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Question of revenue for teacher 
raises looms over lawmakers

Several bills look to give salary boost to educators
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By Ginnie Graham News Columnist | 16 comments 

At a Tulsa high school, 60 students signed up 
to take an Advanced Placement history class, 
but the school could not afford a second 
teacher to handle the demand.

It meant 20 smart, motivated students were 
left out. Even 40 students in a class makes for 
a crowded room.

“We don’t have enough teachers,” said 
Shawna Mott-Wright, vice president the 
Tulsa Classroom Teachers Association. “That 
is not fair to those kids.”

Adding to the unfairness is how the school 
may be dinged in a state grade card for not 
offering enough college preparatory courses.
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Inside the Oklahoma State Capitol, seven 
teacher pay increase proposals are currently in 
play. MIKE SIMONS/Tulsa World
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“Of course the school isn’t because we don’t 
have money to bring in another teacher, and 
the cycle continues,” Mott-Wright said.

Oklahoma will be last in teacher pay this 
year unless one of the bills currently alive in 
the Legislature passes with enough funding 
to pay for it.

Six teacher pay bills made it out of a Senate 
subcommittee, and a House education 
committee has advanced one proposal. All 
bills surviving must be out of committee by 
Thursday.

The biggest question — and obstacle — is 
how to fund any raise that might be 
approved. The phrase “if funds are 
available” is a part of many of the proposals.

“I don’t want any Oklahoman to be 
distracted. It’s about revenue,” Mott-Wright 
said. “Until we raise revenue, we’re not in 
any position for raises. We have got to raise 
revenue, and people have got to stop doing 
their political posturing.

“You need to think about what’s best for 
Oklahoma children and the economy. Those 
go hand-and-hand. Without good public 
education, our economy is going to tank.”

Low teacher pay has been the leading cause 
of the loss of public educators to other states 
and career fields. It’s hampering recruiting 
efforts of new teachers and retention of 
experienced ones, especially for specialized 
areas.

The Tulsa World and FOX23 News go in-
depth in reports Monday and Tuesday to 
examine the issue through the monthly 
budget of a Tulsa teacher and exit interviews 
and surveys of Tulsa Public Schools 
employees.

Sliding on a rail: The downhill slide in 
teacher pay has been happening for nearly a 
decade.

In 2007, Oklahoma ranked 42nd in teacher 
pay at an average $43,551, which includes 
health, life and retirement benefits, 
according to the National Education 
Association.

Then, the recession hit, and Oklahoma has 
led the nation in cuts to public education per 
pupil spending since 2008, according to the 
Center for Budget and Policy Priorities.

Teacher Pay Raise Bills

Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on 
Education have advanced these bills to the 
full Appropriations Committee. A bill must 
be passed by Thursday to survive:

◾ SB 8 from Sen. Ron Sharp, R-Shawnee, 
adjusts the minimum salary schedule to 
reflect an across-the-board $5,000 pay 
increase.

◾ SB 97 from Sen. Michael Bergstrom, R-Adair, 
calls for increases in the minimum salary 
schedule for a $5,000 raise over three years. 
Implementation of the measure would be 
determined by the passage and signing of SB 
95, which caps the total amount that can be 
claimed by the zero-emissions tax credit.

◾ SB 137 from Sen. J.J. Dossett, D-Owasso,  
implements a series of increases in the 
minimum salary schedule and fringe benefit 
levels for public school teacher. It would give 
a $5,000 immediate bump followed by a $500 
a year raise for each of the next 10 years

◾ SB 309 from Sen. Marty Quinn, R-Claremore, 
increases the minimum salary schedule by 
$2,000. He suggested reducing tax credits 
and incentives to pay for it.

◾ SB 316 from Sen. David Holt, R-Oklahoma 
City, phases in a $10,000 raise over several 
years. To fund it, he has introduced several 
separate revenue-raising measures including 
repealing the sales tax exemption on 
services, axing wind-energy credits, 
uncapping lottery prize amounts and reducing 
the number of school superintendents.

◾ SB 618 from Sen. Gary Stanislawski, 
R-Tulsa,modifies the minimum salary 
schedule for teachers for a $3,000. He said it 
would be funded by raising tax on diesel and 
gasoline contained in another bill.

The Appropriations and Budget Committee 
of the Oklahoma House of Representatives 
moved one bill to the floor:

◾ HB 1114, by Rep. Michael Rogers, R-Broken 
Arrow, calls for raises totaling $6,000 per 
teacher over the next three years. It would 
begin with a $1,000 bump in the 2017-2018 
school year and increases of $2,000 and 
$3,000 would follow. 

Legislators say they are working to agree on 
a single teacher pay proposal that would 
ultimately advance to the governor's desk.

Tulsa World-FOX23 News 
Investigation

Monday: Watch Investigative Reporter 
Janna Clark on FOX23 News at 5 p.m. to see 
a Tulsa teacher open her checkbook to show 
how difficult it is to pay her family's bills 
each month.

Tuesday: Tulsa World reporter Arianna 
Pickard reviews a recent survey and exit 
interviews of Tulsa Public Schools 
employees to find why experienced teachers 
are leaving.

The Tulsa World and FOX23 are teaming up 
to provide expanded news and sports 
coverage. The reporters will be answering 
questions on Facebook Live 4 p.m. Monday.



The nonpartisan group estimates 27 percent 
of state per pupil funding, adjusted for 
inflation, has been cut from the budget since 
then.

For the past five years, the state has lingered 
at 49th, just above Mississippi and South 
Dakota.

Both those states passed tax measures
specifically for teacher wage increases going 
into effect this year. In South Dakota, a half-
cent sales tax allowed for an $8,500 boost in 

teacher pay. Mississippi phased in a $2,500 raise followed by merit raises.

In November, Oklahomans rejected State Question 779 which would have added a penny 
sales tax to give a $5,000 raise to teachers.

Still, the majority of residents say they want to increase teacher pay. A Sooner Poll released 
earlier this month found only 14 percent of Oklahomans say not to give teacher raises this 
year.

The poll found 42 percent prefer the raises come from reducing or eliminating corporate tax 
credits and subsidies for wind energy companies, 30 percent suggest reducing non-teaching 
workforce in higher education and 14 percent say to increase taxes.

That’s the heart of the problem. Oklahoma is hemorrhaging money with difficulty agreeing 
how to curb the losses.

Last year, state agencies had to cut $1.3 billion from their budgets. This year, a shortfall of 
an additional $868 million is expected. A budget failure was announced last week with a 
mandate for agencies to cut $34.6 million from their budgets. The biggest hit will be in 
common education at a $11.1 million loss. That’s just so far.

“It is not a game,” said Finance Secretary Preston Doerflinger last week. “We need new 
revenue.”

Having funds is an issue: Of the pending teacher pay raise bills, none have a funding 
source attached. Though, some authors say funding will be captured from separate 
revenue-generating bills.

House Bill 1114 from Rep. Michael Rogers, R-Broken Arrow, would give a $6,000 raise 
phased in over the next three years. He told members of the Committee on Education 
Appropriations and Budget funding would be “built into the budget.”

“We’re not going to move forward if we don’t have funds to pay for it,” Rogers said.

The six Senate proposals would increase pay in a range from $2,000 to $10,000 a year. Sen. 
Jason Smalley, R-Stroud, chairman of the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on 
Education, said for every $1,000 in a pay raise, it will cost about $60 million.

Sen. J.J. Dossett, D-Owasso, who has proposed a measure to phase in a $5,000 increase, is 
doubtful a raise will happen this session because of the funding problem.

“You can’t come up with more money without raising revenue, at this point,” Dossett said.

Advocates and lobbyists are waiting to see which of these emerges and in what form. A bill 
can morph into many shapes by the time it’s done.

“We didn’t get into this mess overnight, and we’re not going to get out of it overnight,” 
Mott-Wright said. “We’re grateful they are talking about it and making efforts to address it. 
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But, they have to raise revenue and make a decision on how to do that, and we don’t want 
to shift that burden to the middle class or the poor. That’s not acceptable either.”

Educating parents on state budget concerns: The nonprofit advocacy group Stand For 
Children was a leading proponent of the failed sales tax state question for education.

Executive Director Amber England said the loss wasn’t viewed as a rejection of teacher pay 
raises.

“People were split on how to fund it,” she said. “We were shocked at the size of the defeat, 
but it was necessary to get the conversation started. We had tremendous support on the 
issue of teacher raises, so we need to capitalize on that and shift gears a bit.”

Part of a differing approach is educating parents and local leaders on the state budget. 
That’s not a simple task.

Just explaining how the education portion of the budget works can be trickier than 
mastering a statistics course.

“I call this serendipitous timing. We’ve seen a lot of energy at the grassroots level with folks 
wanting to be engaged in the political process, maybe due in large part to the presidential 
election,” England said.

“The frustrating part is getting the focus on state-level politics. It can be really, really hard 
because people are watching 24-hour news channels and not paying attention to what is 
happening in their backyard.”

It means advocates are spending more time in small towns and urban community centers 
having coffee and networking at meetings from garden clubs to chambers of commerce.

“Its old-school organizing,” England said. “It’s building a base of knowledge with the 
grassroots so people understand the issue of teacher pay raises. The piece people are not 
connecting with is how to pay for it. That’s a critical role for all advocate groups.

“It’s not enough to make the problem known. It’s solving it. The budget is so important for 
critical policy decisions.”

Ginnie Graham 918-581-8376

ginnie.graham@tulsaworld.com

Twitter: @GinnieGraham

Follow Tulsa World News Columnist Ginnie Graham

Follow Tulsa World
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Posts: 380

Bobby Jones posted at 12:28 am on Tue, Feb 28, 2017. 

If it weren't so pathetic it would be funny. Dooflinger and his pals on 
Lincoln act like they just woke up from a long nap, only to find the budget 
in terrible disrepair. Where, oh where can we point the finger of blame? 
"This isn't a game" Preston says. Really? Then why haven't you and Mary 
been paying attention all these years when citizens were trying to get you 
to listen to reason? Trickle Down never worked, never has. You were 
warned over and over again, but you plowed on, cutting budgets to the 
point of being unsustainable, while doling out tax cuts to your corporate 
cronies. Republicans had free reign in OKC for more than a decade and 
now we can see the results of their careless and irresponsible policies. Too 
late to shut the barn door, the cows have gone to Texas. 
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Posts: 1

Shirley Barnett posted at 12:05 pm on Mon, Feb 27, 2017. 

I, probably like others are sick of spending" and still get all this flap about 
teachers pay. Why don't the state put aside enough money to give them all 
a raise, hire more teachers if needed and be done with it. Take it from 
somewhere else in the budget and let them work with less money for a 
change. Sometimes I am torn about this increase topic all the time. I 
remember when teachers had a calling and didn't care that they were low 
man on the wage pole. They wanted to teach children. Then Fox news 
interviews a teacher who talks like she's mumbling and has an earring in 
her nose and I for one cannot sympathize with her. Also, all the news thats 
printed in the Tulsa World and on TV makes it hard for me to believe that 
anyone checks out a teacher before hiring. Seems an awful lot of horrible 
things are going on in front of our children these days. Child porno, 
molestation, cartwheels with no underpanties, and many other crimes. If 
the state can clean up their schools a bit maybe we would be happy to pay 
a bit more for good teachers. Our children shouldn't be exposed to these 
nasty people.
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Posts: 380

Bobby Jones posted at 12:18 am on Tue, Feb 28, 2017. 

Thank you Ms. Barnett for the fine example. Now we have a better 

understanding of the importance of education. 
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Posts: 12

Skip Brice posted at 8:58 pm on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

If you teach leave this state now!
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Posts: 859

Rick Neal posted at 8:23 pm on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

Subsidies, Lotteries, Casinos, Low Salaries, Mismanaged Tax Revenues, 
Extended Temporary Taxes, Rate Increases, Graft, Lies.
The people are gun shy with their money. They've seen what has been 
done, or not done with their hard earned money, and are tired of paying 
out.
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Posts: 833

Jerry Kintner posted at 5:46 pm on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

One Cent sales tax would have done it. But that is too much money! That 
idea hits the poor. Would have taken care of PreK through grade 12 plus 
technology centers and higher education needs. Opponents said it would 
raise "too much money" forgetting that teachers have been terminated, 
driving up class sizes state wide.

Instead, Fallin wants to tax a doctor visit, utility bill, surgery, car repair, 
lawncare, childcare, cigarettes...A one cent sales tax; issue solved. Could 
have cut the tax a quarter of a cent or so in a few years if it raised "too 
much money".

I voted Yes in November. 
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Posts: 1530

Linda Quinn posted at 5:33 pm on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

For God's sake do something! You are all republicans, come up with a 
plan. Dig the change out your couch, take the money out of wishing wells, 
have car washes with the gov soaping and all milqtoast legislators rinsing. 
Just do something!
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Posts: 308

Marilyn Torrance posted at 5:15 pm on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

I rarely agree with John Swofford, but this time I do. 😀
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Posts: 12481

John Swofford posted at 3:05 pm on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

Bringing the severance tax for energy production back to the 7% rate, 
updating our income tax table such that the brackets go well past 
$12,500/year, and raise the fuel tax to start rebuilding the roads would 
really go a long way to raising revenues but there has to be a lot of reforms 
on our public educations system too. We have way too many districts. We 
still schedule the school year like the kids have to go help harvest. We still 
have antiquated K-8 dependent districts that should all be closed at the end 
of the next semester and consolidated independent districts they feed.
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Posts: 3623

Jan Kowalski posted at 11:21 am on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

End the oil tax breaks. Reverse the income tax cuts of the last decade. Any 
proposal that does not include these two minimum common-sense reforms 
is not worth considering.
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Posts: 276

Ronald Hill posted at 9:32 am on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

" 42 percent prefer the raises come from reducing or eliminating corporate 
tax credits and subsidies for wind energy companies, 30 percent suggest 
reducing non-teaching workforce in higher education and 14 percent say to 
increase taxes."
It is apparent that most Oklahoman's still haven't faced up to the fact that 
you have to pay for what you get and that is indicated that only 14 percent 
want to raise or increase taxes. Yes, eliminating tax subsidies is also a place 
to start but that won't fix the budget holes and problems. On OKC channel 
9 they had a republican Leslie Osborne telling people that all options are 
on the table and there is a lot of back room negotiations, which is just what 
one would suspect of our legislature, back room negotiations which are 
kept from the public and she also went on to say that the legislature is 
negotiating with a "company" unnamed to take over the funding of one of 
the state departments. Yes, sure, lets just sell more of the state government 
to corporations to run since the legislature and governor are owned by the 
oil and gas companies lets just turn over the entire state government to 
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Posts: 72

Steven Watts posted at 8:49 am on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

If these worthless legislators do not find a way to raise revenue then they 
have no one to blame but themselves for the revenue short fall and for 
tanking education. Too many of them seem to already be admitting defeat 
on not being able to pay for a wage increase because they won't raise 
revenue. 

Pull your head out of your you know what, roll up your sleeves, get 
creative and figure out some ways to raise revenue. That's why you were 
elected. If you can't solve governing problems then you aren't serving the 
citizens. You should resign and go home to let someone else represent the 
citizens that has the guts to do what is needed. I am sick and tired of all 
these yellow bellied legislators. 
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Posts: 2154

Randy Evans posted at 8:38 am on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

Solution : give the teachers a raise and pay them all first . If there's any 
money left over
split it evenly to pay Legislative salaries !
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Posts: 372

Ronald Cameron posted at 12:51 am on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

"For the past five years, the state has lingered at 49th, just above 
Mississippi and South Dakota."
Education is bad in Oklahoma, there are only 50 states, not 51.
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Posts: 276

Ronald Hill posted at 9:35 am on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

Ronald Cameron: Unfortunately they (the polls and news publications 
and TV) include Washington D.C. as the 51st entity in their polls. Makes 
sense doesn't it since WDC is not self governing but run by the U.S. 

Congress? 
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Posts: 108

STAFF

Tulsa World News Columnist Ginnie Graham posted at 2:42 pm on Sun, Feb 26, 2017. 

The report - like most national reports ranking states - includes 
Washington, D.C. That explains the 51st placement. 
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