
K-12 Education Policy Issues 
 

This past week was busy at the State House as we worked to finalize the 
details of the budget cuts that must be made to this year’s budget due to the 
slowing in the growth of revenue coming to the state (discussed in last 
week’s newsletter). We hope to have this resolved early this week. After that 
we can get to work on other issues like funding for schools, next year’s state 
budget, and policies that are needed for Iowa’s citizens.  
 
I am looking forward to seeing you at my town hall meetings on a Saturday 
morning in the near future. Those meetings are set as follows:  
 
Saturday Jan. 28th in Sumner at the city library from 9 to 10 a.m. 
Saturday Jan. 28th in Readlyn at the city library from 11 to Noon. 
Saturday Feb. 4th in Denver at the community room from 9 to 10 a.m. 
Saturday Feb. 4th in Dunkerton at the city library from 11 to Noon. 
Saturday Feb. 11th in Plainfield at the community room from 9 to 10 a.m. 
Saturday Feb. 11th in Frederika at the community room from 11 to Noon. 
Saturday Feb. 18th in Janesville at city hall from 9 to 10 a.m. 
Saturday Feb. 18th in Tripoli at the city library from 11 to Noon.  
 
 

Governor Delays Smarter Balanced Assessment 
 
Last week the Governor asked the Iowa Department of Education to put a 
hold on their plans to implement the Smarter Balanced Assessment (SBA) 
in school districts across the state.  The request was made to give the 
legislature a chance to reevaluate which standardized test the state should 
use as our statewide assessment. 
 
The legislature made an attempt to put the brakes on the progress last year 
by passing language delaying the rules for implementation.  Concerns 
included the $10 million price tag and the broadband and technical 
capacity of districts to provide the online assessment.  Other concerns were 
the test’s alignment with the federally incentivized educational Common 
Core standards which Iowa has adopted, the resulting erosion of local 
control over schools, and the risk of losing control over the privacy of 
student data. However, Gov. Branstad vetoed the language and the 
Department proceeded with plans to implement the SBA. 



 
His request for a delay is a reversal from the veto action last spring.  It’ll 
give the legislature a chance to examine a path forward.   
 

Summer School Reading Pilot Program 
 
This past summer the Iowa Reading Research Center (IRRC) administered 
a summer school reading pilot program meant to be a forerunner to a 
requirement of Iowa’s Early Literacy Law.  That law is intended to ensure 
that all students will meet a certain proficiency level in reading by the end 
of third grade. It is controversial because of  its requirement that a 
struggling reader, when all other interventions and options are not 
successful,  attend summer school to work on meeting reading proficiency 
in order to pass third grade.  
 
The pilot program was announced by Gov. Branstad in February of last 
year.  Funding was raised by his office through private donations ($1.3 
million) and inter-governmental transfers ($600,000) for a total of $1.9 
million. 
 
43 school districts participated and 2,235 students were invited to 
participate.    
 
Here is what the results of the pilot program were:  
 
Staffing:  Many participating school districts struggled to hire enough 
certified and experienced teachers for the summer reading programs 
because those teachers often had other time commitments.  
 
Student Attendance:  Attendance was optional, which may have 
contributed to the high rate of absences and attrition. Only 49% (1,111 of 
2,235) of students invited to attend summer reading programs attended 
them. Of those students, 876 were present at the end of the programs. 
 
Reading Scores:  Students saw minimal gains, if any, during the 
program. But the good news is that during the summer break when 
students typically lose ground academically, that learning loss was 
prevented.  
 



This program was delayed last year from going statewide and the primary 
reason was the cost.  The cost was estimated between $9 and $14 million.  
 

K-12 Schools Timing of Funding 
 
In 1993 the legislature established the state percent of growth or Allowable 
Growth.  The practice for establishing school funding growth was for the 
legislature to set the percent of growth over 12 months in advance of when 
the school district budget needs to be certified and nearly 18 months in 
advance of the start of the school year.   
 
How this looks in practice is:  The 2017 legislature is charged with 
establishing the percent of growth by mid-February for the school year 
beginning in the Fall of 2018, approximately 18 months out.  
 
The law worked uneventfully as written until we reached the turbulent 
2000’s.  Financial ups-and-downs in the national economy often 
contributed to budgets that proved to be unsustainable.   School funding 
was established the year before revenues were known, meaning it was set 
before reliable data was available.  The result was funding levels that 
exceeded revenues. The shortage was filled by increasing property taxes. 
This occurred in at least 7 out of the past 16 fiscal years.  
 
In 2011, at Governor Branstad’s insistence, the legislature began setting 
two-year budgets, which included setting school funding for those two years 
as well.  The legislature also changed the name of Allowable Growth to 
Supplemental State Aid (SSA).  Setting SSA for the two-year budget was 
again repeated in 2013.   
 
The House has twice passed bills in past years that would codify the two-
years-in-one-session practice for all legislatures going forward. But they 
were rejected by the Senate at those times.   
 
If they would have passed it would look like this:  The 2017 legislature 
would set funding for the Fall 2017 school year in the first 30 days and for 
the Fall 2018 school year by the end of session, which is after the March 
REC revenue estimate comes out.  
 



This would be a better plan as it would allow us to set SSA when state 
revenues have a better chance of being accurately estimated and will lead to 
more predictability and reliability for school district budgets.   
 
 
Feel free to contact me with ideas, thoughts, and concerns. My phone is 
319-987-3021 or you can email me at sandy.salmon@legis.iowa.gov . I want 
to hear what you are thinking and will listen to your input. Together we will 
work to make a difference for the future of Iowa. Thank you very much for 
the honor of representing you!  
 
Sincerely,  
 

Sandy 
 


