Silver Bullets? No! 

A Silver Lining-Revisiting Budgets, Staffing, Operations to Fund Technology in Schools

By Ric Peterson

Budget, Budget, Budget.

The 21st century resource deployment standards demand that education rapidly adopt robust technology integration plans. Educators are weary of the search for resources to support technology and other competing priorities. Salary, wage and benefit demands continue to increase while annual revenue increases are, at best, slowing and, in most cases, stagnant. There are no silver bullets to balance budgets or fund substantial technology plans. However, continual operational and instructional process improvement can help districts redeploy current resources to fund technology. 

Operational and instructional process improvement is slow and takes commitment, time and financial investment to yield cost avoidance and resource redeployment. Michigan’s economic growth is in the nation’s bottom 10%. Its tax structure is based on the manufacturing economy of the 50s, 60s and 70s. More than 50% of Michigan’s growth, the service sector, is not taxed while our instructional staff is paid in the top 20% of the nation. The Michigan Public School Employees Retirement System has been described as an unfunded “train wreck” that will require $30 school district pension contributions for each $100 of compensation paid to employees by FY 2020. To say the least, Michigan public education funding is facing substantial challenges.  

Each state has its own story regarding the paucity of educational resources to address rising costs. All this is true for an industry that does not save money, but spends everything it gets; as expected, for the benefit of students. 

The question in Michigan, and in all states, is: “When the educational industry spends everything it gets how can it improve instructionally and operationally and still provide the necessary technology?” 

A daunting question! But there is good news. Finally, as a society and an industry, we have financial and instructional outcome incentives to make the hard decisions. In the past, school leaders were chastised for proposing resource redeployment strategies because it was perceived administrators wanted to change the “way things are.”  Previously, administrators have tried to maintain instructional budgets by deferring maintenance, depleting fund balances, and asking the local voters for money to maintain program and/or technology. 

Just as in the manufacturing and service industries, it is now obvious that K-12 education must face the facts of stagnant revenues while at the same time increasing efficacy and efficiency to meet both governmentally directed and “self-imposed” world benchmark standards. 

The notion is to reinvest valuable resources and make them more available to facilitate student outcome increases. By retooling education’s legacy processes, districts are discovering the power of reallocating funds to achieve systemic technology goals.

This article will discuss opportunities that are being implemented in Michigan and most likely are being considered/deployed in other states. Not all of these prospects can be found in any one Michigan district. Many of them can be implemented “only” with the deployment of commonly available price appropriate technology. Most significant to the entire equation is strong visionary leadership.

This writing will focus on operational ways to capture and/or recapture resources that can provide a foundation for expanded technology capacity. There are substantial instructional and curricular resource opportunities for reallocation and cost avoidance that could be the subject of a follow up article. 

Staff engineering 
Education needs to consider staff engineering to be able to resource redeploy! Yes, that’s right -“staff engineering.”

The days are long past, with the emergence of management information technology and process reengineering, when education can hire support staff who have little or no post-secondary education; the sort of staff who want to “just be told what to do” and they will do it. Support staff, whether in administrative or instructional offices, must be self-starters, technology competent, project oriented workers who can implement and manage projects. The support office staff must be self-driven to improve and continue post-secondary education to facilitate continued personal growth and migration to new phases in their careers. Education, like other industries, must inculcate the notion that support staffs are no longer hired for positions as “30 year employees” with no expectation of enhanced skill or career development.

The global economy demands the education industry expect higher skilled, more technologically efficient workers. The difference in output and organizational contribution between traditional support staff and those who are educated, self-starters and technologically literate is dramatic. Remember, schools have students for thirteen years (i.e., K-12), and are continually requiring them to move to the next level. In contrast, we traditionally allow support office staff to stay in place for an entire career. Under No Child Left Behind, teachers are demanded to be highly qualified. Why would an employee group (i.e., support staff) be allowed to be anything less than the best as districts strive to facilitate higher student standards and expectations?

Education is about student facilitation, not staff employment, although employment is a byproduct of student facilitation. When we think about revamping education to provide an efficient, effective and results oriented environment, we have to consider the ramifications of not only legacy, non-technology oriented processes, but also the standards, accountability and expectations of staff.

Our instructional staff and administrators are educated with a discipline that “at least” included a four-year college degree and in most cases required graduate work. Teachers and administrators, by the nature of their degrees and subsequent certification processes, have been sorted and tested to ensure consistency in preparation for job responsibilities. Generally, support staff comes from very diverse economic, societal, and educational backgrounds. 

One opportunity presented by the stagnant funding situation, is that education can require support staff applicants to take personality, mental alertness, and skill assessments prior to the final round of employment interviews. The cost is minimal and outweighed by the chance to hire an effective person who is additive to the district. When individuals are hired who are self-starters, highly motivated, and driven to grow there is a greater chance of quality performance and adaptation to an ever-changing, results driven industry. These employees are more likely to recognize that a career is a series of experiences and project positions that occur under the auspices of one or multiple employers.  

In this example, the payoff achieved by employing skilled, efficient and the technologically literate can translate into cost savings. Many districts that have adopted pre-employment assessments have avoided costs associated with inappropriate hires. Those savings, again, can be used to fund technology. 

Technology facilitated change process

The examples here (see sidebar) illustrate process compression, reengineering, and change opportunities. They represent what can be done with appropriately educated and experienced employees who embrace technology to compress processes and thus costs in an effort to redeploy current resources for the benefit of students. Redeploying current dollars for the benefit of students can encompass the acquisition of devices, software and other technology to facilitate instruction. 

School districts now have the financial incentive, appropriate political initiative, and community support to technologically facilitate process compression opportunities and related cost reductions and redeploy resources for the acquisition of technology aimed at increasing student achievement. This article scratched the surface of ways the operations and non-curricular functions can find resources for districts to fund technology. The instructional and curriculum areas are also fertile grounds to explore.

Sidebar:

Technology facilitated change process in Human Resources 

Candidate Self Service

Web-based Candidate Applications—This is a process used by candidates to complete applicant information and provide attachments using an organizational/multi-organizational web page. 

Payoff: The applications are screened in digital format by appropriate support office staff and administrators and forwarded digitally to the hiring committee (i.e., no need to hard copy and forward applications via courier and/or snail mail). Throughout the hiring process the candidate is informed of the timeline and can access a web-based application status (i.e., no need for district prepared correspondence). 

Employee Benefits Enrollment—Once hired, an employee can maintain their demographic and benefits information, subject to subsequent district review and interface with the human resource management information system. 

Payoff: There will be a reduction and/or elimination in the need to provide central office benefits data management responsibilities.

Automated Absence Systems—All employees notify an automated system of their scheduled and/or “ad hoc” absence and the technology contacts a number of potential individuals to ascertain availability to substitute

. 

Payoff: There will be a reduction and/or elimination in staff conducting the absence function manually and an automatic interface with human resource and payroll systems to activate the various compensation activities.

Direct Deposit Payroll Payment—Organizationally deploying a 100% payroll direct deposit payment protocol.


Payoff: There will be a reduction and/or possible elimination of the necessity to produce and distribute payroll checks.

Web-based and/or Intranet-based Payroll Confirmation-This protocol involves employees accessing web-based and/or intranet-based payroll confirmation. 

Payoff: There will be a reduction and/or possible elimination of the necessity to produce hard copy payroll confirmations.

Time and Attendance Software Systems—Employees use plastic cards and readers and/or biometric readers that track time using a system that interfaces with the payroll management information system.

Payoff: There will be a reduction and/or possible elimination of hard copy time and attendance reports and manual data keying.

Payroll

Mailers—The finance office uses payroll check mailers and the signature process is performed using a digital printer.

. 

Payoff: There is a reduction and/or elimination of the need to manually sign and stamp sign checks. Also, there is an elimination of the necessity to manually stuff checks into envelopes prior to distribution to employees.

Payroll Frequency Reduction-—The district could deploy a twice monthly payroll compensation protocol rather than a bi-weekly payroll.

Payoff: The frequency of payroll processing is reduced by two (i.e., 24 payroll processes are performed rather than 26). This is an 8% reduction in payroll processing work.

Employment Contracts— Engage the services of a “fee only” consultant to review the various employment contracts in an effort to identify costly work rule agreements that are not congruent with the current fiscal circumstances.

Payoff:  The human resource and payroll staff time necessary to manage employment contracts is reduced. 

Cash Receipts

Parental/Caregiver Payment Self—Deploy a web-based cash payment system for parent, caregiver, and student payments. 

Payoff: A web-based cash payment system will reduce teacher, building secretary, and central office staff collecting, counting, and bank deposit cash handling time.

Purchasing and Accounts Payable:

Electronic Procurement Software—Deploy electronic procurement software that facilitates employee requisitions, reduction in the number of vendors, creation of a virtual warehouse and vendor payment analyses.

Payoff: Electronic Procurement Software eliminates the need for hardcopy requisitions that must be data keyed to the financial management information system. The software facilitates supervisory on-line acceptance/rejection of the proposed request. Upon supervisory approval the requisition is converted to a purchase order and interfaces with both the districts and the vendors management information systems. The electronic procurement software and related process reduce requisition, approval, ordering, and data keying time.

Site Based On-Line Good Receipts—Implement site-based receiver on-line goods receipt acknowledgement. 

Payoff: Site based on-line goods receipt notification eliminates hard-copy site, warehouse, and central office manual staff acknowledgement of goods receipt. Upon on-line goods receipt notification the accounts payable staff may begin processing the payment. 

Accounts Payable Mailer Checks—Acquire and deploy printers that sign cash disbursement checks as an integrated function of document preparation and automatically fold the payments to serve as an envelope.  

Payoff: Deployment of printers that sign the cash disbursement checks and fold the document into an envelope format eliminates the need to manually sign and stuff checks into envelopes. Mailer technology reduces staff time.

Electronic Presentment and Payment—Accept receive vendor invoices electronically (i.e., electronic presentment). Begin remitting cash disbursement to vendors electronically (i.e., electronic payment). 

Payoff: Electronic presentment and payment of vendor invoices reduces hard –copy document processing and filing time and therefore reduces the number of staff needed to perform the accounts payable function. 
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