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Why do you think Human Resources and Benefits Management should be impor-
tant to a school district? GCPS’ vision is to become a system of world-class schools 
where students acquire the knowledge and skills to be successful as they continue their 
education at the postsecondary level and/or enter the workforce. In order to achieve the 
vision, our system needs a world-class workforce that supports the vision. HR is central to 
GCPS vision since the department recruits, retains, and maintains the best workforce 
possible so that the vision and mission are accomplished.   

What role should benefits play in supporting the mission? The benefits package of-
ten adds another 25 to 30 percent to an employee’s total compensation.  The salary dif-
ferential in the metro area for teachers may not be all that different. What can set us apart 
from our competition, so to speak, is the value of our benefits package. For our non-
certified staffing needs, such as clerical and custodial positions, we compete not only with 
other school systems, but a huge private industry hiring pool in Gwinnett County. Our 
benefits must also compete against private industry to attract quality support personnel. 

What are your biggest goals for HR/Benefits programs at Gwinnett? Of course, we want the best plans available, 
at the best prices possible, so that our employees are happy with their benefit selections. I believe that is the biggest 
goal of any benefits manager. But a big part of achieving that goal is to use a communications model that is clear and 
concise enough for employees to make informed decisions and be comfortable with their decisions, both when initially 
hired and during open enrollment. Not everyone needs the most expensive level of the dental plan, and what good is a 
plan if it’s so confusing that an employee doesn’t bother to use it because they don’t understand it? So our goal is a 
varied communication plan that adheres to GCPS’s vision of world class standards, and is effective, understandable 
and well presented. I also believe that communications with a professional appearance instills confidence in our em-
ployees that GCPS offers a benefits package that is befitting a world-class organization.  Included in our goal is effec-
tive communications for our employees who are going out on a leave and/or on disability. This time in an employee’s 
life can be very stressful and overwhelming. FMLA, short-term disability, and direct pay for benefits, can be very 
daunting to an employee who has a new baby or an employee who is seriously ill. My staff works very hard to assist 
our employees so that leave, and benefits while on leave, don’t add any more stress than necessary. 

What role do you think technology should play in HR? These days, technology is essential. We have over 20,500 
benefits-eligible employees. As much as we would like to, there is no way we can personally reach each of these 
folks. Technology offers the best alternative…a way to effectively reach out to our employees and give them the infor-
mation they need. We have short plan videos on our website and portal system, documents that employees can pull 
up and read, or download and print. Our website is comprehensive, and we have a lot of information on the employee 
portal as well. 

If you were to ever work in a small district again, what large district processes, programs, or lessons-learned 
do you think would be easily transferable and you would implement first? I think these days technology makes 
it’s possible to have very user friendly processes and communications, regardless of personnel and budget restraints. 
I can remember back in my early career in a system not in Georgia that most of the plan information we received was 
photocopies of plan books or hand written documents. We didn’t have the internet in those days, and our benefits 
manager, who had a staff that consisted totally of herself, was always so busy and stressed that she didn’t really have 
the time to give real assistance to anyone. I think these days, with the technology resources available, quality commu-
nication is possible even with a small staff and a shoestring budget. 
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Human Resources Spotlight Professional— Dan Smith  
Director Benefits and Leave Administration—Gwinnett County Public Schools 

NOTE—Ask the HR Guy is on vacation for this issue.  I know, most of you HR guys and gals never 

get a break.  If you have a question for our HR Guy, please send it to Dr. Ron Busbee at rbus-

bee@clearconcepts.net 
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Technology’s promise is always that it will save us money, save us time (and time 

is money, right?) and/or enable us to do great things that we never could accom-

plish without it.  So what about benefits management technology?  Here’s what I 

think are the critical capabilities: 

It has to be independent from any insurance carrier.  As you manage your benefits program, you need the flexibility 

to change carriers for service or price.  Insurance carriers are largely interchangeable – technology isn’t.  It takes time to 

learn how to use technology.  Neither you nor your employees are served well by having to learn a new system every 

time you change carriers.  Too, you want to be able to manage benefits “by the participant” and not “by the coverage”.  

Why?  The same reason you use your bank’s website to pay your bills.  It’s much easier than going to each service pro-

vider, logging-in and making your payment.  A good benefits management system lets you make a change to the em-

ployee – then all the coverages are updated accordingly. 

It has to do more than assist with enrollment.  Insurance brokers at times offer low-cost or “free” technology to assist 

with enrollment.  It helps them sell more insurance with less work.  But don’t mistake this for true benefits management 

technology.  It does eliminate much of the paper associated with enrollment but when enrollment’s over you just get a 

file, then you’re on your own.  A capable benefits management system will police the business rules of your plans, collect 

dependent data and beneficiaries and be able to upload files on a regular basis to your payroll system and your selected 

carriers. 

It has to be a quick and easy way for you and your employees to see what plans they’re in.  Think of the issues 

you deal with here.  Participants call in to find out what coverage they have.  They say they signed up for one thing, you 

can’t find the paperwork.  You find the paperwork, it doesn’t match what the carrier has.  Was the data entered correctly 

into payroll? Who knows…   

The employee enters his personal information and benefits elections.  Who knows better how to spell his name, 

what his kids names are, who the beneficiary needs to be?  With the right technology, your participants will have direct 

access to education specific to your plans from any computer.  Spouses can easily get involved in decision-making.  

There is no paper or file that needs to be keyed in – thus minimal opportunity for error.  The system keeps track of the 

entries and who made them.  The responsibility rests with the employee and not with you.  

Going Paper less for Benefits 
By: Eric Kiesshauer 
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Focus on Selection: Screening 
   With today’s budget constraints, everyone is hiring fewer people.  But there are 
more applicants than ever before.  Effectively sifting through all those applications to 
determine who to interview is more critical than ever.  There are swamp creatures 
swimming in your applicant pool.   HR needs to help principals and hiring managers 
avoid them and find  the very best teacher for the students in your district.   

   There are many tools to help in the selection process.  A solid file screening method is one tool HR can employ to help 
hiring managers identify the best of the best and determine who should get the interview.  Most people rely on old-
fashioned and unreliable methods for screening applications.  They look at an applicant’s years of experience, where 
they went to college, or where they worked in the past.  These methods have proven to be poor predictors of future suc-
cess.   Instead, determine the knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSAs) required to be successful at your district.   

   For example, to be a successful teacher at your district, you may determine that 5 key factors are required—Flexibility, 
Commitment to Accomplishment, Enthusiasm, Clarity of Expression, and Scholarship.  Design your reference form to 
ask about a candidate’s command of each of these areas on a point scale.  Include 3 to 4 questions in your application 
that uncover an applicant’s KSAs in some or all of these areas.  For example, a question like “Write about a time that you 
changed your lesson mid-stream and it went better” addresses Flexibility.  

   Good Online Job Center technology can provide these screening tools and help you score the applicant’s record ac-
cordingly.  For more information, review the webinar “Hiring the Best of the Best” at www.clearconcepts.net      
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