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Project Fundamentals
Goals and Deliverables

Goals
• To support planning for the Say Yes program and incentives
• To describe the resources available in the community, how they are 

deployed to serve students, and how well this deployment aligns with 
postsecondary success

• To articulate recommendations that maximize the impact of investments 
in Guilford County’s schools and youth services programs

Deliverables
• A collaborative process that expands upon local knowledge and insights
• A specific position on each of a set of critical issues
• A set of specific actions to align resource use with a strategy for 

postsecondary success
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Project Fundamentals

Critical Issues

• How many of Guilford County School District’s students are on a predictable pathway to higher education 
and/or successful careers?

• Do rates of readiness differ for students of different economic backgrounds, races, ethnicities, and 
genders? 

• What courses must a student pass to be ready to attend college or a career preparation program upon 
graduation from high school? What are the pre-requisites for those courses? In what grade should a 
student begin selecting courses with an eye on post-graduation choices? 

• How many students can enter college and career preparation courses each year, by grade? What are the 
options for other students?

• What changes in scheduling, staff assignments, course planning, class size, recruiting, retention, and 
hiring would make sufficient classes available?

• Historically, in what activities has the School District invested, and at what scale? How do these 
investment levels compare to those of other Say Yes to Education cities?

• Where are funds invested in ways that do not advance the goal of college and career readiness? 
Which activities would be delivered differently if funds were invested in the college and career 
readiness interventions identified in this analysis? How much money would be available for re-
investment?

• What interventions are likely to increase the number of students ready for college and careers? Which can 
be provided by the School District? By community-based organizations? What are the proper annual 
goals for improvement?

• What are the financial implications of these changes? 
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Project Fundamentals
Data Reviewed

• Comprehensive Annual Financial Reports (CAFR), 2011-2013
• Draft CAFR, 2014
• All expense transactions, 2011-2014
• All budget line items, 2015
• Employee assignment and salary roster, 2014
• IT asset and productivity reports
• Interviews with:
• Chief Financial Officer
• Chief Academic Officer
• Chief of Staff
• Chief Information Officer
• Chief Curriculum Officer
• Chief Student Services Officer
• All Regional Superintendents
• Assistant Finance Officer / Finance Director
• Executive Director, Academically Gifted
• Executive Director, Exceptional Children’s Services
• Executive Director, Human Resources
• Executive Director, Human Resources Operations
• Executive Director, Talent Development
• Executive Director, Induction and Professional Development
• Executive Director, Student Services
• Education and Policy Consultant, NCDPI
• IT managers, Wake County and Charlotte-Mecklenburg

• Director of Facilities Planning
• Director of Transportation
• Director of Student Assignment
• Director of Volunteers, Partnerships, and Grants
• Director of Maintenance
• Director of Payroll
• Director of School Nutrition
• Purchasing Officer
• Supervisor, High School Counseling
• Supervisor, Systems Programming
• Coordinator, Character Development
• Arts Curriculum Coordinator
• Program Administrator, Media Relations
• Programmer Analyst II (AS400)
• Seven principals in schools across the district
• Data managers and student information staff, various 

NC districts
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Guilford County Schools Enrollment

Source: Guilford County Schools 20th day enrollment data
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• Enrollment has been flat since 2011 
across the District

• However, the District has been 
growing in grades 9-12

• This trend is the opposite of what 
we have observed in other cities; 
namely, that the rates of growth for 
enrollment tend to be higher in 
primary grades than in high school. 
High school enrollment trends are 
often negative, in our experience

Note: Years in this chart and those that follow refer 
to the fiscal years ending in the dates indicated
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Historical Revenues by Source
Governmental Funds

Source: CAFR Exhibit 4, 2011-2013; Draft CAFR Exhibit 4, 2014
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• Governmental funds have been flat since 2011

• Federal funds declined slightly with the end of Stimulus 
Funding; 2013 and 2014 show a return to normal funding 
levels

• As school construction projects progressed, County capital 
outlay funds declined from ~$92mm in 2012 to ~$50mm in 
2013 and 2014. General fund contributions from the 
County increased very slightly during this time from 
$175mm to $177mm in 2014. The net of these two effects 
is represented in the 2.7% average annual decline

• “Other” funds include indirect costs, Medicaid 
reimbursements, individual school fundraising, and other 
non-governmental grants 

• Along with small increases in state funding, the District has 
had to budget for mandatory increases in retirement 
funding
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Historical Revenues by Source, and Per Student
Governmental Funds

Source: CAFR Exhibit 4, 2011-2013; Draft CAFR Exhibit 4, 2014
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Historical Expenses by Purpose
Governmental Funds

Source: CAFR Exhibit 4, 2011-2013; Draft CAFR Exhibit 4, 2014. 2015 budgeted expenses
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+1.6%

+1.0%

-15.3%

-0.1% • Total expenses were flat from 2011 to 2014

• Capital outlay expenses fell from ~$95mm 
to ~$60mm between 2012 and 2013

• Capital outlay funds are those which move 
from the capital account to the operating 
account to cover expenses related to 
capital investment

• Non-program expenses are mainly 
payments to other government units, such 
as charter school transfers. Debt service is 
the interest and principal on buses

• Instructional Services grew a small amount 
overall across the 4 years but fell on a per-
student basis. These funds include 
increases in teacher retirement expenses
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• Individual School Fund expenses were not included in the 
transactions to which the Value Chain was applied

• Food Service and After School expenses are not part of 
Governmental Funds but are in the transaction set

• Capital Lease expenses are not in the transaction set
• Transfers are in the transaction set but not in the Governmental 

Funds section of the CAFR

Historical Expenses 
Reconciliation to Transaction Data

Source: CAFR 2011-2013; Draft CAFR 2014, Guilford County Schools CFO

$, millions
Expenses as Recorded in CAFR

These are the total expenses used in the value chain 
analysis. Beginning with the totals from the CAFR, they have 
been adjusted for individual school funds, food service, after 
school, capital leases, and some transfers
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Historical Expenses – 2011 Example
Reconciliation to Transaction Data

Source: CAFR Exhibit 4, 2011-2013; Draft CAFR Exhibit 4, 2014
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“Transactions” and “Transaction data” refer to the data set shared 
with Schoolhouse Partners by GCS. It contains each transaction 
made from 2011 to 2014 and a line-item budget for 2015
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Historical Expenses
Program vs. Overhead Costs

Source: GCS expense data; SHP analysis
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• Program costs refer to expenses generated by:
• Teaching and providing other direct 

service to students
• Training or supervising teachers
• Generating curriculum
• Operating and managing school 

campuses (for example, school 
custodians)

• Overhead costs refer to the expenses associated 
with parts of the organization such as:

• Human resources
• Finance
• Legal and risk management
• Utilities and construction
• Marketing

• Transfers to charter schools have been set aside. 
These have grown from $4.2mm in 2011 to 
$8.3mm in the 2015 budget

• The District spends nearly all of its annual 
revenues on program activities. From 2011 to the 
budgeted expenses for 2015, program expenses 
did not fall below 95.9% of total district spending
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The K-12 Value Chain

• The Value Chain analysis asks, “What are the most important activities in which we engage, and 
what do we really spend on them? What do we spend on less important activities, and what 
would happen if we limited spending there?”

• The “Value Chain” is a term created by Michael Porter to describe the set of activities by which 
an organization adds value to inputs or raw materials to create things that customers and 
beneficiaries demand

• Districts know what they spend by account, department, and revenue source. They don’t often 
know what they spend by activity. Activities – in a school district, an activity could be “Core 
Academic Instruction” or “Assessment” – generate costs that often cross many accounts or 
departments

• This analysis considered many data points – budget codes, interviews with managers, our own 
judgment and experience in schools  - to assign each individual expense to an activity, or, in 
other words, to an area of the Value Chain

• Therefore, an important concept to remember throughout this discussion is that while parts of the 
Value Chain have names that sound like existing budget areas, they are not the same

• For example, the “Human Resources” area of the Value Chain includes just compliance 
activities, while activities undertaken by the Human Resources department to improve the 
capacity of the teachers in GCS are captured in the “Professional Development” area of the 
Value Chain
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The K-12 Value Chain
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A Value Chain View of  Expenses

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; Guilford County Schools 2015 line item budget, Schoolhouse Partners analysis
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A Value Chain View of  Expenses

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; Guilford County Schools 2015 line item budget, Schoolhouse Partners analysis
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A Value Chain View of  Expenses

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; Guilford County Schools 2015 line item budget, Schoolhouse Partners analysis
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• Budgeted spending for 2015 will be lower than that 
of 2011, falling since that time an average of 1.2% 
per year

• Most of this decrease comes from the Physical Plant 
and Maintenance section of the Value Chain

• Core, Special Education, and Enrichment Instruction 
increased modestly

• Enrichment Academic Instruction (e.g., Band or Art) 
and Academic Supplemental Activities (e.g., 
tutoring) increased 2.0% and 5.4% per year on 
average, respectively. Enrichment was the third-
largest spending area

• Compared to average annual increases of 1.3% and 
1.2% for Core and Special Education, investments in 
supplemental activities suggest that the District is 
increasing the rate at which it invests in non-core 
options and supports. This investment was intended 
to increase choice for students, as per the Strategic 
Plan

• In addition, Professional Development – some of 
which is embedded in management and supervision 
and is targeted at Core teachers – increased faster 
than either of these areas. Investment in multiple 
delivery models for professional development is 
another point in the Strategic Plan
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Value Chain Expenses Per Student
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Buffalo
5-year CAGR = +3.9%

• Buffalo’s 2013 budgeted expenses were 
over 2x Guilford County’s, though ~28% of 
Buffalo’s expenses are retiree benefits and 
state-funded construction debt

• Guilford County, despite spending so much 
less, has maintained Core Instruction 
spending at 75% (0.8x) and Enrichment at 
1.5x of Buffalo’s per student amount 

• Guilford spends the same as Buffalo per 
student on Professional Development

• The large difference in Academic 
Supplemental spending is driven by 
extended day and year tutors and 
remedial/supplemental teachers. Some of 
these expenses may become Core 
Instruction expenses when all 2015 Title I 
funds are allocated

• Guilford spends much less on Special 
Education per student (~26% as much). 
Guilford has ~15% of its students on IEPs; 
Buffalo has ~16.6%

• Guilford spends 1.4x what Buffalo does on 
Finance operations, though only 0.7x on 
Administration

• There is little difference in the cost of living 
in the two regions

Special Educ.
0.3x

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; Guilford County Schools 2015 line item budget; News-Record.com citing Guilford County Schools, 
“New Guilford schools plan aims to help special-needs students,” 8/29/14;  Council of the Great City Schools report, May 2014; Urban Institute report, prepared for the 
US Department of Health and Human Services, “Geographic Variation in the Cost of Living,” May 2013;  Schoolhouse Partners analysis
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2011    2012    2013    2014

A Value Chain View of  Expenses, by Grade Level

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; Schoolhouse Partners analysis

Totals are calculated through 2014 because 2015 data are not separated by school. 
Totals do not include special education schools 
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A Value Chain View of  Expenses, by Grade Level

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; Schoolhouse Partners analysis

Totals are calculated through 2014 because 2015 data are not separated by school. 
Totals do not include special education schools or central office expenses 
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• In 2014, per-student spending was highest in the 
elementary grades, followed by high school and 
then middle school

• Net of physical plant and maintenance costs, the 
order of the three grade levels remains the same, 
though the gap between elementary schools and 
middle schools widens from ~$800 to ~$1,000

• Core instruction, special education, ELL, and 
enrichment cost ~$5,000 per student in the 
elementary grades and ~$4,100 in middle and high 
school. Class sizes in Equity Schools are smaller 
per the Strategic Plan, which drives up core 
instruction expenses

• These school-day program expenses make up 
65% of the per-student costs for elementary 
schools, 59% for middle schools, and 55% for high 
schools

• GCS also spends more per student for 
supplemental activities at the elementary level 
($571, as compared to $252 and $277 for middle 
and high school students). These costs mainly 
support academic activities, such as supplemental 
instruction and tutoring, as well as before- and 
after-school programs. These investments support 
choice and the arts as outlined in the Strategic 
Plan

• School leadership costs are higher in high school 
and middle school ($377 and $394 per student, 
respectively). Elementary school school leadership 
costs are $308 per student
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A Value Chain View of  Expenses, by School Site
Elementary Schools, 2014

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; Schoolhouse Partners analysis
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• Average cost per student at 
elementary schools ranges from 
~$12,400 to ~$5,800, with a 
weighted average of ~$8,000

• 47 of 68 schools, serving 22k of 
32k elementary students, fall within 
one standard deviation of the mean

• The 13 schools that spend more 
than one standard deviation above 
the mean spend $47.8mm to serve 
4,500 students, or $12.2mm more 
than they would if they spent at 
average levels

• 11 schools spend more than one 
standard deviation below the mean. 
They serve 5,300 students and are, 
in total, $12.9mm below mean 
spending

• Schools that spend the most 
outspend other schools in core 
instruction (light blue), or 
supplemental instruction (red)

Simkins Elementary opened in 2014

Special education schools are not 
depicted here
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School Size Impact: Elementary Schools

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; School enrollment data; SHP analysis
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• R2 measures how close the data points 

fall to the trendline and ranges from 0 to 1
• Our R2 is 0.47, which represents the 

degree to which changes in X-values 
explain changes in Y-values

• This relationship is strongest in 
counseling (R2 = .58) and food service(R2

= .34; not shown)
• The remainder of the difference in cost 

comes from choices made by principals in 
deploying variable cost resources. Those 
resources are mostly classroom teachers

Cost per student is divided by 10 to make viewing easier. This step does not change the relationship between the data points
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Core Instruction Investment: Elementary Schools

Source: Guilford County Schools enrollment by course section and teacher assignment data; SHP analysis; Phone conversation and email communication with 
Student Accounting Consultant, NCDPI
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• The statewide maximum for K-3 classrooms 
is 24 students. Districts must keep their 
average class size for these grades under 
21.5

• Many K-3 classes at GCS are well under 24, 
and the District’s K-3 average is 
approximately 20.27 students per classroom

• This enrollment pattern reflects the District’s 
Strategic Plan, which created Equity Schools 
that received funding for reduced class sizes

• Because of financial constraints, the strategy 
of using small classes to counter some of the 
educational effects of poverty was not fully 
implemented

• Some Equity Schools have small classes, 
per the strategy, with fewer than 18 students. 
Other classes are below the legal limit but 
above 18. We do not propose increasing any 
class sizes in Equity Schools unless they 
would remain under 18 students after the 
increase

• In non-Equity Schools, there are 60 classes 
which are smaller than they are required to 
be by law. These class sizes can be 
increased slightly while maintaining 
compliance with the average class size 
requirement
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A Value Chain View of  Expenses, by School Site
Middle and High Schools, 2014

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; 
Schoolhouse Partners analysis
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• Average cost per student at middle 
and high schools ranges from 
~$15,900 to ~$5,100, with a 
weighted average of $7,192 

• Nearly all schools below the mean 
are within one standard deviation of 
$7,192. On the high end, however, 
11 schools serving 5,100 students 
are outside of this range and cost 
$15mm more than they would at 
average expenses. The 4 most 
expensive schools are more than 2 
standard deviations from the 
average

• The value chain areas that drive 
these differences in cost are core 
and enrichment instruction

• Counseling and school leadership 
costs are also part of the story; 
however, these costs do more to set 
apart the most expensive schools 
from all the others than to set apart 
the above average from the below 
average. The most expensive 
schools on a per-student basis are 
both smaller than average and highly 
specialized
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School Size Impact: Middle and High Schools

Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; School enrollment data; SHP analysis
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• At the upper grades, 26% of 
differences in per-pupil spending 
across different schools are a 
function of enrollment

• This relationship implies that 
strategic choices drive cost; this 
narrative is sensible considering the 
many specialized middle and high 
schools the District has created to 
support achievement across its many 
“subgroups”

• The main choices made by the 
District that drive up cost are the 
provision of many course enrollment 
choices and, as a result of this 
choice, many low-enrollment classes 

Cost per student is divided by 10 to make viewing easier. This step does not change the relationship between the data points
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Core and Enrichment Enrollment
Middle and High Schools

Source: Guilford County Schools enrollment by course section and teacher assignment data; SHP analysis

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 24 26 28 30 32 34

N
um

be
r o

f s
ec

tio
ns

Class size

Middle High

>5,000 course sections have between 5 and 20 students enrolled

• Middle and high schools offer many choices 
of core and elective classes for students

• Along with the standard set of core courses 
aligned with the Future Ready Core and a 
wide range of world languages, the District 
offers many honors and Advanced 
Placement options

• In addition, the District offers students many 
arts courses. Some of these have both an 
honors designation and different honors 
courses for “Proficient” and “Advanced” 
students

• In 925 of those sections, it is possible to 
integrate students into a similar class without 
increasing class size above 27

• In another 122 cases, an under-enrolled 
section of a enrichment course or advanced 
world language can be tabled until greater 
student interest emerges

• None of these sections are CTE classes for 
which larger groups could compromise 
safety, Algebra, special education, or ELL. 
That is, we left out of the analysis low-
enrollment sections in these courses
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Professional Development and Curriculum Development
Expenses by Value Chain
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Source: Guilford County Schools expense transactions, 2011-2014; Guilford County Schools 2015 line item budget, Employee/FTE dataset generated by 
Guilford County, Schoolhouse Partners analysis

$, millions

• The District increased investment in both 
professional development and curriculum 
development since 2011

• Professional development costs grew 
from $13.3M to $17.2M, while curriculum 
development costs went from $170K to 
$435K

• Portions of supervisors’ and directors’ 
wages and benefits are captured in this 
area of the value chain, as well, because 
of their roles as coaches for teachers

• Growth in professional development 
between 2012 and 2013/2014 came 
from:

• Instructional facilitators (~$2.3mm)
• Supplemental pay (~$1.0mm)
• Workshops (~$2.1mm)
• Expenses for subs, supplies, and 

some instructional support staff fell 
over the same period

• Curriculum development costs include 
portions of Curriculum and Instruction 
staff not dedicated to professional 
development, as well as some contracted 
services for development of materials

Relevant staff:
• 10 FTEs for 9-12 Curriculum
• 14.5 FTEs for K-8 Curriculum
• ~120 FTEs of Curriculum Facilitators
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Professional Development and Curriculum Development

• Based on interviews with 7 principals in different regions and grade levels, they value the relationship they 
have with their Regional Superintendent’s office

• They appreciate both the competence of the people in those offices and the structure itself. All principals 
interviewed noted that the district would be too large without being separated into regions. Most also 
remarked that the curriculum guides, described in greater detail below, keep the regions aligned with one 
another

• Most principals and their teachers benefit from walkthroughs, which provide, in the words of one principal, “a 
different set of eyes….I like it when someone is asking me about the data about my students.” Some noted 
that the feedback, while typically useful, or at least “thought-provoking,” was aligned with the District’s 
strategic plan more than building-level concerns, which was mentioned as a negative

• Principals typically noted without prompting that the walkthrough was a form of professional development and 
not primarily evaluative. This was a positive distinction in their eyes

• Other benefits noted by principals focused on the sharing of information and links to the surrounding 
community: news, emergency procedures, help with parent concerns, and partnerships or fundraising

• Some voiced frustration with annual changes to annual professional development themes
• The supports provided to principals by the District Office were described as more top-down or formal: 

interpretation of state mandates, workshops which are made available through an on-line system, and a set 
of curriculum pacing guides and interim assessments aligned with the Common Core and the State’s 
Essential Standards. In all cases, principals described these as “updates” in which they received information 
they could use back at their schools

• The pacing guides written by the District are used by new teachers. Most of the District-created materials do 
not typically include lesson plans, though some plans are currently being collected. Most principals 
considered that a feature, not a bug, because it leaves room for individual teacher or school-level creativity, 
and some instruct their teachers not to use district plans as written without considering local student needs

Source: Interviews with GCS principals
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Professional Development and Curriculum Development

• Principals reported that they would not need those pacing guides updated over time by the District unless 
the State made large changes to its requirements. Instead, they expect to have the Curriculum Facilitator 
and teachers continue to create and refine lesson plans to use with the existing pacing guides

• The Professional Learning Community (PLC) is considered a good tool to create curriculum and support 
newer teachers. Principals want more time and resources to support these groups

• Curriculum Facilitators are considered to be the main position dedicated to directly supporting teachers. 
Often, they are pulled into school operations work, such as test coordination. These positions are funded 
mainly by the District and are expected to carry out the District’s strategy, but they are supervised by the 
building principals, a relationship which creates some tension

• Because of the importance of the Curriculum Facilitator and of the regional structure, principals and regional 
staff tend not to call on the central Curriculum and Instruction team for direct support

• In addition, there are professional development positions in departments across the district. A good example 
is the Academically Gifted (AG) team, which has 3 staff members who provide direct service in schools to 
both AG teachers and larger groups. They offer support in differentiation, critical thinking, and rigor, which 
could be applied more widely across the district through regional support to Curriculum Facilitators

• Broadening their reach would also support the District’s strategic effort to bring AG curriculum to schools 
with fewer than 10% of the population who test into the AG program

Source: Interviews with GCS principals
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Information Technology

• Information Technology (IT) is led by a cabinet-level position. In addition to the Technology Services and 
Student Information teams, the Chief Information Officer (CIO) also is responsible for transportation, 
facilities, and maintenance. Including approximately 600 bus drivers, over 1,000 people report into the CIO 
out of roughly 1,900 non-school-based employees

• The Technology Services team is organized as follows:

Source: Interviews with GCS managers; list of employees provided by District for 2013-14

Technology Services
Director (K. Woody)

Systems Programming
Supervisor (D. Jordan)

System Administration
Supervisor (K. Vogel)

TelNet
Supervisor (B. Bolton)

Domain Administration
Supervisor (E. Brown)

Inventory Control
Manager (K. Altvater)

• Sharepoint (A. Oakley)
• Web Design (J. 

Tonkins)
• Programmers (B. 

VanBrunt, A. Shea, C. 
McNeill)

• AS400 Operations (K. 
Bailey, J. Leonard, Y. 
Phillips)

8 FTEs

Sr. Network Analyst, 
Elementary (L. Bolton)  

Sr. Network Analyst, 
Middle/High (W. Creasey)

Middle/High 
team (9 FTEs)

Elementary 
team (8 FTEs)

• Tech domain team (4 FTEs)
• Deployment team (3 FTEs)
• Admin team (2 FTEs)
• Help desk (1 FTE)

10 FTEs

Sr. Communications 
Eng., NetComm (J. 
McMillan)

• LAN (1 FTE)
• Wireless (4 FTEs)
• Monitoring (1 FTE)

6 FTEs

• Cabling (3 FTEs)
• VOIP (4 FTEs)
• A/V (3 FTEs)
• Security (5 FTEs)

15 FTEs

Sr. Communications 
Eng., TelComm (S. 
Durham)

• Warehouse team (3 
FTEs)

• Repair team (5 FTEs)
• A/V repair team (2 

FTEs)

10 FTEs

• Purchasing (D. Yow, 
S. Ray)

• Mobile phone support 
(S. Patochek)

3 FTEs
Office manager 
(R. Daye)

Project manager 
(R. Sumner)
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Information Technology
Technology Services

• Technology Services has 81 employees, including those in technology services, including software 
developers, tech support analysts, network analysts, cabling technicians, repair staff, and purchasing and 
warehouse support

• Technology Services manages the District’s servers, including a server in each school, and the equipment 
listed below:

• Each school has at least two 25-computer labs. There are 3 additional computers per classroom. Most 
individual printers, formerly a source of many repairs, have been retired as the District has transitioned to 
high speed networked copiers and more use of Print Shop. The finance office maintains cost and quantity 
controls on printing

• IT also manages a ticket system for tech support and hardware repairs. Last year they received ~31,000 
tickets with an average response time of 8.1 hours. Department staff report that the time to close each ticket 
has increased in each of the past two years with no significant impact on instruction or operations. Interviews 
with IT managers in peer districts revealed tolerance of responses that took more than 3 times longer

Source: Interviews with GCS managers and managers in Charlotte-Mecklenburg and Wake County Schools; List of employees provided by District for 2013-14; 
Gartner Group report “Total Cost of Ownership Comparison of PCs with Server-Based Computing,: August 2008; Schoolhouse Partners analysis
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Information Technology
Technology Services

Source: Interviews with GCS managers; technology ticket 
system data shared by GCS IT department

• Using this ticketing system, users can also report problems with the alarm systems and phones on this 
ticketing system. The system requires almost no maintenance but features are added “every few years,” 
according to IT staff

• A help desk addresses tickets through two teams of analysts who cover elementary schools and middle/high 
schools. Some tickets are addressed by remote tools. Others require a visit to the school site. Machines that 
cannot  be easily fixed in the field are swapped out by tech support for working machines. Five FTEs repair 
computers

• During the period from January 1, 2014 to June 30, 2014, the team resolved 13,125 tickets. Of these tickets, 
2,120 addressed elementary schools and 3,383 were for middle and high schools. An additional 2,478 
resulted in repairs
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• Blue bar shows number of tickets in a six-month period
• Number at end of row shows average days to close a ticket type
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Information Technology
Technology Services

Source: Interviews with GCS managers

• 8 FTE are assigned to elementary school tech support and 9 more serve middle and high schools. On an 
annualized basis, the elementary schools will have 4,200 tickets and the middle/high schools 6,800. Though 
each ticket is different in terms of its demand on tech support, at the same ratio of tickets/FTE/year, the 
elementary team would need 5 FTEs to keep up with the middle/high team

• According to IT managers, the fact that each principal can make his or her own choices about technology 
purchases increases the demands on the tech services team. One commonly cited example was the use of 
Apple computers and iPads

• Each department and each school has a Sharepoint site. Sharepoint is a web application and framework that 
can be used to collect and share information using a web browser. For example, a school might use it to 
share calendars, forms, and other documents with parents. One FTE supports these sites full time. Use of 
these sites is uneven across the district

• A team of programmers creates internal tools (like the ticketing system and a mileage reimbursement utility) 
and also adds to and maintains external software. Two of these FTEs work exclusively on the finance system 
to write queries that support various reports. These are written in SQL, a standard language for relational 
database systems

• These programming projects include a complex integration between the District’s applicant tracking system 
(“Applitrack”) and the State’s human resources management system, a more stable allotment tool to allocate 
positions to each site, a ticketing tool for the District’s new tablets, and an Advanced Learning exam 
registration app

• This app generates a list of eligible students, a task that could be done by PowerSchool, which replaced NC 
WISE in 2012 as part of a statewide system called Homebase. We found at least one other instance of the 
District underusing PowerSchool; the guidance team audits high school student schedules by hand even 
though this is a basic function of PowerSchool
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Information Technology
Technology Services

Source: Interviews with GCS managers

• In addition, because of the high volume of apps built in-house or by contractors that have poor documentation, 
there are many time-consuming repair and maintenance projects

• The district is scaling back the number mobile phone plans it will support to get to one District-wide provider. 
One FTE supports mobile phone users with e-mail and password set up. Despite the role IT plays in procuring 
and maintaining the phones, they are not able to require password use

• The IT purchasing team prepares requisitions for technology items for individual schools or departments and 
sends them to the Purchasing Department for official approval. During this interaction, IT purchasing staff can 
make some effort to guide the choices of school leaders. For example, this is the point at which IT would tell a 
principal that iPads are a challenge to track and support within the district

• In addition, the IT purchasing team leads the ongoing replacement of aging technology assets across the 
district. This team’s work is re-checked and finalized by the District’s purchasing team

• The IT team also has its own warehouse staff, who prepare new machines for rollout to schools. This type of 
work does not happen all year but is focused at the start of the school year
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Information Technology
Student Information Services

Source: Interviews with GCS managers 

Student Information
Director (S. McCleese)

NC WISE Analyst
1 FTE

SIS Administrator I
2 FTEs

SIS Administrator II
2 FTEs

Data Managers I and II
93 FTEs (typically 0.5 FTE per 

elementary school and 1.0 FTE 
middle/high. Combined with office 

support/treasurer)

• PowerSchool (PS) expert
• Fields requests for PS 

reports for meetings
• Runs reports and represents 

data in Excel

Programmer Analyst II
1 FTE

• Manages GCS Data Console
• This is a district-built 

database that houses 
additional student information 
including ethnic background 
and Title I status

• 1 trainer (PS)
• 1 generates monthly 

required reports

• 1 manages Parent Portal
• 1 generates additional 

reports, writes SQL, 
manages scheduling

• Main PS users in schools. They receive attendance and enter into PS, or, in schools in which teachers enter 
attendance electronically, they check that it is complete

• Check students in and out of the school during the day and receive absence notes
• Print report cards and transcripts
• Generate reports as requested by principal
• Receive principal-created schedule and build in PS
• Supported and trained by Student Information team; supervised by building principal
• It should be noted that the statewide PS rollout was very challenging for many districts. The software lost data and 

had problems that made it hard, and at times impossible, to work with. Any changes to how the District works with PS 
should be done with this history in mind

support/training
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Finance
Payroll

Source: Interviews with GCS managers; “Managing for Results in America’s Great City Schools,” Figure 17. Report published by the Council of the Great City 
Schools. October 2014; SHP analysis

• The payroll software sits on the finance team’s AS400 system. It is described by users as stable but limited in 
capacity and functionality. In Payroll, this means that some work needs to be keyed in by hand

• This work generates regular errors, though it is not the main source of errors. An estimated 60% of rework can 
be traced to the long delays (August to February) between submission of a new license to NCDPI and the 
Department’s recognition of it and the concomitant raise, which triggers a retirement fund correction to be 
managed by the District’s payroll team

• Many processes and data points are tracked on paper or in other software systems and keyed into the payroll 
system, such as transportation, maintenance, and IT absences. The District is piloting a new system to 
automate more of this work

• In an October 2014 report from the Council of the Great City Schools, the District had one of the most 
expensive payroll systems among large districts when measured by payroll cost vs. total district payroll

• State regulations call for teachers to be paid in advance of their work. Classified staff are not regulated as 
such, but the District elects to pay them in advance as well

• When employees leave the District mid-year, this payment schedule is likely to result in an overpayment equal 
to one pay cycle. If the employees are school-based, the problem can be compounded if the school treasurer 
does not immediately alert the payroll department

• Other overpayments are generated by allowing teachers to use vacation days in advance of their having 
accrued those days. Current policies do not allow use of paid time off in excess of what could be earned in a 
year, but do allow the use of time not yet earned
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Finance
Accounting

Source: Interviews with GCS managers; Bank of the Urban League of Central Carolina web site; FDIC National Study of Unbanked and Underbanked Households, 
2013  

• The Accounting team manages both District-level funds and school accounts
• Program Administrators for the Accounting function are assigned to different District accounts – one 

reconciles federal and state accounts; another reconciles local bank accounts and the medical spending and 
capital accounts

• Account Techs (2.5 FTE) handle tax filings, garnishments, journal entries, the after-school program account 
and P-Card account, and federal indirect cost invoicing

• In 2014, three Program Administrators supported (but do not supervise) the School Treasurers with school-
level audits, bi-annual meetings and absence coverage. One has since been cut for the 2015-16 budget

• The School Treasurer role provides some administrative support to the building Principal by maintaining the 
school checkbook, completing purchase requisitions for signature, sending staff attendance information to 
payroll and HR, and depositing cash received from teachers and parents

• The school checkbook captures purchases that originate at the school. These purchases tend to be office and 
classroom supplies and are handled at the school level to give each school some choice in selecting materials

• Cash comes into the school for field trips, yearbooks, and other such fees
• The district uses K12 Payment Center, an online payment system that lets parents pay for lunches over the 

internet with a credit card. This system charges fees to parents, though it has the capacity to allow the District 
to subsidize those fees

• There is currently a pilot program for 13 schools to use K12 Payment Center for school-based fees. Two other 
schools eligible for the pilot declined to participate

• ~92% of North Carolina residents use traditional banking services. The Urban League has opened a bank to 
address those who currently do not to encourage more access to basic banking and credit
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Maintenance

Source: Interviews with GCS managers

• The District maintains a team of tradespeople: carpenters, electricians, plumbers, roofers, painters, and 
heating/ventilation/air conditioning (HVAC) technicians

• The electricians, plumbers, and HVAC technicians have the largest number of work orders, which are highly 
correlated, according to the department, to the age of the related fixed assets

• This work can be done during the school day with minimal disruption to classrooms
• Roofers and painters, however, cannot work on many of their projects during the school day. Roofing work is 

loud, and many students and teachers are sensitive to paint fumes
• It was reported to us, as well, that these positions are harder to staff than other positions, though we did not 

find evidence of recent turnover except for the reduction of two roofers between 2012 and 2013
• Carpenters focus mainly on adjustments and repairs to windows and doors. They also replace damaged 

ceiling tiles on an ongoing basis. When classroom configurations change, they build interior walls, though the 
District hires outside contractors in summers to prepare for the new school year, when many projects need to 
be done simultaneously

• In addition to the tradespeople, the maintenance department has a business manager who tracks both capital 
and operating funds. There are also two warehouse workers who maintain basic carpentry, plumbing, 
electrical, and HVAC supplies and prepare purchase orders as necessary to restock them

• Finally, there was, in 2014, a central group of 8 part-time custodians who served as both daily substitutes and 
a pool of potential new hires. New custodians are hired on a provisional basis. These custodians, and the 
larger pool of school-based custodians, have their work inspected by one of two Program Administrators who 
grade each building on cleanliness. Another program administrator does the same for repairs

• In the 2015-16 budget, roofing and painting positions were cut
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Purchasing

Source: Interviews with GCS managers

Purchasing Officer
(D. Reid)

Assistant Purch. Officer
(M. Stevens-Hilliard)

Sr. Purchasing Agent Fixed Assets Adm.
(P. Baker)

• Along with the Purchasing 
Officer, reviews all requisitions

• Leads production of RFPs
• Assists P-Car Adm.
• Fills in as Purchasing Agent

Procurement Card Adm.
(P. Burkes)

Warehouse Specialist
5 FTEs

Purchasing Agent
3 FTEs

Purchasing Specialist
2 FTEs

Receiving Specialist
4 FTEs

• Store surplus furniture and 
make some repairs

• As schools add classrooms, 
deliver furniture

• Check and approve 
requisitions

• Search for better vendors or 
prices as needed

Note: FTEs from 2014. In the 2015-16 budget, there are 2 Purchasing Agents and 3 Receiving Specialists 
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Purchasing

• The Purchasing Department is led by a Purchasing Officer and an Assistant Purchasing Officer. Together 
they are responsible for district-issued RFPs, the P-Card program, and overseeing approval of all 
requisitions from other District staff

• The District issues ~20 RFPs per year; 12 are for services for Exceptional Children and are repeated 
every year

• Under the Purchasing Officer is a Senior Purchasing Agent with a staff of 4 who process requisitions. If 
they know someone has requested an item they can find more cheaply, they can replace a requested item 
with another – or the same from another source – as needed to save money or to avoid unknown vendors

• The Purchasing Officer directs a warehouse team as well. These workers maintain a surplus furniture 
warehouse that stocks 2-3 classrooms worth of items at all times. Once a year they release surplus items 
for sale

• A P-Card administrator manages the relationship with Bank of America. The District is aiming to buy 80% 
of the items it purchases each year with this system, and the team has arranged for schools to take 
advantage of bulk pricing even when they use the P-Card for some items. Paper is bought on a state 
contract and office supplies through a relationship with Office Depot. The maintenance staff uses the cards 
to buy items at Lowe’s or similar stores as needed. P-Cards are used to make ~2,500 purchases each 
month

• Schools determine individually if they need replacement textbooks. There is a textbook specialist in the 
Purchasing department who then orders them as needed, subject to available funds. Purchasing typically 
sends old books to be re-bound to save money

Source: Interviews with GCS managers
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Character Development

• Character Development, including Service Learning, is part of the District’s Strategic Plan. The Plan calls 
for teachers to receive support to access learning opportunities related to service and character, as well as 
the creation of tools to build overall instructional capacity in this area

• The Character Development team has 4 people: an executive director, a coordinator, and two (formerly 
three) coaches. The executive director also has duties outside of this department

• Each school is required to put some service learning work in its School Improvement Plan, and the 
coaches visit schools to talk with principals and check the progress in character development against the 
school improvement plan

• High school students track hours, and they can earn a special certificate (and possibly win a car) at 
graduation if they complete a certain number of hours. Hours are tracked on the honor system. Many 
students have to use service learning for a senior-year English project

• The team hosts training for staff in the summer, specifically in the use of service learning for instruction. 
This reaches about 100 teachers each year. A more advanced training is selected by about 40 teachers 
each year. The team also provides training to 300-400 parents each year

• They also disseminate monthly information on the District’s character traits and provide some public 
recognition of examples of good character

• Coaches complete several hours of paperwork for each school to record their assessments of how close 
each is to having a self-sustaining program (that is, one that could exist without the character development 
team). They estimate that ~30% of their time is spent on administrative work

• Though the regional superintendents spend ~50% of their time trying to connect the District to the 
community around it, there is no direct collaboration between the Character Development team and any 
regional office

• The Character Development team did work very closely with the after-school program, investing two years 
to develop a character-based enrichment program

Source: Interviews with GCS managers
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Findings

General
• The District’s managers are committed to the students in Guilford County, to the District’s stated strategy 

and to the Superintendent and his cabinet
• The District Strategy includes personalized learning characterized by choice, differentiation, equity, and 

rigor; character and service opportunities to education “the whole child”; service to parents; and high 
quality working conditions

• The District has taken clear and visible actions to realize this strategy, but financial concerns have impeded 
full implementation of an effort to decrease class size for the schools with the highest levels of poverty

• By all accounts, regionalization has been a success. Principals consider the regional office to be a useful 
resource. Principals value the ability to get someone in the regional office on the phone “who knows my 
building and my kids and their parents” to get quick help for the small emergencies that come up frequently 
in schools – angry parents, physical plant issues, purchasing needs, etc.

• There is broad consensus that leadership has done, and is doing, what it can to get resources into the 
classroom, but also that many supports have been cut in the past few years, and that the District suffers 
from those cuts

• Guilford County Schools “runs lean”. The District spends approximately 95 cents of each dollar on activities 
that directly impact students or teachers. Most district managers have their own portfolio of tasks in 
addition to supervising other staff 

• There are an appropriate number of direct reports for each manager, and all managers have direct service 
responsibilities as well. For example, the Director of Student Assignment manages 5 people, but also 
reviews ~15,000 requests to change schools each year. Cabinet-level managers typically manage ~5 
people
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Findings

Classroom Enrollment
• There is a wide range between the schools with the highest per-student costs and those with the lowest
• The District averages ~20.5 students per K-3 class, approximately 1 student under the limit established by the 

state
• The disparity in per-student spending is partially a function of the effort to support Equity Schools. This is a 

logical strategy but also an expensive one
• By targeting schools with elementary class sizes under ~18 in K-6, we were able to increase the district’s 

average to 21.4 students per class and identify 91 positions in total, and 60 outside of the Equity 3 Schools, 
that the district could reallocate to areas that better meet its strategic goals. Some of these positions are at 
Title I Schools or Magnet Schools. Of course, these positions could be reallocated directly to the Equity 
Schools

• The District should target this K-3 average going forward
• The General Assembly recently debated class size changes but ultimately passed a budget without them. In 

addition, salaries for first-year teachers will increase
• At the high school and middle school level, the per-student spending range is larger than at the elementary 

level, and there exist many small, specialized classes. Some are advanced languages classes, others are 
electives such as entrepreneurship or astronomy , and still others are in the arts. They are symptomatic of a 
focus on choice and variety, especially for high school students. This is a rationalizable strategy but also an 
expensive one

• The District should reduce available sections of a course at a campus by 1 when doing so does not push 
enrollment per class over 25, except when the course content demands a smaller group (seminars, remedial 
work, CTE classes where safety would be compromised), and should strongly consider keeping all sections 
above 11 students
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Findings

Professional Development and Curriculum Development
• Costs for professional and curriculum development have increased over time, supported by grant funds
• In part, the District was pressed into curriculum development when textbook funds available from the state 

decreased
• The costs for professional development far outstrip those for curriculum development, though the work is 

done by the same team of people. Professional development for teachers is typically job-embedded at 
GCS, with the Curriculum Facilitators helping teach model lessons, though there is also an array of 
workshops delivered by the Curriculum and Instruction team and the small Professional Development 
team. These workshops are informative in nature and are usually one-time sessions that teachers or other 
staff use to learn about new state mandates, new pedagogical techniques, or research relevant to the 
District’s strategy

• Many job-embedded professional development opportunities come through the regional office which 
conducts periodic walkthroughs in each building (weekly for the neediest schools, monthly for others)

• The curriculum developed centrally is available through a web-based system. It is made up of standards 
and pacing guides. It contains some lesson plans as well. These materials are written by both District staff 
and teachers paid by the hour. The pacing guides are used by many teachers and provide the most value 
to new teachers. Principals discourage direct application of downloaded lesson plans, and a high value is 
placed across the district on school-level customization

• Many principals find the Professional Learning Community (PLC) to be a useful tool to build common 
understanding of teaching techniques, understand data from their schools, and generate curriculum

• However, there exist no District-wide expectations about the structure or practices for PLCs. The District 
should create them and elevate the PLC from a structure that is effectively voluntary to a norm across the 
District

• Because of the regional support and the nature of what the Curriculum and Instruction team is able to 
provide with 24.5 FTEs for the entire district, most of this team should be re-allocated to regions, providing 
service directly to schools
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Information Technology
• The department has a strong bias towards building its own software. The development team is often called on to 

modify off-the-shelf products as well. There is also a strong, and commendable, drive to provide excellent service to 
schools

• In our opinion, the balance is skewed too far towards building and maintaining software in-house, which results in 
high ongoing labor costs and increased technology risk due to gaps in documentation within the software

• Site-based (and some individual administrator) decisions about technology purchases result in unnecessary variety 
in the technology asset base. The IT team should choose a small range of machines from which end users can 
choose

• Between a statewide HRMS and a statewide applicant tracking system, the District should not need to invest 
resources in integrating human resources tools

• In addition, the District should make use of all of the functionality in PowerSchool to avoid either rebuilding tools that 
exist or doing work by hand that could be automated

• Response times are very fast for tech support issues, and the very fast response time to all trouble tickets generates 
significant costs. The district should allow some tickets to be solved within 1.5 or 2 days

• In addition, if all technicians then complied with the time-to-close currently experienced by elementary school users 
(1.15 days), the work could be done with even fewer staff

• Overall, the staff get each type of work done quickly, and the District could tolerate slightly longer wait times. This is 
especially true for those types of tickets that happen frequently, such as cabling and mobile phone support

• The district should scale back its support of Sharepoint as not all departments or schools use it

• The IT team should leverage the District’s purchasing team to create relevant purchase orders instead of hosting its 
own purchasing staff. The same is true for the IT warehouse staff, who should be staffed as needed along with the 
rest of the District warehouse staff

• The team could function at an acceptable level with 24 fewer FTEs, reducing headcount among programmers, 
elementary and middle/high tech support, purchasing, warehouse staff, and mobile phone support
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Student Information
• This work is currently viewed by regional superintendents and principals as a compliance function first, but it 

should be an everyday part of managing each school. Principals should become PowerSchool’s most 
devoted customers

• Principals should all learn to generate their own data sets and reports from PowerSchool. These activities 
should become regular parts of every school leader’s work

• The Data Manager position eases the burden placed on principals and provides a failsafe for tracking 
attendance. All districts we surveyed use Data Managers, though NCDPI is in the process of encouraging 
principals to make better use of PowerSchool. Some clerical work done by Data Managers can be taught to 
office support staff

• All teachers should enter attendance electronically. In cases where Data Managers are spending time re-
entering data for the same teachers on an ongoing basis, principals should intervene

• Report card and transcript printing should be transferred to the print shop when done in batches (end of 
semester, for example). Procedures can be created to allow school office or guidance support staff (and 
even principals) to generate individual transcripts as needed

• As principals integrate these skills into their work, the District can, over time, look to reallocate funds from 
some of the 93 Data Manager FTEs. The primary goal here should be to help principals use PowerSchool 
on a regular basis in the service of making improvements to the instructional core
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Finance
• Much like the Data Manager, the Treasurer’s role eases a clerical burden but is an expensive solution 

that can be provided with some policy changes and a more extensive rollout of the current online 
payment pilot

• After the pilot, all schools should be required to take payments using K12 Payment Center. Payments 
that can be centralized should be. The District should aim to stop collecting cash at the school level

• The District should use its existing parent education infrastructure to encourage parents to sign up. 
Support can be provided for low-cost banking services through these channels

• Each District is required to appoint a treasurer for each school; a school treasurer can also hold other 
jobs in the district

• The District can reallocate funds from a total of 63 treasurer FTEs and leave every school with at least 
1.0 FTE of office support; many schools will still have more than 1.0 FTE

• The District should also arrange for custodians to be paid in arrears and reduce the awarding of paid 
time off in advance of its accrual

Maintenance
• Because of the inefficiency of having a first-shift team of roofers and painters on staff, the District has 

removed these positions and transferred some of the savings to contracted labor
• This change will allow the District to address the need for just-in-time roofing and painting by hiring 

those services as needed. The District can buy extra service in evenings, on weekends, and in the 
summer. In addition, because there will be no pressure to use painting and roofing services regularly 
throughout the year, the District will not have to replace all existing labor hours with contracted services
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Purchasing

• There are more resources directed to managers in this area than are necessary. Some should be reallocated

• The warehouse should be staffed with temporary workers at the end of the year and at the beginning of the year, 
when demand for moving furniture is high. During the year, one warehouse worker for the occasional pickup or 
delivery is sufficient

• The correct balance between volume purchasing – which does not always require storing stock in a District 
warehouse – and the efficiency of P-card use has not been determined analytically by the District, and we were 
also not able to definitively determine the proper items for each type of purchasing. The District is committed in 
many areas to school-level choice, and there are likely to be some types of products for which this type of choice 
does not add value to a school commensurate with the cost of low-volume purchasing and a large number of 
items to maintain

Character Development

• Character Development and service learning are both valuable activities for students and are explicitly named in 
the District’s strategy

• This Character Development team, however, attempts to integrate them into the educational program in low-
leverage ways: large-group training, program audits, and the provision of general materials for classroom use

• These activities are likely to be useful for teachers who would assign service learning or teach character anyway, 
and they are not likely to engage teachers who are reluctant to participate or build skills in those who are not 
inclined to develop in this area

• The team should re-focus on directly modeling exemplary character development programs in a small number of 
interested schools. They should then roll out the same program in the following year to other schools, again using 
direct modeling and very frequent visits to build skills in more teachers and principals. Other schools should 
receive support as they are now – by sharing materials and attending group training – but the team should stop 
formally auditing school programs

• If this is not desirable to the district, the team should be re-allocated to other higher-leverage school support work
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Recommendations

Reduce low-enrollment 
elementary school classrooms

Rationale Opportunity

The district is well under the required average class size for K-3 
and has some small classes in 4-6 as well. This can be 
addressed while preserving Equity 3 Schools with small classes

Up to $3.6mm

Reduce the size of the Tech 
Services team

The team could tolerate more time to close tickets. The District 
should transition from relying on in-house software development 
to using off-the-shelf products

Up to $1.3mm

Accelerate the move to cash-free 
school transactions 

The District should reduce the use of cash at schools. Principals 
and purchasing staff re-check treasurer tasks. The work of 
treasurers can be reduced

Up to $2.4mm

Reduce low-enrollment high and 
middle school courses

There are thousands of sections with fewer than 20 students. 
There are also over 120 which are “one-offs” that serve fewer 
than 10 students

Up to $11.4mm

Decentralize the curriculum and 
instruction support

The current team at C and I is not large enough to deliver on-
demand support to schools. Schools rely on their Curriculum 
Facilitators for teacher support

Up to $900K

The following recommendations may be used by the District to reallocate funds to investments planned by the 
Task Forces. Some reallocations could occur this fiscal year, and others can be phased in slowly over future 
fiscal years
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Rationale Opportunity

Outsource roofing and painting
The nature of the jobs does not lend itself well to a school day 
schedule. Note: the District has already made some changes 
here and reallocated funds to contracted maintenance

Up to $600K

Reduce headcount in Purchasing Warehouse staff should be seasonal hires. Some 
management positions that overlap should be consolidated Up to $295K

Reduce overpayments and 
collect those that are outstanding

Move staff not required to be paid in advance to payment in 
arrears. Curtail advancing paid time off Up to $100K

Focus the Character 
Development department on staff 

support
This team has become more focused on compliance than on 
supporting staff. This trend should be reversed Up to $350K

Integrate the Data Manager 
responsibilities with school 

leadership positions

Data is an integral part of a principal’s work and principals 
should be able to access it in real time. Reallocation should 
take place slowly, only occuring as principals take on the work

Up to $3.7mm

Up to $24.6mm
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Next Steps for District Consideration

Additional analysis can be done in the following areas, which demand 
their own targeted study:

• Title I expenditures and outcomes
• Magnet School investments
• Inventory, cash management, and other balance sheet items
• Maximizing revenue opportunities
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Additional Findings

End of Document


