
Teacher compensation is a pivotal lever for education quality, workforce stability, and long-term student
achievement. This research brief evaluates how North Carolina’s teacher salaries compare to those in
neighboring southeastern states and explores how pay influences recruitment, retention, and the
professional viability of teaching in the region.  
 
North Carolina remains below national and regional benchmarks for both starting and average teacher
salaries. Each year, the North Carolina General Assembly (NCGA) includes incremental yearly raises between
1 and 4 percent, but this fails to keep up with inflation and the rising costs of living. When considering the
effects of inflation, on average, teachers are making 5 percent less than they did 10 years ago. 

Although there is bipartisan consensus on the need for teacher salary raises within the NCGA, this
agreement has not translated into significant increases in teacher pay over the last 15 years. Historically in
North Carolina, Republicans favor smaller increases with high bonuses for high-performing teachers or those
filling hard-to-staff roles, while Democrats generally favor larger base-salary raises. While Republicans have
controlled both chambers of the state legislature since 2011, disagreements between the two chambers,
along with other budget priorities, have stalled efforts to make teacher salaries in North Carolina more
competitive nationally and regionally. 

childandfamilypolicy.duke.edu 

Moving Towards Competitive Public School
Teacher Compensation in North Carolina

1 

Key Takeaways: 
North Carolina ranks 43rd nationally in teacher pay and 39th in
starting salary. 
A decade of incremental legislative changes has failed to improve
the state’s ranking. 
Strong benefits have historically helped, but rising costs are
eroding this advantage. 
Neighboring southeastern states are making more aggressive
investments in teacher compensation. 
Proposed pay raises in North Carolina could move the state into
the top 15 nationally for teacher salaries. 
To attract and retain teachers, the legislature must shift from
proposals to meaningful action. 
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North Carolina’s teacher pay landscape has shifted significantly since the Great Recession. Budget cuts
in the early 2010s halted step increases and froze teacher salaries statewide. In 2013, master’s pay, a
10 percent bonus for teachers with advanced degrees, was eliminated. In 2014, longevity pay, which
rewarded teachers with pay increases when they met longevity milestones, was eliminated.
Incremental raises resumed mid-decade yet pay remained low enough to spark the 2019 “Red for Ed”
walkout, where thousands of teachers protested in Raleigh for better compensation and classroom
conditions.  
 
Subsequent state budgets have included raises averaging between 1 and 3 percent annually, but the state
has not closed the gap with national averages. In the 2025-2026 proposed 
budget, the NCGA House of Representatives included targeted pay raises for early-career teachers,
including a base salary of $50,000 and the restoration of master’s pay. The Senate proposed smaller raises
supplemented by bonuses. Currently, no new budget has been passed, and debate continues over whether
salary increases should come through base pay or one-time bonuses. 
 
The North Carolina Association of Educators (NCAE) and allied advocates support across-the-board salary
increases and improved benefits. In recent years, legislative leaders have prioritized merit-based bonuses
and starting salary boosts, with fewer investments in mid- or late-career educators. The result is a
fragmented pay structure that struggles to compete regionally. 
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During the 2023–2024 school year,
North Carolina’s average starting salary
for a teacher with a bachelor’s degree
was $41,000, which is the base salary for
new teachers in North Carolina.
However, teacher salaries often include
local supplements, which brings the
average starting salary for the teacher
with a bachelor’s degree in North
Carolina to $42,542.  North Carolina
ranks 39th in the nation for starting
teacher pay, below the national starting
average of approximately $46,526 (See
Table 1).  

Table 1: North Carolina Ranks 39th in the Nation for Base
Teacher Pay

The averaged figure includes local supplements, which vary greatly by district and often reflect property wealth rather than educational need. While some
districts like Wake, Chapel Hill-Carrboro, and Charlotte-Mecklenburg can offer $8,000–$11,000 in supplements, rural and high-poverty districts often
cannot. Statewide, the average supplement amount is $5,221.

1

1

BACKGROUND

BASE SALARY COMPARISON

https://www.newsobserver.com/news/politics-government/article211179294.html
https://www.newsobserver.com/news/politics-government/article211179294.html
https://www.newsobserver.com/news/politics-government/article211179294.html
https://www.carolinajournal.com/rally-in-red-descends-on-capital-amid-demands-for-teacher-raises-more-money-for-schools/
https://publicschoolsfirstnc.org/know-the-issues/education-budget/
https://publicschoolsfirstnc.org/know-the-issues/education-budget/
https://publicschoolsfirstnc.org/know-the-issues/education-budget/
https://www.wcnc.com/article/news/education/north-carolina-education-consider-switch-merit-based-pay-teachers/275-5f57dbc7-d9d1-480b-977a-208ad7868941
https://www.dpi.nc.gov/documents/fbs/resources/fy25webschedulesupdated7-12-24pdf/download?attachment
https://www.nea.org/resource-library/educator-pay-and-student-spending-how-does-your-state-rank/starting-teacher
http://apps.schools.nc.gov/ords/f?p=145%3A25%3A%3A%3ANO%3A%3A%3A


Districts that border South Carolina and Virginia report losing teachers to neighboring states offering
better starting pay. Research from the Learning Policy Institute suggests that competitive starting
salaries improve not only recruitment but also long-term teacher effectiveness and retention, as they
reduce turnover in the most formative years of teaching. This trend is evident in North Carolina, where
attrition is highest for early-career teachers. 

In their proposed 2025-2026 budget, the NC House proposed an 8.7 percent base salary increase,
which, if adopted, would raise the statewide base salary to $50,000 by the 2026-2027 school year. This
increase would boost the state’s ranking on base pay from 39th to 15th. It would also be the highest
base teacher salary in the entire southeast region. 
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From 2023 to 2024, North Carolina
dropped five places in national
rankings. The 2024-2025 fiscal year saw
a 3.06 percent average salary increase
statewide, below the national average
salary increase of 3.82 percent.
Furthermore, between the 2023-24 and
2024-25 school years, the largest raises
occurred for teachers with zero to six
years of experience in an effort to
combat attrition, which is highest in the
early years. For teachers with seven or
more years of experience, salary
increases were less than $1,000,
equating to a 1.55 to 1.99 percent salary
increase.   

Table 2: North Carolina Ranks 43rd in the Nation for
Average Teacher Pay

Salary increases that fail to keep pace with inflation, much less provide a meaningful increase in pay
mean that experienced teachers’ pay in North Carolina over the last decade has often stagnated or
even declined during their prime earning years. This raise structure overlooks veteran teachers and
harms efforts to retain them.  

Average teacher salary reflects a state's long-term investment in education and professional
advancement. In North Carolina, total pay is determined by the base salary, including base district
supplements, and additional factors like years of experience and credentials. As of 2023-24, North
Carolina’s average teacher salary stands at $58,292, ranking 43rd nationally. This is roughly $14,000
less than the national average of $72,030. Among southeastern states, only Florida and Mississippi trail
North Carolina in average pay (see Figure 2). 

AVERAGE BASE SALARY
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While the state has provided small yearly average raises, they have failed to keep pace with both
inflation and the larger pay increases adopted by neighboring states. Georgia, for instance,
implemented a statewide $2,000 raise in 2023 alone, signaling a more aggressive investment in
teacher retention. In 2020, Florida established a dedicated portion of the state budget for teacher pay
raises called the Teacher Salary Increase Allocation. Additionally, Tennessee has already implemented
phased plans to raise the base salary to $50,000 by the 2025-26 fiscal year. 
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North Carolina’s benefits package —
especially in parental leave,
retirement, and supplemental
options — compare favorably to
neighboring Southeastern states.
However, the quality of North
Carolina’s benefit plans is not
guaranteed. Healthcare premiums
have risen steadily, increasing out-
of-pocket costs for teachers; this is
compounded by the recent
proposed changes to the state
health plan, which would adopt a
tiered premium system. The state’s
retirement contributions to
retirement accounts are stable,

Figure 1. NC Public School Teacher Benefits

but cost-of-living adjustments are increasingly sparse, and have been significantly lessened since
2020. Without a cost-of-living adjustment, retired teacher’s spending power is significantly
diminished. North Carolina’s pension plans, while stable, are overshadowed by more flexible and
generous plans in South Carolina and Tennessee.   
 
If North Carolina’s traditionally strong benefits package does not meet teachers’ personal and
professional needs, the state may struggle to attract and retain younger early- and mid-career
educators, particularly women and those with caregiving responsibilities. States like Tennessee, 

In addition to salary, benefits — particularly healthcare, retirement security, and paid leave — form the
backbone of what has traditionally made public sector jobs attractive. Educators often accept lower pay in
exchange for stable benefits. However, if benefits erode, the value proposition of careers in public
education diminishes significantly. 
 
Despite salary shortcomings, North Carolina’s benefits package offers important strengths that have
historically helped attract and retain educators (See Figure 1). 

BENEFITS COMPARISON
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Despite requiring a bachelor’s degree, teacher salaries remain
significantly lower than other professions with similar
education requirements. This “teacher wage penalty” is a
central reason why fewer college graduates, particularly high-
achieving students, are entering education programs or
considering teaching as a profession. 
 
The Economic Policy Institute found in 2023 that nationally
and in North Carolina, teachers earned 26 percent less on
average than comparable non-teaching professionals. Low pay
relative to peers in other fields contributes to morale issues
and attrition — especially as workload and classroom needs
grow. Younger teachers may leave for private sector work with
better pay and advancement, creating a constant cycle of
turnover and loss of institutional knowledge in schools.
Attrition is particularly an issue in North Carolina, where
approximately 9.88 percent of educators left the field in 2023. 
 
The decline in enrollment in educator preparation programs
reflects the growing number of students pursuing other career
options. The UNC System has seen a 43 percent drop in
undergraduate education majors since 2010. According to the
Learning Policy Institute, the total number of issued teaching
credentials in North Carolina fell by 30 percent between the
2010–11 and 2015–16 school years. 

South Carolina, and Georgia have begun implementing differentiated pay, signing bonuses, or
targeted retention incentives to recruit and retain educators. In particular, Tennessee and South
Carolina’s hybrid and direct contribution models are especially successful. North Carolina’s one-
size-fits-all approach, while predictable, may not address the evolving workforce preferences of
those considering entering the educational industry.
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 North Carolina ranks 43rd nationally in teacher pay and 39th in starting salary. 
A decade of incremental legislative changes has failed to improve the state’s ranking. 
Strong benefits have historically helped, but rising costs are eroding this advantage. 
Neighboring southeastern states are making more aggressive investments in teacher compensation. 
Proposed pay raises in NC could move the state into the top 15 nationally for teacher salaries. 
To attract and retain teachers, the legislature must shift from proposals to meaningful action. 

Key Takeaways

THE TEACHER WAGE GAP
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