
A Missed Opportunity on Public Salaries 
So, did you look up my salary when the Northwestern printed it? I know I enjoyed the 
somewhat voyeuristic thrill of reading how much all those other people earned, and I hope 
you did too. But did we actually learn anything? 

The Northwestern presented us with a lot of raw data – too much to more than glance at a 
half dozen numbers. It would have been more useful it we’d been given some summary 
statistics: on average, prison guards make (say) $53,000 a year, and 90% of them earn 
between (say) $47,000 and $58,000. Frankly, that would have told me more than having 
the whole list, without invading anyone’s privacy. 

I’d also have liked a more in-depth discussion of what the numbers said. Is $55,000 a year 
too much to pay a prison guard? Too little? If they offered you $55,000 a year as a prison 
guard, would you take the job? (Because I understand they’re hiring.) 

And is paying prison guards a lot of overtime instead of hiring a good thing or bad thing? 
Apparently, having guards work double shifts and paying them overtime is actually cheaper 
than hiring more guards. But how much cheaper? And are guards who’ve already worked 14 
hours straight as good as guards on their first shift? Is this penny wise and pound foolish? 

I thought the most useful insights came from comparing the salaries of Oshkosh’s top city 
administrators to those in other cities. As the state’s 8th largest city, our salaries should be 
about 8th highest, and on the recent hires (like City Manager Rohloff) that’s about where 
they are. But the Administrators who’ve been here longer are generally farther down on the 
list. That suggests the raises the City has given have fallen short of market salaries. Is that 
a good thing? 

Actually, a similar issue has arisen here at the University, a point the Northwestern’s articles 
totally missed. The highest paid faculty member in Economics was my student 14 years 
ago; now he earns about 20% more than I do. Maybe that’s fair and maybe it isn’t, but it 
suggests that raises at the University, like those in the City Administration, have lagged 
behind the marketplace. Apparently we don’t believe in rewarding loyalty here in Wisconsin. 

(Well, maybe we do and maybe we don’t. After finishing my 25th year teaching here at 
UWO, I got a plaque recognizing my “exceptional service in support of the mission.” But the 
name they put on the plaque was “Kevin Kevin McGee”. Apparently, the Administrators 
around here can’t even get my name right. Needless to say, I didn’t really feel 
“recognized”.) 

So comparing the City’s salaries to those of other cities was a good idea. Why not take that 
one step further? How well are Oshkosh teachers paid, compared to Omro and Madison and 
Beloit? How well are Wisconsin teachers paid, compared to Michigan and Minnesota and 
Illinois? Are our prison guards over or underpaid, compared to the other 49 states? Do our 
professors make more or less than those in other State Universities across the Midwest? 

These are the kinds of questions that could have been, and should have been, addressed. 
We State and City taxpayers shouldn’t be overpaying for the public services we need, but 
we State or City employees shouldn’t be underpaid for the services we supply. Having all 
those numbers should have given the Northwestern the opportunity to explore the public 
pay issue in depth, and given us some useful insights and maybe even answers. 

But mostly, all it did was give us some cheap voyeuristic thrills. And that’s unfortunate. 

 

 


