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e ducation researchers Jay Greene and Marcus Winters said it best, 
“Few clichés permeate our culture more thoroughly than that of the 
underpaid schoolteacher.”1 And nobody perpetuates that cliché better 

than the National Education Association (NEA), the nation’s largest teachers 
union.  

In December, the NEA released its annual estimates of teacher salaries for 
the 2006-07 school year. Over the past ten years, the education establishment 
has been using teacher salary reports from the NEA and the American Federa-
tion of Teachers (AFT) to support a campaign that portrays teachers as victims 
of miserly, unappreciative, and ignorant taxpayers.2 National polls conducted 
over the last twenty years indicate that the campaign is working. At the start 
of the 1980s, polls showed that a plurality of Americans agreed that teacher 
pay was appropriate for the profession. In 1981, 41 percent of respondents said 
that teacher pay was “about right” and 29 percent said that it was too low. By 
1999, only 26 percent of respondents said that teacher pay was “about right” 
and 61 percent said that it was too low. Polls conducted since 2000 revealed 
nearly identical results.3  

Such rhetoric compelled elected officials in a number of states to promise 
teachers multi-year pay increases to reach the national or regional average. In 
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AnnuAl RepoRt on teAcheR pAy
N.C. teacher compensation is more than $5,000 higher than the national average 

k e y  f a c t s :  • When adjusted for pension contributions, teacher ex-

perience, and cost of living, North carolina’s adjusted teacher compensation 

is $55,731, which is $5,401 higher than the U.s. adjusted average compensa-

tion and $4,811 higher than the U.s. adjusted median.

• In a comparison of southern Regional education Board (sReB) states, 

North carolina’s adjusted teacher compensation is $3,683 higher than the 

sReB average and $4,679 higher than the sReB median compensation.

• Despite Governor easley’s effort to increase teacher pay to the nominal 

national average, there is no evidence that reaching a predetermined salary 

level will produce a significant increase in teacher recruitment and reten-

tion or student performance.



2005, Governor Easley announced a plan that would raise teacher salaries to the national average within four years, 
estimated to be $52,266 by the 2008-09 school year.4 Two years ago, the state legislature awarded teachers an average 
4.2 percent increase in salary, and last year they gave teachers an eight percent increase. This year, teachers in North 
Carolina received an average raise of five percent. Following Easley’s precedent, the legislature will likely include pay 
increases of between two to four percent in each of the next two years.

Alongside Governor Easley’s effort to increase teacher pay to the national average, Govs. Brad Henry of Oklahoma, 
Timothy Kaine of Virginia, and Chet Culver of Iowa each promised to raise his state’s average teacher salary to the 
regional or national average. While the teachers unions and their affiliates praise these efforts, raising salaries to an 
arbitrary goal like a regional or national average is conciliatory public relations, not sensible public policy.5 There is no 
evidence that reaching an “average” salary level will produce a significant increase in teacher recruitment and reten-
tion or student performance.6 

Taken at face value, the NEA’s teacher salary report showed that teacher’s salaries in North Carolina were falling 
far behind the nation and the region. The NEA ranked North Carolina 25th in the nation in average teacher pay. They 
estimated that the state’s average teacher salary was $46,410 last year, $4,400 less than the unadjusted U.S. average.7 
The unadjusted salary figures, however, are misleading because they ignore important differences between states.

adjusting for cost of Living, Pension contribution, and experience 

The NEA admits that its rankings of nominal or unadjusted salaries will not produce apples-to-apples compari-
sons of teacher pay across states. The authors of the report caution, 

Further, any discussion of average salary figures in the absence of other data about the specific 
state or district provides limited insights into the actual “value” of those salaries. For example, 
variations in the cost of living may go a long way toward explaining (and, in practice, offset-
ting) differences in salary levels from one area of the country to another.8 

Without a doubt, cost of living is one of the most important differences between states. States such as Connecticut, 
New Jersey, and California have a high average salary and a high cost of living to match. The high cost of living in 
these and other states will weaken the value of a teacher’s compensation. On the other hand, states like North Caro-
lina have a low cost of living, strengthening the value of a teacher’s compensation.

In addition, the NEA’s 2006-07 teacher salary study does not take into account factors such as pension contribu-
tions and teacher experience that more accurately represent teacher compensation in North Carolina and across the 
country. Pension contributions add, sometimes significantly, to the overall value of the teacher’s yearly compensa-
tion.9 

Finally, teacher experience is a critical factor to include in any comparison of teacher salaries. Teachers are paid 
on a scale that increases their salary for each additional year of employment. States with a more experienced teacher 
workforce will post higher average salaries, which will skew the comparison with states that have less-experienced 
teachers. By adjusting for this factor, the experience or inexperience of the workforce will not distort comparisons of 
average teacher salaries for each state, leading to a much more accurate salary comparison at a given level of senior-
ity. On average, North Carolina’s teachers are less experienced than the national average, so the NEA’s salary figure 
artificially deflates the state’s average teacher compensation when compared with other states.

North carolina Is above the National and Regional average

North Carolina adjusted teacher compensation surpasses both the average and the median compensation for the 
nation (see Table 1). North Carolina’s adjusted teacher compensation is $55,731, which is $5,401 higher than the U.S. 



Initial Rank State Average Salary (NEA) Pension Contribution Rates Average Years of Experience  COL Index Adjusted Compensation Final Rank

18 Georgia  $49,905 9.24%  12.3  0.924  $64,756 1

7 Illinois  $58,246 7.64%  13.7  0.969  $63,757 2

12 Delaware  $54,680 6.10%  12.8  1.016  $60,225 3

13 Alaska  $54,658 21.00%  11.6  1.279  $60,179 4

14 Ohio  $51,937 14.00%  14.2  0.939  $59,946 5

11 Michigan  $54,895 7.60%  13.5  0.988  $59,784 6

30 Texas  $44,897 6.58%  12.1  0.900  $59,320 7

26 Arizona  $45,941 7.40%  11.2  1.060  $56,107 8

9 Rhode Island  $55,956 14.84%  13.1  1.183  $55,978 9

25 North carolina  $46,410 2.66%  12.2  0.946  $55,731 10

36 Alabama  $43,389 8.17%  12.3  0.929  $55,450 11

32 Arkansas  $44,245 14.00%  13.4  0.920  $55,234 12

35 Kentucky  $43,646 13.11%  12.9  0.939  $55,018 13

27 Colorado  $45,833 10.65%  12.1  1.033  $54,774 14

1 California  $63,640 8.25%  12.6  1.359  $54,313 15

6 New York  $58,537 7.97%  12.2  1.290  $54,215 16

16 Oregon  $50,911 16.97%  12.9  1.163  $53,586 17

44 Missouri  $41,839 11.50%  13.0  0.911  $53,178 18

21 Wisconsin  $47,901 4.70%  13.5  0.962  $52,133 19

10 Pennsylvania  $54,970 4.69%  14.7  1.014  $52,121 20

5 Massachusetts  $58,624 6.00%  13.4  1.206  $51,911 21

47 Utah  $40,566 13.38%  12.6  0.953  $51,709 22

2 Connecticut  $60,822 15.28%  14.5  1.268  $51,483 23

42 Oklahoma  $42,379 13.43%  14.1  0.900  $51,139 24

8 Maryland  $56,927 11.17%  13.4  1.251  $50,966 25

40 Idaho  $42,798 10.39%  13.6  0.921  $50,920 26

 — U.S. Median $45,941 8.17% 13.5 1.00 $50,920 —

41 New Mexico  $42,780 10.15%  12.3  1.016  $50,905 27

28 Nevada  $45,342 10.31%  12.1  1.097  $50,869 28

23 Indiana  $47,831 13.22%  15.6  0.929  $50,446 29

— U.S. Average $50,816 9.37% 13.7 1.00  $50,330 —

19 Minnesota  $49,634 8.46%  14.1  1.034  $49,847 30

39 Louisiana  $42,816 15.90%  14.5  0.951  $48,582 31

34 Tennessee  $43,816 6.13%  14.7  0.881  $48,474 32

31 Virginia  $44,727 6.62%  13.3  1.007  $48,069 33

49 Mississippi  $40,182 10.75%  13.7  0.916  $47,873 34

22 Washington  $47,882 1.37%  13.2  1.038  $47,824 35

43 Nebraska  $42,044 8.76%  14.2  0.917  $47,408 36

33 South Carolina  $44,133 7.55%  14.5  0.933  $47,365 37

29 Florida  $45,308 6.28%  13.2  1.043  $47,217 38

37 Kansas  $43,334 6.07%  14.4  0.916  $47,043 39

17 Wyoming  $50,692 5.57%  15.3  1.015  $46,522 40

3 New Jersey  $59,920 1.00%  14.0  1.256  $46,463 41

24 New Hampshire  $46,527 5.81%  13.7  1.129  $42,969 42

4 DC  $59,000 0.00%  13.7  1.370  $42,437 43

20 Vermont  $48,370 4.81%  14.2  1.161  $41,514 44

15 Hawaii  $51,922 13.75%  11.8  1.644  $41,101 45

38 Iowa  $43,130 5.75%  16.3  0.939  $40,229 46

45 Maine  $41,596 17.23%  15.6  1.067  $39,549 47

51 South Dakota  $35,378 6.00%  15.0  0.881  $38,309 48

46 Montana  $41,225 7.58%  15.2  1.041  $37,838 49

48 West Virginia  $40,531 24.13%  19.0  0.957  $37,354 50

50 North Dakota  $38,822 7.75%  16.1  0.956  $36,690 51

table 1. adjusted teacher compensation by state and D.c.10  
Salary adjusted for pension contribution, average years of experience, and cost of living.



adjusted average compensation and $4,811 higher than the U.S. adjusted median. North Carolina’s low cost of living 
and lower-than-average teacher experience raised the state’s ranking from 25th on the NEA ranking to 10th in the 
nation when adjusted for pension contribution, average years of experience, and cost of living.12 

Compared with that of our peers, teacher compensation in North Carolina is superb. In a ranking of Southern 
Regional Education Board (SREB) states, North Carolina ranks fourth in both the initial and adjusted ranking. The 
state’s adjusted teacher compensation is $3,683 higher than the SREB average and $4,679 higher than the SREB me-
dian compensation (see Table 2). In the Southeast, only Georgia and Alabama rival North Carolina’s adjusted teacher 
compensation.

the future of teacher Pay

Will Rogers said, “Lord, the money we do spend on Government and it’s not one bit better than the government 
we got for one-third the money twenty years ago.” This is especially true for money that we spend on public education. 
Despite multimillion-dollar increases in teacher pay, it has become clear that across-the-board raises unrelated to per-
formance serve to reward both good teachers and mediocre ones, thus doing little to help students learn.

A January 2007 study by researchers at the University of Arkansas found that teachers who participated in a 
merit pay pilot project produced larger gains in student performance and enjoyed a better working environment than 
those not in the program.13 The authors of the study acknowledge that the scope, duration, and design of merit pay 
programs make rigorous evaluations of their impact difficult.14 Nevertheless, merit pay for teachers is one educational 
reform that shows great promise. Policymakers and elected officials in North Carolina should work toward discontinu-
ing across-the-board pay increases and begin to implement a comprehensive teacher pay program that attracts and 
rewards excellence.

Terry Stoops is education policy analyst for the John Locke Foundation.
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