
 

Iowa’s Teacher Salaries 

ISSUE 

In the past, the Legislature has adopted legislation to increase teacher pay in Iowa.  This 
Issue Review examines the impact of the legislation and makes comparisons based on 
teacher salaries. 

AFFECTED AGENCY 

Department of Education 
Local School Districts 

CODE AUTHORITY 

Chapters 257 and 294A, Code of Iowa 

BACKGROUND 

1. Legislation that has specifically increased teacher pay. 
The Educational Excellence Program began in FY 1988 with a standing appropriation of 
$92.0 million.  Funding for the Program for FY 2001 totals $80.9 million, a decrease of 
$2.0 million compared to the FY 2000 appropriation.  The decrease includes a $500,000 
reduction in teacher salary support and a $1.5 million reduction in appropriations for 
special programs. 

 
The Educational Excellence Program consists of three phases: 

 
• Phase I was originally designed to bring the minimum teacher salary across the State 

up to $18,000.  Allocations to school districts and area education agencies (AEAs) 
were calculated based on the regular compensation of teachers for FY 1988.  The 
allocations remain constant from year to year, unless a district or an AEA reduces the 
total number of full-time equivalent teachers.  During the 1998 Session, the Legislature 
increased the minimum salary to $23,000, and the annual Phase I allocations to 
school districts and AEAs were recalculated.   
 
Phase I funding for FY 2000 totaled $15.1 million. 
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• Phase II was designed to supplement the pay of teachers in local school districts and AEAs 
to promote retention of quality teachers.  Funds are allocated on a per-pupil basis, using the 
annual certified enrollment.  The amount received by each teacher is determined by 
collective bargaining in each district. 
 
Phase II funding for FY 2000 totaled $42.3 million.   
 

• Phase III was designed to enhance the quality, effectiveness, and performance of Iowa’s 
teachers by promoting teacher excellence.  Districts and AEAs may establish performance-
based pay plans that reward teachers for superior performance in completing assigned 
duties or supplemental pay plans to compensate teachers who participate in either 
additional instructional assignments or specialized training.  Districts and AEAs must file 
Phase III plans with the Department of Education.  Annual reports are required, describing 
the objectives of the plan and whether the objectives were attained.  
 
Current application materials require that each Phase III funded activity be: 
 
• Based on board-adopted student achievement goals. 

• Founded upon the district’s School Improvement Plan. 

• Based on identified and documented educational system change research. 

• Evaluated to determine the impact of the activity on bringing about systemic change to improve 
student achievement. 

• An integral part of both the district’s three-year staff development plan and its School 
Improvement Plan and include theory, demonstration, practice with mentoring, and continuing 
follow-up and feedback. 
 

Phase III is funded with dollars remaining from the annual appropriation after Phases I and II 
and several special program appropriations have been fully funded.  Funds are allocated to 
districts and AEAs on a per-pupil basis, using the annual certified enrollment. 
 
For FY 2000, special program appropriations totaled $2.0 million, including funds for 
teachers at Iowa’s special schools and at the Sac and Fox Indian Settlement, as well as 
support for the New Iowa Schools Development Corporation (NISDC).  Phase III funding for 
FY 2000 totaled $23.4 million. 
 
In the FY 2001 appropriation, $1.5 million in funding for several special programs, including 
NISDC, has been eliminated.  The Director of the Department of Education has been given 
discretion in whether to fund several others or direct an additional $330,000 to teacher 
salaries. 
 
Table A shows the historical funding for the Education Excellence Program. 
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Table A – Funding for the Educational Excellence Program 

Fiscal Year  Phase I**  Phase II Phase III** Supplement*  Total 
1999-00  $15,144,209  $42,326,624 $25,420,503   $82,891,336
1998-99  15,294,209  42,545,559 25,051,568   82,891,336
1997-98  11,396,187  42,581,299 27,003,850 0  80,981,336
1996-97  11,396,187  42,500,322 27,084,827 0  80,981,336
1995-96  11,396,187  42,164,532 27,415,617 5,000  80,981,336
1994-95  11,396,187  41,330,906 27,713,488 535,755  80,976,336
1993-94  11,396,187  41,193,659 26,858,888 535,755  79,984,489
1992-93  11,396,187  40,874,809 28,026,895 535,755  80,833,646
1991-92  11,396,187  40,410,681 38,372,383   90,179,251
1990-91  11,396,187  38,426,462 41,839,851   91,662,500
1989-90  11,396,187  38,701,968 41,909,830   92,007,985
1988-89  11,396,187  38,702,194 41,909,604   92,007,985
1987-88  11,396,187  38,702,101 42,001,797   92,100,085
       

* Allocated per Phase II procedures   
** Phases I and III amounts include special program funding   
 

2. Comparison to other states and other professions. 
According to a survey published in Education Week (January 13, 2000), Iowa’s average teacher 
salary ranks fourth highest among nine midwestern states.  At $33,957, it exceeds the 
midwestern average of $33,585 by 1.1% and falls 3.1% below the national average of $35,048. 
 
For teachers with Bachelor’s degrees only, Iowa’s average salary of $30,296 exceeds the 
average salary of $29,340 among the midwestern states by 3.3%.  It exceeds the national 
average of $30,074 by 0.7%.  For teachers with a minimum of a Master’s degree, Iowa’s 
average salary of $40,306 is 2.0% less than the average salary among the midwestern states of 
$41,125 and 1.0% less than the national average of $40,703. 
 
The same survey compares average teacher salaries to salaries in other professions.  In Iowa, 
the average salary for a teacher with a Bachelor’s degree is 22.6% below the average salary of 
other college graduates in the State.  Iowa teachers with at least Master’s degrees earn an 
average of 38.1% less than other Iowans with comparable education. 
 
When average teacher salaries are annualized to adjust for the typical 9.5-month teacher 
contract, the average salary for an Iowa teacher with a Bachelor’s degree is $38,269, or 2.2% 
below the average of other Iowa college graduates.  The annualized salary for a teacher with a 
Master’s degree is $50,913, or 21.8% below other Iowans with comparable education. 
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Attachment 1 shows the details of the survey for the nine midwestern states and the national 
averages in each category.  (The survey uses 1992-1999 U. S. Census Bureau data and 
adjusts salaries using a cost-of-living index developed by the American Federation of 
Teachers.) 
 

CURRENT SITUATION 

1. Comparison of Average Salary by Enrollment Categories 

Table B compares average salaries, advanced degrees, and total experience by enrollment 
category for teachers in Iowa. 

Table B –  Average Salary Comparison Based on School District Size 
     Number  % Salary  % with  Average  
  Average  Average  of  Change    Advanced   Years Total 
Enrollment  Salary  Salary Districts   1985-86  Degree  Exp. 
Category  1985-86  1998-99 1998-99  to 1998-99  1998-99  1998-99 

<250  $16,347  $25,891 22 58.4%  7.8%  10.7 
250-399    17,971    29,041 51 61.6%  12.6%  13.7 
400-599    19,198    30,664 72 59.7%  14.8%  14.1 
600-999    20,079    32,201 113 60.4%  18.8%  15.1 

1,000-2,499    21,616    34,739 84 60.7%  25.1%  16.0 
2,500-7,499    23,835    37,395 24 56.9%  34.5%  16.3 

7,500+    24,041    38,235 9 59.0%  40.9%  15.7 
           

State  $21,690  $35,007 375 61.4%  28.2%  15.5 
*Data from the Department of Education’s Annual Report 

 

While district size is a factor in salary, education level and experience also contribute to the 
salary level.  Table B shows that average salary is the highest in districts with enrollment above 
7,500 ($38,235).  Those schools also have the largest percentage of teachers with an advanced 
degree (40.9%) and are close to the top in average teaching experience (15.7 years).  School 
districts that fall in the smallest enrollment category rank last in average salary ($25,891), 
percentage of teachers with advanced degrees (7.8%), and average years of teaching 
experience (10.7) compared to the other enrollment categories.   

When comparing the smallest districts to the largest districts the following can be noted: 

• The average salary of the smallest school districts is approximately 67.7% of the average of 
the largest districts.  

• The average years of teaching experience of the smallest districts is approximately 68.2% of 
the average of the largest districts. 

• The percentage of teachers with advanced degrees is approximately 524.4% higher in the 
largest school districts than in the smallest school districts. 
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2. Comparison Between School Districts 

Attachment 2 provides information pertaining to average teacher salary by district, average 
teaching experience by district, and the 1999 budget enrollments for each district.  The 
attachment ranks 374 school districts; the Burt School district was not included because all of 
that district’s students participate in whole grade sharing. 

Highlights of this information include: 
• The Bettendorf School District has the highest average teacher salary in the State at 

$43,233.  Bettendorf’s average teaching experience is 19.0 years which ranks 17th among 
the State’s school districts and its enrollment rank is 22nd. 

• The Prescott School District has the lowest average teacher salary at $23,093.  Prescott 
was near last (368/374) in average teaching experience at 8.3 years and near last in 
enrollment (372/374). 

• The Kingsly-Pierson School District, which ranks 263rd in enrollment, has an average 
teacher salary of $40,151, ranks 9th in the State, and is the highest among the small school 
district category. 

• The West Central School District ranks first in average teaching experience (22.3 years) and 
ranks 73rd in average teacher salary ($36,151). 
 

3. Trends in Teacher Age and Retirement and Impact on Teacher Salaries. 
Table C shows the age distribution of the State’s public school teachers for FY 2000.  The 
largest percentage of the teachers (20.6%) fall in the 46-50 age category.  Approximately 24.7% 
of the teachers are over the age of 50.  Depending on years of experience, it can be estimated 
that approximately 45.3% of teachers would be eligible to retire within 11 years1. 

 
Table C – Age Distribution of Teachers for FY 2000 

 
Age  Number  Percentage

25 and Under 2,237 6.8%
26-30 3,977 12.1%
31-35 3,459 10.5%
36-40 3,725 11.3%
41-45 4,658 14.1%
46-50 6,807 20.6%
51-55 5,203 15.8%
56-60  2,327  7.1%
61-65  521  1.6%
66-70  38  0.1%

71 and Older  18  0.1%
     
Total  32,970  100.0%

Source:  Iowa State Education Association 

                                                      
1 The estimate is based on the rule of 88, which is “a member’s normal retirement date on the first of any month in which 
the member is at least fifty-five years of age and for which the sum of the number of years of membership service and 
prior service and the member's age in years as of the member's last birthday equals or exceeds eighty-eight”.  Code of 
Iowa, Section 97.B45. 
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Using the rule of 88, the Iowa State Education Association estimates the following: 
 
• By September 2001, 3,307 (9.7%) of Iowa public school teachers will be eligible to retire. 
• By September 2005, 7,748 (22.6%) of teachers will be eligible to retire. 
• By September 2010, 14,154 (41.3%) of teachers will be eligible to retire. 

 
The retirement of experienced teachers would impact the State General Fund.  School districts 
would spend less in salaries when experienced teachers retire and are replaced with less 
experienced teachers.  For example, a teacher who makes $50,000 annually retires and is 
replaced with a beginning teacher who makes $23,000, resulting in a savings of salary of 
$27,000.  However, while there would likely be a cost savings due to retirement, no estimate is 
available to determine what the savings would be.  

ALTERNATIVES AND BUDGET IMPACT 

Some possible alternatives and estimated budget impact for increasing teacher pay include: 

1. Increase starting pay to $25,000. 

One alternative is to increase the starting pay for teachers statewide to $25,000.  This  increase 
in starting pay would impact approximately 3,000 teachers at an estimated cost of $3.8 million 
compared to the current cost.  With this increase, Iowa’s average salary for teachers would be 
approximately $36,033 based on FY 2000 salaries. 
 

2. Increase starting pay to $28,000. 

Another alternative is to increase the starting pay for teachers stat-wide to $28,000.  All 
teachers presently making less than this amount would be increased to $28,000.  This would 
impact approximately 6,400 teachers at an estimated cost of $17.9 million compared to the 
current cost.  With this increase, Iowa’s average salary for teachers would be approximately 
$36,445 based on FY 2000 salaries. 
 

3. Increase starting pay to $29,699. 

This plan would increase the starting pay for teachers statewide to $29,699.  All teachers 
presently making less than this amount would be increased to $29,699.  This would impact 
approximately 8,400 teachers at an estimated cost of $30.4 million compared to the current 
cost.  With this increase, Iowa’s average salary for teachers would be approximately $36,812 
based on FY 2000 salaries. 
 

4. Increase pay for all teachers $4,000 over a two-year period. 

This plan would provide an increase of $2,000 for each teacher for two consecutive years.  The 
estimated impact of this proposal including the cost for Iowa Public Employees Retirement 
System (IPERS) and the Federal Insurance Contributions Act (FICA) is estimated to be $77.8 
million each year, for a total increase of $155.6 million comparing the second year to the base 
year.  After the first increase, Iowa’s average  



ISSUE REVIEW 7 September 19, 2000 

salary for teachers would be approximately $37,924 based on FY 2000 salaries.  After the 
increase in the second year, Iowa’s average salary for teachers would be approximately 
$39,924 based on FY 2000 salaries.  
 

5. Increase pay for special-subject-area teachers. 

Another alternative would be to increase pay for special-subject-area teachers.  Subject areas 
experiencing a shortage of teachers include mathematics, the sciences, and special education. 

 
STAFF CONTACTS:  Robin Madison (Ext. 15270) and Shawn Snyder (Ext. 17799) 
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