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Abstract

The public discourse on teachers’ wages in Israel tends to focus on pay slips
brandished in demonstrations. While these pay slips highlight what are truly low
salaries, their rectification involves much more than simply raising wages
significantly for all teachers. This policy brief highlights some of the primary
issues underlying the teachers’ low wages. Resolution of these issues necessitates
a public reset not only with regard to the compensation of teachers, but also with
regard to how they are employed.

Israeli teachers earn less —and much more — than the OECD average
Teachers’ salaries in Israel are lower than average teachers’ salaries in the OECD. They
are 5.1% below the OECD average in primary schools, 4.0% lower in lower secondary schools,
and 4.5% lower in upper secondary schools (Figure 1).
While the public discourse in Israel commonly emphasizes such comparisons in monthly
or annual terms, these tend to be misleading because of their focus on only one side of the equation

—what the teachers receive — while ignoring the other side, what teachers provide in return. Setting
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aside qualitative issues such as the very low Figure 1
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Such a comparison alone would still be insufficient for international comparisons since
teachers’ salaries in each country are highly correlated with national living standards. A more
accurate cross-country comparison of teachers’ salaries per teaching hour requires that these be
discounted by the respective national wages per hour (i.e. neutralizing the impact of national living
standards on teachers’ wages in each country). These adjustments — correcting for (a) the amount
of work provided by teachers and (b) national hourly wages — completely overturn the public
perception in Israel that the country’s teachers are underpaid in comparison with their
contemporaries abroad. In fact, after correcting for teaching hours and national living standards,
it turns out that primary school teachers earn 3% more in Israel, lower secondary school teachers
earn 16% more, while upper secondary school teachers receive 23% higher wages than the OECD
average.

This outcome may be related to another apparent conundrum characterizing Israel’s

education system. The very low levels of achievements exhibited by Israeli pupils in math, science

and reading in international exams are often attributed to the country’s congested classrooms.
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Indeed, the number of pupils per class in Figure 2
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In practice however, this is not occurring. Source: Dan Ben-David, Shoresh Institution and Tel Aviv University
Data: OECD

Salary gaps between Israeli teachers are not what they seem

Another major bone of contention ,
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The wage gap between teachers with
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teacher receives an average monthly Figure 6
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Israel’s teachers work part-time. Is it

their choosing, or does the education system not enable more full-time hires? Whatever the
underlying reason for such a high share of part-time teachers, this is a major issue that needs to be
addressed directly and not swept under the rug while interested parties continue to complain about

low monthly salaries in their demands for higher pay.

Conclusion

With Israel’s education expenditures eclipsing its very large defense expenditures to
become the country’s biggest budgetary outlay in recent years, it is vital to take a step back and
look at the big picture — before spending even larger amounts of taxpayer money on what appears
to be a very dysfunctional system. Israel’s education system needs to undergo a complete overhaul
that includes many critical aspects not addressed here (e.g. substantially improving the core
curriculum and making it mandatory for all of the country’s children — including the Haredim, who
deprive most of their children of such basic education while their share in the population is

doubling every 25 years; overhauling the extremely huge, cumbersome and expensive education
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ministry that attempts to micromanage as many aspects of the system as possible; providing school
principals with the authority to hire, fire and determine the salaries of their teachers; creating local
school boards — comprising individuals from the education ministry, the municipality, parents etc.
— with oversight on the school principals, their strategic visions and budgets).

With regard to teachers, the current extremely low bar for acceptance to academic teaching
and education programs needs to be turned on its head. Persons wishing to teach math, physics,
English, etc., should first get accepted and receive academic degrees in their desired discipline,
and then train for a teaching certificate. This will lead to two desired outcomes: (a) the teachers
will have a much better understanding of their field, and (b) such graduates have options other than
teaching. If Israel wants them as teachers, then they will need to be paid competitive wages. But
such teachers should then be required to work hours and days similar to their alternatives. This
would allow the country to hire less teachers at higher salaries — an extremely important and

necessary step towards a national pivot in the education that Israel provides its children.

! See Ben-David and Kimhi (2021) for an overview of Israel’s education system while Ben-David (2015) provides an
outline for systemic education reform in the country.

Teachers’ wages in Israel

Dan Ben-David 6 www.shoresh.institute



)
Policy Brief SHORESH August 2022
Institution for Socioeconomic Research

References

Ben-David, Dan (2015), The Shoresh Handbook on Israel’s Society and Economy, Shoresh Institution for
Socioeconomic Research.

Ben-David, Dan (2021), The Shoresh Handbook: A Snapshot of Israel’s Education System, The Shoresh
Institution for Socioeconomic Research.

Ben-David, Dan and Ayal Kimhi (2021), “The Economics of Education in Israel: Inputs, Output and
Performance,” in Avi Ben-Bassat, Reuben Gronau and Asaf Zussman (eds.), The Israeli Economy
1995-2017: Light and Shadow in a Market Economy, Cambridge University Press, pp. 433-463.

Hanushek, Eric A., Marc Piopiunik, and Simon Wiederhold (2019), “The Value of Smarter Teachers:
International Evidence on Teacher Cognitive Skills and Student Performance,” Journal of Human
Resources, 54, no. 4, 857-899.

The Shoresh Institution is an independent, non-partisan policy research center. The institution conducts
impartial, evidence-based analyses of Israel’s economy and civil society. Its objective is to assist in moving the
country towards a sustainable long-term trajectory that raises Israel’s living standards while reducing disparity
among its citizens. To further this goal, the Shoresh Institution informs Israel’s leading policymakers and the
general public, both inside and outside the country, through briefings and accessible publications on the source,
nature and scope of core issues facing the country, providing policy options that ensure and improve the well-
being of all segments of Israeli society and create more equitable opportunities for its citizens.
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