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. The Value of Automation 
in K-12 School’s Back-Office
Cost Savings, Simplifying Administrative Tasks and Beyond
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When COVID-19 pushed schools to go remote, educators and students 
became more reliant on technology than ever before. “The transition to a 
remote learning environment has revealed new insights when it comes to the 
state of technology in education,” EdTech reports.1 

This can also include the potential to improve and streamline operations for 
back-office and administrative functions. As K-12 school districts grapple with 
decreasing budgets and even adapt to a new normal, they are looking for 
opportunities to maximize scarce resources. Turning to tech can allow them to 
do more with less, without sacrificing the foundation of customized services.

How Tech is Solving for Now
While making the jump from manual processes can seem daunting, school 
districts that leverage tech can realize immediate solutions to common 
challenges because it offers a holistic, real-time view of spend from start to 
finish. 

“Technology is helping remove obstacles to inefficiencies that were created by 
manual, paper-based systems of the past,” Jim McClurkin, Senior Director of 
Public Sector at SAP Concur solutions states. “It’s not only reducing costs by 
speeding up the process and increasing financial accuracy, it’s also giving 
those who need it, the visibility into what and where spending is going on 
within the organization – something they’ve never had before.”

1. EdTech, The State of Educational Technology in a Post-Pandemic World, 2020

https://edtechmagazine.com/k12/article/2020/11/state-educational-technology-post-pandemic-world
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1. Empower Employees to Operate More Efficiently and 
Productively, Wherever They Are
Aside from freeing employees from routine tasks and procedures, automated 
solutions can allow faculty and staff to concentrate on higher-value work, 
innovate internal workflow processes, and apply themselves to other areas 
where human cognitive skills are needed most.

An ideal example of this is the mountain of paperwork submitted by hundreds 
of faculty and staff in a single school district. It’s easy for accounts payable 
teams who have to process the invoices to get overwhelmed, especially if 
they’re doing things by hand or working with an outdated infrastructure. 

“Utilizing technologies in combination with each other like Optical Character 
Recognition (OCR), Artificial Intellgience (AI), and Machine Learning (ML) can 
exponentially decrease the time to pay in the accounts payable process, and 
as a byproduct, helps them recover more rebates and discounts from their 
vendors than ever before,” McClurkin states.

Through automation,  
the Accounts Payable 
department can speed 
up efficiency and 
productivity, no matter 
where they are working.

Three Ways Technology Contributes to 
More Effective Back-Offices
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This automated approach not only slashes the time to process requests, it also 
eliminates piles of paper. With a centralized dashboard to manage spending, 
back-office teams have more visibility to reduce fraud and inadvertent waste – 
a problem that is only increasing as people become more desperate during 
this time of economic downturn. 

Just last June, Sweetwater Union High School in Chula Vista, California found 
evidence indicating fraud, misappropriation of funds, and other illegal fiscal 
practices by the hands of current and former employees during a state audit.2 
Since then, the incident has caused a $43 million budget shortfall, severe 
budget cuts, along with protests of dissatisfied faculty and teachers.

“Automation allows us to see clear figures so we can be accountable for the 
resources we have dedicated to a specific program or curriculum. I can be a 
better adovate for what we need given the data we have for existing line items,”  
Frances Rabinowitz, Executive Director of the Connective Association of Public 
School Superintendents, states in an eBook co-authored with EducationDive.3

2. NBCS San Diego, Audit of Sweetwater Union High School District Finds Evidence of Fraud, 2020

3. EducationDive, Solving the Finance Dilemmas Every K-12 School Faces, 2019

https://www.nbcsandiego.com/news/local/audit-of-sweetwater-union-high-school-district-finds-evidence-of-fraud/2351913/
https://resources.industrydive.com/solving-the-finance-dilemmas-every-k-12-school-faces
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2. Ensure Compliance
Whether it’s government grants or the bounds of state-wide protocols, school 
districts spend an inordinate amount of time ensuring compliance with ever-
changing regulations. And that’s because schools must document how each of 
the dollars are allocated – broken out by funds, grants, and expense types with 
different line items for each one, according to the new Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA) financial mandate.4

Having a paper process puts the burden on an auditor to cross-reference every 
item, creating an arduous system. While some schools may be required to 
audit 100% of their expense reports as part of their visibility efforts, it ends up 
being a detailed and time-intensive process when you consider that schools 
may process 100 to 1,000 reports a month.

“Technology allows for organizations to mandate rules as part of their 
automated workflow to prevent non-compliance before it even happens,” 
McClurkin states.

This is, again, where school districts can benefit from pairing OCR applications 
with AI and ML to extract critical information and electronically process their 
documents. In the end, introducing automation allows internal auditors to 
focus on resolving problems, rather than identifying them, helping drive 
compliance and creating a more positive user experience.

A streamlined system can 
bring schools into 
compliance by allowing 
them to more effectively 
develop reports, track 
budgets, and identify and 
eliminate errors and waste.
EducationDive, 2019

4. US Department of Education, ESSA, 2015

https://resources.industrydive.com/solving-the-finance-dilemmas-every-k-12-school-faces
https://www.ed.gov/essa?src=rn
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3. Improve Cash Flow
It’s never been more important to find savings than in today’s 
environment where revenue streams are changing and often 
decreasing. Seemingly every time you scroll through the news 
you see that education funding is being cut, forcing school 
districts to do more with less.

“There are few things more important then knowing where you 
stand with your cash on hand,” McClurkin states. “The ability 
to at any point in time run a report or look at a dashboard and 
understand exactly where you are with your cash flow allows 
you to not only make better decisions in the short-term, but 
also provide you with the data to do a better job with long-
term planning for overall spend.”

Investing in automation today can help school districts 
improve and protect its cash flow to allow for smoother 
operations. For example, a school could create a “rule” in the 
workflow to prompt faster payments to vendors that offer an 
early-bird discount, so that the school never misses the 
savings. In another scenario, if the district purchases supplies 
from two different office supply stores, the system can be 
oriented to remind staff members to prioritize orders from the 
contracted supplier.

It’s this ability to customize and set controls within 
automation that can lead to smarter payments and improve 
cash flow. And if you discover you’re doing substantial 
business with a certain vendor across school districts, it could 
make you eligible for improved terms. 

That’s the real value of automation – where the return on 
investment expands beyond just the immediate return on the 
cost of the technology itself. Through increased efficiencies, 
your staff can regain hours previously used for tedious tasks 
and spend it in more satisfying ways. While payment discounts 
and gaining control over previously hidden costs can help you 
spare cash aside for rainy days or future investment plans.

Analyzing Real Results
 • Reduced expense processing time from 

30-90 days to an average of 11 days
 • Saved $18,000 by implementing an 

automated invoice system

Rochester City School District, SAP Concur case study

https://www.concur.com/en-us/casestudy/rochester-city-school-district-automates-travel-expense-and-invoice-management
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Finding the New Normal
What’s ahead for back-office technology? McClurkin currently sees it as, 
helping with the change management required to navigate distanced learning.

“For instance, there will be a percentage of employees who will remain remote 
by choice or mandate, and technology facilitates the ability for those 
employees to remotely access their work and get done whatever is needed 
from wherever they are. Cloud technologies, in particular, pave the way for 
secure remote access; and when you add native mobile applications to those 
platforms, your employees can be effective and resourceful from any 
circumstance they find themselves in,” McClurkin states.

From a Superintendent’s point of view: “Having the financial data at your 
fingertips is incredibly important, so that you can pinpoint why schools’ 
expenditures may differ,” states Rabinowitz.3 “Some schools might have a 
bigger special education budget or have teachers with more tenure, for 
example, which will impact budgets.” Schools could then leverage this data in 
numerous ways, from seeking more attractive terms through vendor 
consolidation to eliminating fraud and waste.

Learn more about how SAP Concur solutions 
can help K-12 school districts save time and 
money by visiting us online.

https://www.concur.com/en-us/public-sector-k-12
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