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INTRODUCTION

Retirement is a major decision in everyone’s life and while it can be one 
of the most fulfilling times of our lives, it can also be one of the most 
challenging. Being prepared can help make the transition easier.

If you are planning to retire within the next five (5) years, this booklet is for 
you. It is designed to provide you with a general guide to help you through 
the retirement process. It also discusses the SURS retirement application 
process as well as retirement benefits that Harper College provides.

Hopefully this booklet will answer some of your questions and help you 
plan effectively for the financial, physical, and emotional changes that 
retirement brings. Keep in mind, this booklet is intended to serve primarily 
as a guideline and items are subject to change. In addition, this booklet 
is in no way intended to take the place of a face to face retirement 
counseling session with Human Resources. Please contact the Human 
Resources Department at (847) 925-6634 to schedule an appointment or 
to ask questions.
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Make a folder for Retirement

Planning for retirement requires gathering many 
types of documents and information from many 
sources. It is recommended that with each new 
piece of information you acquire, you keep it in 
one central location such as a folder.

Gather information from SURS

•  SURS publications, updates and brochures. 

•  View your personal account information through 
the SURS Member Web site www.surs.org. Here 
you can find all sorts of valuable information as 
well as run benefit estimates to help determine 
estimated annuity payments based on various 
retirement scenarios. 

•  All SURS member guides (Traditional, Portable,  
& Self Managed Plans) are available to view 
online at www.surs.org.

•  College Insurance Program information is 
available to view online at www.surs.org.

•  Your SURS beneficiary designation. To make  
updates, contact SURS for a new form or  
print one at www.surs.org. You can also update 
your beneficiaries through the SURS member 
Web site.

•  “First Eligible” verification from SURS if you  
will be applying for Social Security. This 
verification may be needed when you apply  
at Social Security.

•  Under the Traditional Benefit Package, your 
eligible survivors are given an automatic survivor 
benefit at no additional cost to you. If you have 
no eligible survivor at retirement, there will be a 
refund of the 1% portion of your contributions 
that have been funding this survivor benefit.  
You will need to decide if you would like to 
take this money as a lump sum payment or if 
you would like it to be rolled into your monthly 
annuity payments.

Gather information from Harper College

•  Employee Handbooks and Contracts 

•  Schedule a retirement counseling session with 
Human Resources to determine what Harper 
retirement benefits you may be eligible for.

•  Estimate of sick leave balances that will be 
included in your retirement calculation (unused 
and unpaid sick leave).

•  Estimate of any lump sum vacation payment on 
your last paycheck.

Gather miscellaneous information

•  Birth certificates for both you and your spouse 
will be required, as will a marriage license or 
divorce decree (if applicable).

•  Publications and statements from other pension 
systems you have participated in such as TRS, 
IMRF, etc.

•  Statements from other retirement investments 
such as personal IRA’s, 403(b)’s and 457 plans.

•  Social Security publications and updates, which  
are available online at www.ssa.gov or by calling  
1-800-772-1213.

•  Information on estate planning.

Keep an eye on Congress, the legislature,  
and the courts regarding any law changes  
affecting pension plans.

•  Illinois General Assembly – www.legis.state.il.us

•  SURS – www.surs.org

•  U.S. Government – www.us.gov

PRE-RETIREMENT PLANNING
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48 – 12 Months Prior to Retirement

•  Make a file called Retirement and  
store in a safe, convenient location.  
During the retirement process, make  
copies of all documentation and store  
in chronological order.

•  Schedule a SURS Retirement  
Counseling Session by contacting  
SURS at 1-800-ASK-SURS.

•  Gather legal documents; marriage  
licenses, birth certificates, and other  
relevant information.

•  Determine if you qualify for and will benefit 
from the purchase of additional service 
credit. If so, make financial arrangements 
and begin the purchase process.

12 – 6 Months Prior to Retirement

•  Contact the nearest Social Security  
office to determine if you qualify for  
Social Security benefits.

•  Discuss the estimated benefits and options 
with your spouse, family, an accountant, or 
financial advisor.

•  Officially resign from your position  
from Harper College by submitting  
an Intent to Retire letter to the  
appropriate Supervisor/Dean. Please  
cc the appropriate Vice President and  
the Human Resources Department.

•  Schedule a Retirement Counseling Session 
with the Human Resources Department.

•  Prepare a “retirement” budget which  
aligns your future expenses against  
your anticipated income and benefits  
at retirement.

•  Prepare or update your will.

3 Months prior to Retirement

•  Contact SURS to receive a retirement  
and insurance application. Complete and 
send to SURS.

•  Review insurance options, benefits  
and providers.

•  Provide SURS with proof of birth for self and 
spouse and proof of marriage (if applicable).

•  Complete retirement applications from other 
pension systems (if applicable).

•  Confirm that your Department has sent 
through notification through the payroll 
system of your last day.

•  Be prepared to respond to any other 
requests for information from SURS  
or another pension system in the time- 
frame requested.

SURS RETIREMENT TIMELINE
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If you are at least four (4) years away from 
retirement, you can schedule a counseling 
appointment by calling 1-800-ASK-SURS or 
378-8800 in the Champaign-Urbana area. When 
you call to schedule, SURS will send you a 
Retirement Estimate Request form. You are not 
required to retire on the date you list on this form. 
Your counselor needs this information to provide 
you with a projected monthly retirement annuity 
amount at your appointment.

Your Retirement Estimate Request form must be 
completed and returned within two (2) weeks from 
the date you make your appointment. If SURS 
does not receive your completed form by this 
deadline, your appointment will be canceled.

The counseling session is an extremely valuable 
step in planning for retirement. This will tell you 
whether you will be able to retire on the date you 
have in mind based on service credit and the 
amount of income you will need to support your 
desired lifestyle in retirement.

This is a good time to determine if all eligible 
service credit has been verified and/or purchased 
with SURS. This includes prior service that 
was at least 50% and was performed at a 
SURS employer, military service, other public 
employment that was performed at a public 
institution of service in other government bodies 
if you were certified prior to 09-01-74, and 
repayment of a separation refund. Contact a 
SURS representative for more information or 
review your member guide.

Please contact the Human Resources  
Department at 847.925.6217 if you need help 
completing the form.

SURS RETIREMENT COUNSELING APPOINTMENT

Approximately three (3) months prior to retirement 
contact SURS to receive a Retirement Application 
and Tax Packet. Depending on which plan you 
have (Traditional, Portable, Self-Managed), the 
applications will be of varying lengths, but all  
will have the College Insurance Application at  
the back.

Once you return the completed Retirement 
Application and appropriate tax form to SURS, 
you will receive a postcard notification that 
they have received the paperwork. If they need 
additional information, they will contact you. If 
they have everything they need to process your 
Retirement Application, your next correspondence 
from SURS will be your first Annuity check. It is 
advisable to contact SURS approximately one (1) 
month prior to your retirement date just to make 
sure everything is on track.

Keep in mind, you also need to officially  
resign from Harper College. The timeframe  
to do this varies depending on employee group  
so please refer to the appropriate manual or 
contract to determine when you should submit 
your resignation. 

The average American spends approximately 
20 years in retirement. Unfortunately, for many 
employees, the days and months before 
retirement can be stressful and frustrating, as 
you try to navigate through the many steps of the 
retirement process, all the while trying to adjust 
to entering the next phase of your life. SURS 
representatives and your Human Resources office 
are available to assist you at any point in this 
process. Advance planning on your part, however, 
may allow you to more fully enjoy your last work 
days and move effortlessly into your new life as  
a SURS annuitant.

RETIREMENT APPLICATION PROCESS
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Find out if you will be eligible for a Social Security  
benefit. Call the Social Security Administration  
at (800) 772-1213 to ask for a “Request for 
Earnings and Benefit Statement”, to get a record 
of your earnings under Social Security and, if you 
will be eligible, an estimate of the payment you 
may receive. 

Please be aware this estimate is not adjusted 
for the Windfall Elimination Provision, which is a 
provision of the Social Security law that reduces 
the Social Security benefits of many SURS 
employees. You also may be entitled to benefits 
based on the Social Security covered earnings 
of your spouse or former spouse. However, this 
benefit may be affected by the Government 
Pension Offset, another provision of Social 
Security law. 

Ask the agency representative who is assisting 
you if you will be affected by either of these 
provisions, or visit your local Social Security office 
for assistance. The Social Security Web site also 
allows you to view the publications relating to 
these offsets online at www.ssa.gov. 

Make sure to apply for benefits at least three  
(3) months prior to your retirement. When you 
apply for your Social Security benefit, you will 
need the following:

•  Social Security card

•  Birth Certificate (original or certified copy)

•  Marriage license, if applying for spouse or 
widow/widower’s benefits

•  Spouse’s death certificate, if widowed

•  Children’s birth certificates, if applying for 
benefits for any dependent children

•  Military record (DD214), if prior to 1957

•  W-2 forms for the last two (2) years or a copy  
of Federal Income Tax Return if self-employed

•  Earnings estimate for current year

•  Bank deposit information

SOCIAL SECURITY
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Medicare is a national health insurance program 
for people age 65 and is administered by the 
Social Security Administration. Whether or not 
you apply for Social Security benefits age 65, you 
should apply at least three (3) months in advance 
of your 65th birthday to be covered by Medicare.

You can view and print Medicare publications 
at www.medicare.gov. The Web site not only 
provides detailed information on how Medicare 
works, it provides online tools that will help 
navigate you through the process. You can  
also call them directly at 1-800-MEDICARE  
(1-800-633-4227).

The Different Parts of Medicare

Medicare Part A (Hospital Insurance) helps 
cover your inpatient care in hospitals. Part A 
also helps cover skilled nursing facility, hospice, 
and some home health care if you meet certain 
conditions. You eligible for premium-free Part A if 
you or your spouse have 40 or more quarters of 
Medicare covered employment.

When Can You Sign Up for Part A? If you get 
benefits from Social Security you will automatically 
get Part A starting the first day of the month you 
turn age 65. If you aren’t getting Social Security 
benefits (for instance, if you are still working), you 
will need to sign up for Part A. You should contact 
Social Security 3 months before you turn age 65.

Medicare Part B (Medical Insurance) helps 
cover medically necessary services like doctors’ 
services, outpatient care, and other medical 
services that Part A doesn’t cover. Part B also 
covers some preventative services. There is a 
premium for Part B that changes every year.

What is the Part B Late Enrollment Penalty? 
You pay the Part B premium each month. Most 
people will pay the standard premium amount 
which is $96.40 in 2008. If you don’t sign up for 
Part B when you are first eligible, there may be 
a penalty assessed. This penalty is waived if the 
reason you don’t sign up for Part B when you are 
first eligible is because you or your spouse are 
working and have group health plan coverage. 
You can sign up for Part B to coincide with the 
day employment ends (your retirement date). You 
will be given a form that the Human Resources 
office will need to complete, verifying your 
enrollment in the College’s group health plan.

Medicare Part C (Medicare Advantage Plan) 
is another way to get your Medicare benefits. It 
combines Part A, Part B, and, sometimes, Part D 
(prescription drug) coverage. Medicare Advantage 
Plans are managed by private insurance 
companies approved by Medicare. These plans 
must cover medically-necessary services. 
However, plans can charge different co-payments, 
coinsurance, or deductibles for these services.

Medicare Part D (Medicare Prescription Drug 
Coverage) helps cover prescription drugs. (If 
you are choosing the College Insurance Program 
through SURS as your Medicare supplement 
policy, you will receive a “creditable coverage” 
disclosure notice. This information is important 
because it can affect the decision you need to 
make about joining a Medicare drug plan.

MEDICARE
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SURS benefit recipients may be eligible for the 
College Insurance Program (CIP). To be eligible for 
the CIP, you must be receiving a monthly benefit 
or retirement annuity from SURS and either (1) 
have been a full-time employee of any SURS-
participating Community College and was eligible 
to participate in a group health benefit plan as an 
employee during the time of employment or (2) be 
a survivor of an eligible benefit recipient.

Depending on residence, there may be several 
types of health plans from which to choose. The 
offerings may change each year so please refer to 
the Benefit Choice Options Booklet at www.surs.
org for the current offerings. The plan includes 
health, dental and vision coverage and premiums 
change on July 1 of every year. To see the current 
premiums please navigate to the “Forms & 
Guides” button on the www.surs.org home page. 
From here, select the “Benefit Choice Booklet, 
College Insurance Program” for the latest fiscal 
year displayed.

Types of Health Plans

•  Indemnity Plan – College Choice Health Plan 
(CCHP)

•  Managed Care Plans – 

—  Health Maintenance Organization (HMO)

 — Open Access Plan (OAP)

Enrollment Periods

•  Initial Enrollment –

— Upon retirement

—  Benefit recipient or dependent beneficiary 
turns age 65

—  Coverage is terminated by a former 
group plan

•  Annual Benefit Choice Period (Initial 
enrollment only)

•  Qualifying Change in Status –

— Marriage, divorce

— Birth/adoption of a child

—  Death of a covered dependent 
beneficiary

If you have questions regarding the CIP  
plan please contact a CIP counselor at  
800) 442-1300.

COLLEGE INSURANCE PROGRAM
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•  Start by reviewing estate assets and debts

•  Decide where you want assets to go

•  Start working with a financial planner and  
an attorney

•  Draft or update your Will

•  Choose qualified executor for your Will

•  Choose guardians for children

•  Secure a durable power of attorney

•  Draft a living will with a medical power  
of attorney

•  Consider creating a trust

•  Consider leaving a legacy to your favorite charity

•  Review insurance for protection of estate assets

•  Discuss estate plan with heirs and revise  
if appropriate

•  Copy and store in a safe deposit box important 
information such as a list of key personal and 
emergency contacts (e.g. doctor, attorney),  
your Will and Living Will, financial statements 
for bank accounts, brokerage accounts, IRA’s, 
403(b)’s, SURS, insurance policies and a letter  
of instruction for your executor.

•  Prepare a retirement budget which aligns  
your future expenses against your anticipated 
income and benefits at retirement. See next 
page for worksheet.

GETTING YOUR ESTATE IN ORDER
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RETIREMENT BUDGET WORKSHEET

INCOME CURRENT IN RETIREMENT

Your salary $_______________ $________________

Spouse’s salary $_______________ $________________

Dividends/Interest $_______________ $________________

Child Support/Alimony $_______________ $________________

Annuities/Pensions $_______________ $________________

Social Security $_______________ $________________

Rents/Royalties/Fees $_______________ $________________

Other $_______________ $________________

TOTAL INCOME $_______________ $________________

TAXES

Income Taxes $_______________ $________________

Property Taxes $_______________ $________________

TOTAL TAXES $_______________ $________________

LIVING EXPENSES

Mortgage/Rent $_______________ $________________

Food $_______________ $________________

Clothing $_______________ $________________

Utilities $_______________ $________________

Dining Out $_______________ $________________

Furniture/Home Décor $_______________ $________________

Recreation/Entertainment $_______________ $________________

Vacations $_______________ $________________

Car Payments $_______________ $________________

Car Repair $_______________ $________________

Gasoline $_______________ $________________

Financial/Legal Services $_______________ $________________

Doctor Bills/Prescriptions $_______________ $________________

Household Maintenance $_______________ $________________

Tuition/Day Care $_______________ $________________

Grooming $_______________ $________________

Dry Cleaning $_______________ $________________

Car Insurance $_______________ $________________

Health Insurance $_______________ $________________

Life/Disability/ 
Long-Term Care $_______________ $________________

TOTAL EXPENSES $_______________ $________________
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The Harper College Annuitants Association is 
one of 45 local chapters supporting the State 
University Annuitants Association (SUAA). The 
state organization serves over 10,000 retirees from 
Illinois public universities and community colleges. 
Its purpose is to promote the interests and welfare 
of State Universities Retirement System (SURS) 
retirees, their spouses and survivors.

Membership in HCAA is open to all Harper College 
employees who are or will be eligible for retirement 
benefits from the State Universities Retirement 
System (SURS). Spouses and surviving spouses 
of such Harper College employees are also eligible 
for membership. Membership in HCAA includes 
automatic membership in the State Universities 
Annuitants Association (SUAA).

Benefits to Members

By joining HCAA and SUAA, members can—

•  Take advantage of the lobbying potential  
and watchdog functions that both 
associations provide

•  Keep informed of important legislative  
and other related issues that can affect their 
well-being

•  Take advantage of various association-
sponsored educational and social activities

•  Stay in touch with other Harper retirees

Dues are $24. To join, visit the Harper  
College Annuitants Association Web site at 
www.myhcaa.org.

HARPER COLLEGE ANNUITANTS ASSOCIATION
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Generally, to be eligible for retiree benefits, an 
employee must have been employed by the 
College for the preceding ten (10) years on a 
regular basis of at least thirty (30) hours per week 
for at least thirty-six (36) weeks per year for each 
of the ten (10) years and who is at least fifty-five 
(55) years of age. Please refer to your individual 
employee contract or manual to find specific 
eligibility requirements.

Unused and Unpaid Sick Leave

This balance is automatically submitted to SURS 
for additional service credit on your last paycheck. 
This additional service credit will affect the amount 
of your retirement annuity only if your retirement 
annuity begins within 60 days of your retirement. 
This service credit is equivalent to:

Full Unused  
Sick Days

Additional  
Service Credit

20–59 Days 1/4 year
60-119 Days 1/2 year
120-179 Days 3/4 year

180+ Days 1 year

Vacation Leave 

This balance will be paid on your final paycheck  
and SURS will include this payment in calculating 
your average earnings.

Tuition Waivers

During your retirement, you will continue to be 
eligible to enroll yourself and eligible dependents 
in credit and continuing education offerings under 
the prevailing tuition waiver policy in place for 
active employees.

Retiree/Employee Discounts

During your retirement you may attend activities, 
sponsored by Student Activities, as well as utilize 
the College and Community Recreation Program, 
by paying the employee rate for admission. Please 
continue to use your current Harper identification 
card for these benefits. 

Insurance

When you retire, the option to remain on the 
Harper medical and dental plans is not available. 
Please refer to your individual employee contract 
or manual for information on any insurance 
reimbursement benefits you may be eligible  
for. In addition, you may also be eligible for life 
insurance continuation.

 

HARPER BENEFITS
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When your retirement date is approaching, there 
are some miscellaneous odds and ends that 
should be attended to. 

•  Check with former employers to find out 
whether you might be due any pension or 401(k) 
money based on your years of service there.

•  If you plan to come back to work after you retire, 
SURS rules state that you cannot earn any 
money from Harper or another SURS covered 
employer for at least 60 days post retirement.

•  Be aware that there is also an earnings limitation 
on money you can receive from working at 
Harper College or another SURS covered 
employer after you retire. Please contact 
SURS directly to determine what your earnings 
limitation is.

•  If you are collecting an early Social Security 
benefit (usually starting at age 62), please  
check with your local Social Security office  
to determine if there is an earnings limitation  
in place.

•  Talk with your 403(b) or 457 providers to 
determine what you should do with your money. 
It may be advisable to invest more conservatively 
now that you will be retiring.

•  Check into discounts you might be eligible for as 
a retired person, such as for auto insurance now 
that you are no longer commuting to work.

•  Review the necessity of life insurance. Term  
and permanent life insurance policies are 
expensive at retirement age. The theory is 
that by retirement, you will have most of your 
expenses paid off and you won’t have to replace 
a full-time salary. 

•  Check into local recreational activities, 
educational opportunities, volunteer work and 
community service in your area as ways to keep 
growing and remain stimulated during your 
retirement years.

LAST MINUTE DETAILS
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When it came time for Sally Jennings to retire in 1989, she 
didn’t know what to expect.

Sally Jennings took early retirement trips to Australia but 
the novelty soon wore off.

“It was kind of a shock to my system,” she said. “I would 
go out shopping in the daytime and I felt like I was playing 
hooky at school.”

Jennings was just the third woman to earn a chemical 
engineering degree at the University of Kansas when 
she graduated in 1963. She served in the Air Force and 
then went on to enjoy a decades-long tenure at Texaco 
Chemical.

The transition from the work force to retirement is often 
measured in financial and career-centric terms: When is 
the time right? How big is the nest egg? How to spend it?

But often overlooked in that transition are emotional 
challenges like a change in identity and questions over 
self-worth and purpose, which can undermine the golden 
years.

The emotional balance for those approaching retirement is 
a “combination of excitement with underlying trepidation,” 
said Dr. Dwight Moore, a psychologist and the president 
of LifeShift, a program that helps professionals prepare for 
retirement.

The transition has various stages, he said. The first stage, 
which lasts about a year, is excitement. Retirees rest, go 
on trips, downsize their homes or do the things they’ve 
always wanted to do.

“I went to Australia a couple of times, Japan a couple of 
times, I went to Europe more times than I can count,” 
Jennings said.

After the novelty of retirement wears off, Moore said, 
people start asking themselves, “Now what do I do?”

“The first sense of emotion is loss, [particularly a] loss of 
identity,” he said. “The second is a sense of fear of ‘how 
am I going to replace the kind of affirmation that I got.’”

With the absence of affirmation professionals get from 
their careers and with no boss or business demanding 
their expertise anymore, retirees are often left searching for 
self-worth. 

“You lose who you are. You lose the work identity and the 
work context,” Moore said.

Retirees who adjust the best don’t think of the transition 
as retirement because the word carries a passive and 
negative connotation, Moore said. “They think about it as 
their next career, the next stage, the next chapter in my 
life,” he said.

John Crawford, a former vice president with American 
Express, said he began preparing for his retirement years 
in advance.

“The bigger focus was on the psychological part rather 
than the financial part,” he said. “The financial part was 
what the company and I had already worked on.”

“It’s easy to think about trips you want to take and things 
like that to do, but just the shift in the everyday pattern is a 
big challenge,” Crawford said.

It’s important for retirees to use their newfound freedom 
doing things that match their interests, Crawford said. The 
problem is not necessarily finding things to do, but finding 
things that are satisfying, he said.

“There was a tendency to think like school’s out,”  
Crawford said.

Reminding himself that not every day was Saturday, 
Crawford took Spanish classes, headed up a church 
committee, joined a book club, studied history and began 
leading his grandson’s Cub Scout troop.

“I can contribute the things I learned in the business world 
to things I do here,” he said. “Now rather than make 
checklists for work, it’s things I want to accomplish today, 
tomorrow and the next day, even into next year.”

Jennings also tapped into her interests, taking up 
photography, literature and starting her own blog. She 
adjusted to her new pace.

“I enjoyed my freedom,” she said. “I enjoyed being out of 
the corporate life.”

Another aspect of retirement often overlooked is the 
amount of time retirees share with a spouse or partner. 
“The cute quote is, ‘I married you for better or worse, but 
not for lunch,’” Moore said.

Morag Orr-Stevens retired at 47 to be with her husband 
and focus on her painting. The adjustment was difficult 
because her husband had retired first and wasn’t used to 
having her around.

“He had to adjust to me because he had been home all 
day alone, doing his thing and then I was there all day,” 
she said. “He had me all day telling him what to do.”

Crawford and his wife make sure to spend time apart each 
evening. She goes upstairs to read and watch television; 
he goes downstairs to work in his office. “Then we come 
up at about 10 o’clock and meet in the middle,” he said.

Despite the adjustments and difficulties, retirement is the 
payoff he had worked years for, Crawford said. “What I 
really worked for through the years was the independence 
of choosing what I want to do and part of it was choosing 
not to work,” he said.

“It’s kind of like being a child. You can go and color the 
book any way you want to right now.” 

Emotional Changes of Retirement 
By Kristi Keck (CNN, July 4, 2007)
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