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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

Breaking tradition: A fixed-dollar pay raise strategy that benefits teachers and school districts

(Washington, D.C., November 19, 2015) Both teachers and school districts could benefit by switching from the largely unexamined tradition of doling out raises through percentage-based cost of living increases to fixed-dollar payouts, according to a new analysis of teacher compensation policies by Dr. Marguerite Roza, of Georgetown University’s Edunomics Lab. 

This change “would raise salaries in teachers’ earlier years, without changing their lifetime earnings,” writes Roza in the new paper Breaking tradition: A fixed-dollar pay raise strategy that benefits teachers and school districts.
At first blush, these “percentage” raises may seem to be the fairest way to divvy up new salary dollars because every teacher gets the same percentage raise. But the system fails to distribute dollar amounts evenly (because percentages yield different dollar amounts per teacher). Instead, COLAs wind up directing a disproportionate amount of a district’s new monies to a small segment of the teaching force – those least likely to leave teaching. And the percentage practice exacerbates underlying inequities in salary schedules. 

Roza’s analysis examines both the degree to which pay systems for teachers are more heavily back-loaded than for many other professions and the ramifications of this steeper salary curve for teachers, states and school districts. Workers in comparable professions reach their peak salaries by age 40 (with 10 to 15 years’ experience); teachers enter their 40s with much lower earnings on average than they will make in their 50s and don’t hit their peak earnings until age 55 (or with 25-30 years’ experience). 

In a state-by-state analysis, the report shows that some states have much steeper salary curves than others. By comparing mid-career teacher earnings to those at the top of the pay curve, Roza demonstrates how districts in states like New York and New Jersey spend $25,000-plus more on their most veteran teachers than on those teachers’ mid-career peers. Switching COLAs from being paid on a percentage basis to fixed dollars would allow for greater equity in raises for all teachers, newcomers and veterans alike.
Noting that any change in teacher-pay systems is at best difficult and political, Roza observes that changing the COLA is likely the most expedient way to tackle inequities in teacher pay since labor and management negotiate COLAs more frequently than the underlying pay scale (which can be enshrined in district collective bargaining agreements and/or state and district policies). 
Roza clearly states that moving to fixed-dollar from percentage-based COLA increases neither addresses nor solves all issues involved with teacher pay. This new analysis, she says, “examines one slice of the salary pie that school districts potentially have the power to adjust regardless of how many new dollars are available to raise wages.”
Roza’s analysis cites the clear and mutual benefits for teachers and school districts alike that switching to fixed-dollar COLAs could achieve by:
· Helping reduce the high turnover among early-career teachers, where the problem is most acute; 
· Attracting new, highly qualified teachers into the profession; 
· Creating fairer compensation for younger teachers; and 
· Making district finances more sustainable over the long run. 
The complete report, “Breaking tradition: A fixed-dollar pay raise strategy that benefits teachers and school districts” is available on line at: http://edunomicslab.org/fixed-dollar-pay-raise-strategy/.
About Edunomics Lab

Edunomics Lab, a university-based research center dedicated to exploring and modeling complex education fiscal decisions and growing the capacity of education leaders on the topic of education finance.  The Edunomics Lab is affiliated with the McCourt School of Public Policy at Georgetown University. The report is part of the “Rapid Response” brief series, designed to bring relevant fiscal analyses to policymakers amidst the current economic crisis.
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