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Your school’s next big math win starts here. Learn more at prodigygame.com/statechallenge

JOIN THE WORLD’S BIGGEST 
MATH COMPETITION!

It’s on! Create a free Prodigy teacher account, rally your 
students, and unite your school in an epic challenge that 
will send math motivation and school spirit soaring.

Get in the game for a chance to:

 Compete against schools across your state

 Motivate your students with real-time progress and leaderboards

 Win a share of over $1 million in available prizes, including over $200,000
 in tech grants and in-game rewards

 Compete against schools across your state

 Motivate your students with real-time progress and leaderboards

 Win a share of over $1 million in available prizes, including over $200,000
 in tech grants and in-game rewards
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stop receiving print materials from 
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contact-us, or call 202-833-4000.
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MIDWEST
Illinois: Dylan Toth, middle 
school teacher, p29
Indiana: Abby Taylor, 
elementary teacher and 
local president, p49
Iowa: Amy Drake, school 
librarian, p32
Nebraska: London Bercey, 
school counselor, p31
North Dakota: Lisa 
Hendrickson, fourth-grade 
teacher, p30

NORTHEAST
Connecticut: Mia Dimbo, math teacher, p43 
Maine: Mark Ashe, AP economics teacher, p39
Clarissa Henry, professor of biological 
sciences, p46
New Jersey: Faisal Aljamal, assistant 
professor of computer science, p45
Jaclyn Headlam, school counselor, p49
New York: Claire Wladis, professor of 
mathematics, p44
Pennsylvania: Stacie Baur, fifth-grade math 
teacher, p34

SOUTH
Florida: Terri Ellis, associate professor of biology, p44 
Christopher Morales, high school teacher, p32
Maryland: Cindy Porter, paraeducator, p30
North Carolina: Joan Hoffman, career tech teacher, p29
South Carolina: Eric Burress, fine arts teacher, p41
Patrick Martin, English teacher, p42 
Virginia: Leslie Houston, local president, p36

NEATODAY

C L O S E  T O

Find Members From Your Region in This Issue!
Meet these inspiring educators and many others in this magazine. 

WEST
California: Kristie Iwamoto, 
college English instructor, 
p28
Colorado: Zander Epps, 
middle school teacher, p32
Oregon: Langston Hamilton, 
substitute teacher, p32
Washington: Caroline 
Hardin, associate professor 
of computer science, p44
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Important Update 
to NEA Life and 
AD&D Insurance 
Plans

This is a notice for a change made to 
the NEA Life and Accidental Death & 
Dismemberment (AD&D) Insurance 
Plans. 

Maintaining active NEA membership is 
a requirement at the time of application 
and to continue coverage under the 
NEA Life and AD&D Insurance Plans. 
However, with this new change, if you 
fail to maintain your NEA membership, 
you will remain covered under your 
NEA Life and AD&D Insurance Plan 
through your premium paid date.

It is important to note that during the 
time this policy has been in force, a 
claim would have been adjudicated just 
like any other NEA MIT Life Insurance 
policy and a claim paid, if affirmed. 
Therefore, your insurance policy will 
not be cancelled, nor a refund provided, 
back to when your NEA membership 
terminated.

This adjustment provides a 
grace period, allowing members 
who inadvertently let their NEA 
membership lapse to retain their 
insurance coverage temporarily. To 
ensure uninterrupted coverage beyond 
this period, it’s essential to renew 
your NEA membership promptly. 
Maintaining active membership is 
crucial, as all insurance plans offered 
through NEA MIT require NEA 
membership for continued coverage.

For more information about the 
change or to fully review the 
language contained on your rider, visit 
neamitplans.com/certificate-rider-
notification or click the QR code.
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JOIN ME
3 Things To Do  
For Yourself and  
Your Union
Be that trusted adult for a student.
October is National Bullying Prevention 
Month. Research shows that having at least 
one trusted adult at school can minimize 
the mental health toll of bullying. Find out 
how you can help a bullied student at 
nea.org/BullyFree.
 
Resist!
Attacks on public education are coming 
fast and furious. We must take action to 
protect our students and schools. Find out 
how NEA is aligning with local and state 
affiliates so our members can build power 
together for educators, students, and public 
education at nea.org/Protect.

Say no to vouchers.
Voucher schemes strip desperately  
needed funds from public schools and 
direct it to unaccountable private schools 
instead. Much of the money goes to 
families with children who already attend 
private school, leaving our public schools 
with even fewer resources. We must 
continue to fight vouchers at the ballot  
box and in our communities. Learn more  
at nea.org/Vouchers.

Find out how NEA is working 
every day for educators, 
students, and public schools 
in “NEA in Action” (Page 10).

In the News: Protecting Students
“Parents, educators, and community leaders won’t be 
silent as Trump and his allies take a wrecking ball to public 
schools and the futures of the 50 million students in rural, 
suburban, and urban communities across America. We 
will continue to organize, advocate, and mobilize until 
all students have the opportunity to attend the well-
resourced public schools where they can thrive.”

—Becky, New York Times, July 15, 2025 

What I’m Reading
This year marks the 50th anniversary of the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA), on Nov. 29, and the 35th anniversary of 
the Americans with Disabilities Act, on July 26. 
To honor these milestones, I’m learning about 
the disability justice movement by reading 
Disability Visibility: First-Person Stories from 
the Twenty-First Century, edited by Alice Wong. 
This inspirational must-read brings together essays 
from writers with disabilities, advocates, and activists, who share 
stories and perspectives from the disability community.

The collection highlights progress that’s been made since IDEA 
went into effect and encourages important conversations about 
inclusion in education. An informative and a compelling read, it’s on 
NEA’s Disability Booklist! As we mark these meaningful anniversaries, 
we must continue to demand that Congress fully fund IDEA for special 
education students. Learn more at nea.org/IDEA.
 

Stay connected with me 
through Bluesky 
@neapresident.bsky.social.
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Face to Face with NEA members
This summer in Chicago, I joined hundreds of labor and community 
leaders from across the country to collaborate and build power. Our 
goal? To raise our collective voice for workers, not billionaires! During 
my time in the Windy City, I talked with state and local affiliate leaders 
who strategized with us, and partners, about organizing and mobilizing 
to fight back and fight forward in the face of unprecedented attacks on 
public education, workers’ rights, and our democracy. As I spoke with 
these dedicated members, I was so moved by their commitment to 
speaking out and taking action to ensure every public school is a place 
of dignity, opportunity, and respect.

Dear NEA members, 
I am honored to serve as 
your president. 

United, we will reclaim public  
education as a common good and 
transform it into a racially and socially 
just system that actually prepares  
every student—not one, not some, 
but every single student—to suc-
ceed in a diverse and interdependent 
world. Onward!

(Top) I was so inspired by the many NEA members, including those  
from Kansas NEA, who gathered in Chicago to build our union power. 
(Bottom) It was my honor to address the city’s “Good Trouble Lives On” 
protest against the Trump administration’s attacks on civil rights.

B E C K Y ’ S  J O U R N A L  O F 

Becky Pringle     
NEA President

“You are the holders of hope 
and the keepers of dreams. You 
provide love and care to our 
students and to each other. …  
Our country is depending on us, 
on this community, to lead the 
way … from dogmatism back to 
decency and democracy.” 
—Becky, addressing nearly 7,000 delegates 
at NEA’s 2025 Representative Assembly, in 
Portland, Ore.

PHOTOS: NEA
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Manufacturing shapes our world, o�ering limitless opportunities for students 
to innovate, grow, and leave a lasting impact. From welding and machining to 
robotics and engineering, the variety of manufacturing careers is vast, each 
o�ering unique ways to make a di�erence. These careers seamlessly blend 
technical expertise with creativity, paving the way to stability and fulfillment.

Among these diverse options, maritime manufacturing stands out as an 
especially immersive field, providing opportunities for innovation and 
meaningful contributions. Empowering students to build the next 
generation of U.S. Navy submarines and surface ships – marvels of 
advanced technology and meticulous craftsmanship – can lead them 
to engage in groundbreaking projects that redefine what’s possible.

Your encouragement can spark this journey. Inspire students to 
explore the endless possibilities within maritime manufacturing.

Learn more at BuildSubmarines.com/education

Build futures
beyond the horizon
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NEA Urges Colleges to 
Adopt Safe Zone Policy
College campuses should be safe places for 
immigrant students and staff, but today, 
these communities are at risk. NEA’s 
Office of General Counsel recommends 
colleges and universities adopt Safe 

Zone resolutions that outline 
what educators and staff 
should do if U.S. Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement 
attempts to carry out raids on 
their campuses. 

Find sample language at  
nea.org/ProtectHE.

N E A  I N

NEA Grant 
Secures Florida 
Win for Collective 
Bargaining 

An NEA Year-Round 
Organizing grant 
helped the Florida 

Education Association (FEA) 
protect educators’ rights 
and preserve collective 
bargaining.

In 2023, Gov. Ron DeSantis 
signed a law that banned 
payroll deductions for union 
dues and placed an onerous 
new requirement on most 
public employees, including 
educators , to maintain a 60 

percent membership rate within their 
bargaining unit to avoid mandatory 
annual recertification elections.

 Today, FEA is celebrating its 117th 
straight recertification win—clear 
proof that Florida educators stand with 
their union! To date, FEA has had no 
recertification losses. Learn about NEA 
organizing grants at nea.org/YROGrant.

PHOTOS FROM LEFT: BRIAN PHILLIPS; COURTESY OF KASHARA MOORE

NEA Position Echoed in 
Supreme Court Decision
NEA protected public education by 
filing an amicus brief with the U.S. 
Supreme Court, in April, urging the 
justices to reject efforts to force states 
to fund religious charter schools. 

In a major win, in May, the Court 
upheld the principle that public 
dollars must support public—not 
religious—schools. 

Learn more at nea.org/Vouchers.

Florida 
teacher Lisa 
Loyd shows 
off  her ballot 
card—she 
voted “yes” 
for a collective 
bargaining 
agreement.

NEA Challenges 
Wyoming Voucher 
Scheme 
NEA and the Wyoming 
Education Association filed a 
lawsuit, in June, challenging 
the state’s $50 million 
universal voucher program, 
which allows any student   to 
use public funds to attend 
private—often religious 
schools or homeschools—
regardless of family income.  

The lawsuit argued that 
the “Steamboat Legacy 
Scholarship Act,” a voucher 

scheme by another name, 
siphons money from public 
education and violates 
constitutional protections for 
a uniform, publicly funded 
education system. In July, the 
court in definitely halted the 
voucher program. 

Manufacturing shapes our world, o�ering limitless opportunities for students 
to innovate, grow, and leave a lasting impact. From welding and machining to 
robotics and engineering, the variety of manufacturing careers is vast, each 
o�ering unique ways to make a di�erence. These careers seamlessly blend 
technical expertise with creativity, paving the way to stability and fulfillment.

Among these diverse options, maritime manufacturing stands out as an 
especially immersive field, providing opportunities for innovation and 
meaningful contributions. Empowering students to build the next 
generation of U.S. Navy submarines and surface ships – marvels of 
advanced technology and meticulous craftsmanship – can lead them 
to engage in groundbreaking projects that redefine what’s possible.

Your encouragement can spark this journey. Inspire students to 
explore the endless possibilities within maritime manufacturing.

Learn more at BuildSubmarines.com/education

Build futures
beyond the horizon

About 90% 
of students 
attend public 
schools.

(From left) California NEA 
Higher Ed members Kashara 
Moore, Vienna Sa, and 
Jennifer Escobar.
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Discover at 
WasteHeroEducation.com

19 Teaching
Resources for

Educators!

Easily downloadable
in multiple formats

Fully Customizable
with optional script

Available in 
many languages

I N  T H E  K N O W

20.7% — The percentage of school districts with teacher salaries 
that top $100,000.

96%—The percentage of school districts with teacher salaries over 
$100K that are  in states with collective bargaining laws.

800—The number of districts with starting salaries of at least 
$60,000—a 66.2% increase from the prior year.

U.S. states with the highest and lowest average teacher salaries:

HIGHEST:
California
($101,084)
New York
($96,615)
Massachusetts
($92,076)

LOWEST:
Mississippi ($53,704)
Florida ($54,875)
Missouri ($55,132)
 

U.S states and territories with the highest and lowest starting teacher 
salaries:

 
HIGHEST:
District of 
Columbia
($63,373)
California
($58,409)
Washington
($57,912)
 
LOWEST:
Montana ($35,674)
Nebraska ($38,811)
Missouri ($38,871)
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NEA SALARY REPORT: THE LATEST ON EDUCATOR PAY

I N 
T H E

School Support Staff Earnings
National Average Earnings for Education Support Professionals (ESPs)

Higher Education: 
(2023 – 2024) 

$45,662

K-12: 
(2023 – 2024) 

$34,954

The number of ESPs who make 
less than $25,000:

34.5%
Overall, due to inflation, ESPs make on average 
9 percent less than they did 10 years ago.

The Collective Bargaining 
Difference: 

7% MORE
ESPs earn 7 percent more on average 
in states with collective bargaining 
than in states where it is prohibited.

Teacher Salaries

National Average  
Teacher Salary: 
(2023 – 2024)

$72,030 
(2022 – 2023)

$69,381

National Average 
Starting Teacher Salary: 
(2023 – 2024)

$46,526  
(2022 – 2023)
$44,458
But, when adjusted for inflation, average and starting 
salaries are below 2008 – 2009 levels. 

The Collective Bargaining 
Difference: 

24% MORE
Teachers earn 24 percent more on 
average in states with collective 
bargaining than in those where it is 
prohibited.

(K-12 and Higher Education):
(2023 – 2024)
$37,097

The average teacher in the U.S. earned a little more 
than $72,000 last year—a 3.8 percent increase over 
the previous year, according to NEA’s annual educator 

pay reports. That’s the good news. The bad news? Adjusted 
for inflation, the average teacher actually makes less today 

than she did 10 years ago. Too-low pay is a serious problem, 
hindering efforts to attract and retain educators. What can 
you do to help change the equation? Use your voice at the 
bargaining table, and elect lawmakers who respect educators 
and unions.    

The $alary Issue 
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I N  T H E  K N O W

PHOTOS: SHUTTERSTOCK

How Are Educators Using Artificial 
Intelligence in the Classroom?

Only 32 percent of teachers report using artificial intelligence (AI) at 
least weekly, while 28 percent use it infrequently, and 40 percent 
don’t use it at all, according to a recent Gallup survey. For those who 

use AI monthly, the most common uses include: 
• Preparing lessons (37%) 
• Creating worksheets (33%) 
• Modifying materials to meet students’ needs (28%) 
• Doing administrative work (28%) 
• Making assessments (25%) 
Less common applications include grading (16%), providing one-on-one 

instruction (14%), and analyzing student data (12%).
SOURCE: GALLUP

“Managing behavior takes a real toll—physically, mentally, and 
emotionally. We give so much to our students and their families. If 
schools are serious about implementing restorative justice, they 
need to understand that it’s not just students being affected—these 
challenges are hurting the adults, too.” 
— Candice Pastor, teacher, Montclair, N.J. 

Learn how educators are demanding the tools and resources necessary 
to protect students and school staff from behavior that could turn 
violent at nea.org/SafeInSchool.

Fewer Teachers Planning on  
Leaving Their Jobs

Burnout and low pay affect educators across the nation, pushing 
many of them to leave the profession or at least seriously 
consider doing so. Teacher retention has always been a 

challenge, but the factors and conditions that have driven so many 
out of the classroom were worsened by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In 2025, there may be signs of progress. According to a new 
survey by the RAND Corporation, teachers overall are less likely 
to leave their jobs. However, Black and Hispanic educators are 
more likely to report an intent to leave compared with their white 
counterparts.

Teachers’ intention to leave current job

  2023 – 2024 school year   2024 – 2025 school year

All teachers

White

Hispanic/Latino

Black/African American

SOURCE: THE RAND CORPORATION

22%

20%

28%

16%

14%

23%

35%
28%
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Support for “Bell-to-Bell” Cellphone Bans is Growing
Nationwide, more school districts have adopt-
ed restrictions on student cellphone use, often 
mandated by new state laws. The laws often 
apply only during instructional time, but some 
districts are extending these policies to the 
entire school day—so-called “bell-to-bell” bans. 
A Pew Research Center survey found that public 
support for both types of bans is on the rise.

I N 
T H E

HOW FLEXIBLE SEATING CAN  
BOOST ENGAGEMENT

When the physical education teacher at Colleen 
Metzler’s Vermont school said there were exercise 
balls that could be used as classroom seating, 

Metzler took full advantage of the opportunity—and replaced 
all of the seating in her fourth-grade classroom. 

“I got rid of all of my chairs and only had exercise balls,” 
she says. “And it was chaos. Because I was in my first year as a 
classroom teacher, and I had exercise balls that I had no idea how  
to manage!” 

Metzler jumped headfirst into the world of flexible seating 
and learned a lot from that first experience. Now, her classroom 
has office chairs, wobble chairs—and the exercise balls that 
began her journey.  

“As the year went on, I slowly started adding regular 
chairs as another option,” she says. 

While flexible seating may have become more popular 
in schools, it may not be for everyone. But some elementary 
school teachers have noticed that it increases student engage-
ment and reduces behavioral issues. 

Metzler said having these options 
can make her fourth graders feel more 
mature, and thus they take things more 
seriously. “I’m trusting that we can have 
these different seats in our classroom 
and that we can take care of them, and 
we can still attend to our learning. They 
take that very seriously,” she says. “It 

builds confidence.” 
Flexible seating can include 

anything from a wide variety of 
classroom chairs to the way chairs 
and desks are arranged to the  
types of desks, such as standing or 

sitting desks. 
 Metzler’s advice to teachers who 

are exploring flexible seating? First test 
how much movement you can tolerate in 
the classroom before getting distracted 
or compromising your lessons. “We want 
students to move, and we want them to 
get their energy out,” she says. “We also 

don’t want to become so distracted 
that that’s the only thing we can see 
when we’re teaching.” 

—KALIE WALKER

Learn about flexible classroom 
seating at nea.org/Seating.

Support for class  
ban in 2025 
(68% in 2024)

Support for all-day 
ban in 2025  
(36% in 2024)

CHART SOURCE: SURVEY OF U.S. ADULTS, JUNE 2025. PEW RESEARCH CENTER; PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK

74% 44%
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IDEA: 
Important, 
Imperfect, 
and 
Imperiled

STUDENTS SERVED

7.5 MILLION
That’s how many students received special 
education services through public schools in the 
2022 – 2023 school year—about 15 percent of all 
public school students.

FEDERAL FUNDING PROMISE

40 PERCENT
When IDEA passed 50 years ago, the federal 
government committed to pay 40 percent of the 
average per student cost for every special education 
student. It has never met that commitment.

ACTUAL FEDERAL FUNDING 

12 PERCENT
The federal share of the average per student cost was 
under 12 percent in 2025, the smallest share since 2000.

(CONGRESSIONAL RESEARCH SERVICE)

FUNDING SHORTFALL 

$ 38.66 BILLION
That’s how much states and districts across the 
country had to cover in the 2024 – 2025 school 
year, because the federal government fell so 
short on funding IDEA.

(CONGRESSIONAL RESEARCH SERVICE)

WHAT CAN YOU DO?
Tell your members of Congress 
how IDEA funding helps your 
students, and ask them to support 
the IDEA Full Funding Act.
Go to nea.org/IDEAaction.

TAKE 
ACTION
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Jean Crockett knows very well how 
the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) transformed 

life for students with disabilities. When 
she was an elementary school teacher 
in the 1970s, she had a student who was 
non-verbal and would make loud vocal 
sounds during reading time. 

“Fortunately, it was 1978, and the 
regulations in IDEA came into effect,” 
Crockett says. She referred her student 

to the school psychologist, who placed 
the student in a class where he received 
the support he needed. 

Before IDEA, there was no measure 
of whether students with disabilities 
were receiving an appropriate edu-
cation—if they were in school at all, says 
Crockett, now a professor emerita of 
special education at the University  
of Florida.

But that all changed when the 
Education for All Handicapped Children 
Act was signed into law in 1975 (it would 
be renamed IDEA in 1990). The law 
mandated that students with disabilities 
would not be turned away from their 
public school.

While the law was transformative 
for students with disabilities and their 
families, and ushered in a new era of 

ISSUES
AND

50 YEARS OF THE 
INDIVIDUALS 
WITH 
DISABILITIES 
EDUCATION ACT    
By Kalie Walker and   
Amanda Litvinov

PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK

inclusion in public schools, the  
full potential of the law has never  
been reached. 

Will we move forward or 
backward?

From the start, IDEA stated that  
the federal government will pay up  
to 40 percent of the average per pupil 
cost for special education students.  
But the federal contribution has never 

come close to that—it’s currently 
just 12 percent.

Two Trump administration 
proposals could make the 
situation even worse.

In the administration’s efforts 
to dismantle the Department of 
Education, it has cut more than 
1,400 employees and proposed 
that IDEA be managed by the 
Health and Human Services 
agency, which has no experience 
protecting the rights of students 
with disabilities. 

Trump’s stated intention is to 
“move education back to the states” 
by converting formula grants into 
block grants—with little to no federal 
oversight. This would make it much less 
likely that IDEA funding will reach the 
students it was intended to help. 

“States would not have to answer 
to anyone about whether they are 
following the law,” says Tom Zembar, 
NEA’s education policy and practice 
manager. 

“As a result, students in some states 
could receive needed services while 
students in others receive none,” he says. 

NEA has taken legal action to block 
the destruction of the Department of 
Education and supports a bipartisan push 
in Congress to fully fund IDEA. Read on to 
find out how you can help.   
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Of the approximately 2.2 million 
support staff working in K–12 public 
schools, 34.5 percent made less than 
$25,000 in 2023 – 2024. The previous 
school year, 38 percent earned less  
than $25,000. Within higher education, 
12.6 percent of support staff earn less 
than $25,000, and 6.2 percent earn less 
than $15,000.  

The report also found that the 
average wage for a full-time ESP was 
$37,097—only a $1,000 increase over  

the previous year. Higher education 
earnings came in at $45,662; K–12  
at $34,954. For K–12 ESPs, that’s an 
overall increase from $31,190 in the last 
10 years. When adjusted for inflation, 
however, average earnings have declined 
to $28,318 in real 2015 dollars over the 
past decade. 

According to the report, Rhode 
Island had the highest average K–12 ESP 
full-time earnings at $42,940. Full-time 
earnings were above $40,000 in eight 
states—Alaska, California, Connecticut, 
Delaware, Hawaii, New Jersey, New 
York, and Rhode Island—and the 
District of Columbia.  

Oklahoma had the lowest average 
K–12 ESP full-time earnings at $27,656. 
The average K–12 ESP full-time earnings 
were below $29,000 in four additional  
states—Idaho, Kansas, Kentucky, and 
Mississippi.  

The collective bargaining 
difference

ESPs in states where collective 
bargaining is allowed earn, on 

Launch an ESP Bill of Rights campaign in your state
Find sample bargaining language, sample legislation, webinars, 
and all the tools you need for a successful campaign at  
nea.org/ESPBillofRights.

TAKE 
ACTION

average, $38,554. Those who work in 
states where collective bargaining is 
prohibited earn, on average, $35,879,  
a 7 percent difference.  

In 2024, bargaining power fueled 
a major victory for paraeducators in 
Andover, Mass., where Karen Torres has 
worked as an instructional assistant for 
17 years. A hard-fought new contract 
has lifted starting pay from $24,537 
to $39,142 per year. By the end of 
the 4-year contract, the highest paid 
employee will earn $50,103. 

Torres is the 2024 Massachusetts 
Teachers Association ESP of the Year 
and a key member of the Andover 
Education Association bargaining 
team. She says her job has changed 
significantly over the years. 

 “That is mostly due to increasing 
student needs—the academic demands 
and the behavioral and social emotional 
needs—which are nothing like they 
were a decade or so ago,” Torres says. 
“But the compensation just has not 
kept up, and it’s unacceptable.”   

‘Show us that respect’ 
A living wage is a central pillar 

of NEA’s national ESP Bill of Rights 
campaign. Calling on lawmakers to 
invest in school support staff, the 
campaign outlines the top 10 most 
pressing concerns of ESPs. These 
include a living wage, adequate health 
coverage, paid leave, professional 
training and education, and a safe 
and healthy work environment. 
Massachusetts, Virginia, and 12 other 
states have launched the campaign.

“We’re working very hard in getting 
elected officials to stand behind us,” 
Torres says. “Pay us what we are worth, 
show us that respect.”   

The Benefit of Collective Bargaining
ESPs earn 7 percent more on average in states with collective bargaining than in those 
where it is prohibited.

 Bargaining laws cover ESPs

 Bargaining is prohibited

 No bargaining law, but limited bargaining 
 takes place in some states

Average salary, 2023 – 2024. Salary averages are weighted by the number of ESPs. Where no bargaining 
law is in place, the amount of bargaining will vary significantly depending on the state.

SOURCE: NEA ESP EARNINGS REPORT, APRIL 2025

 $38,554

 $35,879

 $34,623

ESP Earnings Lag Inflation
Overall, ESPs make on average 9 percent 
less than they did 10 years ago, adjusted 
for inflation.

Pay in today’s 
dollars 

$37,097

Average 
pay in 

2014 – 2015
$31,190

Pay adjusted 
for inflation

$28,318

 2014  2023 
– 2015 – 2024 

SOURCE: NEA ESP EARNINGS REPORT, APRIL 2025
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Danielle Jones is a special  
education instructional assis-
tant in Virginia’s Arlington 

County schools. She has been 
in her current position 
for seven years and has 
worked in education for 21 
years. Jones has a bache-
lor’s degree and is halfway 
to earning her master’s. 
She works a second job as a 
speech and debate coach and 
has a roommate, like many support 
staff in the district. 

But some colleagues are facing 
even greater financial pressures. “We 
have people who are receiving housing 
assistance, we have people who are on 
food stamps. The pay is just not enough 
to make daily ends meet,” Jones says. 
“We are all dedicated professionals, 
but it is getting difficult to bring 100 
percent, especially if you have to work 
another job. It’s exhausting and it leads 
to burnout.” 

In 2024, NEA surveyed school 
support staff, also known as education 
support professionals (ESP), and found 
that low pay is a “moderate or serious” 
concern for 90 percent of those who 
work in K–12 schools. Thirty-seven 

percent hold a second job, and one-third 
have a moderate or serious problem 

buying food. Many respondents 
also reported that they skip 

routine or preventive  
doctor appointments 
to avoid compounding 
financial strain. 

Staff shortages are 
widespread and will only 

worsen, Jones says, unless 
improvements are made. 

“If people can’t really 
survive on the low pay, 

the staff turnover, the shortages will 
only get worse. These are dedicated 
people, but how do [you] continue if 
you’re thinking your food stamps won’t 
last to the end of the month?”  

ESP earnings don’t keep up 
with inflation 

The annual “Education Support 
Professional Earnings Report” provides a 
pay breakdown for support staff in K–12 
public schools and higher education. 

According to new NEA data, almost 
one-third of all ESPs who worked full-
time in 2023 – 2024 earned less than 
$25,000 per year; and 10 percent earned 
less than $15,000.  

E D U C A T I O N 
S U P P O R T

HOW MUCH DOES 
SCHOOL SUPPORT 
STAFF GET PAID?
FIND OUT WHICH STATES 
PAY THE MOST, THE LEAST, 
AND HOW YOUR PAY 
COMPARES

By Tim Walker

PHOTOS: SHUTTERSTOCK; COURTESY OF DANIELLE JONES

Danielle Jones

The $alary Issue 

p18-19_2510_ESP_Layout 1.indd   18p18-19_2510_ESP_Layout 1.indd   18 9/3/25   12:16 PM9/3/25   12:16 PM



October 2025      21

What happened next?
In the end, Inama resigned. After going back and forth with the principal, the 
superintendent, and the people at the district office, she came to a realization: 
“It’s hard to work for people who you feel are fundamentally immoral,” she says.

Inama was sorry to leave her students in the West Ada School District, but she 
found a new job. Last spring, educators in nearby Boise had turned out to support 
Inama, wearing T-shirts that said, “Everyone is welcome here.” This fall, she joined 
them as a junior high world studies teacher. 

Chief Academic Officer Marcus Myers  
told all district principals to “open your 
eyes to what’s hanging on the wall,” 
according to Myers’ interview on  
The Ranch Podcast.  

In late January, Inama’s principal 
came to her classroom during lunch  
and told her to take the poster down. 
Inama recalls feeling “very, very sad.” 
But she did as she was told, and set the 
poster aside on a table at the back of 
the classroom. 

Her principal told her: “We’re just 
trying to protect you if something were 
to happen.”

But Inama wasn’t so sure. “It seemed 
like they were trying to preemptively 
appease somebody with exclusionary 
beliefs,” she says. 

When her students spied the poster 
on the table, they asked Inama why she 
took it down. 

“I was just like, ‘I don’t even know,’” 
she recalls. Inama realized she didn’t 
have a reason. Any reason she gave 
would sound racist and hurtful to the 
non-white kids in her classroom.

“I literally felt like I had let them 
down,” she reflects. “I was thinking, ‘I 
don’t agree with this.’ To me it’s blatantly 
discriminatory and it’s blatantly allowing 
people with exclusionary views to affect 
my classroom and my students. And 
I felt sick about [my students] even 
knowing that.”

Inama knows her students trust her. 
She works hard to build relationships 
with them. When she looked at their 
faces and heard their questions, 
she thought, “I’m doing them such 
an injustice by being complacent. 
Whatever reason the district has, I don’t 
agree with it.”

So, one weekend in early February, 
Inama returned to school with her 
husband and her 1-year-old baby, and 
she put the poster back up.  

For guidance about 
your rights and pro-
tections, visit nea.org/
Teach-Truth-Know-
Your-Rights-FAQ.

‘These are people’s kids’
Then she emailed her principal, say-

ing that his request to remove the poster 
“goes against everything that we work 
towards and the type of community 
that we dream to have at our school. Is 
not everybody welcome here?”

In an interview with Idaho Education  
News, Inama said, “We (help students 
learn) by making them feel safe. We do 
that by making sure they have food. We 

do that by building relationships 
with them. And, most importantly, 
we do that by making sure that 
they know that they are all 
welcome. … With that being said, I 
have put my sign back up.”

Today, when Inama thinks 
about sending that email to her 
principal, her frustration returns. 
“These are people’s kids who we 
promised to care about and teach,” 
she says.

Her principal told her once 
again to remove the poster, or 
else she would be considered 
insubordinate, and he would get 
district-level officials involved. She 
didn’t—and they did. 

In late February, the chief 
academic officer and the district’s legal 
counsel told her that the poster violated 
the district policy as well as the state’s 
2021 ban on critical race theory. 

— MARY ELLEN FLANNERY

LEARN 
MORE

Sarah Inama’s students signed the 
back of the poster that she was 
forced to take down. (Opposite) 
Inama’s “controversial” poster.
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The classroom poster that led to international headlines and 
Sarah Inama’s resignation says four words: “Everyone is 
welcome here.” Under that message, 10 illustrated hands 

appear in skin tones that range from dark brown to pale pink. 
The message is straightforward: Whether you’re Native, Asian, 

Black, Hispanic, white, or some combination of the above, you are 
welcome in this class. This teacher values you.

For kids who don’t need to hear that message, the poster 
probably blended into the background, says Inama, a world 
civilizations teacher. But for some students, the message needs 
to be seen. “If [the hands] help some students know that I’m a 
teacher who wants everyone to feel welcome, then that’s why I 
have them up,” says Inama, who was working at Lewis and Clark 
Middle School, in Idaho’s West Ada School District, at the time.  

Without the hands, the poster would not have been a 
problem, the district’s chief academic officer told Inama. But 
with the hands, it violated a district policy requiring all classroom 
displays to be “content neutral.” 

Public schools welcome everyone
In May, Inama resigned from her district because of the 

poster—or really, because of what the poster revealed about the 
people she worked for. 

The real cliffhanger in Inama’s story 
came months earlier, when she first 
took the poster down at her principal’s 
request. Right away, she asked herself, 
why am I doing this? What kind of 
message does this send to my students? 
Aren’t public school teachers supposed 
to welcome everyone? Isn’t that 
essential to a public education?  

These are questions that many 
NEA members across the U.S. are 
asking these days, as anti-diversity, 
anti-inclusion laws take hold in many 
states. But based on the thousands 
upon thousands of emails sent to 
Inama and to West Ada school board 
members, most Americans already 
know the answer: They want educators 
to embrace and value all students. They 
want their children to have teachers  
like Inama. 

There was no good reason
Nobody actually complained about 

Inama’s poster. Ever. It only caught her 
principal’s attention in January after 
parents at another West Ada school 
complained on social media about a 
bulletin board with rainbows on it. After 
the district removed that bulletin board, 

O U R
VO I C E S

MEET THE IDAHO TEACHER 
WHO REFUSED TO BACK DOWN

“We (help 
students learn) 
by making them 
feel safe. We 
do that by … 
making sure 
that they know 
they are all 
welcome.” 
—Teacher Sarah 
Inama, in an 
interview with 
Idaho Education 
News.
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FOODS MADE BY 

BACTERIA: 

KIMCHI, YOGURT AND

 SOURDOUGH.  

—Bonnie Senkow, 

Pennsylvania

Baby chicks: 

After our 

classroom eggs 

didn’t incubate.

—Tammy F. 

Coatrack: 

For all the 

coats that 

students leave 

on my bus!

— Jim Matteucci, Illinois school 

bus driver (below)

Five-gallon 

bucket: 

a place for the snails, 

worms, grasshoppers, 

etc., that get collected 

at recess.

— Becky Sisson Dallin, Utah

Gluten-free 

doughnuts: 

So our student with 

celiac disease didn’t feel

 left out on “D” Day. 

—Jody M.

10 

ukeleles and 

51 pairs 

of drumsticks. 

—Maria P.

Dehumidifier: 

My classroom 

was so damp, 

kids couldn’t 

write on paper!

—Melinda Beresford, 

Michigan

Christmas tree: 

For a student 

who didn’t 

have one.

—Terry H.

Alarm clock: 

For a second grader who 

needed to get himself up. 

—Jackie H.

. If something were to happen to you,
would your family be protected?

Over 900K members have completed 
registration for this no-cost-to-you 

benefi t. Scan this code to join them.

Scan the QR code above to register or go to neamb.com/mycomplife

DNTNT08251087022-00001-00
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What’s the Oddest 
Thing You’ve Bought 

for Work? 

SHARE 
THIS

We want to know what’s on your mind. We asked this question on NEA Today’s Facebook page and 
received so many great answers! Keep an eye on facebook.com/neatoday for our next question, and  
share this link with your fellow NEA members. 

O U R
VO I C E S

If something were to happen to you,
would your family be protected?

Over 900K members have completed 
registration for this no-cost-to-you 

benefi t. Scan this code to join them.

Scan the QR code above to register or go to neamb.com/mycomplife

DNTNT08251087022-00001-00
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Even the language we use in 
education is rooted in constant striving, 
she notes: “Words like achievement, 
growth, enrichment, intervention, 
and career readiness are everywhere, 
signaling that there’s always some­
thing more to do, improve, or fix. 
There’s no room in that language for 
stillness, reflection, or ‘enough­ness.’ 
Administrators are pushed to chase data, 
teachers are buried in planning and 
paperwork, and students are 
expected to … prepare for 
futures that never pause.”

The way Swanson sees 
it, rest is not laziness—it’s 
resistance. Prioritizing rest 
teaches students to value 
well­being over output. A 
thriving educator reclaims 
their time, protects their energy, 
and reimagines rest not as a luxury but 
as a necessity—and a form of liberation.

The reality of a white supremacy,  
capitalistic society, she believes, is 
unequal expectations. “We have to work 
twice as hard to be half as good, and 
that’s not just a mindset—it’s a survival 
strategy in a political system that wasn’t 
built for us [Black, brown, women, poor 
people] to thrive,” Swanson notes.

“This labor market was built on 
the backs of kidnapped Black people, 
trafficked across the Atlantic Ocean, 
then held hostage and forced to labor 
as slaves on stolen land,” she says. “We 
need to reckon with that. That legacy 
shows up … in how rest, respect, and 
reward are still unequally distributed.” 
 
Become a rested educator

When Turquoise LeJeune Parker 
was growing up, she internalized a “go, 

go, go” mentality. She and her siblings’ 
schedules were packed with school, 
community, and church. 

“We were incredibly productive,  
but not very balanced at all when it 
came to rest,” LeJeune Parker says. “We 
loved what we did, but we did not 
balance like we should.”

She continues, “Equating one’s worth 
with how much they produce or achieve 

is a reflection of a world that 
encourages us to work until 

we cannot work anymore. 
That we must work until 
we literally pass out. 

“Or if we truly want 
something,” she adds, 
“we will give up every 

aspect of our lives just to 
make that thing happen. That 
giving up includes rest.” 

But LeJeune Parker, who 
works as a media coordinator 
for Lakewood Elementary 

School, in Durham, N.C., says it doesn’t 
have to be this way. 

“When we are strategic, we can  
have balance. And by balance, I mean 
produce, and or achieve greatness, yet 
be resting so that we can be at full 
strength,” she explains.

In order to achieve greatness, 
incorporate rest, and have balance, 
LeJeune Parker believes that school 
administrators need to change their 
mindsets to know that educators can  
be 100 percent all in, make 
great choices, and produce an 
incredible product—and  take 
a break. 

What works for LeJeune 
Parker? She asks for help. 
She doesn’t pretend that she 

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF MEMBERS

How to push 
back against 
a ‘go, go, go’ 
culture 

When we rest, we reclaim our 
humanity—and we model for stu-
dents that they can, too. Here are a 
few tips for building a school culture 
rooted in care, balance, and joy—for 
both educators and students:

• Reduce or eliminate homework 
and testing pressures. Stop 
following rigid pacing guides.

• Design schools that cultivate 
curiosity, care, and connection—
not just compliance.

• Infuse physical activity—dance 
breaks, stretching, and outdoor 
play—into your classes and your 
day, offering mental rest.

• Incorporate yoga or mindfulness 
into the school day for staff  
and students.

• Advocate for structural changes 
that support restoration,  
wellness, and “enough-ness.”

can do it all. And she suggests that 
other educators do the same. “One of 
my volunteers in my library said my 
superpower is asking for help,” she 
shares. “That’s very new for me, but I 
can do it.”

She also emphasizes that edu­ 
cators must learn to say no, without 
expla nation. “We can’t be everything  
to everybody.”

Sundjata Sekou (pronounced 
Sund-Jata Say-Coo) is a hip-hop 

loving, “dope,” elementary  
school teacher in Irvington, N.J. 

You can follow him on Instagram 
@blackmaleteacher and email him 

at sundjata.sekou@gmail.com.

Turquoise 
LeJeune 
Parker
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T R Y 
T H I S

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF MARGARET SWANSON

“Brother Man! Need I remind 
you that hustling and grinding 
is nothing but white suprem-

acist, capitalist patriarchy dressed up 
in Jordans and a little more swag? Get 
some rest, then call me. I’m around.”

I received that text message from 
fellow third-grade teacher Margaret 
Swanson, who saw on social media that 
I was juggling teaching and hosting 
professional development workshops at 
a nonstop pace. 

As educators, we work 
incessantly. The demands of 
teaching, writing, leading 
professional development, 
communicating with 
parents, serving on school 
committees, and much 
more are an endless reality. 

Additionally, low 
salaries in education, 
combined with the rising 
cost of rent, mortgage, groceries, 
child care, health insurance, and 
other necessities, have pushed many 
educators to work second or third 
jobs—tutoring, summer work, and side 
hustles—just to survive. 

The constant drive to earn more? 
That’s hustling. Then there’s the 

RESIST THE 
HUSTLE-AND-
GRIND CULTURE
HOW EDUCATORS CAN 
USE REST TO RECHARGE, 
COPE, AND FLOURISH

By Sundjata Sekou, third-grade 
teacher, New Jersey Education 
Association

unspoken expectation to constantly 
do more—meetings with parents, 
school plays, parties, graduations, and 
assemblies. Most of those things are 
outside our job duties. Yet, we do them 
because we care. That pressure to 
constantly do more is the grind. 

Where did we learn to buy  
into this?

Swanson believes it starts early. 
As students, today’s educators were 
conditioned to believe that test scores, 

following rules, and staying on 
task are attributes that lead 

to rewards. Now, as adults in 
the profession, educators 
often reinforce a system 
that values productivity  
over people. 

“It’s less about helping 
kids explore who they are, 

and more about shaping them 
into future workers who know 
how to perform and obey,” 
says Swanson, who teaches 

in Glassboro, N.J. “Even though we call 
it education, a lot of it ends up being 
about preparing kids to fit into a world 
that’s already decided what success 
looks like.”

Margaret 
Swanson
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A shared responsibility
Addressing cyberbullying is not the 

sole responsibility of any one group; it 
requires a united front. When schools, 
parents, and technology companies 
collaborate, we can move beyond 
simply managing device access and start 
proactively teaching the digital habits 
that spark curiosity, create community, 
and empower students. Learn more at 

nea.org/Bullying. 

A playbook for schools
Creating a safer digital environment 

requires a multifaceted approach within 
a classroom itself. To effectively prevent 
cyberbullying, especially in older grades, 
it’s crucial to initiate discussions at an 
early age. Here are some key strategies 
for teachers:

• Educate everyone: Provide 
ongoing education for students and 
parents on how to recognize the signs 
of cyberbullying and use reporting tools 
effectively.

• Foster a positive climate: 
Implement social and emotional learning 
programs and restorative practices to 
build a culture of empathy and respect  

within your classroom, which is the 
ultimate antidote to bullying.

• Implement smart systems: 
Establish clear, approachable reporting 
systems—like a simple form or a 
dedicated classroom suggestion box—so 
students feel safe reporting incidents to 
you without fear of retaliation.

• Address new threats: Recognize 
that AI-generated deepfakes are the 
next iteration of bullying. Develop 
clear classroom guidelines that treat 
the creation of harmful deepfakes 
as a serious offense with significant 
consequences. 
 

Annual Challenge Deadline:
May 15, 2026

Early Challenge Deadline:
January 9, 2026

FREE Standards-Aligned  
Lessons and Resources 
• For grades 6-12 
• Civic engagement and 

leadership 
• Implement a project and 

compete for grant funds 
from $500 to $5,000 

LET’S GET STARTED!
ExploreActTell.org/registration

A Slide Deck designed to complement 
the Explore.Act.Tell. Lessons. Use this 

presentation tool to enhance your 
teaching and bring the Program to life!  

ExploreActTell.org

NEW!

Jeff Bradbury (left) 
is an instructional 

technology teacher and 
coach, and the creator 

of the TeacherCast 
Educational Network.
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Cyberbullying is a pervasive  
and often invisible struggle for 
our students. Unlike traditional 

bullying, cyberbullying is defined by  
kidshealth.org as the use of technol-
ogy to harass, threaten, embarrass, or 
target another person. Cyberbullying 
can follow a child 24/7, making escape 
feel impossible. 

We need a modern approach— 
a proactive, collaborative effort between 
schools, parents, and technology 
companies, all focused on empowering 
students to become responsible and 
resilient digital citizens.

The digital world never sleeps, 
and harmful content can be difficult 
to remove, compounding its negative 
effects over time.

The statistics are sobering: Nearly 
half of U.S. teens have experienced 
some form of cyberbullying, with 
girls and LGBTQ+ students being 
disproportionately affected. 

The consequences are severe, 
impacting students’ mental health, 
physical well-being, and academic 
performance. It can also cause anxiety, 
depression, and, in the most tragic cases, 
suicidal behavior.

HOW TO STOP 
CYBERBULLIES 
A GUIDE TO A SAFER 
DIGITAL FUTURE

By Jeff Bradbury, technology 
teacher, Connecticut Education 
Association

Instagram: an unexpected ally
Instagram has become a proactive 

partner in finding solutions to 
cyberbullying. A significant initiative 
is the School Partnership Program, 
designed to help educators directly 
report potential teen safety concerns. 
Richard Culatta, CEO of the education 
technology organization ISTE+ASCD, 
notes, “Education leaders have made it 
clear that they need more control over 
social media. ... We’re excited that, now, 
school reports will be heard and acted 
upon in a timely and purposeful way.”

This program provides schools with 
a prioritized reporting channel, ensuring 
that issues will be reviewed quickly. D.J. 
Ashford, a teacher at one of the pilot 
schools, reported, “Within the first week 
of partnering with Instagram, we saw 
bullying posts and profiles taken down. 
Students reported feeling safer, and 
educators felt supported by this  
rapid response.”

In addition to this partnership, 
Instagram offers a suite of built-in anti-
bullying tools. These include comment 
warnings, mention controls, and features 
like “Restrict” and “Limits” that provide 
users with granular control over their 
interactions.

T R Y 
T H I S

PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK; OPPOSITE: COURTESY OF JEFF BRADBURY 
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Those dreams feel further 
away than ever.

My $1,500 biweekly 
paycheck disappears fast. 
Between rent, groceries, a 
car lease, student loans, and 
graduate school tuition (to 
help me move over on the 
salary schedule), there’s  
little left. 

I’m cost-conscious—I 
budget, meal prep, and take 
on extra work. But even 
when I had a roommate, 
I found myself relying on 
balance transfer offers and 
small amounts of credit card 
debt, hoping future raises  
would catch me up. Now I’m 
in my fourth year of teaching, 
and a broken lawn mower or 
auto insurance hike could still 
put me on the brink of crisis.

I’m not looking to 
live lavishly. I just want a 
dignified life, some stability, 
and the chance to plan for 
my future. But with the 
rising costs of housing, 
food, and transportation, I 
wonder: Why isn’t a salary 
just shy of $50,000 enough 
for a master’s-credentialed 
professional in middle 
America?

I love teaching and feel 
lucky to work in my district. 
But the financial stress is 
constant—and I’m not alone. 
Early career educators are 
leaving the profession faster 
than any other group, not 
because they don’t care, but 
because they can’t afford to 
stay. We’re losing talented 
young educators to jobs that 
pay more and ask less. 

We deserve better.
Our communities and our 
students deserve better. If we 
want strong public schools, 
we need to make it possible 
for educators to live in the 
communities they serve.  

I don’t expect educators to be 
able to afford exclusive areas 
like Orange County, California, 
or the Chicago Loop, but we 
deserve wages that reflect 
the real cost of living and the 
real value of our work.

No Progress 
in North 
Carolina
JOAN HOFFMAN
Career and technical 
education teacher,   
in Asheville

I’m lucky to live in such 
a beautiful place—but 
building a stable life here 

on an educator’s salary 
hasn’t been easy. When I  
was hired, I turned down 
higher-paying offers in 
Virginia. Even after more 
than two decades in the 
classroom, I still make less 
than I would have made 
starting out there. 

If I left today, I could 
earn nearly $20,000 more 
elsewhere—along with better 
classroom support. But I chose 
Asheville to be near family, 
and I’ve stayed for love, 
for community, and for my 
students.

Over the past 20 years, 
I’ve watched support for 
public education get slowly 
stripped away. I began this 
career believing that my 
experience and dedication 
would one day be reflected 
in my pay. But the raises 
never came. Steps froze, 
longevity pay vanished, 
and the benefits that once 
made this calling sustainable 
disappeared.

Dylan Toth

To make ends meet, I’ve 
worked nights at the Biltmore 
Estate—a nearby historic 
home and tourist attraction—
and only managed to buy a 
home because my mother 
co-signed the mortgage. 
Many of my fellow educators 
aren’t so lucky. We’re single 
parents, caregivers, and sole 
providers—and still, we show 
up for our students.

When Hurricane Helene 
hit in September 2024, my 
family was already stretched 
thin. Floodwaters from Hutch 
Mountain surged into our 
home. For days, we lived in 

fear—unsure if our loved 
ones were safe. The storm 
devastated our community 
and made Asheville’s housing 
and food insecurity crisis 
worse. It also exposed the 
long-standing disinvestment 
in our public schools, now 
facing even more cuts without 
state or federal relief.

My partner and I often  
ask when we’ll have to 
leave—aging parents 
need care, and our salaries 
don’t stretch far. This is 
why I organize: Because 
staying shouldn’t mean 
struggling, and because our 
students, our schools, and 
this community are worth 
fighting for.  

“Now I’m in my fourth 
year of teaching, and a 
broken lawn mower or 
auto insurance hike could 
still put me on the brink 
of crisis.”  
—Dylan Toth

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF MEMBERS
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THREE NEA 
MEMBERS FROM 
ACROSS THE U.S. 
SHARE WHAT IT ’S 
LIKE TO LIVE ON 
AN EDUCATOR’S 
SALARY IN THEIR 
HOMETOWNS

California 
Dreamin’ 
KRISTIE IWAMOTO
Tenured English instructor,  
at Napa Valley College, in  
San Pablo

 

I am a proud second- 
generation educator and 
NEA member. When my 

father got a job as a public 
school teacher in the Cali-
fornia Bay Area, in 1979, his 
starting salary was $14,000 
a year. The next thing he did 
was buy a three-bedroom 
house. That house—also in 
the Bay Area—cost $69,000. 

Putting this into an in-
flation calculator, $69,000 in 
1978 would be about $350,000 
today. However, the average 
price of a house in the Bay 
Area today is nearly three 
times that amount. 

PHOTO: COURTESY OF KRISTIE IWAMOTO

In Napa County, where 
I’m a community college 
instructor, the average home 
price exceeded $1 million last 
year. It ranks in the top third 
of the most expensive places 
to live in California, but the 
faculty salaries at Napa Valley 
College are ranked in the 
bottom third of the state. 

Even rent for a one-
bedroom apartment, on 
average about $2,100 per 
month, can be a struggle 

for our younger and newer 
faculty. 

As a result, many of my 
colleagues live in the slightly 
more reasonably priced cities 
of Vallejo, Fairfield, Vacaville—
or in some cases even farther, 
putting their commutes 
at over an hour each way. 
Personally, my drive is about 
40 minutes each way. 

These distances affect our 
sense of community, both 
with our students and with 
each other. Faculty salaries 
should reflect the cost of 
living in that area. 

Sadly, in California, and in 
many places across the nation, 
this is becoming more and 
more of an impossibility.

Barely 
Getting by  
in Illinois
DYLAN TOTH
Middle school family and 
consumer sciences teacher, 
in Bloomington

I’m a 24-year-old, third- 
year teacher with two 
bachelor’s degrees and a 

master’s, making $49,000  
a year in Bloomington—a 
middle-class city where I 
struggle to afford to live.

When I accepted my job in 
2021, housing in this historic 
college town was relatively 
affordable. I envisioned that 
after a few years earning 
“adult money,” I could buy a 
modest home, purchase my 
first new car, and even enjoy 
a social life. But since then, 
average housing prices in the 
area have jumped 44 percent, 
and rent has risen 40 percent. 

I Can’t 
Afford to 
Live Where 
I Work

The $alary Issue 
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North Dakota teacher Lisa 
Hendrickson has taught 
for 22 years—and gets paid 
$3,785 a month. “What has 
changed in society to lead to 
this devaluation of education, 
where we don’t prioritize 
teachers and appreciate the 
education of kids?” she asks.

$1,025 a month. Her commute: about  
50 minutes. Her comment? “It was by 
the grace of God that I was able to find 
this place!”) 

Last year, a housing study in Carroll 
County, where Porter works, found that 
a person would need to earn at least 
$63,000 a year to afford a one-bedroom 
apartment locally. Porter is paid  
nowhere near that much—and hence, 
lives far away. 

Porter’s work, as a special  
edu cation paraeducator in a Title 1  
school, is essential (and sometimes 
dangerous), as students’ academic and 
emotional needs escalate. Meanwhile, 
her teacher colleagues often have no 
idea how little she is paid, she says. 
“I’ve started sharing, and they’re going, 
‘What? Whaaat!’”

Porter frequently campaigns for her 
state union’s ESP Bill of Rights, which calls 
for a living wage for school support staff.

PHOTOS FROM LEFT: JAMES LAWSON; MARY ELLEN FLANNERY; COURTESY OF LONDON BERCEY 

Karoline Bethea-Jones
JOB TITLE: School secretary
LOCATION: Bergen County, New Jersey
EXPERIENCE: 11 years in the district
BASE PAY: $65,000

When teachers at 
Karoline Bethea-
Jones’ high school 
call in sick, she picks 
up the phone and 
arranges coverage 
by other teachers. 

It’s a constant, stressful duty, and 
Bethea-Jones does it with grace and 
consideration. 

“I have built such rapport with my 
teachers that they say yes, and say 
it happily, because it’s me who asked 
them,” she says. 

Solving this daily puzzle requires 
personal and organizational skills that 
would be rewarded in corporate America 

with a six-figure salary. Bethea-Jones 
knows this because she previously 
worked as an executive secretary,  and 
her 2007 private-industry salary was 
equal to her 2025 public school salary. 

“I could leave and find a job that 
pays me what I’m worth,” says Bethea-
Jones, who has a master’s degree and 
doctorate in theology. “But I know they 
don’t want me to leave!” 

London Bercey
JOB TITLE: School counselor
LOCATION: Lincoln, Nebraska
EXPERIENCE: Three years
BASE PAY: About $57,000

When London Bercey 
returned home 
after earning her 
master’s degree, 
she first lived with 
her parents to save 
money. Today, she 

has her own apartment but still lives 
paycheck to paycheck, working part-
time as a photographer. The struggle 
to get ahead—to save enough for car 
repairs or an out-of-state vacation—has 
Bercey rethinking her career choice. “My 
goal at first was to serve the public. 
But now, because of the financials, 
my goal is to get a clinical license and 
move outside the school system,” she 
says. Switching to the private sector job 
would immediately boost her pay by 
about $20,000. Staying in her current job 
means waiting more than a decade to 
make that much. Of course, if all things 
were equal, she’d “absolutely” stay. 
Despite the emotional tax of counseling, 
Bercey loves her work. 
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By Mary Ellen Flannery

FROM RURAL TOWNS  
TO MID-SIZE CITIES 
ACROSS THE U.S. , 
EDUCATOR SALARIES 
VARY GREATLY. HOW 
DOES YOURS STACK UP?

Today, Hendrickson’s oldest 
daughter is a North Dakota State 
University student, majoring 
in agricultural education, but 
Hendrickson has advised her to 
become an agricultural extension agent, 
not a teacher. Hendrickson says, “In 
an extension office, she’ll make more 
money, have a more flexible work 
schedule, and probably get better 
medical leave and a better retirement. 
And less stress!”

Cindy Porter
JOB TITLE: Paraeducator
LOCATION: Westminster, Maryland
EXPERIENCE: 26 years
BASE PAY: About $38,000

Cindy Porter is 65 
years old, in her 
27th year in public 
education, and is 
paid so little for her 
work with special 
education students 

that the only place she can afford to rent 
is someone else’s basement. (Her rent: 

Lisa Hendrickson
JOB TITLE: Fourth-grade teacher
LOCATION: Wishek, North Dakota
EXPERIENCE: 22 years
BASE PAY: $62,000

This year, the teachers in Wishek 
(population: 839) each got a $700 raise. 
With that, the town’s new teachers 
finally will clear $50,000, but the raise 
isn’t exactly changing lives. “I think 
about young teachers, maybe with 
young children in sports, maybe some 
still in diapers. Those types of expenses, 
plus child care, really push you to the 
edge,” says Lisa Hendrickson, president 
of the Wishek Education Association. 
“You make just enough to not qualify for 
assistance, but boy, does that put your 
family in a financial crunch.” 

Life in rural America is not 
inexpensive. Commutes are long and 
gas costs the same here as in Minnesota 
(where Hendrickson’s brother teaches 
and makes nearly double what she 
makes). Food at rural grocers is costly. 
Hendrickson often drives an hour to 
Bismarck to stock up on bulk items. 
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How Much Do Educators

GET PAID?
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Thomas Rubio
JOB TITLE: Middle school teacher
LOCATION: Los Angeles, California
EXPERIENCE: 36 years
BASE PAY: $119,000

The lights of 
LA County are 
expensive to turn 
on. According to 
Zillow, the average 
home value is almost 
$900,000! Even after 

36 years as a middle school teacher, 
Thomas Rubio lives frugally. He has a 
35-year-old motorcycle with 200,000 
miles on the odometer and drives 
an 18-year-old Toyota Camry that he 
inherited. After renting for 20 years, he 
bought his late mother’s house, buying 
out his siblings’ shares. “Young teachers 
don’t own. They can’t,” he says. 

Rubio’s union is demanding better. 
The 140-member bargaining team of 
the United Teachers Los Angeles is 
negotiating for starting pay to be raised 
from $69,000 to $80,000 and for the top 
of the scale to hit $134,000. 

Langston Hamilton
JOB TITLE: Substitute teacher
LOCATION: Portland, Oregon
EXPERIENCE: Three years
BASE PAY: $49,000

When Langston 
Hamilton broke a 
tooth, he searched 
online for a cheap 
dentist and went 
with the two-star 
guy who charged the 

least. “I was like, ‘yep, that’s the place 
for me!” Still, it cost him $1,800, almost 
an entire paycheck. 

Hamilton has two master’s degrees, 
and through his union contract, he 
has the potential to make as much 

name

3 easy ways to order!    Online corwin.com    Call (800) 233-9936    Email order@corwin.com

Prepare 
students to 

become confi dent, 
ethical thinkers in an 

AI-powered world.

as $79,000—if he can land a yearlong 
substitute teaching gig. That hasn’t 
happened yet. 

“Hopefully this is the year!” he says. 
“But so long as I can feed myself and pay 
the rent, I can get by on less. … I really 
enjoy the work I do.”

Christopher Morales
JOB TITLE: High school teacher
LOCATION: Fort Myers, Florida
EXPERIENCE: 12 years
BASE PAY: About $56,000

At 5:30 a.m., 
Christopher Morales 
opens his classroom 
and sits down to 
plan lessons and 
grade assignments. 
At 6:30 a.m., he 

does his first of many, many side 
gigs—manning the metal detectors at 
his school’s entrances. At 7:05 a.m., he 
starts sweating—seven classes in seven 
periods. (Forgoing a planning period 
means an additional $2,000.) After 
school? Morales sponsors three student 
clubs, including one paying $880. 
When the sun sets, he’s teaching biology 
at Florida Southwestern College, using 
his earnings to fund his studies. He’s 
on the way to earning a doctorate of 
education. On weekends, he works as a 
janitor. “I’ve been a janitor since I was 13. 
It’s how I paid for college,” he says. 

Today, Morales is a husband, 
stepfather, and valued teacher, 
nominated more than once for district 
teacher of the year. But his pay may 
never match his worth. The teacher 
across the hall—who has 32 years of 
experience—makes just $2,000 more 
than him. 

“I never realized how much [state] 
politics plays a role,” in determining what 
Florida teachers get paid, he says.

Zander Epps
JOB TITLE: Middle school teacher
LOCATION: Thornton, Colorado
EXPERIENCE: Seven years
BASE PAY: $82,000

When Zander Epps 
started teaching, 
he had a bachelor’s 
degree and made 
about $45,000. Since 
then, he has earned 
a master’s degree 

and compiled an additional 50 credits 
to boost his pay to its current level. “My 
wife and I wanted to buy a house and 
start a family and, really, the only way 
to make more money was to get more 
education,” says Epps, who lives in a 
Denver suburb. “I couldn’t pay those bills 
on $45K.” Today, their son is almost 2—
and his child care costs $1,800 a month. 

Amy Drake
JOB TITLE: School librarian
LOCATION: Mitchellville, Iowa
EXPERIENCE: 25 years
BASE PAY: $87,000

Twenty-five years 
ago, Amy Drake was 
a first-year teacher 
at a very tiny, very 
rural school: 350 
K–12 students. Her 
monthly pay? $1,400. 

Today, new teachers in her suburban 
district, outside of Des Moines, start 
at about $46K. Drake, with her three 
master’s degrees, sits on the far-right 
lane of her union’s salary scale. She’s 
also, finally, in a position where she’s 
not taking work home and is able to 
work her contracted hours only. “We 
have an amazing union and a really nice 
partnership between the union and 
school board,” says Drake, about the 
Southeast Polk Education Association.   

PHOTOS: BRENDA ÁLVAREZ (HAMILTON); COURTESY OF MEMBERS (ALL HEADSHOTS)
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WHEN IT COMES TO SALARY SCHEDULES …
DO THIS, NOT THAT! 

LEARN 
MORE

Learn more about educator 
pay in your state at 
nea.org/FairPay.

BONUS TIPS: 
TIP 1: Beware of one-time bonus 
proposals that don’t raise your  
base pay or boost your pension, 
especially in lieu of salary steps.  

TIP 2: Demand competitive entry-
level salaries. Drastically low starting 
pay guarantees higher turnover, 
which is costly to the district.

SCHEDULE B TOTAL
  CAREER 
STEP SALARY EARNINGS

1 $50,000 $50,000
2 $50,500 $100,500
3 $51,000 $151,500
4 $51,500 $203,000
5 $52,250 $255,250 
6 $53,000 $308,250 
7 $53,750 $362,000 
8 $54,500 $416,500 
9 $55,250 $471,750 
10 $56,250 $528,000
11 $57,250 $585,250 
12 $58,250 $643,500
13 $59,250 $702,750
14 $60,250 $763,000
15 $61,250 $824,250
16 $62,250 $886,500
17 $63,250 $949,750
18 $64,250 $1,014,000
19 $78,250 $1,092,250
20 $92,250 $1,184,500

NO
Avoid step values 
that vary throughout 
the salary schedule. 
Chaotic schedules 
hurt educator 
retention efforts.

NO
Long schedules 
force educators 
into extended 
apprenticeships 
that districts 
think will save 
them money.

NO
Avoid “jump steps”! 
Enormous increases 
at the end of the 
schedule undermine 
efforts to attract 
and retain educators. 
Uniform steps are 
better.

   TOTAL
   CAREER 
SCHEDULE A TOTAL EARNINGS    
  CAREER OVER 
STEP SALARY EARNINGS SCHEDULE B OTHER

1 $50,000 $50,000 $0
2 $54,694 $104,694 $4,194
3 $59,388 $164,082 $12,582
4 $64,082 $228,164 $25,164
5 $68,776 $296,940 $41,690
6 $73,470 $370,410 $62,160
7 $78,164 $448,574 $86,574
8 $82,858 $531,432 $114,932
9 $87,552 $618,984 $147,234
10 $92,250* $711,234 $183,234
 $92,250 $803,484 $218,234
 $92,250 $895,734 $252,234
 $92,250 $987,984 $285,234
 $92,250 $1,080,234 $317,234
 $92,250 $1,172,484 $348,234
 $92,250 $1,264,734 $378,234
 $92,250 $1,356,984 $407,234
 $92,250 $1,449,234 $435,234
 $92,250 $1,541,484 $449,234
 $92,250 $1,633,734 $449,234

YES
Step values should be 
as uniform as possible, 
whether a dollar amount 
or a percentage.

YES
Keep it short! 
The fewer steps, 
the more each 
step is worth 
and the sooner 
your members 
will reach their 
“career rate.” 

YES
Consider additional columns 
or “lanes” on the schedule 
that encourage advanced 
degrees and professional 
development. 

TEAR IT &
SHARE IT
Post this in your 
break room and 
encourage others 
to learn about 
salary schedules.

For ease of comparison, these salary schedule 
examples do not include cost of living increases—
but by all means, your union should fight for those!
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SALARY SCHEDULE:

Every 
Step 
You 
Take
By Amanda Litvinov Stacie Baur knows from experience what a 

weak salary schedule can do to a career. 
Baur was hired, in 2012, by the Clairton 

City School District, in Pennsylvania, along with 
14 other teachers. Only four of them remain in the 
district today.

“Most left within a few years, and mostly due 
to the low pay,” says Baur, a fifth-grade math 
teacher. “They couldn’t wait around to make a 
salary they could live off of or start a family.” 

The salary schedule is considered a sacred 
principle of unionism: It establishes a rate of pay 
for each position, called the “career rate,” earned 
by those who have mastered their craft. It also 
defines apprenticeship wages, with “steps” that 
raise a worker’s salary at regular intervals.

Salary schedules are bias-free and prevent 
discrimination by race, gender, grade level taught, 
or academic field. But a weak schedule that takes 
forever to get to the top—like the one Clairton 
had—can cost educators hundreds of thousands 
of dollars over the course of their careers. 

As recently as 2019, teachers coming into the 
Clairton district with a bachelor’s degree were 
starting at just $38,000. Each step on the salary 

PHOTO: COURTESY OF STACIE BAUR

A WELL-
STRUCTURED 
SALARY 
SCHEDULE IS 
ALWAYS WORTH 
FIGHTING FOR!

schedule brought teachers only $500-$750 closer 
to the career rate. Then in years 16 and 17, their 
pay would suddenly increase by $20,000 each year 
(these are called “jump steps” for obvious reasons).

When Baur took on the role of president of 
the Clairton Education Association, in 2017, she 
knew the local needed to strengthen their very 
problematic salary schedule. 

They had their chance to make improvements 
when bargaining commenced in 2020. 

“We knew we needed better 
starting salaries, fewer steps, and 

more valuable steps,” explains Baur, 
who brushed up on salary issues at 
trainings offered by the Pennsylvania 
State Education Association. 

District negotiators acknowledged 
that low salaries and the long wait for 

an enormous raise were pushing teachers 
out the door. In the end, they agreed 
to the union’s demands, resulting in 

tremendous improvements over the five-year 
contract. Once they reduced the enormous jump 
steps at the top, they were able to increase the 
value of all the steps on the salary schedule; raise 
the starting salary by $10,000; and reduce the 
total number of steps to just 11. At press time, the 
local was back at the bargaining table, working on 
even more improvements.

Baur’s best advice for negotiating a better 
salary schedule: “First, educate yourself, whether 
you’re a local leader or a member. This is our salary 
schedule, our money, and we can’t educate the 
district until we understand it all ourselves,” Baur 
says. “Lean on your Uniserv director [a member 
of your state affilate staff] for help—we couldn’t 
have accomplished this without ours!”

What does a good salary schedule  
look like?

Strong and short—that’s the best description 
of an ideal salary schedule. In fact, NEA 
recommends no more than 10 steps to reach the 
maximum salary. 

Why is that important? A “strong, short” salary 
schedule moves employees efficiently from entry 
level to the maximum rate of compensation over a 
reasonable number of steps. 

Look at it this way: Districts want to incentivize 
educators to stay and grow and eventually become 
a master of their craft. But do they really think that 
takes 15, 20, or 25 years? Research shows, it takes 
around 7–10 years in the teaching field. A good 
salary schedule reflects that.   

Stacie Baur

The $alary Issue 
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In a world that’s increasingly interconnected, 
global competency skills are the threads that 
foster connection, collaboration, and cooperation. 

The NEA Foundation’s Global Learning Fellow-
ship o�ers educators a transformative, year-long 
opportunity to deepen their global understanding 
and expand their impact.

application deadline 
Spring 2026

Scan the QR code 
to learn more!
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to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS). Some 
of those skyrocketing 
costs are being passed 
to educators. The 
latest BLS data shows 
that the average cost 
of a public school 
employee’s health 
benefit contributions 

(the portion of the premium paid by 
employees) increased by 14 percent 
between 2018 and 2022. 

According to the latest national 
salary data, public school teachers’ 
salaries increased only 10 percent in 
the same time frame. In other words, 

Don’t Let Health Care  
Swallow Your Raise
By Cindy Long

This year, the Fairfax Educa-
tion Association made history 
by ratifying its first collective 

bargaining agreement in nearly 50 
years! The groundbreaking con-
tract includes not only a 6 percent 
pay increase but also improved 
health-care benefits. 

“This agreement transforms 
our education landscape,” said 
Fairfax Education Association 
President Leslie Houston, when 
the agreement was ratified. “It 
demonstrates what we can achieve 
through collaboration and sets 
a new standard for educational 
excellence in our community.”

The union negotiated the big 
bump in salary to help offset 
sharply rising health-care costs. 
What’s more, they bargained for a 
decrease in health-care premiums 
and out-of-pocket costs, as well as 
to speed up the district’s search for 
a lower-cost health-care provider. 
Another major win was the estab-
lishment of a joint health-care 
committee, co-run by the union and 
the district.

“The idea behind creating this 
kind of health-care committee 
is that it will set our members 
up for many years, giving them 
the opportunity to choose their 
own health-care plan and obtain 
information from the district to 
create transparency and long-
term stability of the reserve,” says 
Cynthia Blankenship, with NEA’s 
Center for Collective Bargaining and 
Member Advocacy.

Since 2018, the overall cost 
of living in the United States has 
increased by 17 percent, but the cost 
of health insurance in general has 
increased by 45 percent, according 

health-insurance premiums and the 
general cost of living are increasing 
faster than educators’ pay raises. 

With education budget cuts  
and a persistent shortage of health-
care providers, costs will likely 
continue to rise. But armed with 
information, union members can 
make a difference. 

Ask your local affiliate if your 
union has a health-care committee—
and if it has a seat at the table 
for decisions about health-care 
programs for school employees. 
Bargaining for lower health-care 
costs benefits the entire school 
community, including the district. 

Leslie 
Houston

PHOTO: COURTESY OF LESLIE HOUSTON

Check out NEA’s report, “Health Insurance Cost and the Impact 
on Salaries,” to learn strategies for protecting your health care 
and how to form a BAC. Go to nea.org/HealthCareCost, and 
share this resource with your union leaders and colleagues.

In a world that’s increasingly interconnected, 
global competency skills are the threads that 
foster connection, collaboration, and cooperation. 

The NEA Foundation’s Global Learning Fellow-
ship o�ers educators a transformative, year-long 
opportunity to deepen their global understanding 
and expand their impact.

application deadline 
Spring 2026

Scan the QR code 
to learn more!

Scan the QR code 
to learn more!

How unions and districts can work 
together on health care
Everyone in a school district has a shared interest in improving the quality and 
affordability of health-care benefits. Forming a joint labor-management benefits 
advisory committee (BAC), allows union and district staff to work together to 
examine health-care plans, share ideas, and find the best options for everyone. 
It’s a win-win for all parties!

Check with your union and district human resources office to see if a BAC already 
exists. If not, reach out to your union representative and share these reasons 
why your union and district should form a BAC, and how to get started.

• A BAC allows members to discuss the health-benefit needs and related 
financial constraints of employees throughout the year. 

• It provides the opportunity for all stakeholders—employer, employee, 
the health plan, and other vendors—to openly discuss what is and is not 
working.

• Members of the BAC should have an equal number of employers and 
employees, but not less than two of each.

• The BAC should survey members, analyze data, discuss details, and 
proposals, and report out to keep everyone in the school informed.

SHARE 
THIS

The $alary Issue 

p36_2510_HealthCareCosts_Layout 1.indd   36p36_2510_HealthCareCosts_Layout 1.indd   36 9/2/25   4:54 PM9/2/25   4:54 PM



October 2025      39

30-year retirement. So, if you anticipate a 
$30,000 annual gap between your retire-
ment income and retirement spending, 
dividing this number by 4 percent would 
mean that $750K in retirement savings 
may be necessary. Then use this rough 
estimate to see if you are on track to reach 
this goal by retirement.

50–60 
years old        

1. Determine whether you still 
need life insurance. By now, your retire-
ment nest egg may be big enough to protect 
your family should you pass away unexpect-
edly. If you no longer need the insurance, 
put any unneeded insurance premiums 
toward your retirement savings. 

2. Reevaluate when you are five 
to seven years out from retirement. 
Ensure that your portfolio is well diversified 
with a few different stock and bond funds. 
This makes managing your portfolio more 

“While behavioral economists 
suggest that human beings tend to 
put too much emphasis on ‘present 
me,’ each of us has our own time 
bias that we need to be aware of.”
—Mark Ashe

ILLUSTRATION: SHUTTERSTOCK; PHOTO: COURTESY OF MARK ASHE

4. Consider appropriate life 
insurance. How much you need depends 
on your goals and circumstances (i.e. paying 
off the mortgage or sending kids to college), 
but choosing low-cost term life insurance 
instead of an expensive whole life policy can 
help you save more for retirement.

40s                     
1. Assess how much you have 

saved. Look at how much you have now 
and how much you may need to save by the 
time you retire. The average retiree spends 
75 percent of the annual income they had 
while working. 

2. Plan for the spending gap.
You will need enough retirement 

savings to make up any gap between your 
expenses and anticipated pension and/or 
Social Security. A simple rule of thumb is 
to divide your annual spending gap by 4 
percent. This can provide a rough estimate 
of how much savings you may need for a 

Road Map to 
Retirement

complicated, but it gives you more options 
when drawing income from your portfolio 
in retirement because sometimes inter-
national stocks go up when U.S. stocks go 
down, and sometimes bond funds go up 
when stock funds go down. This may help 
protect your retirement plan from being 
sidetracked by a declining market.

3. Pay off high-interest debt. 
It’s best to pay off credit cards and other 
high-interest debt. But carefully assess 
whether or not you should pay off a 
mortgage with a low interest rate (below 
5 percent), as keeping your mortgage can 
help avoid cash-flow problems in retirement 
(especially if your investments can earn at 
least 5 percent). It is hard to pull money out 
of a home to buy groceries compared with 
selling a stock or bond fund.

Planning for retirement can  
feel like trying to hit a moving target.  
But regardless of what career stage  
you are in, taking just one meaningful 
step can help you feel 
more confident about 
taking care of “future 
you.”  

Mark Ashe has taught economics and person-
al finance in public schools for more than  

25 years. He is a licensed investment advisor 
and fiduciary. The commentary in this article 

is not professional investment advice or an 
endorsement of any kind. This article is for 

informational purposes only and should not 
be relied on to make any investment decisions. 
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By Mark Ashe, AP economics teacher, 
Maine Education Association

Planning for retirement is inher-
ently difficult. We don’t know 
how long we will work. We 
don’t know exactly how much 
our pension and/or Social 

Security will be. We don’t know how much 
we will spend in retirement. And we don’t 
know how long we will live.

So we face the difficult dilemma of bal-
ancing how much we take care of “present 
me” with how much to sacrifice today to 
take care of “future me.” While behavioral 
economists suggest that human beings tend 
to put too much emphasis on present me, 
each of us has our own time bias that we 
need to be aware of.

The principles below can help you make 
a more informed decision when it comes to 
striking this balance.

General 
principles:  

1. Save something.
Before you start socking money away for 

retirement, be sure you have an appropriate 
emergency fund. Many experts recommend 
three to six months of expenses. Keep these 

ICONS (ABOVE AND OPPOSITE): SHUTTERSTOCK

HOW TO PLAN FOR A 
SECURE RETIREMENT AT 
EVERY AGE AND STAGE 

specific situation and what you can do to 
achieve your goals.

4. Automate.
We all struggle to keep up routines. 

Make life easier and have your investments 
automatically deducted from your paycheck 
or bank account each month.

20–30 
years old            

1. Consider investing in stocks.
While stocks aren’t for everyone, 

younger people should know that the 
worst 30-year return in the U.S. stock 
market since 1926 was an average annual 
rate of 7.8 percent—and that time span 
included the Great Depression, when the 
stock market fell more than 50 percent. 

We don’t know the future, but investing 
$200 biweekly at 7.8 percent for 30 years 
would yield a portfolio of more than $600K.

2. Keep it simple. Depending on your 
risk tolerance, consider investing in a total 
stock market index fund that includes in-
ternational stocks, or a target-date fund that 
automatically gets more conservative as you 
get closer to retirement.

3. Embrace market downturns. 
Historically, the market has always  

recovered from a crash, and many of us 
have made the mistake of stopping our 
contributions or selling investments during 
a market crash. However, these have been 
incredible opportunities for investors.

Road Map to 
Retirement

funds in a high-yield savings account—
which earns an above-average interest rate—
to protect against inflation. Also, prioritize 
paying off high-interest debts. If you have a 
credit card balance with a 30 percent inter-
est rate, it probably doesn’t make sense to 
prioritize money for retirement that may, at 
best, earn 10 percent per year on average.

2. Save in a cost-effective way.
In my experience, many school em-

ployees don’t realize how terrible their 
schools’ 403(b) plans are, which are rife 
with low-performing, high-cost investments. 

For example, I showed an elementary 
school teacher that even though she had 
chosen a good mutual fund from her 403(b) 
provider, the provider charged an outra-
geous fee of 1.25 percent every single year. 
This may not sound like a lot, but over 30 
years of putting away $200 biweekly at a  
7 percent annual rate of return, this fee 
would mean a loss of well over $100,000! 

If your school district doesn’t offer a 
high-quality 403(b) plan, consider putting 
in just enough to get your employer’s  
match (if they offer one) and consider 
putting the rest of your retirement invest-
ments in a Roth IRA (check IRS contribution 
and income limits) and/or in a regular (i.e. 
taxable) investment account. Either way, 
consider sticking with low-cost index funds 
for your investments. 

3. See a fiduciary.
Whether you’re just getting started  

or think you are ready for retirement, 
consider seeing a fiduciary for a financial 
checkup. A fiduciary can help evaluate your 

The $alary Issue 
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percent of pre-K–12 teachers had more 
than one job. Burress supplements his 
income with additional work within 
the school system, including teaching 
performing arts in the district’s program 
for academically gifted students.   

 “People will always tell you, ‘Oh, 
I couldn’t do your job, and you should 
make more,’” says East, who sold auto 
parts on the side for two decades. 
“We tell them, ‘Well, I’ll do my job, 
but pay me more and treat me like a 
professional.’”  

  
The impact of teacher voices  

Educators in states without collective 
bargaining can still win higher pay. Like 
in South Carolina, many of these states 
have notched up major salary wins 
through local or state-level advocacy.  

Still, there’s no denying the union 
advantage. The fact is that educators 
who work in states with collective 
bargaining laws make more money. 

Starting salaries and top pay for 
teachers are higher in states where 

During the 2023 – 2024 school 
year, teachers received the 
most significant year-over-
year pay increase in more 
than a decade. But average 
teacher pay has failed to 
keep up with inflation.   

that teaching in a Title I school, like 
Sumter High School (his alma mater), 
would bring its share of challenges. But 
Burress has deep roots in the community 
and a profound appreciation for the 
impact his teachers had on him. “[This 
was] where I needed to be,” he says. 

That may sound like a “calling,” 
but this well-intentioned term can 
be problematic. Too often it provides 
an excuse to avoid paying educators 
what they need and deserve. Burress 
loves his school, his colleagues, and his 
students, but even with the recent pay 
increase, the district will continue to face 
recruitment challenges, he says.   

“We’ve made progress in retaining 
teachers, but how can we attract new 
teachers on the pay we’re offering—
especially when adjacent districts can 
offer up to $10,000 more per year?” he 
asks. “We have to continue to do better.” 

In South Carolina and across the 
nation, educators holding down two 
jobs is far more common than it should 
be. According to a 2024 NEA survey, 40 

“We have made progress, … but 
how can we attract new teachers 
on the pay we’re offering?” asks 
Eric Burress, who teaches in Sumter 
County, South Carolina.
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Ten years ago, South Carolina 
was hemorrhaging teachers. 

“We couldn’t find anyone. 
Teachers were leaving mid­
year, and hiring subs was 

difficult,” recalls Sherry East, who served 
as president of The South Carolina 
Education Association (The SCEA) from 
2018 – 2025. 

The state reported more than 1,600 
teacher vacancies in the 2023 – 2024 
school year—a huge increase from pre­
pandemic numbers. But South Carolina 
may—may—have turned a corner. As 
the 2024 – 2025 school year began, 
vacancies dropped 35 percent. 

“Teacher salaries have increased 
and most certainly helped drive down 
vacancies,” East says. “In many districts, 
pay rose quite substantially.”  

According to the “2025 NEA Teacher 
Salary Benchmark” report, South 
Carolina ranks 30th nationally in  
starting teacher salary and 36th in 
average teacher salary. The state has 
slowly but steadily climbed the rankings 
every year since 2020, when it stood  
at No. 42.  

By Tim Walker

ARTWORK: SHUTTERSTOCK

SALARY INCREASES  
ARE HELPING TEACHERS 
STAY IN THE PROFESSION, 
BUT MORE PROGRESS  
IS NEEDED

Across the country, teacher salaries 
are heading in the right direction. During 
the 2023 – 2024 school year, teachers 
received the most significant year­over­
year pay increase in more than a decade. 
But even with record­level increases in 
some states, average teacher pay has 
failed to keep up with inflation. Adjusted 
for inflation, teachers are making an 
average of 5 percent less than they did 
10 years ago.   

Still, Eric Burress, a fine arts teacher 
in Sumter County, says the impact on 
educators in South Carolina is real. 

“When I started teaching in 2015, 
I had a mortgage, car payments, and 
everything else that comes with life,” 
he says. “Ten years later, is it easier? 
Yes. Have we been able to retain more 
teachers? Yes. Could it be better? Yes. 
But now I can say, I have my head above 
water. I can finally breathe. And that’s 
something.” 

‘Treat me like a professional’
Burress entered the teaching 

profession in 2015, knowing he would 
take a pay cut from his earlier job and 

Money Changes
The $alary Issue 
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In states where pay has increased 
significantly, the cost of living in many 
of these areas can negate much of the 
positive benefit. Even in states that rank 
in the top 10 for average teacher salaries, 
educators and their unions continue to 
fight for professional pay.  

According to NEA data, the average 
teacher salary in Connecticut is $86,511 
(sixth nationwide), with an average 
starting salary just below $50,000.  
The cost of living in the state, how - 
ever, is 21 percent higher than the 
national average.  

“I know educators who make more 
than $70,000 and still need a second 

job or have two or three roommates,” 
says Mia Dimbo, a math teacher in 
Bridgeport, the largest district in the 
state. Dimbo says the teacher shortage 
in her cash-strapped district is severe. 
“We’re an urban school district and are 
surrounded by wealthy suburbs. At my 
school, we can’t get certified teachers. 
We rely too heavily on long-term subs. 
We haven’t had a science teacher in 
five years.” 

As a veteran teacher, 
Dimbo says she does OK, but 
continually worries whether 
new teachers will ever want to 
work in Bridgeport, if salaries 

LEARN 
MORE

To find out how your state 
stacks up, check out NEA’s 
latest salary reports at  
nea.org/EducatorPay.

remain inadequate. And incoming cuts 
to federal funding—a sizeable chunk 
of Bridgeport’s budget—are an added 
worry. “We get so much from the federal 
government. We already have a huge 
recruitment and retention problem. It’s 
hard to even think about,” she says.

 
The next level 

In South Carolina, the next step 
for The SCEA is to get starting salaries 
up to $50,000 statewide by 2026, a 
goal supported by many in the state 
legislature. “That’s where we need to go 
soon, because we still have a lot of work 
to do to attract and keep teachers in the 
profession,” Crews says. 

The Teacher Compensation Task 
Force that led the successful effort to 
boost salaries in Charleston has been 
rebranded as the Teacher Recruitment 
and Retention Task Force. “We’re looking 
at other issues, like improving working 
conditions and child care,” explains 
Martin. “And we’re sharing our story and 
best practices, because we need to help 
pull up the rest of the state as well, so 
that we’re not just one pocket where 
this is happening.” 

In Sumter County, Burress is 
cautiously optimistic that recent 
increases will continue to help retain the 
educators the district has been able to 
bring in, but salaries are still not high 
enough to attract new people to the 
profession. “We’ve made progress, no 
question. But it’s still difficult to recruit. 
So, with salaries, we have to get to that 
next level. There’s a model we can follow 
in Charleston, so maybe we can catch up  
to them!”  

Mia Dimbo, a math teacher 
in Bridgeport, Conn., says low 
pay is deepening the educator 
shortage in her district.
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collective bargaining is legal. And 
teachers in 9 out of the 10 states with 
the highest average starting salaries 
were all covered by comprehensive 
collective bargaining laws.   

Working in a state where collective 
bargaining is prohibited cuts off a critical 
mechanism for winning higher pay. So, 
educator advocacy in South Carolina 
centers around school boards and the 
state legislature. 

And when The SCEA members tell 
their stories to state lawmakers and 
other elected officials, real change can 
happen, says Dena R. Crews, current 
president of The SCEA. 

“Many lawmakers don’t really 
understand until they hear about our 
lived experiences,” she says. “We are 
their constituents; they represent us. 
So, we need to tell them about our low 
pay and the struggles we endure just to 
make ends meet. It has an impact.” 

 “We’ve gone from $36,000 starting 
salary to $48,000 in three years,” East 
says. “And some districts have been 
able to push that to more than $50,000. 
These are potentially life-changing 
jumps in pay.” 

 
Charleston leads the way 

Nowhere in South Carolina, and 
perhaps in the entire country, have 
these increases been more dramatic 
than in Charleston County. In mid-2024, 
the starting salary for teachers in the 
school district—the second largest in 
the state—catapulted past the state 
average to $56,200 and will increase this 
upcoming school year to $64,000. Before 
the raises, the district had more than 
100 teacher vacancies each year. In early 
2025, after the raises went into effect, 
the district reported a mere handful 
scattered across the district. 

These changes did not come quickly. 
It all started three years ago, when 
Chief Human Resources Officer William 

testimonials,” Martin recalls. “This was 
really key to building the relationship 
with the school board.” 

Budget discussions centered on 
housing costs, instead of arbitrary 
dollar figures or a one-time bonus. So, 
the question was: What do teachers—
particularly those newer to the 
profession—need to earn so they can 
live closer to where they work?  

Starting in 2024, the school board 
began approving a series of measures 
boosting teacher salaries across the 
board. In addition to the dramatic in-
crease in starting pay, the board also add-
ed 12 steps to the district’s pay schedule, 
pushing top salaries well past $100,000 
from a previous limit of $81,000. 

In addition to the resulting drop 
in staff vacancies, says Martin, the 
increases have led to a much-needed 
morale boost in Charleston County. “You 
can see it in classrooms, hallways, and 
out in the community.” 

 
From No. 39 to No. 7 

“Teachers feel respected and valued 
when they are paid well,” says Julie 
Wojtko, president of NEA-Las Cruces, in 
New Mexico. “The salary increases we’ve 
received have made a huge impact.”  

By the 2023 – 2024 school year, New 
Mexico had moved up to 7th from 39th 
in the country on starting salaries, and 
from 49th to 21st on average salaries, 
according to NEA data. 

Meanwhile, in Texas, where Wojtko’s 
sister teaches, salaries have stagnated 
at $10,000 below the national average. 
Veteran educators are especially hard hit. 
“[My sister and I] both have our master’s 
degrees, and my sister works so hard. 
But I make more than her, and that’s not 
right,” Wojtko says. “Texas does not have 
a strong, pro-public education governor. 
… And there is no collective bargaining. 
We have that in New Mexico, and it 
makes a difference.”  

PHOTO: COURTESY OF PATRICK MARTIN

Briggman announced the formation of 
a Teacher Compensation Task Force. His 
motivation? Concern about teacher 
recruitment and retention in the face  
of a meteoric rise in Charleston’s  
cost-of-living. 

“Teachers couldn’t live here or near 
the communities they serve,” says Patrick 
Martin, a teacher at Charleston County 
School of the Arts and a longtime 
advocate for higher pay. Martin offered 
to serve on the task force, although he 
had to manage his expectations first. 

“Sometimes these kinds of groups 
are really just about people, politicians 
usually, just looking for a soundbite,” 
Martin recalls. 

That skepticism quickly evapo-
rated. Briggman put the work in, 
assembling a coalition of teachers, 
principals, businesspeople, and com-
munity members to work together on 
the issue. But it was those educator 
voices that Briggman wanted most  
to highlight. 

“Teachers would come in and tell 
their stories to the school board. The 
district produced videos with these 

Patrick Martin

Money Changes
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was the first—and it had 
the potential to help tens of 
thousands. “And now we’re 
like, it’s never going to see the 
light of day?” she says. 

One or two years into 
their work, these research 
teams have answers—but 
their grant terminations mean 
they can’t share them. “You 
can’t tell me that this is about 
efficiency. This is so profoundly 
inefficient!” Hardin says. “It’s 
throwing away results that 
taxpayers paid for!” 

Ripple effects
For generations, U.S.  

science has been “a marvel,” 
says anthropologist Krista 
Harper, who works with the 
University of Massachusetts 

“There is no way that 
private industry or 
philanthropy or states can 
make up for the miracle 
of U.S. federal science 
funding, which … produces 
so many ripple effects in 
new technologies, new 
science, new medicine.”
—Krista Harper, University of 
Massachusetts anthropologist

where about 1 in 3 students 
qualify for Pell Grants, Ellis’ 
NIH grant was helping low-
income undergrads stay on 
the path to medical school 
or advanced science degrees. 
The grant paid the students  
$1,000 a month to work in 
research labs, including at the 
Mayo Clinic in Florida. It also 
provided structured mentoring 
and tuition assistance.

“The reality is, to get your 
start in biomedicine, you 
have to have undergraduate 
research experience,” notes 
Ellis. And while more affluent 
UNF students have time to do 
unpaid work, she adds, “You 
can’t do it if you’re working as 
a checker at [the supermarket] 
to pay your tuition bill.”

Recently, some research 
grants have been reinstated, 
thanks to a lawsuit filed 
by attorneys general in 
Democratic-led states. Florida 
was not among them. 

Isn’t education  
a priority?

More than 
half of the 
terminated NSF 
grants were 
STEM education 

grants, aimed at 
questions like: What 

will it take to 
get more STEM 

teachers of color? Or how do 
we get more girls to study 
cybersecurity?

Professor Faisal Aljamal 
runs a renowned cybersecurity 
program at New Jersey’s 
Hudson County Community 

Amherst’s Energy Transition 
Institute. In the spring, she and 
her colleagues lost a  
$6 million NSF grant 
aimed at helping 
communities 
move toward 
sustainable 
energy systems.

“It feels like 
a ship going 
down,” she says. 
“There is no way 
that private industry 
or philanthropy or states can 
make up for the miracle of U.S. 
federal science funding, which 
… produces so many ripple ef-
fects in new technologies, new 
science, new medicine.”

Federal grants also produce 
new scientists. At UNF, 

University of North Florida 
professor Terri Ellis led a 
federal grant providing 
low-income students with 
lab experience—the kind 
that would lead to careers in 
medicine or pharmaceuticals. 
It was terminated. 

Faisal Aljamal
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faculty to finish their work. 
Midway through their grants, 
NEA Higher Ed members 
have mountains of new 
information, but not the 
funding to analyze and  
publish it.

Western Washington 
University professor Caroline 
Hardin was two-thirds of the 
way through a three-year 
grant when her NSF funding 
was suddenly terminated. Her 
team’s task? Figuring out how 

to increase the number 
of computer-science 

teachers in the 
U.S., especially 
educators 
of color and 
women. 

NSF also 
terminated Claire 

Wladis’ $2.2 million 
grant that 
supported 

research intended to help 
college students with chronic 
mental and physical health 
issues. “This is an area where 
there is no research,” says 
Wladis, a City University of 
New York professor. Her study 

By Mary Ellen Flannery If you are a parent of 
a child with muscular 
dystrophy, you will want 

to know what’s happening in 
Clarissa Henry’s University of 
Maine lab.

If you have an antibiotic-
resistant infection, Terri Ellis 
is looking for solutions in her 
University of North Florida 
(UNF) lab. 

Climate change. Sudden 
cardiac arrest. HIV prevention. 
Teacher recruitment in math 

and science. These 
issues are among 

current STEM 
challenges—and 
NEA Higher Ed 
members won 
competitive 

federal grants 
to study them  

because they 
have unique 
expertise.

Today, however, Henry 
may have to shutter her lab. 
With the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH) facing a proposed 
40 percent budget cut, her 
grant hasn’t been renewed. 
And Ellis? While her own 

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF MEMBERS

FROM CLIMATE 
CHANGE TO 
CYBERSECURITY, 
FEDERAL RESEARCH 
CUTS ARE KILLING 
INNOVATION

research continues, her NIH 
grant to provide low-income 
UNF undergraduates with paid 
research jobs—the kind that 
would get them into medical 
school or Ph.D. programs—was 
terminated in the spring.    

“This [was] a grant about 
building for the future,” says 
Ellis. Now, not just at UNF, the 
future of American science  
is uncertain. 

‘Throwing away 
results’

This spring, 
NIH terminated 
more than 1,300 
research grants, 
while the Na-
tional Science 
Foundation 
(NSF) terminated 
more than 1,600. 
And while big-name 
universities have taken  
notable hits, the axe has also 
fallen hard at state universities 
and community colleges.

Unlike larger, private 
universities, these institutions 
simply don’t have the money 
to fill the gaps and enable 

Caroline Hardin Claire Wladis
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Meet the 
NEA Today  Shoe Council!
These 10 educators—chosen from among 4,000 applicants—
are the heart and sole of NEA Today’s new shoe council, 
representing the epi-toe-me of professionalism. Look for their 
well-trodden, expert shoe recommendations in the January 
issue of NEA Today!

Daniel Derflinger
Band and chorus teacher, 
Pennsylvania

“Parade season … ”

Madison Sharp
Fifth-grade teacher, Kentucky

“As a fifth-grade teacher, I’m 
basically a professional at giving 
and receiving brutally honest 
opinions!”

Amy Dingfield
Library assistant and more, 
Washington

“I work five different jobs in my 
building and walk no less than 
five miles a day.”

Amber Jirsa
English teacher, Illinois

“I am all about fashionable 
footwear ... and comfort!”

Charmaine Emmanuel
Classroom aide, Florida

“I know that shoes tell a story 
not just of style, but of strength, 
movement, and service.”

Michelle Merciadez
Occupational therapist, New Jersey

“As an occupational therapist, I’m 
on my feet doing yoga, obstacle 
courses, hopscotch … ”

Molly Peddycoart
Special ed teacher/elementary, 
Minnesota

“Sometimes I think my feet  
should be in training as an  
Olympic runner.”

Meera Ramchandran
Science teacher, California

“As a science teacher, I actually do 
a project on biomimetic* shoes!”

*BIOMIMETICS IS THE PRACTICE OF FINDING DESIGN 
SOLUTIONS IN NATURE.

Bryan Stork
School counselor, Ohio

“Oftentimes, I’ll see a student and 
say, ‘Hey, care if I walk with you?’”

Alicia Diozzi
Middle school teacher, 
Massachusetts

“My shoes need to be comfortable, 
but also *not* look as if I shoved 
my feet into a burnt baked potato.”
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College. In 2024, he won a 
three-year, $599,611 NSF 
grant to expand his program, 
especially among women. 
The first year was completed 
in May. “The grant evaluator 
was amazed at what we were 
able to accomplish. And then, 
boom!” Aljamal says. The grant 
was terminated.

“Everybody is talking 
about the international threats 
and the need for our graduates 
at federal agencies,” he says. 
“We’re contributing to our 
country’s defense!”

With these terminations, 
scientific agencies are likely 
trying to comply with 
President Trump’s efforts 
to end federal investments 
in diversity, equity, and 
inclusion. The form letters 
received by faculty simply 
say their work “no longer 
effectuat(es) program goals or 
priorities.” Aljamal asks: Isn’t 
cybersecurity a priority? Isn’t 
computer science a priority?

“People in a lot of areas are 
being left out, and it’s hugely 
detrimental to American 
competitiveness,” Hardin says. 

“How do we get more rural 
students? More women? 
More People of Color? … 
If you want to expand 
opportunities, you have to 
go to the people who don’t 
have the opportunities.” 

Protect 
Academic 
Freedom!

TAKE 
ACTION

The Trump administration’s research 
cuts go hand-in-hand with their attacks 
on academic freedom. Use NEA’s model 
letter to ask your campus administration 
to publicly commit to the principles of 
free speech and academic freedom.  
Visit nea.org/HE-OpenLetter. 

Studying Zebra Fish in Maine:   
A federal investment in   
your health

Forty or so years ago, scientists at the University of  
Utah found an alternative to the laboratory mouse. Meet 
the zebra fish.

“Fish are a fantastic model!” says University of Maine 
professor Clarissa Henry. Cheaper and easier to grow  
than mice, zebra fish also are externally fertilized, which 
means scientists can actually “watch disease happen,”  
Henry explains.

For the past 20 years, Henry and 
her team of students—as many as 4 
doctoral and 12 undergraduate students 
at a time—have used zebra fish to 
study skeletal muscular development.

Fun fact: Your grip strength is a 
better predictor of how long you’ll live, 
and whether you’ll die of a heart attack, 
than any blood test. Muscle strength 
really matters to human beings.

In Henry’s lab, which received more 
than $13 million from NIH over the 

years, her goal is to rigorously investigate what kinds of 
activities promote muscle health.

The implications for humans, especially those with 
muscular dystrophy (MD) are huge. For years, doctors 
have told people with MD to avoid exercise. The cells that 
replenish muscles don’t work well for them. But Henry’s 
team has found a mode that improves muscle structure and 
lifespan, she says. Unfortunately, her NIH money ran out 
this summer—and no money means no lab. Today, Henry is 
searching for new funds.

Clarissa Henry

(Left) City University 
of New York union 
members protest cuts; 
(top, left to right) NEA 
Secretary-Treasurer 
Noel Candelaria rallies 
with union lead ers 
Alec Thomson, Brett 
Smith, and Marcia 
Mackey, in Michigan. 

PHOTOS FROM TOP: COURTESY OF MARCIA MACKEY; COURTESY OF CLARISSA HENRY; 
COURTESY OF THE PROFESSIONAL STAFF CONGRESS. 
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It’s important to know your rights. Every 
educator has protections, whether the bullying 

is based on age, experience level, a 
recent return from maternity leave, 

or another reason. Headlam urges 
all school workers to understand 
the employee handbook and the 
district’s human resources policies. 

Ask your union for help. In 
states with collective bargaining 

rights, educators should understand 
their contract, know when it’s 
violated, and be familiar with the 
grievance process, Headlam advises. 

Even if your state doesn’t have 
collective bargaining, contact 
your union representative or 
state affiliate. They can help 
you understand how you are 
protected and what actions 
you can take to stop bullying 
and mistreatment. 

Help! I’m an 
Educator and 
I’m Being Bullied

PHOTOS FROM TOP: JENNIFER POTTHEISER; COURTESY OF MEMBERS (HEADSHOTS)

recognize the long-term, adverse effects of adult 
bullying on school climate and the profession … if 
it isn’t addressed proactively and constructively,” 
Geisel says. 

A pattern of mistreatment
Fear and intimidation are all-too familiar to 

Abby Taylor, an elementary school teacher and 
president of the Hamilton Southeastern Education 
Association, in Fishers, Ind. 

It all started when the district began moving 
teachers from general education to special 
education, focusing on those who had dual general 
education and special education licenses. As the 
union president, Taylor started asking questions 
about how these decisions were being made.  

“The district’s representative really felt like we 
were pushing back on him,” she says. 

Over time, the district staffer started harassing 
her, raising his voice on the phone, complaining 
to the state union about her, sending her text 
messages, and leaving belittling voicemails that 
said she couldn’t do her job. 

When Taylor recalled these traumatic 
experiences, she needed a moment to compose 
herself. The bullying only stopped when the 
representative left the district. 

You have rights and protections 
Follow the same advice you would give 

a student: Tell an adult. “If the bullying 
offender is district personnel, members 
should inform the principal,” Taylor 
says. “If it is a principal doing the 
bullying, members should tell 
their association representative 
immediately.”  

Research your district’s policies 
on harassment, intimidation, and 
bullying, and create a paper trail by 
sending a follow-up email after every  
face-to-face or telephone conversation,  
Taylor advises. 

Investigate your state laws. In some (but not 
all) states, it’s legal to record conversations with or 
without the other party’s consent. And, if you live 
in Maine, a law that passed in 2021 now protects 
school employees from bullying by administrators, 
school employees, parents, students, or any other 
individual associated with the public school.  

What happens 
when the principal 
is the bully? School 
counselor Jaclyn 
Headlam can tell you.

LEARN 
MORE

Want to know more? 
Watch this prerecorded webinar on 

adult bullying in the workplace at 
bit.ly/NEABullyWebinar. 

Sundjata Sekou 
(pronounced Sund-Jata 

Say-Coo) is a hip-hop 
loving, “dope,” elementary 

school teacher in 
Irvington, N.J. You can 

follow him on Instagram 
@blackmaleteacher and 

email him at sundjata.
sekou@gmail.com.

Abby Taylor
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Help! I’m an 
Educator and 
I’m Being Bullied

By Sundjata Sekou, 
elementary school 
teacher, New 
Jersey Education 
Association

We know what to say to students. 
Don’t remain silent. In a calm, firm 

voice, tell the bully to stop. Avoid the 
places where the bullying occurs.  

But what if the victim is an educator— 
and the bully is a co-worker, administrator, or 
district employee? 

That’s what happened to Jaclyn Headlam, 
a 30-year-old New Jersey school counselor 
who was contracted to work for a school in 
Monmouth County. The principal told her again 
and again that she was too young to be in a 
supervisory role and too young to work on the 
principal’s team. 

Headlam recalls that when she planned school 
trips, the principal would cancel them or allow 
them to happen only if one of the principal’s 
allies went along. And before Head lam could 
meet with students, she had to send a list of 
names to the principal. Then the principal would 
talk with the students and decide whether the 
meetings would take place.  

“This type of behavior is not how counseling 
is supposed to be,” Headlam says. 

She remembers how the principal used 
microaggressions and intimidation tactics 
against her and other school staff. They knew 
to be careful to avoid incurring the principal’s 
wrath, Headlam adds. Fed up with the principal’s 
behavior, Headlam found a new position as a 
school counselor in another New Jersey district. 

ADULT 
BULLYING 
EXISTS IN K-12 
EDUCATION, 
AND IT ’S 
HARMING 
THE SCHOOL 
CLIMATE 
AND THE 
PROFESSION

How do you know if you’re  
being bullied? 

Richard T. Geisel, a professor of education 
leadership at Michigan’s Grand Valley State 
University, notes that in the education field, 
“We are in the people business, so it’s not 
surprising that it’s a workplace environment that 
occasionally lends itself to conflict, disagreement, 
hurt feelings, and sometimes adverse employment 
actions.” But bullying, he says, “is something 
entirely different that erodes the dignity and 
humanity of the individual being bullied.” 

“An Examination of Adult Bullying in the K-12 
Workplace: Implications for School Leaders,” pub-
lished in the School Leadership Review, Geisel and 
co-author Cynthia J. Kleinheksel define adult bullying 
as the “repeated, persistent, non-physical mistreat-
ment of a person that threatens the psychological 
integrity, safety, and health of the target.”  

The researchers cite examples such as 
“spreading false information about a worker, 
spreading malicious gossip, discrediting a person’s 
work performance, making personal character 
attacks, isolating a worker physically or by not 
including them in communication loops required 
to do their jobs, or belittling them.”  

Adult bullying, the authors write, can cause 
victims to withdraw, experience distress, or believe 
they are to blame for the harassment.  

“The first thing to do is to simply acknowledge 
that adult bullying exists in K–12 education and to 
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“Superman, too, was once an 
outsider, a newcomer to America,” Smyth 
notes. “A superhero reminding us that 
we are all Americans sends a powerful 
message to students.”  

For his lessons on war and their 
aftermath, Smyth uses a Superman 
comic from 1985, where the superhero 
is the sole survivor of a nuclear war. The 
comic reflects society’s fears of the Cold 
War and the threat of nuclear bombs 
more viscerally than a traditional text.  

He also introduces contemporary 
comics, such as Marvel’s Madaya Mom, 
a comic that tells the true story of a 
mother and her five children who were 
trapped inside the Syrian town of 
Madaya for more than a year.  

The comic is based on texts sent 
to ABC News. The news outlet then 
partnered with Marvel and Croatian 
artist Dalibor Talajić, who lived through 

A post-World War II Superman 
comic, modern-day Madaya 
Mom, a Batman strip 
addressing gang violence, and 
countless other comics bring 
historical events and public 
discourse to life for students.

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF DC COMICS (TOP AND BOTTOM); COURTESY OF ABC NEWS (MIDDLE)
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In today’s public schools, would a 
Superman comic be considered too 
controversial for a social studies cur­

riculum? The idea makes for an inter­
esting classroom discussion, especially 
in an environment that questions  
anything that touches on equity  
and inclusion.

Consider this: In 1949, DC 
Comics (formerly National 
Comics) produced a 
schoolbook cover featur­
ing Superman talking to 
school children, drawn by 
artist Wayne Boring. “And 
remember boys and girls, your 
school—like our country—is made 
up of Americans of many different races, 
religions, and national origins,” Superman 
says. “So … if you hear anybody talk 
against a schoolmate or anyone else 
because of his religion, race, or national 

origin—don’t wait: Tell him that kind of 
talk is UN­AMERICAN.”

How would the Man of Steel’s  
words go over in today’s political 
climate? Discuss!

In Tim Smyth’s high school social 
studies classes, he often uses 

comics to supplement 
traditional texts for history 

and current events dis­
cussions. “Comic books 
serve as a time capsule 
that reflect the news 
of the day as history is 

happening,” says Smyth, 
who teaches in Ambler, Pa. 

“History isn’t just kings 
and queens, battles and 

dates, it’s made up of stories from a time 
and place. And comics, which come out 
weekly, can be used as historical artifacts 
from different eras.”

Tim Smyth

Like Smyth, many teachers across 
the country use comics and graphic 
novels to supplement classroom lessons, 
as students’ interest in these formats 
explodes. Comic and graphic novel 
readership among young people grew 
by 56 percent in the 2022 — 2023 school 
year, according to School Library Journal.

“Comics and graphic novels allow 
students to connect with curriculum 
more deeply, especially if they see 
themselves in the story,” Smyth explains. 

‘Truth, justice, and the  
American way’ 
(Superman)

It’s not surprising, he says, that 
Superman would make a statement 
about acceptance in the wake of 
World War II, as waves of refugees and 
immigrants arrived in America—just as 
there are refugees and immigrants today.

By Cindy Long

IT’S A BIRD … 
IT’S A PLANE …  

IT’S A CHAMPION OF INCLUSIVITY!

The Superheroes 
of Welcoming Classrooms

ARTWORK: SHUTTERSTOCK
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Graphic Novels for Your Classroom
There are hundreds of graphic novels, and more are coming 
out constantly. Tim Smyth and Jana Tropper recommend some 
titles at nea.org/GraphicNovels.

LEARN 
MORE

that emanate from a character that 
symbolize the character’s internal 
state—like lightbulbs for ideas, rain 
clouds for anger, or question marks  
for confusion.

“Ask students to interpret the 
emanata in a comic or come up with  
a set of their own to build critical-
thinking skills,” Tropper says. 
 

‘I could do this all day.’
(Captain America)

“Meeting kids where they are is the 
only way we can connect with them 
in this era of increasing needs and 
decreasing resources to serve them,” 
Tropper says.

There is an ever-increasing number 
of students who want to read comics 
and graphic novels, and they have fun 
reading and learning from them,  
she says.  

“Educators can get them to learn 
what we want them to learn with the 
materials they choose,” she adds. “By 
letting them choose the medium, they’ll 
be more engaged.”

Tropper acknowledges that some 
find comics and graphic novels less 
serious than traditional prose, but she 
disagrees strongly, and has seen time 
and again how effective they are with 
her students.

“There are incredibly moving tales in 
‘just comics.’ We take fine arts seriously, 
and we take literature seriously, but 
put them together and some people 
lose their minds. They decide it doesn’t 
count,” she says. “My question is, why 
can’t school and learning be fun?”  

“By drawing attention to the details 
in the images in the panels before and 
after the blocked panel, you’re teaching 
students about inferring,” she explains.  

“Calvin and Hobbes or Garfield are 
good ones—they usually have a setup, a 
disaster, and then an explanation. If you 
remove the disaster panel, the wild ideas 
the kids can come up with about what 
happened never cease to amaze me!” 

Try removing the dialogue from 
a word balloon so students have to 
examine what happens before and after, 
looking at how others react and what 
facial expressions convey, to infer what 
the word balloon might say.

“The students make their case about 
what was said by offering evidence, 
which is higher-level reasoning.”  

Next, introduce students to emanata 
(eh-mah-NAH-tah), the visual elements 

In this Freestyle comic by Gale 
Galligan, red lines emanating from 
the boy’s head show anger—an 
example of visuals called “emanata” 
that show emotion.

For an autistic student 
who was afraid of storms, 
creating this comic helped 
him feel safe outside on 
cloudy days.

 

PHOTOS FROM TOP: COURTESY OF JANA TROPPER; COURTESY OF GALE GALLIGAN
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war during the breakup of the former 
Yugoslavia.  

The comic shows how the mom 
fights off starvation, unsanitary living 
conditions, and threats of violence as 
the family is caught between warring 
factions in the country’s civil war.  

“Students connect with this comic 
very emotionally,” Smyth says. “It’s very 
hard to comprehend 13 million people 
displaced from their country, but when 
you boil it down to one person, one 
family, and show war’s impact through 
a medium like a comic, it creates a very 
deep connection.”

The class discusses the historical 
and social implications of the comic and 
applies them to the human experience of 
war and persecution throughout history. 

‘Anyone can wear the mask.’ 
(Miles Morales)

Reading Madaya Mom, students 
see that not all superheroes are men in 
tights with capes.

“Superheroes are not defined by their 
powers or their physique. Superhero is in 
the heart,” Dalibor Talajić told ABC News. 
“Madaya Mom fits within this category 
because she finds the strength to be 
human and unhardened.” 

Comics can humanize lessons on 
history and current events, especially 
when students can see themselves in the 
characters, Smyth says.

“As Miles Morales says in Spider-Man: 
Into the Spider-Verse: ‘Anyone can wear 
the mask,’” Smyth adds. “That’s the 
power of comics.”

Speech and language pathologist 
Jana Tropper also uses comics in 
her practice. Students not only see 
themselves in comics and graphic novels, 
she says, but the format helps reinforce 
vocabulary from lessons.

“The science shows that brains 
simultaneously interpret the visual and 

textual information, and the connection 
is stronger when they’re together,” says  
Tropper, who teaches at an elementary 
school outside of Chicago.  

She adds, “Teaching with comics 
embraces brain differences and 
engagement in visual learning.”  

‘In brightest day, in   
blackest night’ 
(Green Lantern)

The students in Tropper’s classroom 
have disabilities, including students 
who are autistic. Tropper has found 
that comics help them connect with 

the world around them and build their 
communication skills, particularly in 
lessons where they create their own 
comics. To do that, Tropper and her 
students use Pixton, a popular program 
for creating comics.

One of her students who has autism 
created a comic to cope with his fear  
of storms.

“He was reluctant to go outside 
when there was even a hint of a cloud,” 
she says. “He’s very uncomfortable with 
weather, and tornado drills make him 
extraordinarily anxious.” 

Enter Captain Cloud. There’s  
a storm forming on the horizon? 
That’s a job for Captain Cloud!  

Tropper helped the student 
create a comic where he’s a 
superhero, a version of himself 
where he could cope with 
weather changes. They created  
a visual of him in costume on  
the playground.  

“It gives him a preview of what 
he could be like outside on a cloudy 
day,” Tropper explains. Now he feels 
brave enough to weather overcast skies.

‘Holy [literacy], Batman!’ 
(Robin)

Comic books can be a powerful for-
mat for storytelling, because the art con-
veys information, Tropper explains, much 
like evacuation instructions on airplanes 
or IKEA furniture assembly guides.

Comics and graphic novels can  
be an option for all students to aug ment, 
broaden, and deepen curriculum. They 
can engage reluctant readers and  
increase comprehension for students 
working on decoding or working memory.

“They might not be for every 
student, but they’re a great option 
for visual learners,” Tropper says. “One 
student could read Little Women, while 
another could read Jo [a graphic novel 
adaption of Little Women], and they 
could talk about the same concepts 
without decoding being a gatekeeper. 
Visual literacy needs to be brought to all 
content areas.”

‘You’ve got the costume. You’ve 
got the power.’ 
(Spider-Man)

Tropper offers creative tips for how 
to use comics in all kinds of lessons.

Make a copy of a comic page, and 
block out one panel, then ask students 
to fill it in. 

Jana Tropper at Comicon

The Superheroes 
of Welcoming Classrooms

PHOTO: COURTESY OF JANA TROPPER
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Educators, let’s elect the leaders 
our students deserve.

Your contribution to the NEA PAC helps elect pro-education
candidates up and down the ballot. Scan to get started.

Contributions to the NEA Fund are not deductible as charitable contributions. Contributions to the NEA Fund are voluntary and will be used for political purposes. Making a contribution is neither a condition of 
employment nor membership in NEA, and members have the right to refuse to contribute without reprisal. A member may contribute more or less than the suggested amount, or may contribute nothing at all, without 
a�ecting membership status, rights, or bene�ts in NEA or any of its a�liates. Federal law requires NEA to use its best e�orts to collect and report the name, address, occupation, and employer for each individual whose 
contributions aggregate in excess of $200 in a calendar year.

59TH ANNUAL NEA HUMAN AND CIVIL RIGHTS AWARDS

CALL FOR 2026 NOMINATIONS
Know an individual, organization, or affiliate that champions racial and social justice and civil rights within their 

community? Show your support and uplift their good work on the national stage by submitting a nomination for a 
2026 Human and Civil Rights (HCR) Award. Honorees are recognized during the annual HCR Awards program, held in 

July, prior to NEA’s Representative Assembly.

• Identify and honor exemplary individuals, 
organizations, and affiliates for their contributions 
to human and civil rights, and racial and  
social justice.

• Celebrate NEA’s multicultural roots and 
commitment to justice.

• Recognize today’s human and civil rights 
victories and chart the path forward.

• Honor the rich legacy of the merger 
between the American Teachers 
Association (ATA) and NEA, from whence 
the HCR Awards program began.

The work of civil rights and social justice heroes is as 
critical today as it was yesterday. Let’s work together to remind 
everyone that the cause endures, the struggle goes on, and hope 
still lives!

Identify your nominees now! It is never too early to 
begin profiling nominees and potential HCR Award winners! Find 
information on past winners and submit nominations for the 2026 
HCR Awards at nea.org/HCRAwards.

Nomination forms and instructions for the 2024 HCR Awards 
will be available online until Dec. 6, 2025, at nea.org/HCRAwards.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, please email 
NEAHCRAwards@nea.org.
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Need a grant?
Apply for the NEA Foundation’s $2,000 and $5,000 grants for 

individuals and teams of education professionals to support instructional practice or 
professional development across all subject areas and grade levels. 

Want to bring the world to your classroom?
These resources and opportunities can help connect you, your classroom, and 

your students with ideas and people around the world.
Download classroom resources from the NEA Foundation’s Global Learning 

Resource page to help your students become 21st century global citizens.
 Join a learning community of educators committed to global education advocacy.

Find more resources and programs offered by the NEA Foundation—a public 
charity founded by educators for educators—at neafoundation.org. Follow us 
on Facebook and YouTube for updates.

R E S O U R C E S  F O R

Three Steps to Financial Wellness

Falling short of your retirement savings goals or 
having trouble paying the bills? You are not alone. 
Many people are financially out of balance. Finan-

cial wellness means finding a balance between living 
for today and preparing and planning for tomorrow.

1. Protect what you have with insurance.
“Life, disability, and long-term care are vital 

components of a comprehensive financial strategy,” 
says financial planner Nick Ventura, president and CEO 
at Ewing, N.J.-based Ventura Wealth Management. 
“Having these elements in place will offset the risks of 
catastrophic events.”

2. Plan for life after you’re gone.
Most people don’t want to con tem plate their own 

mortality, but putting off estate planning is ill-advised. 
In addition to arranging for an authenticated will and 
a trust, you should designate beneficiaries for your 
retirement accounts.

3. Get an early start on saving for 
retirement.

Putting off long-term retirement saving could 
cost you. To get started, designate contributions as a 
percentage of your income, not as a flat dollar figure. 
Also consider increasing your contributions each year to 
match any salary increases.

NEA Member Benefits can help. Get started with 
benefits for insurance, retirement, and more at 
neamb.com/Overview.

Find Tools for Your 
Practice
• Looking for professional 

learning opportunities  
and resources to bolster  
your lessons?

• Legal guidance on educator 
rights?

• Or just good advice from 
fellow educators?

Check out NEA’s online resource 
library, where you can search 
by keyword, issue, resource 
type, and more to find the 
latest and best professional 
resources from NEA. Visit  
nea.org/Resource-Library.

Applications
are reviewed 

three times a year 
(winter, spring, 

and fall).

ILLUSTRATION: SHUTTERSTOCK

Educators, let’s elect the leaders 
our students deserve.

Your contribution to the NEA PAC helps elect pro-education
candidates up and down the ballot. Scan to get started.

Contributions to the NEA Fund are not deductible as charitable contributions. Contributions to the NEA Fund are voluntary and will be used for political purposes. Making a contribution is neither a condition of 
employment nor membership in NEA, and members have the right to refuse to contribute without reprisal. A member may contribute more or less than the suggested amount, or may contribute nothing at all, without 
a�ecting membership status, rights, or bene�ts in NEA or any of its a�liates. Federal law requires NEA to use its best e�orts to collect and report the name, address, occupation, and employer for each individual whose 
contributions aggregate in excess of $200 in a calendar year.
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Scan the QR code to explore 
planned giving opportunities  

at The NEA Foundation  
or reach out to our team at  
neafoundation@nea.org  

or (202) 822-7840. 

We’re happy to help  
every step of the way.

Invest now in 
the students 

of tomorrow.

A Legacy of Opportunity 
            Starts 

With You. 
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L A S T Say It Loud, 
Say It P roud!

PHOTOS: NEA

For more

Caption

Wearing hearts on 
our sleeves and 
union pride on 

our tees, NEA members 
will not be silenced. 
Together, we are standing  
strong in our union power 
and our belief that all 
students have a right to 
an honest and equitable 
education! 

Scan the QR code to explore 
planned giving opportunities  

at The NEA Foundation  
or reach out to our team at  
neafoundation@nea.org  

or (202) 822-7840. 

We’re happy to help  
every step of the way.

Invest now in 
the students 

of tomorrow.

A Legacy of Opportunity 
            Starts 

With You. 
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Daily ChallengesClassroom Giveaways*

A Free Weeklong Celebration of Creativity 
for Students, Educators & Families!

Join schools across the nation and around the world to celebrate the creativity and originality 
in every child. Don’t miss out on the colorful fun that’s part of each day of Creativity Week. 

Last year, over 13 million students from 99,000+ schools and 122 countries participated! 

Downloadable Activity
Sheets in 8+ Languages

Daily Videos from
Celebrity Creators

Jan. 26–Feb. 01, 2026Jan. 26–Feb. 01, 2026

Join the free
celebration 

7 Days of FREE Creativity Resources, 
Celebrity-Filled Virtual Content, Prizes & More!

Sign Up for Free Today at Crayola.com/CreativityWeek

*All participating schools are eligible to win prizes as part of Creativity Week by signing up online. ©2025 Crayola.
Crayola Oval Logo®, chevron®, serpentine®, and Crayola Creativity Week® are trademarks of Crayola LLC.

Downloadable Activity
Sheets in 8+ Languages
Downloadable ActivityDownloadable Activity
Sheets in 8+ Languages
Downloadable Activity
Sheets in 8+ Languages
Downloadable Activity
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Sign up for NEA 
Today’s biweekly 
e-newsletter at  
nea.org/signup.

For the latest education news, 
visit nea.org/NEAToday

Join the conversation           

NEAToday          

@neatoday.bsky.social           

@NEAToday
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