
T E A C H E R  R E T I R E M E N T  S Y S T E M  o f  T E X A S

TRS  
BENEFITS HANDBOOK
A Member’s Right to Know

October 2022



Our Mission
Improving the 
retirement security 
of our members by 
prudently investing 
and managing the 
trust assets and 
delivering benefits 
that make a positive 
difference in their lives.

Our Vision
Earning your trust 
every day.
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TRS administers a pension trust fund that has been serving the needs of Texas public education employees 
for 85 years. In November 1936, voters approved an amendment to the Texas Constitution creating a 
statewide teacher retirement system, and in 1937, TRS was officially formed. The system is governed by a 
nine-member board of trustees appointed by the governor with the approval of the Texas Senate.

The TRS retirement plan provides service and disability retirement benefits and death benefits. The plan is 
administered as a qualified governmental retirement plan under the provisions of Section 401(a) of the U.S. 
Internal Revenue Code of 1986, as amended (the “Internal Revenue Code”). In addition, monthly member 
contributions are made on a pre-tax basis. Amounts accumulated in your member account or your retirement 
benefits become taxable income in the years in which they are paid to you. As a governmental plan, TRS is 
not an “ERISA” plan under the Federal Employees Retirement Income Security Act of 1974.

The TRS retirement plan is a defined benefit plan. This means that the amount of your retirement benefit is 
determined using a formula established by Texas law and not on how much you have contributed to TRS. 
Once you begin service retirement under the rules of the plan, you are eligible to receive a monthly benefit 
for life. 

TRS also administers two other benefit programs established by state law. These programs, and their 
funding, are separate from the TRS retirement plan and have different eligibility requirements.

The programs are: 
	 • TRS-Care, the health benefit program for eligible retirees and their eligible dependents, and 
	 • �TRS-ActiveCare, the health benefit program for eligible active public school employees and their 

eligible dependents

Introduction
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Your membership begins on your first day of eligible employment with a TRS-covered employer. Your employer provides TRS with information 
about you and your employment, such as your full name, current mailing address, social security number, date of birth, date of hire, and the 
type of position you hold. Membership in TRS offers you not only service retirement benefits once you’re eligible to retire, but it also offers 
you disability retirement benefits and death benefits from the beginning of your career at no additional cost to you.

One of the first things TRS will send to you is a “Welcome to Membership” letter and a Designation of Beneficiary form (TRS 15). 
Complete and send the form directly to TRS as soon as possible. Your employer is not authorized to receive this form on behalf of TRS. 
When you send TRS your beneficiary designation, you ensure that benefits payable at your death will be paid to the person or persons 
you choose. 

As a TRS member, you’re required by state law to contribute a percentage of your eligible compensation as your share of the funding for your 
benefits. The contribution rate is set by the Texas Legislature. Your employer is required to deduct the contributions from your salary on a pre-tax 
basis and forward them directly to TRS each month of eligible employment. If you qualify for TRS membership, participation in the retirement plan 
cannot be waived.

Covered Employment
Covered employment that makes you eligible for TRS membership is:

	 • regular employment with a single public, state-supported educational institution in Texas that is 
		  expected to last for a period of 4½ months or more; 
	 • for half time or more of the full-time workload; and 
	 • �with compensation paid at a rate comparable to the rate of compensation for other persons employed in 

similar positions 
 
 

Generally, an employee of a public, state-supported educational institution in Texas will be considered to meet these 
requirements if their regular employment with that employer is for 20 hours or more each week for 4½ months 
or more in one school year. But keep in mind that certain types of employment can meet the requirements for 
“covered employment” in different ways. For instance, employment with an institution of higher education, including 
community and junior colleges, can qualify as covered employment if the member’s employment is expected to 
continue for more than one full semester or continues for more than one full semester in the same school year.

Note: If you work for more than one TRS-covered employer during a school year, you will only qualify 
for TRS-eligibility if your employment with at least one of the employers independently meets these 
requirements. You cannot combine work with more than one employer to establish membership 
eligibility for that school year.

Establishing Membership



Establishing Membership (continued)

Covered Employment (continued)

Understanding the following terms and concepts can help understand whether any particular employment qualifies 
as covered employment: 

Full-Time Employment or Workload – Employment that is usually 40 clock hours per week. A TRS-covered 
employer may establish this workload to be less than 40 hours for certain positions. Full-time employment may 
never require less than 30 hours per week.

One-Half or More of Full-Time Employment – A minimum of 15 hours of work is required per week to qualify 
a position for TRS membership, considering there is not an equivalent full-time position currently available. This 
requirement now applies to all positions except adjunct faculty in higher education. 

Substitute Employment – Substitute employment does not qualify as covered employment and is not reported 
to TRS even if the employee is also employed in another position that qualifies as covered employment. To be 
considered a substitute, the individual must be serving temporarily in a position currently held by another employee 
and paid at a rate-of-pay that does not exceed the rate for substitute work established by the employer.

Temporary, Seasonal, Irregular, or Part-Time Employment – Temporary, irregular, or seasonal employment is 
employment that is for a definite period of less than 4½ months. Part-time employment is employment that is less 
than one-half the full-time workload. These employment types are not covered employment unless combined with 
other work that independently qualifies as covered employment.

Adjunct Faculty in Higher Education – This is an instructor position that is filled on a semester-by-semester basis, 
paid on a per-class basis, and whose responsibilities are only directly related to teaching students. A minimum of 20 
hours per week is required for adjunct faculty to qualify for TRS membership.

When determining whether a higher education employee meets the requirement of working one-half time or more, 
employment must be converted to clock hours. Each hour of teaching in the classroom or lab counts as a minimum 
of two clock hours. If the employer recognizes that more preparation time is needed for each hour the employee is 
in the classroom or lab, the employer’s standard will be used to determine the number of clock hours scheduled for 
work. Each clock hour of time spent teaching an online class counts as two clock hours. Employees are evaluated 
for membership based on the number of clock hours worked/time they spent teaching the following: continuing 
education classes, adult education classes, and other classes not offered for college credit. The standard of counting 
each hour of teaching in the classroom or lab as two hours worked is applied only to classes taken for college credit 
or taken to prepare the student for college-level work; it is expressed in semester or course hours or credits.

All employees of the Texas public education system whose employment qualifies as covered employment must 
participate in TRS unless an exception to TRS membership applies. These exceptions include employment in Texas 
public education by:

	 • a TRS retiree; 
	 • higher education faculty members and other eligible employees who elect to participate in the Optional 
		  Retirement Program (ORP); or 
	 • a person employed in a Texas public college or university that, due to employment, requires the person to 
		  be enrolled as a student in the institution, is not eligible for membership even if the person is employed in 
		  another membership-eligible position.
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Creditable Compensation (continued)

Other Noncreditable Compensation – The following list shows some additional types of compensation that are 
noncreditable:

	 • expense payments, 
	 • allowances (such as automobile, housing and cell phone allowances), 
	 • bonuses and incentive pay unless state law provides otherwise, 
	 • “at-risk” pay (i.e., compensation an employee may lose or may not be eligible to receive if certain 
		  benchmarks are not achieved), 
	 • fringe benefits, 
	 • payments for unused vacation, sick or compensatory leave, 
	 • pay over $5,000 for teaching driver education courses conducted outside regular classroom hours, 
	 • compensation not made pursuant to a valid employment agreement (for example, retroactive pay increases), 
	 • employer contributions toward active employee health coverage, 
	 • amounts paid in lieu of and/or in settlement of a claim for wages unless the employer has obtained 
		  a written determination from TRS that the amounts are creditable before reporting the amounts to TRS; 
		  however, normal compensation paid to an employee while on administrative leave pursuant to a settlement 
		  agreement is creditable for TRS purposes and does not require a written determination from TRS to report the 
		  compensation to TRS, 
	 • payments made as an incentive to terminate employment or to provide early notice of resignation, 
	 • payments made as an incentive to accept or to continue employment such as signing or retention bonuses, 
	 • payments for work as an independent contractor or consultant, and 
	 • compensation received for student employment is not subject to report and may not be used in benefit 
		  computations.

General – TRS may require additional information or verification to determine whether compensation reported to 
TRS is creditable. TRS will not accept verification or contributions for any compensation after a member has retired, 
and the member’s first monthly annuity payment has been issued except in certain limited situations. Compensation 
earned during the final school year before retirement but not yet paid by the date of retirement is counted in the 
annual compensation for that school year. Once the retiree has retired and started receiving a monthly annuity, TRS 
will only accept additional compensation paid to a retiree and adjust the retiree’s annuity accordingly if the additional 
compensation is owed due to an error by the employer and the correction is made and contributions submitted by 
the end of the school year following the year of retirement.

Establishing Membership (continued)



Member Contribution Account
Your member account is made up of contributions paid from your creditable compensation, amounts you voluntarily 
paid to purchase service credit, and applicable interest. These are called your “accumulated contributions.” 

Payroll Deduction – The member contribution rate is established by the Texas Legislature. The rate for the 2021-22 
and 2022-23 school years is 8%. The rate will increase to 8.25% beginning Sept. 1, 2023. 

A recent history of member contribution rates is shown below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Your employer deducts the TRS member contribution from your salary on a pre-tax basis and forwards it directly to 
TRS. Member contributions are not taxed until you receive a distribution from TRS. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interest Earned – Interest on your contributions is currently calculated at the rate of 2% a year. TRS credits interest 
on Aug. 31 of each year. 

Annual Statement of Account (annual statement) – Each fall, members are provided with an annual statement 
that shows the total deposits and total amount in the member’s account for the latest fiscal year. In addition, the 
statement provides you with a projected retirement estimate to help you plan for your retirement. At the time of 
retirement, the estimate will be updated and will reflect any changes to salary and service credit.

Statements are mailed to your address on file with TRS. Notify TRS of any address changes to ensure you continue 
to receive these important communications from TRS. 

See the Establishing TRS Service Credit section in this brochure for more information on what to do if information on 
your annual statement is incorrect.
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For Pay Received On or After Member Contribution Rate
9/1/2020 7.7%

9/1/2021 8.0%

9/1/2022 8.0%

9/1/2023 8.25%

9/1/2024 8.25%

Chart of Contribution Rate Increases as Passed in the 2019 Texas Legislative Session

Note: If you are an active employee of a public school or other educational district, regional education service 
center, or an open-enrollment charter school, you also contribute 0.75% of your salary to TRS-Care, the retirees’ 
group health benefits program. This amount is: not a member contribution to the retirement plan; is not deposited 
into your member contribution account; is not reflected on your Annual Statement of Account; and is  
nonrefundable. An employee entitled to health care coverage through the Employees Retirement System (ERS), the 
University of Texas (UT) or Texas A&M University (TAMU) systems is not required to make the TRS-Care contribution.

Establishing Membership (continued)
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Status of Membership
Your membership status determines what benefits you may be eligible for. Let’s look at the three membership status 
categories as well as the associated benefits.

Active contributing members are those who are currently working for TRS-covered employers and are contributing 
to the TRS retirement plan. They are eligible for:

	 • Interest earned on member contributions 
	 • Membership service credit  
	 • The opportunity to build, reinstate, purchase, and transfer eligible service credit  
	 • The transfer of eligible service credit to or from the Employees Retirement System of Texas (ERS) at retirement 
	 • Consideration of eligible service credit under the Proportionate Retirement Program 
	 • Refund of accumulated contributions upon terminating all employment with all TRS-covered employers and 
		  submitting an application for refund 
	 • Active member death benefits payable on the member’s behalf to a beneficiary 
	 • Service retirement annuity with five or more years of service credit when employment with Texas public 
		  education has terminated and age requirements have been met 
	 • Disability retirement benefits for permanently disabled eligible members

Active noncontributing members are those who: (1) have at least five years of service credit and are not currently 
employed in a TRS-covered position, (2) have less than five years of service credit and are currently employed by a 
TRS-covered employer but not in a membership-eligible position, or (3) have less than five years of service credit 
and have been absent from employment with a TRS-covered employer for less than five years. They are eligible for 
the following benefits:

	 • Interest earned on member contributions 
	 • Service credit (the opportunity to reinstate withdrawn service credit and, in limited circumstances, to purchase 
		  special service credit; transfer eligible service credit to or from the Employees Retirement System of Texas 
		  (ERS) at retirement; consider eligible service credit under other Texas public retirement systems participating 
		  in the Proportionate Retirement Program) 
	 • Death benefits payable on the member’s behalf to a beneficiary equal to the member’s accumulated 
		  contributions, or, if the member meets certain eligibility requirements, active contributing member death benefits  
	 • Refund of accumulated contributions upon terminating all employment with all TRS-covered employers and 
		  submitting an application for refund 
	 • Service retirement annuity with five or more years of service credit when employment with Texas public 
		  education has terminated and age requirements have been met 
	 • Disability retirement benefits for permanently disabled eligible members

Inactive members are those who have less than five years of service credit and who terminated all employment 
with TRS-covered employers more than five years ago. According to state law, unless a person has at least five 
years of service credit, the individual’s membership in TRS will automatically terminate if the individual does not 
qualify for service credit for five consecutive years. Membership will terminate on Sept. 1 that occurs after the five 
nonparticipating years.

When this occurs, former members may have their accumulated contributions returned to them or paid to their 
beneficiary(ies). 

Inactive members may avoid having their membership terminated if they meet one of the following requirements 
and provide documentation that verifies their absence from TRS-covered service:

	 • performing military service that is creditable in TRS, 
	 • earning service credit in another Texas public retirement system that participates in the Proportionate 
		  Retirement Program, or 
	 • working for a TRS-covered employer in a part-time position that is not eligible for TRS membership.

Establishing Membership (continued)
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Optional Retirement Program (ORP)
Texas public education employees who are employed in membership-eligible positions are required to participate 
in TRS and are automatically enrolled in TRS on their first day of employment. However, some higher education 
employees may choose to participate in ORP instead. Eligibility to participate in ORP is determined by the employing 
institution; however, TRS determines whether an individual election into ORP is timely.

You’re eligible to elect ORP, instead of TRS membership, on the first day of employment in an ORP-eligible position. 
Generally, you must elect to participate in ORP before the 91st day after first becoming eligible to do so. This election 
is a one-time, permanent decision between two distinct plans, so please make this decision carefully. Members who 
have prior TRS service credit forfeit any right to benefits.

Effective Sept. 1, 2017, a person who is eligible to elect ORP but is not notified of the opportunity on the first 
day of eligibility may make the election under the following circumstances. If the person is notified before 
the 91st day after becoming eligible, he or she must elect to participate in ORP before the later of the 91st day after 
becoming eligible or the 31st day after being notified of eligibility. If the person is notified after the 91st day after 
becoming eligible but before the 151st day, he or she must elect before the later of the 151st day after becoming 
eligible or the 31st day after being notified of the opportunity to participate. If the person is not notified of the 
opportunity to elect before the 151st day of becoming eligible, he or she may not elect to participate in ORP and must 
remain a TRS participant.

Have questions about ORP? Please contact your employer or the Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board 
(THECB), or review the THECB brochure An Overview of TRS and ORP for Employees who are Eligible to Elect ORP 
available at www.thecb.state.tx.us.

How Long Can You Wait to Receive Your Benefits?
Required Minimum Distribution – As a qualified retirement plan under federal tax law, TRS must comply with 
minimum distribution requirements of Section 401(a)(9) of the Internal Revenue Code. Federal regulations require 
that TRS members must begin to receive benefits by a “required beginning date.” If you do not begin to take 
distribution of your benefit from TRS by your required beginning date, you may owe a federal excise tax of 50% of 
the amount that you should have received as a required minimum distribution in a tax year.

For a TRS member born on or after July 1, 1949, the required beginning date is April 1 following the calendar year 
in which you turn 72 or terminate employment with a TRS-covered entity, whichever is later. For a TRS member born 
on or before June 30, 1949, the required beginning date is April 1 following the calendar year in which you turn age 
70½ or terminate employment with a TRS-covered entity, whichever is later.

For a beneficiary, the required beginning date is usually no later than Dec. 31 of the calendar year following the 
calendar year of the member’s death. Certain exceptions apply for a beneficiary if all payments will be completed 
within five years after the member’s death, or if the deceased member’s spouse is the sole beneficiary.

If you have terminated employment but have not refunded your account or retired, please contact TRS at least three 
months before your required beginning date to allow for enough time to process your application for benefits. If you 
are a beneficiary who is eligible to receive a payment from TRS, please contact TRS as soon as possible after the 
member’s date of death. A member or beneficiary must complete all required forms before receiving a payment from 
TRS. Delays in submitting the required TRS forms do not delay the “required beginning date.”

Establishing Membership (continued)
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Ending Your TRS Membership
A member ends membership in the retirement system by:

	 • retirement, 
	 • death, 
	 • terminating employment and refunding accumulated contributions, 
	 • not qualifying for TRS membership service credit for five consecutive years unless employment with all  
		  TRS-covered employers has not terminated (see Status of Membership – Inactive Members section), or 
	 • electing to participate in ORP.

Establishing Membership (continued)
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You may end your membership in TRS and withdraw the accumulated contributions in your member account if you:

	 • terminate all employment with all TRS-covered employers, and have not applied for or received a promise of employment with a  
		  TRS-covered employer, or 
	 • elect to participate in ORP.

Refund of Your TRS Contributions

Requesting a Refund
To end TRS membership and withdraw contributions from your account, you must submit an Application for Refund 
form (TRS 6) to TRS. 

You may submit your request by logging in to MyTRS and clicking on “Apply for a Refund,” located under the 
Benefits tab. Follow the instructions and complete the fields shown on screen.

If you wish, you may instead print a copy of this form from the TRS website. You must sign a notarized statement 
on the form that your employment with all Texas public educational institutions has permanently terminated and 
that you are not currently seeking employment with a TRS-covered employer. If your name is different from the 
name shown on TRS records, you must send TRS a copy of the court order or marriage license documenting your 
name change or social security card that reflects your name change. TRS requires you to acknowledge that you are 
waiving future retirement benefits if you have at least five years of service credit, by taking a refund. The waiver is 
included as part of the refund application. 

Your account will be refunded after TRS receives all required, completed forms, termination of your employment is 
confirmed, and the final deposit is received from your employer and posted to your account. 

For your protection, TRS requires sufficient time to verify your employment status and identify you as the 
withdrawing party. TRS will contact your employer to certify your last date of employment and indicate the month 
that your final deposit was/will be submitted to TRS. Your former employer will submit a monthly payroll report that 
contains your final salary and deposits to TRS. These reports are due by the sixth day of the month following the 
calendar month for which the report is prepared. (For example, the September report is due on Oct. 6; the October 
report is due on Nov. 6.) When all information is received, TRS will calculate the amount of interest owed on your 
contributions, close your account and issue your refund. A refund cannot be issued until TRS has received the final 
deposit from your employer or your employer confirms the termination of your employment. 

Ineligible Refund – If you have returned to work, have applied for employment or have a promise to return to work 
for a TRS-covered employer, while you have an application for a refund pending, you are ineligible to receive a 
refund. TRS will not issue your refund if it discovers that you are ineligible to receive it.
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Waiving Rights to Future TRS Retirement Benefits
By refunding your account and ending your membership, you lose your service credit and forfeit any retirement 
benefits (including retirement health care benefits). Additionally, individuals who terminate membership but later 
return to TRS membership are subject to new normal-age retirement eligibility criteria, including minimum age 62 
for unreduced service retirement benefits, and new more costly early-age retirement reductions. Ending your TRS 
membership will also affect your eligibility for retirement under the Proportionate Retirement Program, if you have 
service under another Texas public retirement system, and your eligibility for transfer of service credit to or from ERS 
at the time of your retirement. 
 
 
Income Tax Withholding
Refunded amounts that represent pre-tax contributions are subject to a mandatory 20% federal income tax 
withholding unless you roll over all eligible amounts to another eligible qualified plan or to a traditional Individual 
Retirement Account (IRA). A 10% additional income tax on early distributions may be required by the Internal 
Revenue Service if you are under 59½. If you are not a U.S. citizen or a resident alien, TRS is required to withhold 
30% for federal income tax unless you qualify for and properly claim benefits under a U.S. tax treaty. If you’re eligible 
for tax treaty benefits, you must notify and provide TRS with a completed IRS Form W-8BEN, which is available on 
the Internal Revenue Service’s website. 

For more details, please contact the IRS and your tax consultant, refer to the Special Tax Notice Regarding Rollover 
Options under TRS that is part of the TRS 6 form, and refer to the TRS’ Requesting a Refund brochure which is 
available on the TRS website.

Refund of Your TRS Contributions (continued)
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Your Responsibilities as a Member or Annuitant

Keep Informed
The features of the TRS retirement plan are established by state law and by rules adopted by the TRS Board of Trustees 
which are subject to change. It is important for members and retirees to keep up with changes that may affect benefits 
under this plan. Significant changes are included in TRS publications and on the TRS website.

Keep Address Current
You’re required to notify TRS of a change of address. Your address of record is the address that TRS sends confidential 
information regarding your account, possible payments owed to you and other important communications.

You may change your address online through MyTRS. You may establish your MyTRS account by going to the homepage 
of the TRS website and clicking on the MyTRS login button to create a user ID and password. 

You may also change your address by submitting a Change of Address Notification form (TRS 358). This form may be 
printed from the Forms page of the TRS website or obtained by calling TRS at 1-800-223-8778 and then requesting the 
“Forms” menu. The form must contain your social security number or your TRS Participant ID number and your signature.

Notify TRS if Your Name Changes
If you are working for a TRS-covered employer when your name changes, you must officially change your name in your 
employer’s records to ensure that your employer’s and TRS’ records match. Your employer will report your name to TRS 
as it is shown on your social security card.

If you are a retiree or TRS member who is not currently employed with a TRS-covered employer, you must notify TRS 
of your name change in writing. The written notice must include both your social security number or TRS Participant 
ID number and your signature. You must also include a copy of a court order or marriage license that authorizes your 
name change or social security card that reflects your name change. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keep Beneficiary Designation Current
Having a current beneficiary designation on file with TRS ensures that TRS pays member death benefits to the persons 
you want to receive them. 

Members may print a copy of the Designation of Beneficiary form (TRS 15) from the TRS website. Complete, sign and 
submit the form directly to TRS. Your employer is not authorized to receive this form on behalf of TRS. Retirees must 
contact TRS to obtain the correct change of beneficiary form if they wish to change their option beneficiary. 

You should review your beneficiary designation when significant life events occur such as marriage, divorce, birth of a 
child, death of a spouse or designated beneficiary, or if the beneficiary becomes eligible for Medicaid or other “needs-
based” assistance programs.

Notes: A divorce does not automatically change your name. The name change must be ordered in the decree of divorce.

If you are a TRS-ActiveCare participant, you must also notify the health plan administrator of address or name changes 
because they maintain a separate address file from TRS.

Note: A divorce does not automatically revoke your former spouse as beneficiary. Please see the Designating a 
Beneficiary section or the Retiree Survivor Benefits section for more information. 



Creditable Membership Service
Membership service credit is earned in one-year increments. Only one year of service may be credited in any one 
school year, and a year of service credit cannot include more than 12 months. 

All TRS members receive service credit based on a standardized school year that begins Sept. 1 and ends Aug. 31. 
The standardized school year may not be the same as the instructional year of your employer or your contract or work 
agreement year.

To earn a year of membership service credit, you must work in a TRS-eligible position or receive paid leave from a 
TRS-eligible position at least 90 days during the school year. Members who are regularly scheduled to work less than 
five days per week may earn a year of service credit by working four and one-half months; however, the member must 
serve at least four full calendar months – working or receiving paid leave for at least eight days each month, and the 
member must also work or receive paid leave for an additional five days that cannot be included in the four full calendar 
months.

A TRS member may not receive a year of service credit before Dec. 31, except in the final year of retirement. At 
retirement, a member may earn a year of service credit by working or receiving paid leave for each day of the full fall 
semester, even if that semester is less than 90 days.

Check Your Annual Statement!  
Promptly notify TRS, in writing, of any errors on your annual statement or if you do not receive a statement.  
 
 
 
 

If you find an error on your statement regarding salary or service credit for the most recent school year reflected on 
your statement, you may be able to have your employer correct the error without additional cost to you other than the 
member contributions due on the compensation paid. 

Important May 31 Deadline: If the unreported service and/or unreported compensation relates to the current school 
year or the most recent school year reflected on your annual statement and your employer did not report the service 
and/or compensation due to a technological error, you may be able to correct the error and receive credit at no 
additional cost to you other than the required member contributions. However, you must notify your employer and TRS 
in writing immediately upon noticing the error but no later than May 31 of the year following the year the service was 
rendered and/or the compensation was paid so that the error can be corrected.
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Establishing TRS Service Credit
Service credit is important in determining eligibility for TRS benefits including TRS-Care. Service credit affects the amount of a service or 
disability retirement benefit. In the event of your death, service credit can affect benefits paid to your beneficiary. 

Note: Substitute service is not unreported service and may not be established in this manner. Refer to the section 
titled Types of Service Credit Eligible for Purchase and the TRS Service Credit brochure for more information on how 
to establish substitute service credit.

Note: If you have service credit that is not listed on your statement, you must verify that service to TRS within five 
years from the end of the school year in which you rendered that service. Similarly, compensation not reflected on 
your statement must be verified within five years from the end of the school year in which it is paid. If you do not 
notify TRS and verify your service or compensation within the applicable time frame, you will not be able to establish 
TRS credit for the service or the compensation, and you will not be able to use the service or compensation for TRS 
benefit purposes.
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Five Years Membership Service Credit
Members who have at least five years of membership service credit are eligible to retire and receive a lifetime monthly 
annuity when they meet the applicable age requirement. If you have fewer than five years of service credit and have 
not qualified for a year of membership service credit in five consecutive years, your TRS membership will terminate 
unless you continue to work for a TRS-covered employer in a position that is less than one-half time. Once you have 
terminated membership, you will no longer earn interest. 
 
 
Types of Service Credit Eligible for Purchase
In addition to earning membership service credit for service with a TRS-covered employer, eligible TRS members may 
purchase the following types of service credit:

	 • Withdrawn 
	 • Unreported Service and/or Compensation  
	 •	Substitute  
	 • Out-of-State 
	 • Developmental Leave (Unpaid) 
	 • Military  
	 • Uniformed Services Employment & Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA) 
	 • State Sick and/or Personal Leave 
	 • Work Experience (By a Career or Technology Teacher) 
	 • Membership Waiting Period

Purchase of service credit is subject to Internal Revenue Code restrictions on the annual voluntary contributions that 
may be made to a qualified retirement plan, including TRS. 

To use purchased service credit in calculating service retirement benefits, you have two calendar months to complete 
the purchase from your effective date of retirement or from the last day of the month in which you submit a retirement 
application, whichever is later, provided that the purchase is completed before TRS makes the first annuity payment. If 
the service credit must be purchased in order to establish eligibility to retire, the purchase must be completed by the 
effective date of your retirement. This includes all purchases for service credit except state sick and/or personal leave.

If you wish to purchase state sick and/or personal leave for service credit at retirement, you have 90 days after the date 
TRS issues a cost statement to complete the purchase. You may request a one-time extension of 30 days to complete 
the purchase using a rollover of funds from another eligible retirement plan or a direct trustee-to-trustee transfer of 
funds from a governmental 403(b) plan or governmental 457(b) deferred compensation plan.

To use purchased service credit in the calculation of a disability retirement benefit, you must complete the purchase by 
the effective date of retirement, by the last day of the month in which your retirement application is filed, or within 30 
days of TRS correspondence notifying you that your disability retirement has been approved, whichever is later.

Service credit that you may be eligible to purchase cannot be included in calculating active member death benefits 
unless the service credit is purchased before your death. Your beneficiary, however, may complete payment for service 
credit that you began to purchase on an installment basis by paying the balance due in a lump sum.

Start planning service credit purchases well in advance of your anticipated retirement date due to eligibility requirements, 
annual contribution restrictions and deadlines that may apply. You should carefully consider purchasing service credit when 
you are first eligible to do so because the cost to purchase service credit generally increases over time.

Find detailed information about the different types of service credit, methods of payment, restrictions on 
purchasing service credit, and more in the TRS Service Credit brochure on the TRS website.

Establishing TRS Service Credit (continued)
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Withdrawn Service Credit
Withdrawn service credit occurs if you refund your TRS member account, canceling all TRS service credit and canceling 
membership. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unreported Service and/or Compensation Credit 
Unreported service and/or compensation credit is eligible service and/or compensation that should have been reported 
but was not reported to TRS at the time the service was rendered and/or the compensation was paid.

Any unreported service that was rendered and/or unreported compensation that was paid before Sept. 1, 2011, must 
have been verified with TRS by Aug. 31, 2016. 

Unreported service and/or unreported compensation that is not verified within the required time limit will not be eligible 
for purchase and cannot be used to determine eligibility for, or the amount of, any TRS benefits.

 
 
Substitute Service 
Substitute employment does not qualify as covered employment and is not reported to TRS even if the employee is also 
employed in another position that qualifies as covered employment. 

While service as a substitute is not eligible for membership, work as a substitute for a minimum of 90 workdays in a 
school year may qualify for service credit if verified and purchased. To be eligible for purchase, substitute service must 
be verified to TRS by the end of the fifth school year after the substitute service is rendered.

Substitute service that is not purchased cannot be used to determine eligibility for, or the amount of, any TRS benefits.

Note: If you are not a member of TRS but are a member of another Texas public retirement system that participates 
in the Proportionate Retirement Program, you may also be eligible to reinstate withdrawn service credit. Contact TRS 
for more information.

Establishing TRS Service Credit (continued)
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Out-of-State Public School Service Credit
If you have out-of-state service in a public school system or college and you have at least five years of TRS 
membership service credit, you may be eligible to purchase one year of out-of-state service credit for each year of 
service credit with a TRS-covered employer, up to a maximum of 15 years. However, any eligible out-of-state service 
that is currently maintained in another public retirement system is considered nonqualified service credit, and you are 
eligible to purchase only a total of five years of nonqualified service credit. 

 
 
Developmental Leave Service Credit
Developmental leave is unpaid leave from employment with your TRS-covered employer that is approved in 
advance by your employer for study, research, travel, or another purpose designed to improve your professional 
competence. You may purchase a maximum of two years of developmental leave service credit. 

 
 
Military Service Credit
If you are a TRS member with at least five years of TRS service credit, you may be eligible to purchase up to five 
years of service credit for active-duty federal military service in the U.S. armed forces. This service credit may be 
purchased one year at a time. Military service credit must be purchased in the order it was rendered.

 
 
Uniformed Services Employment & Reemployment Rights Act
(USERRA) Service Credit
USERRA establishes certain rights if you leave TRS-covered employment for voluntary or involuntary active military 
duty and are then reemployed or apply for reemployment with the same TRS-covered employer. If this is the case, 
you may be eligible to establish TRS service credit and/or compensation credit for the period of duty under USERRA. 

If you receive USERRA credit under these provisions, you may not receive duplicate active duty military service credit 
for the same period of military service. Contact TRS for more information.

 
 
State Sick and/or Personal Leave
If you meet the eligibility requirements on your last day of employment before retirement, you may purchase one 
year of service credit if you have 50 days or 400 hours of unused state sick and/or personal leave accumulated at 
no more than five days per year. Purchased state sick and/or personal leave may not be used to establish eligibility 
for retirement.

 
 
Work Experience Service Credit (by Career or Technology Teacher)
If you are a certified career or technology education teacher, with at least five years of service credit, you may be 
eligible to establish service credit for one or two years of work experience. 

Establishing TRS Service Credit (continued)
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Membership Waiting Period Service Credit
A member is subject to a 90-day waiting period for TRS membership if the member:

	 • began work for a TRS-covered employer on or after Sept. 1, 2003, but before Sept. 1, 2005, and 
	 • was not already a TRS member at the time that employment began.

 
 
Methods of Payment
There are three basic ways to make payments for service credit purchases:

	 1. A lump sum payment using after-tax dollars (such as from a savings or checking account), 
	 2. Installment payments using after-tax dollars (not available for state sick and/or personal leave service credit or 
		  USERRA service credit), or 
	 3. A rollover using pre-tax dollars from another eligible retirement plan or a direct trustee-to-trustee transfer from a 
		  governmental 403(b) plan or a governmental 457(b) deferred compensation plan.

 
 
Restrictions on Service Credit Purchase
Federal tax law limits the amount of voluntary annual contributions a person may make to tax-deferred retirement 
plans, including TRS, in a plan year (Sept. 1 through Aug. 31). You will be informed of applicable limits at the time you 
request a cost statement.

 
 
TRS/ERS Service Transfer
Eligible members of TRS may transfer service credited under the Employees Retirement System of Texas (ERS) to TRS. 
Likewise, eligible members of ERS may transfer their TRS service credit to ERS. The transfer of service credit takes place 
under the rules of the system to which the credit is transferred. A transfer may only take place when the member retires or 
at the time that a preretirement death benefit becomes payable. Members who have already retired under either system 
are not eligible to transfer service credit. However, a TRS member who has previously retired under ERS may be able to use 
ERS service credit to establish TRS retirement eligibility under the Proportionate Retirement Program. 

ERS participants who are cash balance group members are not eligible to transfer service credit between TRS and ERS.  

Establishing TRS Service Credit (continued)
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Annual compensation is the amount of creditable compensation you receive during a 12-month period while working for a TRS-covered 
employer. Retirement benefits and certain death benefits are based on a percentage of your highest average annual compensation. The 
12-month period (beginning Sept. 1 and ending Aug. 31 of the next calendar year) will not always coincide with your contract period or with 
your employer’s instructional year.

Determining Annual Compensation

Annual compensation for the school year in which you retire is based off the highest compensation that you received 
during a 12-consecutive month period that occurs during a 14-consecutive month period if:

	 • you complete the full contract period for the final year; 
	 • the 14-consecutive month period includes the months of September through August of the school 
		  year in which you retire; 
	 • the 14-consecutive month period does not include months prior to the month in which your contract 
		  for the final year began; 
	 • the annual compensation does not include compensation earned after you retire, except that creditable 
		  annual compensation earned by the date of your retirement but not yet paid at the date of retirement is 
		  included in the annual compensation for that year; 
	 • the annual compensation does not include performance pay credited to you by TRS as annual compensation 
		  in a prior school year; 
	 • the annual compensation for the school year in which you retire does not exceed all applicable Internal 
		  Revenue Code limits for that school year; 
	 • you do not receive credit for more than 12 months of compensation in the annual compensation for the final 
		  school year; and 
	 • your compensation in the final year before retirement is not paid out in fewer than 12 months.

Remember, TRS rules require your employer to report to TRS the compensation paid to you in the month that it was 
paid. For example, if you receive your first salary payment in September for work you performed in August, your 
employer must report the compensation to TRS for the month of September. 
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Designating a beneficiary to receive your TRS benefits can be one of the most important things you do as a TRS participant. Since this decision is 
such a personal one, TRS encourages you to carefully consider your options to ensure that your decision best serves your interests. 

When you are first enrolled as a TRS member, a Designation of Beneficiary form (TRS 15) is mailed to you. You should immediately fill in the 
required information on the form, sign it and send the original form to TRS. 

Significant events (such as marriage, divorce, death of a beneficiary, birth of a child, and receipt of Medicaid or other “needs-based” assistance 
by a person designated as your beneficiary) should prompt a review of your beneficiary designation. It’s important to periodically review your 
beneficiary designation and submit an updated form directly to TRS if any change is needed. Your employer is not authorized to receive this form 
on behalf of TRS. 

Since TRS has several different beneficiary forms, the form you submit must be for that specific benefit. For a Designation of Beneficiary form 
to be effective, the form must be received by TRS prior to your death. When you designate your beneficiary, be sure to provide sufficient 
identifying information so that TRS is able to locate and pay your beneficiary upon your death. If you designate an estate, trust or other legal 
entity as your beneficiary, further documentation may be required.

Designating a Beneficiary

Designating a Beneficiary for Member Death Benefits
As a member, you’re entitled to death benefits beginning on the first day of your TRS membership. There are 
different types of death benefits for active members and retirees. Note the importance of designating a beneficiary 
to receive your benefits in the event of your death.   

If there is not a valid designation of beneficiary on file with TRS, benefits will be paid in accordance with the plan terms 
in Texas law. Currently, the law states that if there is not a designated beneficiary, the surviving spouse is eligible 
to receive the benefits. If there is no surviving spouse, TRS will pay according to the statutory order of other related 
survivors or if there are none, TRS will pay the deceased member’s estate. Payment in this manner may not reflect the 
needs of your family; therefore, it is important to have a current form on file with TRS.

Joint beneficiaries may be designated to receive certain active member death benefits. When designated, the two or 
more surviving joint beneficiaries receive the benefits in equal shares. If one of the joint beneficiaries predeceases 
the member, the surviving joint beneficiary(ies) will receive the entire benefit. If an alternate beneficiary is named, 
the alternate beneficiary will not be eligible for the benefit as long as any joint beneficiary survives the member.

If a member has at least five years of service credit at the time of death, a single beneficiary may be eligible to 
receive an annuity for life. You may want to consider that joint beneficiaries will not be eligible to select and receive 
lifetime annuity payments since lifetime annuity payments are based on the age and life expectancy of only you and 
one other person.

TRS death benefits are not life insurance payments and, as a result, they are subject to federal income tax. Also, TRS 
is not an ERISA plan, and the requirements of that law with respect to designation of beneficiaries do not apply to 
TRS. For further details, consult your attorney or a financial advisor.

Note: TRS benefits, including death benefits, are not assignable. For example, you cannot assign your death benefits 
to a funeral home to pay for the cost of your funeral.
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Change in Marital Status
If your marital status changes, you can ensure that your wishes are followed at your death by updating your designated 
beneficiary on a form prescribed by TRS. The original signed form must be received by TRS prior to your death.

For Members Who Divorce 
A divorce does not automatically revoke the designation of a former spouse as beneficiary if the designation was made 
before the date of the divorce. To revoke this type of designation, TRS must receive:

	 1. a new designation of beneficiary before your death that is signed after the date of divorce, or

	 2. a certified copy of your divorce decree before payment of any death benefits is made to any beneficiary.

For a Member Whose Spouse Dies 
If you are married and your spouse is your designated beneficiary, you should review and update your designation 
of beneficiary if your spouse dies. Do this by designating your beneficiary on a new form, signing it and sending the 
original form to TRS. The new designation is not effective until the original form is received by TRS (prior to your death). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Considerations Before Designating a Minor Child or Legally
Incapacitated Adult
Although you may designate a minor child as your beneficiary, Texas law requires that TRS make payment of a benefit 
to an adult on behalf of the minor child. If you wish to designate a minor child, please seek legal advice to understand 
which adult will receive any benefit payments on behalf of the minor and the methods of designating a beneficiary that 
will legally obligate the selected adult to act for the benefit of your child regarding TRS benefits. Also, if you wish to 
designate a legally incapacitated adult as your beneficiary, TRS encourages you to seek legal advice about how you can 
best ensure that TRS benefits will be paid as you intend. 
 
 
Considerations Before Designating a Trust, Your Estate or an
Organization as a Beneficiary
Although you may designate a trust, your estate or an organization as your beneficiary for certain TRS benefits, seek 
legal advice about any tax consequences, the impact this may have on your estate and how you can best ensure that 
TRS benefits will be paid as you intend. Also, naming one of these as your beneficiary may affect the ability of the 
benefit to be rolled over to another eligible retirement plan.

Designating a Beneficiary (continued)

Note: If your beneficiary designation naming your former spouse as beneficiary was submitted after a divorce, 
receipt by TRS of a certified copy of the divorce decree has no effect on the post-divorce designation. If you want 
to keep your former spouse as the beneficiary of your death benefits, submit a new form after the date of divorce 
naming your former spouse as beneficiary. TRS must receive the original signed form prior to your death.

Please also note, if you are a TRS retiree and your original beneficiary for a TRS optional retirement annuity plan is 
a former spouse, consent of the former spouse or an order from a court with jurisdiction over the marriage ordering 
or authorizing a change of beneficiary is required to revoke your original beneficiary.
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If you are a TRS member and you die in a school year in which you worked for a TRS-covered employer or if you die while performing qualified 
military service as defined by Section 414(u) of the Internal Revenue Code, your beneficiary is eligible to select one of the following death benefit 
payment plans:

	 1. An amount equal to twice your annual salary for the school year in which you die or twice the amount of the creditable compensation 
		  actually paid to you in the preceding school year, whichever is greater, up to a maximum of $80,000 payable. 
	 2. Sixty monthly payments in an amount equal to your standard annuity without reduction for early-age retirement. This payment plan is only 
		  available to beneficiaries of members who have five or more years of TRS service credit. 
	 3. A lifetime annuity equal to an Option One retirement plan (100% joint and survivor annuity), calculated as if you retired in the month 
		  before your death. This payment plan is only available to a beneficiary of a member who has five or more years of TRS service credit. This 
		  plan is not available to joint beneficiaries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	 4. An amount equal to the accumulated contributions in your account. 
	 5. Survivor benefits consisting of a $2,500 lump sum payment plus a monthly payment, according to the following designations:

		  • To a beneficiary spouse, $250 per month for life beginning when your spouse reaches age 65 or at your death, whichever is later. 
		  • To a beneficiary spouse who has one or more minor children, $350 per month. At age 65, or when the youngest child reaches 18, 
			   whichever is later, your beneficiary spouse would begin receiving $250 per month for life. 
		  • To minor children beneficiaries, $350 per month with two or more children less than age 18, or $250 per month with only one child 
			   under age 18. Payments cease when the youngest beneficiary reaches age 18. 
		  • To a dependent parent beneficiary, $250 per month for life when the dependent parent reaches age 65 or at your death, whichever is later.

	 In addition to the payments under one of these five payment plans, a lump sum death benefit of $160,000 is payable to the beneficiary of a 
	 member who is working in a TRS-covered position and who dies as a result of a physical assault during the performance of the employee’s 	
	 regular duties.

If you’re a member but you did not work for a TRS-covered employer in the school year of your death, your beneficiary would be eligible to select 
one of the five death benefit payment plans if one of the following conditions are met:

	 • your death occurs during a time when you were eligible to retire or would become eligible to retire without additional service before the 	
		  fifth anniversary of your last day of employment; 
	 • your absence from service was because of sickness, accident or other cause TRS determines involuntary; 
	 • your absence from service was in advancement of the objectives or welfare of the public school system; 
	 • your death occurred on or after Jan. 1, 2007, while performing qualified military service (USERRA) as defined by Section 414(u) of the 
		  Internal Revenue Code; or 
	 • you were employed by a TRS-covered employer in the school year of your death but the position was not eligible for membership.

If you are a TRS member at the time of your death but do not meet any of the requirements described in this section, death benefits in an amount 
equal to the accumulated contributions in your account are payable to your beneficiary.

TRS death benefits are not life insurance payments and, as a result, they are usually subject to federal income tax. However, the $160,000 death 
benefit paid on behalf of a member who dies because of a physical assault is considered a “line of duty” death benefit that is not subject to 
federal income tax. Please consult a tax professional if you have questions on how this may impact your beneficiary.

Please notify TRS of an active member death by calling toll free at 1-800-223-8778. TRS will need the date of death and as well as a copy of the 
death certificate when it is available. TRS will provide additional information to the beneficiary about the process to claim any death benefits payable.

Active Member Death Benefits

Note: In determining whether the lifetime annuity equal to an Option One retirement plan payable as a death benefit to the 
beneficiary of an active member who died with at least five years of service credit is reduced for early age, TRS must make the 
determination as if the member had five additional years of service credit on the last day of the month preceding the month in 
which the member died. The amount of any required reduction must also be determined by using the five additional years of 
service credit attributed to the member. This change affects death benefits payable on behalf of a member who dies on or after 
Sept. 1, 2017 or who died before Sept. 1, 2017 but the benefits have not commenced on Sept. 1, 2017.
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When you meet the requirements for retirement, you may apply to receive a monthly annuity. Annuities are calculated according to state law. 
TRS retirement plan benefits may include the following, depending on your eligibility:

	 • monthly service retirement annuity payments for the life of the retiree, with a choice at time of retirement of standard annuity, joint and 
		  survivor annuity (Option One, Two or Five), or guaranteed period annuity (Option Three or Four) payment plans, 
	 • monthly disability retirement annuity payments, 
	 • Partial Lump Sum Option (PLSO) payment in addition to a reduced monthly service retirement annuity, and 
	 • survivor benefits, payable on the retiree’s behalf, to a beneficiary.

Benefits are subject to change by law or by rules of the TRS Board of Trustees. 
 
 
 
 
Retirees and their dependents may be eligible for group health benefits administered by TRS, known as TRS-Care. Carefully review the 
information on health care eligibility when you are considering retirement. Eligibility requirements for TRS-Care are different than eligibility 
requirements for service retirement. 

As you begin to plan for retirement, the two most common questions are:

	 • When am I eligible for service retirement? 
	 • How much will my retirement benefit be?

Your Retirement Benefits

When Am I Eligible for Service Retirement?
Your eligibility for service retirement is determined by your age and years of TRS service credit. This information, along 
with the date you joined TRS and your eligibility for grandfathering, determine when you are eligible for an unreduced, 
normal-age retirement annuity or for an early-age retirement annuity reduced according to actuarial tables or based on 
a flat percentage rate. You can find detailed information about your eligibility by locating your “tier.”

Regardless of which tier you are in, to be eligible to retire and receive a lifetime monthly service retirement annuity 
(normal age or early age), you must:

	 • have at least five years of service credit, 
	 • meet the age and service eligibility requirements, 
	 • terminate employment, 
	 • apply for retirement, and 
	 • complete the required one-month break in service.

Note: If you select some types of benefits, you may not be eligible to select or receive certain other types of benefits. For example, if you 
receive disability retirement annuity payments, you are not eligible to receive service retirement benefits or to select a PLSO at retirement.
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Changes to the retirement plan over the years have resulted in several distinct membership categories, each with its own retirement eligibility 
requirements and early-age reductions. TRS has identified membership tiers to help you better understand the requirements and reductions that 
apply to you. Your tier is determined by the date you entered TRS membership, your “grandfathered” status and by the amount of service credit 
you had on Aug. 31, 2014. By reviewing the information about your tier, you can find out the age and years of service credit you must have to be 
eligible for normal-age service retirement, early-age service retirement and the Partial Lump Sum Option (PLSO).

Your tier is displayed on your annual statement and any retirement estimate that you receive from TRS. 

Am I a grandfathered member?  
You are a grandfathered member, under 2005 legislation, if you met at least one of the following criteria as a member of TRS before  
Sept. 1, 2005:

	 • you were at least 50 years of age, 
	 • your age and years of service credit totaled at least 70, or 
	 • you had at least 25 years of service credit.

If you are a “grandfathered” member:

	 • you are eligible to elect PLSO if you are eligible to receive an unreduced service retirement annuity and you are not a DROP participant, 
	 • your standard annuity calculation will use an average salary based on your highest three annual salaries, and 
	 • you are eligible for certain, more favorable actuarial reduction factors for early-age retirement starting at age 55 with at least 20 years 
		  of service credit.

What is My Tier?

Entry Date
Your tier category is affected by the date you became a TRS member:

	 • Your TRS membership began on the first day you were employed in a TRS-covered position. Even if you end 
		  your employment in Texas public education, your TRS entry date remains the same as long as you do not end 
		  your TRS membership by refunding your contributions. 
	 • If you terminated your membership in TRS by refunding your member contributions, your entry date is the date 
		  your current TRS membership began. This will be the first day you were employed in a TRS-covered position 
		  after your last refund from TRS, even if you reinstated your service credit for the previous TRS-covered service. 
 
 
2014 Five-Year Service Credit Requirement
Beginning Sept. 1, 2014, any member with less than five years of service credit in TRS on Aug. 31, 2014, or any member 
who had an entry date, on or after Sept. 1, 2014, was affected by the changes made to service retirement eligibility criteria 
by Senate Bill 1458, passed by the Texas Legislature in 2013. These changes are encompassed in Tiers 5 and 6. 

Only service credit actually credited in the retirement system on or before Aug. 31, 2014, is considered for meeting the 
five years of service credit requirement. Service credit that was purchased and paid in full by Aug. 31, 2014, is counted 
toward the five years of service credit requirement. However, any qualifying USERRA military service (maximum of five 
years), performed on or before Aug. 31, 2014, will be counted toward the five years of service credit requirement, even 
if it is not purchased.

As of Aug. 31, 2014, a TRS member who has service credit in another retirement system that participates in the 
Proportionate Retirement Program may combine the years of service credit in order to meet the five years of service 
credit requirement. Service credit in the other retirement system may be used even if the member has retired from the 
other retirement system or if the service credit is granted as “time only credit” in the other retirement system. Members 
must notify TRS of the service credit in the other retirement system prior to retirement in order for eligibility criteria to 
be considered.




