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Due in large part to coronavirus fears, 
nearly 1,000 teachers submitted applications to 
retire from New York public schools this July 
and August. According to the New York State 
Teachers’ Retirement System, that’s a jump of 
nearly 69% from the same time period a year ago. 

The sharp rise in teacher retirements may not 
abate soon. According to 2018-19 data from the 
State Education Department, about three in 10 of 
the state’s more than 200,000 teachers were at or 
approaching retirement age: 11% were age 57 or 
older, while another 20% were between the ages 
of 49 and 56. 

While retirements represent a loss of 
experience, the turnover could provide significant 
cost savings at a time when districts are stymied 
by flat state aid, additional costs related to 
COVID-19 and the specter of mid-year state aid 
cuts. According to the most recent data from a 
NYSSBA survey of teacher contracts, teachers 
with a master’s degree and in the 25th year of 
teaching earned an average of $87,482 statewide 
in 2018, compared with $44,868 for a first-year 
teacher with a bachelor’s degree. 

In economic hard times, school districts have 
tried to maximize retirements by offering financial 
incentives. Union locals tend to welcome such 
options, and sometimes they propose them.

“I expect the unions may begin pushing for 
these come the first of the year,” according to 
Mark Pettitt, co-executive director of the New 
York State Association of Management Advocates 
for School Labor Affairs (MASLA). 

If that’s tempting, school districts can 
enter into memorandums of agreement (MOAs) 
with union locals that specify the terms of a 
voluntary retirement incentive. According to Sara 
Visingard, a partner with the Harris Beach law 
firm, negotiated MOAs can benefit both the school 
district or BOCES and the employee, depending 
on the circumstances.  

“A negotiated incentive must be offered to 
all unit members who meet defined eligibility 
factors,” Visingard told On Board. “Those 
eligibility factors must be carefully determined 
and the MOA language precise so as to capture a 
cost savings.”

The Churchville-Chili school district in 
Monroe County used a negotiated MOA in 
2012 to help cope with the lingering economic 
fallout from the 2008 recession. In addition to a 
permanent provision in the teachers contract that 
allows teachers with at least 15 years of service 
with the district to cash in unused sick days 
and retire into the state Teachers’ Retirement 
System, the district offered bonuses of between 
$15,000 and $18,000. A total of 13 teachers took 
advantage of the offer, which resulted in net 

savings to the district of about $286,000, based on 
the difference in salary between new hires and the 
retirees, after backing out the one-time incentive 
and the costs of any additional off-payroll benefits 
package and costs of teacher recruitment.

 “We found it to be financially beneficial to 
both teachers and the school district,” said Larry 
Vito, the district’s assistant superintendent for 
human resources. “The teacher gets an incentive 
payment, and the district can replace a veteran 
educator with a new hire who earns a 
considerably lower salary.”

Vito cautioned that districts 
must also factor in whether they 
would be sacrificing instructional 
quality by replacing experienced 
veteran teachers with newer teachers. 
He said that is particularly true in 
instructional shortage areas such 
as technology education, foreign 
languages and science teachers. If 
a teacher in one of those shortage 
areas retires, the pool of potential 
applicants may not be deep enough to 
find a high-quality replacement. 

“That’s the dilemma – tradeoff in 
experience and expertise of a veteran teacher who 
is replaced with someone new to the profession,” 
Vito said. “As in any profession, there is a learning 
curve. That’s why the discussion needs to be had 
with the school board about balancing the loss of 
experienced teachers with cost savings.” 

It’s unclear how retirement incentives affect 
student performance. According to a report 
by the Education Commission of the States, 
evidence is limited on the topic. But a study of 
an early retirement plan in Illinois demonstrated 
some positive results on standardized test scores, 
particularly in schools serving students from 
families with lower incomes. While the reason 
is unclear, education colleges brag that their 
graduates are proficient in technology and are 
trained in collaborative teaching techniques.

Visingard of the Harris Beach law firm said 
there are questions school districts and BOCES 
should consider prior to negotiating a retirement 
incentive. These include: 

• Must the unit member retire immediately 
into the applicable retirement system to be 
eligible?

• Must the unit member retire without 
penalty?

• How many years of service must the unit 
member have provided to the district or 
BOCES?

• What window of time will unit members 
have to opt into the incentive?

• Should the incentive be expressly 
conditioned on a certain number of unit 
members retiring and taking the incentive?

• What are the potential costs of hiring new 
employees to fill vacancies? 

• What is the overall impact on the district 
or BOCES and in particular, the ability to 
provide quality instruction?  
James Haugh, superintendent of the East 

Rochester Union Free School District, said an 
incentive in his prior district reduced the number 
of veteran employees who worked well past their 
initial date of eligibility to retire. 

One advantage of offering an incentive is 
the district gets information about who plans to 

retire by whatever deadline the 
district and the union agree upon. 
That can be valuable for budget 
planning for the subsequent school 
year.

 “All calculations, such as the 
additional retiree health policies, 
should be considered when 
establishing the parameters for an 
incentive,” Haugh advised. 

According to Judi Kehoe, 
the business administrator for the 
Bethlehem Central School District 
in Albany County, a negotiated 
retirement incentive makes 
sense if a district has a sizable 

number of retirement-eligible teachers who 
aren’t otherwise feeling ready to retire. The 
salary differential between new and seasoned 
instructors usually generates good savings, 
which in Bethlehem amounts to roughly 
$50,000 per teacher. 

In the past, the state Teachers’ Retirement 
System has offered incentives, but TRS typically 
wants districts to abolish the teaching positions, 
according to Kehoe. “That isn’t practical unless 
you want to balloon your class sizes,” she said. 

Unprecedented fiscal challenges caused 
by the pandemic have spurred discussion 
of whether the state should offer legislation 
creating an early retirement incentive. 
Assemblyman Tom Abinanti (D-Greenburgh/
Mt. Pleasant) has introduced two bills that 
create early retirement incentives for state and 
local government employees. 

One bill provides a temporary retirement 
incentive for certain public employees older 
than 55 with 25 years of service. The other 
bill provides a similar incentive for educators. 
However, Rich Azzopardi, a spokesman for 
Gov. Andrew Cuomo, told Spectrum News 
in September that the governor has not been 
actively considering early retirement options 
for the state workforce.  

“NYSSBA supports the concept of a 
state retirement incentive,” said Brian Fessler, 
director of governmental relations. “We have 
not endorsed any specific bill, but have had 
multiple conversations with legislators this 
year about our interest in seeing something 
done in this area, in support of the districts 
that might find it beneficial.”
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