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Project Summary 
 
Plan Profile 
Anchorage School District 403(b) and 457(b) Defined Contribution Plans 
403(b): 2,215 participants as of 4/8/2021, $160mm in plan assets 
457(b): 252 participants as of 4/8/2021, $16mm in plan assets 
Industry partners: Empower Retirement, NFP Retirement 
 
Background information 
Anchorage School District (ASD) offers both a 403(b) and 457(b) plan to its employees. Over the years, 
ASD took steps to increase access and visibility of the plans and streamline the offerings to make it 
easier for employees to understand the benefits of participating, including the transition to a sole 
provider for the 403(b) plan. 
 
Despite its prior steps, both plans continued to have lower than average participation rates, more 
notably in the 457(b) plan. Challenges to improving participation included the requirement of a paper 
form as the sole method of enrolling in either plan. In addition, the 457(b) plan had enrollment 
limitations based on union membership and other qualifications.  
 
Goals  
Heading into 2020, ASD renewed its focus on increasing participation in both plans. To help reach this 
goal, it implemented a detailed strategy for the year that included four key tactics: 

- Introducing online enrollment to make it easier to start participating. 
- Beginning a formalized program to introduce and promote the plans during the new hire 

onboarding process, featuring both ASD benefits staff and Empower Plan Advisors. 
- Using National Retirement Security Month to continue the momentum towards the end of the 

year to promote the benefits of the plans to existing employees. 
- Updating the provisions of the 457(b) plan to mirror the eligibility and loan provisions of the 

403(b) and allow all employees to enroll in either or both of the plans. 
 
“The health and wellness of our employee population is critically important to us. This includes financial 
wellness. Saving for retirement is a large part of that, so we constantly strive to make sure our plans are 
cost-effective and that our employees understand how participating in the plans has a positive impact 
on their retirement success. Our continued plan enhancements and retirement education put us at the 
forefront compared to similar providers, and our 2021 results bear that out.” – Matthew Teaford, Chief 
Human Resources Officer, Anchorage School District  
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Project description 
The Anchorage School District (ASD) is committed to setting the standard for a low cost, high quality 
retirement plan, which has long included a 403(b) and a 457(b) option. Having a great program is only 
one piece of the equation; having employees recognize the benefits and join one or both of the plans is 
paramount in helping them be retirement ready.  
 
Despite efforts in prior years, participation in both plans remained low. As a result, in 2020, ASD 
increased its focus on improving participation with its most far-reaching steps to date: 1) it added a new 
enrollment feature to their plans, enabling employees to easily sign up online; 2) it used new materials 
and features to promote the plans during employee onboarding reaching employees at the same time 
they are signing up for other employee benefits; 3) it used National Retirement Security Month to 
continue to promote this new enrollment method during the latter part of the year (with impressive 
results); and 4) it enacted a series of plan enhancements on the 457(b) plan to align it with the 403(b) 
plan in terms of its eligibility, flexibility, and appeal.  
 
ASD implemented these four tactics over the course of 2020 in a logical and methodical sequence, with 
the overarching goal of increasing plan engagement and overall participants. 

 
Step 1: Turning on a Plan Enrollment Code (PEC) feature to enable 
employees to enroll online. For a few different reasons, ASD had decided 
against a file feed process of providing new hires and eligible employees to 
Empower. Initially this meant that only paper enrollments would be 
available for participants, but ASD collaborated with Empower to look for 
alternative options.  The best option for Anchorage School District was to 
utilize a plan enrollment code (PEC) to allow for a more flexible online 
option. With the PEC, employees are provided a numeric code for each 
plan, so they can choose one or both and create their account online. 
Empower then sends that information back to ASD to confirm, and the 
account is established. From there, employees have full access to their 
account(s) online and can take advantage of all plan features and services. 



 
Step 2: Having employees enrolled in the plan(s) early in their 
employment is critical, so promoting the plans when employees are 
first hired is an important step in raising employee awareness. In 
conjunction with turning on the PEC functionality, the plan 
created a structured education program as part of their new hire 
onboarding process designed to promote the benefits of both 
plans. ASD invited Empower Retirement Plan Advisors to provide 
educational material – such as the attached plan comparison 
brochure – to explain the plans, answer any questions, and assist 
with enrollments.  
 
The PEC functionality was turned on for ASD in late June along 
with the new hire education program, and the Plan started 
seeing results soon thereafter. August and September of 2020 
saw strong increases from the previous months, with monthly highs for both plans in September.  
 
Step 3: Emboldened by this success, the plan embarked on 
phase two of the process: executing a full National 
Retirement Security Month campaign, with a special focus 
on enrollment. The campaign’s theme was created by 
Empower, with a “Ret’s Retirement Adventure” safari 
theme. ASD and Empower worked on a custom version 
of both a postcard and mass email communication using 
the safari theme with instructions on how to enroll via 
PEC and links to a custom version of the flyer with the 
enrollment codes. Empower field staff also hosted plan 
overview and website demonstration webinars for 
employees to learn more, and ASD continued to 
demonstrate the plans’ features and benefits in new hire 
onboarding meetings. 
 
Step 4: ASD made the choice to add the following 
features to the 457(b) plan, bringing it more in line with 
the 403(b): 

• In-Service Distributions allowed at age 59½  
• A loan option 
• Activating the three-year special catch-up option 

 
Most importantly, they opened up the eligibility on the plan. Previously 457(b) plan enrollment was 
limited based on union membership. After the change, all employees, including part-time, temporary 



workers, and substitute teachers, were immediately eligible. After the change, all employees were able 
to enroll in the plan they felt most appropriate for their situation, or choose to enroll in both to 
maximize their retirement contributions. To that end, ASD and Empower partnered to provide education 
to its union leaders on the plans on how participation in them would benefit their members. 
 
The significance of these steps was that each represented an actionable item for employees that made it 
easier for them to understand the benefits of the plans and enroll. It also represents a significant 
commitment by ASD to continually strive for better retirement outcomes for its employees. 
 
Results 
ASD’s strategic focus on increasing enrollment proved hugely successful with results achieved during 
2020 exceeding their expectations. 
 
After the activation of the PEC and the introduction of the education program, ASD started seeing 
upticks in enrollment for both plans in August and September. September showed enrollment highs for 
the year in both plans, with 14% and 20% of total annual plan enrollments in the 403(b) and 457(b) 
plans, respectively. 
 
The National Retirement Security Month (NRSM) enrollment push, rolled out in mid-October, continued 
to show impressive results, with the November numbers beating out the September enrollment 
numbers to set new monthly highs for the year: 
 

• In the 403(b) plan, just over 40% of total annual enrollments occurred in the last 3 months of 
the year, with the highest numbers in November, the month immediately following the NRSM 
campaign. 

• In the 457 plan, 52% of total annual enrollments occurred in the last three months of the year, 
also with the highest numbers in November. 

 
Both plans continued to see excellent enrollment results on into January: comparing 2020 to 2021, there 
were six times as many enrollments when compared to the previous year. Beyond January, ASD has 
continued to see enrollments outpace the previous year. ASD looks forward to building on these results 
in 2021 and beyond. Specifically, it plans to leverage additional technology in the form of a 
comprehensive benefits administration system to further increase participant engagement with the two 
voluntary retirement plans. 
 
Feasibility of use by other government plan sponsors 
Any one of these campaign components should be executable for similarly-sized government plan 
sponsors that are looking to boost their participation numbers. 
 
The Plan Enrollment Code feature is hugely beneficial for employers that cannot provide a data feed to 
their recordkeeper, common with school plans that offer multiple plan providers or work with a third-
party recordkeeper. The PEC option eliminates the roadblock of paper forms, enabling immediate 



enrollment for new hires and the ability for the plan or local counselors to assist with the enrollment in a 
one-on-one environment.  
 
For those school-based plan sponsors that offer a 457(b) plan in addition to the usual 403(b) plan, the 
benefits to employees of having a choice of plans are clear: the opportunity to contribute more and the 
ability to choose a plan based on features and functionality. For employers, it can be beneficial as well – 
greater plan choice can lead to improved recruiting efforts as well as greater negotiating power with 
plan providers in terms of fees and other services. However, with multiple plans, clear communication is 
critically important to avoid confusion and the likelihood of participant inaction. In addition, with a 
multiple plan situation, bringing plan parity especially in terms of eligibility makes decision-making 
easier for employees. 
 
Looking at ASD’s path to improved participation as a best practice in these multiple-plan situations could 
benefit similarly situated government entities that have previously struggled with low participant 
engagement. 
 
Conclusion 
Anchorage School District is committed to providing the best retirement options for its employees and 
as such is deserving of an award for its unique approach and outstanding results. 
 


