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Iowa Poverty
• Low-income Students: 41.8% of student 

enrollment is eligible for Free or 
Reduced Price Lunch (2020-21 school 
year enrollment is 479,264 total K-12 
students, 200,207 low income students 
= 41.8%)

• Poverty Concentration: Iowa has 78 
school districts in the 2020-21 school 
year with more than 50% FRPL eligible 
students. 21 school districts have more 
than 60% FRPL.  Des Moines is among 
the 14 school districts with more than 
70% FRPL eligibility. 
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Similar 
Trends in 

UEN 
Districts
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around 
DMPS
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First half of 
districts 

<300 
students 
(That’s 

LuVerne at 
85%)



State Policy

• The December 2019 School Finance Interim Committee passed a 
unanimous and bipartisan recommendation to study the impact of poverty 
on educational outcomes. See their Jan. 2020 report here

• The study was directed to review other states’ formulas that provide 
resources for students from low-income families which are showing 
successful student achievement outcomes for at-risk students. HF 2490
Poverty Weighting Study was approved with strong bipartisan support in 
the House Education Committee in the 2020 Session but received no 
further action. This bill serves as a good starting point for continued 
conversation.

• No action was undertaken in the House or Senate in the 2021 Session
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https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/IP/1125817.pdf
https://www.legis.iowa.gov/legislation/BillBook?ga=88&ba=hf2490


Funding Formula 
• Iowa’s formula provides a total of $148.9 million in 2020-21 for at-risk and 

dropout prevention programs
– Dropout Prevention MSA: $131.8 million
– At-risk weighting in the formula: $17.1 million

• Total funding equates to $743 per Iowa low income student, except that funding 
is distributed to all districts with little weighting for low income.  
– Dropout Prevention is between 2.5% and 5% of regular program district cost, based on 

enrollment and history. 
– At-risk funding is partially based on FRPL percentage of the state’s total FRPL enrollment 

and partially based on total enrollment.  
– If it were all allocated to low income students, it would equate to 10.6% weighting, less 

than half of the 26 state’s average commitment to at-risk students in 2012.  
– By 2018, 47 states now provide at-risk funding based on poverty or other metrics, for a 

national average weighting of .22. 
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Weighting is the percentage of regular 
funding used to generate additional 
funds for certain populations.



Iowa’s Resources are Enrollment Driven
Comparison of Ankeny and DMPS funding for at-risk and dropout 
prevention per low income student exemplifies the formula: 
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Weighting of .35 = $2,467 in 2021, so even Ankeny’s funding is below 
the experts’ recommendations of resources to close the gap.



At-risk or Disadvantaged Student Indicators used in 
state formulas across the nation:  

• Free lunch eligibility (below 135% of Federal Poverty Level), reduced-price lunch eligibility 
(between 135% and 185% of Federal Poverty Level) or total count of FRPL eligible students

• Federal eligibility, such as Medicaid, SNAP, Children’s Health Insurance Program, TANF
• Title I Eligibility (poverty concentration of at least 40% in a school for school-wide Title I 

programs and programs much meet definitions of viability)
• Census count of poverty (children living below 100% of the federal poverty level.)
• English-language Learners
• Remedial students (% of students identified as not reaching or maintaining adequate 

academic achievement relative to grade level)
• Mobility factor (count of students in a school 160 days or less for example)
• Others (# in foster care or facilities, victim of child abuse or neglect, pregnant teen/teen 

parent, high absenteeism, homeless, migrant, recent immigrant or didn’t complete high 
school in 4 years.)
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Other Formula Weighting Considerations
• NV wanted one weighting based on counting many students including students with 

disabilities, ELLs, at-risk, and Talented and Gifted students. 
• Many states have different formulas for at-risk, ELL, special education, TAG
• Some states use a resource allocation model, based on the costs of additional teachers to 

hit targeted lower class sizes and appropriate supports for at-risk students. 
• South Carolina uses two measures: student eligibility for FRPL/Medicaid and # of students 

not in poverty but who fail to meet state standards in math or reading. 
• Several states have a higher weighting when poverty is concentrated in a district (Virginia 

range from 1-13% more per pupil based on various concentrations.) California has an 
additional .5 above the .2 standard supplemental grant when targeted pupils exceed 55% of 
the school’s enrollment. 

• Oversight and expenditure rules, such as “supplement not supplant” and “maintenance of 
effort” are often required with federal funds and some state appropriations/formulas.
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What are examples of resources and programs that 
support all students to success?

• Caveat – local experts consider student needs, conditions, community, capacity, data and 
resources to determine what works best. Not one-size-fits-all

• Appropriate instructional staff for key areas of work:  small groups in reading, smaller 
classes to encourage speaking and language development, relationships and engagement, 
tutors, aides, and important other staff: School counselors, social workers, school nurses, 
resource staff, connecting with parents, and mental health supports. Dental or health clinics 
at school.  Child care. Wrap around services. 

• More Time:  additional days beyond the normal school year and calendar.  Summer school, 
before and after school activities and supports. Intersessions during breaks. Quality PK for 3-
and 4-year-olds. 5th Year of High School with college credit AA degree. 

• Technology supports, curriculum materials, translation and parent supports
• Second Nevada Study in Oct. 2018 studied successful school systems and costed out the 

staffing models of instruction and other services to determine the appropriate weighting 
commensurate with the programs needed at around .35  (would equate to $2,467 per low-
income student in Iowa’s 2021 formula)
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AIR 2012 study explains the issue if there is no 
funding for at-risk students

• “Depending on the overall context of the funding allocation 
system and the supplemental manner in which the 
differentiated needs of students may be addressed, lack of 
formula funding may put school districts in a position of 
having to make a false choice: either take funds from the 
general education program to pay for high-cost students 
at-risk of failing academically and/or dropping out of school 
or ignore the special needs of these students altogether.”
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Talking about poverty w/neighbors & policy makers

• The wisdom of Lester Thurow, Economics and Management 
Professor, at MIT, in his book Zero-sum Solution, 1985: 

• “Social welfare programs may be a matter of ethics and 
generosity, but education and training are not.  I am willing to 
pay for, indeed insist upon, the education of my neighbor’s 
children, not because I am generous, but because I cannot 
afford to live with them uneducated.”
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Cost-benefit analysis of funding: PK Example 
• The Perry Preschool Project, 40 years later, documents $17 savings for every 

dollar invested (earlier findings of $8 saved for every dollar invested are also 
often cited). Once considered a strategy just to support working parents with 
child care needs, the majority of states now view access to high-quality PK 
programs as a critical long-term economic investment in the future workforce. 
Education Commission of the States, http://www.ecs.org/docs/early-learning-
primer.pdf Oct. 2014: Six rigorous long term evaluation studies have found that 
children who participated in high-quality preschool programs were:
– 25% less likely to drop out of school.
– 40% less likely to become a teen parent.
– 50% less likely to be placed in special education.
– 60% less likely to never attend college.
– 70% less likely to be arrested for a violent crime.
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http://www.ecs.org/docs/early-learning-primer.pdf


The True Cost of a Dropout, The Graduation Alliance

• Several studies describe the devastating impact the dropout rate can have both for the student who 
drops out and for American society as a whole. Here are some 2014 national statistics:
– A study out of Northeastern University found that each high school dropout costs taxpayers $292,000 

through the course of their lives. 
– Lifetime earnings of high school dropouts are $260,000 LESS than peers who earn a diploma. Dropouts on 

average bring in $20,241 annually ($10,000 less than high school grads and over $36,000 less than those 
with a bachelor’s degree). Less income means less taxes paid.

– The unemployment rate for dropouts is generally 4% higher than the national average.
– While the most obvious cost of failing to complete high school is based on how income levels impact the 

national economy in a myriad of ways, low socio-economic status is also closely linked with a variety of 
negative social outcomes. For example, over 80% of USA’s incarcerated are Dropouts, costing taxpayers 
estimated $38.7 billion annually.

– Dropouts are more likely to rely on social programs such as welfare throughout their lives and public health 
insurance spending is more for high school dropouts than for high school graduates.

• Unfortunately because minority and low-income students are significantly more likely to drop out of 
school, the costs fall unevenly across groups and ultimately affect issues such as education gaps.
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https://www.graduationalliance.com/2017/03/06/the-true-cost-of-high-school-dropouts/
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