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Executive Summary

Since 2018, State Auditor Shad White's office has released multiple reports showing Mississippi
spends a larger portion of its K-12 education budget on administrative costs than any other state
in the South.” This excess outside-the-classroom spending occurred despite evidence showing
taxpayer money spent inside K-12 classrooms improves student academic success.? When school
districts prioritize outside-the-classroom spending, necessities like supplies and teacher salaries
often go underfunded. Mississippi teachers are already among the lowest paid in the country, and

low pay drives teachers out of the profession and deters qualified candidates from entering it.?

A shortage of assistant teachers also makes the classroom a more challenging work environment.
Assistant teachers typically work under a licensed teacher’s supervision to reinforce lessons, assist
with small-group instruction, provide one-on-one tutoring, and help manage student behavior.

Assistant teaching positions have some of the highest vacancy rates among support staff.#

Key Finding: Mississippi spends too much taxpayer money outside classrooms and now faces a
critical shortage of assistant teachers. Entry-level assistant teachers earn just $17,890 annually, and
the average assistant teacher pay in Mississippi is $22,840.> Meanwhile, the entry-level K-12

school administrator salary is $68,830 while the average K-12 administrator salary is $84,710.

Recommendation: The Auditor’s office recommends diverting some of Mississippi’s excess
outside-the-classroom spending to assistant teacher salaries. Addressing low assistant teacher pay
would reduce Mississippi's excessive outside-the-classroom spending and continue progress
toward improving educational outcomes for Mississippi's public K-12 students. Increasing the
average assistant teacher salary to the regional average—a nearly $6,000 pay raise—would require

a $67.3 million investment.’

Previous reports from the Auditor’s office have identified outside-the-classroom waste that could
be cut to fund this expenditure. For example, the Project Momentum audit estimated
procurement reform could save taxpayers as much as $82 million. Many schools purchase
supplies, IT products, and equipment independently. Taxpayers would realize massive savings each
year if schools or school districts combined their purchasing power. Another report published by
the Auditor’s office shows eliminating unused or duplicative software licenses would free

resources to be used on teacher salaries.?

1 See April 2019 report, November 2019 report, and March 2024 report.

2 |bid.

3 See report.

4 See resource.

5> See MDES resource.

5 Ibid.

7 Regional average uses salaries from Southern states. See most recent National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
data. Cost estimate uses the FY27 PERS rate and employer portion of FICA taxes.

8 See press release.


https://www.osa.ms.gov/sites/default/files/reports/report/Special_Reports/Education_Report_2019.pdf
https://www.osa.ms.gov/sites/default/files/reports/report/Special_Reports/2019_Multi-State_Education_Spending_Comparison.pdf
https://www.osa.ms.gov/sites/default/files/2024-08/2024-Classroom%2520Spending.pdf
https://www.mississippifirst.org/teachers-are-eyeing-the-exit/
https://www.wgu.edu/career-guide/education/teacher-assistant-career.html
https://www.mdes.ms.gov/media/458330/msoews2024.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/maps-data/maps/reference/us_regdiv.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_211.70j.asp?current=yes
https://www.pers.ms.gov/Content/Documents/Regulations/Reg60.pdf
https://www.irs.gov/taxtopics/tc751#:%7E:text=The%20current%20tax%20rate%20for,match%20for%20Additional%20Medicare%20tax
https://www.osa.ms.gov/news/audit-shows-millions-dollars-potential-savings-3-school-districts

Analysis

Research shows higher assistant teacher-per-student ratios in K-12 classrooms improve student
performance in math and reading.® Despite this evidence, recent data from the Mississippi
Department of Education (MDE) show at least 500 vacant assistant teacher positions across the

state each year since the 2021-2022 school year.™

The high assistant teacher vacancy rate is likely attributable to noncompetitive salaries. The
legislature increased the minimum assistant teacher salary from $15,000 to $17,000 in 2022 and
introduced a new certification pathway in 2024." However, the minimum assistant teacher salary
remains lower than all other state jobs despite requiring more qualifications.” For example, an
assistant teacher must meet certain education requirements, while a custodian—whose minimum
salary would be $20,220 at a state agency—does not require any formal training or education.’ In
other words, an assistant teacher could receive a nearly 20% pay raise by leaving the classroom to
become a custodian for a state agency. Figure 1 compares the average entry-level assistant

teacher salary to the minimum salaries of other entry-level positions in state government.™

Figure 1
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% See resource.

10 See MDE survey.

11 See HB 530 (2022) and HB 1669 (2024).

12 see Mississippi State Personnel Board (MSPB) resource.

13 See MSPB website.

14 See Mississippi Department of Employment Security (MDES) resource for average assistant teacher salary and MSPB
website for admin support assistant, youth services worker, and library assistant job classification minimum salaries. See
also MSPB website.



https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0162373721990361
https://mdek12.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/20/2024/12/24-25_Educator-Shortage-Survey-Results-and-Strategies.pdf
https://billstatus.ls.state.ms.us/documents/2022/pdf/HB/0500-0599/HB0530SG.pdf
https://billstatus.ls.state.ms.us/documents/2024/pdf/HB/1600-1699/HB1669SG.pdf
https://www.mspb.ms.gov/sites/mspb/files/MSPB_File/Resources%20for%20HR/Policies/FY%202026%20Policies/FY%202026%20VCP.pdf#page=12
https://www.mspb.ms.gov/career-catalog/domestic-services/custodial
https://www.mdes.ms.gov/media/458330/msoews2024.pdf
https://www.mspb.ms.gov/career-catalog/business-operations-and-support/administrative-support
https://www.mspb.ms.gov/career-catalog/social-services/youth-services
https://www.mspb.ms.gov/career-catalog/cultural-and-natural-resources/library
https://www.mspb.ms.gov/career-catalog/domestic-services/custodial

Assistant teacher salaries lag behind nearly every other occupation in Mississippi. For comparison,
assistant teachers are paid less than telemarketers, fast food workers, and garbage collectors. Only
6 of the 755 jobs tracked by the Mississippi Department of Employment Security (MDES) pay
less.™ Figure 2, based on MDES data, shows how entry-level assistant teacher pay fails to

compete with entry-level jobs from other fields.®

Figure 2
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Though low assistant teacher pay is a problem nationally, the average salary of assistant teachers
in Mississippi lags behind almost every other state. Figure 3 compares average assistant teacher

salaries in states bordering Mississippi and the Southern regional average since 2016."” The data
show Mississippi and Alabama consistently compete to have the lowest-paid assistant teachers in

the nation.®

Figure 3
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15 |bid. Claim is based on entry-level salaries.

16 See MDES resource. See “Refuse and Recyclable Material Collectors” for “Garbage Collector” and “Farmworkers, Farm,
Ranch, and Aquacultural Animals” for “Farmhand.”

17 See NCES data.

18 |bid.



https://www.mdes.ms.gov/media/458330/msoews2024.pdf
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_211.70j.asp?current=yes

Conclusion

Assistant teachers are a vital part of Mississippi classrooms. Students in classrooms with assistant
teachers have better educational outcomes, but low pay has led to a high assistant teacher
vacancy rate. As a result, many Mississippi students will suffer without classroom support from an
assistant teacher. Other jobs offer higher wages and fewer barriers to entry, making them more

attractive to otherwise qualified assistant teacher candidates.

Policymakers can build on Mississippi‘'s educational momentum by cutting runaway outside-the-
classroom spending and reinvesting those dollars directly into classrooms—where they make the
biggest difference. By eliminating waste, legislators could raise assistant teacher pay above the

Southern regional average.™ %

19 See note.”
20 See report.


https://www.osa.ms.gov/sites/default/files/2024-08/2024-Classroom%2520Spending.pdf

