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Analysis of Teacher Compensation 
 
Recruiting, Paying and Retaining Teachers – it’s not ‘all about the money’ 
Colorado employs almost 54,000 teachers. According to Harvard’s Center for Education Policy Research, an effective 
teacher is the single more important school-related factor in a child’s learning.1 A great teacher can change your life; 
conversely, a bad one is not merely a waste of time, but often destructive to a child’s learning, outlook on authority, and 
evaluation of both the value and accessibility of education. Crucially, while teacher preparation programs have witnessed 
falling enrollments (down 24% over the past 5 years), nearly a third of Colorado teachers will reach retirement age in the 
next five years. A recent poll shows that only 46% of parents would want their child to become a teacher.2 By and large, 
teachers want to matter – they want to improve the minds and lives of the children in their classrooms. Yet nationwide, 
50% of new teachers hired this year will leave the classroom after five (5) years; 14% go after one year, and 33% within 
three years.3 Within Colorado, annual turnover corresponds at least in part to the perceived strength of the economy: 
when the economy is bad, people remain in jobs and turnover is low; when the overall economy improves, people are 
willing to leave the relatively security of the classroom to find work elsewhere.4 Turnover is highest in certain rural 
districts and in many urban districts where students are more likely to be poor and minority.5 At present, the average rate 
of teacher turnover in Colorado is about 17% per year.6 

The cost of teachers leaving the classroom is enormous for local school districts and the state because districts typically 
invest in new hires and that investment is lost when a teacher goes. The Department of Education along with various 
teacher organizations suggests that ‘better paid teachers stay on the job’, and that ‘better pay recruits better teachers’. But 
research demonstrates that teacher recruitment and retention is more complicated than that and must take into account 
factors such as teacher autonomy in the classroom, disruptive students, excessive workload, school leadership, early peer 
mentoring and support for professional development.7  

Concerning teacher salary, studies have estimated that an increase of 25-40% would be required to incentivize teachers to 
stay in a job given their other concerns.8 The average teacher salary (excluding benefits, of course) in Colorado for 2017-

                                            
1 https://cepr.harvard.edu/teacher-effectiveness 
2 See n. 29. 
3 Basha Krasnoff, “Teacher Recruitment, Induction, and Retention,” Northwest Comprehensive Center at Education Northwest 

(http://nwcc.educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/research-brief-teacher-recruitment-induction-retention.pdf). 
4 Jaclyn Zubrzycki, “More Colorado teachers left their school districts last year”, Chalkbeat May 28, 2015 

(https://www.chalkbeat.org/posts/co/2015/05/28/more-colorado-teachers-left-their-school-districts-last-year/). 
5 Ibid. 
6 http://www.cde.state.co.us/node/34939 
7 Basha Krasnoff, “Teacher Recruitment, Induction, and Retention,” Northwest Comprehensive Center at Education Northwest, p. 5. 

(http://nwcc.educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/research-brief-teacher-recruitment-induction-retention.pdf). 
8 Idem, p. 3. 
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18 is $52,728 with a high of $75,220 (Boulder County, Boulder Valley RE 2) and a low of $29,356 (Washington County, 
Woodlin R-104). Let’s consider the plight of the average teacher: If the teacher has a spouse or child enrolled in the state’s 
health care plan, the state pays a plan subsidy of about $950 per month for medical and dental coverage (this is using 
conservative estimates), averaging out to about $11,400 a year.9 In addition, while teachers are asked to set aside about 8% 
of their salary each year for future retirement10, the state (i.e., taxpayers) adds to that a contribution of 2o.15% of salary 
for retirement11 ($10,625/year for PERA). As a result, if we consider the average teacher salary of $52,728 and add to it the 
annual cost of healthcare ($11,400) and retirement ($10,625), we arrive at a total of $74,753. That’s total compensation. 
Per year. 

There’s an additional factor to consider: the number of hours worked per week and the number of weeks worked per year. 
According to the Office for Personnel Management, an average full time job in America consists of 2,087 hours of work a 
year.12 In a 2008 study, the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that older teachers (age 50 and above) typically spent 
about 42 hours a week on the job, while those in their thirties averaged closer to 36 hours a week, with those in their 
twenties and forties somewhere between the two.13 A similar but more recent study (2013-15) conducted by Central 
Washington University put the average numbers of hours worked per week at roughly 45 hours (9 hours per day in a 
forty-week year).14 On average Colorado teachers work 37 weeks per year (~185 days per year). If we use the more 
generous 9 hour a day average from the Washington study, Colorado teachers work ~1,665 hours per year. If we use the 
lower end of the BLS study, we arrive at ~1332 hours per year. Using the Washington study, Colorado teachers work 
about 80%, or four-fifths, as much as most full-time employed parents. If we then apply the BLS numbers, Colorado 
teachers work roughly 64% (or less than two-thirds) as much as the national average.  

What’s the point? Given the annual state cost per teacher of $74,753, on a per day or per week basis, Colorado teachers 
are compensated on average at the rate of someone who makes between $89,000 and $102,000 year.15 To be sure, there 
are districts where teacher pay seems appallingly low; equally, there are places where it is surprisingly high – but when 
we speak about state averages, add-in the cost to taxpayers of benefits and retirement, and further consider how much 
teachers work, it’s impossible to argue that, on average, they are underpaid and undervalued, especially when the 

                                            
9 https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B3prS1DL76OZVkkzQml4WW1MalU/view. For a teacher with a spouse/partner and two children, the state subsidy 

goes up to a little over $1300 a month, per previous reference. 
10 As of November 2018, teachers contribute 8% of monthly salary for retirement; this number is set to increase to 8.75% on July 1, 2019, to 9.5% on July 1, 

2020, and to 10% on July 1, 2121 per CRS §24-51-401(1.7)(a)(I)-(IV). 
11 Concerning the employer (i.e. taxpayer) contributions, 10.15% is required per SB10-001, an additional 4.5% from the AED (the Amortization Equalization 

Disbursement created in 2004), and a further 5.5% from the SAED (the Supplemental Amortization Equalization Disbursement created in 2006). Under the 
PERA umbrella, the statutorily-mandated 10.15% set-aside contains a 1.02% contribution to the Health Care Trust Fund that helps underwrite retirement 
health care subsidies for PERA members. 

12 https://www.opm.gov/policy-data-oversight/pay-leave/pay-administration/fact-sheets/computing-hourly-rates-of-pay-using-rthe-2087-hour-divisor/ 
13 https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2008/03/art4full.pdf 
14 https://www.cwu.edu/sites/default/files/images/teachertimestudy.pdf 
15 $74,753 x 120% (for the 80% hours calculation) = $89,704; $74,753 x 136% (for the 64% calculation) = $101,664. 
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problematic issue of student results are mixed into the equation. As policymakers we have to ask questions about value; 
that is, Are parents, students, and taxpayers getting their money’s worth? 

A note about PERA: Colorado teachers and other state employees do not participate in the federal social security program; 
instead, they set aside money for and receive their retirements from PERA. Under social security, the average monthly 
payout at full retirement (65 years old) is $1,460 per month (= $17,520/year)16, while the maximum payout possible is 
$2,788 per month (= $33,456/year).17 For PERA members, the average payout in 2016 was $3,193 a month (= 
$38,316/year) for those retiring at 58.8 years of age. Nearly a third (31%) of PERA retirees receive over $50,000 a year – 
contrast that with social security, where no retiree in the country receives that much!18 PERA members also are eligible for 
state-subsidized private health care (i.e., they don’t have to rely on Medicare).  

Last year, in his role as State Treasurer, Walker Stapleton explained that PERA was underfunded to the tune of about $32b 
to $50b (he favored the latter number), and legislative intervention was required to prevent the fund from dragging down 
the state’s credit rating.19 In the alleged PERA fix of 2010 (SB10-001), teachers (who are the largest group participating in 
the fund) were given favored treatment in that their retirement age was maintained at 58, while everyone else was moved 
to 60. SB18-200 was the latest version of PERA reform offered. Passed on the last day of the 2018-19 legislative session, it 
committed taxpayers to an annual, additional ‘contribution’ of $225m, gradually increased employee contributions 2% 
beginning in 2019 (to 2021), made ‘gross pay’ rather than ‘net pay’ the basis for calculating contributions, suspended for 2 
years any ‘cost-of-living’ adjustments for current recipients, capped the annual increase at 1.5%, raised the retirement age 
for those hired in 2020 and beyond to 64 (subject to the ‘rule of 94’, wherein years of service and age must equal at least 
94), put in place certain automatic employer/taxpayer contribution raises, gave local government employees the option of 
joining PERA, and created a bicameral PERA oversight committee in the General Assembly, among other things.20 It is 
worth noting that PERA was allowed to retain its assumption of a 7.25% annual return on investments, teachers were not 
allowed to participate in the ‘defined contribution’ option in place of the current ‘defined benefits’ one, and teachers were 
allowed to retain the possibility of retirement with full benefits at the age of 58. 

On average, Colorado teachers are well compensated for their work, and they can look forward to a far more prosperous 
and early retirement than the average citizen – when we add to this the generally sad state of student results (pp. 8-10), 

                                            
16 https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/chartbooks/fast_facts/2018/fast_facts18.pdf 
17 https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidrae/2018/04/18/maximize-social-security/#62fed2f15918 
18 http://coga.prod.acquia-sites.com/sites/default/files/html-attachments/s_fin_2018a_20180313t140114z5__hearing_summary/18SenateFin0313 

AttachD.pdf 
19 https://www.denverpost.com/2018/02/11/pera-funding-crisis/. I recommend this article; it’s a dismal recitation of the political and financial malfeasance 

and timidity that landed us in a terrible predicament. The otherwise well-written article by Brian Eason contains a deceptive statement, typical of the 
traditional press: “Trouble is, Senate Bill 1 itself had a glaring flaw. The government, even under the original assumptions, wasn’t contributing enough to 
cover the cost of benefits”. For “government” read “taxpayers”; as we all know, the government only acquires financial resources by first taxing or otherwise 
impressing taxpayers. 

20 https://reason.org/commentary/colorado-adopts-significant-pension-changes-for-all-public-employees/ 

http://coga.prod.acquia-sites.com/sites/default/files/html-attachments/s_fin_2018a_20180313t140114z5__hearing_summary/18SenateFin0313
https://www.denverpost.com/2018/02/11/pera-funding-crisis/
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complaints about unfair pay for work seem ill-informed and misguided. We should be asking if Colorado students, parents, 
and taxpayers are getting a fair deal – value for money – or if we’re paying far too much to be content with the results 
we’re getting. 

But a note of caution: a recent national poll, conducted after the teacher walkouts in 2018, revealed that two-thirds of 
Americans say teachers are underpaid, a new high in the poll that has been conducted since 1969. My own view is that the 
public is largely unaware of the facts concerning teacher compensation, especially as the poll shows that only 46% of 
parents want their child to become a teacher because of low teacher salaries and benefits (benefits shown, above, to exceed 
the norm).21 

Republicans have traditionally argued that those who excel in the job should be fairly compensated. In the first place, on 
average teachers are well paid for their work (especially, I would argue, when education results are taken into 
consideration). Secondly, with the passage of SB10-191 a few years ago, Colorado began a process of moving toward a 
more merit-based system when it comes to teacher retention.22 Crucially, SB 191 required that 50% of the effectiveness 
ratings for teachers and administrators be linked to various measures of student academic growth. Teacher unions 
opposed the bill, but it passed with the support of Republicans and ‘Democrats for Education Reform’.23 As part of 
reforming the system, we should contemplate more effective ways to target pay raises for excellent teacher work. 

Importantly, across the country from 1950 to 2009 student enrollment increased by 96% while the number of public 
school teachers increased 252%, yet that number is dwarfed by the increases in non-teaching staff positions (702%) so that 
teachers now make up only about half of all public education employees (in 1950 the number was about 75%).24 In the past 
8 years (2010-2017), Colorado student enrollment has increased 7%, the number of teachers employed has increased 10% 
– but the number of principals and assistant principals has gone up 24%25: Clearly, more money for education does not 
necessarily mean more teachers in the classroom. Why are districts not putting more money into the classroom? 

                                            
21 http://pdkpoll.org/results; see a summary at https://www.ajc.com/blog/get-schooled/new-poll-majority-parents-don-want-their-kids-become-

teachers/Gqdq0h8hbFmkmJpOhVch2J/ 
22 A more thorough discussion of the issue was authored by Ross Izzard, a real whiz on education issues facing Colorado; it can be found here: 

https://pagetwo.completecolorado.com/2015/03/17/strange-bedfellows-teachers-unions-conservatives-and-tenure-reform/ 
23 A digression: Late in the 2018-19 session, when teacher union passions reached their apex, delegates at the Colorado Democrat state assembly booed the 

leader of the ‘DFERs’ and demanded they stop using the appellation ‘Democrat’ in their name. The CEA supported Cary Kennedy during the Democrat 
primary and Jared Polis in the general election. After his win he was notably congratulated by DFER Colorado. In 2016, SB16-105, which would have 
removed the 50% standard in evaluations, was heard in committee and opposed by the Denver Metro Chamber of Commerce, Colorado Succeeds, and 
Together Colorado; the CEA supported the bill. It was postposed indefinitely on February 18, 2016.  

24 See especially Benjamin Scafidi (https://object.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/serials/files/cato-journal/2016/2/cato-journal-v36n1-9.pdf), who observes that 
some of these increases are reasonably traced to remedies for racial discrimination and help for those with disabilities.  

25 https://www.cde.state.co.us/communications/coeducationfactsandfigures 

http://pdkpoll.org/results
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When teachers do leave the classroom, they often join a school’s administration, and you can’t blame them for wanting to 
climb the administrative ladder: in 2017-18 the average teacher in Colorado earned $52,728 a year, while the average 
principal/assistant principal made $87,486, a difference of nearly $35,000! 

Rural education presents its own unique issues. Starting pay is below average, affordable and convenient housing is 
scarce, and the sort of social environment and cultural amenities that would-be new hires have grown accustomed to at 
university are often absent in rural living. Many local rural districts have sought innovative solutions to the problems of 
teacher recruitment and retention; it seems likely that longer-term solutions involve the prospering of rural economies, a 
commitment to local control and a willingness to reward good teachers. Recently, Republicans have initiated efforts to 
address rural teacher shortages by permitting retired teachers to rejoin the workforce without endangering their already-
earned retirement benefits (HB17-1176), and by establishing alternative licensure programs for those who want and are 
academically qualified to teach certain academic subjects despite not having a degree in Education (HB17-1178, HB18-
1095).  
 
 


