EDITORIAL
Appreciate teachers by paying them well
It’s National Teacher Appreciation Week, a countrywide expression of gratitude to public school educators. What will you give your local teachers? 
Surely we can do better than the traditional educator gift of an apple. 
Some restaurants across the country are giving discounts and free meals. The National PTA recommends that schools give out appreciation certificates and that students Tweet to #ThankATeacher.
But let us suggest a present that is always appreciated: better pay. 
Teachers then could buy their own apples and dinners out. After all, many already buy supplies for their students.
It’s a particularly fraught year to celebrate teachers. Mass walkouts and protests have roiled several states over the past few months over low pay, pension uncertainty and reduced school budgets. The results have been mixed, from a teacher perspective.
West Virginia educators walked out from Feb. 22 to March 7, closing every public school in the Mountain State. The demonstration stopped when the legislature passed a 5-percent pay raise. A task force has been convened on how to deal with teachers’ rising health insurance costs.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In another neighboring commonwealth, Kentucky, educators protested significant changes to their pension system by converging on the state capital – this in a state where through a quirk of law teachers largely don’t have a Social Security safety net.
Colorado teachers walked out for a “Day of Action” last month, calling on the Democrat-controlled state government to raise pay and increase overall funding for schools.
Oklahoma teachers walked out for 10 days in April to demonstrate for more school funding and higher pay for support staff, but didn’t get it. Before the walkout, legislators had approved a $6,000 annual raise for teachers. 
And, on Thursday, Arizona teachers ended a five-day strike after having gained a 9 percent raise later this year and 5 percent in each of the next two years, the Los Angeles Times reported.
So far, there are no widespread rumblings in Virginia about a strike, or a mass demonstration.
Virginia’s average $51,049 annual salary for all teachers in 2017 was higher than most of the states that have seen unrest, according to the National Education Association. Kentucky is the exception. There, teachers were paid an average 2017 salary of $52,339. 
Old Dominion certainly pays its educators more than the three lowest states: Oklahoma, Mississippi and South Dakota, according to NEA. But the commonwealth ranks 30th overall in the nation for teacher pay – not a gold star grade by any means.  Meanwhile, the median household income in Virginia for 2016 was $66,149, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. 
In Franklin County, pay varies significantly. The salary for a teacher with a master’s degree and National Board certification ranges from $41,662 at the entry level to the highest salary of $65,886 for the most experienced, according to the Virginia School Boards Association.
A beginning educator with a bachelor’s degree makes $36,662 in the county – an annual salary just slightly higher than the average $30,000 debt carried by today’s Virginia public university graduates.
And those salaries are for 10-month contracts. 
Here’s a little secret: Teachers don’t get paid in the summer – unless they teach summer classes. The monthly pay is simply averaged over the year, avoiding a paycheck gap.
It’s not like the summer is a vacation, either. Many teachers use that time to do continuing education for their jobs, or other preparation.
Last week, the county celebrated its Teacher of the Year nominee, who will go on to a regional competition. The winner of that will go to the state contest. And the winner of that will go on to represent Virginia in the National Teacher of the Year contest.
Sharee Thomas, guidance counselor at Lee M. Waid Elementary, was chosen from among 18 nominees across the county school system.  In her nomination, Waid Principal Tressa Camidge wrote that “Ms. Thomas’ role in the school is not an easy one and is not for everyone.”
Camidge is right. Similar to counseling students on the issues in their lives, teaching requires years of education, hard work and a temperament for patience and compassion. 
In return, all our educators deserve our respect, and the best salaries we can pay them.
