Some history… courtesy of the MFPE website
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What is TRS?
Montana law established the Teachers’ Retirement System in
1937 as a Defined Benefit (DB) Pension Plan
◦ TRS is separate from PERS (Public Employees’ Retirement System)
◦ Each system has its own fund, board of directors, and participation requirements
◦ Montana public schools hire a mix of TRS and PERS positions, but –
◦ TRS is specifically for teachers and others who provide educational or
instructional services
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Some TRS membership and payment statistics
 Initial membership in 1937: 3,367 members
 For fiscal year 2021, TRS had about 20,000 active,
contributing members…
 and paid out just under $400 million to 17,394 benefit
recipients, most of whom live in Montana
o These dollars flow back into the community, helping to support your
local economy!
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Is participation in TRS required?
It is mandatory for anyone employed in an educational services
capacity with a TRS employer. This includes:
◦ Classroom teachers
◦ Superintendents
◦ Specialists (school counselors, speech‐language therapists,
school psychologists, etc.)

◦ Librarians
◦ Coaches and athletic directors
◦ Substitute teachers, part‐time teachers’ aides

See TRS
Fact Sheet,
Which Positions
are Reportable to
TRS?

◦ Mandatory if they work 210 hours in a fiscal year OR are already TRS members

◦ Anyone who provides educational/instructional services to students
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What’s So Special About
Defined Benefit (DB)
Pension Plans?
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In a Defined Benefit (DB) Pension Plan like TRS:
Both you and your employer contribute a percentage of
your earnings
◦ You contribute 8.15%
◦ Your employer contributes 9.27% (FY 2022)
◦ Rates are set by Montana Legislature

Employer contributions are pooled and invested
◦ The Montana Board of Investments (BOI) carefully manages these
investments for long‐term growth
◦ As of 7/1/2021: TRS has $5B in assets to pay current and future benefits
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Your Member Account
Your contributions go into your own TRS
member account
◦ Member accounts do not lose value – the retirement system
assumes all risk on your behalf
◦ TRS pays interest on member accounts each month

Loans are not permitted (IRS rules)
◦ But if you terminate all TRS employment, you may withdraw your
contributions with accrued interest
◦ We’ll discuss the implications of withdrawal later
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View your account and service in My TRS…
but remember, your account balance does not determine your retirement benefit!
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The changing national landscape
DB pension plans like TRS and PERS once were common nationwide.
Now, many private companies and state/local governments have replaced
DB pensions with DC retirement plans, which do not guarantee benefits.
Montana has worked hard to protect your DB pension plan – and your
future financial security!
Bottom line: Your TRS membership is a valuable employee benefit!
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Differences between DB and DC plans
In a Defined Benefit (DB) pension plan like TRS:
◦ Both you and your employer must contribute
◦ Vested members are guaranteed a lifetime future retirement benefit
◦ Your average final compensation (AFC) and years of service – not your account
balance – determine your retirement benefit amount

In a Defined Contribution (DC) retirement plan like a 401(k) or 403(b):
◦ Your employer might or might not contribute to your retirement
◦ The account can increase and decrease in value as markets fluctuate
◦ Your future retirement depends on your accumulated account balance
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Best scenario:

Take advantage of DC plans, too!
The “three‐legged retirement stool”

DB pension

DC & other savings

Social Security benefits

Those who retire with multiple sources of income remain more financially stable
than those who retire with only 1 or 2 sources
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In a 2020 survey, we asked TRS retirees this question:
Given your own experience as a TRS retiree, what general advice would you share
with current educators?
“I am so grateful I was REQUIRED to contribute to TRS from my very first day in the classroom.
After 31 years, I can fully appreciate how much that small monthly contribution has added up.”

“Let your legislators know we need good retirement packages for educators.
This is the one financial aspect of teaching that has been a plus! A solid retirement!”
“The earlier you start to save with a 403b or 457 plan the better! In conjunction with your TRS benefit,
these savings plans can give you a comfortable retirement to do all the things you want to do.”

“I would advise anyone to work toward a 3 leg retirement stool.
I have my children working on that right now.”

“Set aside money outside of TRS and don't touch it!!”
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“Start saving
NOW.”

MILESTONE:
Becoming Vested In TRS
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Vested = eligible for a future retirement benefit
You are vested with TRS when you have at least 5.00 years of
creditable service
◦ Next we’ll discuss how you accrue service

The more years of creditable service and the higher your
earnings, the larger your future benefit will be
◦ Remember, you and your employer have contributed to your future
retirement since your first day of TRS membership!
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How do you accrue service as a TRS member?
Full‐time employment contract
◦ You earn a maximum 1.00 year of service for each fiscal year (July 1 – June 30)

Part‐time employment contract
◦ Time reported to TRS is divided by the full‐time equivalent (180 days / year)
◦ Example: You worked full time for 120 days in a fiscal year. 120 ÷ 180 = 0.67 year of service

Hourly employment
◦ Hours reported to TRS are divided by the full‐time equivalent (140 hours / month)
◦ Example: You worked 9 months @ 140 hrs/mo. 9 x 140 ÷ 1260 = 1.00 FTE
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Retirement Eligibility
Tier 1 and Tier 2 Membership
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Tier 1 vs. Tier 2 membership
The 2013 Montana Legislature created a new eligibility tier for TRS
◦ This legislative action helped restore solvency to the fund after U.S. recession
◦ The new tier took effect July 1, 2013 and affected only new TRS members

Tier 1 = those who were already members before July 1, 2013
Tier 2 = Those who became TRS members July 1, 2013 or later …
◦ … OR those who withdrew (forfeited their membership rights) as Tier 1 members but
returned to TRS‐reportable employment on or after July 1, 2013
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Differences in retirement eligibility:
Tier 1 vs. Tier 2 members
TIER 1 members

TIER 2
(became TRS member on or after 7/1/2013)

Regular Retirement
If you have…

Retire at…

If you have…

Age 60

5.00 years of creditable service

Age 60

5.00 years of creditable service

any age

25.00 years of creditable service

Age 55

30.00 years of creditable service

any age

service in 25 fiscal years

‐‐

--

Early Retirement (reduced benefit)
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Regular Retirement

Retire at…

Early Retirement (reduced benefit)

Retire at…

If you have…

Retire at…

If you have…

Age 50

5.00 years of creditable service

Age 55

5.00 years of creditable service

When you decide to retire...
You’ll choose a retirement benefit allowance from several options
◦ The Normal Form option pays the largest monthly benefit and stops upon
your death
◦ Other options allow you to designate another person who may receive
monthly benefits after your death
◦ Once you begin receiving benefits, your choice is locked in
Remember: Your monthly benefit will never end, no matter how long you live!
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Things you should know
as an active member of TRS
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Can you purchase additional service?
It depends! Here are situations that might qualify:
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦

You taught out‐of‐state or in a private school setting
You had a break in service between TRS‐reportable positions
You took in‐service leave, such as maternity or FMLA
You previously worked in a position reportable to PERS
You were active‐duty military

More examples
are listed in our
Fact Sheet:
Creditable Service
and Service Purchases

The longer you wait, the more it costs to purchase service.
Think you might be eligible? Call TRS to discuss your situation!
◦ Circumstances – and costs – vary by person
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What if you can no longer teach due to illness or injury?
If a disability prevents you from performing your duties and is
likely to be permanent, you may be eligible for disability
retirement
◦ You must be an active, vested TRS member to apply for disability retirement
◦ Tier 2 members must not be eligible for regular retirement

TRS Board reviews all applications for disability retirement
◦ This is different from a Social Security Disability determination
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What if you leave the teaching profession?
If you do not expect to return, you may withdraw your membership
and receive a refund of your member contributions account balance
◦ You may choose to receive a lump sum payment (minus 20% federal tax), a direct
rollover to another qualified plan (tax deferred) – Or a combination
◦ A partial withdrawal is not allowed

Be aware that the withdrawal process takes time...
◦ A 30‐day waiting period may apply, and
◦ Your employer must certify your termination date with TRS and remit all
contributions on your final pay (these steps may take longer than 30 days)
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Withdrawing from TRS
When you withdraw, you forfeit all
rights and benefits of TRS membership,
including:
o a future lifetime benefit (if you were
vested)
o All your creditable service
◦ Withdrawing contributions =
withdrawing service
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What if you withdraw, but later you return to teaching?
You must return to active membership if you once again are employed
in a TRS‐reportable position
◦ You will be a Tier 2 member, even if you were Tier 1 previously

You may redeposit previously withdrawn funds to “buy back” your
creditable service (but you still will be a Tier 2 member)
TIP: If there’s any chance you will return to the profession, consider leaving your
contributions on account with TRS – especially if you are vested or nearly vested
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What if you die before retiring?
Your eligible beneficiary would receive at least a lump‐sum
distribution of your member account balance, with interest
◦ Divided equally if you have more than one eligible beneficiary
◦ Note: A Contingent beneficiary may be eligible to receive payment only if no
Primary beneficiary is still living at the time of your death

If you die as a vested member:
◦ Each eligible beneficiary could choose either a lifetime
monthly benefit or a lump‐sum distribution
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Other survivor benefits
If you were vested and you were an active, contributing member
of TRS within one year prior to your death, TRS would pay:
◦ A one‐time $500 death benefit, divided equally among your eligible
beneficiaries
◦ $200 per month for each of your minor children, paid through the month
of their 18th birthday – even if they were not designated as beneficiaries

These payments do not reduce your member account balance –
they are paid by TRS
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Your Responsibilities
as a member of TRS
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Review your Annual Statement of Account
Mailed to you every September for
the recently ended fiscal year
◦ Note: If TRS does not have your current
address, the statement will be sent to
your employer to be distributed to you

TIP! You may view or print your
annual statement in My TRS
◦ (after it has been mailed)
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Sample
statement

#1
• Vested Tier 1
member
• Age 53
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Sample
statement

#2
• Vested Tier 2
member
• Age 69
• Service
purchase in
progress
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Keep your beneficiaries and address up to date!
Designate at least one primary beneficiary
◦ This may be an individual, your estate, or your legally designated trust

You may designate one or more contingent beneficiaries
◦ Eligible for payment only if no primary beneficiary survives you
TIP: Use My TRS to review and maintain your beneficiary designation
and contact information, including your mailing address
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Other things you can do in My TRS
◦ Review your account balance and creditable service
◦ View the status of service purchases
◦ Run an estimate of future retirement benefits
(if vested)
◦ You can run as many “what if” scenarios as you like

Haven’t yet created a
user account?
Go to trs.mt.gov, click
“Member Login,” then
click the “Create” button

◦ Review your contribution history from current or
past TRS employers
◦ This can help you identify any errors in reporting

◦ Change your newsletter delivery preference
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Your take-home message:

Stay involved with your retirement system
Contact TRS if you think you might be eligible to purchase service
Plan ahead for your retirement – don’t wait until your final year!
◦ See the “Preparing for Retirement” section of our website: trs.mt.gov
◦ Attend our “Ready, Set, Retire” presentation when you are within 3 – 5 years
of retirement

Call a TRS Benefit Officer anytime with questions!
◦ A retired member had this to say:
“If you have questions, contact TRS staff. They were wonderful in helping
me plan for retirement and graciously answered ANY question I had.”
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Questions? Call a TRS Benefit Officer
Johnelle Sedlock, Supervisor

(406) 444‐4113

jsedlock@mt.gov

Jessie Hill, Benefit Officer

(406) 444‐3091

Jessie.Hill@mt.gov

Margaux Lilly, Benefit Officer

(406) 444‐3324

Margaux.Lilly@mt.gov
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THANK YOU!
Follow us on Facebook and YouTube –
Search for “Montana Teachers’ Retirement System”

trs.mt.gov
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