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Even with the failure of Oklahoma’s State Question 
779 last November by almost 19 percentage points (59.4 
percent against to 40.6 percent in favor), the subject of a 
pay raise for teachers is very much alive in the legislature.1 
Believing that significant public support for teacher pay 
raises persists, at least ten bills addressing the issue were 
submitted by legislators.2 This is motivated by claims of 
a teacher shortage in the state, that Oklahoma’s teachers 
are poorly paid compared to neighboring states, and 
complaints that salaries have failed to keep up with 
inflation. All these assertions, however, should be tested 
against the evidence.

What Teachers Are Paid
The latest federal statistics on teacher salaries that 

allow comparisons across states come from the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) for the 2015-16 
school year. These indicate that Oklahoma’s average 
teacher salary is $44,921. Teachers are contracted for 181 
days of school service, but also receive sick and personal 
day allowances, so they do not have to actually show up 
for all 181 days.3

Teacher school days vary from district to district, 
but a seven-period day is seven hours long for students. 
Teachers generally must show up ahead of the official 
start of the day, usually about a half hour. Typically, 
teachers receive one work period and they are allowed 

a duty-free lunch. Thus, required time in teaching and 
preparation at school is 7½ hours. Many teachers are 
out the door when the last bell rings, but most likely stay 
at least a half hour. Others have extra duties, for which 
they are often compensated, sponsoring extra-curricular 
activities. Coaches have longer days as well, but are 
compensated. Say, on average, all this adds another 1½ 
hours to the typical workday, so that a teacher typically 
works a 45-hour workweek. 

Now, let us give the benefit of any doubt and assume 
that a typical teacher’s own preparations completely 
outside of contracted days takes up another 40-hour 
workweek for a total of 186 days. All told, this amounts 
to an hourly rate of $26.83. This rate of pay, however, 
does not include the value of benefits. When benefits are 
included, pay increases considerably, by about 47 percent, 
or $21,113 for a total average cost per teacher of $66,034.4 
This takes average hourly teacher pay to $39.45.

To be sure, the numbers shown here are averages. 
Some teachers, by the nature of their subject matter, the 
students they teach, the demands of their supervisors, 
and their own consciences, put in considerably more 
time than is illustrated here. On the other hand, there 
are a number of teachers who put in the very minimum 
possible. Some teachers who put in a good deal of 
time and are highly effective are paid well below the 
average hourly pay illustrated above. Some who put in 
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the minimum of time are paid well above that average. 
However, most of the discussion and evidence regarding 
teacher pay in Oklahoma surrounds averages, so that is 
what is illustrated here. 

Recent Trends in Teacher Pay
Just after the national Great Recession (2007-2009), 

in 2010, the nation’s inflation-adjusted teacher salary 
reached its all-time peak. So did Oklahoma’s. (See 
Figures 1 and 2, below.) Teachers’ salaries were buoyed 
by President Obama’s anti-recession program, which 
pumped federal dollars into public education and 
were evidently substantially used to increase teacher 
salaries. Thus, teachers were insulated from the early 
impact of the Great Recession. Since then, the inflation-
adjusted average salary for Oklahoma teachers has 
fallen some $7,500 in 2016 dollars. About $4,500 of 
this drop can be attributed purely to salaries failing to 
keep up with inflation.5 Part of the decrease might be 
attributed to younger teachers, given the school-age 
population increase the state has seen, as well as school 
administrators’ reactions to budget cuts.

Oklahoma’s teachers are earning an average of $13,600 
more in 2016 than in 2000, which is also almost $1,000 
more after adjustment for inflation.6 This is because 
Oklahoma’s average teacher salary in 2010 was quite high, 
historically and relative to other states. 

In 2010, after adjusting for cost of living, Oklahoma 
had the 14th-highest average teacher salary in the nation, 
immediately behind Texas, whose average was only 
$80 higher in purchasing power.7 Total pay for teachers 
in Oklahoma, taking benefits into account, was likely 
much higher than in Texas, given Oklahoma’s relatively 
generous benefits.8 Proposed pay raises pending before 
the legislature would ultimately bring Oklahoma teacher 
pay either back on par with the pre-recession salary 
average or exceed it.

Nationally, the rate of increase in the inflation-
adjusted national average annual salary for teachers 
slowed around 1990, long before the Great Recession’s 
onset (see Figure 2). The peak in teacher salary occurred 
during the 2009-10 school year, the final year federal 
funding helped to significantly offset the recession’s 
impact on public education. In 2011-12, there was a 
marked decline in the average annual salary, and an even 
bigger drop the next year. As measured by the national 
average, teacher salaries have only begun to recover.

Regarding the long-term trend, Oklahoma’s inflation-

adjusted average teacher salary has actually outperformed 
the nation’s average. Figure 1 shows that Oklahoma’s 
average teacher salary has fallen, but only to the long-
term trend, which is almost flat. Figure 2 shows that 
the national average has yet to recover to the long-term 
trend.

Despite the lack of full recovery nationally, teachers 
have, on the whole, done as well or better than Americans 
in general. Changes in the inflation-adjusted national 
average teacher salary stack up favorably when compared 
to changes in average inflation-adjusted household 
median income in the last 20 years. Household median 
income reached its peak way back in 1999. After the Great 
Recession, it reached a low last seen in 1995.9 

Overall, teachers have seen less volatility in their 
incomes than have most Americans. They have also seen 
less volatility in their health insurance and retirement 

Figure 1
Oklahoma Average Teacher Salary 
(Inflation-adjusted: select years, 1970 – 2016)

Source: National Center for Education Statistics

Figure 2
National Average Teacher Salary
(Inflation-adjusted; 1960-2015)

Source: National Center for Education Statistics
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benefits. Most corporations have moved away from 
pension systems, which most teachers still enjoy, despite 
the financial trouble in which many pension systems 
find themselves. Teachers and government employees 
in general have not suffered the same level of upheaval 
that Obamacare has caused for privately-provided health 
insurance, either. 

Oklahoma Teacher Pay Compared 
to Other States

State-to-state comparisons of total teacher 
compensation, including benefits, are difficult to make 
due to how funds for benefits are accounted for from 
one state to another. In national statistics, most of 
Oklahoma’s expenditures on teacher health insurance 
are not included. National statistics on education 
expenditures are aggregated from district-level 
expenditures, regardless of the source of funds. However, 
federal statistics fail to account for education-related 
spending where states make expenditures that are part 
of total spending on public education. In Oklahoma’s 
case, most of the spending on teacher health insurance is 
appropriated directly at the state level and is not reflected 
in district accounts, so this expense is not counted in 
federal statistics. The same is true, to some extent, of 
retirement benefits. 

Federal statistics show that total benefits expenses 
as a percentage of total salaries in instruction are much 
lower for Texas than any other state, and half that of 
Oklahoma.10 On the one hand, Oklahoma’s teacher 
health insurance expenses, financed by the state and 

not districts, are not recognized by federal statistics, but 
retirement costs, which are paid by districts, largely are. 
On the other hand, Texas’ retirement expenses, paid by 
the state, are not reflected in the federal numbers, but 
health insurance expenses, paid by districts are. Given the 
offsets in each state’s accounting at the federal level, the 
federal statistic clearly shows that Texas offers teachers 
benefits of much lower value than Oklahoma. How 
states might rank on a salary plus benefits comparison, 
overall, is a matter of speculation since the state/district 
splits would have to be known for every state with some 
precision.

Another issue that impacts relative positions of states 
in a ranking of average teacher pay (salary plus benefits) 
has to do with recognizing and fully paying the costs of 
teacher pension funds. Many states understate the full 
liability of pension funds and, in so doing, are paying too 
little into the funds. Eventually, this cost will have to be 
recognized and paid, but in the meantime, the practice 
of underfunding has the effect of understating benefits. 
Oklahoma is one such state that is guilty of understating 
how much teachers are effectively being compensated in 
this way.11

Despite the greater income stability teachers have 
generally enjoyed, Oklahoma’s inflation-adjusted 
average teacher salary (which does not include the value 
of benefits), following a pattern similar to that of the 
United States as a whole, has definitely seen a bigger 
drop than most states since 2010. Thirty-nine states’ 
average teacher salaries have fallen from 2010 to 2016, 
as shown in Table 1. However, Oklahoma’s teachers have 

lost more purchasing power, on 
average, than any other state except 
Mississippi. One reason for this big 
relative drop is that Oklahoma’s 
average teacher salary was so high 
in 2010, historically and relative to 
other states. Part of Oklahoma’s large 
decline shown in Table 1 was just 
falling back to average, considering 
the state’s low cost of living. 

While it is widely and correctly 
reported that Oklahoma’s average 
teacher salary ranks nearly at 
the bottom compared to other 
states, this fails to take account of 
Oklahoma’s relatively low cost of 
living. Where Oklahoma’s average 

Table 1
Percent Change in States’ Average Inflation-adjusted 
Teacher Salary ( 2010-16)

United States -4.3% Idaho -10.8% Missouri -4.0% Pennsylvania -0.1%
Alabama -4.8% Illinois -10.1% Montana 1.8% Rhode Island 0.9%
Alaska 2.8% Indiana -7.7% Nebraska 1.1% South Carolina -7.1%
Arizona -11.9% Iowa -0.3% Nevada 0.5% South Dakota -1.6%
Arkansas -6.1% Kansas -4.1% New Hampshire 4.0% Tennessee -4.3%
California -2.9% Kentucky -5.1% New Jersey -3.2% Texas -2.4%
Colorado -7.5% Louisiana -13.1% New Mexico -7.3% Utah -8.7%
Connecticut 1.8% Maine -0.9% New York -1.0% Vermont 9.2%
Delaware -5.8% Maryland -5.5% North Carolina -6.8% Virginia -7.6%
District of Columbia 6.8% Massachusetts 1.1% North Dakota 6.4% Washington -9.8%
Florida -4.2% Michigan 0.3% Ohio -8.3% West Virginia -9.0%
Georgia -7.2% Minnesota -1.3% Oklahoma -14.3% Wisconsin -2.8%
Hawaii -5.1% Mississippi -14.8% Oregon -1.1% Wyoming -5.9%

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, author calculations
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teacher salary ranks 48th in the latest National Center 
for Education Statistics (NCES) data, adjusting for cost of 
living moves Oklahoma to 30th, as can be seen in Table 2.

Oklahoma’s current and past cost-of-living-adjusted 
ranking in average teacher salaries shows two things. 
First, Oklahoma’s average teacher salary has lost ground 
compared to the same statistic in other states, falling 
from 14th in 2010 to 30th in 2016. Second, Oklahoma’s 
current ranking would likely be lower had the state 
not ranked so high in 2010. Oklahoma’s teachers have 
suffered a drop in relative pay since 2010, but their 
average pay is still only five positions from the median 

(30th versus 25th) among the states on a cost-of-living 
basis.

Texas’ highest-teacher-salary status among Oklahoma’s 
neighbors partly reflects a decision made there to pay in 
wages instead of benefits and, in a sense, overstate the 
pay of Texas teachers when only salaries are compared. 
While some school districts in Texas might offer benefits 
on par with those of Oklahoma, most clearly do not, 
given that Texas’ reported benefits as a percentage salary 
are so low.12 To the limited extent Oklahoma’s teachers 
have moved to Texas to chase higher salaries, they have 
likely been disappointed by the benefits.

State Adjusted 
Rank

Adjusted 
Average 
Salary

Un-
Adjusted 

Rank

Un-Adjusted 
Average 
Salary

State Adjusted 
Rank

Adjusted 
Average 
Salary

Un-
Adjusted 

Rank

Un-
Adjusted 
Average 
Salary

Alabama 16 $55,683 34 $49,781 Montana 33 $50,408 28 $51,215
Alaska 32 $50,785 6 $67,443 Nebraska 15 $56,568 27 $51,364
Arizona 46 $46,500 46 $45,477 Nevada 23 $53,821 18 $56,943
Arkansas 22 $54,180 39 $48,220 New Hampshire 35 $50,087 15 $58,802
California 25 $53,482 3 $72,842 New Jersey 10 $57,631 5 $69,330
Colorado 43 $47,884 33 $50,039 New Mexico 36 $49,908 42 $47,163
Connecticut 18 $54,638 4 $72,013 New York 11 $57,597 1 $77,987
Delaware 9 $57,700 13 $59,085 North Carolina 29 $51,157 40 $47,985
Florida 38 $49,646 35 $49,199 North Dakota 28 $51,578 31 $50,237
Georgia 6 $59,549 23 $54,190 Ohio 5 $60,787 20 $56,410
Hawaii 50 $29,788 17 $57,431 Oklahoma 30 $51,105 48 $44,921
Idaho 40 $49,091 47 $45,409 Oregon 47 $45,991 12 $60,064
Illinois 2 $63,765 11 $61,342 Pennsylvania 3 $62,976 9 $64,991
Indiana 8 $58,026 30 $50,715 Rhode Island 21 $54,388 8 $65,918
Iowa 7 $59,406 22 $54,416 South Carolina 42 $48,252 38 $48,542
Kansas 19 $54,542 36 $49,197 South Dakota 49 $41,486 50 $42,025
Kentucky 13 $57,216 26 $51,666 Tennessee 20 $54,422 37 $48,708
Louisiana 37 $49,716 43 $46,733 Texas 14 $56,877 25 $51,758
Maine 48 $45,129 32 $50,229 Utah 39 $49,454 44 $46,042
Maryland 24 $53,485 7 $66,482 Vermont 44 $47,463 14 $58,901
Massachusetts 27 $52,475 2 $76,981 Virginia 31 $50,885 29 $50,834
Michigan 1 $69,888 10 $63,878 Washington 41 $48,378 24 $52,539
Minnesota 12 $57,311 19 $56,910 West Virginia 45 $47,011 45 $45,977
Mississippi 34 $50,110 49 $42,744 Wisconsin 17 $55,600 21 $54,766
Missouri 26 $52,581 41 $47,849 Wyoming 4 $62,784 16 $57,761

Table 2
Average Teacher Pay Adjusted and Un-adjusted for Cost of Living, (2015-2016)

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, author calculations
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Teacher Compensation Compared to 
Other Professions

In a comparison of educators to similar professionals, 
the Cato Institute’s, Neal McCluskey has presented 
data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) showing 
teacher earnings in Oklahoma were above the state’s 
average annual earnings for all occupations in 2009.13 
Additionally, McCluskey pointed out teachers earned 
about 11 percent more than similar professionals with 
pay computed as an hourly wage. Teachers commonly 
respond that they often work outside of the school day 
grading assignments or preparing lessons. McCluskey 
countered this by pointing to a study which indicated 
teachers average eighteen fewer minutes worked per day 
than their counterparts.14

In a research paper for the Heritage Foundation, Jason 
Richwine and Andrew Biggs show that “[w]orkers who 
switch from non-teaching jobs to teaching jobs receive a 
wage increase of roughly 9 percent. Teachers who change 
to non-teaching jobs, on the other hand, see their wages 
decrease by roughly 3 percent. This is the opposite of 
what one would expect if teachers were underpaid.” To 
add to the comparison, studies have shown that, by field 
of study, students earning their degree in Education 
average the lowest scores on college entrance exams. This 
serves to illustrate that on the basis of skills, experience, 
and education, teachers are financially better off as 
teachers than if they sought work in another area.15 

When considering if teachers are underpaid, it is 
important to factor in other perks of the job. Teaching is 
unique in that substitute teachers are on standby in case 
a teacher has an emergency or needs to take a sick day. It 
is a particularly appealing profession for men and women 
with families as it allows them to have the same schedule 
and holiday breaks as their children. In terms of earning 
potential, having a substantial break each summer 
provides an opportunity to take on a temporary job for 
additional income.

The Condition of Oklahoma’s Market
for Teachers

Supposedly due to inadequate pay, an alleged teacher 
shortage has become a big issue in Oklahoma, but at best, 
the evidence for such a claim is sketchy and anecdotal. 
A study chiefly commissioned by the Oklahoma Regents 
for Higher Education, and conducted by the American 
Institutes for Research (AIR), shows a future statewide 
teacher shortage amounting to a functionally trivial 0.62 

percent. 
Anecdotes common in the press about teachers 

moving to Texas fail to prove a trend. There are also 
anecdotes, not so common in the press, of fully certified 
teachers having difficulty finding a teaching position in 
Oklahoma, which indicates a surplus of teachers. The 
national unemployment rate for all classes of educators 
is currently 2.9 percent, higher than the 2007 rate of 2.4 
percent, indicating a national surplus. An AIR researcher 
has pointed out the difficulty of identifying the actual 
potential teacher supply in any state, as well as the 
reasons, such as issues with classroom discipline, that 
certified teachers choose not to participate in the teacher 
market.

Stories sensationalizing the rising number of 
“emergency” certifications in Oklahoma are commonly 
cited as evidence of a teacher shortage and the 
need for a salary increase in the state. However, an 
emergency certification requires administrators to 
identify an individual as potentially qualified, a district 
superintendent to write a letter in support, and the 
potential candidate to have either passed, or be signed up 
to take, a nationally-recognized subject knowledge exam. 

So-called emergency certification is less an emergency 
than simply an alternative. It is not uncommon for an 
emergency certified teacher to be fully certified, either 
in another subject in Oklahoma, or in the same subject 
in another state. Through an exhaustive investigation 
of almost 2,200 emergency certifications granted from 
January 2015 through September 2016, it was found that:

1.	 In 2016, only 2.1 percent of all Oklahoma teachers 
were emergency certified,

2.	 The bulk of emergency certified candidates had 
college degrees appropriate to the subject matter 
they were to teach,

3.	 Many emergency certified had master’s degrees; 
several had PhDs; two had MDs,

4.	 Only three school districts – Oklahoma City, 
Tulsa, and Putnam City – represented 39 percent 
of the state’s emergency certification requests, 
but had only 19 percent of the state’s students,

5.	 Forty-one percent of emergency certifications 
were for elementary education and early 
childhood,

6.	 Only 9.4 percent of emergency certifications 
were in Biology, Chemistry, Earth Science, and 
Science, combined,
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Conclusion

Some of the studies cited and summarized in this paper are national in scope and, therefore, do not precisely 
coincide with Oklahoma’s teacher salary situation. However, Oklahoma follows the national pattern. That 
is, in general, when teachers’ salaries are compared to those of other professionals, teachers fare well. When 
recognized benefits are included, Oklahoma teachers are paid nearly $42 an hour. But this is understated when 
one recognizes that the value of retirement benefits are not fully recognized or funded in Oklahoma.

Popular comparisons of teacher salaries across states fail to take account of cost of living, and when cost of 
living is taken into account, Oklahoma’s average teacher pay compares well. Even though it is undeniable that 
the state’s average has lost ground since 2010, the fact is Oklahoma’s teachers were very well paid that year and a 
drop in position relative to other states was almost inevitable, even if Oklahoma had not been wracked by state 
recessions since that time.

Finally, claims of a teacher shortage as justification for a substantial across-the-board salary increase are often 
over-stated and might just be altogether wrong. The best evidence of a true teacher shortage in Oklahoma is that 
its size is trivial, and given the state of the evidence, there could even be a surplus of teachers, and there almost 
certainly is in some subject areas.

7.	 There were no emergency certifications for 
Special Education, and

8.	 In Advanced Math, Biology, Chemistry, Early 
Childhood, English, and Science, 70 percent of 
emergency certification candidates had strongly 
subject-related college degrees.16

Finally, data from 2009 show that only 70.6 percent of 
Education degree recipients were employed full-time (in 
any field, not just education) one year after graduation. 
This indicates that nearly one-third of students 

graduating with degrees in Education were having 
trouble finding employment during a period of still-high 
demand.17 This indicates a tendency in the education 
world toward a surplus of teachers, rather than a 
shortage. Emergency certifications in Oklahoma might be 
an indication of just how willing new teachers desperate 
for a job are to locate where jobs are available.

Given the state of objective information available, 
Oklahoma has, at worst, a teacher shortage trivial in size. 
It may actually have a surplus.
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