
A STUDY OF IOWA STUDENT PERFORMANCE 
20Feb26 

1 
 

 

This report is a live document showing the results and progress of the Education Sub-
Committee of the GOP of Warren County group. 

Members: 
 Mike Bruce, Ken Huck - chair 

Mission Statement: 
To make recommendations to improve the performance of students in Indianola, 
Warren County, and the state of Iowa to prepare them for success after graduation. 

Why Is This Important: 
 As part of this study, Iowa student achievement was compared across the world, 
state-to-state, and within the state. Rankings are shown for the US, Iowa, and Iowa high 
schools. However, this is not about rankings. The goal is to improve Iowa student 
achievement. Rankings are merely a measurement of how we are doing. 

 Student achievement is important for a well functioning society and progression 
forward. The goal is to prepare our students to be as successful as they can be after 
graduation from high school, whether they go on to college, a trade school, or directly into 
the workforce. Not all students will go on to be doctors, lawyers, engineers, entrepreneurs, 
etc. Some may go into retail or take over the family farm. All graduates need to know that 
the basics allow them to be productive and successful. 

Society is driven by technology and innovation. The US needs to compete and 
remain near the top of this. Those who have the edge can leverage power and control, 
whether it be in new chemicals or drugs, new materials, new digital computing, etc. Once 
someone has control over another, they can dictate how and where you live, how many 
children you can have, what job you can have, what access you have to money and other 
resources, what religion you can practice, etc. What it ultimately comes down to is freedom 
and liberty. 

I view this importance as being similar to nuclear weapons. Several countries have 
the capability to use them against other countries, but they don’t. Why? Because of the 
threat of mutually assured destruction. Similarly, this may apply to AI (artificial intelligence) 
and quantum mechanics. Whoever has superior technology could use that to attack other 
countries but hopefully will be deterred by a mutually assured response. 

Tasks: 
1. Determine current student performance in Warren County and the State of Iowa and 

compare it to other school districts, other states, and other countries. 
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2. Determine current student performance for homeschooled and private school 
students and compare them to public school students. 

3. Uncover areas of improvement in curriculum, performance goals, etc. and make 
recommendations for changes. 

4. Determine curriculum influencers for Indianola schools and the state of Iowa. 

 

A CAVEAT ON THE ACCURACY OF THE DATA 
 This was not a scientifically conducted study with statistical significance 
determined. It mostly used data from the Iowa Department of Education website as well as 
other internet sources, plus discussions with high school principals. Regardless, we 
believe the data to be accurate and sufficient for the recommendations we provide. 

 

ACRONYMS: 
ACAD RANK – Academic Rank, based on the ranking of IDOE proficiencies in 

science, math, and ELA for 212 Iowa high schools 
ACT – American College Test 
CASA - Consolidated Accountability and Support Application, an Iowa entity 

 ELA – English Language Arts 
 IDOE – Iowa Department of Education 
 IEA - International association for the evaluation of Educational Achievement   
 ISASP – Iowa Statewide Assessment of Student Progress 
 NAEP – National Assessment of Educational Progress 
 NCES – National Center for Education Statistics 
 OECD – Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
 OP RANK – Overall Performance Rank, based on the IDOE score 

PIRLS – Program on International Reading Literature Studies, conducted by the IEA 
 PISA – Program for International Student Assessment, administered by OECD 
 STEM – Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math 
 TIMSS – Trends in International Math and Science Studies, administered by OECD 
 SAT – Scholastic Aptitude Test 
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SUMMARY OF RESULTS: 
 After studying the performance of Iowa students and the US compared to other 
nations, clearly changes are warranted. In Iowa, standardized test scores have continued 
to drop each year for reading and have had no improvement in math and science since at 
least 2003. In fact, in September 2025, National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) reported that the most recent test scores for 12th grade math and reading show 
significant reductions, and 8th grade science scores continuing to fall since 2019. Other 
countries have surpassed the U.S., and other states have surpassed Iowa. 

 Think of all of the programs that have been implemented in the last couple of 
decades. They are not working or at least are not effective enough. The “What”, “How”, and 
just as important, “When” all need to be looked at and revised: “what” is being taught, 
“how” is it being taught, and “when” are the concepts being introduced, (as in what grade 
level). 

Global Comparison 
 See Appendix A for details. 
 

1. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, (NCES), no state has 
received a rating of A and only two states have received a B: Massachusetts and 
New Jersey. 

2. From 1995 – 2009, a Harvard study show that the higher a county’s performance, the 
more difficult it is to gain improvements. The US is about average with respect to 
other countries. 

3. That study also shows that as a country’s economic growth increases, student 
performance also does. Again, the US is about average. 

4. The Harvard study also finds no significant evidence that increased school 
expenditures, by itself, makes much of a difference in student performance. 

5. In Iowa, between 1990 and 2008, there was virtually no gain in student performance 
despite increased spending, according to NAEP. In fact, Iowa had the lowest gains of 
all 50 states. 

6. 2024 NAEP results: reading scores for 4th and 8th graders declined from 2019 and 
2022 levels, 8th grade science scores fell 4 points since 2019, and 12th grade math 
scores declined 3 points from 2019. 

7. 2025 NAEP results show reading for 4th and 8th grade continue to decline as does 
12th grade math. 

8. The 2022 NAEP Long Term Trend assessment for 9-yearl olds (4th grade) shows the 
largest decline in reading since 1990 and the first ever decline in math scores since 
2020. 
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9. Although 8th grade math scores are slightly above the national average, scores have 
continued to decline well below 2003 levels since 2017. 

10. NAEP math scores for 12th grade show little change from 2009 to 2013. 
11. In 2022, Program for International Student Assessment, (PISA), reports that the 

average US student math performance fell to the lowest overall results it has ever 
measured. This was the seventh consecutive time the US has failed to meet the 
international average since evaluations began. 

12. PISA’s 2022 global math results for 15-year-old students show the US ranked 34th 
behind other countries such as Canada, most all of western Europe, Vietnam, 
Malta, and of course, many Asian countries. The US was 7 points lower than the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, (OECD), average. 

13. In science, PISA scores show the US above the global average but well below the top 
five. There has been no detectable change in science scores since 2006. 

14. PISA shows no detectable change in math scores since 2003, (although they were 
higher in 2018 but now have declined to 2003 levels). 

15. PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literature Studies) and TIMSS (Trends in 
International Math and Science Studies). These are limited to 4th and 8th grade 
students and are out of scope for this study. However, they show declining trends 
since 2009, which influences high school student performance. 

National Comparison 
 See Appendix B for details. 
 

1. Iowa proficiency definitions seem to be less stringent than the NAEP definition. 
2. Iowa student test performance requirements for the three levels of proficiency seem 

to decrease as the grade level increases. Further, the requirements for ELA (English 
language arts) are somewhat lower than for Science and Math. 

3. Although Iowa student performance ranked near the top of the nation from 1992 to 
2011, Iowa ranked last among 50 states in overall student performance 
improvement. Other states with nearly the same performance had a much higher 
performance growth rate. This could mean that these states will soon outperform 
Iowa if they haven’t already. 

4. 2024 NAEP test results show the scores for Iowa were the lowest since at least 
2003, starting their decline in 2017. 

5. These results also showed that black, Hispanic, and economically challenged 
students scored significantly lower than white students and non-economically 
challenged students. 
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6. Iowa typically has a low percentage of students (2%) who participate in SAT testing. 
Therefore, it is difficult to make generalizations about the student population as a 
whole. 

7. From September 2024 to October 2025, Iowa student SAT average scores dropped 
from 1208 to 1195, while the national average went from 1024 to 1028. This places 
Iowa students just into the top 25% level. 

8. Kansas had the highest SAT average score at 1295, placing Iowa as the 12th highest 
average. 

9. Iowa ACT scores have continued to drop since at least 2015 (22.2 vs. 21.0) but 
remain above the US average (19.4). 

10. Iowa’s ACT average in 2025 is 23rd among the 50 states. 

 
Iowa High School Comparison 
 See Appendix C for details. 

Iowa Private School SAT 
1. Six of eight private schools studied have SAT scores at or above the Iowa public 

school average (1195). All scored above the US national average (1028). Three 
scored higher than the US state with the highest average (Kansas - 1256). 

 
Iowa Homeschool SAT 

1. Homeschool SAT scores are difficult to obtain. However, the national average for 
homeschooled students is around 1190 - 1200, (compared to the national public 
school SAT average of 1028). 

2. Data shows that Iowa homeschooled students score near or above Iowa’s public-
school average. 

3. Graduation requirements for homeschooled students in Iowa is an SAT score of 990. 
4. Universities report that homeschool student performance continues to outperform 

public schooled students throughout their college studies. 

Iowa Private School ACT 
1. Of the ten Iowa private schools studied, all but one exceeded the Iowa public school 

average (21.0) and all exceeded the US national average (19.4). 

Iowa Homeschool ACT 
1. ACT scores for Iowa homeschooled students could not be obtained but the US 

average score for homeschooled students was 22.8, vs. Iowa public schools at 21.0, 
and the US average at 19.4. 
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Iowa Public High School SAT / ACT 
Iowa public high school SAT and ACT averages and their comparison to the US 

public averages were discussed above. Following is a more detailed look at Iowa high 
schools, grades 9-12. 
 
Iowa Public High Schools 

A more detailed study was conducted of Iowa high schools, grades 9-12. There were 
212 of 353 public high schools in Iowa included in the study. The desire was to compare 
data from the top 10 highest academically performing high schools and compare it to the 
bottom 10 performing schools in hopes of identifying reasons for the difference in student 
performance. The study was limited to grades 9-12 to narrow the scope and focused on 
academic performance, as opposed to other criteria, for these reasons: 

• The student performance is representative of all that their school can offer; 
• When comparing school-to-school, state-to-state, nation-to-nation, standardized 

test results are used that are focused on academics: math, science, reading. For 
example, NAEP testing focuses on a subject such as math and doesn’t care what 
the school chronic absenteeism or 4-year graduation rate is. 
 

1. The IA DOE website Iowa Schools Performance Profiles is not user friendly and 
should be upgraded. It is difficult to extract information or do comparison studies. 

2. The IA DOE performance grading system does not easily show academic 
performance as other factors can override the proficiency performance. 

3. It appears that some of the grading is incorrect or has errors. 
4. No school in Iowa was rated Exceptional, the highest rating. 
5. Some school information for high schools includes data as low as 5th grade. 
6. The overall scores in the different categories overlap, making the rating system 

confusing. 
7. 46% of the 212 high schools studied ranked Needs Improvement or Priority, the two 

lowest categories below Acceptable. 
8. Only the category of High Performance schools had a chronic absenteeism average 

below the state average. The top 10 schools’ average absenteeism was about half of 
the state average. 

9. The state average chronic absenteeism is 21.45%. The top 10 schools’ average was 
17.20% and the bottom average was 57.95%. Two schools in the bottom 10 
averages over 76%. No school in the bottom 10 had absenteeism better than 48%. 

10. Higher absenteeism appears to be associated with higher percentages of low social 
economic, minority, and disabled students. 
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11. The top 10 high schools have proficiencies in science, math, and ELA that are 15% - 
20% higher than the state average, while the bottom 10 high schools average 30% - 
50% below state average. 

12. Warren county high school’s proficiencies compare favorably to the state averages. 
13. Seven of the ten bottom academic-performing high schools are in two school 

districts: Des Moines and Davenport. 
14. The number of students, and the number of students / the number of faculty ratio,  

in grades 9-12 overlap between the top 10 and bottom 10 schools. However, the 
ratio for the bottom 10 is 21.4 vs. 14.9 for the top 10, almost 44% higher. 

15. There are top 10 academic-performing high schools with a higher percentage of low 
social economic and disabled students than some bottom 10 performing high 
schools. 

16. There seems to be little difference in teacher licensing, experience, teachers with 
advanced degrees, or retention between top and bottom 10 schools. 

17. The state averaged per student spending was $17,991, while the top 10 averaged 
$16,198 and the bottom 10 averaged $18,856. One bottom 10 school spent almost 
$32,000 per student. 

18. Students in top 10 and bottom 10 academic-performing high schools rated their 
conditions for learning about the same, around 10% higher than the state average of 
38%. 

19. Few students in Iowa (perhaps 2%) take the SAT exam so comparisons might not be 
very meaningful. However, the bottom 10 schools were generally about 50 points 
above the national average (1024) but about 125 points below the state average 
(1195). The top 10 generally averaged about 100 points higher than the state average 
and about 300 points higher than the national average. 

20. Top 10 school’s ACT averaged 25.6 compared to the state average of 21.0. The 
bottom 10 average was right at the state average. The national average was 19.4. 

21. It appears that the top 10 academic Iowa high schools mostly use in-house 
developed curriculum while the bottom 10 seem to utilize more purchased 
curriculum.  

22. Some of the top 10 schools may use some level of purchased reference materials, 
but there is at least one that has no textbooks at all.  

 
 
Warren County Comparison 
 See Appendix D for details. 
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1. Indianola has the highest number of students (1139) and SE Warren County has the 
least (214). 

2. Carlisle has the highest student / teacher ratio (20.3) and I-35 has the lowest (11.0) 
3. All six schools have percentages of low social / economic, minority, and disabled 

students 10% or more below state averages. 
4. Teacher experience at all but one school are on par with the state average (14 years) 

except for Martensdale / St. Mary’s (8 years). 
5. Four of the six schools have percentages of teachers with advanced degrees well 

below (5% - 30%) the state average (about 50%). 
6. The percentage of staff retention for five of the schools is about the state average 

(85%) except for Martensdale / St. Mary’s (60%). 
7. I-35 high school has significantly more expenditure per student ($24,430) than the 

state average ($17,991), while Carlisle and Indianola are significantly lower (about 
$14,300). 

8. Conditions for learning percentage is about around the state average (39%) except 
for Martensdale / St. Mary’s (28.5%). 

9. The IDOE Overall Performance ratings and scores are above state average except for 
Indianola, rated as Needs Improvement. 

10. Compared to the 212 high schools studied, SE Warren County ranked the highest at 
37th overall in academic performance, Indianola the lowest of the six at 110th. 

11. All six schools had average ACT scores well above the state average (23 – 25 vs. 21 
for the state). 

12. Four of the six schools had chronic absenteeism above the state average of 21.6%, 
SE Warren had the lowest at 15.7%. 

13. Proficiencies for all six schools were at or above state averages except for Indianola 
in science. 

14. Indianola’s 2024 math proficiency (71%) is virtually unchanged since pre-COVID 
2019 but is significantly below 2018’s 84%. 

15. Indianola’s 2024 ELA proficiency (74.9%) is virtually unchanged since pre-COVID 
2019 but is significantly below 2018’s 82.5%. 

Recommendations: 
 See Appendix E for details. 

 

 

LIST OF APPENDICES 
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Appendix A – GLOBAL COMPARISON 
• NAEP 
• PISA 
• PIRLS, TIMSS 

Appendix B – NATIONAL COMPARISON 
• Proficiency Discussion 
• Iowa Proficiency Definition 
• NAEP 
• SAT 
• ACT 

Appendix C – IN-STATE COMPARISON 
• Private School SAT 
• Homeschool SAT 
• Private School ACT 
• Homeschool ACT 
• Iowa Public Schools 

Appendix D – WARREN COUNTY COMPARISON 
Appendix E – RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Improvements for Comparisons to other States / Countries 
• Improvements for Comparisons within the State 
• Changes at the State Government Level 

Appendix F – IOWA HIGH SCHOOL SCORES 
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Following are study results from internet sources and data from various international 
standardized tests. 

NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress), administered by NCES (National 

Center for Education Statistics) 

 

 

 

The following three charts are from “Achievement Growth: International and US State 
Trends in Student Performance”, Hanushek  
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The above chart shows that generally the higher the initial performance, the more difficult it 
is to achieve improvements. The US is about average among other countries. The chart 
below shows that as a country’s economy grows, test scores show a higher improvement. 



A STUDY OF IOWA SCHOOL PERFORMANCE 
APPENDIX A - GLOBAL COMPARISON 

5Feb26 

3 
 

 

 

From “Achievement Growth: International and US State Trends in Student Performance”, 
Hanushek  

What About Spending Increases? According to another popular theory, additional spending 
on education will yield gains in test scores. To see whether expenditure theory can account 
for the interstate variation, we plotted test-score gains against increments in spending 
between 1990 and 2009. As can be seen from the scattering of states into all parts of Figure 
9, the data offers precious little support for the theory. Just about as many high-spending 
states showed relatively small gains as showed large ones. Maryland, Massachusetts, and 
New Jersey enjoyed substantial gains in student performance after committing substantial 
new fiscal resources. But other states with large spending increments, New York, 
Wyoming, and West Virginia, for example, had only marginal test-score gains to show for all 
that additional expenditure. And many states defied the theory by showing gains even when 
they did not commit much in the way of additional resources. It is true that spending and 
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achievement gains have a slight positive relationship, but the 0.12 correlation between new 
expenditure and test-score gain is of no statistical or substantive significance. On average, 
an additional $1,000 in per-pupil spending is associated with a trivial annual gain in 
achievement of one-tenth of 1 percent of a standard deviation. 

 

Despite increased spending, there has been virtually little gain in student performance in 
Iowa. 
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Grade 8 Math Scores 
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PISA (Program for International Student Assessment), administered by OECD 

(Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) 
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PIRLS (Progress on International Reading Literature Studies, conducted by the 
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement  - IEA) 
TIMSS (Trends in International Math and Science Studies, administered by OECD) 

NOTE: additional student performance data is available via PIRLS and TIMSS. These are 
limited to 4th and 8th grade students and out of scope for this study. However, they show 
declining trends since 2009, which has an effect on high school student performance. 

Noticing that the student math scores of Spain are higher than those of the U.S., I Googled 
as to why. Below are a couple of things I found. 
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From REDDIT discussion, which may give us a clue. 
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NATIONAL COMPARISONS 
 Before we begin comparing state student performance, we need to look at how 
proficiency is measured. 

From the Iowa Department of Education website: 

 

PROFICIENCY DISCUSSION 
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IOWA’S PROFICIIENCY DEFINITION 

Background on Proficiency in Iowa 

Background 
The Iowa Statewide Assessment of Student Progress (ISASP) replaced the former Iowa 
Assessments, with students taking the new tests for the first time in spring 2019. English 
Language Arts and Math tests were given to students in grades 3 through 11, while Science 
tests were given in grades 5, 8 and 10. Due to the implementation and scoring process for 
this new assessment, we are just now receiving results from the test administered in 
March/April 2019 (approximately 7 months ago). 

Higher Expectations 
ISASP better reflects what’s being taught in Iowa classrooms and how students are 
progressing toward the grade-level expectations outlined in Iowa’s academic standards. 
Because the new state test is more aligned to Iowa’s academic standards, it is more 
challenging. These results will re-set the baseline for future progress on the new state test. 
They should not be compared to results from previous years’ Iowa Assessments because 
the new state test measures Iowa’s academic standards aligned to the appropriate grade 
level. 

The proficiencies on the Iowa Department of Education (IDOE) website are based on the 
Iowa Assessment tests. These tests are administered only through grade 11 so are not 
indicative of grade 12 performance. 

Performance Levels 
The state of Iowa has adopted three performance levels for the ISASP: Advanced, 
Proficient, and Not-Yet-Proficient. 

Performance Level Descriptor 

Advanced Students performing at the Advanced level demonstrate 
thorough competence over the knowledge, skills, and 
abilities that meet the requirements for their grade level 
associated with academic readiness for college and careers 
in the subject. 

Proficient Students performing at the Proficient level demonstrate 
adequate competency over the knowledge, skills, and 
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abilities that meet the requirements for their grade level 
associated with academic readiness for college and careers 
in the subject area. 

Not-Yet- Proficient Students performing at the not-yet-proficient level have not 
yet demonstrated the knowledge and skills to the classified 
as Proficient. 

These performance levels were recommended by a committee of Iowa educators and 
define the range of standard scores for each of the three categories. The standard score is a 
number that describes a student’s location on the achievement continuum. The tables on 
the Iowa Statewide Assessment of Student Progress site show the standard scores that are 
used to determine a student’s achievement level. 

As one can see, Iowa’s definition of “Proficient” is lower that the NAEP definition. 

The following chart shows how Iowa determines different levels of proficiency from test 
scores. The left-hand columns are from the ISASP website. The right-hand columns are 
values calculated from the left-hand columns and are a percentage of the maximum 
scores possible. 

 

http://iowa.pearsonaccessnext.com/performance-levels/
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ISASP PROFICIENCY SCORES 
              

SCIENCE             24-Jul-
25 

GRADE NOT YET 
PROFICIENT PROFICIENT ADVANCED   NOT YET 

PROFICIENT PROFICIENT ADVANCED 

5 355 451 452 541 542 590  60% 76% 77% 92% 92% 100% 
8 385 507 508 608 609 720  53% 70% 71% 84% 85% 100% 

10 435 544 545 655 656 780  56% 70% 70% 84% 84% 100% 
              

MATH              

GRADE NOT YET 
PROFICIENT 

PROFICIENT ADVANCED   NOT YET 
PROFICIENT 

PROFICIENT ADVANCED 

3 345 389 390 442 443 510  68% 76% 76% 87% 87% 100% 
4 350 408 409 475 476 540  65% 76% 76% 88% 88% 100% 
5 355 428 429 502 503 590  60% 73% 73% 85% 85% 100% 
6 360 449 450 531 532 640  56% 70% 70% 83% 83% 100% 
7 370 468 469 574 575 680  54% 69% 69% 84% 85% 100% 
8 385 489 490 605 606 720  53% 68% 68% 84% 84% 100% 
9 410 512 513 625 626 750  55% 68% 68% 83% 83% 100% 

10 435 536 537 653 654 780  56% 69% 69% 84% 84% 100% 
11 460 558 559 674 675 800  58% 70% 70% 84% 84% 100% 

              

ELA              

GRADE NOT YET 
PROFICIENT PROFICIENT ADVANCED   NOT YET 

PROFICIENT PROFICIENT ADVANCED 

3 345 397 398 446 447 510  68% 78% 78% 87% 88% 100% 
4 350 413 414 477 478 540  65% 76% 77% 88% 89% 100% 
5 355 436 437 512 513 590  60% 74% 74% 87% 87% 100% 
6 360 455 456 540 541 640  56% 71% 71% 84% 85% 100% 
7 370 474 475 568 569 680  54% 70% 70% 84% 84% 100% 
8 385 493 494 593 594 720  53% 68% 69% 82% 83% 100% 
9 410 504 505 617 618 750  55% 67% 67% 82% 82% 100% 

10 435 529 530 641 642 780  56% 68% 68% 82% 82% 100% 
11 460 560 561 659 660 800  58% 70% 70% 82% 83% 100% 

 

One can see that as the grade level increases, the percentage needed for a particular 
proficiency level decreases. In theory, this makes it easier for students to achieve each 
level of proficiency. Also, in the upper grades for ELA, the required percentage for the upper 
end of proficient is less than that for science and math. For example: 
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Science Proficient range top end: Grade 5 –  92% 
     Grade 8 & 10 -84% 
Math Proficient range top end: Grade 3 - 87% 
     Grade 4- 88% 
     Grade 10&11- 84% 
ELA Proficient range top end: Grade 3 - 87% 
     Grade 4- 88% 
     Grade 10&11- 82% 
 
The lower thresholds for ELA may explain why the proficiencies for ELA are consistently 
higher than those for science and math. See the chart below. 
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Following are study results from internet sources and data from various international 
standardized tests. 

NAEP 
From “Achievement Growth: International and US State Trends in Student Performance”, 
Hanushek, a Harvard study 

Although Iowa students perform above most all other states, their rate of improvement is 
less than all other 50 states. However, it is important to note that there are other states with 
nearly the same performance but have a much higher performance growth rate. This could 
mean that these states will soon outperform Iowa if they haven’t already. 

 

 

Below are NAEP results from 2024 for 8th grade math. (No results are available for higher 
grades). Although Iowa student achievement was above the national average, it was the 
lowest it has been since at least 2003. The decline started in 2017, according to the chart 
below. In the notes under the chart, NAEP points out that the compared to white students, 
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black students scored 41 points lower, Hispanic students scored 24 points lower, and that 
economically challenged students scored 29 points lower than non-economically 
challenged students. 
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NOTE: Fewer and fewer high school students are taking SAT / ACT tests since most 

colleges and universities have dropped requiring them. Approximately 68% of Iowa high 
school seniors took the ACT exam in 2014, while only 48% took it in 2023. Some students 
are electing to attend local community colleges for their initial college work in order to 
spend less on college education, and most of these institutions do not require SAT or ACT 
test scores either. Therefore, SAT / ACT scores are becoming less of an indicator of a 
particular school performance. 
 
Also, across the nation, different states tend to use either the SAT or ACT tests more than 
the other. For example, in Iowa for students taking a test, only about 2% of students take 
the SAT while the remainder take the ACT. Some states only use the SAT.  

SAT 
When comparing SAT or ACT scores, one must consider the percentage of students taking 
the test in order to determine how representative the results are of a state’s students. The 
percentage of students taking the SAT in a particular state varies from 1% to 100%. In Iowa, 
2% of the students took the SAT. 

Ref.: 

 

In September 2024, the national average was 1024, (Iowa  1208) and in October 2025, it 
was 1028, (Iowa 1195).  

The chart below shows the percentage of students in each of the scoring ranges. Iowa’s 
average places it in the upper half of students. 
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In October 2025, the state with the highest SAT average score was Kansas at 1256. Iowa 
placed 12th at 1195. 

 

Iowa SAT scores continue to drop since 2018. The chart below compares Iowa SAT scores 
with the US average. 

 

 

ACT 
The chart below compares Iowa average scores with the US average. Although Iowa scores 
consistently above the US, scores continue to drop below the 2015 values. One can see the 
effect that COVID had on test scores in 2021. 
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To give some context to scores, below were the general requirements for admission to Iowa 
State University, (no longer required?). 

 

The following charts show the 2025 ACT scores by state, plotted highest to lowest. The 
District of Columbia is included for a total of 51, plus the US national average is shown. 
Iowa’s average is indicated by the red arrow and is 23rd among the states. 
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IN-STATE COMPARISONS  
NOTE: The accuracy of SAT and ACT values gathered from internet sources is of some 
question. Different sources may give different values for the same school and date. There is 
even one case where the same source gave different values to the same entity as of the 
same date. What’s more, the values didn’t always agree with the numbers given by the 
school principals. Caution should be used when using these. 
 
Private School SAT 
 Data for private schools is more difficult to obtain than public school data. Private 
school students usually have to take SAT / ACT tests as part of their admission into colleges 
and universities. This could potentially show a higher average than public schools as 
students not desiring to go on to college may not take the test, whereas in public schools, 
students may be encouraged to take the test to understand their readiness for education 
beyond high school. Keep in mind that only about 2% of Iowa public school students take 
the SAT so comparing results may not be indicative of actual student performance. 

Ref:  

    

 

One can see that these private school examples compare favorably with Iowa public 
schools. In fact, Dowling Christian’s, Maharishi’s, and Xavier Catholic’s performance 
exceeds the nation’s top state, Kansas (1256). 
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Homeschool SAT 
 Data for homeschooled students is more difficult to obtain. However, universities 
say that homeschooled student entrance test scores are generally higher than public 
school student scores, and they tend to hold that performance edge throughout their 
college experience. 

              

 

 
The chart below shows how US-average homeschool student SAT scores compare to the 
US public school and Iowa public school scores. 
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Private School ACT 
Private schools in Iowa compare favorably to the average for public schools. 

 
 

Homeschool ACT 
ACT scores for Iowa homeschooled students could not be obtained. The chart below 
compares US average homeschool student ACT scores with the US public and Iowa public 
school average. 
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Iowa Public Schools 
The Iowa Department of Education maintains a system for rating public schools. The 
results  are shown on a website: Department of Education - Iowa School Performance Profiles. 
Individual schools may be selected to view results and there is data on several different drop-down 
menus. Data from 2024 was used for this study as the 2025 data was not yet available. It is believed 
that the proficiency scores were derived from the Iowa Assessment testing. 

IDOE uses 10-12 criteria to determine an overall performance level. A score is determined 
by calculating a percentage of possible points for each of the criteria. Based on the total 
percentage, a school is then classified into one of six categories. These are highest to 
lowest: 
 EXCEPTIONAL 
 HIGH PERFORMING 
 COMMENDABLE 
 ACCEPTABLE 
 IMPROVEMENT 
 PRIORITY 

Below is a typical example of a rating for a school. 

 

There is a lot of useful data in the database, but it is not really user friendly. The results 
make it difficult to determine how a particular school’s metrics compare with other 
schools, for example. Further, the overall performance rating system “muddies the water” 
in understanding a school’s academic performance. 

https://www.iaschoolperformance.gov/ECP/Home/Index
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The criteria used are not consistent between schools. This may be due to data reported 
from the schools that was  inconsistent.  I have also noted inconsistencies in the points 
awarded to different schools that affect the overall performance rating, perhaps making the 
overall rating not reflective of actual school performance. 

For example, comparing three high schools: Alburnett, Denver, and Waverly Shell-Rock. 
None of these three schools reported chronic absenteeism in 2023. Their reported chronic 
absenteeism for 2024 were 23.67%, 10.87%, and 17.65%, respectively. Looking at scoring 
for growth in attendance, the raw scores awarded out of 50 possible were 4.87, 5.63, and 
0.84, respectively. Out of 50 possible points for this criterion, the percentages calculated 
were 24.35%, 28.15%, and 4.2%. These  numbers do not make sense. (There also could 
have been an error in the website data). If the Waverly calculated percentage was between 
the Alburnett and Denver values, as is the actual chronic absenteeism, their calculated 
percentage may have been around 25%, raising their overall performance to about 71.88%. 
This probably would have them rated as High Performing instead of Commendable. 

A more detailed study was conducted of Iowa high schools, grades 9-12. There are 353 
public high schools in Iowa. However, the Iowa Department of Education (IDOE) website 
showing Iowa school performance profiles had some data missing from some schools. 
Some other schools were also not used: even though the “name” was “high school”, data 
was included from lower grades, some as low as 5th grade. These anomalies were not used 
so the number of schools studied was 212. Therefore, statements below may say “best” or 
“top” or similar terms, but we must remember not all schools were involved in the study. All 
of the statements below refer to this database of 212 schools. Although 212 of 353 schools 
is about 60%, it was some of the smaller schools that typically combined lower grade data 
with the 9-12 grades that were filtered out of the study, so it is believed that the study 
represents a much higher percentage of students. 
 
When comparing the IDOE overall scores to their given overall performance ratings, there is 
overlap in the overall performance percentages. This can cause confusion in the ratings. 
The chart shows the high, average, and low school percentages for each of the 
performance categories, the number of schools and percentage of the 212 schools that 
were in that category. The state average was 60.95%, (probably in the Needs Improvement 
category). See the chart below. About 54% of the 212 studied were categorized by IA DOE 
as Acceptable or better. Note that there were no schools rated Excellent. 
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Plotting each category’s average proficiency in the three subject areas by their overall 
performance category generates the chart below. 

 
Also shown are red lines representing the state average proficiencies and blue lines 
showing proficiencies for the top 10 schools, (more on that below). 
 
NOTE: reference Appendix B for a discussion on Iowa proficiency ratings. 
 
To focus on academics, a new method was created for this study. Using the proficiency 
scores in science, math, and ELA (English language arts), the 212 schools were first sorted 
by proficiency in science and ranked 1 – 212. Then the list was sorted by proficiency in 
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math and ranked  1 - 212, and finally by proficiency in ELA and ranked 1 - 212. Next, each 
school’s rankings were added to create an academic sum. Sorting by this sum, low to high, 
gave the high schools ranked by academic performance. The highest ranked school was 
ranked #1 in science, #3 in math, and #1 in ELA. The lowest ranked school was ranked #211 
in science, and #212 in math and ELA. 
 
The charts below show how proficiencies in Science, Math, and English language arts were 
distributed among the 212 Iowa high schools analyzed. The values are displayed from the 
top academically ranked school to the bottom. I have also shown the average proficiencies 
for the six high schools in Warren County and the Iowa state averages. 
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The schools were ranked 1 – 212 by their overall percentage using the state values. Plotting 
this vs. the academic ranking produced the following charts. It shows the variation between 
the two ranking systems. 

 
This chart clearly shows why the state ranking system  does not reflect the academic 
performance of schools. There is a lot of variability. 
 
The following chart shows how the state’s overall score relates to the academic ranking. 
Also show are the state’s and top 10 high school’s averages. It shows some school overall 
scores higher than the top 10 average, again showing how these scores do not represent a 
school’s academic performance. It also shows that the top 10 schools score well above the 
state average overall performance rating. 
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There seems to be a clear connection between chronic  absenteeism and state 
performance. The average chronic absenteeism was found for each of the state 
performance categories and their overall state scores and are plotted below. This could be 
one of the biggest drivers of student performance. 
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Again, the red lines show that state’s average chronic absenteeism (21.63%) and the blue 
lines show the average for the top 10 high schools. What is interesting is that there are top 
10 high schools with chronic absenteeism approaching 30%. 
 
The following chart shows chronic absenteeism versus academic ranking. The state 
average and top 10 averages are also shown. What is also alarming is the high rate of 
chronic absenteeism in the poorer academic-performing schools.  

 
The chart below shows another way to look at how absenteeism varies with IA overall 
performance rating. It shows that within each category there is at least one school whose 
chronic absenteeism is as good or as bad as a school in any other category. This means 
that even with absenteeism higher than desired, to a point, a school’s overall performance 
can still be high based on other factors. 
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When looking at the top 10 vs. bottom 10 academically ranked schools, the chart below 
shows how chronic absenteeism varies. No school in the top 10 academically  had 
absenteeism over 30% and most were below the state’s average. No school in the bottom 
10 had absenteeism under 48%. 

 
 

Looking more closely at what potential factors affect absenteeism, the following charts 
look at the relationships between absenteeism and low social / economic status, 
percentage of minority students, and percentage of students with disabilities. Each chart 
shows that schools with higher percentages of each of these three categories of students 
also have higher absenteeism. This perhaps indicates areas to focus efforts on improving 
attendance. 
NOTE: the following three charts plot % low social economic, % minority, and % disabled 
vs. % absenteeism. These can be somewhat misleading as there is most likely crossover 
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included between these three groups. The charts should not be interpreted separately from 
each other. 

 

 

 
 
The charts below show the differences in proficiency for science, math, and ELA for the top 
10 and bottom 10 high schools. The gap between the top 10 and bottom 10 is large, as is 
the gap between the bottom 10 and the state average. It can be concluded from this that 
the best way to improve Iowa’s overall performance may be to improve the schools with the 
lowest proficiency ratings. However, this may also be most difficult to do unless chronic 
absenteeism can be improved. 
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Below is an image showing the locations of the top and bottom 10 academic performing 
high schools. Four of the bottom 10-performing high schools are located in Des Moines, 
three are in Davenport. 
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Multiple metrics were compared between the top and bottom 10 performing high schools. 
Several of the metrics show that values between the top and bottom 10 overlap, indicating 
that performance may not be strictly due the factor measured, but could be a combination 
of other factors: number of students, student / faculty ratio, percentage of low social / 
economic students, and percentage of students with disabilities. In other words, there 
were schools with similar values for the metric that performed in the top 10 in the state. 
The charts are below. Note that the student / faculty ratio is not per class, but rather a 
calculation for the whole high school. The purple horizontal lines are the average for each 
category, and the red lines are the state average. 

   
 

From these two charts below, one can see that there are schools in the bottom 10 that have 
less students that some schools in the top 10, and there are schools in the bottom 10 that 
have lower student / teacher ratios that some schools in the top 10, although the average 
for the bottom 10 is greater than the top 10: 21.4 vs. 14.9.  
 
NOTE: the student / faculty ratios shown here are not class sizes, although it may be 
indirectly related. It is calculated as the number of students in grades 9-12 divided by the 
number of faculty. 
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Looking specifically at teachers, there doesn’t seem to be very much difference between 
top and bottom ten schools. It is noted, however, that bottom ten schools had a higher 
average number of teachers with advanced degrees. Experience and retention were similar 
between top and bottom ten schools. 
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Another interesting point: the average expenditure per student for the state was $17,991 at 
mid-tier, while the average for top ten schools was $16,198 and for bottom ten schools it 
was $18,856. One school spent almost $32,000 per student and yet was ranked 
academically 209 out of 212 schools. 
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The Conditions for Learning metric attempts to measure how the students feel about the 
learning environment at their school. It includes measuring how the student feels about 
adult / student relationships, emotional safety, expectations / boundaries, physical safety, 
and student – student relationships,  The state average was about 39% while the top and 
bottom ten both averaged about 49%. 

    
 

Note: please reference the discussion regarding SAT and ACT scores in Appendix B as well 
as at the beginning of this Appendix. 
 
Not all of the top and bottom 10 schools studied had SAT and/or ACT averages that could 
be found. For the schools that had data, the charts below show comparisons between 
them as well as the state and national averages. 
 
It is interesting to note that only one of the six bottom 10 schools that we had data for 
scored less than the national average, but none achieved the state average. There was one 
top 10 school that scored below the state average, but this same school scored above the 
state average on the ACT. This data point is probably an anomaly due to a low number of 
students taking the test. 
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Half of the bottom 10 schools that we had data for score at or above the state average ACT 
score. Only one school scored below the US average. All top 10 schools scored well above 
the state ACT average. 
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Part of the data compared between the top 10 and bottom 10 academic-performing Iowa 
high schools was curriculum. What was discovered was surprising. The top-performing 
schools mostly used in-house developed curriculum, carefully crafted to meet state 
requirements. Most also used other resources as a supplement or as a reference. One top 
10 school has no textbooks. The bottom 10 schools used mostly purchased curriculum, as 
shown in the chart below. 
 

In-house developed curriculum 
Purchased curriculum 
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WARREN COUNTY COMPARISONS  
NOTE: Multiple elements for the six high schools in Warren County were compared to each 
other and to the state averages. Note that the 2024 data available from the Iowa 
Department of Education (IDOE) – Iowa School Performance Profiles – was not consistent 
as to what grade levels were include in the data. Four of the six had data for grades 9 – 12 
while Martensdale – St. Mary’s and Southeast Warren County data also included grades 7 - 
9. This has a direct effect on some of the metrics, such as number of students, and may 
affect other metrics in unknown ways. 
 
First, here are the demographics for the six Warren County high schools. Indianola has the 
most students. The student / teacher ratio is not per classroom, but rather the total for the 
high school. 

   
 
The schools have lower percentages of minority, low social / economic, and disabled 
students than the state averages. 
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The red lines on the charts below show the averages for the top and bottom 10 high schools 
in Iowa. It appears that Martensdale / St. Mary’s has teachers with significantly less 
experience and fewer teachers with advanced degrees. It also has the lowest teacher 
retention rate. 
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The next chart shows the expenditure per student compared to the state average, as well as 
the top and bottom 10 high schools in Iowa. 

 
 

This chart shows how comfortable the students are in their school. It reflects their opinions 
on emotional and physical safety, teacher – student and student – student relations, etc. 
Compared to the state average, all but two compare favorably with the state average. 

 
 

Now, let’s take a look at student performance. One may want to compare these charts with 
the previous demographic charts to possibly reveal any correlations. For example, there 
doesn’t seem to be a correlation between expenditure per student and student 
performance.  
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The IDOE assigns a classification to each school based on its overall performance score it 
calculates. As a reminder, this score is not only based on academic performance, but as 
many as eight other factors indirectly related to performance. (Reference Appendix B for an 
explanation). The chart below shows the 2024 classifications assigned to each school. The 
list is sorted by the overall IDOE score, highest to lowest. 

 
 
The following chart compares the school’s Overall Performance score, given by the IDOE, 
to the state average as well as the Iowa top academic high schools, (see Appendix C for 
details on the academic scoring). All but one exceeds the state average, one exceeds the 
top 10 average, and one approaches the top 10 average. 
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Looking at the school’s IDOE overall performance ranking vs. its academic performance 
ranking, the chart below shows that all schools perform better than the state average 
academic rank, but Indianola is worse than the state average overall performance ranking. 

 
 

Comparing the academic rankings of the schools to 212 of Iowa high schools, Southeast 
Warren County ranks the highest at 37 out of 212.  All rank better than the state average of 
134. 
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Comparing ACT scores, Southeast Warren’s performance is reflected in an average of 25.  
(Reference Appendix C for a discussion on ACT scores). The Iowa average is 21.0 and the 
US average is 19.4. 

 

 
Chronic absenteeism seems to be an important factor in predicting student performance. 
The following chart shows how Warren County high schools compare to the state average 
as well as Iowa’s top 10 academic high schools. Four of the six schools have chronic 
absenteeism greater than the state average. 

 
 

The following charts show the various high school’s proficiencies. Except for Indianola’s 
proficiency in science, all high schools compare favorably with the state averages but have 
a ways to go to the level of top 10 in Iowa. 
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The chart below compares demographics between the highest academic performing high 
school in Warren County, Southeast Warren, to the lowest performing, Indianola. The 
colors show how each school’s metric compares to the average of the six county high 
schools; blue is above the average, orange is below the average. 
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Taking a closer look at Indianola specifically, math proficiency hasn’t changed since 2019, 
Pre-COVID, but is significantly lower than the earliest data available, 2018. 

 
 

English language arts proficiency also remains flat and significantly lower than the 2018 
level. 

 
 

There isn’t data available for proficiency in science before 2024. However, the chart above 
shows that the school scores significantly below that state average and below the other 
Warren County high schools. 
 
CONCLUSIONS: 

1. Indianola was listed by the state as “Needs Improvement”. This is partly due to its 
low proficiency by students in science. This should be investigated. 

2. I-35 and Martensdale / St. Mary’s school average ACT scores appear to be lower 
than their academic performance would infer. This should be looked into. It may be 
due to a lower number of students taking the test, or it could be for other reasons. 

3. Southeast Warren County ranks the highest academic performance of the six 
county high schools. Compared to the average of the six high schools, it has fewer 
students, a lower student teacher ratio, a lower percentage of minorities, more 
expenditure per student, and higher staff retention. However, it has more low social 
/ economic and disabled students, lower teacher experience and percentage of 
teachers with advanced degrees, and lower conditions for learning. 



A STUDY OF IOWA SCHOOL PERFORMANCE 
APPENDIX D – WARREN COUNTY COMPARISON 

4Feb26 

10 
 

4. Indianola has the lowest academic performance in Warren County. Compared to 
the average of the six high schools, it had a lower percentage of students with 
disabilities, a higher percentage of teachers with advanced degrees, and higher staff 
retention. However, it had the highest number of students, higher than average 
student / teacher ratio, a higher percentage of minorities and students with low 
social / economic status, less expenditure per student, teachers with less 
experience, and below average conditions for learning. 

5. This conclusion may apply to county performance but not necessarily to national 
performance. Based on 3 & 4 above, one could argue that the percentage of low 
social / economic and disabled students, teacher experience and teachers with 
advanced degrees, staff retention, and conditions for learning should not be a 
detriment to student performance. The number of students, student / teacher 
ratios, the percentage of minorities, and expenditure per student may have 
influences. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

Changes definitely need to be made as existing efforts are seemingly falling short. Unique 
methods and new ideas need to be tried and implemented. This reduction  in student 
achievement that we see didn’t happen overnight but was decades in the making. It isn’t 
going to be fixed overnight: there isn’t a simple, one item to correct that is going to make a 
big difference by itself.  

The recommendations below are from the GOP of Warren County Call to Action Committee 
- Education to help improve Iowa student academic performance. Although the categories 
listed below are specific to certain comparisons, improvements made in any area are likely 
to improve student achievement across all areas. 

The following recommendations come from a study and comparing data. They are not 
guaranteed to work but seem to be a step in the right direction. They are listed here more as 
a food for thought, to promote discussion, or to perhaps spur other ideas that may be 
effective. How these might be implemented is left up to others who are more expert. 
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To improve Iowa student achievement compared to other states/countries: 
1. The most effective way to improve the state’s average is to improve the low 

performing schools. 
2. Iowa ranks last (50th of 50 states) in student performance improvements year-over-

year. 2024 NAEP results show that black and Hispanic students scored significantly 
lower  compared to white students. These students should be the focus of making 
improvements. 

3. Although NAEP measured Iowa’s student achievement highest among states in 
1992, its growth rate was the lowest of all 50 states. One can assume that the higher 
one is, it is more difficult to make improvements. However, North Dakota and New 
Hampshire scored nearly as well but had improvement growth rates that are two to 
three times greater than Iowa’s. This should be looked into to determine what they 
are doing compared to Iowa. 

4. The 2024 NAEP results also show that economically challenged students scored 
lower than non-economically challenged students. They should also be a focus for  
making improvements, determining the factors that affect achievement. 

5. Reduce the use of  (but not totally eliminate) multiple choice tests toward fill-in-the-
blank tests. Instead of eliminating a couple of obvious wrong answers and guessing 
from the remaining choices, either the student will know the answer or they won’t. 

6. Perform a study on high achieving-student countries and determine what methods 
they use and what curriculum is used to get their outstanding results and determine 
if this can be incorporated into the US teaching. Consider introducing math and 
science concepts at up to two grade levels earlier in elementary grade levels. 

To improve Iowa student achievement within the state: 
1. Attack chronic absenteeism. It is difficult for students to learn if they are not in 

school. This will not be easy to make rapid improvements as there are parent and 
family issues that are involved. The desire to learn needs to have an internal element 
in the student as well. One step that could be implemented would be to constantly 
encourage students, discussing the importance of education in ways appropriate 
for each grade level. Progressive yearly targets should be established to achieve 
rates approaching 15% or better. 

2. Another technique used to improve attendance, that at least one Iowa top 10 school 
is using, is peer pressure. This is accomplished by a small group challenging 
another small group to attendance performance. Homerooms may be a good group 
to use. Perhaps every quarter, a prize that would be incentivized enough to create 
interest, such as a half-day field trip, or some famous person’s visit to that room 
only, etc., something that would appeal to the high-percentage chronic 
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absenteeism profiles. This could be coordinated between high school, middle 
school, and elementary school, or even with neighboring schools. Rules need to be 
put in place so that one group doesn’t continuously dominate winning. 

3. Chronic absenteeism seems to be higher in schools with higher percentages of low 
social economic, disabled, and minority students. This should be the main focus for 
improvement. 

4. It appears that even low percentages of disabled students create a significant 
amount of absenteeism. This should be investigated for the reasons why. Is it a 
combination of disability with minority or low social economic students, or are 
disabled students requiring more time out of school that is being recorded as non-
excused absence, or something else? 

5. Student/faculty ratios should be reduced from 21:1 (current for poor performing 
schools) to approach 15:1 (current for the high performing schools), particularly for 
STEM classes. This might be accomplished through scheduling.  

6. Teacher experience, percentage with advanced degrees, retention, etc. don’t seem 
to be much different between top and bottom performing students. What can’t be 
seen from the data is if there are leniency differences that lead to grade inflation. 
One way to determine this would be to compare classroom grades at various grade 
levels at schools to standardized test / proficiency scores (NAEP, ACT, ISASP). If 
there is teacher bias, steps can be taken to correct this. 

7. To check for other teacher biases or grade inflation, students with grades can be 
compared to NAEP, ISASP, or other standardized test results. For example, if 3/4 of 
the class is getting As and Bs but their class proficiency, as measured by testing, is 
only 25%, there is a problem. 

8. The problems we see at the high school level are evident in middle school or even at 
the elementary level NAEP test results. A similar study should be done at these 
levels to identify and correct inadequacies. 

9. Some schools may have to  decide between better academic performance and the 
number of extra-curricular activities that are offered. For example, are school funds 
being used for a new $65 million football stadium when there aren’t enough 
teachers and classrooms to reduce high student / teacher ratios. Where is the 
priority? 

10. School superintendents and principals need to be held accountable for student 
achievement and attendance. Perhaps parents should insist that measurable goals 
for these should be incorporated into their employment contracts. 

11. In the early elementary grades, students might be asked, “What do you want to be 
when you grow up?”. Typical answers might be firefighter, policemen, astronaut, etc. 
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But as students get older, this is the wrong question to ask. In the later middle 
school grades, the question should be, ”What standard of living do you want?”. This 
then progresses to what various careers can provide this and what education is 
required and what classes need to be taken. This turns into a plan for grades 9 – 12 
that needs to be reviewed with the parents and student every year… for every 
student. 

12. At each grade level, teachers could weekly choose a couple of struggling students 
and share what they observe. The students may be struggling with classroom work, 
social issues, or attendance issues. Develop a to figure out what is going on and 
address it to improve those students’ performance and general happiness. This is 
already being done at one top 10 Iowa high school, maybe more. 

Recommendations at the State government level: 
1. Goals for student achievement should not focus on national averages, but rather on 

global performance. 
2. Revise the definitions of “proficiency” to more closely reflect that used by NAEP. The 

main difference is that Iowa considers proficiency to be at grade level, whereas 
NAEP defines it as at grade level plus some proficiency at advanced levels. 

3. Currently, proficiency scores are allowed to drop lower in the upper grade levels but 
still be considered “proficient”; ELA percentages should be raised to be the same as 
math and science percentages. 

4. Make the database of school data more user friendly and communicate this 
information availability, especially to principals and underperforming schools. Tools 
should be added to extract and compare schools. 

5. There should be more checks on the accuracy of the data and analysis in the IDOE 
website to avoid mistakes. In addition, there are currently quirks on accessing data, 
such as by year. 

6. The IDOE performance levels should have firm cutoff percentages instead of the 
overlapping of performance scores it now has in order to provide consistency and 
clarification. 

7. Provide digitized public access to certain portions of the Universal K-12 Desk Audits, 
currently managed by CASA (Consolidated Accountability and Support Application) 
in order to improve transparency for parents and others as to what resources 
(curriculum) the schools use for teaching. 

8. Another piece of information that parents would like to see  for each school is 
related to behavior issues. An example might be how many student suspensions 
have occurred in the past year. I know this might bring up a whole realm of issues, 
such as what is the definition, can the numbers be fudged, etc., but it brings 
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transparency to the parents as to the school environment their children are in, and 
could affect what school they select if given choices. 

9. Create an academic metric, based on proficiencies of STEM classes, in order to 
make this more visible and targeted for improvement. Currently this is difficult to 
extract. 

10. Student performance in social studies / civics should be measured the same as 
math and science: proficiency and year-to-year growth. Social studies / civics 
should also be added to the Universal Desk Audits to report curriculums being used. 

11. All of history needs to be taught: the good, the bad, and the ugly. This is how 
students can see the mistakes made in the past, so they aren’t repeated in the 
future. 

12. Consider earlier introduction of math and science curriculum by as much as two 
years from where it is at now to improve global student performance. 

13. The top 10 Iowa high schools’ expenditure per student are about $1000 less than the 
state average. The bottom 10 high schools’ expenditure per student are about $1000 
higher than the state average. It seems that once a certain basic level of spending is 
met, additional money does not seem to help student performance. It depends on 
what the money is being used for. Additional money may likely improve student 
performance if it is spent in the right area, such as reducing classroom sizes. 

14. It appears that Iowa top academic performing schools use in-house developed 
curriculum and the bottom performing schools are using purchased curriculum. I 
don’t know if any top performing schools would share their curriculum or if it would 
even be transferable, but perhaps the state could set up training on how to develop 
similar curriculums for the lower performing schools and follow it through 
implementation. 

15. If SAT / ACT scores for homeschooled students are required to confirm graduation, 
these should be made available (without identifying the individuals) to the public for 
transparency. 

16. Public school SAT / ACT average scores by school should be available to the public 
for transparency. The same should be required for private schools. 

17. The state needs to discuss the IDOE Iowa School Performance Profiles website with 
school faculty: explain how the data is generated and how the schools can use it to 
improve student achievement. Some principals didn’t know how their school scores 
were generated. 

18. The state needs to inform parents about the IDOE Iowa School Performance Profiles 
website and how to use it to check on their children’s schools. For schools with 



A STUDY OF IOWA SCHOOL PERFORMANCE 
APPENDIX E – RECOMMENDATIONS 

10Feb26 

6 
 

issues, the parents will be able to address their school’s board, superintendent, 
principal, etc. to fix issues that are holding back their children’s achievement. 

19. Perhaps the state could organize and support a teacher exchange program between  
a top academic-performing high school and a low performing school, for a semester 
or a school year. The top-school teacher might take their school’s in-house 
developed curriculum and show the low-performing school how to teach it, review 
and discuss it internally, change it to keep it relevant, etc. The low-performing 
school’s teacher will be immersed in the culture of the high-performing school and 
learn the same. 

 

Outstanding Question:  
 I haven’t given this too much thought, but I do not understand the expenditure and 
amount of money the schools are using. Some of the top academic-performing high 
schools have fewer students and lower student / faculty ratios. One would think that 
economies of scale would favor schools with more students, higher student / faculty ratios,  
and higher spending per student. If this is the case, then it supports the argument that 
additional spending won’t really improve a larger school’s academic performance. It may 
mean that they are spending their funds on things that are not supporting student 
achievement. Is this correct? 
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SCORES 
Below are the scores that were used for ranking Iowa high schools. The values are from the Iowa Department of Education’s (IDOE) Iowa School 
Performance Profiles website for the year 2024. The list contains 212 out of approximately 353 schools. More schools were not included for 
various reasons: missing data, data combined with lower grades than 9 - 12, etc. 

Performance scores and classifications assigned by the state are shown as well as an academic ranking, created by using proficiencies in 
science, math, and English language arts (ELA). The top line in the chart, highlighted in light blue, are the state averages and the rankings of where 
those values place the state average compared to the 212 high schools. The values above the state averages show the highest, average, and 
lowest values for the 212 schools in each of their respective columns.  

 

DEFINITIONS: 
 OP RANK – schools were sorted by their IDOE performance score, highest to lowest and then numbered 1 – 212 
 OVERALL PERFORMANCE – the classification assigned by the IDOE, based on their performance score 
 SCORE – the school’s performance score assigned by IDOE 
 ABSENTEEISM – percent chronic absenteeism as reported by IDOE 
 PROFICIENCY SCIENCE – as reported by IDOE 
 PROFICIENCY MATH – as reported by IDOE 
 PROFICIENCY ELA – as reported by IDOE for ELA 
 RANK ABSTM – assigned by sorting, lowest to highest, IDOE reported chronic absenteeism 
 RANK SCIENCE – assigned by sorting, highest to lowest, IDOE reported proficiency 
 RANK MATH – assigned by sorting, highest to lowest, IDOE reported proficiency 
 RANK ELA - assigned by sorting, highest to lowest, IDOE reported proficiency in ELA 
 RANK SUM – summation of ranks in proficiency in science, math, and ELA 
 ACAD RANK – assigned by sorting, lowest to highest, Rank Sum 
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