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The Teaching Pay Penalty
“The mid-1990s marks the start of a period of sharply eroding teacher pay 
and an escalating teacher pay penalty:

•Average weekly wages of public school teachers (adjusted for inflation) 
decreased $27 from 1996 to 2017, from $1,164 to $1,137 (in 2017 dollars). 
In contrast, weekly wages of other college graduates rose from $1,339 to 
$1,476 over this period.

•For all public-sector teachers, the relative wage gap (regression-adjusted 
for education, experience, and other factors known to affect earnings) has 
grown substantially since the mid-1990s. The teacher wage penalty was 1.8 
percent in 1994, grew to 4.3 percent in 1996, and reached a record 18.7 
percent in 2017.”

The Teacher Pay Penalty has Hit a New High: Trends in the teacher wage and compensation gaps through 2017
Sylvia Allegretto and Lawrence Mishel, Economic Policy Institute • September 5, 2018
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What are Teachers Saying?
“Half of teachers say they’ve seriously considered leaving the profession in recent 
years.  That rises to 62% among teachers who feel undervalued by their community, 
who say their pay is unfair, or who earn less than $45,000 annually.” 

Frustration in the Schools: PDK Poll of the Public’s Attitude Towards the Public Schools
PDK, 8/5/19
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What are Teachers Saying?

Frustration in the Schools: PDK Poll of the Public’s Attitude Towards the Public Schools
PDK, 8/5/19

“Low pay isn’t the only motivator 
for teachers who have considered 
leaving the profession.  While 
22% cite pay and benefits, about 
as many, 19%, cite stress, 
pressure, or burnout.  Ten 
percent report a lack of respect or 
of  feeling valued.” 
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Voices from the Classroom: A Survey of America’s Educators
Educators for Excellence, Survey, 2018

The Findings are Fairly Consistent

The E4E survey showed 
that teachers believe 
low salaries are the 
biggest challenge. 



An Important Factor Regarding Retention
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The mode of teacher experience in 1988 was 15 years, in 2016 it was 3 years of experience

2016

1988
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Clear and Enforced 
Licensure Standards
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Review, Induction & 

Mentoring

Evaluation Based on 
Professional Standards

Competitive and 
Professional 

Compensation

Ongoing, Job-
embedded 

Professional 
Development
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What is the Public Saying?

Frustration in the Schools: PDK Poll of the Public’s Attitude Towards the Public Schools
PDK, 8/5/19

“Parents and the overall public stand 
with them (the teachers); 74% of 
parents and 71% of all adults say 
they would support a strike by 
teachers in their community for 
higher pay.  Even more, 83% of 
parents and 79% of all adults, say 
they’d support teachers striking for a 
greater voice in academic policies.”



Teacher Pay in New Mexico
State 2017 2017 Rank 2018 2018 Rank % Change Change Rank 

Rankings of the States 2018 and Estimates of School Statistics 2019
- National Education Association 2019

From 2017 to 2018, the average public school teacher salary increased by 1.58 percent. 
The average teacher salary in the United States in 2018 was $60,477.
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What are Teachers Viewing Online?
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The Traditional Salary Schedule
Most teachers across America are paid according to a salary 
schedule based almost exclusively on levels of education and 
years of experience. This system was originally created to 
accommodate an industrial model of education where 
teaching was perceived as requiring low-level skills.

The traditional salary schedule was developed in response to 
discriminatory practices and to ensure fairness in the system. 
Implemented prior to collective bargaining, the current 
teacher salary system was designed to eliminate disparity 
based on gender, race or educational level of students taught 
(elementary, middle or secondary).

It has not produced salaries for teachers that:
•are competitive based on the given teachers’education
•reflect the complexity of the work
•reward additional skills and knowledge that benefit children
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Differentiated Compensation
Although critically important, compensation should not be considered in isolation. It 
must be part of a complete instructional development system that includes rigorous 
entry standards, induction and mentoring, continuous professional development, 
supportive evaluations, and competitive professional compensation.

Ongoing, Job-
embedded 

Professional 
Development



“Total years of teaching experience was 
also not a significant predictor but a 
more specific measure, years of 
teaching experience at a particular 
grade level, was significantly 
associated with increased student 
reading achievement.”
Is Experience the Best Teacher? A Multilevel Analysis of Teacher 
Qualifications and Academic Achievement in Low Performing Schools, Francis 
Howard, L. Huang Tonya R. Moon, University of Virginia (2009)

Teaching Experience

“Using within-teacher variation, I find that both general experience and grade-specific 
experience improve teacher performance. For math scores, the magnitude implies that 
teachers who always repeat grade assignments improve approximately 35% faster than 
teachers who never repeat grade assignments.”
How Do Teachers Improve? The Relative Importance of Specific and General Human Capital, Ben Ost, Cornell University, 11/29/09
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“However, using an unrestricted 
experience model I find that for 
mathematics achievement there 
are high returns to later career 
teaching experience, about twice as 
much dispersion in initial teacher 
quality as previously estimated, 
and a pattern of negative selection 
where high quality teachers are 
more likely to exit.”
The Dynamics of Teacher Quality, Journal of Public Economics, 
Matthew Wiswall, Arizona State University (2013)

Teaching Experience

“Consistent with past research and economic theory, we find that teachers experience their most 
rapid productivity growth early in their careers. However, we also find substantial evidence of modest 
but continued returns to experience beyond ten years in the classroom. Thus, teachers appear to 
continue accumulating relevant human capital throughout much of their careers.”
Do Teachers Continue to Improve with Experience?  Evidence of Long-Term Career Growth in the Teacher Labor Market, John P. Papay & Matthew A. Kraft
Harvard University Graduate School of Education, February 2011



Reward Systems:
•Most common
•Reward outcomes (after the fact)
•Easy to understand (public)
•Easy to implement
•Easy to administer
•Politically expedient
•Limited ability to improve outcomes
•Tend to have short “shelf life”

Organizational Growth 
Systems:
•Reward growth and application
•More difficult to explain externally
•Sophisticated implementation
•Advanced administration
•Politically difficult to maintain support
•Focus on Building System Capacity
•Long-term program
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There is a Difference
The Purpose is Very Important
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Of course, most systems are a combination of reward and organizational growth 
systems.  The more organizational growth you build into your program the more you 
support active improvement.



A B C

Where you 
are today

Where you 
want to be

What you 
learn here…

…will improve 
your outcomes

Develop a Strategic Process

Differentiated pay is a process, not an event.

Teachers must be an integral part of this process

Think Strategically
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Teachers in “differentiated” pay plans must see how their 
actions directly affect the outcomes.  Getting this right is harder 
than it seems.

X Y

“What I did” “This result”

The importance of this “effect” goes beyond 
individual need; it also is the key to organizational 
growth. 

“Face Validity”

Teacher Must See the “Causal Effect”

“produced”

17

Warning: Campbell’s Law - "The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-
making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort 
and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor."



•Labor/Management Collaboration (“Ownership”)
•An Adequate Base Salary (Starting Point)
•Sufficient and Stable Funding
•Ongoing Review of the “Effects”
•Easily Understood, Agreed-upon Standards of Practice
•Connection to Improve Professional Practice
•Available to All Teachers
•Auxiliary Supports for Program

Not in any particular order

Things to Consider
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Probationary
•Level 1
•Level 2
•Level 3

Standard
•Level 1
•Level 2
•Level 3

Advanced
•Level 1
•Level 2
•Level 3

Master
•Level 1
•Level 2
•Level 3How you move 

between the “rungs?”

Growth Model

Examples:
• Baltimore
• Austin
• Cleveland*
• New Mexico
• National Board
• Numerous Countries

The best for systems that have, or will have, many new teachers.  
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Probationary
•Level 1
•Level 2
•Level 3

Curricula
•Level 1
•Level 2
•Level 3
•Level 4
•Level 5

Administrative
•Level 1
•Level 2
•Level 3
•Level 4
•Level 5

Instructional
•Level 1
•Level 2
•Level 3
•Level 4
•Level 5
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Career Model

Examples:
• Most US Districts
• Singapore

The most effective systems combine the growth model with 
the career model.
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Why Do Some Differentiated Pay Systems Fail? 

• Underfunding (Cleveland – Career Ladder)
• No improvement in outcomes (Texas Programs – DATE, TEEG, GEEG, more)
• Quotas (Virginia – NBPTS)
• Management mission creep (Denver Pro Comp)
• Rewarded teachers in the wealthiest schools (Hillsborough – Individual 

Bonus Program, “The Lottery”)
• Created teacher morale problems (Florida School Bonus Program)
• Difficult-to-understand procedures for evaluating teaching, perceptions of 

favoritism rather than performance was driving the system (DC Programs) 
• Political Expedience (Douglas County Colorado) 
• Crazy consequences (Florida – Teachers accountable for students they didn’t 

teach)

Note: Not understanding the powerful and unintended consequences of causal 
effect is a common reasons differentiated pay systems fail.  This is called 
Campbell’s Law in the social sciences and Goodhart’s Law in economics.  Some 
researchers see this phenomenon similar to the “principal-agent problem.”   



Contact information

Jason Edwards

jedwards@aft.org

Rob Weil
rweil@aft.org
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