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P R E S I D E N T ’ S  M E S S A G E  

WE ADVOCATE SO TEACHERS MAY EDUCATE  

By Tom Lee, NCTR President, and Executive Director/CIO of New York STRS 

Challenge, which provides free, 

hands-on experiences in math and 

science to any interested student in 

the Greater Yakima Valley, and cul-

minates in an annual competition 

among student-built robots.  His 

passion for teaching is inspiring. 

After listen-

ing to Jeff, I 

spent some 

time reflect-

ing on the 

mission of 

NCTR and 

the important role our organization 

plays in supporting the retirement 

security for America’s teachers.  

There are thousands of dedicated 

individuals involved in our mission, 

but there has also never been more 

pressure on retirement systems.  

The need is greater than ever for 

“After listening to 

Jeff, I spent some 

time reflecting on the 

mission of NCTR...” 
A t our 2013 Annual Conference, 

I was among the hundreds of 

National Council on Teacher Retire-

ment (NCTR) members who heard 

Jeff Charbonneau, the 2013 Nation-

al Teacher of the Year, describe his 

experience teaching science at the 

400-student Zillah High School in 

Zillah, Washington. 

In addition to teaching physics, 

chemistry, engineering, and archi-

tecture, Jeff has a variety of roles 

outside the classroom.  He is the 

yearbook advisor and co-director of 

the drama program; he also helped 

create an ecology program at Zillah 

High where students go on hiking 

excursions that can last up to two 

weeks. 

On top of all that, when Jeff wanted 

to introduce his students to robot-

ics, he founded the Zillah Robot 

the leadership, support, and con-

nections that NCTR provides for its 

members; and I encourage you to 

consider membership if you are not 

yet a member, and to actively par-

ticipate if you are. 

NCTR provides programming 

throughout the year, including: 

Annual Conference 

At NCTR’s annual conference, world

-class speakers, leaders, and ex-

perts take the stage to provide com-

mentary and share insights, not just 

on our industry, but also on the 

state of the world today.  With hun-

dreds of attendees from a wide 

range of disciplines and back-

grounds, the networking opportuni-

ties are unparalleled.  Decision 

makers, peers, industry representa-

tives are all there—if you do one 

MEMBERSHIP RENEWAL 

IS UNDERWAY! 
Questions?  Contact: 

Robyn Gonzales: rgonzales@nctr.org 

2014 

Continued on page 4 
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C A P I T O L  C O M M E N T A R Y  

’TIS THE SEASON 

By Leigh Snell, NCTR Federal Relations Director 
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A ccording to the calendar, “’tis 

the season to be jolly!”   

However, following the Detroit ruling 

that pensions can be reduced in a 

Chapter 9 bankruptcy, and passage 

of the new Illinois law substantially 

cutting retirees’ pensions, it feels 

more like “open season” on public 

employees and their retirement 

security.  Indeed, as Dean Baker, co

-director of the Center for Economic 

and Policy Research, recently ob-

served, “We have opened up a new 

sport for America's elite:  pension 

theft.” 

One argument often heard support-

ing such outcomes is that public 

pension benefits are overly gener-

ous.  The national average annual 

benefit is $22,600 (according to a 

recent fact sheet produced by 

NCTR, NASRA and other national 

organizations including the National 

Conference of State Legislatures 

and the Government Finance Offic-

ers Association), but critics claim 

these numbers are misleading.    

They argue that these averages 

reflect the pensions of employees 

who worked only part of their ca-

reers in public service.  They insist 

that it would be “fairer” to look at 

full-career public employees who 

retired recently; in such cases, aver-

age annual benefits can be much 

higher, they say.    

These critics also complain that the 

averages include employees who 

retired long ago.  For example, a 

recent report from the Manhattan 

Institute underscores that the aver-

ages are “drawn from a wide range 

of ages, stretching from early retir-

ees in their fifties to surviving 

spouses in their nineties.”   

Sadly, while acknowledging this 

point, they entirely miss its full rami-

fications.  That is, they want to talk 

about only those above the average, 

and forget about the retirees at the 

other end 

of the 

s p e c -

trum―the 

poor, el-

derly, and 

a l o n e .  

They ignore the fact that in order for 

$18,000 to be the average annual 

benefit for Detroit’s non-uniformed 

city workers, many have to be re-

ceiving less than that―and in some 

cases, perhaps much less.  Without 

getting too much into a discussion 

of means versus medians, it is not 

unreasonable to assume that, in-

deed, there could be as many pen-

sions below $18,000 as above it.   

Consider this.  A teacher who began 

at age 25 and retired in 1982 after 

30 years of service―when the aver-

age salary was $19,300 nationwide 

for all classroom teachers, accord-

ing to the U.S. Bureau of the Cen-

sus―would have begun receiving 

about $994 a month (based on the 

mean retirement benefit replace-

ment ratio with 30 years of service, 

for state teacher pension plans out-

side Social Security, of 61.8 percent 

in 1982, according to a 2009 Na-

tional Center on Performance Incen-

tives study).   If she was not other-

wise eligible for a Social Security 

benefit, and did not receive a COLA, 

then such a teacher might have to 

be living on that amount today―at 

age 86. 

These are retired teachers who 

gave a lifetime of service to educate 

their fellow citizens’ children.  As 

Dean Baker notes, their modest 

pensions were part of their pay 

package.  “Why,” he asks, “do so 

many people in the political arena 

think it’s a good idea to take back 

the money that workers have al-

ready earned?”   

It isn’t fitting in any season. 

“...they want to talk 

about only those 

above the 

average...” 

MONITOR DC 
activities with NCTR’s 

LEIGH SNELL 
in his 

WEEKLY FYI 
FEDERAL BLOG 
NCTR WEBINARS 

Visit www.nctr.org for more information. 
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T H E  L A T E S T  W O R D  

UPDATES FROM NCTR 

PENSIONS  TO  PAY  THE  PRICE? 

Sometimes the world just does not make sense.  I am thinking about the many thousands of governmental 

retirees in Detroit who are now confronting the real possibility of seeing their pension checks cut. 

Most of these checks are pretty modest―about $18,000 annually, on average, for non-uniformed personnel; 

$30,000 for public safety―and for some, this is all the retirement benefit they are likely to get, as their em-

ployer did not participate in Social Security.  Furthermore, as Leigh Snell points out elsewhere in this issue, 

many get much less in order for these to be the averages. 

These former public employees did nothing wrong.  They showed up for work every day and did their jobs guarding their 

fellow citizens’ safety and protecting their property.  They contributed a substantial portion of each and every paycheck to 

their pension plan.  And after a full career of responding to calls and alarms, no matter the hour or the weather, they were 

able to retire so that a new generation could find work. 

They did not cause the population loss, declining tax base, and fiscal mismanagement that plagued Detroit for decades.  

They were not responsible for the financial crisis and ensuing recession that slammed a city already reeling.  They did not 

profit from the issuance of $1.4 billion in pension bonds in 2005 to fill the hole left by the city’s failure to pay its part  of the 

pension contract it had entered into with its employees. 

But now they are in danger of having some of their hard-earned compensation taken away from them.  At the same time, 

those who purchased the pension bonds, well aware of the city’s downward spiral, are hoping to still make money off these 

investments―in effect, at the expense of retired police, firefighters, and other Detroit public employees. 

I understand the dynamics of municipal finance, the importance of preserving the ability of a city to issue bonds, and the 

rights of investors.  But at what price?   And who should bear the burden of paying that price?  Sophisticated investors or 

innocent bystanders who are now expected to help defray the costs of investments that perhaps never should have been 

made in the first place? 

It just does not make sense. 
— MEREDITH WILLIAMS, NCTR EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, COLORADO 

NCTR MEMBER  EDUCATION  FOR  2014 
2013 was a banner year for NCTR’s educational programs.  NCTR restructured educational programs 

across the board; and the overall reaction from our membership was very favorable.  With the New Year 

just around the corner, NCTR is committed to ensuring we continue to meet the needs of our membership 

with even more enhanced educational programming. 

We are pleased to announce that Brian Guthrie, Executive Director of Texas TRS, has graciously agreed to 

host the 2014 NCTR Workshops (Administrative Assistant, Deputy Director, and Communication Special-

ist) the week of April 28, as well as our annual System Directors’ Meeting, which is scheduled for June 1–3.  Registration 

opens in February for the Workshops, and in April for the System Directors’ Meeting. 

The 14th Annual Trustee Workshop is scheduled to be on the West Coast for 2014.  NCTR is currently in negotiations with 

two West Coast universities and anticipates announcing the location in January.  Please continue to check our website for 

further details.  Registration for this event opens in early May. 

NCTR will host its 92nd Annual Conference at the new JW Marriott in Indianapolis, Indiana, October 11–15.  Building on 

the positive feedback we received at our 91st Annual Conference, NCTR is excited to address the needs of all of our mem-

Continued on page 5 



AMERICA SAVES WEEK is a national annual opportunity for organiza-

tions to promote good savings behavior and for individuals to assess 

their own saving status.  ASW has grown substantially since its 2007 

beginning; thousands of organizations participate, reaching millions 

of people.  This extensive outreach is coordinated by America 

Saves and the American Savings Education Council. Visit 

www.americasavesweek.org for promotional materials. 

2014: FEBRUARY 24–MARCH 1 
Visit www. Americasavesweek.org 
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thing this new year, I encourage you 

to attend the annual meeting.  In 

October 2014, we will gather in Indi-

anapolis, Indiana, and the program 

will continue NCTR’s tradition of ex-

cellent content and activities. 

Trustee Education 

NCTR partners with top education 

providers to source the most effec-

tive curriculum for Trustees’ current 

needs.  In addition to learning from 

top thought leaders in the industry, 

participants meet and connect with 

fellow trustees from across the 

country. 

Legislative Affairs 

Leigh Snell is NCTR’s Director of 

Federal Relations, and his regular 

legislative updates offer valuable in-

formation and expert analysis on 

policy activities at national and 

state levels.  Leigh is a resource to 

all NCTR members; in addition to 

his legislative updates, webinars, 

and opportunities for information 

sharing, members can call on Leigh 

to enhance their understanding of 

policy issues and their impact on a 

member system. 

System Directors’ Meeting 

Each summer one member system 

hosts administrators from around 

the country.  Here, leaders gather to 

discuss the latest issues affecting 

our mission, and to share experi-

ences and best practice initiatives 

at the plan level. 

Through these and other programs, 

NCTR serves as an essential forum 

for the community of people whose 

work is dedicated to ensuring that 

millions of teachers who participate 

in a retirement plan—teachers like 

Jeff Charbonneau—can spend their 

time doing the important work of 

educating the generations of Ameri-

can students and inspiring them to 

reach their potential, knowing that 

they have a secure retirement 

ahead of them. 

For information about the wide 

range of services, networking oppor-

tunities, and programs available to 

NCTR members, or to inquire about 

becoming a member, please con-

tact Meredith Williams and Robyn 

Gonzales.  We look forward to see-

ing you at a future NCTR event. 

Thank you for your support!! 

Teachers im
pact li

ves fo
rever! 
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2013–2014 NCTR 
EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 

THOMAS K. LEE, President 

Executive Director/CIO, New York STRS 

JIM SANDO, President-Elect 

Board Trustee, Pennsylvania PSERS 

JAY STOFFEL, Secretary/Treasurer 

Executive Director, Duluth TRFA 

WILLIAM BLAIS FINELLI, Past-President 

Board Vice-Chair, ERS Rhode Island 

OFFICERS 

JILL BACHUS, Executive Director 

Tennessee Consolidated RS 

SUSAN BROWN, Board Vice Chair 

Alabama Retirement Systems 

JACK EHNES, CEO 

CalSTRS 

MICHAEL HAIRSTON, Trustee 

ERFC, Fairfax County, Virginia 

THERESA LOCHTE, Trustee 

Maryland SRPS 

ROGER REA, Board Vice President 

Omaha SERS 

MEMBERS 

PENSION FUND 

JOB OPPORTUNITIES 

Have a position to fill?  
List it for free on the NCTR website. 

Email job summary to 

Robyn Gonzales at rgonzales@nctr.org. 
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Visit  us at: www.nctr.org 
9370 Studio Court, Suite 100 E, Elk Grove, CA 95758 

Phone: 916.897.9139; Fax: 916.897.9315 

Meredith Williams, Executive Director 

Robyn Gonzales, Assistant Executive Director 

Leigh Snell, Federal Relations Director 

NATIONAL COUNCIL ON TEACHER RETIREMENT 
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bers to ensure we provide both educational and net-

working opportunities that will augment our members’ 

ongoing dedication to safeguarding the integrity of public 

retirement systems.  Conference registration opens in 

June. 

It remains an honor to serve the membership of NCTR.  

Thank you for your continued commitment to the retire-

ment security for all of America’s teachers.  If you have 

any questions about membership or any NCTR program, 

I remain available to you always. 

Happy Holidays to you all.  I look forward to working with 

you in 2014! 
— ROBYN GONZALES, 

NCTR ASSISTANT EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, CALIFORNIA 

Continued from page 3 

N C T R  U P D A T E  

On the move SHIFTS IN SYSTEM DIRECTORS 

As of October 1, SHAWN GRAHAM is the 

Executive Director at MONTANA TRS, re-

placing DAVE SENN, who has retired.  Gra-

ham was the Operations Manager for the 

Governor’s Office of Budget and Program-

ming and has twice received the Gover-

nor’s Award for Excellence in Performance. 

On January 6, KAREN KILBERG begins as 

Executive Director of DULUTH TRFA., re-

placing JAY STOFFEL, who has joined MIN-

NESOTA TRA as Assistant Executive Direc-

tor.  Karen ran the Minneapolis TRFA for 

more than 15 years. 

Pensions & Politics: The New Realities!  

NCTR 91
ST

 Annual Conference  

Washington, DC 
October 2013 

Attendees gave a big thumbs up on the “The Politics & Realities of Pen-

sions & Health Care” panel that closed Monday morning at NCTR’s 91st 

Annual Conference in Washington, DC, in October.  The “well-needed con-

versation” and “substantive discussion” presented new concepts to con-

sider.  Pictured at left, LOTTA CRABTREE speaks of the North Carolina 

State Health Plan where she is Interim Deputy Executive Administrator.  

Sharing the stage is (l to r) Segal’s RICK JOHNSON, Former Congressman 

and Panel Moderator EARL POMEROY, and Maryland State Senator RICH-

ARD MADALENO.  (Not pictured: Panelist GREG NICKELL, Director of 

Health Care Services at STRS of Ohio.) 

STEVE and COKIE ROBERTS (pictured at 

right, with sponsor TONY GELDERMAN of 

BLB&G on far right) opened the confer-

ence. “Great insight and view of the work-

ings of Washington” praised one evalua-

tion. “Could have listened to them for 

hours,” said another.  “Fantastic!” 

NCTR’s Annual Business Meet-

ing, held at the 91st Annual 

Conference in Washington, DC, 

in October included the election 

of officers.  Pictured left to right, 

TOM LEE and JIM SANDO, in-

coming President and President-

Elect, respectively. 


