
IOWA RATINGS:

Accountability Systems: Does Iowa’s accountability  
system under ESSA include students with disabilities?

Support for School Improvement: Will Iowa help  
struggling schools by providing supports that work for  
students with disabilities? 

Inclusive Planning: Did Iowa align its ESSA plan with  
special education initiatives?

KEY:
n  Green = Meaningful support
n  Yellow = Partial support
n  Red = Not supportive

HIGHLIGHTS OF IOWA’S PLAN:

• Includes a detailed description of the evidenced-based 
support the state will provide to struggling schools 
including a Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS).

• Includes a detailed description of the process the  
state took to engage representatives of students  
with disabilities, including teachers of students with 
disabilities, parents of students with disabilities, and 
advocacy groups.

HOW CAN IOWA IMPROVE IT’S ESSA PLAN?

• Include a better indicator of “School Quality and Student 
Success” instead of a student survey regarding  
conditions for learning across the following domains: 
safety, engagement and environment. Iowa’s current 
student survey is not applicable to all grade levels.  
While student surveys can provide valuable information, 
it is challenging to design a valid survey.

• Include a more detailed description of how goals  
under ESSA and under the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) are aligned and how the state 
plans to support English learners with disabilities.

Report Card

IOWA

States set long-term goals for each group of students 
under ESSA. Setting ambitious goals for all students is 
essential to making sure all students can succeed. 

Iowa set the same graduation rate goals for students with 
disabilities as their non-disabled peers, however Iowa set 
lower achievement goals for students with disabilities.

SCHOOL RATINGS

Under ESSA, most states do not include the performance 
of students with disabilities in their school performance 
ratings. This means a school could earn a high score, even 
if students with disabilities and other subgroups are doing 
very poorly.  

  Iowa does not include subgroup performance in its 
school rating system. 

LONG-TERM GOALS FOR IOWA

Graduation Rate Goals for 2021

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)  
gave all states an opportunity to be creative,  
ambitious and inclusive with their new  
education plans to best meet the needs  
of students with disabilities and close  
achievement gaps for all students.  
But did Iowa take full advantage of  
this opportunity? 
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97%
ALL STUDENTS

97% 
STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES



WHAT CAN YOU DO TO MAKE SURE 
YOUR DISTRICT HAS AN EQUITABLE 
PLAN FOR STUDENTS WITH  
DISABILITIES UNDER ESSA?

ADVOCATE FOR STRENGTHS-BASED IEPS 

• A strengths-based IEP uses students’ abilities to  
improve weaknesses.

• IEP goals are built around the students’ skills. 

• Helping students identify and leverage their  
strengths, interests and preferences can lead to  
more self-awareness and self-advocacy.

ASK YOUR DISTRICT TO…

1. Use strengths-finders to identify abilities, interests  
and preferences

2. Prepare students to participate in IEP meetings  
and advocate for their needs

3. Start every IEP meeting with a discussion  
about strengths

4. Update IEP forms to include space to talk  
about strengths

5. Weave strengths into IEP goals as a way to set  
high expectations

Get started by visiting u.org/schoolwide and downloading 
our advocacy tools 

NCLD.ORG | ASSESSING ESSA    IOWA REPORT CARD     

Universal Design for Learning (UDL):  
Fact Sheet

For more information, go to u.org/udl. And to learn how to advocate 
for schoolwide teacher training on this topic and others, go to 
u.org/schoolwide.  Published in February 2018. All rights reserved.

UDL is…

A way to optimize teaching to effectively 
instruct a diverse group of learners.  

Based on insights from the science of how 
people learn.   

Flexible in how students access material, 
engage with it and show what they know.

UDL is not…

A curriculum or technology platform.

One method of teaching all students.  
A variety of methods are used to give all 
students an equal opportunity to succeed.

An “us” vs. “them” resource. UDL benefits 
all kids, not just those who struggle.

UDL’s three core principles help optimize lesson plans for all learners 

1 Representation: Provide information in more than one format—like audio, video and hands-
on learning—to help students access material in ways best suited to their learning strengths.

2 Action and expression: Offer flexibility in how kids interact with the material and show what 
they’ve learned, such as choosing to take a test, give an oral report or do a group project.

3 Engagement: Look for different ways to motivate students and sustain their interest, like 
letting them make choices and giving them assignments that feel relevant to their lives. 

Teacher training in UDL can help schools work on...

Providing more than 
one way to interact 
with material and 

express knowledge 

Using technology 
platforms and other 
materials that align 
with UDL principles

Making assessments 
accessible to all and 

providing timely 
interventions

Maintaining high 
expectations for kids 
with IEPs and English 

language learners

Spotlight: Transitioning to UDL

UDL involves educators learning new skills and collaborating. Here are some ways New 
Hampshire’s D.J. Bakie Elementary School started transitioning to UDL in 2009: 

• Made time for teachers to work together to identify which skills they want to target 

• Piloted different presentation formats and different options to demonstrate learning

• Enabled teachers to meet regularly to help evaluate and refine these approaches

Strengths-Based IEPs:  
Fact Sheet

For more information, go to u.org/sb-ieps. For tools to help advocate 
for schoolwide teacher training in this and other topics, go to  
u.org/schoolwide.  Published in February 2018. All rights reserved.

A strengths-based IEP is…

An approach that leverages a student’s 
abilities to help work on weaknesses. 

A way to combine standards-based IEPs 
with a growth mindset that helps students 
believe they can improve their abilities.  

A process that can lead to more self-
awareness and self-advocacy.

A strengths-based IEP is not…

A superficial look at strengths. Abilities 
are thoughtfully woven into IEP goals.

An adults-only process. Students are 
encouraged to help identify strengths and 
actively participate in IEP meetings.

Just about strengths and weaknesses. It 
also focuses on interests and preferences.

This new kind of IEP reframes how IEP teams talk about—and use—strengths

Too often, IEP teams discuss a student’s 
strengths by saying things like “What I like 
about this student is….” These comments can 
be hard to connect to the rest of the IEP in 
actionable ways. But IEP teams can reframe 
the strengths discussion so it focuses on 
abilities: “What does the student do well?”

For example, for students who struggle in 
math, what do they do well in that subject? 
Are they good at using a calculator? Do they 
prefer to work independently or in groups? 
Strengths-based IEPs aim to start with a 
strength for each of the skill sets described in 
the student’s present level of performance.

Teacher training in strengths-based IEPs can help schools work on...

Using strengths 
finders to identify 

abilities, interests and 
preferences 

Preparing students 
to participate in  

IEP meetings and 
self-advocate

Helping weave 
strengths into IEP 

goals as a way to set 
high expectations

Expanding IEP 
templates to focus on 

strengths, interests 
and preferences

Spotlight: Student-led IEPs

Student participation in IEP meetings can deepen the discussion about strengths, interests and 
preferences. It can also help students set ambitious goals and meet them. That’s what happened 
at Georgia’s Rutland Middle School, where student-led IEPs have had a big impact on kids with 
dyslexia and other learning issues. These students not only learned about their strengths and 
weaknesses. Several kids set a goal of no longer needing special education in high school—and a 
handful reached this goal by the end of the first semester of ninth grade.

How to Ask for Schoolwide 
Teacher Training to Help Kids 
With Learning & Attention Issues
Easy-to-use resources to help you make the case for why your child’s school needs more teacher 
training in four key areas—strengths-based IEPs, multi-tier system of supports, personalized 
learning and Universal Design for Learning—each of which can help kids with learning and attention 
issues thrive.
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