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A fter more than 35 years of offering prere-
tirement seminars for teachers who are 
within two years of retirement, the New-

foundland and Labrador Teachers’ Association 
(NLTA) decided it was time to provide a similar 
seminar to its early to midcareer members long 
before they’re ready to live out their golden years.

Now members of any age and length of service 
can get more information about their pensions, 
group benefits and other important financial 
matters through one-day financial information 
seminars offered throughout the province sever-
al times annually. The seminars are always filled 
to capacity, says Perry Downey, NLTA adminis-
trative officer.

“We needed, as an organization, to try to ad-
dress the needs of our members much earlier 
than two years before retirement,” Downey said. 
The effort “has educated and empowered the 
members to make important financial decisions 
throughout their career.” 

NLTA has 5,800 members who are full- and 
part-time employees. The union’s pension plan 
is a jointly sponsored, trusteed defined benefit 
pension between the union and the provincial 
government. The provincial government also 
operates a defined contribution plan for about 
2,000 substitute teachers.

Downey, NLTA’s staff officer responsible for 
pension plan administration, acts as a liaison be-
tween teachers and the plan. 

NLTA started offering a two-day preretire-
ment seminar for members within two years of 
retirement about 35 years ago. Through contract 
negotiations in the mid-’80s, members receive 
two paid leave days to attend the seminar. Five 
to seven seminars are held every fall, attracting a 
total of 170 to 200 members.

Members who register for the seminar receive 

a packet of information including their pension 
and group benefits statements.

The first day’s morning session covers all as-
pects of the pension plan, including how mem-
bers’ pensions are calculated, survivor benefits, 
disability—“Anything and everything that a 
teacher needs to know about his or her pension 
is covered,” Downey said. 

During the afternoon session, members re-
ceive information about the types of coverage 
available through the group benefits program, 
and a representative from the plan’s group insur-
ance plan administrator, Johnson Inc., is on site 
to help members make changes to their cover-
age, benefits and beneficiaries, if needed.

A Service Canada staff person presents infor-
mation on federal benefits including the Canada 
Pension Plan, Old Age Security and Employment 
Insurance on the second day. The second day 
also includes a presentation from Newfound-
land and Labrador Credit Union on financial 
planning topics such as Registered Retirement 
Savings Plans, Tax-Free Savings Accounts, wills 
and estate planning and other topics. Provincial 
government staff also are there to discuss sever-
ance pay benefits and the various options that 
are available to members to assist them.

“When a person finishes the two days, they 
have everything they need to know about retir-
ing, what their benefits will be and who to con-
tact” for more information, Downey said.

Although the two-day seminar evaluations 
have always been positive, the most prevalent 
comment the union received was “ ‘Why didn’t 
I know this 20-25 years ago?’ ” Downey said. 
Teachers said they could have made changes to 
their retirement planning 20 to 25 years earlier 
that would have made a big difference in how 
much pension they will receive when they retire.
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what’s working

In response, NLTA started the financial information semi-
nars for early and midcareer teachers five years ago. The one-
day events are held on Saturdays and open to all members.  
“Believe me, we haven’t had any issue with people wanting to 
sign up,” Downey noted.

Downey provides a shortened version of the two-day 
seminar, covering benefit statements for the pension and 
group insurance. A credit union representative speaks on a 
financial topic, typically related to investments.

“The focus is a little different, because it’s a younger group of 
individuals who are attending,” Downey explained. “When we 
started five years ago we saw mid- to late-career teachers, but 
now we’re seeing new teachers who are attending because it’s 
been encouraged by people on their staff who have been to the 
seminars and are saying, ‘You need to go and hear this now.’ ” 

“The interest has been overwhelming,” he remarked. At-
tendance is capped at 30 to allow enough time for the re-
source people to make personal contacts, and each one has 
been filled.

NLTA offers at least three of the early to midcareer finan-
cial information seminars in the fall and two in the spring. 
Sometimes additional seminars are held in specific locations 
if there are enough requests in a geographic area. 

Downey also conducts shorter presentations ranging from 
one to four hours at the request of members, typically on a 
weekday evening or on days when schools are closed to stu-
dents at individual schools throughout the province. The topic 
is usually related to pensions and group benefits, and Downey 
typically does about eight to 12 of those sessions annually.

One of the important lessons members have learned from 
the financial information seminars is how increasing their 
certification level affects their present salary and retirement 
benefit, Downey said. A teacher who earns a master’s degree 
would earn about $800,000 more in salary over a 30-year ca-

reer compared with someone who has the minimum educa-
tional requirement, he said. But that teacher also would have 
an additional $400,000 in pension benefits if he or she spent 
20 years in retirement. “You’ve got over a $1 million differ-
ence because you simply upgraded your education.”

Providing information about group benefits is an impor-
tant part of the financial education process, he said. Many 
people don’t understand their voluntary benefits, such as 
additional life insurance coverage, accidental death and dis-
memberment and travel insurance.

Enrollment in the plan’s out-of-country travel health in-
surance benefit has surged from just under 350 members 
to more than 3,500 members in the last five years because 
members learn about it during the seminars, he said. Enroll-
ment in the voluntary accidental death and dismemberment 
benefit also has increased dramatically.

“I think the biggest challenge for us is meeting the de-
mand,” he said. With a large geographic area to cover, getting 
out for face-to-face meetings can be difficult, so the associa-
tion is exploring developing some shorter webinars of 20 
minutes to a half-hour on the pension plan, particularly for 
teachers in remote areas.

“The best measurements I think we’ve had on determin-
ing whether or not these seminars and sessions are successful 
are the response and the demand for more,” Downey said. 
“After five years, we’re finding that people who attended five 
years ago—Their personal situation has changed. They’ve 
gotten married or had a child, and they’re starting to come 
back for the second time.”

Most importantly, “more and more, the younger genera-
tions of teachers are starting to ask the correct questions, 
whereas before they didn’t know what to ask,” he said. They’ve 
become more educated about their own financial situations 
and are not intimidated, he said.
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