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PENSION PLAN OVERVIEW

• Christian Schools International (CSI) has a long history of providing valuable services to member 
schools, including employee benefits programs such as the Christian School Pension Plan and Trust 
Fund (“the Plan”).

• Like many defined benefits plans in recent years, the Plan was impacted by economic challenges, 
lingering effects of the economic downturn, fluctuating markets, reductions in interest rates, increasing 
government Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation (PBGC) premiums, and increasing participant life 
expectancy.

• In 2017, Plan Trustees recommended a hard freeze of the Plan based on the feedback from our school 
community and a full freeze was implemented effective September 1, 2019.

• The majority of participating schools (103 of 110 responding participating schools) indicated they no 
longer wanted the combined risk of needing to earn a specific investment return, pay benefits for life, 
and pay rapidly escalating government PBGC premiums.

• Reducing these risks requires participating schools to make ongoing contributions to the Plan. In  
addition to reducing risk, these contributions from participating schools will pay the annual expenses  
of the Plan.

 As of September 1, 2019:

 — All participants stop earning new benefits under the Plan.

 — Active participants retain vested benefits they accrued through August 31, 2019, and inactive 
participants retain their rights to the vested benefits they have accrued.

 — While participating schools must continue to contribute to the Plan, individual participants  
cannot make contributions to the Plan from pay earned on or after September 1, 2019.

 — Pensions being paid to retirees and beneficiaries continue.

 — Active employment with a participating school after August 31, 2019, counts toward vesting for 
participants who have not yet met the vesting requirements. As a reminder, in order to be fully 
vested in your entire benefit you need five years of service or to be actively employed at a  
participating school on or after age 65.
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HARD FREEZE FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

Q. Why did the hard freeze happen?

A.  The hard freeze of the Plan came after a majority of participating schools indicated they no longer wanted
the combined risk of needing to earn a specific investment return, pay benefits for life, and pay rapidly
escalating government Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation (PBGC) premiums.
Q. If no new benefits are being earned, why are participating schools continuing to put money  
into the Plan?

A. The additional money is needed to achieve the goal of reducing risk. Reducing these risks
requires ongoing contributions to the Plan. By making ongoing contributions, participating schools can reduce 
their investment, longevity and PBGC premium risks with the long-term goal of having enough money to pay an 
insurance company to assume the risk. 
Q. How will participants know how much they’ll receive from the Plan after the hard freeze takes effect?

A. Participants receive an annual pension Status Report each December. The report shows the “Pension Earned to 
Date,” which is the accrued annual pension that is payable to participants for life, starting at age 65, based on their 
participation in the Plan. If participants have a spouse, the pension will be payable as a joint and survivor benefit 
unless elected otherwise. Participants can also obtain a retirement estimate by visiting https://us.csibenefits.org 
and clicking on the CSI Benefits Portal.
Q. Can a participant start the participant’s pension now, even though the participant is still working?

A. A participant’s employment with all participating schools must end before a participant can begin receiving a 
pension. As an example of what this means, a participant’s employment is not considered terminated if the  
participant and a participating school have an agreement in place for the participant to return to employment at 
the time the participants employment is ending. However, a participant who has reached normal retirement date 
(age 65) and who is working on a less than a half-time basis may continue to receive, or begin receiving, a pension 
even though employment continues.
Q. What if a participant wants to start pension benefits before age 65? 

A. If a participant terminates employment, the participant can choose to start pension benefits as early as age 55; 
however, benefits may be reduced to account for payment before age 65. The reduction will be calculated based 
on the period of time between the early retirement date and the date the participant would reach age 65.
Q. If a participant retires, starts receiving a pension from the Plan, and then decides to return to work at a 
participating school, what happens to the pension payments upon the return to work?

A. If a participant returns to work on a half-time basis or more at a participating school after pension payments
have begun, pension payments from the Plan would be suspended during the period of re-employment. Since
the Plan is hard frozen, the participant would not earn new benefits while re-employed.

For additional questions or help contact: brendaaddie@csionline.org.
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UNDERSTANDING THE PENSION BENEFIT GUARANTY  
CORPORATION (PBGC)

• Pension Benefit Guaranty Corporation (PBGC) is an independent agency of the U.S. government which 
insures many retirement plans, including defined benefit plans like the Plan.

• It was created by the Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974, which governs many retirement 
plans in the U.S., including defined benefit pension plans like the Plan.

• PBGC-covered plans must comply with PBGC’s rules and requirements, including paying PBGC premiums.
 — In the case of the CSI Pension Plan, PBGC insurance premiums skyrocketed over the past 10 years  

from $300,000 to nearly $7 million per year.

• If a pension plan has insufficient assets to pay benefits, PBGC continues the payment of guaranteed vested 
benefits to participants. Not all benefits are guaranteed (e.g., participants whose benefits are not vested 
would be forfeited). If the PBGC assumes responsibility for a plan, it will look to collect funds and assets 
from employers that have participated in the plan within the past five years.

• In December 2019, the U.S. Congress approved the Setting Every Community Up for Retirement  
Enhancement Act of 2019 (SECURE), reducing the Pension Plan’s annual PBGC premiums from about 
$7 million to less than $500,000 for the 2019-2020 plan year. While the premium relief from this policy 
change reduces the risk of ongoing contributions it does not reduce the annual contributions of the Plan’s 
participating schools.

• As the Trustees noted in their February 2018 update announcing the decision to hard freeze the Plan, there 
are two important factors that will drive the level of ongoing contributions: 

—  The level of total contributions will need to meet IRS minimum funding requirements and be set  
at a level so that the Plan is prudently funded, in order to limit the risk, to the extent possible, that  
the Plan would ever be taken over by the PBGC in an involuntary termination.

— Participating schools expressed strong support for setting contributions at a level that will reduce  
the probability over time of the Plan needing excess contributions, while still making contributions 
affordable for schools.
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CONTRIBUTION REQUIREMENTS FREQUENTLY ASKED  
QUESTIONS

Q. What is the total Plan Contribution Level? 

A. The scheduled total contributions to the Plan are:
• $10 million for plan year September 1, 2019 through August 31, 2020;
• $13 million for plan year September 1, 2020 through August 31, 2021;
• $16 million for plan year September 1, 2021 through August 31, 2022.
 
Please be reminded that the amounts could be subject to adjustment:
• If the Plan’s minimum funding requirement does not continue to be zero;
• If it becomes necessary to use a portion of the Plan’s credit balance because the Plan is less than  

100% funded;
• And/or, if school contributions are not consistently made in a timely matter.

Q. How are annual contributions allocated?

A. The annual contribution percentages are based on individual school contributions to the plan over the 
25 years ending on August 31, 2017.

Q. Why are contributions invoiced over the first nine months of the Plan year?

A. This change is a benefit to the Plan’s annual actuarial valuation. The valuation affects whether minimum 
contributions are required.  Each valuation that is done on August 31 includes contributions paid through 
the following May 15.
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CONTRIBUTION REQUIREMENTS FREQUENTLY ASKED  
QUESTIONS (CONTINUED)

Q. Can you explain “withdrawal liability”? 

A. Each participating school reserves the right, by action of its Board of Directors or other governing body, to 
terminate its participation in the Plan. A school that chooses to withdraw from the Plan is required to  
contribute a share of the Plan’s unfunded liability. This is the school’s withdrawal liability.

Q. What is the Pension Plan’s total “withdrawal liability”?

A.  The amount is calculated based on the market value of the Plan’s assets and how the PBGC would  
calculate the Plan’s unfunded benefit liability if it took over the Plan. As of August 31, 2019 $531,155,962 
is the Plan’s total “withdrawal liability,” which is allocated among participating schools based on each  
participating school’s share of the contributions to the Plan in the last five years. 
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PENSION PLAN STRUCTURE FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

Q. How are the Trustees of the Plan selected?

A. As stated in the Trust document: There shall be a minimum of nine Trustees who shall be appointed by the 
Board of Directors. Each Trustee shall be appointed for a term of three years with a limit of three reappointments 
for a total of four terms, counting as one term any partial term resulting from an appointment to complete the 
unexpired term of another Trustee. If any Trustee dies, resigns, or otherwise fails to serve the Trustee’s full term,  
the Board of Directors shall appoint a successor, who shall hold office until the end of the predecessor’s term.  
The Board of Directors may, at any time, remove any Trustee and appoint a successor to complete the Trustee’s 
term. At least one-half of the Trustees must be participants in the Plan.

Q. What are the qualifications of each Trustee to serve on the Plan Board?

A. As noted above, the mandate is for one half of the Trustees to be participants in the Plan. The role of the 
Trustees is much more than investing the assets of the Plan. The Trustees are the fiduciary of the Plan, so in  
addition to investing the assets, they deal with all aspects of the Plan, including plan design, administering the 
benefits, communications with schools, etc. The Trustees do some of their work via committees. There is a Finance 
Committee that handles the investment of the Plan assets. No participant Trustees sit on the Finance Committee. 
Throughout their term, the Trustees also engage in professional development, including conferences and  
workshops designed to give them a deep understanding of their responsibilities as fiduciaries and stay up to  
date on best practices, legal requirements, and current issues the benefits industry faces.

Q. Who is the legal counsel for the Plan? 

A. The Trustees’ legal counsel is Warner, Norcross + Judd, a corporate law firm with 230 attorneys practicing in 
eight offices throughout Michigan.

Q. Who is the investment advisor for the Plan?

A. Goldman Sachs Asset Management serves as the Plan’s investment advisor.
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The following Pension Plan Trustees and staff are available to support a call or meeting:
Henry Doorn, Tom Dykhouse, Thelma Ensink, Terry Kok, Jim Peterson, Jennifer Thompson, 
Howard Van Mersbergen and Jeremy Van Nieuwenhuyzen.
 
To request custom information materials and/or schedule a call or meeting, please contact  
Howard Van Mersbergen by email at hvanmersbergen@csionline.org or by phone at 877.274.8796 ext. 226.

PENSION PLAN SUPPORT


