs accountable for their performance. Intentional and frequent 

state education agency and school district oversight of educational service agencies are 

seen in states that have better academic outcomes for students with disabilities.7 

 

• A portion of each school district’s funding must go to the district’s AEA 

regardless of the level and types of services the school district will use from the 

AEA, and school districts cannot opt out of this requirement.8 

 

• Iowa spends $5,331 more per-pupil on special education than the national 

average, but Iowan students with disabilities perform academically below the national 

average.9, 10  

 

 
1 In this report, the terms “school districts,” “local school districts,” and “local education agencies (LEAs)” are synonymous.  
2 Iowa Code Chapter 273; 281 Iowa Administrative Code Chapter 72. 
3 Iowa Code §273.2(5). 
4 Iowa’s Area Education Agencies (accessed on September 21, 2023), The Playbook for Iowa’s AEAs. Available at: 

https://www.iowaaea.org/app/uploads/sites/25/2019/11/AEA_Iowa_Playbook_2p0_100121_Digital.pdf. 
5 Iowa’s Area Education Agencies (accessed on October 25, 2023), About Page. Available at https://iowaaea.org/about/. 
6 Iowa Code §273.9(2). 
7 While minimal oversight and accountability for AEAs lies with the Iowa State Board of Education and elected school district boards of directors, many states 

give oversight authority of educational service agencies to the entities that actually implement policies and provide direct education services. AEAs are currently 
subject to State Board oversight for accreditation (Iowa Code §273.10(3)) and budget development (Iowa Code §273.3(12)). School district boards of directors 

have the power to elect AEA boards of directors (Iowa Code §273.8). 
8 Iowa Code §257.35. 
9 US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics (accessed in September 2023), CCD Data Files 2019-2020, District Finance Survey (F-

33). Available at: https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/files.asp#Fiscal:1,LevelId:5,Page:1. 
10 US Department of Education. Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 

2017, 2019, and 2022 Reading and Math Assessments. Available at: https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/itemmaps/?subj=reading&grade=4. 
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The Iowa General Assembly intended to create AEAs “to be an effective, efficient, and 
economical means of identifying and serving children from birth to age 21 who require special 
education services” required under the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA). 11 This includes identifying students with disabilities (known as Child Find) and 
Individualized Education Program (IEP) development. 12 However, academic data shows that 
Iowa’s students with disabilities are struggling to reach academic proficiency in comparison to 
students with disabilities across the nation. Additionally, federal IDEA annual performance 
reports show that AEAs have contributed to issues of noncompliance on IDEA indicators tied to 
the provision of special education services. Iowa ranks as one of only 13 states to be placed in 
the “needs assistance (for two or more consecutive years)” category for IDEA Part C and is one 
of 22 states in the same category for IDEA Part B. 13, 14 
 
Due these student proficiency gaps and operational issues, the Iowa Department of 

Management contracted with Guidehouse to (1) conduct a 50-state analysis of special 

education achievement and educational service agencies, (2) analyze the current state of 

Iowa’s special education system, particularly the state’s AEA system, and (3) develop 

recommendations to improve the outcomes of all of Iowa’s students with a focus on students 

with disabilities. 15 

 

As the analysis in this report will show, Iowa’s special education structure gives AEAs vast 

control over the education of students with disabilities with little oversight from school 

districts and the Iowa Department of Education. Despite centralized control of special 

education support services and instruction at AEAs, this system has not led to improved 

academic outcomes. Rather, academic outcomes from Iowa’s students with disabilities have 

declined over the last 20 years and are below average in comparison to the rest of the country. 

 

Numbers Reveal that Iowa Students Struggle Despite AEA Support 
 
An analysis of student performance on the Iowa Statewide Assessment of Student Progress 

(ISASP) and the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) shows that students 

with disabilities in Iowa are performing below the national average. Iowan students with 

disabilities scored on average over 40 percentage points below the total student population in 

both English language arts and math on ISASP assessments. 16 In the most recent 

administration of NAEP in 2022, students with disabilities in Iowa scored below the 

national average, despite the state investing several thousand dollars more on a per 

pupil basis for special education students for that year in comparison to the national 

special education spending average.  

 

 
11 Iowa Code §273.1. 
12 Iowa Code §273.5.  
13 US Department of Education (published on June 21, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination Letters, Part C-Iowa. Available at: 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-c-iowa/. 
14 US Department of Education (published on June 23, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination Letters, Part B-Iowa. Available at: 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-b-iowa/. 
15 Guidehouse is a leading global provider of consulting services to the public sector and commercial markets, with broad capabilities in management, 

technology, and risk consulting. 
16 Iowa Department of Education Iowa Statewide Assessment of Student Progress Spring 2023 Data. 
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Recommended Improvements 
 
Based on the research and analysis of educational service agency models and special 

education systems of states that have better academic performance results for students with 

disabilities, this report recommends that Iowa: 

 

• Local Control: Allow School Districts to Opt-In to the AEA System and to Choose 

the Best Way to Support Students with Disabilities. Currently, even if a school 

district has the capacity and ability to provide special education support services in-

house or through other local resources, they are still required to coordinate with AEAs to 

serve students with disabilities. School districts should be able to decide how they will 

receive special education support services and have control to direct their state and local 

funding to best meet the unique needs of their students and community. By giving school 

districts the authority to opt-in to the AEA system, school districts will be able to spend 

their funding in what they determine is the most cost-effective manner, which will 

particularly benefit districts with limited financial resources. 

 

• Services: Concentrate AEA Service Offerings to Focus on Students with 

Disabilities. AEAs currently provide services ranging from printing and van delivery to 

identifying and evaluating students with disabilities. These varied service offerings can 

lead to unclear priorities and deter AEA focus from serving students with disabilities. 

 

• Funding: Restructure AEA Funding Process to Reflect School District Choice to 

Opt-In to AEA System. Iowa state law requires that a portion of school districts’ funding 

“flows-through” to pay AEAs automatically before funding is disbursed to school 

districts. 23 As the recommendations above include allowing school districts to opt-in to 

use AEAs, the system for funding AEAs should be amended.  

 

• Performance: Increase State and Local Oversight and Accountability of AEAs. In 

key states that outperform Iowa in academic outcomes for students with disabilities, the 

state’s chief education official has oversight and visibility into key personnel decisions of 

their state’s educational service agencies, whereas the Iowa Department of Education 

lacks some of these key oversight functions. Additionally, Iowa school district personnel 

are currently prohibited from serving on AEA boards of directors who are charged with 

overseeing the operations of AEAs. Allowing for additional state and local level 

governance and oversight mechanisms will help ensure that AEAs’ programs and 

services are meeting the needs of school districts.  

 

• Empower: Grow Iowa Department of Education Funding, Capabilities, and 

Infrastructure to Provide Greater Levels of Special Education and AEA Oversight.  

By concentrating AEA service offerings to focus on students with disabilities, mandatory 

funding that AEAs currently receive for other services that are not special education-

related should no longer be paid to AEAs. Any savings achieved by shifting these 

services to other entities should be redirected to school districts and the Iowa 

Department of Education to support special education services and oversight.  

 
23 Iowa Code §§257.35(1) and 273.9(1). 
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• Transparency: Develop Clear Special Education Roles and Responsibilities for 

School Districts, AEAs, and the Iowa Department of Education. As part of giving 

school districts greater control over the provision of special education to their students, 

the Iowa Department of Education should clearly delineate the roles and responsibilities 

of all the major entities involved in Iowa’s education system to ensure students with 

disabilities receive services with fidelity through any structural transitions.  

 

Given trends observed with Iowa’s NAEP and ISASP scores, it is imperative for the future of 

Iowa’s students with disabilities, families, teachers, and administrators that the state move 

quickly to improve the educational services it provides to this vulnerable student population. By 

making the changes recommended in this report, Iowa will be taking crucial steps towards this 

goal. 
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II. Research Approach  
 

Indicator States 
 
After comparing Iowa to the United States’ 50 states collectively, several states were chosen for 
an in-depth review and comparison of special education and educational service agency models 
based on the following characteristics:  
 

• Relative national geographic proximity to Iowa to reflect regional challenges in 
education; 

• Similar numbers of school districts in each state to reflect broader governance choices 
and systems of local control between the states; 

• In-state geographic locale similarities, especially rural district prevalence, as geographic 
locale directly affects the provision of educational and professional support services 
throughout states (e.g., student transportation provision, proximity to employment hubs 
for staffing); 

• Lower levels of special education spending than Iowa, which, along with similar or better 
education of students with disabilities, can indicate more efficient and effective use of 
available funds;  and 

• Higher NAEP scores for students with disabilities than Iowa to identify states for further 
analysis of how Iowa may improve academic achievement of students with disabilities. 
 

Selecting states with similar characteristics in relation to Iowa allows for meaningful 
comparisons that ultimately informed the report’s recommendations. Additional details about the 
50 states’ special education systems and educational service agencies are available in 
Appendix C. Table 2 presents an overview of the educational service agencies and 
characteristics of Iowa and the six states (Florida, Georgia, Nebraska, South Dakota, 
Tennessee, and Texas), referred to as “indicator states,” identified for more in-depth analysis in 
this report. 
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better compare financial data, per-pupil expenditures were adjusted for regional buying power 
using the Regional Price Parity, as further explained in the previous section. 31  
 
Some expenditures, like general instruction and food services, apply to all pupils. An 
explanation of per-pupil expenditures is provided in Figure 1.   

Figure 1: NCES FY20 Survey Total Education Expenditures Categorization Summary 

 
 

 
 
The total special education student per-pupil expenditure amount consists of the following 
components, as depicted in Figure 2:  
 

 
31 US Bureau of Economic Analysis (published December 15, 2022), SARPP Regional price parities by state. Available at: 

https://apps.bea.gov/itable/index.html?appid=70&stepnum=40&Major_Area=3&State=0&Area=XX&TableId=101&Statistic=1&Year=2020&YearBegin=-
1&Year_End=-1&Unit_Of_Measure=Levels&Rank=1&Drill=1&nRange=5&AppId=70. 
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Figure 2: NCES FY20 Survey Total Special Education Student Per-Pupil Expenditure Categorization 

Summary 32 

 
 
  

 
32 Ibid. 
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III. Current State and Comparative Analyses of Special 
Education in Iowa 

 
This analysis of Iowa’s special education system is categorized into the following sections that 
describe the system’s current state and examine key aspects of academics, finance, operations, 
and governance:  
 

• Academic Performance 

• Special Education Spending Compared to Academic Performance 

• About Educational Service Agency Systems 

• Iowa’s Area Education Agencies 

• Operational Performance 

• Governance and Oversight  
 
Evidence from state and national educational assessments, school district and AEA financial 
data, federal compliance reports, and institutional research show that:  
 

• Despite spending more to educate students with disabilities than the national average 
and indicator states, Iowa’s students with disabilities have lower academic proficiency 
rates.  

• The Iowa Department of Education and school district employees lack critical oversight 
over AEA operations. 

• Administrative costs accounted for roughly 19%, or $81,844,932, of total AEA 
expenditures in FY22. 33 

• School districts have no autonomy over the portion of their state aid funding 
automatically diverted to AEAs.  

 

  

 
33 Additional detail on the methodology of this analysis, including details on the categorization of expenditures is available in Appendix F.3.  
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and grow more in both reading and writing. 55 Aside from its effects on pure reading and writing 

skills, reading level is related to health and safety. The US Department of Health and Human 

Services identified a specific objective in their Healthy People 2030 goals to “increase the 

proportion of 4th-graders with reading skills at or above the proficient level” (NAEP definition of 

proficiency), stating that children who read poorly are more likely to struggle in school and, 

notably, engage in risky behaviors in their adolescent years. 56 These students often experience 

decreases in self-confidence, exacerbating the challenges they face in growing academically. 57 

 

See Appendix E.2 for more information concerning NAEP scores. 

  

 
55 Juel, C. (published in 1988), Learning to read and write: A longitudinal study of 54 children from first through fourth grades. Journal of Educational 

Psychology, 80(4), 437–447. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.80.4.437. 
56 US Department of Health and Human Services (published in 2023), Healthy People 2030 Objective AH‑05. Available at: 

https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/browse-objectives/schools/increase-proportion-4th-graders-reading-skills-or-above-proficient-level-ah-05. 
57 Reading Partners, (published on November 9, 2015), Why Reading by Fourth Grade Matters for Student Success. Available at: 

https://readingpartners.org/blog/why-reading-by-fourth-grade-matters-for-student-success/. 
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Iowa’s Area Education Agencies  
 
Iowa created its AEA system in 1974 to provide special education and media services for school 
districts. 72 AEAs were formed in response to (1) federal special education laws enacted around 
that time and (2) inconsistent services provided by the state’s precursor to AEAs (county school 
systems and joint county systems). 73 
 
AEAs were primarily created to provide special education services and have added additional 

services over time. 74 AEAs are required to provide their educational services and programs to 

students enrolled in both public and nonpublic schools. 75 

 

Special Education Services 
 
AEAs are deeply involved in the provision of special education instruction and support services 
to Iowa’s students with disabilities, and many of their responsibilities are intended to satisfy 
requirements of the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). The following 
discussion provides an overview of IDEA followed by an explanation of AEAs’ specific duties 
related to support services and student instruction. 
 

Federal Special Education Requirements 

 
To receive federal special education funding, a state’s special education system must comply 
with the requirements of IDEA. 76, 77 States may receive funding under three parts of IDEA: 
 

• Part B, Section 611 – funding for the provision of special education for children and 
adults ages 3 through 21 with disabilities; 78  

• Part B, Section 619 – preschool formula grants for additional services for children ages 3 
through 5 with disabilities; 79 and 

• Part C – funding for early intervention services for infants and toddlers ages birth 
through 2 with disabilities. 80 

 
IDEA has 13 categories of disabilities that apply to Parts B and C, but having one of those 
disabilities does not automatically qualify a child for services under IDEA. 81 To qualify, a child 

 
72 1974 Iowa Acts, ch. 1172, §3. Available at: https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/iactc/65.2/CH1172.pdf. 
73 For more information about the creation of AEAs, see both of the following: 

- Iowa’s Area Education Agencies (accessed on October 4, 2023), About. Available at: https://iowaaea.org/about/. 
- Legislative Services Agency (accessed on October 4, 2023), Legislative Guide – Area Education Agencies. Available at: 
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/LG/12348.pdf. 
74 1974 Iowa Acts, ch. 1172, §3. Available at: https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/iactc/65.2/CH1172.pdf. 
75 Iowa Code §273.2(3). 
76 20 United States Code Chapter 33. 
77 United States Department of Education – Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (accessed on October 6, 2023), About IDEA. Available at: 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/about-idea/. 
78 20 United States Code §§1411-1418 describe the requirements and funding for the provision of special education for children and adults ages 3 through 21 

with disabilities. 
79 20 United States Code §1419 describes the requirements and funding for the preschool formula grants for children ages 3 through 5 with disabilities. 
80 20 United States Code Chapter 33, Subchapter III. 
81 The 13 disability categories are autism, deaf-blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, 

orthopedic impairment, other health impairment, specific learning disability, speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury, and visual impairment 
(including blindness). 20 United States Code §1401(3)(A); 34 Code of Federal Regulations §300.8. 
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must have a disability and require special education instruction and/or support services to make 
progress in school due to that disability. 82 
 
The majority of IDEA funding is provided under Part B, Section 611. In general, this section 
requires that schools provide a free appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive 
environment to students with disabilities requiring special education. 83, 84 A written document 
called an Individualized Education Program must be in effect at the beginning of each school 
year for each special education student that qualifies for services under IDEA. The IEP details 
(1) the student’s educational needs and (2) the specific plan for providing FAPE to that 
student. 85 
 

AEA Special Education Responsibilities   

 
AEAs are required to have a special education division that is responsible for implementing 
“state regulations and guidance relating to special education programs and services.” 86 While 
school districts are responsible for providing special education instruction for students “if 
practicable,” they must “cooperate” with AEAs “to provide an appropriate special education 
instructional program for each child who requires special education instruction.” 87 School 
districts may also contract with AEAs for special education instruction services. 88 
 
Additionally, AEAs provide a variety of support services for special education for both public and 
nonpublic school students. 89 Often these services play a significant role in how special 
education instruction is provided, particularly due to the requirement that AEAs ensure special 
education students receive FAPE. Figure 11 outlines areas related to special education for 
which AEAs have responsibilities and duties. 90 
 

 
82 20 United States Code §1401(3). 
83 20 United States Code §1401(9). 
84 20 United States Code §1412. 
85 20 United States Code §1414(d). This section includes a number of requirements that must be satisfied when developing IEPs. 
86 Iowa Code §273.5. 
87 Iowa Code §273.9(2). 
88 Iowa Code §273.9(2). 
89 For more information regarding the current provision of special education support services to nonpublic school students as well as recent recommendations 

for changes to that system, see the legislative task force report submitted to the Iowa General Assembly in December 2022. Legislative Task Force 2197 
(published on December 1, 2022), Special Education Support for Students Enrolled in Nonpublic Schools. Available at: 
https://educateiowa.gov/sites/default/files/2022-12/22.12.1SpecalEducationSupportTaskForceSF2197.pdf. 
90 Iowa Code §273.5(1)-(6); 281 Iowa Administrative Code 41. 
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Overview of State and Local Funding Structure 

 
Like other Iowa education programs, AEA state funding is determined through the school aid 
formula on a per-pupil basis, with specific AEA functions’ funding (special education support 
services, media services, educational services, teacher salary and professional development 
supplements, and shared operational functions) calculated through a mixture of weighted and 
unweighted pupil enrollments and AEA costs per pupil. These per-pupil costs are subject to 
state percent of growth, which is determined by the Iowa General Assembly on an annual, or 
near-annual, basis during the budget process. Which pupils are counted for the purposes of 
funding also varies between functions, with some (media services, educational services) 
including public and nonpublic school pupils served, while special education funding relying 
upon school district weighted enrollment counts. 100 
 
The sources of AEA funding also vary between state-funded functions, with some (professional 
development, teacher salary supplement) funded exclusively through state aid dollars, some 
(educational services) funded through property taxes, and others (special education supports, 
supplementary weighting for sharing) funded through a combination of the two. 101 Iowa’s 
Department of Management is responsible for calculating the weighted and unweighted state 
and local portions of revenues that are ultimately earmarked and paid from school districts’ 
school finance formula funding.  
 
Though this funding structure is often referred to as “flow-through” funding and is budgeted at 
both the school district and AEA level, these funds are not disbursed to school districts and 
instead are paid directly to AEAs, as demonstrated in Figure 13. 102 Additional resources are 
available from the Iowa Legislative Services Agency that further examines Iowa’s school district 
and AEA school funding formulas. 103, 104 
 

 
100 Iowa Legislative Services Agency - Legal Services Division (published in December 2018), Legislative Guide - Area Education Agencies. Available at: 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/LG/970645.pdf.  
101 Iowa Legislative Services Agency – Fiscal Services Division (published on December 14, 2022), Fiscal Topics - School Aid, Area Education Agency Funding, 

FY23. Available at: https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/FTNO/1304444.pdf. 
102 bid. 
103 Iowa Legislative Services Agency - Legal Services Division (published in December 2018), Legislative Guide - Area Education Agencies. Available at:  

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/LG/970645.pdf.  
104 Iowa Legislative Services Agency – Fiscal Services Division (published on December 14, 2022), Fiscal Topics - School Aid, Area Education Agency Funding, 

FY23. Available at: https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/FTNO/1304444.pdf.  
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Figure 13: Summary Representation of AEA Funding Calculation Process 

 

Information in figure above based on Iowa Code §257.35. 

 

Analysis of AEA State and Local Budgeted Revenue 

 
Excluding federal funds for purposes of this analysis, AEA budgets have largely been a stable 
mix of state aid and local property tax dollars over the past ten fiscal years. Using an inflation 
calculator to standardize budgets for comparison in 2023 dollars, analysis shows that total AEA 
revenues from state aid and property tax has largely been stable since FY14 (the year which 
Iowa Department of Management budget data presents the split of state aid and property tax 
funds), averaging roughly $267 million annually across the nine AEAs as demonstrated in 
Figure 14. 105  

 
105 US Inflation Calculator (accessed on October 10, 2023), Inflation Calculator. Available at: https://www.usinflationcalculator.com/. 
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assistance” will require the US Department of Education to “take one or more enforcement 
actions, including among others, requiring a corrective action plan or compliance agreement, or 
withholding further payments to the State.” 116 
 
Though one of many actors involved in the provision of special education services in Iowa, 
AEAs’ shortcomings in meeting critical IDEA indicators are amplified by their key role as 
Regional Grantees in the implementation of IDEA Part C and related activities in IDEA Part B. 
As this report suggests, opportunities exist to improve how AEAs function and are governed in 
order to meet the needs of Iowa’s students and children as specified in IDEA. 
 

Governance and Oversight  
 
AEAs are primarily governed and overseen by a board of directors made up of community 
members or school district board members. School district employees are prohibited from 
serving on AEA board of directors but may serve on AEA advisory groups that provide 
“recommendations” to AEAs. The Iowa Department of Education and Iowa State Board of 
Education have some limited direct oversight and accountability over AEA functions and 
performance.  
 

AEA Board of Directors  
 
Each AEA is governed by an elected board of directors consisting of five to nine members. 
School districts are grouped into director districts (multiple director districts make up one AEA). 
Each director district of an AEA elects one AEA board member. School district board members 
then vote on and elect an AEA director to represent their director district. To qualify as a 
candidate for AEA director, an individual must be an elector, resident of the director district, and 
submit a statement of candidacy. 117  
 
Members of school district boards may be candidates, but employees of school districts are 
prohibited from holding AEA director positions. This prohibits school district superintendents and 
other public and nonpublic school leaders from having ability to exercise direct oversight over 
AEAs as a key special education support service provider. 118  
 
Each AEA’s board of directors has oversight over the AEA’s operations, including the 
employment of the AEA’s administrator and all other personnel. 119 The board has the authority 
to determine the AEA’s policies for providing programs and services, receive and expend 
money for providing programs and services, and provide its services directly or by contractual 
arrangement with public or private agencies, as well as many other duties and powers related to 
the services and functions of AEAs. 120 AEAs are required to submit to its board of directors an 
annual progress report on external data sources that measure the effectiveness of services and 
the AEA’s goals. 121  
 

 
116 US Department of Education (published on June 21, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination Letters, Part C-Iowa. Available at: 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-c-iowa/.. 

117 Iowa Code §273.8. 
118 Iowa Code §273.8. 
119 Iowa Code §273.3(11). 
120 Iowa Code §273.3. 
121 281 Iowa Administrative Code 72.10(73). 
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State-Level Oversight  
 
An AEA is accredited by the State Board of Education if it (1) provides services that meet 
specified standards, (2) establishes a comprehensive improvement plan, (3) submits a budget 
that is approved by the State Board, and (4) provides an annual progress report. 122 In order to 
receive accreditation, an AEA goes through an accreditation process that consists of the timely 
submission of required information and an evaluation by an accreditation team that includes an 
on-site visit. 123 This team makes a recommendation to the Iowa Department of Education 
director and the State Board of Education regarding accreditation, and the State Board of 
Education decides whether to grant accreditation for up to five years to the AEA. 124 If an AEA is 
not granted accreditation, the Iowa Department of Education director must establish a 
remediation plan for the AEA and a deadline for the AEA to correct its deficiencies. 125 
 
Other current state-level AEA oversight mechanisms include:   

• The Iowa Department of Education’s compliance monitoring, desk audits, reporting 

verification, and professional development and technical assistance related to IDEA Part 

B and C implementation; 126, 127 

• Requirement for AEAs to submit their comprehensive improvement plan; 128  

• Requests for AEA boards of directors to provide data and prepare reports as directed by 

the Director of the Department of Education; 129  

• The Director of the Iowa Department of Education’s approval of AEA agreements for “the 
joint use of personnel, buildings, facilities, supplies, and equipment with school 
corporations as deemed necessary to provide authorized programs and services;” 
and 130 

• The Director of the Iowa Department of Education’s approval for the leasing of property 
by AEAs. 131 

 

AEA Advisory Group 
 
Iowa state law requires that the board of directors of each AEA appoint an advisory group to 
“make recommendations on policy, programs, and services” to the AEA board of directors. 
AEA advisory groups are required to meet twice per year and submit an annual 
recommendation report. The report must be “timely” submitted to allow for the recommendations 
to inform the AEA’s planning and budgeting process for the next fiscal year. 132  
 
AEA advisory groups consist of the following members:  

 
122 Iowa Code §§273.10(3)(a) and 273.11; 281 Iowa Administrative Code §72.3. 
123 An AEA’s accreditation team is appointed by the director of the Iowa Department of Education and, at a minimum, consists of Iowa Department of Education 

staff members, school district representatives (from districts served by the AEA), staff members from other AEAs, and other team members with expertise (Iowa 
Code §273.10(1)(b)). 
124 Iowa Code §273.10(2) and (3). 
125 Iowa Code §273.10(4)-(6). 
126 US Department of Education (published June 21, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination Letters, Part C-Iowa. Available at: 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-c-iowa/. 
127 US Department of Education (published on June 23, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination Letters, Part B-Iowa. Available at:  

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-b-iowa/. 
128 281 Iowa Administrative Code 72.9(273). 
129 Iowa Code §273.3(3). 
130 Iowa Code §273.3(8). 
131 Iowa Code §273.3(21). 
132 Iowa Code §273.15(1).  
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• A minimum of three superintendents employed by school districts served by the AEA (at 
least one from a small, medium, and large school district); 

• A minimum of three principals employed by school districts served by the AEA (at least 
one from an elementary, middle, and high school);  

• At least four teachers employed by school districts served by AEA (at least one member 
representing each of the following: early childhood, elementary school, middle school 
teachers, and high school. At least one of the teachers appointed must represent 
general education and at least one must represent special education. At least one of the 
teachers appointed must represent other school related personnel, like media and 
technology specialists and counselors); 

• A minimum of three parents or guardians of school age children receiving services from 
the AEA (at least one that must be a parent or guardian of a child requiring special 
education); and 

• One member that represents accredited nonpublic schools located in the AEA’s 
boundaries. 133 

 
AEA board of directors are required to “collaborate” with superintendents and school boards of 
school districts served by the AEA when appointing AEA advisory members. 134   
 
 
  

 
133 Iowa Code §273.15(2). 
134Iowa Code §273.15(3).  
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IV. Recommendations for Improving the Education of 
Students with Disabilities in Iowa 

 
The six recommendations below directly address challenges to improving education for students 
with disabilities in Iowa identified by this report’s research and analyses:  
 

1. Local Control: Allow School to Opt-In to the AEA System and to 
Choose Best Way to Support Students with Disabilities. 
 

2. Services: Concentrate AEA Service Offerings to Focus on 
Students with Disabilities. 
 

3. Funding: Restructure AEA Funding Process to Reflect School 
District Choice to Opt-In to AEA System. 
 

4. Performance: Increase State and Local Oversight and 
Accountability of AEAs. 
 

5. Empower: Grow Iowa Department of Education Funding, 
Capabilities, and Infrastructure to Provide Greater Levels of 
Special Education and AEA Oversight. 
 

6. Transparency: Develop Clear Special Education Roles and 
Responsibilities for School Districts, AEAs, and the Iowa 
Department of Education. 

 
 

1. Local Control: Allow School Districts to Opt-In to the AEA System 
and to Choose Best Way to Support Students with Disabilities.  

 
Under Iowa’s current AEA system, school districts are required to “cooperate” with AEAs “to 
provide an appropriate special education instructional program for each child who requires 
special education instruction.” 135 Importantly, IDEA does not require states to have a system of 
educational service agencies or that school districts work with those entities to provide special 
education. IDEA allows for school districts to provide special education services without 
educational service agency support.  
 
According to a March 2021 report by the Association of Educational Service Agencies, Iowa is 
the only state that requires all school districts to participate and pay into an educational service 
agency using the school district’s own funding and requires that school districts cooperate with 
the educational service agency for special education services. 136 Additionally, four out of six 
indicator states have voluntary educational service agency systems. 137  
 

 
135 Iowa Code §273.9(2). 
136 Association of Educational Service Agencies (published in March 2021), State by State ESA Report. Available at: https://www.waesd.org/wp-

content/uploads/2021/04/AESA.ESA-State-by-State-Report-March-2021.pdf. 
137 The states with voluntary educational service agency systems are the following: Florida (see Florida Statutes §§1001.451 and 1006.03), South Dakota (see 

South Dakota Codified Laws §§13-5-31 through 13-5-33.2), Tennessee (see Tennessee Code Annotated §§49-2-1301 through 49-2-1308), and Texas (see 
Texas Education Code §§8.001 through 8.158). 
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Iowa’s students with disabilities academic performance and IDEA compliance, AEAs should 
improve their operations and performance of services, but the Iowa Department of 
Education and school district staff lack the appropriate mechanisms to effect direct 
operational change at AEAs. To ensure that AEAs are making progress and providing 
requisite levels of quality to school districts, Iowa should consider the following key changes to 
the AEA oversight and governance system:  
 

Shift Current Iowa State Board of Education Oversight Functions to 

Director of the Iowa Department of Education 
 
Currently, the Iowa State Board of Education exercises some oversight functions over AEAs, 
including accrediting AEAs and approving their annual budgets. While each state’s board of 
education functions differently with different authorities, according to the National Association of 
State Boards of Education, state boards of education generally have authority to do the 
following:  
 

• Adopt learning standards that all students are expected to achieve;  

• Have primary authority over state summative assessments;  

• Establish high school graduation requirements; 

• Determine qualifications for professional education personnel; 

• Establish state accountability and assessment programs; and 

• Establish standards for accreditation of school districts and preparation programs for 
teachers and administrators. 142 

 
Since state boards of education generally focus on adopting and revising policies, all current 
state board of education oversight and governance mechanisms should be moved to the 
Director of the Iowa Department of Education to help ensure state-level oversight and 
governance over AEAs is consistent. Importantly, the Director of the Iowa Department of 
Education is already charged under current state law to supervise and oversee school districts 
and oversees AEA IDEA compliance. 143  
 

  

 
- Florida – state-level oversight of leadership employment and budget approval; local school district oversight on advisory committee or board of directors (Florida 
Statutes §§1001.451 and 1006.03; Florida’s Request for Application for the Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resources System); 
- Georgia – state-level budget approval; local school district oversight on advisory committee or board of directors (Official Code of Georgia Annotated §§20-2-
270 through 20-2-274); 
- Tennessee – state-level budget oversight functions (Tennessee Code Annotated §§49-2-1301 through 49-2-1308); 
- Texas – state-level oversight of leadership employment, budget approval and additional budget oversight functions, and authority to close educational service 
agencies with cause (Texas Education Code §§8.001 through 8.158; Texas Administrative Code §53.1001). 
142 National Association of State Boards of Education, About State Boards of Education (accessed in September 2023). Available at: 

https://www.nasbe.org/about-state-boards-of-education.  
143 Iowa Code §256.9(20). 
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Increase Iowa Department of Education AEA Oversight and Accountability 

Mechanisms 
 
In comparison to indicator states, the Iowa Department of Education lacks key oversight and 
governance mechanisms over AEAs. The Department also lacks a framework to track and 
measure AEA academic, operational, and financial performance.  
 

Oversight and Governance Mechanisms   

 
In comparison to indicator states Texas, Florida, and Tennessee, the Iowa Department of 
Education lacks key personnel and budgetary oversight and governance functions over AEAs. 
In these three states that all perform better for students with disabilities than Iowa, the leaders of 
their state departments of education are empowered to have key decision-making authority over 
their educational service agency equivalents – particularly in the areas of budget and 
personnel. 144 To help improve and better oversee AEA operations, finances, and special 
education services, the Director of the Iowa Department of Education should, at 
minimum, have authority over the following attributes and functions of AEAs:  
 

• Hiring and discharge of the highest-level administrator in each AEA and the selection of 
an interim leader; 

• Establishment of the number of AEAs; 

• AEA boundaries and process of reorganization; 

• Allocation of AEA budgets; and  

• Special education materials and instructional strategies.  
 
This authority allows the state’s chief elementary and secondary education leader to ensure 
these entities are effective and operationally compliant. While the Iowa Department of Education 
already has the authority to conduct compliance monitoring, desk audits, reporting verification, 
and professional development and technical assistance related to IDEA Part B and C 
implementation, as further explained in Recommendation 5, additional resources would enable 
the Department to invest in infrastructure to better monitor and support AEAs in compliance with 
federal requirements.  
 

Texas: Oversight and Governance Model 

 
In Texas, the Commissioner of Education “may decide any matter concerning the operation or 
administration” of its educational service agencies, including:  
 

• Approving the hiring and firing of highest-level administrator of each educational service 
agency;  

• The number and locations;  

• Regional boundaries; and 

 
144 Oversight and governance mechanisms for AEAs and the educational service agencies in the indicator states was verified through each state’s statutes and 

administrative rules, as well as an examination of a sampling of websites for each state’s educational service agencies. Additionally, information about Florida 
was obtained from its Request for Application for the Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resources System. The relevant information and sources for Iowa and 
each applicable indicator state are as follows: 
- Florida – state-level oversight of leadership employment and budget approval; local school district oversight on advisory committee or board of directors (Florida 
Statutes §§1001.451 and 1006.03; Florida’s Request for Application for the Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resources System); 
- Texas – state-level oversight of leadership employment, budget approval and additional budget oversight functions, and authority to close educational service 
agencies with cause (Texas Education Code §§8.001 through 8.158; Texas Administrative Code §53.1001). 
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• Allocations among centers of state and federal funds administered by the state 
department of education. 145, 146  

 

Tennessee: Oversight and Governance Model 

 
Likewise in Tennessee, the Commissioner of the Department of Education is responsible for 
monitoring educational service agencies. 147 The Department can prohibit participating 
educational service agency school districts from expending state funds on their educational 
service agency if deemed “necessary” by the commissioner. 148 If a school district continues to 
spend funds on the educational service agency’s services that the commissioner deems in their 
opinion as “not providing an adequate and economic service to the school districts,” the 
Department may withhold that funding from school districts. 149   
 

Florida: Oversight and Governance Model 

 
Additionally, in the Florida Department of Education’s federal grant agreements for its 
educational support agencies (Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resources System [FDLRS]), 
the Department reserves the right to participate in the selection of grant-funded project staff to 
ensure the candidate and position is aligned to current stakeholder needs. 150  
 

Annual and Interim Accountability Reporting 

 
Frequent accountability reporting for educational service agencies provide AEAs, school 
districts, families, and policymakers with clear information about AEA performance. AEAs 
should be required to submit interim and annual accountability reports using 
standardized metrics across all AEAs to the Iowa Department of Education to measure 
each AEA’s academic, operational, and financial progress. Annual accountability reports 
are also found in one indicator state, Texas. The reports should be publicly available and posted 
on AEA and the Iowa Department of Education’s websites. If additional data is needed to 
measure AEA performance, the Department of Education should exercise its existing authority 
to request data and reports from AEAs. 151  
 

Texas: Annual Accountability Reporting Model  

 
Texas requires that the Commissioner of the Department of Education complete an annual 
evaluation of each educational service agency and its executive director. Each Texas 
educational service agency annual evaluation includes: 
 

• An audit of the educational service agency’s finances; 

• Review of the educational service agency's performance on the following indicators: 
o Student performance in districts served; 

 
145 Texas Education Code §8.001(c).  
146 Texas Education Code §8.004. 
147 Tennessee Code Annotated §49-2-1304(i)(1). 
148Tennessee Code Annotated §49-2-1304(i)(2).  
149 Tennessee Code Annotated §49-2-1304(i)(3). 
150 Florida’s Request for Application for the Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resources System. 
151 Iowa Code §273.3(3), which states that the board of directors of AEAs have the duty to ”provide data and prepared reports as directed by the department of 

education.” Under the recommendations proposed in this report, the chief administrator of each AEA should have this duty.  
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o District effectiveness and efficiency in districts served resulting from technical 
assistance and program support; 

o Direct services provided or regionally shared services arranged by the service 
center which produce more economical and efficient school operations;  

o Direct services provided or regionally shared services arranged by the service 
center which provide for assistance in core services; and  

o Grants received for implementation of state initiatives and the results achieved by 
the service center under the terms of the grant contract. 

• A review of school district satisfaction with services. 152  
 

Transition AEA Boards of Directors and Local AEA Advisory Groups to 

Share Information Directly to Iowa Department of Education  
 
As AEA functions are concentrated on students with disabilities and the Iowa Department of 
Education’s capacity and mechanisms to monitor AEAs and IDEA compliance improves with 
additional resources, AEA board of directors do not have an oversight purpose and should 
be dissolved. Additionally, current AEA advisory groups should be retooled to five to nine 
members that may include traditional public school, charter school, and non-public school 
personnel (e.g., school district superintendents, school leaders, teachers) and families of 
students receiving special education services from an AEA. Each AEA advisory group should be 
charged with recommending a strategic plan, tracking the progress of the AEA in meeting its 
performance goals, and share feedback with the AEA and Iowa Department of Education. 
Advisory group members should also reflect the geographic diversity of each AEA’s territory. 
Advisory group members may be appointed by the Director of the Iowa Department of 
Education or by school districts.  
 
 

5. Empower: Grow Iowa Department of Education Funding, 
Capabilities, and Infrastructure to Provide Greater Levels of Special 
Education and AEA Oversight 

 
By law, the Iowa Department of Education, AEAs, school districts, and other educational entities 
are required to comply with IDEA. The Department works with AEAs to ensure compliance with 
IDEA Part B activities through three primary processes: 
 

• Support of practices that improve educational outcomes for students;  

• Use of multiple methods to identify and correct noncompliance within one year; and  

• Mechanisms to encourage and support improvement and enforce compliance. 153 
 
For IDEA Part C, the Department also leads the state’s special education compliance and 
monitoring activities to ensure that the provision of services meets federal and state standards, 
working alongside the state’s Early ACCESS Integrated System of Early Intervention Services 
(EA). Personnel from EA agencies (referred to as the EA State Team) conduct annual 
monitoring and compliance activities of AEAs through a six-part framework of general 

 
152 Texas Education Code §8.101. 
153   In addition, the Iowa Department of Education also conducts desk audits, accreditation visits, and internal and external stakeholder interviews to ensure that 

AEA activities align with and meet Comprehensive Improvement Plan standards and State Performance Plan indicators, which are developed in coordination with 
Iowa’s Special Education Advisory Panel (SEAP). See US Department of Education (published on June 23, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination 
Letters, Part B-Iowa. Available at: https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-b-iowa/.  

IGOV IFOIA R328000048



 

Page 48 of 110 

Special Education in the State of Iowa 

supervision, with the goal of ensuring that IDEA Part C activities are implemented according to 
state and federal standards. When noncompliance is observed, issues are identified, verified, 
and resolved. 154 
 
In its FY21 State Performance Plan/Annual Performance Report for IDEA Part B and C, the 
Department outlined recent changes implemented throughout the state in response to actions 
required from performance issues and noncompliance in its FY20 Report. These changes 
included: 

• Department-led improvements to professional development and statewide processes for 
Early Childhood Outcomes (ECO) data collection and use; 

• Implementation of a new Individualized Family Service Plan/Individualized Education 
Plan (IFSP/IEP) system, ACHIEVE, with ECO processes to improve evaluation, eligibility 
determination, and IFSP development at the state-level; and 

• Use of the ACHIEVE system to address issues of secondary transition noncompliance 
raised in Iowa’s FY20 IDEA Part B determination report. 155, 156 

 
While improvements at the Department have been made to increase statewide performance 
and compliance, persistent issues demonstrated through the US Department of Education’s 
FY21 “needs assistance (for two or more consecutive years)” determination for implementing 
IDEA Part B and C show that the Iowa Department of Education requires additional 
staffing, funding, and infrastructure to more effectively oversee the state’s special 
education system. Importantly, the increased funding for the Iowa Department of Education’s 
special education oversight functions could be realized through cost savings from other report 
recommendations focused on concentrating AEA service offerings.  
 

6. Transparency: Develop Clear Special Education Roles and 
Responsibilities for School Districts, AEAs, and the Iowa 
Department of Education 

 
Clear special education related roles and responsibilities between school districts, AEAs, 
and the Iowa Department of Education will be critical to effectively implement this 
report’s recommendations. Clear roles and responsibilities minimize confusion and help 
ensure the effective and compliant implementation of special education services.  
 
 
  

 
154 US Department of Education (published on June 21, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination Letters, Part C-Iowa. Available at: 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-c-iowa/.  
155 US Department of Education (published on June 21, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination Letters, Part C-Iowa. Available at: HYPERLINK 

"https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-c-iowa/"https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-
determination-letters-part-c-iowa/. 
156 US Department of Education (published on June 23, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination Letters, Part B-Iowa. Available at: 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-b-iowa/. 
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V. Conclusion 
 
While the indicator states see relative success in special education with moderate to 
conservative levels of funding and expenditures, Iowa struggles to achieve baseline outcomes 
for their students with disabilities despite a comparatively higher level of funding for and 
involvement from AEAs than similar states. Iowa’s school districts and their employees lack 
representation on AEA boards and have no oversight over the portion of district budgets that are 
automatically directed under state law to AEAs before funds are disbursed to districts. There is 
a disconnect between the systems of funding and governing special education and the quality of 
education delivered to students with disabilities in the great state of Iowa. 
 
Remedying issues affecting entire education systems is complex and involves intersectional 
involvement from many sectors. To support necessary changes along the path of improvement 
and aid stakeholders as partners on the same path of achieving excellence in special education, 
it is imperative to build the capacity of the Iowa Department of Education and clearly define the 
roles of the Department, school districts, and AEAs. Upon this foundation, redistributing 
responsibility of special education services, allowing school districts to opt-in to utilizing AEAs, 
increasing state and local oversight of AEAs, and restructuring the funding of AEAs to give back 
key financial oversight to school districts will improve the academic outcomes of Iowa’s students 
with disabilities.  
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Educational Service Agencies: Educational Consortia  

• Overview: Florida has three educational service agencies, known as Educational 
Consortia. Membership to Educational Consortia is limited to school districts with fewer 
than 20,000 students.  

• Governance: Member district superintendents sit on the Board of Directors for 
Educational Consortia.  

• Services: Educational Consortia provide shared purchasing programs and offer 
professional development. Professional development programs may cover issues 
impacting students with disabilities, but Educational Consortia do not provide special 
education support services or instructional programs to member districts.   

• Funding: Educational Consortia are funded through state incentive grants, allocations 
from member districts, and fees for services.  
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approval that includes a “regional plan for improvement of educational efficiency and 
cost effectiveness of its member institutions.” 167  

• Services: Professional development, nontraditional alternative routes to state teacher 
certification, GLRS implementation. 168 

• Funding: RESAs are through a combination of a uniform statewide needs program 
grants, a documented local needs program grants, allocations from member local school 
systems, and fees for services provided. GLRS is funded by state IDEA discretionary 
funds.  

 
  

 
167 Official Code of Georgia Annotated §20-2-271(a). 
168 Official Code of Georgia Annotated §20-2-271. 
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• Governance: The state’s CESUs are established by an agreement among participating 
districts. They are governed by a governing board that consists of school board 
members, with each participating district appointing at least one school board 
member. 180 

• Services: CESUs primarily provide special education services. Some of the 
cooperatives choose to provide other services in addition to special education, such as 
professional development, shared purchasing programs, and other programming to 
benefit the local community. 181 

• Funding: CESUs are primarily funded by their member school districts in one of two 
ways: (1) an annual payment by each district that is calculated based on the district’s 
student count or (2) a flat annual fee plus payment of fees-for-services. Additional 
funding sources may include federal or state grants or IDEA flow-through money. 

 
  

 
180 South Dakota Codified Laws §13-5-32.1. 
181 South Dakota statute permits cooperative educational service units to provide a variety of services as “deemed appropriate by a majority vote of the 

governing board and in keeping with the laws of the State of South Dakota.” South Dakota Codified Laws §13-5-31. See, for example, both of the following 

cooperatives which provide a variety of services in addition to special education: 
- Black Hills Special Services Cooperative (accessed on October 6, 2023), Black Hills Special Services Cooperative. Available at: https://bhssc.org/. 
- Teachwell Solutions (accessed on October 6, 2023), Teachwell Solutions. Available at: https://teachwell.org/. 
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Appendix D: Iowa IDEA Compliance Report for FY21  
 
By law, the Iowa Department of Education, AEAs, school districts, and other educational entities 
are required to comply with the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). IDEA provides 
a compliance report for each fiscal year to show how the state is performing in the 
implementation of IDEA Parts B and C. 
 
For IDEA Part B, AEAs are required to provide special education programs and services to 
school districts in their respective service areas. 269 For IDEA Part C, AEAs must provide service 
coordination for Iowa’s Early ACCESS system, which provides early intervention services. 270, 271 
AEAs also play an active role in the state’s special education compliance and monitoring 
activities, led by the Iowa Department of Education, to ensure that the provision of services 
meets federal and state standards. 
 
According to the 2021-2022 IDEA Annual Performance Report (released in June 2023), the 
Iowa Department of Education works with AEAs to ensure compliance with IDEA Part B 
activities through three primary processes: 
 

• Supporting practices that improve educational outcomes for students;  

• Use of multiple methods to identify and correct noncompliance within one year; and  

• Mechanisms to encourage and support improvement and enforce compliance. 272 
 
Iowa established the Early ACCESS Integrated System of Early Intervention Services (EA) to 
implement IDEA Part C throughout the state. EA is made up of Iowa’s Department of Education 
(acting in the role of Lead Agency) and three Signatory Agencies: Iowa’s Department of Public 
Health, the Iowa Department of Human Services, and University of Iowa Child Health Specialty 
Clinics. Under this implementation framework, AEAs are designated as “Regional Grantees,” 
charged with the provision of Child Find, early intervention services, service coordination, 
transition, personnel development, special education services and support. Personnel from EA 
agencies (referred to as the EA State Team) conduct annual monitoring and compliance 
activities of AEAs through a six-part framework of general supervision, with the goal of ensuring 
that IDEA Part C activities are implemented according to state and federal standards, and when 
noncompliance is observed, issues are identified, verified, and resolved. 273 
 
As Regional Grantees for IDEA Part C and related responsibilities under IDEA Part B, AEAs 
have contributed to Iowa’s noncompliance with federal IDEA indicators, as demonstrated in the 
FY21 State Performance Plan (SPP) and Annual Performance Report (APR) determinations. 
Generally, AEAs were involved and flagged in issues related to delays in identification and 
implementation of support services for infants and toddlers, as well as delays in transition 
services from early childhood to school-age children in the state.  
  

 
269 Iowa Code §273.5. 
270 Iowa Department of Education (accessed on October 9, 2023), Early ACCESS. Available at: https://educateiowa.gov/pk-12/early-childhood/early-access. 
271 281 Iowa Administrative Code 72.4(12). 
272   In addition, the Iowa Department of Education also conducts desk audits, accreditation visits, and internal and external stakeholder interviews to ensure that 

AEA activities align with and meet Comprehensive Improvement Plan standards and State Performance Plan indicators, which are developed in coordination with 
Iowa’s Special Education Advisory Panel (SEAP). See US Department of Education (published on June 23, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination 
Letters, Part B-Iowa. Available at: https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-b-iowa/.  
273 US Department of Education (published on June 21, 2023), 2023 SPP/APR and State Determination Letters, Part C-Iowa. Available at: 

https://sites.ed.gov/idea/idea-files/2023-spp-apr-and-state-determination-letters-part-c-iowa/.  
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E.1.1: English Language Arts 

 
Figure 17: Students with Disabilities' 2023 ISASP English Language Arts Proficiency Rates 

 
Figure 18: 2023 ISASP English Language Arts Proficiency Rate Gaps 
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E.1.2: Math 

 
Figure 19: Students with Disabilities' 2023 ISASP Math Proficiency Rates 

 
Figure 20: 2023 ISASP Math Proficiency Rate Gaps 
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Figure 21: Average 4th Grade and 8th Grade Reading across 2017, 2019, and 2022 286 

 
  Iowa's Score  Other States' Scores 

 
Iowa’s students with disabilities have three-year average math scores of 207.7 for the 4 h grade 
and 243.9 for 8th grade, both below the national average (213 and 245 respectively). See Figure 
22. 
 
Figure 22: Average 4th Grade and 8th Grade Math across 2017, 2019, and 2022 287 

 
  Iowa's Score  Other States' Scores 

 
 
 
 
 

 
286 bid. 2017, 2019, and 2022 Reading Assessments. 
287 bid., 2017, 2019, and 2022 Math Assessments. 
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AEAs reported the largest portion of their funds in FY20 went to special education pupil support 
services, with the next largest amount for non-special education expenditures. Non-special 
education expenditures (37% of total expenditures) include but is not limited to administration 
support services, technology, operations of facilities, community services, and capital outlay.  
 

F.1.2: 50-State Comparison 

 
To standardize state-level educational expenditures for comparison across the 50 states, 
expenditure levels were adjusted using the US Bureau of Economic Analysis’ Regional Price 
Parities by State (RPP) for the applicable age of data (in this case, for FY20). The RPP 
adjustment helps account for regional and state pricing differences in the provision of goods and 
services across the country. State education expenditures are multiplied by the RPP adjustment 
compared to the national average, with some states having higher than average pricing parity, 
and others having lower. For reference, in FY20, Iowa had a state RPP of 90.268 compared to 
the United States’ collective RPP of 100 (the 44th lowest in the country). 295 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
295 US Bureau of Economic Analysis (published December 15, 2022), SARPP Regional price parities by state. Available at: 

https://apps.bea.gov/itable/index.html?appid=70&stepnum=40&Major_Area=3&State=0&Area=XX&TableId=101&Statistic=1&Year=2020&YearBegin=-
1&Year_End=-1&Unit_Of_Measure=Levels&Rank=1&Drill=1&nRange=5&AppId=70. 
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Special Education Director $132,354.43  14 

Special Education Support $71,906.10  1,208 

Special Education Teacher $66,046.63  59 

Specialist $70,569.17  29 

Student Support $28,327.12  43 

Supervisor - Non-Licensed $56,443.50  2 

Teacher Leader $72,105.75  4 

Teacher Librarian/ Media Specialist $76,686.56  9 

Technology $80,313.61  57 

Technology Support $58,557.16  50 

Transportation (Non-pupil) $25,309.38  26 

Average of Averages (A)/Grand Total (B) $79,239.53  3,425  
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