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Hourly Pay: Teachers Vs. White Collar Workers 

 
For a decade or longer, Pennsylvania has been the perennial leader in the number of teacher 
strikes across the nation. Currently teachers in the Hempfield School District are threatening to 
walk out for the second time this school year.  In Rochester (Beaver County) three unions 
including teachers are on picket lines. Why? In almost all cases, the strikes are about pay and/or 
benefits. Strikers and potential strikers invariably claim they deserve more. But are there any 
grounds for such a claim?   
 
A recent study from the Manhattan Institute, How Much are Public School Teachers Paid? 
(www.manhattan-institute.org), sheds a bright light on the question.  The Institute looked at 
hourly pay levels for teachers and other white collar workers in 66 metro areas using data from 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics� annual National Compensation Survey.  The BLS defines white 
collar workers as professional specialty and technical workers�the category in which teachers 
fall�as well as executive, administrative, managerial and administrative support and clerical 
occupations.  The researchers specifically looked at these non-sales white collar workers.  Their 
report places the average public school teacher pay at $34.06 per hour in 2005 compared to 
$25.08 per hour for white collar workers�a 36 percent pay advantage for teachers.       
 
Detroit had the highest average hourly pay for public school teachers at $47.28 followed by San 
Francisco at $46.70.  The Pittsburgh metro area ranked 21st with an average hourly teacher pay of 
$37.10.  Growing areas such as Charlotte ($25.18), Atlanta ($32.90), Dallas ($29.62), and 
Phoenix ($26.26) reported teacher pay well below the Pittsburgh average.   
 
Since large differences in cost of living among the 66 metro areas makes direct comparisons of 
the pay levels problematic, the researchers developed a procedure that allows meaningful metro 
to metro comparisons. To eliminate the effects of the cost of living differences, the researchers 
looked at the ratio of public school teacher hourly pay to that of white collar workers.     
 
As a benchmark reference, the national ratio of public school teacher hourly pay ($34.06) to 
white collar pay ($25.08) is 1.36. Among the 66 metro areas, the highest ratio was posted by 
Elkhart, IN at 1.87 followed by Grand Rapids, MI at 1.80. Interestingly, the white collar workers 
in both of these metro areas have hourly pay levels significantly below the national average.   
 
The Pittsburgh area ranked seventh on this list with a ratio of 1.61, which means that the average 
public school teacher in the area earned 61 percent more than the average white collar worker on 
an hourly rate basis.  It also means that Pittsburgh�s teacher pay advantage is 18 percent larger 
than the national gap. As in Elkhart and Grand Rapids, Pittsburgh�s white collar employees 
($23.02) earned less than the national average.  
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For the growth areas mentioned above, the teacher to white collar pay ratios were; Charlotte 
(1.04), Atlanta (1.25), Dallas (1.07), and Phoenix (1.08). All except Atlanta had pay ratios far 
below Pittsburgh. And contrary to what many believe about sun-belt pay being low, average 
white collar pay in each of these metro areas is higher than in Pittsburgh.  Thus, the main reason 
for the very high ratio of teacher pay to white collar pay is that teacher pay in Pittsburgh ($37.10) 
is much higher than it is in the fast growth areas. Undoubtedly, high teacher pay translates into 
high taxes on businesses and residents.   
 
To be sure, apologists for public school teachers will point to hours worked as a mitigating factor.  
They will assert that teachers work more hours and often times do more work at home.  However, 
according to BLS data, public school teachers work an average of 36.5 hours per week while 
white collar workers put in an average of 39.4 hours and other professional specialty and 
technical workers average 39 hours per week.  BLS counts �actual� work hours for salaried 
workers.  For teachers this would include grading papers, class prep time, as well as extra-
curricular activities. If it is part of the teacher�s workday, it is included in the data.  The BLS 
survey also notes that teachers are more likely to have paid lunch times as well as paid rest 
periods.  Nor is the take work home argument convincing. While 50 percent of teachers report 
taking work home with them, many other professionals do as well.    
 
Even if a modestly higher level of weekly teacher hours could be successfully argued, it would 
only slightly lessen the pay disparity. It is far too large to eliminate by any realistic increase in 
weekly teacher hours. There is no gainsaying it. In most of the country, public school teachers are 
paid well compared to other white collar professionals. And in many metro areas they receive far 
higher pay.   
 
On an annual basis, teachers in the Pittsburgh area earn more than $55,000 on average for a 38-
week work year.  Other white collar professions on average earn only $46,600 for a 50-week 
work year�17 percent less pay for 32 percent more weeks worked. During the summer months, 
teachers are able to work other seasonal jobs, thus increasing their annual incomes.   Looked at 
another way, if the Pittsburgh area teacher pay ratio was the national average (1.36), hourly 
teacher pay would be $31.31. That would produce a 38 week pay of $46,300, almost identical to 
the annual earnings of non-sales white collar workers.  
 
As a matter of thoroughness, the Manhattan Institute study also examined the ratio of hourly 
teacher pay to the hourly pay of professional specialty and technical workers. Pittsburgh ranked 
12th among the 66 metro areas on this ratio and at 1.30 stood 17 percent above the national 
average of 1.11.   
 
Finally, it is worth noting that the hourly wage figures do not count fringe benefits.  So, in 
addition to generous pay, time off for summers and holidays, public school teachers in the 
Pittsburgh area enjoy a level of fringe benefits that are the envy of most private sector employees.   
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