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Foreword

“Teachers don’t do it for the money.” 

By Rachel Canter

I can’t count the number of times I’ve heard this phrase over the years. When I was 22 and a newly minted teacher, I also did 
not do it for the money. Like many teachers then and now, I felt a calling to education, a passion for children, and love of what 
I thought teaching would be. Talking to teachers, I hear this phrase most often as a lament meaning, “This job is so hard and 
the pay is so little, but I feel called to teach.” From members of the public and policymakers, the phrase takes on the tone of an 
excuse—“Well, what did they expect? Everyone knows the pay is low. Besides, it doesn’t matter because they will do the job 
anyway.” But what our data show is clear: “teachers don’t do it for the money” is no longer an excuse for policymakers, it’s a 
warning.

For the last three years, Mississippi First has been tracking the state of the teacher pipeline. In our groundbreaking 2020 
report Nothing in the Pipes, we noted the number of new teacher candidates had rapidly declined despite the fact that more 
people are getting bachelor’s degrees than ever before. We tied this occurrence to the decline in the value of teacher salaries 
over the last decade as well as the rising cost of college. We also examined student debt and the disappearance of teacher-
specific financial aid. We called these combined phenomena the “new teacher financial squeeze out.” This report prompted 
the legislature to pass a $1,000 across-the-board raise ($1,110 for first-year teachers) and to support a new teacher loan 
repayment program. These were good initial victories, but we knew they weren’t enough.

https://www.mississippifirst.org/library/nothing-in-the-pipes/
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In writing Nothing in the Pipes, we had a teacher advisory 
group that helped us test and confirm our inferences from 
relevant data sets. We featured the voices of several teachers 
to illustrate our points. However, we knew we needed more 
direct evidence by asking many, many teachers about their 
experiences and examining their responses with rigorous 
data analysis. That desire turned into our statewide teacher 
survey, administered in November 2021 but first published 
in February 2022, which we 
called Voices of the Shortage: 
2022 Mississippi Teacher 
Survey.

The high-level findings of that 
survey—that respondents 
named compensation as the 
number one determinant 
of their decision to stay or leave and that likely leavers 
were more prone to report financial insecurity—built the 
case for the largest single-year teacher pay raise in history 
in the 2022 legislative session. We were really proud of 
this development and hopeful for what it would mean for 
teachers, but we believed there was more nuance in the 
survey data that would tell us how to continue to support 
teacher retention.

The results of digging for that greater nuance is this report, 
Eyeing the Exit. Even though we have studied this issue for a 
number of years, we were still stunned—and alarmed—by 
many of our findings. Among our grim realizations was that 
these data better explain several phenomena we noticed in 
2020 whose causes we could only speculate. For example, 
one of our 2020 findings was that between 2010-2011 and 
2017-2018, teacher preparation programs enrolled 57% 
fewer Black teacher candidates. We suspected this may be 
related to the growing expense of completing a college 
education and the resulting necessity of Black students, who 
are by and large low income in Mississippi, taking out more 
student loans. Our new survey data provides strong evidence 
of this connection, as Black teachers, on average, have much 

higher student loan debt and therefore experience much 
higher financial insecurity than their White colleagues—a 
strong deterrent to entering the profession. 

We are also able to provide better evidence that many 
of our well-developed analyses were spot on. One awful 
example is our 2020 warning that, based on costs of living 
and the then-teacher salary scale, teachers with children or 

dependent adults were at risk 
of not earning a living wage. 
This prediction was borne out 
in the experiences of teachers 
with children, who reported 
extremely high financial 
insecurity, including a higher 
likelihood of not being able to 
afford three of the four items 

on our list of basic necessities than teachers without children 
(there was no statistical difference between the groups on 
the fourth item).

In the pages of this report, readers will find discussion 
of these and other findings. We conclude with 
recommendations, all of which would cost less than last 
year’s teacher pay raise, for how to address the most 
pressing of these issues. And, of course, because we have a 
commitment to transparency and accountability, we have 
already administered a follow-up teacher survey to see what 
effect the 2022 pay raise had, the results of which we hope to 
report early in 2023. 

As I think back to all the emails I received in spring 2022 from 
grateful teachers, I am reminded that so much of our work in 
education is much bigger than politics, and always will be. 
Education is an enterprise whose entire purpose is human 
flourishing, and without a workforce that can also flourish, 
it is impossible to ensure we can still operate schools, let 
alone ensure their quality. So, no, teachers don’t do it for the 
money, but, increasingly, neither do they stay—and that is a 
crisis worthy of our continued collective effort and support.

“What our data show is clear: 
‘teachers don’t do it for the 

money’ is no longer an excuse for 
policymakers, it’s a warning.”

https://www.mississippifirst.org/library/voices-of-the-shortage/
https://www.mississippifirst.org/library/voices-of-the-shortage/
https://www.mississippifirst.org/library/voices-of-the-shortage/
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In March 2022, the Mississippi State Legislature passed the largest single-year pay raise 
for public school teachers in our state’s history, raising teacher pay by an average of 

$5,151. Just months later, districts reported the highest levels of teacher attrition in years: one 
in five Mississippi teachers opted to not return to their classroom for the 2022-2023 school year, 
including one-third of all teachers in districts with an “F” accountability rating. These levels of 
attrition constitute a sharp uptick from previous years and beg the question: why are Mississippi 
teachers continuing to leave the classroom in droves?

Mississippi First has been studying this question for the last few years. In the months leading 
up to the historic 2022 teacher pay raise, we surveyed 6,496 teachers—one in five teachers 
statewide—about their pathway into the profession, financial well-being, career plans, and 
policy preferences. In this report, we present the results from the survey to provide a nuanced 
answer about which teachers are leaving the classroom and why. We also examine the 
connection between attrition risk and standard of living to make the case that financial insecurity 
is rampant among educators and a major driver of early exits from the classroom. Finally, we offer 
a series of recommendations for policymakers to address teacher turnover and strengthen every 
facet of Mississippi’s educator pipeline.

The Data

In conjunction with the Survey Research Lab (SRL) at Mississippi State University, and with 
the support of former State Superintendent of Education Dr. Carey Wright, we surveyed 6,496 
Mississippi public school teachers in November 2021. With over 70 survey items and one-fifth of 
teachers across the state participating, the 2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey resulted in the most 
comprehensive Mississippi teacher voice data set in at least the last 15 years. The results give us 
unmatched insight into teachers’ pathways into the profession, financial well-being, career plans, 
and policy preferences.
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Insight #1: Over half of teachers surveyed reported being “somewhat” or 
“very likely” to leave their Mississippi classroom within the next year (by 
November 2022).

1

Reported 
difficulty 

affording each 
basic necessity

Has at least $35K 
in student loan 

debt

Has 6-11 years of 
experience

Has an advanced 
degree

Is Black and/or 
non-White

Teaches in a “D” 
or “F” district

66.3% 61.9% 59.0% 57.7% 58.9% 58.5%

Table 1. Attrition Risk Among Select Subgroups

More than 50% (53.6%) of teachers were considering at least one of three options: exiting the 
profession entirely (36.7%), teaching out of state (19.3%), and/or taking a different role in education 
(25.9%), such as becoming an administrator.

More teachers indicated compensation as having an impact on their career plans (91.4%) than 
any other factor. Compensation was far more likely to matter “a great deal” to likely leavers (those 
considering an exit) than non-leavers.

Certain groups of teachers were far more likely to be considering an exit than others: attrition risk was 
highest among financially insecure teachers, teachers with student debt, early-career teachers (those 
with 6-11 years of experience), teachers with advanced degrees, Black teachers and their peers of color, 
and teachers in districts with low accountability grades.

Insight #2: An attrition cliff after five years of teaching forces districts to 
rely on a revolving door of inexperienced teachers.2

Attrition risk was lowest among first-year teachers but climbed rapidly with additional years of 
experience: three in five early-career teachers (those with 6-11 years of experience) were likely 
leavers—the highest rate among any career stage.

Financial insecurity follows a similar trend: more early-career teachers reported being unable to afford 
basic necessities like housing and healthcare than any other career stage.

Early-career teachers face a unique confluence of financial stressors, including being the career stage 
most likely to report having children under 18—a major expense which was associated with being less 
likely to afford adequate food, transportation, and medical care.
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Insight #3: High attrition in districts with low accountability grades and 
predominantly Black student populations perpetuates a cycle of low 
achievement.

3

Figure 1. Attrition Risk by Years of Experience

Novice  
(0-5 Years)

Early Career 
(6-11 Years)

Middle Career 
(12-17 Years)

Late Career 
(18-23 Years)

Retirement Age 
(24+Years)

Years of Experience

Attrition Risk by Career Stage

Note: Attrition risk by career stage is measured by the average percentage of likely leavers within that career stage. Year-to-year attrition risk is measured by the 
percentage of likely leavers at each year of experience.

Teachers in lower-rated districts were more likely to report attrition risk than their colleagues in 
“A” and “B” districts. Teacher turnover data from the Mississippi Department of Education (MDE) 
confirms that lower-rated districts experienced much higher levels of attrition after the 2021-2022 
school year.

Teachers in lower-rated districts also reported higher levels of financial insecurity, especially with 
student debt: one in four teachers in “F” districts (26.4%) reported a student loan balance of at least 
$100,000, compared to about 5% in “A” and “B” districts.

Massive amounts of student debt appear to be driving these disparities in attrition: when we hold 
student debt constant among respondents, teaching in a district with a low accountability grade is 
no longer associated with attrition risk.

52.6%

59.0%
53.6%

45.4%

57.3%

Year-to-Year 
Attrition Risk
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Figure 2. Attrition Risk and Attrition Rate by District Grade: 2021-2022

Insight #4: Financial insecurity and crushing student loan debt are the 
reality for roughly half of Mississippi teachers, and they provide an 
enormous incentive for teachers to find work elsewhere.

4

Half of teachers reported being unable to afford at least one basic necessity: adequate food, 
transportation, housing, or medical care. One in six teachers (18.4%) lacked adequate access to all four 
basic necessities. 

Half of teachers also reported currently having student debt, including 23.5% with at least $50,000 and 
10.6% with at least $100,000 in debt.

Financial insecurity and high levels of student loan debt were each associated with a higher likelihood of 
considering an early exit from the classroom. 

Source: Attrition rate figures are based on data provided by MDE. 

Attrition Risk is the percentage of teachers who reported 
that they were somewhat likely or very likely to leave their 
current job within the next year.

Attrition Rate is the percentage of all teachers in the 
2021-2022 school year who did not return for the 2022-
2023 school year.

District Grade

16% 17%
25% 25%

32%
52% 50% 54%

61%
54%

A B C D F

District Grade

A B C D F
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Policy Recommendations

Incentivize teaching in 
Mississippi’s highest-need 

areas with an annual 
critical shortage stipend of 

$2,000.

Reduce teachers’ student 
debt burden by expanding 

eligibility and eliminating 
the cap on awards for 

the existing Winter-Reed 
Teacher Loan Repayment 

Program.

Increase take-home pay 
for teachers by lowering 
state health insurance 
premiums for teachers 

with families.

Teacher turnover is a complex phenomenon that requires immediate action. Thankfully, our survey offers policymakers key 
insights into where investments in the educator pipeline will yield the most promising results. Based on these findings, 
Mississippi First recommends the following:

Figure 3. Percentage of All Teachers Reporting They Cannot Afford the Following:

Note: Data based on the percentage of all teachers responding “disagree” or “strongly disagree” to the statement, “My household income is sufficient to afford…” The 
student loan payment category only includes respondents with student loans, and the childcare category only includes respondents with children.

1 2 3

42.4%

72.7%

47.5%

Medical Care

Housing

Transportation

Food

Student Loan Payment

Childcare

27.3%

29.6%

28.0%



Introduction

least since the passage of the Mississippi Critical Teacher Shortage Act of 1998, Mississippi policymakers have 
recognized that many districts in the state struggle to find effective teachers or any teachers at all. Policymakers’ urgency 
to address this issue has ebbed and flowed, but the problem has not: with each year, the Mississippi Department of 
Education’s (MDE) geographic critical shortage list continues to grow, and this school year—2022-2023—the 
list reached over 100 districts for the first time.1

At
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Gender

Female Male Nonbinary Prefer Not To Say
80.8% 15.1% 0.1% 3.9%

We believe the key to solving the Mississippi teacher shortage crisis requires centering the lived experiences of educators. 
After publishing our seminal 2020 report, Nothing in the Pipes, about Mississippi’s teacher shortage, Mississippi First has 
become increasingly perplexed by the fact that there 
has been little effort to capture Mississippi teachers’ 
perspectives at scale about the crisis. Until now, 
the last broadscale survey of teachers about issues 
affecting attrition was the Project CLEAR Voice survey 
in 2007, which focused on working conditions.2  

In order to understand and amplify teachers’ voices, 
we sent out a survey to over 30,000 Mississippi 
teachers in November 2021 asking about their 
pathway into the profession, financial well-being, 
career plans, and policy preferences.i (See Appendix 
A for a detailed description of our methodology and 
data tables, including full respondent demographic 
data.)  About one in five Mississippi public 
school teachers statewide—6,496 teachers 
in 2021-2022—responded, resulting in the 
largest and most comprehensive Mississippi 
teacher voice data set on these topics in at 
least the last 15 years. 

The responses provide a level of nuance and convey 
a sense of urgency about teacher career plans that 
have, up until now, been largely absent in the 
statewide conversation.

i Finding contact information for teachers was an arduous task, as no entity collected individual email addresses for all of the state’s public school teachers at the time of the 
survey. 

Figure 1. Mississippi Geographic Critical Shortage Areas

Source: Mississippi Department of Education, “2022/2023 Mississippi Geographic Critical 
Shortage Areas,” available at https://www.mdek12.org/OTL/OTC/job (last accessed 
September 2022).

Critical Shortage Area
Non-critical Shortage Area

Race

White Black or African 
American

American Indian or 
Alaskan Native

Asian or Pacific 
Islander Multi-racial Prefer Not To Say

69.5% 19.6% 0.3% 0.7% 1.4% 8.5%

Respondent Gender and Race

https://www.mississippifirst.org/library/nothing-in-the-pipes/
https://www.mdek12.org/OTL/OTC/job


14

Our most urgent finding was that over half (53.6%) of teachers surveyed reported being “somewhat” or “very likely” 
to leave their Mississippi classroom within the next year. One in three respondents (36.7%) had their eyes on exiting 
the profession entirely, while others were considering teaching out of state (19.3%) and/or taking a different role in education 
(25.9%), such as becoming an administrator. Of course, not every “likely leaver” ultimately followed through on these plans, 
but the number of teachers not returning for the 2022-2023 school year—one in five teachers statewide (19.9%), an average 
district attrition rate of 23.7%—constitutes a sharp uptick from previous years. This situation is hardly sustainable for a state 
already experiencing a sharp decline in the supply of new teachers and an ongoing shortage in two-thirds of districts.3 

We reported these high-level findings in a brief in early February 2022 as part of our advocacy for an across-the-board teacher 
pay raise.4 Ultimately, the legislature passed an historic raise that provided an average salary increase of $5,151 for licensed 
teachers, with most receiving at 
least $5,000.  In the spring, we 
were hopeful that this raise would 
positively affect teachers’ career 
decisions. However, in light of 
the increase in teachers leaving 
after the 2021-2022 school year, 
we knew that our survey data 
contained valuable information 
about why so many teachers are 
continuing to leave the classroom. 
Teacher turnover is a complex 
phenomenon, and most of the 
teachers we surveyed indicated 
that multiple factors influence 
their career decisions. But across 
the board, Mississippi teachers 
indicated that compensation is 
the most important factor in their 
career plans: 91.4% reported that it has “some” or “a great deal” of an impact, and it was far more likely to matter “a great deal” 
to likely leavers (78.4%) than non-leavers (63.3%). 

Over half (53.6%) of teachers surveyed indicated that they were likely to choose at least one of the following exits:

19.3% 25.9% 36.7%
Nearly 1 in 5 teachers reported 

being “somewhat” or “very likely” 
to leave to teach out of state.

1 in 4 teachers reported being 
“somewhat” or “very likely” 

to take a different role in 
education.

Over 1 in 3 teachers reported 
being “somewhat” or “very likely” 

to exit the profession entirely.

Figure 2. Average District Attrition Rate Following Years 2016-2017 to 2021-2022

Source: Data provided by the Mississippi Department of Education. Note: Attrition rate for a given year refers to the 
percentage of teachers not returning to the same district for the following school year.
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This report will focus primarily on the implications of teacher compensation on teacher retention in Mississippi. 

In our analysis of survey data, we use statistical tests that some readers may not be familiar with, including chi-squared 
tests and multiple linear regressions. To ensure that our research findings are accessible for all readers, we report the results 
of these tests in straightforward, non-technical language. The only term our readers need to be familiar with is “statistically 
significant,” which implies that an observed relationship in our data (for example, observing that a higher percentage of newer 
teachers have student debt compared to older teachers) is not due to chance. To use the example of student debt among 
newer teachers, we would only assert that newer teachers are more likely than older teachers to have student debt if we can 
confirm that the relationship between experience and student debt is statistically significant. Readers can assume that we 
have confirmed statistical significance in any instance where we use the terms “more likely” or “less likely,” or when we assert 
that there is an “association” between two variables, such as between experience and whether teachers have student debt. 
(Readers who are more familiar with statistics should know that we have used a p-value of 0.05 to test statistical significance, 
unless otherwise noted.) For research-inclined readers, please see Appendix A for more information about statistical tests.

A Note on Statistics

Part I Part II Part III

We explore what exactly it means to 
live on a teacher’s salary.

We examine the choices, 
characteristics, and experiences that 

are associated with an increased 
likelihood of leaving the classroom. 

We make recommendations for 
addressing attrition risk and 

ensuring that Mississippi teachers 
are no longer forced out of their 
classrooms by conditions out of 

their control.

Figure 3. Top Career Plan Influences

Source: Data based on the percentage of teachers responding “some” or “a great deal” for each factor in response to the 
question, “Whether or not you plan to remain a Mississippi public school teacher, how much of an impact do the following 
factors have on your career plans?”

Likely Leavers

All

Non-Leavers

Because the historic pay raise happened after our original teacher survey, we are conducting a follow-up survey to see 
whether and how any of these findings have changed as a result. Nonetheless, we believe that the information in this report 
is very instructive for policymakers in understanding the lives of teachers and what we can do to make being a teacher in 
Mississippi more attractive and sustainable.
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27.3%
Food

Medical Care

29.6%
Housing

28.0%
Transportation

Part I
The Economic Realities of 
Living on a Teacher’s Salary

Figure 4. Percentage of All Teachers Reporting They Cannot Afford the Following:

Note: Data based on the percentage of all teachers responding “disagree” or “strongly disagree” to the 
statement, “My household income is sufficient to afford...” 

Finding #1: Half of Mississippi teachers reported that 
they struggle to afford basic necessities.1

asked teachers about their ability to afford basic necessities—particularly food, 
housing, healthcare, and transportation—as well as if they had second jobs and/or rely on 
various forms of government assistance. A sizable portion of Mississippi teachers reported 
living on the brink of poverty: more than one in four teachers were food insecure (27.3%), 
housing insecure (29.6%), and/or unable to afford reliable transportation (28.0%). Two in five 
teachers (42.4%) were unable to afford deductibles, premiums, or other healthcare costs not 
covered by insurance.

We

42.4%
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The Financial Insecurity Index: What Can Teachers Afford?

Struggling to afford at least one basic necessity in our list is bad enough, but many teachers reported not being able to afford 
two or more items on our list. To quantify the relative level of financial challenges that teachers may face, we created the 
Financial Insecurity Index, measuring 0-4, to indicate the number of basic necessities an individual teacher is unable to afford. 
A “4” means that a teacher is unable to afford all four: adequate food, transportation, housing, and medical 
care. A “0” indicates they do not have difficulty purchasing any of these basic necessities. 

Figure 5. All Teachers: Financial Insecurity Index

Meet Treshard Smith
While Treshard knew that a career in teaching would be stressful, he did not anticipate 
the financial insecurity it would bring—and he certainly did not anticipate having to 
work a night job on the weekends. But the extra job has become necessary in allowing 
him to provide for himself and his son. As a single parent, not much of his teaching 
paycheck is left each month after paying for bills, household essentials, and his student 
loans.

Real Teachers. Real Stories. To read the full profile, go to Appendix B.

Using this index, we find that teachers responding to our survey were split roughly 50-50 between those who reported 
difficulty affording basic necessities and those who did not. One in six teachers (18.4%) lacked adequate access to all four 
basic necessities while 50.1% indicated they were able to afford every basic necessity, though if we account for teachers 
who reported trouble affording childcare and student loan payments this figure drops to 37.2%.

0 (Able to Afford All) 1 2 3 4 (Able to Afford None)
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Families and Student Loan Borrowers: Additional Costs

Roughly half of respondents were student loan borrowers with student debt and/or parents with children under the age of 18. We asked 
about these teachers’ additional financial obligations, namely monthly student loan payments and childcare. Because these teachers are 

so common, and because their expenses are so high, we pay particular attention to them throughout this report.

72.7%  
of teachers with student debt reported  

they cannot afford monthly student loan payments.

47.5% 
 of teachers with children reported  

they cannot afford adequate childcare.

Teachers with student loan debt and teachers with children were less likely to be able to afford basic necessities.  

Figure 7. Teachers with Children 18 or Younger: Financial Insecurity Index

With half of Mississippi teachers struggling to afford at least one basic necessity, they commonly take a second 
job for supplemental income: 28% of teachers reported taking on additional work within their school district during 
the 2021-2022 school year—anything from teaching night classes to coaching—and 37.2% reported holding second jobs 
outside of education. In total, just over half of teachers (50.4%)ii  reported working some type of second job during what would 
otherwise have been their free time.

ii In this population, some teachers reported taking on additional responsibilities within their school district as well as working a second job outside of education, which is why 
these two numbers do not add up to 50.4%.

Meet Veronica Elery
Veronica has a family to provide for, and her paycheck is spread thin. Any unexpected expense can lead to a depletion 
of her family’s savings. In the past, Veronica has operated a t-shirt business out of her house to make some extra 
money. Recently, she’s been working as a tutor through her school. It’s common for her and her school colleagues to 
trade ideas about jobs they can pursue on evenings and weekends. 

Real Teachers. Real Stories. To read the full profile, go to Appendix B.

Figure 6. Teachers with Student Debt: Financial Insecurity Index

0 (Able to Afford All) 1 2 3 4 (Able to Afford None)

Note: Percentage of teachers unable to afford student loan payments and/or childcare only refer to teachers with student loan debt and children under 18, respectively.
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Despite working a government job, some teachers have even been forced to turn to government assistance, with 4.6% relying 
on the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), known as food stamps, in the past 12 months. Teachers have also 
clearly struggled to put away adequate savings: 72.3% reported lacking a rainy day fund worth three months of expenses 
while one in seven (15.1%) indicated they would not even be able to pay for a $400 emergency expense.

Clearly, far too many teachers live in dire economic straits. Though educators are expected to meet the needs of their 
students every day, their ability to meet their own personal needs appears to be out of reach for many. Chronically low pay 
is of course an obvious driver of these circumstances. For many educators, though, conditions are exacerbated by the very 
sacrifices they made to enter the teaching profession in the first place.

72.3% 50.4% 15.1% 4.6%
Did not have a rainy 

day fund of three 
months’ worth of 

expenses.

Had a second job 
during the 2021-
2022 school year.

Would not have 
been able to pay for 
a $400 emergency 

expense.

Relied on food 
stamps in the past 12 

months.

Finding #2: Student loan debt complicates finances for half of Mississippi 
teachers.

Taking out tens of thousands of dollars in student loans has become a 
practical necessity for most aspiring educators: 83.4% of respondents 
indicated they have utilized some type of financial aid (which 
includes loans as well as grants and scholarships), with 75.1% of 
respondents having taken out federal and/or private student loans. Of 
all respondents, roughly half (52.3%) reported that they currently hold 
student debt.

We estimate the average teacher salary in 2021-2022 was $48,000,iii  
which was about $18,000 less than the average salary of $66,225 
in 2020 for a Mississippian with a bachelor’s degree. This disparity 
between what teachers earn and what they can earn elsewhere with 
similar credentials is known as a “pay penalty.”6  Considering that most 
Mississippi educators have also paid for advanced degrees, the pay 
penalty predictably complicates a teacher’s ability to pay back their 
student loans. The result is that nearly one in four respondents (23.5%) 
reported a student loan balance of at least $50K —surpassing our 
estimate of the average teacher salary in 2021-2022—and one in 10 
teachers (10.6%) reported currently owing $100,000 or more.

Table 1. All Teachers: Student Loan Status

Used financial aid 83.4%

Took out a student loan 75.1%

Currently holds student 
debt

52.3%

Owes at least $35K 29.2%

Owes at least $50K 23.5%

Owes at least $100K 10.6%

Owes at least $200K 1.8%

Note: The number of teachers who reported owing varying levels of 
student debt are reported here as a percentage of the entire sample of 
teachers, not just of those who reported having used financial aid or 
currently owing student debt.

iii Mississippi teachers received a raise of $1,000 (and $1,100 for first-year teachers) going into the 2021-2022 school year, the year in which we conducted our survey. We estimate this would push 
the 2020-2021 average teacher salary of $46,862 to roughly $48,000 for the 2021-2022 school year. Considering that Mississippi teachers have since received an average raise of just over $5,000 as a 
result of House Bill 530 during the 2022 legislative session, we assume that the current average teacher salary is now roughly $53,000.

2
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While most graduates do not accumulate $100,000 in student loan debt, it is possible. 

Consider a hypothetical aspiring educator who enters a four-year degree program in 2017-2018 and graduates four 
years later in 2020-2021. Let’s assume they attend college in state and pay the average statewide cost of attendance. 
Let’s also assume they have the average composite ACT score as a high school junior in 2015-2016 (18.3) and come from 
a family making the median household income in Mississippi from 2016 to 2020 ($46,511).7 

The prospective teacher’s family income qualifies them for a partial Pell Grant, which comes to just over $3,000 a year 
for families in this income bracket.8 They also manage to secure $1,000 in institutional scholarships from their college 
each year.iv  These particular circumstances render them ineligible for all three state grant programs in Mississippi: HELP 
(family income is too high), MTAG (ineligible because they receive a Pell Grant), and MESG (ACT score is too low).9

To cover the remaining cost of attendance, the prospective teacher takes out the maximum amount in subsidized and 
unsubsidized federal student loans each year (unsubsidized loans begin accruing interest immediately; subsidized loans 
only accrue interest once repayment begins). Because federal student loans only cover between $5,500-$7,500 each 
year, there remains about $15,000 each year to be financed. We will assume the parents decline to take this debt on 
personally via a federal parent Direct PLUS Loan, which leaves the prospective teacher to take out a private commercial 
loan each year to cover the gap. 

By the Numbers: Accumulating $100K in Student Debt

Year Cost of 
Attendence Pell Grant Institutional 

Aid
Subsidized 

Federal Loan

Unsubsidized 
Federal Loan

(plus interest)

Private Loan
(plus interest)

2017-2018 $24,760.20 $3,113 $1,000 $3,500
$2,000 

(+$267.00)
$15,147.20 

(+$6,058.88)

2018-2019 $25,722.60 $3,244 $1,000 $4,500
$2,000 

(+$202.00)
$14,978.60 

(+4,493.58)

2019-2020 $26,050.07 $3,317 $1,000 $5,500
$2,000 

(+$90.60)
$14,233.07 

(+$2,846.62)

2020-2021 $26,873.40 $3,382 $1,000 $5,500
$2,000 

(+$0.00)
$14,991.40 

(+$14,898.21)

Student Loan Debt Upon Repayment $101,808.08

Source: T. Ballard’s calculations based on U.S. Department of Education, “College Scorecard”, available at https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/ (last accessed October 2022); Urban 
Institute, “Pell Grant Reform Simulator,” available at https://apps.urban.org/features/pell-simulator/ (last accessed October 2022); U.S. Department of Education, “Interest 
Rates and Fees for Federal Student Loans,” available at https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/types/loans/interest-rates (last accessed October 2022); and LendEDU, “The 
State of Private Student Loans,” available at https://lendedu.com/blog/state-of-private-student-loans-report/ (last accessed October 2022). Note: Calculations assume 
repayment begins at the beginning of the 2021-2022 school year. Interest rates for unsubsidized federal loans and private loans are calculated based on each year’s average 
and compounded daily. To reflect the moratorium on federal student loan payments, interest is not calculated for unsubsidized federal loans after the 2019-2020 school year. 
The cost of attendance as well as the amount received from Pell Grants and institutional scholarships may be lower or higher, based on a variety of factors.

iv $1,000 is likely below the average institutional grant or scholarship, though scholarship averages are generally skewed towards college athletes and/or students with above-average ACT scores, 
neither of which describe this hypothetical student.

https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/
https://apps.urban.org/features/pell-simulator/
https://studentaid.gov/understand-aid/types/loans/interest-rates
https://lendedu.com/blog/state-of-private-student-loans-report/
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For the roughly half of teachers with outstanding student loans, this debt has material consequences. First, nearly three-
fourths (72.7%) of teachers with student debt said they cannot afford their monthly payments. These minimum monthly 
payments vary based on a teacher’s debt and repayment plan, but the Education Data Initiative estimates the average monthly 
student loan payment to be about $460 nationwide.10 Missing a single payment immediately results in loan delinquency, 
which, after 90 days, will be reported to credit bureaus and lead to a poor credit rating. Continued delinquency results in loan 
default, the consequences of which include garnished wages, ineligibility for additional financial aid and deferment options, 
and even being taken to court by the loan servicer.11

Teachers with student debt have surely benefited from the federal government’s recent moratorium, or pause, on student 
loan payments in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.12 But payments are scheduled to go back into effect in 2023, and even 
with the moratorium, many teachers—particularly those with six-figure debt—may have felt the need to make payments 
regardless. Additionally, 10% of teachers reported having private student loan debt, which can come with higher interest rates 
and has not been subject to the federal moratorium.13

Figure 8. Financial Insecurity Comparison: Teachers with and without Student Debt

Inadequate access to food*

Inadequate access to  
transportation*

Inadequate access to housing*

Inadequate access to medical care*

Inadequate access to childcare*† 

Receive  
food stamps*

Do not have a rainy day fund*

Do not have $400*

Student Debt

No Student Debt

*Difference is statistically significant at the p<0.05 level
†Only includes respondents who have children under 18

Note: “Inadequate access” refers to teachers who responded “disagree” or “strongly disagree” to the statement, “My household income is sufficient to afford…” We define a “rainy day 
fund” as savings worth three months of expenses.

22% 32%

24% 32%

26% 33%

38% 46%

42% 51%

3% 6%

8% 21%

60% 83%
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Meet Victoria Ashby
For a new teacher, an extra bill each month can be the difference between 
living comfortably and struggling to get by. This was the case for Victoria. As 
she attempted to provide for herself and her three children, her student loan 
payment—which was nearly $500—ate into her meager paycheck. At one 
point, she found herself cleaning buildings at night in order to make ends meet. 

Real Teachers. Real Stories. To read the full profile, go to Appendix B.

In addition to struggling to make required loan payments, teachers with student loan debt were less likely to be financially 
secure than teachers without debt on every measure. (All of these differences are statistically significant, meaning they are not 
due to chance.) First, they were less likely to be able to afford each basic necessity than those without student debt. Notably, 
teachers with student debt were 10 percentage points more likely to be food insecure. Beyond these basic necessities, teachers 
with student debt were more likely to have a second job and far less likely to have a rainy day fund. They were more than twice 
as likely to rely on SNAP (food stamps) or to lack $400 in case of an emergency. Because teachers who qualify for SNAP are 
likely to be parents, this finding shows how student debt can deeply affect families intergenerationally.

The explanation for these stark disparities between teachers with and without student loan debt is twofold. On one hand, 
money spent on monthly loan payments is obviously money that cannot be spent on housing, food, transportation, or medical 
care. But in addition to diverting income, student debt can be an indicator of lower familial wealth. Student loans have 
become ubiquitous across income levels, but borrowing rates remain the highest among college graduates from low-income 
backgrounds, particularly for first-generation college graduates.14 For teachers who have recently graduated college, those 
with fewer familial resources may be less likely to have an established savings account to smooth out upfront expenses for 
rent or classroom supplies before their first paycheck, and they may be less likely to have a reliable vehicle without paying a 
car note. Their very status as coming from a low-income background means they also would be less likely to rely on parents or 
extended family members to help them out. In short, teachers with higher levels of student loan debt often find themselves 
with the dual disadvantage of both having more expenses and less wealth with which to pay them.

Finding #3: Early-career teachers reported the highest levels of financial 
insecurity.

Financial well-being appears to be the most tenuous for teachers with 6-11 years of experience, a career stage we refer to 
as “early career” (see Figure 9 for all career stage categories). This is a critical stage of an educator’s career, often filled with 
personal decisions (such as whether to get married and start a family) and professional determinations (such as whether to 
devote one’s entire career to teaching). Of teachers in this career stage, when many may expect to achieve financial stability, 
one in five (20.4%) reported lacking adequate access to all four basic necessities. The yearly step raises of $495 that teachers 
received as of November 2021 (step raises which, under the 2021-2022 salary schedule,15 teachers did not receive until their 
fifth year in the classroom) simply did not keep up with increased expenses related to everything from starting a family to 
general inflation, even before the rapid climb in inflation in 2022. And with two in three early-career teachers (64.8%) having 
reported that they still carry student debt, they were likely diverting a substantial portion of their income to repay these loans.

3

Student Debt

No Student Debt
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After the early-career stage, the percentage of teachers with adequate access to all four basic necessities (a Financial 
Insecurity Index of “0”) ticks progressively upwards, with a slight majority of late-career (18-23 years of experience) and 
retirement-age (24+ years of experience) teachers having reported adequate access to food, housing, transportation, and 
healthcare (see Figure 9). Technically, these older teachers are better off than their younger colleagues, but it is hardly a 
positive story for teacher recruitment when only half of teachers who have worked their entire career are able to afford all four 
basic necessities.

Figure 9. Career Stage Groups: Ability to Afford All Basic Necessities

Novice  
(0-5 Years)

Early Career 
(6-11 Years)

Middle Career 
(12-17 Years)

Late Career 
(18-23 Years)

Retirement Age 
(24+ Years)

Years of Experience

Percentage with Financial Insecurity Index of 0 by Career Stage

Early- and middle-career teachers were also the career stage groups most likely to have children at home, which constitutes 
a major expense and may contribute to increased financial insecurity for these teachers. The proportion of teachers who 
reported having at least one child 18 or younger peaks at 64.2% for early-career teachers and remains above 50% for all 
teachers except those who have reached retirement age (see Figure 10). Teachers with kids already struggle to afford child-
related expenses, with roughly half (47.5%) having reported that they cannot afford adequate childcare. But these expenses 
also have a measurable impact on teachers’ ability to afford other basic necessities, as teachers with kids were more likely to 
lack access to adequate food, transportation, and medical care than teachers without kids. Teachers with children were also 
more likely to have student debt (including greater amounts of debt and greater difficulty paying it back), were less likely to 
have an emergency fund or rainy day fund, and were eight times more likely to rely on food stamps (see Figure 11). These 
disparities could explain why some teachers may be reluctant to have children of their own.

48.5%
46.4%

48.9%

52.5%

56.2%

Year-to-Year 
Percentage 

with Financial 
Insecurity  
Index of 0
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Whether or not they have kids, teachers in the first 17 years of their career (novice, early-career, and middle-career teachers) 
may not eventually achieve the relative financial stability that more experienced teachers appear to be currently enjoying. 
This study is not longitudinal (meaning we have not followed teachers over time), but the more experienced teachers in 
our study have benefited from more than just additional years to save, pay off debt, and move up the salary 
schedule: they are also more likely to have entered the profession at a time when the cost-benefit analysis of 
becoming a teacher was more favorable than today. 

Meet Lauren Jackson-Reed
Though Lauren had assistance in the classroom, she was single-handedly 
supporting her family at home. She had a child during her first year of teaching 
and another one soon afterwards. The extra mouths to feed put a strain on her 
paycheck. She began picking up babysitting jobs on the side to make some extra 
money, but it never seemed like there was enough to cover the family’s living 
expenses. 

Real Teachers. Real Stories. To read the full profile, go to Appendix B.

Figure 10. Career Stage Groups: Percent with Children 18 or Younger

Novice  
(0-5 Years)

Early Career 
(6-11 Years)

Middle Career 
(12-17 Years)

Late Career 
(18-23 Years)

Retirement Age 
(24+ Years)

Years of Experience

Percentage with Children 18 or Younger by Career Stage

52.8% 51.1%

29.0%

64.2%
60.6%

Year-to-Year 
Percentage 

with Children 
18 or Younger
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Owe at least $35K*

Inadequate access to food*

2005-2006
(2022 Dollars)

2020-2021
(2022 Dollars)

Percentage 
Change

Starting Salary: Class A $45,488 $41,039 -9.8%

Average Mississippi Tuition (not including room & board) $11,187 $15,446 +37.6%

Teacher-Specific Financial Aid Programs: State Expenditures $10,049,517 $0 -100%

Table 2. Inflation-Adjusted Financial Aid, Average Tuition, Starting Salary: 2005-2006 and 2020-2021

Source: T. Ballard’s calculations based on Mississippi House Bill No. 1 (2001 1st Extraordinary Session) and Senate Bill No. 2770 (2019 Regular Session), available at https://www.
legislature.ms.gov/ (last accessed September 2022); U.S. Department of Education, “College Scorecard,” available at https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/ (last accessed September 
2022); and Mississippi Office of Student Financial Aid, “Annual Reports,” available at https://www.msfinancialaid.org/reports-policies/annual-reports/ (last accessed September 
2022). Unadjusted salary, tuition, and financial aid figures for each year converted into July 2022 dollars using the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Consumer Price Index Calculator at 
https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm.

In inflation-adjusted terms, from the 2005-2006 school year to 2020-2021, the starting salary for a Mississippi teacher 
with a bachelor’s degree fell by over $4,000 while the average tuition charged by a Mississippi college or university rose 
by the same amount (see Table 2). In 2005-2006, the state of Mississippi spent over $10 million (adjusted for inflation in 
July 2022 dollars) on financial aid programs to reduce student debt for teachers; in 2020-2021, the state did not fund a 
single program.v The reality is simply that newer teachers face more of an uphill climb to financial security than their more 
experienced colleagues did.

Figure 11. Financial Insecurity Comparison: Teachers with Children and Teachers without Children

* Difference is statistically significant at the p<0.05 level
†  Only includes respondents who currently have student debt

Note: “Inadequate access” refers to teachers who responded “disagree” or “strongly disagree” to the statement, “My household income is sufficient to afford…” We define a “rainy 
day fund” as savings worth three months of expenses.

No Children

Children

v When the 2021-2022 financial aid expenditures are released, we expect to see this figure rise above zero, as this was the first school year in which the Winter-Reed Teacher 
Loan Repayment Program (WRTR) was in place (though we expect expenditures on this program to be less than $1 million). We discuss WRTR later in the report.

Inadequate access to  
transportation*

Inadequate access to housing

Inadequate access to medical care*

Unable to afford monthly loan payment*† 

Receive  
food stamps*

Do not have a rainy day fund*

Do not have $400*

Have student debt*

Owe at least $100K*

24% 30%

26% 30%

29% 30%

40% 44%

71% 74%

1% 8%

13% 17%

68% 76%

47% 57%

27% 32%

9% 12%

https://www.legislature.ms.gov/
https://www.legislature.ms.gov/
https://collegescorecard.ed.gov/
https://www.msfinancialaid.org/reports-policies/annual-reports/
https://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm
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No Children

Children

Finding #4: Black teachers and their peers of color face a vastly different 
economic reality from their White colleagues.

Teachers in Mississippi clearly face substantial economic challenges, but across every metric the situation is, on average, far 
worse for Black teachers and their peers of color. vi These teachers were between 5-15 percentage points less likely to be able 
to afford each basic necessity compared to White teachers (see Figure 12). Almost one in four Black teachers and their peers 
of color (23.6%) reported they did not have $400 on hand in case of an emergency, twice as many as the proportion of White 
teachers (12.2%). Black teachers and their peers of color were also more than three times as likely to rely on SNAP benefits 
(9.7% v. 3.0%). Overall, they were 5.1 percentage points more likely to have the maximum score of “4” on our Financial 
Insecurity Index (21.7%) than White teachers (16.6%).

vi  Collectively, respondents who identified as a racial category other than “White” or “Black” made up just 2.6% of the overall sample (the largest proportion were teachers who 
identified as “multi-racial” at 1.4%). It is difficult to draw statistically significant comparisons with proportions this small. Because the experiences of these teachers closely 
aligned with those of Black respondents, and in order to ensure that all respondents’ experiences are reflected in the data, we have made the decision to primarily report race-
related analyses as “Black teachers and their peers of color” to indicate that this group primarily identifies as Black but also includes non-Black teachers of color. Where it is 
awkward to use the entire phrase we shorten to “teachers of color.”

Figure 12. Financial Insecurity Comparison: White Teachers and Teachers of Color

Note: “Inadequate access” refers to teachers who responded “disagree” or “strongly disagree” to the statement, “My household income is sufficient to afford…” 
We define a “rainy day fund” as savings worth three months of expenses.

4

* Difference is statistically significant at the p<0.05 level
† Only includes respondents who have children under 18
†† Only includes respondents who currently have student debt

White Teachers

Teachers of Color

Owe at least $35K*

Inadequate access to food*

Inadequate access to  
transportation*

Inadequate access to housing*

Inadequate access to medical care*

Unable to afford monthly loan payment*† † 
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food stamps*

Do not have a rainy day fund*

Do not have $400*

Have student debt*

Owe at least $100K*

24% 34%

25% 32%

28% 33%

40% 46%

67% 80%

3% 10%

12% 24%

44% 78%

69% 80%

18% 63%

4% 32%

Inadequate access to childcare* † 44% 55%
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The disparities were highest when it came to student loans. Three in four Black teachers and their peers of color (78.3%) 
reported currently holding student loan debt compared to less than half of White teachers (43.9%). Black teachers and their 
peers of color were also about 10 times more likely to have at least $100,000 in student loan debt (32.0% v. 3.7%). Given 
the stark financial disparities between teachers with and without student debt generally, as well as a statistically significant 
association between student debt and a higher Financial Insecurity Index, there is almost certainly a connection between 
a heavy student debt burden for Black teachers and their peers color and their overall financial insecurity—particularly 
considering that all teachers are subject to the same statewide salary schedule.

Additionally, racial disparities among our respondents grew worse in each successive career stage. Financial Insecurity Index 
scores were almost indistinguishable between White teachers and teachers of color in the first few years of their careers 
(index scores were generally lower for these early-career teachers), but Black teachers and their peers of color reported 
much higher rates of financial hardship as time goes on. The disparities were highest for middle-career teachers: among 
teachers with 12-17 years of experience, one in four Black teachers and their peers of color (24.6%) reported a lack of 
adequate access to all four basic necessities, compared to just 16.1% of White teachers.

Finding #5: Teachers in lower-rated districts were more likely to struggle 
financially.

Teachers in districts with “D” and “F” 
ratings on the Mississippi Statewide 
Accountability System, which measures 
student proficiency and growth as well 
as other academic indicators, were more 
likely to face financial insecurity than 
the average teacher across nearly every 
metric.vii This finding is particularly 
interesting because in 2021-2022, when 
teachers responded to this survey, no 
district received dollars from the School 
Recognition Program, which is the 
only differential pay program based on 
school accountability grades.viii 

vii This analysis is based on district grades at the time the survey was conducted in the 2021-2022 school year. Some districts may have received different grades since.
viii The School Recognition Program offers $75-$100 per student in total bonuses at A- and B-rated schools, but also offers $100 per student in total bonuses to schools that 
have improved their accountability rating, even if that rating is now as low as a “D.” This wide eligibility has allowed all but a handful of districts to receive hundreds of 
thousands of dollars in bonuses since FY 2018, though the program has been shown to disproportionately benefit majority-White school districts. See https://mississippitoday.
org/2020/07/29/inside-the-completely-flawed-school-recognition-program/. 

5

Figure 13. Percent of Teachers by District Grade with At Least $100,000 in Student Debt

Note: The number of teachers who reported currently owing at least $100,000 in student debt are reported here as a percentage of the entire 
sample of teachers, not just of those who reported having used financial aid or currently owing student debt.

5.4% 4.6%

12.4%

21.3%

26.4%

A B C D F

https://mississippitoday.org/2020/07/29/inside-the-completely-flawed-school-recognition-program/
https://mississippitoday.org/2020/07/29/inside-the-completely-flawed-school-recognition-program/
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Under state law, teachers 
are paid according to the 
statewide minimum salary 
schedule regardless of 
district. Districts may offer 
local salary supplements, 
but compensation evidence 
suggests that these 
supplements did not put 
teachers in higher-rated 
districts at a meaningful 
financial advantage.ix Local 
salary supplements, ranging 
from a few hundred to a few 
thousand dollars annually, 
are offered at districts across 
the accountability grading scale.

The financial insecurity disparities between teachers in B- and D-rated districts were especially pronounced, with teachers in 
D-rated districts being 12 percentage points more likely to lack adequate access to childcare (54.1% to 42.4%) and four times 
more likely to owe at least $100,000 in student loans (21.3% to 4.6%). However, F-rated districts surpassed all others when it 
came to student debt: two-thirds of teachers (69.5%) in these districts reported currently having student debt, and one in four 
(26.4%) reported a loan balance of at least $100,000. Interestingly, teachers in F-rated districts were the least likely to report 
having a second job.

Our survey data does not offer obvious answers as to why teachers in lower-rated districts were more likely to report financial 
insecurity. As mentioned above, teachers are subject to the same statewide salary schedule, and other pay programs were 
either not in effect in November 2021 or were not strongly correlated to district grades. One explanation could be that lower-
rated districts hire a much larger proportion of teachers who are Black or of color, who are generally more likely to have 
higher amounts of student debt and therefore have more financial insecurity: teacher demographic figures requested from 
MDE reveal that teachers of color make up just 12-13% of teachers at A- and B-rated districts while they comprise 60.7% of 
teachers at D-rated districts and 83.7% of teachers at F-rated districts (statewide, 30.0% of teachers are Black or of color).16 

These stark demographic disparities raise serious questions about equity in Mississippi’s educator pipeline, particularly around 
hiring practices at A- and B-rated districts.

ix MDE data demonstrate that teachers in A-rated districts did, on average, earn 2.7% more than the statewide average, though this modest premium is likely the result of these 
teachers having additional years of experience and more advanced licenses.

Figure 14. Percent of Teachers by District Grade Who Have Used SNAP Benefits in the Previous 12 Months

2.0%

3.9%

5.5%

8.3%
9.1%
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In some ways, one of the more surprising takeaways from the 2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey is that on the other side of 
every alarming statistic about financial insecurity were teachers who reported doing fine. Though far from a majority, when 
asked to assess their overall financial situation, one in eight respondents (12.8%) reported that they were “living comfortably.” 
The experiences of these teachers may offer clues for improving their colleagues’ financial well-being.

Tellingly, the unifying characteristics of these better-off teachers have less to do with choices they have made 
than who they are. For example, among survey respondents, simply being White translated to a higher likelihood of being 
able to afford food, transportation, housing, healthcare, childcare, and student loan payments. We have also established 
that being a later-career teacher is statistically associated with improved financial well-being. Demographic disparities do 
not end there: male teachers were more likely to be able to afford adequate food, transportation, housing, and medical care 
than their female colleagues (see Figure 16). Male teachers also appear to have significantly more cash on hand, as men were 
10 percentage points more likely to have a rainy day fund saved up and were far more likely to report being able to afford 
monthly student loan payments (despite having similar levels of student debt as female teachers).

Finding #6: The choices that teachers make have little impact on their 
financial well-being.6

Figure 15. All Teachers: Financial Well-Being Self-Assessment

Percentage of Respondents

Note: Data based on the percentage of all teachers who selected each response to the question, “Overall, which one of the following best describes how well you are managing 
financially these days?”

12.8%

38.1%
35.4%

13.2%

Meanwhile, the choices educators make have little to no bearing on their financial well-being. There are few measurable 
differences in financial well-being between teachers who chose to enter the profession via the traditional route versus 
the alternate route. Teachers who chose to pursue a higher-paying license by earning an advanced degree reported only 
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marginally higher access to basic necessities (in fact, teachers with an AAA, or specialist-level, license reported being worse 
off than A- or AA-licensed teachers on multiple financial metrics). The one “choice” associated with significantly different 
outcomes across the board—whether to take out student loans—really is not a choice at all: going into debt to earn an 
education degree is a reality for many prospective teachers, especially those from lower-income backgrounds. The fact that 
financial well-being is associated more with demographic characteristics than individual choices demonstrates a need for 
improved public policy. To avoid being destined for financial insecurity, teachers need to be able to make choices that improve 
their economic conditions. This does not appear to be an option for many, aside from the choice to forgo the pay penalty 
altogether and leave the classroom. 

If these financial realities are preventing prospective teachers from entering the classroom or are pressuring veteran educators 
to consider switching careers prior to retirement, the solutions become far clearer. To this end, we also asked teachers about 
their career plans, particularly whether they were considering leaving the classroom in the coming year. Examining the threat 
of attrition alongside detailed information about individuals’ financial insecurity yielded some pressing lessons for the state of 
Mississippi.

Owe at least $35K

Inadequate access to food*

Inadequate access to  
transportation*

Inadequate access to housing*

Inadequate access to medical care*

Unable to afford monthly loan payment*††

Receive  
food stamps

Do not have a rainy day fund*

Do not have $400*

Have student debt

Owe at least $100K

Figure 16. Financial Well-Being Comparison: Male and Female Teachers

Note: “Inadequate access” refers to teachers who responded “disagree” or “strongly disagree” to the statement, “My household income is sufficient to afford…” We define a “rainy 
day fund” as savings worth three months of expenses.

* Difference is statistically significant at the p<0.05 level
† Only includes respondents who have children under 18
†† Only includes respondents who currently have student debt

Male

Female

Inadequate access to childcare†

After all, can we expect even the most dedicated educator not to ask if their career is worth 
uncertainty over buying food or starting a family?

22% 28%

24% 28%

25% 30%

44% 55%

44% 44%

61% 74%

3% 5%

11% 16%

64% 74%

51% 52%

27% 30%

10% 11%
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Part Ii
What Drives Teacher Attrition in Mississippi

we conducted the 2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey, a significant 
number of Mississippi teachers made it clear they were looking 

for a way out. As we established in the introduction, over half (53.6%) of teachers 
surveyed indicated that they were “somewhat” or “very likely” to leave their current 
position within the next year to teach out of state, take a different role in education, 
or exit the profession entirely. We refer to these teachers as “likely leavers.” Though 
not all likely leavers have followed through on these plans, the sheer number of 
teachers seriously considering an exit represents a sea change from even 15 years 
ago, when just 15% of Mississippi teachers indicated they were planning to move 
districts or leave teaching entirely.17

In our initial policy brief on this data, Voices of the Shortage, we reported these 
overall figures and established that likely leavers were more likely to suffer from 
a low standard of living than non-leavers. But while this analysis made the case 
for a meaningful teacher pay raise to improve economic conditions and promote 
retention, it did not fully capture the nuance of who exactly has been at the greatest 
risk of attrition or how best to offer support, aside from an across-the-board raise. 
Considering our standard of living analysis in Part I—in which we found substantial 
variation in living conditions between different populations—it is critical to 
understand how a self-declared likelihood of attrition also may vary among 
different groups of teachers, as well as how this intention interacts with teachers’ 
standard of living. This understanding offers critical insight into how best to address 
Mississippi’s ongoing teacher shortage.

Using multiple linear regression—a statistical tool for measuring the relationship 
between variables—we can better understand the association between attrition 
(i.e., risk of leaving their teaching position) and factors like years of experience and 
financial well-being. Table 3 lists some of the most prominent variables associated 
with an increased likelihood of leaving the classroom within the next year. We 
follow the table with a discussion of each factor and its role in teacher attrition in 
Mississippi.

When

https://www.mississippifirst.org/library/voices-of-the-shortage/
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Characteristic
Impact on Attrition Risk

How many percentage points more likely are they to consider an 
exit from the classroom?

Has an advanced license (Class AA, AAA, AAAA) +7.7%

Has $35,000+ in student loans +6.2%

Has 6-11 years of experience a +6.1%

Teaches in a majority-Black district +3.9%

Is a man +5.1%

Has a score of “4” on the Financial Insecurity Index b +20.0%

Table 3. Attrition Risk Factors

Note: Impact on Attrition Risk is measured by the increase by percentage points associated with each characteristic, when controlling for the impact of 
other variables. 
a Compared to those who have different levels of experience
b Compared to those who have a score of 0

Finding #7: Financial insecurity is one of the most reliable predictors of 
attrition.

It may seem like common sense, but responses from the 2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey demonstrated unequivocally that 
increased financial insecurity is directly related to a higher risk of attrition. Every unit increase from 0-4 on our Financial 
Insecurity Index (i.e., each additional basic necessity that a teacher reported being unable to afford) is associated with a five-
percentage point increase in a self-declared likelihood of attrition. This means that a teacher who reported lacking adequate 
access to all four basic necessities—roughly one in six teachers—was roughly 20 percentage points more likely to be 
considering an early exit from the classroom than a teacher able to afford all of these.

The rationale behind this 
relationship is straightforward: 
teachers stand to gain thousands 
of dollars by teaching out of state, 
moving into an administrative 
role, or switching careers 
entirely (see Table 4). Though all 
Mississippi teachers suffer from 
these pay penalties, those who 
are actively struggling to make 
ends meet have that much more 
incentive to leave the classroom. 
Teachers’ survey responses 
reflected this dynamic clearly.

7

Average Mississippi Teacher Salary (2020-2021): $46,862

Leaving Education 
Entirely:

Average Salary for a 
Mississippian with a BA 

(May 2020)

Taking Another 
Education Role:

Average K-12 Administrator 
Salary in Mississippi 

(May 2021)

Teaching Out of State:
Average Teacher Salary 
in Neighboring States 

(2020-2021)

$66,225 (+41.4%) $78,380 (+67.3%) $52,821 (+12.7%)

Table 4. Pay Penalties for Mississippi Teachers

Source: T. Ballard’s calculations based on National Education Association, “Ranking of the States 2021,” available at https://
www.nea.org/research-publications (last accessed September 2022); Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Occupational Employment 
and Wage Statistics,” available at https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes119032.htm#ind (last accessed September 2022); 
and Thomas B. Fordham Institute, “What You Make Depends On Where You Live,” available at https://fordhaminstitute.org/
national/research/what-you-make-depends-on-where-you-live (last accessed September 2022).

https://www.nea.org/research-publications
https://www.nea.org/research-publications
https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes119032.htm#ind
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/what-you-make-depends-on-where-you-live
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/research/what-you-make-depends-on-where-you-live
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Meet Melanie King
Every time an unexpected expense came up, Melanie had little or no money to pay for it. 
This was true for small costs, like new clothes for her kids, and big costs, like renting a car 
after she was in a bad accident. The daily stress of worrying about money added to the 
exhaustion of teaching. By the end of the 2021-2022 school year, Melanie knew that she 
could not bring herself to stay any longer. The stress of the job was not worth the meager 
pay. 

Real Teachers. Real Stories. To read the full profile, go to Appendix B.

Finding #8: Teachers with student debt reported being much more likely to 
leave the classroom.

The distinct financial burdens associated with student loan debt appear to be taking their toll on teachers’ career plans: of 
those who indicated they currently hold student debt, three in five (58.0%) reported being likely to leave their teaching 
position within the next year. By comparison, just under half (48.8%) of teachers without student loan debt were “likely 
leavers.” The statistically significant association between student debt and attrition risk is entirely rational, as the increased 
pay teachers can receive by leaving the classroom has the potential to both dramatically transform their standard of living and 
expedite their timeline for paying off debt.

Figure 17. Career Plans of Teachers with and without Student Debt

Has Student Debt

No Student Debt

24%

14%

33%

19%

36%

37%

*Statistically significant at the p<0.05 level

8

Because financial well-being is so closely associated with characteristics such as race and years of experience, we can expect 
groups who are at risk of financial insecurity to also have reported being more likely to leave the classroom. This was, 
unfortunately, the case with Black teachers and their peers of color as well as early-career teachers. But did these groups only 
report higher attrition risk because they were more likely to struggle financially? Multiple linear regression allows us to isolate 
the impact of individual variables, so that, for example, we can assess whether early-career teachers intending to leave the 
classroom also reported higher financial insecurity or were at greater risk of attrition regardless of economic conditions.

Likely to Take Other  
Role in Education*

Likely to Teach 
in Other State*

Likely to Exit 
Profession Entirely
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Compared to teachers with no student debt, teachers with student loan debt were much more likely to consider teaching in 
another state (10 percentage points higher) or taking a different role in education (14 percentage points higher). They also 
reported higher rates of seeking to leave the profession entirely, but the difference is not statistically significant. This suggests 
that plenty of likely leavers really do want to remain in education; they are merely seeking a move out of state or into an 
administrative role for the sake of improved economic conditions.

Notably, the amount of student debt was just as impactful as whether a teacher reported having student debt at all. Attrition 
risk for teachers with less than $10K in student debt was significantly lower than for teachers with student debt generally 
(53.4% v. 58.0%), while the proportion of likely leavers among those with $100K or more in student debt (67.5%) was much, 
much higher. This variation suggests that addressing student debt is a meaningful pathway for reducing attrition.

Finding #9: Early-career teachers reported unusually high attrition risk, 
exacerbated by student debt.

Interestingly, first-year teachers were not the most likely to report attrition risk. In fact, first-year teachers reported the lowest 
levels of attrition risk (34.9%), but the percentage of those who were considering an exit climbs sharply to a high of 65.9% for 
teachers with five years of experience. Between six and 17 years of experience the proportion of likely leavers remains above 
50% (see Figure 18). 

Attrition risk begins to 
decrease notably for 
teachers approaching 
normal retirement age, 
and then, as one might 
expect, attrition risk jumps 
substantially once teachers 
become eligible for a full 
pension.

9

Note: Attrition risk by career 
stage is measured by the average 
percentage of likely leavers within 
that career stage. Year-to-year 
attrition risk is measured by the 
percentage of likely leavers at each 
year of experience.

Figure 18. Attrition Risk by Years of Experience

Novice  
(0-5 Years)

Early Career 
(6-11 Years)

Middle Career 
(12-17 Years)

Late Career 
(18-23 Years)

Retirement Age 
(24+ Years)

Years of Experience

Attrition Risk by Career Stage

52.6%
59.0%

53.6%

45.4%

57.3%

Year-to-Year 
Attrition Risk
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If we segment teachers into career stages, early-career teachers reported, by far, the highest rate of attrition risk at 59.0%. This 
is particularly troublesome, as these are skilled teachers in whose development districts have invested. An early exit from the 
classroom for these educators means that districts will have to recruit inexperienced rookies or entice late-career educators to 
stay on.

One association we noticed was that the impact of student debt on attrition by career stage was most pronounced for early-
career teachers. Novice teachers (those with less than six years of experience) with and without student debt reported similar 
levels of attrition risk to one another, something we may be able to attribute to the ongoing moratorium on federal student 
loan payments since teachers who are less than three years out of college have yet (as of this writing) to be required to make 
a federal student loan payment.x But among early-career teachers (those with 6-11 years of experience), those with student 
debt were 15.1 percentage points more likely to report attrition risk (64.3%) than their debt-free colleagues (49.2%). This 
disparity was smaller for more experienced teachers but still statistically significant, aside from teachers who had reached 
normal retirement age (25 years of experience).

x The moratorium on federal student debt payments is scheduled to end in 2023.

Figure 19. Attrition Risk by Career Stage and Debt Status

Attrition Risk by Career Stage

Student Debt

No Student Debt

*Statistically significant at the p<0.05 level
Note: Attrition risk is measured by the percentage of likely leavers among each experience level.

Novice  
(0-5 Years)

Early Career* 
(6-11 Years)

Middle Career* 
(12-17 Years)

Late Career* 
(18-23 Years)

Retirement Age 
(24+ Years)

53% 52%

64%

49%

59%

48%
52%

40%

62%
56%
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Although early-career teachers reported unsatisfactory financial well-being, the risk of attrition remains significantly higher 
even after controlling for student debt and financial insecurity. In effect, this means that financial insecurity is not the only or 
primary cause of early-career teachers seeking an early exit, though it remains a risk factor, making early-career teachers who 
are also worse-off financially even more likely to leave the classroom.

From the survey findings, we could not further tease out likely culprits behind the increased attrition risk of early-career 
teachers. In future studies, we will seek more answers.

Finding #10: Teachers with advanced degrees reported being more likely to 
leave the classroom.

In addition to losing early-career teachers, districts are at risk of losing their most credentialed teachers. Teachers with AA 
(master’s-level), AAA (specialist-level), and AAAA (doctoral-level) licenses reported higher levels of attrition risk compared to 
their A-licensed (bachelor’s-level) colleagues (see Table 5). Even when we control for financial insecurity and increased levels 
of student debt that come with earning an advanced degree, Class AA teachers (who make up almost half of our sample and 
are the largest licensure group) were three percentage points more likely to consider an early exit from the classroom. AAA and 
AAAA-licensed teachers are less numerous but reported even higher levels of attrition risk. About three in four AAA-licensed 
teachers (73.8%) were likely leavers, the highest proportion of any individual group we examined.

The reason for this heightened attrition risk may lay in the preferred destinations of likely leavers (see Figure 20). Though 
A-licensed teachers reported the lowest overall attrition risk, they were more likely to be considering an exit from education 
entirely compared to those with advanced degrees. This difference is statistically significant, meaning that these preferences 
are not due to chance. Meanwhile, teachers with advanced degrees were statistically more likely to be interested in taking 
another role in education—a role that is attainable due to their advanced degree and will enable them to pay off the related 
student debt. We suspect that this dynamic—highly-educated likely leavers more likely to have reported wanting to take 
another education role but less likely to have reported a desire to exit education entirely—is driving the overall attrition risk 
of teachers with advanced degrees.

Read More of Lauren Jackson-Reed’s Story
Though Lauren is passionate about education and loves working with children, the size of her 
paycheck has incentivized her to investigate different career paths, including within education. 
Since she has her education specialist degree and is working on her doctorate, she has options. 

Real Teachers. Real Stories. To read the full profile, go to Appendix B.

Licensure Class A AA AAA AAAA

Proportion of Likely Leavers 49.2% 54.9% 73.8% 65.0%

Table 5. Attrition Risk by License

10
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Figure 20. Career Plans by Licensure Group

*Statistically significant at the p<0.05 level

Class AA, AAA, or AAA License

Class A License

Finding #11: Black teachers and their peers of color reported some of the 
highest attrition risk of all teachers, likely because of student debt.

Mirroring the findings on financial insecurity, Black teachers and their peers of color were much more likely to report attrition 
risk than their White colleagues: three in five Black teachers and their peers of color (58.9%) reported being likely to leave 
their teaching position, 8.2 percentage points more than White teachers (50.7%). With Mississippi’s dwindling educator 
pipeline also becoming increasingly White, a disproportionately high attrition rate among teachers of color threatens to 
further decrease the diversity of K-12 classrooms at a time when Mississippi’s teacher workforce is already unreflective of the 
students they serve (56.8% of Mississippi students are Black or of color compared to just 30% of Mississippi teachers). This 
diversity matters, as Black students have been shown to enjoy significant academic benefits when assigned to teachers of 
the same race.18 Of course, a disproportionately high attrition rate for teachers of color also has the effect of contributing to 
Mississippi’s overall attrition rate.

Why did educators of color report a higher likelihood of leaving their teaching position? Our findings point to the fact that 
teachers of color were almost twice as likely to report currently having student loan debt (78.3%) than White teachers 
(43.9%), a financial burden which we have established is associated with both a lower standard of living and a higher 
likelihood of attrition. Indeed, race ceases to be a statistically significant factor in attrition risk when we control for the amount 

11

38.5%

33%

37%

Likely to Teach in 
Another State*

Likely to Take Other 
Education Role*

Likely to Exit 
Education Entirely*

35.7%

33.1%

20.3%

18.0%

17.2%
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Figure 21. Attrition Risk for White Teachers and Teachers of Color

*Statistically significant at the p<0.05 level
Note: Attrition risk is measured by the percentage of likely leavers in each group.

White Teachers

Teachers of Color

of student loans that survey respondents have. This means that, for example, when we compare Black teachers and their peers 
of color without student loans to White teachers without student loans, the eight-percentage point attrition gap disappears, 
and the remaining negligible difference is no longer statistically significant (see Figure 21). In other words, if we eliminate the 
burden of student debt, we may also eliminate the racial disparities in attrition.

Attrition Risk for All Respondents* Attrition Risk with No Student Debt

Read More of Treshard Smith’s Story
Treshard knew that having this extra degree would bump him up on the salary scale, 
as well as give him the potential to eventually go into an administrative role. But 
Treshard’s pathway into the classroom came at a cost, and he had to take on tens of 
thousands of dollars in student debt for each degree. Presently, his total amount of 
student debt stands at $113,000. 

Real Teachers. Real Stories. To read the full profile, go to Appendix B.
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Finding #12: Teachers in lower-rated districts and majority-Black districts 
reported the greatest attrition risk.

Districts with the lowest ratings on the Mississippi Statewide Accountability System have a harder time retaining teachers, 
according both to responses on our 2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey and aggregate MDE data on district attrition rates.

Figure 22. Attrition Risk and Attrition Rate by District Grade: 2021-2022

12

Conventional wisdom suggests this finding is unsurprising—lower-rated districts, the story goes, struggle more with working 
conditions or morale, making these districts less attractive for teachers. However, as we explain earlier in this report, MDE 
data demonstrates that lower-rated school districts are more likely to employ teachers of color, who reported higher rates of 
financial insecurity. Survey responses also suggest that teachers in lower-rated districts of all backgrounds endure heightened 
financial insecurity. For instance, the percentage of teachers with at least $100,000 in student debt was four to five times 
higher in F-rated (26.4%) and D-rated (21.3%) districts than in A-rated (5.4%) and B-rated (4.6%) districts. Because financial 
insecurity is associated with greater attrition risk, we examined whether eliminating these factors would also eliminate the 
disparity in attrition.

When we use multiple linear regression to equalize student debt across school districts (i.e., to hold student debt constant), 
we find that a low accountability grade is no longer predictive of self-reported attrition risk. D- and F-rated districts thus 
appear to have higher attrition rates because they are more likely to be staffed by educators facing acute financial distress, 
especially in the form of crushing amounts of student loan debt.

Source: Attrition rate figures are based on data provided by MDE. 

Attrition Risk is the percentage of teachers who reported 
that they were somewhat likely or very likely to leave their 
current job within the next year.

Attrition Rate is the percentage of all teachers in 2021-
2022 school year who did not return for the 2022-2023 
school year.

District Grade

16% 17%
25% 25%

32%
52% 50% 54%

61%
54%

A B C D F

District Grade

A B C D F
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Like teachers in lower-rated school districts, teachers in majority-Black districts were also more likely to struggle financially 
(see Figure 23). They reported higher rates of food, transportation, and housing insecurity, were less likely to have savings, and 
were more likely to rely on government assistance. Teachers with children in majority-Black districts were also less likely to 
be able to afford childcare. Similar to comparisons between White teachers and teachers of color, the disparities were highest 
when it came to student loan debt. Teachers in majority-Black districts were 12 percentage points more likely to have student 
debt (57.5% to 45.0%), and they were more than three times as likely to owe at least $100,000 (15.1% to 4.2%). This may be 
due, at least in part, to the fact that districts with larger populations of White students hire a suspiciously low proportion of 
teachers of color—of all teachers at majority-White schools in 2021-2022, just 8.8% were teachers of color—which in turn 
means that teachers of color, who were more likely to report struggle financially, are hired disproportionately at majority-
Black schools.

Figure 23. Financial Well-Being Comparison: Teachers in Majority-White and Majority-Black Districts

Note: “Inadequate access” refers to teachers who responded “disagree” or “strongly disagree” to the statement, “My household income is sufficient to afford…” We define a “rainy 
day fund” as savings worth three months of expenses.

Majority-White District

Majority-Black District

Owe at least $35K*

Inadequate access to food*

Inadequate access to  
transportation*

Inadequate access to housing*

Inadequate access to medical care*

Inadequate access to childcare*† 

Receive  
food stamps*

Do not have a rainy day fund*

Do not have $400*

Have student debt*

Owe at least $100K*

* Difference is statistically significant at the p<0.05 level
† Only includes respondents who have children under 18
†† Only includes respondents who currently have student debt

Unable to afford monthly student loan payment*†† 

However, unlike with lower-rated districts, when we control for financial variables, like student loan debt, as well as 
demographic variables, like a teacher’s race, attrition disparities between majority-White and majority-Black districts 
remain. Put simply, teachers of all races and all economic statuses were more likely to intend to leave their position when 
they were teaching in a district with a higher proportion of Black students. While causality between teacher turnover and 
student achievement is beyond the scope of our data, previous research has demonstrated that excessive teacher attrition 
has a “significant and negative impact on student achievement in both math and ELA” and is “particularly harmful to the 

24% 30%

26% 30%

27% 32%

41% 43%

43% 51%

67% 76%

3% 6%

13% 17%

70% 74%

45% 58%

19% 36%

4% 15%
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achievement of students in schools with large 
populations of low-performing and Black students.” 19 
Higher rates of attrition in D- and F-rated districts and 
majority-Black districts may prevent these districts 
from gaining the year-to-year stability necessary 
to improve student achievement. This reality is 
particularly troubling as it seriously complicates 
efforts to address Mississippi’s persistent achievement 
gaps between White and Black students and between 
economically disadvantaged students and non-economically advantaged students (see Table 6).

Improving the education of Mississippi students is why we started studying the educator pipeline in the first place, but 
unfortunately, the most historically disadvantaged students are least likely to be able to count on consistent access to 
effective teachers—access which is considered the “most important school-related factor influencing student achievement.”20  
Addressing teacher turnover should therefore be of paramount concern.

Majority-Black Schools Majority-White Schools

56.2%  
are likely leavers

49.8%  
are likely leavers

Black Proficiency Rate 
Compared to White Proficiency Rate

Economically Disadvantaged Proficiency Rate 
Compared to Non-Economically Disadvantaged 

Proficiency Rate

Math ELA Math ELA

-31.7% -29.0% -32.2% -30.5%

Gap is higher than 
pre-pandemic

Gap is lower than 
pre-pandemic

Gap is higher than 
pre-pandemic

Gap is the same 
as pre-pandemic

Table 6. Achievement Gaps on the Mississippi Academic Assessment Program (2022)

Source: Mississippi Department of Education

Read More of Veronica Elery’s Story
As Veronica’s workload has increased, budget cuts at her school have led to a reduction in basic resources, like copy paper and 
pencils. Using their own time and money, teachers have been forced to fill in the gaps.

Real Teachers. Real Stories. To read the full profile, go to Appendix B.
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Part III
Policy Recommendations

2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey offers policymakers an opportunity, unparalleled 
for at least fifteen years, to glean actionable insights on addressing the state’s critical teacher 
shortage from the voices of over six thousand educators. The primary focus of our survey, 
teacher attrition, is admittedly a complex phenomenon, but as one of two primary drivers 
of Mississippi’s critical teacher shortage (the other being a decrease in the supply of new 
teachers), we should not allow this complexity to preclude taking action. Though we do 
not claim to have discerned all of the intricacies of teacher attrition, findings from the 2022 
Mississippi Teacher Survey shed light on a few major drivers of attrition that are specific and 
universal enough to warrant adjustments in state policy. 

An attrition cliff after five years of teaching forces districts 
to rely on a revolving door of inexperienced teachers. 

The

Self-reported attrition risk on the 2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey appears to contradict the 
long-held notion that attrition is primarily concentrated among novice teachers (those with 
less than five years experience). To be sure, many educators leave the classroom within five 
years of entering the profession, and these exits strain the educator pipeline. But these are 
also, by definition, relatively inexperienced teachers, some of which may have simply not 
been suited to a career in the classroom. More concerning is a distinct spike in attrition risk 
after five years of teaching—a rate that remains troublingly high until teachers begin to 
approach retirement age.
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Figure 24. Attrition Risk by Years of Experience

Novice  
(0-5 Years)

Early Career 
(6-11 Years)

Middle Career 
(12-17 Years)

Late Career 
(18-23 Years)

Retirement Age 
(24+ Years)

Year-to-Year 
Attrition Risk

Years of Experience

Attrition Risk by Career Stage

Note: Attrition risk by career stage is measured by the average percentage of likely leavers within that career stage. Year-to-year attrition risk is measured by the 
percentage of likely leavers at each year of experience.

As a career stage group, early-career teachers (those with 6-11 years of experience) reported the highest levels of attrition risk: 
nearly three in five (59%) were likely leavers. Skilled teachers entering their prime working years, they also have high amounts 
of student loan debt and are more likely to be supporting families than other educators. These conditions are evidently not 
working for early-career teachers, and districts are losing some of their most promising employees as a result.

High attrition in districts with low accountability grades and predominantly Black 
student populations perpetuates a cycle of low achievement. 

Teachers in lower-rated districts on the Mississippi Statewide Accountability System—districts which also tend to serve 
predominantly Black student populations—are less likely to return each school year than their colleagues in A- and B-rated 
districts. This challenging reality is reflected in both self-reported attrition risk on the 2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey and 
in teacher turnover data provided by MDE. Attrition rates decreased somewhat with the onset of COVID-19 but jumped to 
unprecedented levels during the 2021-2022 school year with one in three teachers in F-rated districts (32.3%) failing to 
return for the 2022-2023 school year. Research demonstrates that this level of teacher turnover negatively impacts student 
achievement in key subjects,21 robbing our most at-risk students of much-needed stability and condemning them to a 
revolving door of teachers.

52.6%
59.0%

53.6%

45.4%

57.3%
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A regression analysis of survey results indicates that high rates of attrition risk at D- and F-rated districts are driven by massive 
levels of student loan debt held by these teachers, with one in four teachers (26.4%) in F-rated districts having reported a 
student loan balance of least $100,000. Though we must investigate further to explain why levels of student debt remain so 
high in these districts, the impact is clear: districts with the greatest need have the hardest time retaining teachers.

Figure 25. Attrition Risk and Attrition Rate by District Grade: 2021-2022

Financial insecurity and crushing student loan debt are realities for roughly half of 
Mississippi teachers and remain an enormous incentive for teachers to find work 
elsewhere.

One of the most reliable predictors of attrition risk on the 2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey was a teacher’s financial well-
being, as measured by access to basic resources like medical care and housing. Not every teacher reported a precarious 
standard of living, but educators who did were far more likely to be considering an early exit from the classroom. 
Unfortunately, financial insecurity has become ubiquitous among teachers: one in six respondents (18.4%) reported lacking 
adequate access to food, housing, transportation, and medical care, while roughly half reported that they struggle to 
afford at least one of these basic necessities. For many, major expenses like paying off student loans and starting a family 
exacerbate these circumstances, and, in the case of student debt, are directly associated with increased odds of leaving the 
classroom.

Source: Attrition rate figures are based on data provided by MDE. 

Attrition Risk is the percentage of teachers who reported 
that they were somewhat likely or very likely to leave their 
current job within the next year.

Attrition Rate is the percentage of all teachers in 2021-
2022 school year who did not return for the 2022-2023 
school year.

District Grade
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52% 50% 54%
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54%
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1
Recommendation #1: Incentivize teaching in Mississippi’s highest-need 
areas with a critical shortage area stipend. 

To break the cycle of high attrition and low achievement in Mississippi’s highest-need areas—districts with low 
accountability grades and/or predominantly Black student populations—teachers need greater incentives to enter and 
remain in these classrooms. Providing an annual stipend for all teachers in critical shortage districts would simultaneously 
address the disproportionate financial insecurity of teachers in these districts while creating a tangible incentive to take 
(and remain in) these jobs. 

The existing incentive structures for Mississippi teachers do not work to address critical teacher shortages in the state’s 
highest-need districts. The School Recognition Program offers supplements on a per-student basis to schools that improve 
a letter grade (i.e., “F” to a “D” or “D” to a “C”) but primarily rewards educators for teaching in schools that are rated an “A” 
or “B”—schools where attrition rates are lowest. Meanwhile, teachers who earn a Master Teacher certificate from the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) are eligible for a $6,000 annual salary supplement as well as an 
additional $4,000 if they are employed in a public school located in one of 16 counties in southwestern Mississippi and the 
Delta, but not every district within these counties is one with the highest need. 

Mississippi needs a mechanism to reduce the ever-growing list of geographic critical shortage areas. To create a meaningful 
incentive to teach in the highest-need districts, the legislature should take the most direct route and implement a critical 
shortage stipend to offer an additional $2,000 annual salary supplement to all teachers in critical shortage areas.

These findings provide some nuance on the state of teacher pay in Mississippi: while the current compensation package—
far below the southeastern regional average,22 even with the 2022 teacher pay raisexi—does not itself cause poverty 
conditions for Mississippi teachers, it may prevent those of lower-income backgrounds especially from pursuing the 
necessary upward mobility to achieve an acceptable standard of living. Survey results reveal that breaking this mobility 
ceiling is particularly difficult for teachers with ordinary expenses such as paying back student loans and supporting a 
family, among others. As long as this remains the case, a wide cross-section of otherwise devoted educators will, out of 
necessity, continue to pursue promising economic opportunities elsewhere: out-of-state teaching positions, administrative 
roles, or leaving education altogether.

xiSome have mistakenly stated that the average teacher salary in Mississippi surpassed the southeastern regional average after the 2022 pay raise. This is incorrect: our most generous estimate 
for the current average Mississippi salary in 2022-2023 is $53,000. The southeastern regional average was $55,205 in 2019-2020 and has likely increased since then. (The average starting salary 
in Mississippi, estimated to be $41,650 after the 2022 pay raise, most likely did surpass the southeastern regional average, which was $39,754 in 2019-2020. However, because the southeastern 
regional averages are reported on a multi-year lag, we cannot confirm this definitively.)

How much would it cost to incentivize teaching in Mississippi’s highest-need areas?

Offering a $2,000 stipend to the approximately 18,969 
public school teachers in critical shortage areas would 
cost $37,937,240 during the 2023-2024 school year 
and increase the statewide average salary by more than 
a $1,000. 

This would represent just 1.8% of the $2.1 billion MAEP 
budget for 2023. As Mississippi successfully addresses 
the critical teacher shortage, fewer critical shortage 
districts will mean less money spent on the stipend over 
time.



49

2 Recommendation #2: Expand the Winter-Reed Teacher Loan Repayment 
Program to reduce teachers’ student debt burden.

Far too many Mississippi teachers have 
incurred crushing student loan debt to 
earn the credentials necessary to enter the 
classroom. Somewhat ironically, this debt is 
now pushing teachers to seriously consider 
better-paying opportunities elsewhere. 
We owe it to Mississippi students to ensure 
that their teachers can afford to become 
educators and remain in the classroom without breaking the bank.

Thankfully, a program already exists to help Mississippi teachers pay back their student loans: in 2021, the Mississippi state 
legislature established the Winter-Reed Teacher Loan Repayment Program (WRTR) to provide new traditional route teachers 
with up to $15,000 over three years ($7,500 for teachers not in geographic critical shortage areas) to pay back undergraduate 
student loans.  WRTR is a great opportunity for teachers who qualify, but eligibility is limited: teachers who pursued the 
alternate route or had more than three years of experience when the program was created are ineligible. The program is 
also limited to just 150 awards for first-year teachers each year (teachers must receive an award in their first year to retain 
eligibility during the second and third years), a cap which, according to the Mississippi Office of Student Financial Aid (SFA), 
leads to otherwise eligible applicants being denied awards.24

Removing the arbitrary cap on new awards should be the first priority. The legislature already sets an annual appropriation for 
Winter-Reed, but the statutory cap may prevent SFA from fully utilizing this available funding. (For instance, the legislature 
appropriated $2 million for Winter-Reed in FY23, but SFA can only spend a maximum of $1.35 million, leaving enough money 
for 162 additional awards for first-year teachers in critical shortage areas on the table.) Next, eligibility should be expanded 
to teachers regardless of experience and pathway into the profession. Attrition is not limited to teachers who pursued the 
traditional route nor is it limited to teachers who are new to the profession. In fact, attrition risk is highest among teachers 
with 6-11 years of experience. 

To mitigate the impact of student loan debt on attrition we should ensure that crucial repayment assistance is widespread. We 
want to emphasize that these statutory changes do not require additional spending; they merely allow available funding to be 
used more efficiently. We do, however, recommend that the legislature double the current Winter-Reed appropriation from $2 
million to $4 million—enough to reduce student debt for 800-1,600 teachers annually.

Half of teachers have 
student loan debt.

One in four owe 
at least $50,000.

One in 10 owe 
at least $100,000.

58.0% of these 
teachers are likely 

leavers.

62.8% are likely 
leavers.

67.5% are likely 
leavers.

How much would it cost to expand the Winter-Reed Teacher Loan Repayment Program?

Expanding eligibility for Winter-Reed and removing 
the award cap would not require any additional 
spending since the program is already first-come, 
first-served and the rules prevent full use of the current 
appropriation.

Providing a $4 million annual appropriation would 
fund between 800-1,600 awards each year, 
depending on how many teachers are in critical shortage 
areas—potentially reducing student debt for up to 5% 
of teachers statewide annually. (This appropriation would 
amount to 8.8% of the OSFA budget for FY21.)
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3 Recommendation #3: Increase take-home pay for teachers with families 
by subsidizing health insurance premiums for family plans. 

Inadequate access to medical care is one of the most common indicators of financial insecurity among Mississippi teachers: 
42.4% of survey respondents reported being unable to afford “health insurance premiums and deductibles, plus necessary 
healthcare costs not covered by insurance, for all members of my household.” One reason may be the exorbitant cost of 
insuring teachers’ family members on the State and School Employees’ Health Insurance Plan. Though individual coverage for 
an employee is heavily subsidized (see Table 7), a teacher opting to include coverage for their spouse and multiple children 
must pay a monthly premium of $840, adding up to an annual cost of $10,080.xii This represents about one-third of a first-
year teacher’s take-home pay and provides little in the way of comprehensive health insurance coverage: the in-network 
deductible for the family plan is now $3,000, there is no specialist copay, and as of July 1, 2022, many medications are no 
longer covered under the plan. 25

Family insurance plans are so expensive for teachers and other state employees because Mississippi, by law, extends generous 
subsidies to individual employees but not to their family members. The result is that, compared to employees in every 
other southeastern state, teachers in Mississippi pay the highest premiums for family coverage while receiving the weakest 
coverage.26 Teachers in Florida, for example, pay $660 less in monthly premiums for family coverage but receive coverage that 
is worth over $500 a month more than in Mississippi (see Table 8). Unfortunately for Mississippi teachers, the State and School 
Employees’ Health Insurance Plan is projected to increase premium rates even further in coming years while continuing to 
decrease benefits.27  

xii The premium rates and coverage discussed here apply to employees initially hired on or after January 1, 2006, (“Horizon Employees”) who opt for “Select Coverage.” Employees 
who opt for “Base Coverage,” which features lower monthly premiums, receive far less comprehensive coverage, including higher deductibles and no copay options for primary 
care office visits. “Legacy Employees” (those hired before January 1, 2006) pay lower premiums for Select Coverage. Most employees opt for Select Coverage, and most employees 
are Horizon Employees.

Coverage on Select Plan Total Premium Cost Employee Portion

Employee $483 $46 (9.5%)

Employee + Spouse $1,027 $590 (57.4%)

Employee + Spouse & Child(ren) $1,277 $840 (65.8%)

Employee + Child $674 $237 (35.2%)

Employee + Children $866 $429 (49.5%)

Table 7. State and School Employees’ Health Insurance Plan Monthly Premium Rates (2023)

Source: Mississippi Department of Finance and Administration, “Rates and Coverage,” available at https://www.dfa.ms.gov/rates-and-coverage (last 
accessed September 2022). Rates shown are for employees initially hired on or after January 1, 2006 (“Horizon Employees”) who opt for “Select 
Coverage.”

https://www.dfa.ms.gov/rates-and-coverage
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Mississippi can provide a lifeline to teachers and their families by enshrining a subsidy for family coverage in state law—
similar to the existing statutory subsidy for individual coverage. Amending the existing statute to provide a 50% subsidy for 
coverage of employee dependents would save teachers with families an average of $2,341 a year (and up to $4,764) at a cost 
of roughly $68 million in FY23.xiii 

It is crucial to note that this change would apply to all state employees unless otherwise limited and that the additional cost 
(an increase of 12.3% over the $558 million to be spent on individual coverage subsidies) would be spread across all state 
agencies rather than concentrated in the MAEP budget. This investment would, by definition, be targeted towards families 
and be far cheaper than providing the equivalent amount in an across-the-board raise. It also has the potential to improve 
health outcomes and decrease reliance on Medicaid and the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP). Most of all, providing 
a subsidy for family coverage signals a commitment to ensuring that educators no longer have to choose between teaching in 
Mississippi and raising a family.

Mississippi Florida

Total Cost $1,277 $1,831.08

Employee Share
(as a percentage of the total cost)

$840
(65.8%)

$180 
(9.8%)

State Share
(as a percentage of the total cost)

$437
(34.2%)

$1,651.08
(90.2%)

Table 8. Family Coverage Monthly Premiums: Mississippi and Florida (2023)

Source: Florida Department of Management Services, “Premium Rates,” available at https://www.mybenefits.myflorida.com/
health/premium_rates (last accessed September 2022). Rates shown are for monthly full-time employees who opt into the PPO/
HMO Standard plan. Note: The state share for family coverage in Mississippi represents the standard subsidy for individual employee 
coverage regardless of plan type.

xiiiProjections for FY23 include 29,212 active state employees with some level of family coverage (e.g., “spouse only,” “full family,” etc.) paying a total of $136,762,555 in premiums (these 
premiums are paid solely by the employees). We use these figures to calculate the average annual premium ($4,682) as well as the average projected savings for employees ($2,341) and total 
state cost ($68,381,278) each year.

How much would it cost to subsidize health insurance premiums for family plans?

Subsidizing 50% of monthly premiums for dependents 
of the 29,212 state employees projected to have family 
insurance coverage in FY23 would cost $68,381,278 
annually. Subsidizing 25% of monthly premiums would 
cost $34,190,639 annually.

Providing a 50% subsidy would represent a 12.3% 
increase to the $557,572,005 the state is projected to 
spend on subsidies for individual employee premiums in 
FY23. A 25% subsidy would represent a 6.1% increase. 
This amount would be spread across all state agencies.

https://www.mybenefits.myflorida.com/health/premium_rates
https://www.mybenefits.myflorida.com/health/premium_rates
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xiv The salary for a first-year teacher with a Class A license in 2021-2022 was $37,000. Adjusting for inflation, the value of this salary in July 2021 would have been worth $40,154 
in July 2022 dollars. In July 2022, first-year teachers were paid according to the new 2022-2023 salary of $41,500—a raise of $1,346 in inflation-adjusted dollars from the 
previous year.

Across every metric Mississippi’s critical teacher shortage is becoming more acute. Since the 2019-2020 school 
year, the number of geographic critical shortage areas has almost doubled from 54 to 104 school districts. The number of 
new teachers graduating from educator preparation programs in Mississippi is down 30% in 10 years, and the 
pipeline of out-of-state teachers is now practically non-existent. One in five Mississippi teachers did not return 
for the 2022-2023 school year—the highest statewide attrition rate in at least six years.

To explain this crisis, we have pointed to macroeconomic trends that correlate closely with the health of Mississippi’s educator 
pipeline, such as the rising cost of attending college or the yawning “pay penalty” between teachers’ salaries and what these 
talented individuals could earn in another field or another state. Even after the historic 2022 teacher pay raise, we can point 
to stagnant compensation as a major factor in Mississippi’s critical teacher shortage: after adjusting for sky-high inflation in 
2022, the largest single-year pay raise in state history—an average raise of $5,151—only increased the buying power of a 
first-year teacher salary in 2022-2023 by $1,346 from the previous year.xiv

But lost in these statistics is the lived experience of Mississippi public school teachers and what they think of these realities. 
Discerning the realities that educators live every day—and what they think of them—was our motivation in conducting this 
survey.

The resulting data has revealed some jarring truths about teaching in Mississippi: food and housing insecurity, a need to work 
second jobs, and even a willingness to pack up and leave by the end of the year. But not all Mississippi public school teachers 
appear to be suffering these indignities. Some teachers can afford to put food on the table, some teachers reported they are 
“living comfortably,” some teachers said they plan to spend the rest of their career in a Mississippi classroom. The takeaway is 
this: teachers who are living comfortably are, by and large, the teachers who are planning to dedicate the rest of their careers 
to the students of Mississippi. The teachers who are hungry and working second jobs are the teachers who, a year from now, 
may be working a corporate job or teaching across the river in Louisiana.

The differences between teachers who are financially insecure and those who are living relatively comfortably 
have less to do with choices they have made than who they are. Survey results reveal that choices such as earning an 
advanced degree or pursuing a particular educator preparation route are not necessarily associated with improved financial 
outcomes; immutable characteristics, such as being White or male, are. So while chronically low pay for Mississippi teachers 
does not itself cause universal financial insecurity, it does prevent many from pursuing the necessary upward mobility to 
achieve an acceptable standard of living. We believe this mobility ceiling is the primary obstacle to cultivating a strong, reliable 
educator pipeline in Mississippi.

Thankfully, the 6,496 teachers we surveyed were almost unanimous in a proposed solution to Mississippi’s critical teacher 
shortage: invest meaningfully in Mississippi teachers. Lawmakers listened in 2022 and passed an historic across-the-board 
pay raise. In 2023 and beyond, we hope they continue to heed this advice and invest in rewarding teachers for their hard work 
and dedication. In doing so, the state of Mississippi can send a powerful message about our priorities, attract educators from 
around the nation, and enable Mississippi teachers to stay exactly where they are. 
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Survey Methodology

Appendix a: data tables and methodology

The Survey Research Lab (SRL) at Mississippi State University administered our web-based survey from November 15 to 
December 4, 2021. SRL sent the survey via email to a list of 35,463 public school teachers using a list of names from Marketing 
Systems Group and inferred email addresses from district websites. Former State Superintendent of Education Dr. Carey Wright 
also sent a survey link to a statewide teacher listserv to ensure all teachers had an opportunity to respond.

A total of 6,538 teachers completed the survey for a response rate of 18.4%. Of the respondents, 42 were determined to be 
full-time administrators, counselors, or other non-instructional staff. The final sample is composed of 6,496 Mississippi public 
school teachers. 

The nature of web-based surveys creates the potential for self-selection bias in the results, though we have no reason to 
believe that our data is biased in a particular direction. We were unable to weight the data due to insufficient demographic 
information for the entire population of Mississippi public school teachers. However, on individual measures of race and 
gender, we were able to confirm that the demographics of our sample align closely to demographics of the entire population 
of Mississippi public school teachers. 

Data Analysis

We conducted most of our statistical analyses in Stata. For the regression analyses that we describe in Part II of the report, we 
used linear probability models. In the process of analyzing our data, we also looked at results from logistic regression models. 
The conclusions we drew from the linear probability models and logistic models were similar, but we ultimately chose to 
report the results from the linear probability models for ease of interpretability. We used robust standard errors to correct for 
heteroscedasticity.
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Data Tables
All figures are based on data from the 2022 Mississippi Teacher Survey, unless otherwise noted.

Composition of Survey Sample

Category Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents

Educator Preparation Program Route

Traditional route 3,194 49.2%

Alternate route 1,698 26.1%

Neither 1,565 24.1%

Don’t know 39 0.6%

Career Stage

Novice (0-5 years) 1,375 21.2%

Early career (6-11 years) 1,473 22.7%

Middle career (12-17 years) 1,378 21.2%

Late career (18-23 years) 1,242 19.1%

Retirement age (24+ years) 1,028 15.8%

District Accountability Rating (2021-
2022)

A 2,390 36.8%

B 1,480 22.8%

C 1,047 16.1%

D 935 14.4%

F 452 7.0%

No Data 192 3.0%

District Demographics (2021-2022)

Majority-White District 2,701 41.6%

Majority-Black District 3,683 56.7%

No Data 113 1.7%

Licensure Status

Class A License 2,648 40.8%

Class AA License 2,991 46.0%

Class AAA License 465 7.2%

Class AAAA License 100 1.5%

Provisional License 134 2.1%

Other 53 0.8%

No License 84 1.3%

Don’t Know 21 0.3%
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Parental Status: Percentage of teachers by career stage reporting that they have at least one dependent under the age of 18.

Career Stage Has Kid(s) Under 18

Novice (0-5 years) 52.8%

Early career (6-11 years) 64.2%

Middle career (12-17 years) 60.6%

Late career (18-23 years) 51.1%

Retirement age (24+ years) 29.0%

District Teacher Demographics: Percentage of teachers by 2021-2022 district student demographics and accountability rating by race. 
(Source: Calculations based on data provided by the Mississippi Department of Education.)

White Teachers Teachers of Color

By District Demographics (2021-2022)
Majority-White student population 91.2% 8.8%

Majority-Black student population 45.3% 54.7%

By District Accountability Rating (2021-2022)

A 90.4% 9.6%

B 85.4% 14.6%

C 58.8% 41.1%

D 41.4% 58.6%

F 22.3% 77.7%
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Student Financial Aid Measures: Percentage of teachers by subgroup reporting use of financial aid and student debt balance.

Subgroup

Used financial 
aid (Including 
scholarships, 

grant aid, and/
or student 

loans) to help 
pay for their 

education

Took out 
student 

loans 
(private 
and/or 

federal)

Currently 
hold 

student 
debt

Currently 
hold private 

student 
loan debt

Have 
student 

loan 
balance 

of at least 
$35,000

Have 
student 

loan 
balance 

of at least 
$50,000

Have 
student 

loan 
balance 

of at least 
$100,000

Have 
student 

loan 
balance 

of at least 
$200,000

All Respondents 83.4% 75.1% 52.3% 10.0% 29.2% 23.5% 10.6% 1.8%

By Race
Black or other racial identity 90.9% 86.5% 78.3% 12.5% 62.6% 56.8% 32.0% 6.3%

White 80.8% 71.3% 43.9% 9.2% 18.2% 12.7% 3.7% 0.4%

By District 
Demographics 
(2021-2022)

Majority-Black district 84.1% 76.8% 57.5% 10.6% 36.2% 30.3% 15.1% 2.7%

Majority-White district 82.6% 73.1% 45.0% 9.4% 19.3% 13.8% 4.2% 0.6%

By Parental Status
Has kid(s) under 18 85.8% 78.1% 56.6% 10.7% 31.6% 25.8% 11.9% 1.8%

Does not have kid(s) under 
18

80.6% 71.7% 47.4% 9.3% 26.5% 20.9% 9.2% 1.8%

By Gender
Female 84.3% 76.0% 52.5% 9.9% 29.5% 23.7% 10.8% 1.8%

Male 78.5% 70.3% 51.1% 10.7% 27.1% 22.0% 9.8% 1.6%

By Educator 
Preparation 

Program Route

Traditional route 84.9% 75.6% 49.1% 10.2% 23.8% 18.0% 6.9% 1.4%

Alternate route 84.3% 77.9% 63.9% 12.0% 41.8% 35.5% 17.9% 2.9%

By District 
Accountability 
Rating ( 2021-

2022)

A 80.2% 71.1% 45.2% 8.9% 21.6% 16.2% 5.4% 0.8%

B 83.8% 75.2% 46.5% 9.7% 19.5% 14.6% 4.6% 0.3%

C 85.2% 76.6% 56.9% 11.4% 33.1% 25.1% 12.4% 1.8%

D 87.4% 80.5% 64.2% 12.5% 44.4% 38.6% 21.3% 4.9%

F 86.0% 80.8% 69.5% 9.1% 54.4% 48.5% 26.4% 5.5%

By Career Stage

Novice (0-5 years) 87.5% 78.6% 71.8% 12.8% 39.9% 31.1% 11.4% 1.5%

Early career (6-11 years) 87.8% 81.2% 64.8% 13.3% 36.8% 30.3% 13.1% 1.6%

Middle career (12-17 years) 85.2% 77.7% 52.4% 11.5% 31.1% 25.0% 12.9% 2.3%

Late career (18-23 years) 81.4% 73.8% 41.1% 6.8% 22.0% 18.0% 9.8% 2.5%

Retirement age (24+ years) 71.4% 60.0% 21.3% 3.5% 10.1% 8.2% 4.0% 1.1%

By License Type

Class A 80.4% 71.2% 46.0% 10.4% 20.2% 14.5% 4.4% 0.5%

Class AA 85.2% 77.1% 51.3% 9.3% 30.2% 25.1% 11.5% 1.8%

Class AAA 92.5% 87.7% 78.7% 13.4% 63.4% 55.0% 34.4% 7.5%

Class AAAA 89.0% 82.0% 71.2% 9.0% 52.0% 46.9% 36.7% 13.3%
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Financial Well-Being: Percentage of teachers by subgroup responding “Somewhat disagree” or “Disagree” to the statement, “My household income is 
sufficient to afford…”

Subgroup

“Adequate food (e.g., 
consistent access 
to nutritionally 

adequate and safe 
food for all members 

of my household)”

“Adequate 
transportation  (e.g., 
the ability to reliably 

transport all members 
of my household to 

and from work, school, 
and other necessary 

destinations)”

“Adequate housing 
(e.g., a house or 
apartment with 

reliable electricity 
and water for all 
members of my 

household)”

“Adequate medical 
care (e.g., health 

insurance premiums 
and deductibles, plus 
necessary healthcare 

costs not covered 
by insurance, for 

all members of my 
household)”

“Adequate 
childcare (e.g., a 
safe and reliable 
day-care center, 

babysitter, or 
other provider)” (If 

applicable)

“Monthly 
student loan 
payments” (If 

applicable)

All Respondents 27.3% 28.0% 29.6% 42.4% 47.5% 72.7%

By Debt Status
Has student debt 32.0% 31.6% 32.7% 46.3% 51.3% 72.7%

Does not have 
student debt

22.2% 24.1% 26.2% 38.1% 42.4% -

By Race

Black or other 
racial identity

34.2% 32.1% 33.2% 45.6% 55.3% 80.4%

White 24.4% 25.5% 27.5% 40.1% 44.3% 66.9%

By District 
Demographics 
(2021-2022)

Majority-Black 
district

29.7% 29.7% 31.7% 43.5% 51.1% 75.6%

Majority-White 
district

24.0% 25.7% 26.5% 40.8% 42.8% 66.9%

By Parental Status

Has kid(s) under 
18

29.9% 30.1% 30.4% 44.2% 47.5% 74.3%

Does not have 
kid(s) under 18

24.5% 25.6% 28.8% 40.3% - 70.6%

By Gender
Female 27.8% 28.1% 30.0% 42.7% 47.2% 74.5%

Male 22.2% 24.3% 24.8% 38.0% 46.8% 61.7%

By Educator 
Preparation 

Program Route

Traditional route 26.8% 28.2% 29.9% 42.4% 46.4% 71.0%

Alternate route 29.0% 28.6% 31.0% 41.9% 49.9% 74.8%

By District 
Accountability 
Rating (2021-

2022)

A 25.9% 27.1% 29.2% 42.6% 48.1% 70.8%

B 24.1% 25.8% 26.8% 40.3% 42.4% 68.9%

C 28.8% 30.3% 30.9% 41.4% 47.3% 71.9%

D 33.7% 31.3% 33.9% 46.4% 54.1% 76.7%

F 28.5% 28.8% 28.1% 41.4% 47.6% 78.0%

By Career Stage

Novice (0-5 years) 30.3% 28.2% 33.1% 42.2% 52.3% 71.7%

Early career (6-11 
years)

31.0% 30.6% 32.5% 45.1% 51.5% 75.3%

Middle career 
(12-17 years)

28.6% 30.0% 29.5% 42.7% 43.9% 73.3%

Late career (18-23 
years)

24.7% 26.7% 27.0% 42.0% 43.8% 70.2%

Retirement age 
(24+ years)

19.6% 23.1% 24.2% 38.6% 38.6% 69.9%

By License Type

Class A 29.0% 30.3% 32.4% 44.3% 49.5% 71.5%

Class AA 25.4% 25.7% 27.0% 40.5% 46.6% 72.3%

Class AAA 29.5% 30.1% 30.5% 43.9% 44.0% 77.1%

Class AAAA 23.0% 24.0% 22.0% 35.0% 35.3% 79.7%
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Financial Insecurity Index Distribution: Percentage distribution by subgroup of Financial Insecurity Index scores. 
Financial Insecurity Index scores were constructed by adding the number of universal basics (food, transportation, housing, medical care) that a respondent 

reported they are unable to afford. A score of “0” indicates that respondent is able to afford all four basics, while a score of “4” indicates that they are unable to 
afford any of the four. 

Subgroup 0 1 2 3 4

All Respondents 50.1% 16.3% 8.2% 7.1% 18.4%

By Debt Status

Has student debt 45.3% 17.2% 8.4% 7.8% 21.2%

Does not have 
student debt

55.4% 15.2% 8.0% 6.2% 15.2%

By Race

Black or other racial 
identity

45.5% 15.8% 8.4% 8.6% 21.7%

White 52.8% 16.4% 7.8% 6.4% 16.6%

By District 
Demographics 
(2021-2022)

Majority-Black 
district

47.9% 16.2% 8.9% 7.5% 19.6%

Majority-White 
district

53.0% 16.6% 7.4% 6.4% 16.6%

By Parental Status
Has kid(s) under 18 48.5% 16.4% 7.4% 7.4% 20.2%

Does not have kid(s) 
under 18

51.9% 16.1% 9.1% 6.6% 16.2%

By Gender
Female 49.6% 16.5% 8.1% 7.3% 18.5%

Male 55.9% 15.4% 7.8% 5.5% 15.4%

By Educator 
Preparation Program 

Route

Traditional route 50.2% 16.3% 8.1% 7.1% 18.4%

Alternate route 49.7% 15.3% 8.9% 7.1% 19.0%

By District 
Accountability Rating 

(2021-2022)

A 50.5% 16.8% 8.2% 6.7% 17.9%

B 53.2% 16.3% 7.4% 6.7% 16.4%

C 49.7% 15.6% 7.8% 7.7% 19.2%

D 44.6% 16.9% 8.9% 7.8% 21.8%

F 50.2% 15.7% 8.9% 7.5% 17.7%

By Career Stage

Novice (0-5 years) 48.5% 15.6% 8.7% 8.1% 19.1%

Early career (6-11 
years)

46.4% 16.0% 10.3% 6.9% 20.4%

Middle career (12-17 
years)

48.9% 17.0% 7.5% 7.6% 19.0%

Late career (18-23 
years)

52.5% 16.2% 7.3% 6.4% 17.6%

Retirement age (24+ 
years)

56.2% 16.7% 6.7% 6.0% 14.3%

By License Type

Class A 47.9% 15.6% 9.0% 7.9% 19.7%

Class AA 52.3% 16.7% 7.9% 6.3% 16.9%

Class AAA 49.3% 16.3% 6.5% 7.1% 20.9%

Class AAAA 55.0% 21.0% 4.0% 5.0% 15.0%
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Additional Job Status: Percentage of teachers by subgroup reporting that they have an additional job within the school system and/or 
outside of the school system.

Subgroup
Has an additional 

job within the school 
system

Has an additional job outside of the 
school system

Total proportion of teachers with additional job: 
percentage that selected at least one of these options

All Respondents 28.0% 37.2% 50.4%

By Debt Status
Has student debt 29.1% 38.8% 52.5%

Does not have 
student debt 26.8% 35.5% 48.2%

By Race

Black or other racial 
identity 26.4% 31.7% 47.1%

White 28.8% 38.2% 51.8%

By District 
Demographics 
(2021-2022)

Majority-Black 
district 28.3% 37.0% 50.8%

Majority-White 
district 27.8% 37.7% 50.3%

By Parental Status
Has kid(s) under 18 27.7% 38.7% 51.4%

Does not have 
kid(s) under 18 28.4% 35.6% 49.4%

By Gender

Female 23.4% 34.6% 46.0%

Male 53.1% 48.9% 74.3%

By Educator 
Preparation 

Program Route

Traditional route 26.4% 38.3% 50.3%

Alternate route 33.0% 40.1% 55.4%

By District 
Accountability 

Rating (2021-2022)

A 29.8% 41.0% 53.6%

B 28.7% 37.7% 52.0%

C 26.6% 34.4% 47.2%

D 27.1% 37.7% 50.4%

F 24.2% 22.8% 39.2%

By Career Stage

Novice (0-5 years) 25.4% 34.3% 47.9%

Early career (6-11 
years) 31.8% 39.4% 53.8%

Middle career (12-
17 years) 28.9% 38.8% 52.0%

Late career (18-23 
years) 27.5% 37.5% 50.5%

Retirement age 
(24+ years) 25.4% 35.7% 46.9%

By License Type

Class A 25.7% 35.6% 48.0%

Class AA 29.5% 37.9% 51.9%

Class AAA 33.3% 42.6% 56.3%

Class AAAA 32.3% 53.6% 64.0%
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Additional Measures of Financial Well-Being:

Subgroup

Percentage of teachers by 
subgroup responding “I would 

not be able to cover the expense 
right now” to the prompt, 
“Suppose that you have an 

emergency expense that costs 
$400. Based on your current 

financial situation, how would 
you pay for this expense?”

Percentage of teachers by subgroup 
responding “no” to the prompt, 
“Have you set aside emergency 

funds or rainy day funds that would 
cover your expenses for 3 months in 
case of sickness, job loss, economic 
downturn, or other emergencies?”

Percentage of teachers by subgroup 
reporting that they, or a member of 
their household, had received SNAP 

benefits in the past 12 months.

All Respondents 15.1% 72.3% 4.6%

By Debt Status
Has student debt 21.4% 83.3% 6.3%

Does not have 
student debt 8.3% 60.3% 2.7%

By Race

Black or other racial 
identity 23.6% 80.3% 9.7%

White 12.2% 69.5% 3.0%

By District 
Demographics 
(2021-2022)

Majority-Black 
district 16.7% 74.2% 5.8%

Majority-White 
district 12.7% 69.8% 2.7%

By Parental Status
Has kid(s) under 18 17.3% 76.1% 7.7%

Does not have 
kid(s) under 18 12.7% 68.1% 1.0%

By Gender

Female 15.8% 73.6% 4.8%

Male 10.7% 63.9% 3.3%

By Educator 
Preparation 

Program Route

Traditional route 14.8% 71.0% 3.5%

Alternate route 15.6% 73.7% 6.5%

By District 
Accountability 

Rating (2021-2022)

A 12.8% 69.4% 2.0%

B 12.1% 70.0% 3.9%

C 19.1% 76.7% 5.5%

D 19.0% 77.2% 8.3%

F 17.7% 75.7% 9.1%

By Career Stage

Novice (0-5 years) 19.4% 74.3% 6.3%

Early career (6-11 
years) 17.3% 75.2% 5.0%

Middle career (12-
17 years) 14.9% 72.6% 4.4%

Late career (18-23 
years) 12.5% 72.4% 4.4%

Retirement age 
(24+ years) 9.8% 65.1% 2.0%

By License Type

Class A 16.3% 74.1% 4.7%

Class AA 12.8% 69.6% 3.8%

Class AAA 17.9% 78.1% 4.3%

Class AAAA 11.0% 69.0% 4.0%
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Self-Assessment of Financial Well-Being: Percentage distribution of all teachers’ responses to the question, “Overall, 
which one of the following best describes how well you are managing financially these days?” 

“Living comfortably” “Doing okay” “Just getting by” “Finding it difficult to get by”

12.8% 38.1% 35.4% 13.2%

Likely Leavers: Percentage of teachers responding “somewhat likely” or “very likely” to the statement, “As of now, how likely are you to take the 
following actions? – Leave your current 2021-2022 position within the next year to…”  

Subgroup
Teach in 
another 

state

Take a different 
type of education 

role (e.g., principal, 
guidance counselor, 

etc.)

Exit the 
profession 

entirely

Total proportion 
of likely leavers: 
percentage that 
selected at least 

one of these 
options

All Respondents 19.3% 25.9% 36.7% 53.6%

By Student Debt Status
Has student debt 23.7% 32.6% 37.2% 58.0%

No student debt 14.4% 18.6% 36.1% 48.8%

By License Type

Class A 18.0% 17.2% 38.5% 49.2%

Class AA 19.7% 28.2% 36.0% 54.9%

Class AAA 23.4% 61.1% 33.3% 73.8%

Class AAAA 25.0% 49.0% 38.0% 65.0%
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Likely Leavers: Percentage of teachers by subgroup responding “somewhat likely” or “very likely” to at least one of the three statements about 

leaving their current 2021-2022 position within the next year.

Subgroup Likely Leavers

All Respondents 53.6%

By Race
Black or other racial identity 58.9%

White 50.7%

By District 
Demographics

Majority-Black district 56.2%

Majority-White district 49.8%

By Parental Status
Has kid(s) under 18 53.7%

Does not have kid(s) under 18 53.6%

By Amount of 
Student Debt

None 48.8%

Less than $10,000 53.4%

At least $35,000 61.9%

At least $50,000 62.8%

At least $100,000 67.5%

At least $200,000 73.5%

By Years of 
Experience

0 34.9%

1 44.7%

2 49.8%

3 57.4%

4 58.7%

5 65.9%

6 64.1%

7 59.1%

8 60.4%

9 60.6%

10 54.7%

11 53.7%

12 62.4%

13 54.6%

14 53.8%

15 52.1%

16 56.4%

17 43.3%



64

Likely Leavers: Percentage of teachers by subgroup responding “somewhat likely” or “very likely” to at least one of the three statements about 
leaving their current 2021-2022 position within the next year.

Subgroup Likely Leavers

By Years of 
Experience

18 48.8%

19 48.9%

20 46.3%

21 40.9%

22 43.5%

23 42.4%

24 57.6%

25 59.5%

26 62.1%

27 57.3%

28 59.8%

29 52.6%

30 60.0%

31 52.1%

32 43.3%

33 60.6%

34 52.6%

35 55.6%

36+ 55.5%

Likely Leavers by District Accountability Rating: Percentage of teachers responding “somewhat likely” or “very likely” to at least one of the 
three statements about leaving their current 2021-2022 position within the next year, and actual attrition rate between the 2021-2022 school year 

and 2022-2023 school year.

District Accountability Rating 
(2021-2022)

Likely Leavers
Attrition Rate: Percentage of Teachers Not Returning for the 2022-2023 School Year

(Source:  Calculations based on data provided by the Mississippi Department of 
Education)

A 52.4% 15.6%

B 50.0% 16.6%

C 54.1% 25.2%

D 60.8% 24.5%

F 54.0% 32.3%



65

Likely Leavers by Career Stage, Race, and Student Debt Status: Percentage of teachers by career stage, race, and student debt status 
responding “somewhat likely” or “very likely” to at least one of the three statements about leaving their current 2021-2022 position within the 

next year.

Has Student Debt No Student Debt

By Race
Black or other racial identity 61.8% 48.2%

White 54.2% 48.0%

By Career Stage

Novice (0-5 years) 52.9% 51.8%

Early career (6-11 years) 64.3% 49.2%

Middle career (12-17 years) 59.1% 47.6%

Late career (18-23 years) 52.5% 40.5%

Retirement age (24+ years) 63.0% 55.8%

Career Plan Influences: Percentage of likely leavers, non-leavers, and all teachers responding “Some” or “A great deal” to the statement, “Whether or not you 
plan to remain a Mississippi public school teacher, how much of an impact do the following factors have on your career plans?”

Subgroup Compensation
School/
District 

Leadership
COVID-19

Student 
Loan 
Debt

Respect from 
Parents/
Families

Respect from 
School/District 

Leadership

Respect from 
the General 

Public

Respect 
from 

Politicians

All 
Teachers

91.4% 86.2% 44.2% 42.3% 80.1% 84.0% 74.9% 75.4%

Likely 
Leavers

94.2% 87.2% 47.1% 47.2% 82.2% 84.5% 77.0% 80.5%

Non-
Leavers

88.2% 85.1% 40.9% 36.7% 77.6% 83.5% 72.3% 69.5%
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Regression Analysis: Results from linear probability model measuring factors that contribute to teachers’ overall attrition risk.

Variable B Std. Error P-Value

(Constant) 0.356 0.014 0.000

Male 0.051* 0.018 0.004

Non-White 0.028 0.018 0.131

Financial Insecurity Index  
(each increase of one)

0.050* 0.004 0.000

Has 6-11 years of experience 0.061* 0.016 0.000

Teaches in majority-Black district 0.039* 0.014 0.005

Has an advanced license 0.077* 0.014 0.000

Has more than $35,000 in student 
debt

0.062* 0.016 0.000

Dependent Variable:  Attrition Risk

Note: The reference group includes teachers with the following characteristics: Female; White; Financial Insecurity Index score of 0; experience level outside of the 6-11 year range; 
teaches in majority-White district; does not have an advanced license; student debt amount is under $35,000 (including those with no debt).
*Significant at the p<0.05 level 
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Melanie King

Appendix B: Teacher profiles

When Melanie King became a teacher eight years ago, she 
never expected to be out of the profession within a decade. 
Following her divorce, she craved a job that would allow her to be on 
the same schedule as her young children, and teaching seemed like the 
best option. Melanie borrowed money from her parents to complete the 
Mississippi Alternate Path to Quality Teachers (MAPQT) program in July 
2014. Several weeks later, she entered the classroom as a middle school 
English teacher.

Initially, Melanie loved teaching, and she was good at it. She adored her 
students and formed strong friendships with her coworkers. Though she 
and her children were living paycheck to paycheck, her relatively low 
salary was balanced by the fact that she enjoyed her job. To help make 
ends meet, she taught art classes during the summer and after school, 
in addition to selling jewelry out of her house. 

Once COVID-19 hit, everything changed. Like many others, Melanie’s 
district was fully virtual for the last several months of the 2019-2020 
school year. At the beginning of the 2020-2021 school year, students 

were able to choose between virtual and in-person schooling. Teachers were not given such a choice: they were expected to 
simultaneously teach both groups, meaning they had to maintain a virtual classroom while teaching a group of students in 
their physical classroom. Students were able to change learning environments at the beginning of each nine weeks, but if a 
virtual student was failing, they were required to switch to in-person learning. By the end of the school year, nearly 90% of 
students were back in person. 

When students returned for a fully in-person school year in August 2021, Melanie and her coworkers looked forward to a 
better, relatively normal school year. Instead, the year turned out to be worse than the previous one. Many students were far 
behind from the pandemic interruptions. Within her sixth-grade classroom, Melanie had some students who were unable 
to read, a few students who were on an advanced reading level, and plenty of students everywhere in between. Reaching 
all the students within a single class period was virtually impossible. Despite these circumstances, the school administration 
was placing immense pressure on teachers as they looked towards accountability testing that would take place in the spring. 
Melanie did not have the resources that she needed to satisfy their expectations, in terms of curriculum or instructional time.  
On top of the stress of teaching, Melanie was facing impatience from parents, many of whom did not fully understand the 
difficult circumstances. 



68

With all the year’s challenges and stresses, the low pay was becoming more difficult to stomach. Every time an unexpected 
expense came up, Melanie had little or no money to pay for it. This was true for small costs, like new clothes for her kids, and 
big costs, like renting a car after she was in a bad accident. The daily stress of worrying about money added to the exhaustion 
of teaching. 

By the end of the 2021-2022 school year, Melanie knew that she could not bring herself to stay any longer. The stress of the job 
was not worth the meager pay. After a particularly negative encounter with a parent, she made the tough decision to quit. 

Melanie had no trouble finding a new position once she left the classroom. She now works as a part-time bookkeeper for a 
utility company. With this job, she can be home with her kids more often. She deals with much less stress than she did while 
teaching, since the demands of her new job are nowhere near what she is used to. 

When asked if she is happy about her decision to leave the classroom, Melanie pauses. It’s clear that she has complicated 
feelings towards this subject. Eventually, she responds: “I am glad that I left because of what teaching has become. But I’m sad 
that it is not what it was a few years ago. In the end, it was miserable and stressful, but I miss those first few years. It was such 
a good job, and I loved it, but that is not where it is now.” 

When Melanie decided to leave, she told herself that she was just taking a break, and she would go back to the classroom 
eventually. But now that she’s out, she knows she can never go back. The teaching salary is simply not commensurate with the 
work that the job requires.

Treshard Smith

Treshard Smith’s work week is not finished when he leaves his 
classroom on a Friday afternoon. Later that evening, he will drive 
to a local hotel to complete his first of three weekend shifts as a night 
auditor from 11PM to 7AM. On Monday morning, he will be back in 
the classroom. He will put on a happy face for his students despite his 
exhaustion from the weekend. 

While Treshard knew that a career in teaching would be stressful, 
he did not anticipate the financial insecurity it would bring—and 
he certainly did not anticipate having to work a night job on the 
weekends. But the extra job has become necessary in allowing him 
to provide for himself and his son. As a single parent, not much of his 
teaching paycheck is left each month after paying for bills, household 
essentials, and his student loans. Any money remaining goes towards 
purchasing school supplies for his students who are unable to afford 
them. The state provides him with some funds for school supplies, but 
the money runs out fast. Once this happens, Treshard uses his own 
money to fill in the gaps. 
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Backpacks, pencils, paper: he wants his students to have the materials they need to thrive.  “As a teacher, you think that you’re 
coming in to educate children, but there ends up being so much more that you have to worry about,” Treshard said. 

Inspiring students is what keeps Treshard motivated. He sees himself in them: growing up in a self-described “rough, low-
income area” in Hazlehurst—30 minutes south of Jackson—he had to overcome a variety of obstacles to success. He 
sometimes found it difficult to imagine what his future would look like, but he was told by mentors that he would make a 
good teacher.

Eventually, Treshard was able to graduate from the University of Southern Mississippi with a degree in psychology. After 
graduating, Treshard gravitated towards jobs that allowed him to work with at-risk students. This brought him into a variety 
of roles during the years following his graduation, from AmeriCorps mentor to behavioral interventionist. Eventually, Treshard 
came to desire the career that he’d always been circling towards: teaching. 

Treshard looked into alternate route programs that would provide him with teaching credentials and came across a master’s 
program at William Carey. After finishing the program, he went on to do the Education Specialist program. He knew that 
having this extra degree would bump him up on the salary scale, as well as give him the potential to eventually go into an 
administrative role. But Treshard’s pathway into the classroom came at a cost, and he had to take on tens of thousands of 
dollars in student debt for each degree. Presently, his total amount of student debt stands at $113,000.

William Carey offers a doctoral program in education that is branded as a natural next step for educators who have completed 
the Education Specialist’s program. Treshard has considered entering the program but is not comfortable with taking on 
more student debt. He feels that teachers are incentivized by the salary schedule to get advanced degrees but doing so has 
contributed to his financial burdens.   

Treshard is no longer enthusiastic about the possibility of becoming a school administrator, despite the higher pay. “I 
never wanted to go into administration because of the job description. I feel like I can make the greatest impact when I’m 
on the front lines, and I don’t want to move away from that,” Treshard said. “The only reason I thought about going into 
administration was because of the money, but I don’t think I would enjoy the work.”  

At this point, Treshard is realizing it may be best to exit the teaching field altogether. He has heard stories of teachers who have 
been able to find high paying jobs in the edtech industry. Getting such a job would allow him to make more money and stop 
having to work his night job. He would also have more time and energy for his young son. Though he would be devastated to 
leave his students, the pressures of teaching in addition to the low salary make finding a new job an appealing option.
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Lauren Jackson-Reed

Unlike many new teachers, Lauren Jackson-Reed loved her first 
year of teaching. She began her career as a kindergarten teacher in 
Byhalia and attributes much of her success to her teaching assistant. 
“My assistant was like my second mom,” Lauren said. “I was brand 
new, and she had over a decade of experience. She taught me how to 
do everything.” If it were not for this support and mentorship, Lauren 
would not have made it through the year.

Though Lauren had assistance in the classroom, she was single-
handedly supporting her family at home. She had a child during her 
first year of teaching, and another one soon afterwards. The extra 
mouths to feed put a strain on her paycheck. She began picking up 
babysitting jobs on the side to make some extra money, but it never 
seemed like there was enough money to cover the family’s living 
expenses.

Eventually, Lauren decided to move back to the area where she 
grew up, Alcorn County, to be near family. She got a job at Thrasher 
Attendance Center three weeks after having her third child. Having 

her parents nearby was incredibly helpful, but Lauren still struggled to make ends meet. Times were especially tough for her 
family during the pandemic. “The P-EBT cards that my children received from the state were a saving grace,” she said. “If it 
weren’t for those cards, there would have been nights where we may not have been able to have dinner.”

Though Lauren is passionate about education and loves working with children, the size of her paycheck has incentivized her 
to investigate different career paths, including within education. Since she has her education specialist degree and is working 
on her doctorate, she has options. She recently applied for a job as an assistant principal at the local high school but did not 
receive it, as the administration was hoping to hire someone who could double as the school’s football coach. She has also 
investigated grant-funded positions at state universities but was concerned about the jobs only lasting a few years. Ultimately, 
she hopes to one day teach about child development in a college setting.

Lauren’s advanced degrees have come at a cost: she currently owes over $100,000 in student loans. She is on an income-based 
repayment plan, so her monthly loan payment is reasonable, but she feels that she will never be able to pay off the debt. This 
weighs heavily on her. “I think about my student loan debt every single day,” she said. “I don’t understand why I had to take 
out so much money to work in a career where I’m helping people every day.”

In recent months, Lauren was fortunate to receive a financial gift from her father, allowing her to put money into a savings 
account. She and her children have also moved in with her partner, which has reduced her housing costs. For the first time 
in her career, she feels financially secure–though she recognizes her improved circumstances have nothing to do with her 
paycheck. If it weren’t for the generosity of people around her, she would still be struggling. 
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Veronica Elery

Veronica Elery discovered a knack for classroom management when she began teaching in 2007.  Her secret is 
tough love: when students are in her class, she thinks of herself as their mother. She doesn’t let them get away with anything, 
but they can sense her deep care. Past students, deep in their own careers, have reached out to her and told her how much of 
an impact she has had on their success. 

Though Veronica loves teaching, she has sensed a shift in the profession during her 16 years in the classroom.  Her list of 
responsibilities has grown exponentially–as has the amount of paperwork she is responsible for. Her salary has not kept up, 
leaving her with the feeling that she is no longer being fairly compensated for the job. As Veronica’s workload has increased, 
budget cuts at her school have led to a reduction in basic resources, like copy paper and pencils. Using their own time and 
money, teachers have been forced to fill in the gaps. Veronica explains how student workbooks do not come until several 
months into the school year; in the meantime, she must print out copies of any assignments she gives to her class. All the 
printing requires a lot of paper and ink, which Veronica spends her own money on. She estimates that she spends several 
hundreds of dollars each year on these materials. Though teachers receive some money from the state for school supplies, it 
can take months to arrive and rarely lasts until the end of the school year. 

Having to pour hard-earned money back into her classroom can be frustrating: Veronica has a family to provide for, and her 
paycheck is spread thin. Any unexpected expense can lead to a depletion of her family’s savings. In the past, Veronica has 
operated a t-shirt business out of her house to make some extra money. Recently, she’s been working as a tutor through her 
school. It’s common for her and her school colleagues to trade ideas about jobs they can pursue on evenings and weekends. 
Veronica appreciated Mississippi’s recent teacher pay raise, but its impact has been dampened by the record inflation over the 
past year. Since the extra money goes towards increased expenses like food and gas, she has not felt much of a difference in 
her quality of life. 

Veronica’s departure from her school district would be a huge loss. Even so, she recognizes that it would likely be the best 
financial decision for her family. Once she completes the 25 years that are required for her to access her full retirement 
benefits, she plans to retire from the teaching profession. She would like to pursue a career in educational consulting, helping 
other teachers through the experience and skills that she has gained in the classroom. “For years, I’ve mentored lots of teachers 
and kind of served in a lead teacher role,” Veronica says. “But, of course, I haven’t gotten any extra money for the extra work.”
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Brianna Murphy

Brianna Murphy is in a better financial situation than most 
teachers across Mississippi. She works as a middle school inclusion 
teacher in one of the state’s highest-paying districts, Pass Christian, 
where local supplements range from $6,550 to $11,250. She lives 
alone and is not responsible for any dependents. Her school provides 
most of the supplies that she needs, from paper to printer ink. She 
does not take these things for granted.

Even so, Brianna is having a hard year. Students have been blatantly 
disrespectful towards teachers and administrators at a level that 
Brianna has never seen before. At the same time, there has been a 
shift in the parent-teacher relationship, and parents have been quick 
to question teachers’ decisions in the classroom. Brianna has been 
staying after school for hours each day to stay on top of paperwork 
and lesson planning, and she still feels like she is drowning in her 
teaching responsibilities. She calls her mom, a former educator, 
on the drive home from work each day to decompress and ask for 
guidance. During these phone calls, her mom expresses shock at how 
drastically the workload of teachers has increased in the past several decades. “I don’t know how you do it,” and, “You’re just 
now leaving the school?” are common refrains during their conversations. 

In times of discouragement and exhaustion, Brianna is bolstered by tokens of appreciation from her school and district 
administrators, as well as from the school’s Parent-Teacher Organization (PTO). “My district is great at finding ways to 
compensate us where they can,” she said. Last February, the district provided all employees—from maintenance staff to 
assistant superintendents—with a $1,200 surprise bonus check as a reward for their hard work during the year. The PTO often 
provides teachers with free lunches. Once a month, they take a coffee and biscuit cart around the school for teachers. Brianna 
says that these types of gestures make teachers feel seen and valued. She cannot see herself working anywhere else. “I love 
where I live, and I love where I work,” Brianna said. “I feel like the community and culture of appreciation play a large part in 
why I choose to stay here.” 

Brianna knows that her situation is an anomaly, given the level of support and compensation that she receives. Still, she does 
not think that her salary matches the amount of work that she puts into her job and finds it unfathomable that many teachers 
in the state do not receive a generous local salary supplement. She feels that most people do not understand what it means 
to be a teacher. “I want to emphasize how important it is for teachers to be trusted and supported as professionals,” she said. 
Particularly during the past several years, she has heard innumerable stories about teachers hitting their breaking points and 
quitting on the spot. “Teaching is going to change soon because it must. There is no other option but for it to change,” she said.  
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Victoria Ashby

As an alternative school English instructor, Victoria Ashby sees 
potential in students that others have given up on. 

Victoria, herself, knows what it’s like to be one of those students. 
Several decades ago, she left high school after some self-described 
“alternative moments.” She got her GED and worked in restaurant jobs, 
but eventually decided that she wanted to pursue a career that allowed 
more room for growth. She joined the AmeriCorps program as an 
assistant in a Head Start classroom, receiving several thousand dollars 
in educational grant money upon the program’s completion. Finally, she 
had a route to higher education. 

Victoria used the grant money to attend Itawamba Community College. 
She eventually transferred to the University of Mississippi, where she 
qualified for a Pell Grant but had to take out student loans to cover the 
remaining costs of attendance. In 2007, three years after transferring 
to Ole Miss, Victoria moved to Tupelo with a bachelor’s degree in 
elementary education and a boatload of student debt. 

For a new teacher, an extra bill each month can be the difference between living comfortably and struggling to get by. This 
was the case for Victoria. As she attempted to provide for herself and her three children, her student loan payment—which 
was nearly $500—ate into her meager paycheck. At one point, she found herself cleaning buildings at night in order to make 
ends meet. When she heard about the Teacher Loan Forgiveness Program, a federal program that provides loan forgiveness for 
teachers who work in low-income schools, she realized this could be a path to financial stability. She accepted a job in a nearby 
school district that qualified for the program.

Victoria’s stress—financial and otherwise—was exacerbated by her move to the new district. There was a noted contrast 
between this work environment and previous ones. As school leaders felt pressure to improve their accountability rating, the 
culture was full of anxiety and pressure. As she describes it, “the demands, the requests they expected—it was so much. 
Everyone had input on what they wanted me to do. I never had time for my family and I wasn’t making any extra money. The 
expectations were just awful. They wanted my life.” To add insult to injury, Victoria did not receive any loan forgiveness for her 
work, due to a misunderstanding about the required paperwork. Dejected, she moved back to the district where she began her 
teaching career. 

Victoria is currently still in her original district. She was able to get on an income-based repayment plan for her student loans, 
reducing her payment to under $200 per month. This means more money for activities and groceries, but most importantly, it 
means more time with her family, as a lower payment allows her to spend less time working in her supplementary jobs. Even 
so, she works as a school bus driver in the mornings and afternoons. This extends her workday by several hours, but Victoria 
appreciates the extra cash, and she feels the absence of this money during the summer break. Though she is in a better spot 
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now than she was at the beginning of her teaching career, as a veteran teacher of 16 years, her family still lives paycheck to 
paycheck. She doesn’t know what she would do if they found themselves in a financial emergency. 

After reflecting on her professional journey, Victoria is bewildered by the extent to which teachers are undervalued. “Why not 
give teachers what they deserve?” she wonders. “Why not pay them a salary that doesn’t force them to work a second or third 
job, and come to school exhausted? Teachers are the most unappreciated professionals in America.” 
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