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STATEMENT OF THE ISSUES PRESENTED FOR REVIEW 

I. Whether the district court applied the wrong standard for 
competency and let a doctor, not the law, decide competency. 
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ROUTING STATEMENT 

This case warrants retention. It presents a substantial issue of 

essentially first impression in our state: whether Iowa courts must defer to 

medical opinion in competency determinations. See Iowa R. App. P. 

6.1101(2)(c). It also implicates a broader legal question: who decides 

competency, and under what standard? The trial court treated a legal 

determination as a clinical decision. That error affects not just Patterson, but 

future defendants and courts across Iowa, which are struggling with this 

issue and with how to give clear meaning to Iowa’s legal standard for 

competency. See id. at r. 6.1101(2)(d).  

The clearest basis for retention, though, stems from the need to correct 

and clarify this Court’s own precedent on two fronts. 

First, in State v. Veal, the Court (without analysis) suggested that the 

State bears the burden of proof during the dispositional phase under section 

812.8. See 930 N.W.2d 319, 338 (Iowa 2019). Yet that statement conflicts 

with decades of Iowa precedent placing the burden on the defendant. See, 

e.g., State v. Pedersen, 309 N.W.2d 490, 496 (Iowa 1981). The district court 

relied on Veal when deciding this case and wrongly shifted the burden to the 

State. See D0053. That error warrants retention for correction now. See Iowa 

R. App. P. 6.1101(2)(b), (f). 
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Second, retention is needed to clarify this Court’s recent decision in 

State v. Brown, 16 N.W.3d 388 (Iowa 2025). Patterson essentially argued 

below that Brown prohibits courts from questioning the competency opinion 

of a court-directed treatment provider. To be fair, Brown did confuse the law. 

It stated: “There is no indication in the Code that the experience and 

judgment of the professionals directed by the court to restore the defendant 

to competency should then be challenged in front of the very court that 

directed the treatment.” Id. at 297. 

But that is wrong. And Patterson’s reliance on it is too. Brown’s 

directive departs from longstanding precedent holding that competency is a 

legal determination—one that must be based on all the facts, not just one 

doctor’s opinion derived using some undefined standard. See, e.g., Hickey v. 

Dist. Ct. of Kossuth Cnty., 174 N.W.2d 406, 410 (Iowa 1970). Accordingly, 

this Court should retain this case to clarify Brown and help eliminate the 

confusion that case caused district courts in making competency 

determinations. See Iowa R. App. P. 6.1101(2)(b), (f). 

In all, the Court should retain this case and resolve these important 

issues that this case presents. Id. at r. 6.1101(2)(b), (c), (d), (f). 
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NATURE OF THE CASE 

This is an appeal from a pretrial ruling by the Mahaska County District 

Court, which found Patterson incompetent to stand trial and unrestorable. 

D0053, Ruling on Comp. (7/24/25).  

In November 2024, the State charged Patterson with multiple felony 

sexual offenses. D0022, Trial Info. (11/1/24). Shortly after the charges were 

filed, Patterson’s counsel requested a competency evaluation. 

The first evaluator concluded that Patterson was not competent to 

stand trial at the time, given the gaps in his understanding of the legal 

process, but she believed he could become competent with targeted 

education. D0030, Thomas Eval. at 8 (2/21/25). The court agreed and 

committed Patterson to the Forensic Psychiatric Hospital (FPH) for 

restoration treatment. D0034, Order for Treatment (2/28/25). 

At FPH, Patterson made measurable progress. He scored 84 percent 

on a standard legal knowledge quiz on admission without any adjustments 

for his intellectual disability, and he later achieved a perfect score. D0066, 

Comp. Hr’g Tr. 6:23–7:11, 8:6–11, 8:24–9:4, 16:8–12 (filed 8/13/25). 

Treating psychiatrist Dr. Gary Keller, DO, also consistently found him 

cognitively stable. Id. 9:5–11:2. 
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But despite this progress, Dr. Abraham Assad, MD, later opined that 

Patterson was incompetent and unrestorable. D0039, Assad Rep. at 7 

(7/8/25). Dr. Assad did not use any standardized tools designed to assess 

competency in defendants like Patterson. D0066 at 15:25–16:7. Nor did he 

apply or clearly articulate the right legal standard. See id. 20:16–21:6. 

Instead, he relied mostly on Patterson’s diagnosed disability and low IQ 

score to conclude that restoration was impossible. D0039 at 7. 

The district court then adopted Dr. Assad’s conclusions wholesale and 

terminated his commitment. D0053 at 3–5. In doing so, the court effectively 

dismissed the case and barred the State from prosecuting the case. Id. 

The State appeals for two reasons. First, the record does not support 

the conclusion that Patterson is incompetent and unrestorable. The 

evidence—including Patterson’s restoration progress and demonstrated 

legal understanding—points the other way. Second, the district court 

misapplied the law. It placed the burden of proof on the State, treated 

competency as only a medical question rather than a legal determination, 

and it failed to consider and weigh the full scope of evidence bearing on 

Patterson’s competency. 

The Honorable Joel D. Yates presided. 
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STATEMENT OF THE FACTS 

Patterson, age 32, has a mild intellectual disability. D0039 at 1; D0030 

at 1. He received special education services in school and graduated high 

school in 2011. D0039 at 2, 5; D0030 at 2. Since then, Patterson has been 

steadily employed at the local grocery store for six years before his arrest, 

and he has demonstrated independence in daily living, too. D0039 at 2, 5. 

But in November 2024, the police arrested Patterson, and the State 

charged him by trial information with two counts of second-degree sexual 

abuse, class “B” felonies under section 709.3, and two counts of lascivious 

acts with a child, class “C” felonies under section 709.8. D0022, TI (11/1/24). 

Less than a week after the State filed the information, Patterson’s 

counsel moved for a competency determination. D0025, M. under ch. 812 

(11/7/24). That motion offered no specific factual basis beyond counsel’s 

statement that he had “conversed with [Patterson]” by phone “and in person 

on multiple occasions.” Id.; Iowa Code § 812.3 (requiring “specific facts” 

showing a mental disorder that impairs appreciation of the charge, 

understanding of the proceedings, or ability to assist in the defense). Despite 

the lack of specifics, however, the court ordered Dr. Tracy Thomas, Ph.D., to 

preliminarily evaluate whether Patterson was competent to stand trial. 

D0026, Order for Eval. (12/20/24). 
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Dr. Thomas’s Initial Competency Evaluation 

Dr. Thomas evaluated Patterson in February 2025. D0030. She 

described Patterson as attentive, responsive, and capable of linear thought, 

despite mildly slowed speech and occasional “I don’t know” answers. Id. at 

2. She found no “gross deficits of memory,” and she noted that his thought 

processes were “goal-directed,” though somewhat concrete. Id. at 3. 

During the interview, Patterson identified his attorney and understood 

the nature of his charges after they were explained to him. Id. at 2–3. He 

acknowledged the allegations involved “touching” two children, but he could 

not explain “how or when he had known the alleged victims and their family.” 

Id. That statement conflicted with his earlier interview with law 

enforcement, where he recalled the victims’ names, their family, their 

residence at the time of the alleged incident, and distinguished between 

intentional and accidental sexual contact. See Ex. C-1 at MM 05:03–08:40. 

Even so, when asked about the charges, Patterson said he was “scared 

to talk about” them because he had been “told not to.” D0030 at 3. Dr. 

Thomas noted his hesitancy appeared rooted in reluctance—not memory 

loss—and chose not to press further. Id. 
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To help determine legal competency, Dr. Thomas administered the 

Inventory of Legal Knowledge (ILK), on which Patterson scored 

approximately 57 percent. Id. at 6. She cautioned that the ILK is not validated 

for individuals with intellectual disabilities like Patterson, and results should 

be interpreted accordingly. Id. 

Ultimately, Dr. Thomas diagnosed Patterson with mild Intellectual 

Development Disorder and concluded he was incompetent to stand trial. Id. 

at 6–8. But she opined that he was likely restorable with targeted education 

focused on trial-related concepts. Id. at 8. The court agreed and committed 

Patterson to the Forensic Psychiatric Hospital (FPH) for targeted restoration 

treatment. D0034, Order Finding PC re: Competence to Stand Tr. (2/28/25). 

Restoration at the Forensic Psychiatric Hospital (FPH) 

At FPH, Patterson received targeted education on legal competency 

topics, including legal terminology. D0066 at 6:23–7:11. On admission, he 

completed a standard legal knowledge competency quiz used for all patients. 

Id. 7:12–16. Yet despite the quiz not being modified to accommodate his 

disability, Patterson missed only four questions, scoring 84 percent. Id. 

7:12–8:5. 
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Over about 30 days, Patterson showed consistent improvement. And 

shortly before his July 2025 evaluation with Dr. Assad, he achieved a perfect 

score on the same quiz. Id. 8:6–11, 8:24–9:4, 16:8–12. 

Dr. Assad’s Evaluation 

Dr. Assad’s opinion—that Patterson is incompetent and unrestorable—

rests on a single interview lasting about 75 minutes. D0066 at 15:17–24. At 

the competency hearing, Dr. Assad confirmed that the State reviewed his 

report with him and used it to create the color-coded table in its pre-hearing 

brief. Id. 17:13–20; see D0046, State’s Pre-Hr’g Br. at 7–12 (7/17/25). On the 

stand, he discussed parts of that table and highlighted Patterson’s supposed 

deficits. D0066 at 18:8–20:3, 23:25–24:25, 26:1–27:3. Among them: 

(1) Patterson made errors subtracting by threes. 

(2) He struggled to calculate how many items he could buy with a set 
amount of money, and how many quarters make $1.25. 

(3) He couldn’t name U.S. border countries or identify Martin Luther King 
Jr., and he confused Louie Armstrong with Neil Armstrong. 

(4) He had trouble interpreting proverbs. 

(5) He didn’t know the “trolley problem”—though Dr. Assad conceded it 
may not have a right answer. 

(6) He stumbled over legal terms like “contempt of court” and 
“incarceration,” though he used “probation” correctly in context. 

Id.; see D0039 at 3–4; D0046 at 7–12. 
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But that’s only half the story. Patterson also gave dozens of answers that 

cut the other way—answers that suggest he understands the charges, the 

courtroom players, and the stakes. According to Dr. Assad’s own report: 

• He repeated three words immediately and recalled two after five 
minutes. 

• He named U.S. presidents back to Obama, in order—skipping only 
Trump’s first term. 

• He listed all twelve months. 

• He spelled five-letter words forward and backward, with just one slip. 

• He knew the function of the stomach and the colors of the U.S. flag. 

• He identified similarities between “dog and lion,” “table and chair,” 
and more. 

• He gave appropriate responses to hypotheticals: what to do if there’s a 
fire in a theater, or if he finds a stamped envelope on the ground. 

• He restated the charges, identified the alleged victims as former 
neighbors, and gave their ages. 

• He offered a plausible timeframe for the alleged conduct—though he 
claimed not to know what he was accused of doing.1  

• He distinguished felonies from misdemeanors and knew which was 
more serious. 

• He identified himself as the defendant. 

• He understood plea bargaining, including that a deal for probation or 
reduced time could be favorable. 

• He named his attorney, said his counsel was “on his side,” and knew 
that honesty with his lawyer matters. 

• He knew the prosecutor’s role and said he’d bring his attorney to any 
meeting with the State. 

 
1 But see Ex. C-1 at MM 05:03–8:40 (where Patterson described 

masturbation and denied intentional contact with the victims). 
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• He explained the roles of the jury and judge, including that the judge 
is addressed as “Your Honor.” 

• He identified witnesses and evidence, defined “testimony,” and knew 
witnesses must tell the truth. 

• He grasped direct and cross-examination. 

• He knew he could not interrupt a lying witness and should instead alert 
his attorney. 

• He understood that a defendant can plead “guilty” or “innocent.” 

• He knew that eating raw chicken is dangerous. 

• And he recognized that the charges against him are “very serious.” 

See D0039 at 3–5; D0046 at 7–12; D0066 at 17:21–24. 

Dr. Assad acknowledged as much at the competency hearing. He 

testified that Patterson had a “factual understanding of the allegations,” and 

that he was “reluctant” and perhaps deceptive when discussing the charges. 

D0066 at 17:21–2436:5–11. Patterson, he said, was otherwise cooperative, 

oriented to time and place, and consistently responsive. Id. 9:5–11:4, 21:24–

22:7, 24:19–25. He understood the roles of courtroom personnel, the 

function of his attorney, and the seriousness of the charges. Id. 25:18–25. 

And, as Dr. Keller put it, Patterson has always remained “psychiatrically 

stable,” “lucid,” and able to consistently recall past events. Id. 9:5–11:4. 

Still, Dr. Assad insisted this was not a “close” case. Id. 26:6–21. He 

pointed to Patterson’s mild intellectual disability and low IQ score. Id. But 

when asked to define “rational understanding,” Dr. Assad struggled. Id. 

20:16–21:2. And when asked what it would take for him to find Patterson 
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competent, Dr. Assad replied that it was like asking how to “cure an 

intellectual disability”—suggesting, in effect, that Patterson’s diagnosis made 

him per se incompetent. Id. 37:2–21. 

The Competency Hearing and Trial Court’s Conclusions 

At the July 18, 2025, hearing, the State argued that Patterson’s 

functional understanding of the legal process—his ability to identify the 

courtroom players, grasp courtroom roles, and engage with basic 

hypothetical scenarios—supported finding him sufficiently competent. Id. 

50:10–52:23, 53:20–56:10. The State emphasized that competency is a legal 

issue, not just a medical diagnosis, and that Patterson’s performance during 

restoration showed marked improvement. Id. 22:8–23:14, 36:16–52:23. 

Yet on July 24, 2025, the district court ruled that Patterson is 

incompetent and unrestorable. D0053. It credited the medical opinions of 

Dr. Thomas and Dr. Assad as proof that restoration efforts had failed, despite 

Patterson’s improvement in treatment and completing legal knowledge 

training, which was the “targeted” reason he was sent to FPH in the first 

place. Id. at 3–5. The court declined to weigh Patterson’s demonstrated legal 

understanding or reconcile the inconsistencies in Dr. Assad’s methodology 

and inability to articulate the standard he used to evaluate Patterson’s 

competency. Id. Instead, it found that Patterson’s mild intellectual disability 
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is a lifelong, untreatable, and unlikely to improve condition that renders him 

incompetent and forever unrestorable. Id. After finding as much, the court 

terminated Patterson’s commitment and essentially the case against him, as 

well. Id. at 3–4. 

On appeal, the State argues that the district court’s conclusions were 

made in error. By adopting essentially a “medical opinion only” approach—

treating intellectual disability as dispositive and everlasting impediment to 

bringing a case to trial to protect the victims and the public—rather than 

assessing Patterson’s actual ability to understand the proceedings and assist 

in his defense. As discussed more below, Patterson’s restoration progress, 

legal understanding, and courtroom awareness warrant finding him 

competent to stand trial. 

JURISDICTIONAL STATEMENT 

The State has the right to appeal the district court’s ruling that 

Patterson is incompetent to stand trial and unrestorable. That right is 

grounded in Iowa Code section 814.5 and supported by both the structure of 

chapter 812 and the nature of the ruling itself.2 

 

 
2 The State includes its argument on whether it has the right to appeal 

the trial court’s competency ruling here in accordance with the Court’s 
September 2025 order. See Order at 1 (9/4/25). 
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Start with the basics. The district court’s July 24, 2025, ruling is a 

“judgment for the defendant on a motion to the indictment or the 

information.” Iowa Code § 814.5(1)(b); see D0053. That language matters. 

When the legislature enacted section 814.5(1)(b), it extended the State’s right 

to appeal from pretrial rulings that resolve a case in the defendant’s favor. 

See State v. Bullock, 638 N.W.2d 728, 730–31 (Iowa 2002); see also State v. 

Hansen, No. 08-0099, 2008 WL 5412073, at *2 (Iowa Ct. App. Dec. 31, 

2008). That’s what happened here. 

Patterson moved to suspend proceedings under chapter 812. See 

D0025 (11/7/24). At the July 18, 2025, hearing, his counsel asked the court 

to find him incompetent and unrestorable and argued that chapter 812 

presents a “medical inquiry,” not a “fact question.” D0066 at 52–53. The 

court apparently agreed. See D0053. It found Patterson incompetent, 

declared him unrestorable, and terminated his commitment. Id. That ruling 

resolved the case in Patterson’s favor before trial, triggering the State’s right 

to appeal under section 814.5(1)(b). 

There’s more. The trial court’s ruling also functions as an “order 

dismissing an []information.” Iowa Code § 814.5(1)(a). By finding Patterson 

unrestorable and terminating his placement, the court effectively dismissed 

the criminal case. See Iowa Code §§ 812.8(8), 812.9(1), 812.9(3). That 
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dismissal is not just practical, it is legal. Section 814.5(1)(a) gives the State 

the right to appeal from any order dismissing an indictment or information. 

And that is what this ruling did. See D0053. 

Courts and scholars agree and have recognized as much. Section 812.9 

operates as a dismissal when a defendant is found incompetent and 

unrestorable. See, e.g., State v. Jefferson, 392 So.3d 978, 986 n.15 (La. Ct. 

App. 2024) (Molaison, J., dissenting); J. Amy Dillard, Without Limitation: 

“Groundhog Day” for Incompetent Defendants, 56 DEPAUL L. REV. 1221, 

1237 (2007) (citing, among other statutes, Iowa Code § 812.9) (“In seven 

states, within a definite time period, the court determines whether a 

defendant is unrestorably incompetent, then either initiates civil 

commitment proceedings or releases the defendant and dismisses the 

charges.”). The same rings true here: the court barred the State from 

prosecuting Patterson by declaring him unrestorable and terminating his 

placement. See Iowa Code §§ 812.9, 814.5(1)(a)–(b); D0053. 

Section 812.9(4) confirms the point. It provides that if a defendant’s 

placement is terminated under section 812.8(8) and the defendant later 

regains competency, the State may apply to “reinstate” the prosecution. Id. 

§ 812.9(4). See Reinstate, CAMBRIDGE ADVANCED LEARNER’S DICTIONARY & 

THESAURUS (Cambridge University Press & Assessment 2025), 
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https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/reinstate (defining 

“reinstate” as “to cause something to exist again”). So when the court 

terminated Patterson’s placement, it ended the case—giving the State the 

right to appeal. See Iowa Code § 814.5(1)(a). And if this Court has jurisdiction 

over any part of an appeal, it “ha[s] jurisdiction over the entire appeal.” State 

v. Hightower, 997 N.W.2d 142, 146 (Iowa 2023). 

But even if the State lacked the right to appeal, its timely notice of 

appeal should be treated as an application for discretionary review. That is 

because this case raises a “question of law important to the judiciary and the 

profession.” Id. § 814.5(2)(d); see Iowa R. App. P. 6.106(1). 

And the question is important. In the post-Brown3 era, Iowa’s bench 

and bar face uncertainty about how to actually apply chapter 812. Take, as 

an example, Patterson’s argument that competency is a “medical inquiry.” 

The State disagreed, arguing that competency is not a diagnosis to be rubber-

stamped. D0066 at 53:2–6; D0046. There is no Iowa case squarely resolving 

that dispute. But it matters. The court’s ruling treated medical opinion as 

dispositive, sidelining Patterson’s demonstrated understanding of the legal 

process and the court’s own obligation to weigh the evidence in exchange. 

Doing so was error, and it can be fixed by this Court now. 

 
3 See State v. Brown, 16 N.W.3d 388 (Iowa 2025). 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/reinstate


23 

So this case presents a clean vehicle for resolving that question. The 

problem presented is likely to recur. And it affects how courts and litigants 

across Iowa handle competency proceedings. The State respectfully submits 

that this Court’s guidance is needed—and that review is warranted. 

At bottom, the district court’s ruling is either (1) an order dismissing 

an information or (2) a judgment for the defendant on a motion to the 

information. Iowa Code § 814.5(1)(a), (b). Either way, the State has the right 

to appeal. But even if this Court treats the notice as a discretionary review 

application, it should grant review and decide the case on the merits. 

ARGUMENT 

I. The district court applied the wrong standard for competency 
and let a doctor, not the law, decide competency. 

Error Preservation 

The State preserved error. It argued below that Dr. Assad applied a 

legally incorrect, amorphic standard to assess Patterson’s competency. 

D0046 at 13–17; D0066 at 50:10–52:23, 53:20–56:10. The district court 

acknowledged the dispute, summarily rejected every argument the State 

made, and ruled against it. See D0053 at 3–4. That is enough to preserve 

error. See In re J.K., 873 N.W.2d 289, 295 (Iowa Ct. App. 2015) (citing 

Lamasters v. State, 821 N.W.2d 856, 864 (Iowa 2012)). 
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Standard of Review 

This appeal turns on Patterson’s competency to stand trial, which is, 

“essentially, a “legal question.” See State v. Brown, 16 N.W.3d 288, 295 

(Iowa 2025) (citing Ornelas v. United States, 517 U.S. 690, 704 (1996) 

(Scalia, J., dissenting)). So the Court’s review is de novo. See id. at 294 (citing 

State v. Lyman, 776 N.W.2d 865, 873 (Iowa 2010), overruled on other 

grounds by Alcala v. Marriott Int’l Inc., 880 N.W.2d 699 (Iowa 2016)). That 

is true even though the trial court held “a full hearing on the matter below.” 

Lyman, 776 N.W.2d at 873. 

Merits 

A. Competency is a legal question. But the trial court 
treated it as a medical one; in doing so, it failed to 
recognize and apply the right legal measure for a 
defendant’s competency to stand trial. 

The State argued below that competency is a legal determination, not 

a medical inquiry for evaluators. A fact-intensive one? Yes. But one that is 

squarely within the court’s domain. See D0066 at 50:10–52:23, 53:2–56:10; 

D0046 at 13–17. Patterson disagreed. He claimed the court’s job was 

essentially to rubberstamp the evaluator’s opinion. Id. 52:25–53:11. And the 

district court went along. That was error. Two errors, in fact. The State 

addresses each in turn. But first, the fundamentals. 
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A defendant who “suffer[s] from a mental disorder which prevents 

[them] from appreciating the charge, understanding the proceedings, or 

assisting effectively in the[ir] defense,” cannot stand trial. Iowa Code 

§ 812.3(1); Lyman, 776 N.W.2d at 874. This rule protects due process. State 

v. Edwards, 507 N.W.2d 393, 395 (Iowa 1993). But it also presumes 

competency and puts the burden on the defendant to prove otherwise. 

Lyman, 776 N.W.2d at 874. This aim is “modest:” “to ensure that [the 

defendant] has the capacity to understand the proceedings and to assist 

counsel.” Godinez v. Moran, 509 U.S. 389, 402 (1993). 

Chapter 812 is Iowa’s roadmap for implementing that guarantee. State 

v. Einfeldt, 914 N.W.2d 773, 779 (Iowa 2018). It lays out a step-by-step 

process for addressing competency questions. Brown, 16 N.W.3d at 295. But 

the final decision of whether a defendant is competent to stand trial 

ultimately belongs to the court, not the evaluator. Thus, while medical 

experts may inform the court’s analysis, their opinions are not binding. See 

United States v. McKnight, Case No. 23-20439-CR-MARTINEZ, 2025 WL 

1490135, at *3 (S.D. Fla. Apr. 21, 2025) (quoting United States v. Abernathy, 

No. 08-20103, 2009 WL 982794, at *3 (E.D. Mich. Apr. 13, 2009)). As 

federal courts have long recognized, “[t]he judge is the expert on what mental 

capabilities the litigant needs[] to be able to assist in the conduct of 
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litigation.” McManus v. Neal, 779 F.3d 634, 658 (7th Cir. 2015) (quoting 

Holmes v. Buss, 506 F.3d 576, 581 (7th Cir. 2007)); Einfeldt, 914 N.W.2d at 

791 (quoting Iowa Code § 812.3(1)). 

The district court missed that. It treated a legal question like a medical 

one and, in doing so, gave the last word to the evaluator. But that is not how 

Iowa law works. 

1. The district court got the burden wrong, and Veal 
doesn’t fix it. 

Back to this case. First, the law presumes competency. State v. Rieke, 

542 N.W.2d 577, 580 (Iowa Ct. App. 1995) (citing Jones v. State, 479 N.W.2d 

265, 270 (Iowa 1991) (“A strong presumption exists that a defendant is 

competent to stand trial.”). The burden rests with the defendant to prove 

otherwise. See State v. Chatman, No. 19-0856, 2020 WL 7021709, at *3 

(Iowa Ct. App. Nov. 30, 2020) (citing State v. Snethen, 245 N.W.2d 308, 3011 

(Iowa 1976)); but see State v. Veal, 930 N.W.2d 319, 338 (Iowa 2019). But 

the district court did not apply that standard. See D0053 at 3. Instead, it 

placed the burden on the State, citing Veal. Id. That was a mistake. 

True, Veal says (without analysis) that the State must prove a 

defendant’s “competency has been restored” under section 812.8(5). Veal, 

930 N.W.2d at 338. But Veal is wrong on this point.  
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For decades, Iowa courts have held that defendants bear the burden of 

proving incompetency, not the other way around. See, e.g., Snethen, 245 

N.W.2d at 311; State v. Reed, No. 24-0256, 2025 WL 2793578, at *4–5 (Iowa 

Ct. App. Oct. 1, 2025) (discussing Medina v. California, 505 U.S. 437, 446 

(1992) and State v. Pedersen, 309 N.W.2d 490, 496 (Iowa 1981)); State v. 

Brown, No. 21-0362, 2022 WL 610486, at *1 (Iowa Ct. App. Mar. 2, 2022). 

Veal breaks from that precedent and does so without reason. And this 

Court should say as much. It should clarify Veal and reaffirm the 

longstanding rule: the burden in competency proceedings rests with 

defendants like Patterson, not the State. See Brown, 16 N.W.3d at 293–94. 

2. The trial court got its role wrong and erred by letting 
the evaluator decide whether Patterson is competent. 

Second, competency is a legal question, not a clinical one. See Brown, 

16 N.W.3d at 295 (citation omitted). But the trial court did not treat it that 

way. It found a “wide gulf between the evidence the defense produced” 

(although Patterson offered none) and what the State asked the court to 

conclude. D0053 at 3–4. In doing so, the court essentially skipped over the 

core question before it: whether Patterson’s mental condition prevents him 

from appreciating the charge, understanding the proceedings, or assisting in 

his defense. See Iowa Code § 812.3(1); Lyman, 776 N.W.2d at 874.  
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Instead, it seemingly agreed with the following argument offered by 

Patterson, in turn abdicating its role as factfinder to Dr. Assad: 

Mr. Duker:  [The State is] asking you to pronounce 
for the first time in the state of Iowa that [chapter] 
812 employs a standard and presents a fact question 
for the Court and is not a medical inquiry.  

     There is no Iowa case that has found that . . . . I 
understand that the Court’s role in this is to make a 
decision, but if the Court looks at State v. Brown that 
was decided in January of 2025, the Court looks to 
this evaluation as a court-ordered neutral individual.  

D0066 at 53:2–11. 

That’s wrong. And to the extent Brown transformed Iowa’s legal 

standard into a coronation of the evaluator as the final decision-maker on 

competency, it should be clarified now. See 16 N.W.3d at 295, 297. 

To be sure, Brown muddled an already confusing area of law even 

more. There, the Court said: 

After the district court finds that a defendant is not 
competent to stand trial, [it] must order the 
defendant to undergo treatment for the purpose of 
restoring the defendant to competency. The 
defendant’s treatment providers have superior 
knowledge regarding the defendant’s mental health, 
and they are obligated to regularly report on the 
defendant’s condition to the district court. In other 
words, the treatment is performed by a neutral 
treatment provider at the court’s direction to assist 
the court in restoring the defendant to competency. 
There is no indication in the Code that the experience 
and judgment of the professionals directed by the 
court to restore the defendant to competency should 
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then be challenged in front of the very court that 
directed the treatment. In addition, it is highly 
unlikely there will be any better medical evidence 
regarding the defendant’s competency than the 
evaluations performed by the neutral physicians who 
treated the defendant.” 

16 N.W.3d at 297 (citations omitted) (emphasis added). From this, the Court 

emphasized the role of the treatment provider—who was not Dr. Assad 

here4—and advised that the opinions of “the neutral physicians who treated 

the defendant” are, in essence, unassailable. Id. 

But that’s not right, either. For one, the Code implies that a doctor’s 

opinion is reviewable and just one piece of evidence for the court to weigh. 

Iowa Code § 812.8. Whether that opinion “should then be challenged in front 

of the very court that directed the treatment” depends on its substance 

viewed through the lens of prevailing law, not its source. Id.; Brown, 16 

N.W.3d at 297. 

 
4 Dr. Keller testified that at FPH, the treating doctor and competency 

evaluators are not the same person. “As a treating physician, I don’t make 
determination on how [the legal competency standard] applies,” Dr. Keller 
said. “I do know that [Patterson] had maximized and, I believe, retained what 
he could of our material and the efforts we put in.” D0066, Comp. Hr’g Tr. 
13:7–16. This further complicates Brown’s application further by suggesting 
the treater and evaluator are one-in-the-same. See 16 N.W.3d at 297.  
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The statute says courts must weigh the evidence. Iowa Code § 812.8. It 

does not say courts must adopt the doctor’s ultimate conclusion on 

competency. And Iowa’s appellate courts have never held otherwise.  

In fact, they have said the opposite. In State v. Stoddard, this Court 

held that competency must be determined by considering “all the facts and 

circumstances obtained from reasonably trustworthy sources,” including, 

but not limited to, “medical or expert opinions.” 180 N.W.2d 448, 449 (Iowa 

1970) (quoting Hickey v. Dist. Ct. of Kossuth Cnty., 174 N.W.2d 406, 410 

(Iowa 1970)). But while those opinions “may be considered,” when 

determining a defendant’s competency, they are not “conclusive of the issue 

before the court.” Id. After all, “[e]ven an expert’s opinion on competency 

rises no higher than the reasons on which it is based[] and is usually not 

binding” on the factfinder. Hickey, 174 N.W.2d at 410 (citation omitted). 

So by law (both statute and precedent), the court is the factfinder, not 

the doctor. It must therefore weigh all the evidence, including expert 

opinions and the defendant’s in-court demeanor, among other things, to 

decide whether a mental disorder prevents the defendant from appreciating 

the charge, understanding the proceedings, or assisting in their defense. 

Iowa Code § 812.3(1); Pedersen, 309 N.W.2d at 495. 
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The district court did not do that here. It instead adopted Dr. Assad’s 

opinion wholesale and treated his clinical conclusion as outcome-

determinative. See D0053 at 3–5. But that is neither how Iowa law works nor 

what it demands. Medical experts advise; courts decide. See Einfeldt, 914 

N.W.2d at 779, 791; McKnight, 2025 WL 1490135, at *3. Indeed, “[t]he judge 

is the expert on what mental capabilities the litigant needs to be able to assist 

in the conduct of the litigation.” McManus, 779 F.3d at 658 (quoting Holmes, 

506 F.3d at 581). To the extent Veal and Brown suggest otherwise, this Court 

should set the record straight. 

B. Patterson’s intellectual disability alone does not make 
him incompetent and unrestorable. 

Dr. Assad’s conclusion runs against the grain of decades of legal 

authority. More than 30 state courts, the D.C. district court, and nearly all 

federal circuits have found defendants with similar cognitive profiles to 

Patterson competent to stand trial. See D0046 at 19–37 (compiling cases). 

That is because there is no consistent correlation between a diagnosis of 

intellectual disability and legal incompetency. See, e.g., United States v. 

Lewis, 685 F. Supp. 3d 1227, 1242 (D.N.M. 2023) (collecting cases). The trial 

court here, however, erred by summarily agreeing with Dr. Assad’s 

conclusion that Patterson’s diagnosed mild intellectual disability alone 

proves he is incompetent to stand trial. 
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Again, Iowa law presumes competency. The defendant must prove 

incompetency by a preponderance of the evidence. If the evidence is in 

equipoise, the presumption prevails. Lyman, 776 N.W.2d at 874. 

A history of mental illness in itself is not enough to be found 

incompetent. Einfeldt, 914 N.W.2d at 783 n.3; State v. Newman, 970 

N.W.2d 866, 871 (Iowa 2022) (citations omitted); Stoddard, 180 N.W.2d at 

449 (citations omitted) (cleaned up) (“‘[S]ubnormal intelligence is merely a 

factor to be considered’ in determining whether or not an accused is 

competent to stand trial. It ‘will not in itself bar trial.’”); see United States v. 

Glaspy, 401 F. App’x 430, 432 (11th Cir. 2010) (per curiam) (citing Atkins v. 

Virginia, 536 U.S. 304, 318 (2002); Miles v. Dorsey, 61 F.3d 1459, 1474 (10th 

Cir. 1995). After all, the “bar for incompetency is high.” United States v. 

Miller, 531 F.3d 340, 350 (6th Cir. 2008); see Cowans v. Bagley, 639 F.3d 

241, 247 (6th Cir. 2011) (quoting Drope v. Missouri, 420 U.S. 162, 180 

(1975); see also United States v. Lopez-Ozuna, No. CR-24-06035-TUC-

AMM, 2025 WL 1144567, at *42 (D. Ariz. Apr. 18, 2025) (citations omitted) 

(“Based on the case law[,] the Court finds that [the] view that competency to 

stand trial is a ‘low bar’ is consistent with the Dusky standard.”). 
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Nor is low intellect or the presence of an intellectual disability alone 

enough to prove incompetency. Indeed, courts have routinely found 

defendants with low IQs competent to stand trial. See, e.g., Lewis, 685 F. 

Supp. 3d at 1244; United States v. Greene, 767 F. App’x 793, 797 (11th Cir. 

2019). And courts have routinely found defendants diagnosed with an 

intellectual disability to be competent, too. See D046 at 19–37; see, e.g., State 

v. Johns, 34 S.W.3d 93, 104–06 (Mo. 2000) (en banc); State v. Willard, 234 

S.E.2d 587, 592–94 (N.C. 1977); Crenshaw v. Wolff, 504 F.2d 377, 378–80 

(8th Cir. 1974); McKnight, 2025 WL 1490135, at *2–6.  

Yet the trial court and Dr. Assad relied on nothing more than 

Patterson’s mild intellectual disability and low score on an IQ test to 

conclude that he is not only incompetent to stand trial, but unrestorable as 

well. D0046 at 3–5; D0039. That was a mistake, and one that needs fixing. 

C. Patterson meets the legal standard for competency. 

Competency does not require legal sophistication. State v. Guatney, 

299 N.W.2d 538, 543–44 (Neb. 1980); Lopez-Ozuna, 2025 WL 1144567, at 

*42 (citations omitted)) (“[A] defendant need only have some minimal 

understanding of the proceedings against him and not a mastery of technical 

legal knowledge to assist counsel.”). It requires the ability to assist counsel 

by recalling facts, possibly identifying witnesses, and understanding the 
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basics of the proceedings. United States v. Sermon, 228 F. Supp. 972, 978 

(W.D. Mo. 1964). But courts cannot “exclude from trial all persons who lack 

the intelligence or legal sophistication to participate actively in their own 

defense.” Guatney, 299 N.W.2d at 543–44. 

Here, Dr. Assad and the district court applied a too cryptic, too blobby 

standard for gauging whether Patterson is competent. Whatever it was, it 

does not match Iowa law. It does not match federal law. And it does not 

match the weight of authority across jurisdictions. See D0046 at 17–37. This 

Court should therefore reverse: Patterson is competent to stand trial, and the 

district court erred in concluding otherwise. 

D. Patterson’s cognitive limits do not equal incompetency. 

Again, Patterson has a mild intellectual disability. But he is oriented to 

time, place, and person. D0066 at 9:5–11:4, 21:24–22:7, 24:19–25. He 

recalls the facts, understands the charges, knows the courtroom players, and 

is aware of the stakes. Id. 9:5–11:4, 25:18–25, 36:5–11; see United States v. 

Oliver, 626 F.2d 254, 258–59 (2d Cir. 1980); U.S. ex rel. Roberts v. Yeager, 

402 F.2d 918, 919–20 (3d Cir. 1968). His difficulty with abstraction and 

conceptual reasoning may well bear on questions of legal responsibility, but 

not on his competency. Id. 
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Patterson can also identify witnesses, victims, and events. See Ex. C-1 

at MM 03:38–04:53. He responds to questions, is cooperative, and is 

“psychiatrically stable.” D0066 at 9:5–11:4. And he understands the nature 

of the allegations and the seriousness of the charges. Id. 20:16–21:6, 24:10–

15, 25:18–25. That’s enough. Newman, 970 N.W.2d at 871; Einfeldt, 914 

N.W.2d at 781; State v. McClain, 610 S.E.2d 783, 787–88 (N.C. Ct. App. 

2005). 

Dr. Assad’s emphasis on Patterson’s trouble with legal terminology 

misses the mark. See D0066 at 20:1–3, 20:19–23, 26:1–17. Competency is 

not a vocabulary test. Greene, 767 F. App’x at 797; United States v. McFall, 

No. 07-411, 2011 WL 465718, at *15 (W.D. Pa. Feb. 4, 2011) (“The test is not 

whether a defendant can understand the legal terms and vernacular of 

attorneys and judges, but whether he has a ‘rational and factual 

understanding’ of the trial and can consult with his attorneys.”). A defendant 

need only understand the proceedings when explained in simple terms. State 

v. Shields, 593 A.2d 986, 1007–08 (Del. Super. Ct. 1990) (citing United 

States v. Glover, 596 F.2d 857, 865 (9th Cir. 1979)). The same goes for 

arithmetic. United States v. Grace, 2017 WL 9732567 (D. Nev. Dec. 29, 

2017); Martin v. State, 871 So.2d 693, 695–98 (Miss. 2004). 
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Patterson’s limitations neither make him incompetent nor disqualify 

him from being tried for his crimes. He knows the facts, understands the 

charges, and can assist his lawyer. That is what the law requires. See Iowa 

Code § 812.3. Not perfect recall. Not legal fluency. Not abstract reasoning. 

Competency is about grasping the stakes and helping with the defense, and 

Patterson does both. The district court and Dr. Assad missed that and instead 

treated cognitive nuance as legal incapacity. But the record shows Patterson 

is competent to stand trial. And the law says he is too. 

CONCLUSION 

The record does not support the trial court’s ruling. Patterson is not 

incompetent. And given his marked progress in a short period while in 

restoration treatment, he is not unrestorable. The district court applied the 

wrong standard and let medical opinion override its judgment. But the 

evidence tells a different story. The State therefore asks this Court to reverse 

the finding of incompetency and remand for further proceedings. 
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