
 
 

 

 

Ms. Stephanie Dobbins  

(for the GASPA Awards Recognition Committee)  

Griffin-Spalding County School System 

223 S. 6th Street 

Griffin, Georgia 30224 

 

April 24, 2018 

 

 

Dear GASPA Recognition Committee: 

 

Our submission for the 2018 Employee Benefit Process award is included here for your consideration.  

 

This entry deals with the benefits process as it relates to improving understanding of our retirement 

plans, encouraging personal retirement savings and creating a retirement savings plan that is second to 

none in Georgia.  After over 18 months of study, planning and work, we believe we have met all the 

goals we set out to achieve.   

 

We believe this comprehensive effort will pay more than lip service to the idea of benefits helping us 

recruit and retain the best employees and we hope that it may serve as somewhat of a template to 

other systems that have identified similar problems -- in their plan design and in the level of 

understanding their employees have about retirement benefits.   

 

Thank you for the time you are dedicating to this effort.  We are anxious to have the Committee's 

feedback on this important effort at Barrow County Schools. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Cindy Beggs 

Executive Director of Planning and Personnel 

Barrow County School System 

 

cbeggs@barrow.k12.ga.us 

770-867-4527 
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OVERVIEW 

 

At BCSS, our leadership team concluded in 2016 that saving for retirement is a critical part of our 

employees' long term financial security.  We think this is true for all employees -- even those 

participating in TRS -- but it is particularly important to those who participate in PSERS and even more 

critical the younger ones in that group because of the uncertainty that surrounds Social Security benefits 

in the longer term. 

 

These concerns led us to consider adding an "auto-enroll" provision to our retirement savings offering 

(403b and 457 plans) -- which we now do at 3% of pay.  But when we first began our feasibility work, we 

realized pretty quickly that we had two key areas that needed attention if we were to successfully place 

an emphasis on saving: 

 

1.  A broad lack of understanding of our retirement plans.  We had employees telling us that they did 

not understand their basic retirement benefits - meaning TRS and PSERS and/or Social Security.  We saw 

this as a problem for two primary reasons.   

 

The first is that we're (now) funding TRS at cost of 20.9% of pay.  At this level of investment, we 

need this plan to help us get great teachers and to keep them.  We knew we had to bring the 

level of understanding up dramatically. 

 

The second is that without fully understanding these plans, employees can't make informed 

decisions about whether they need to save or how much.  Too, surprisingly, many employees 

didn't know that Social Security benefits were in jeopardy in the not-too-distant future. 

 

2.  While we have made important incremental improvements in our 403b/457 plans over the years 

such as moving to a single provider and abandoning annuities for mutual funds, we knew we needed to 

take a much closer look it -- meaning the investment choices, expenses and employee education.  Our 

view was that if we are going to auto-enroll people in a plan and encourage them to save even more, we 

had to be sure they had a great place to do it.  

 

A major component in this study was to do away with the actively-managed mutual funds in the plan, 

replacing them with index funds.  This served to reduce participant investment expenses by .25 -.65% 

dramatically reducing the drag on their investment return.  At the same time, we were able to negotiate 

out the remaining surrender charges and build in an expectation that as the plan assets grow, expenses 

will decrease as a percentage of those assets.  The expenses in our plan are now at about .8%. 

 

Our review process and the many changes and improvements it yielded took over a year to complete, 

lead by our consultant of many years, our chief financial officer and head of human resources.  But also 

involved was our superintendent, his cabinet, our benefits committee and even our Board.  So this was a 

major undertaking with broad involvement and we are very proud of the results. 
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As the centerpiece of our education effort, we now have three employee education pieces and a 20-

minute video.  Group meetings are planned before school year end as are a series of short videos on 

specific retirement, savings and investment topics.  All these materials and sessions are geared to be 

easy to understand.  They are newly created and branded to Barrow County School System. 

 

We're very excited to share this program with GASPA, partly due to the education we're now providing 

our employees and partly because of what we believe is now the best approach to retirement savings in 

Georgia.  We're anxious to have your review and see if you agree!  

 

 

DETAILED PROJECT OUTLINE 

 

The following is a detailed outline of where we were and where we are now.  We've included our new 

written education materials and a copy of our video with this submission. 

 

Our prior retirement landscape 

 

• TRS or PSERS – limited education/moderate awareness  

• Social Security – minimal communication on “certainty” of a benefit  

• Supplemental Retirement Savings  

— Limited education from BCSS – several complaints re: lack of information 

— Much education left to VALIC advisor 

— Array of mutual fund investments – most “actively-managed”, relatively high cost 

— Annuity with a floor guarantee (VALIC) 

— Employees not participating (28%) or investing in their own best interest 

 

Our new retirement landscape 

 

• More and better BCSS-provided education across all plan components  

• Completely re-engineered Retirement Savings Plan  

— Much more comprehensive education by BCSS – basic plans, savings, investing 

— Materials and tools to help you fully understand your retirement benefits and options 

— “Actively-managed” funds replaced with “index” funds built into “investment buckets” 

to make it easy for employees  to invest in a way that fits them 

— Annuity with a floor guarantee (VALIC) 

— Much lower cost of investing and surrender charges eliminated 

— Individual help with decision-making from VALIC advisor and new PathFinder tool 

— BCSS bringing its knowledge and buying power to bear to provide the best retirement 

education and savings plan possible 
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Goals for the New Retirement Savings Plan 

 

• Easy to understand 

• Best potential for consistently higher investment return  

• Lowest possible cost  

• Enough choice to enable participants to diversify properly 

Questions Answered in the Education Campaign 

  

• What will my Basic Retirement Plan (TRS or PSERS) do for me? 

• What will my Social Security benefit be (and how likely am I to get it)? 

• What’s my retirement income goal? 

• What’s my savings target? 

• How do I get there as efficiently as possible in a way that fits my risk tolerance? 

 

Education Campaign Components 

 

• Kick-off Presentation – live and video/online  

Video Available to view here:  https://vimeo.com/265567599/28cf1bbfd5 

• Topical seminars/webinars and videos 

• Retirement Savings Guide – one for TRS/one for PSERS 

• Can I Afford to Retire? Worksheet 

• Supplemental Retirement Savings Plan Booklet 

• New Investment “Buckets” that match your strategy 

• Individual guidance/decision-making with VALIC advisor  

 

Funding 

 

Our consultant, Clear Concepts Consulting Group, helped us to identify compensation previously going 

to an insurance broker.  Annually, we utilize these dollars to fund a range of employee benefits and HR-

related services -- both consulting and technology provided by Clear Concepts.  As such, we have 

accomplished this work without any direct expense to Barrow County Schools.  While this is the method 

we chose to fund Clear Concepts' services, they will work on a fee basis as well.  This is up to each 

individual client. 

 
 
 

 

 

 


