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Welcome to our first print issue of Advancing K-12 EdTech. 

I recently challenged our team to bring together the insights we’ve 
gleaned from years of working with the brightest minds in K-12. No 
fluff, no self-promoting spin – just information that leaders like you 
can use to be more efficient and productive. The popularity of our 
blog tells me our team has risen to the challenge – you’ll find some 
of our most popular articles in this publication. 

I am honored to introduce the School District of La Crosse in our 
featured school business cover story. Learn how this district clocked 
out from the risk associated with time tracking, payroll practices, 
and the Affordable Care Act. La Crosse’s story is especially relevant 
today, as the potential for costly errors and even fraud continues to 
escalate for those districts still using manual methods.

As you explore, I encourage you to connect with the Skyward 
community. Subscribe to our blog, join the conversation, and keep 
working toward a high-performing culture. Thanks for reading.

Sincerely,

Cliff King, Skyward CEO

Join our community to learn more at

skyward.com/blogs



Next

MAN
UP

DO YOU HAVE 
AN EMPLOYEE 
BACKUP PLAN?
In recent years, the quality of play in the NFL has 
been marred by significant injuries to star players. But 
backups are brought in each season, and games go 
on – a recovery plan is in place.

This “next man up” culture is nothing new, of course, 
but it really got us thinking about the parallels between 
afflicted NFL teams and school district offices trying to 
deal with turnover (albeit without the physical pain of a 
concussion or a torn ACL).

SILOS OF EXPERTS 
Many districts lean heavily on an “all-star team” of 
people who are very good at what they do. These 
individuals know their processes inside and out, 
understand the inner workings of the technology they 
use, and spend their professional development days 
mastering their universes.

This is all well and good. These MVPs are to be 
applauded for all of the work they do to keep their 
organizations up and running. The administrators 
who approve expensive training and professional 
development know it’s worth it because they can see 
the impact even the smallest efficiencies can have on 
the bottom line.

But what happens when one of these experts leaves?
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$1.3 TRILLION
in productivity is lost every year in the United States due to

Inadequate digital skills
Educators 4 Excellence: How the ‘Digital Skills Gap’ Bleeds 1.3 Trillion a year from US Business. 2014

Sooner or later, it’s going to happen. The world is smaller 
than ever before and high performers always have 
options. Some will leave for new opportunities, others will 
grow out of their roles and into new ones, and the luckiest 
will walk off into retirement.

It would be nice to have a succession plan in place and 
stick to it, but you can’t always count on enough advance 
notice to pull something like that off. Unfortunately, your 
resources are limited. You’re doing everything you can 
just to gain positive yardage, let alone prepare for the 
ramifications of a costly turnover.

In your district, as in the NFL, depth matters. But what 
can you do to develop those former second- and  
third-stringers, so they’re prepared to step in when the 
time comes?

THE EMPLOYEE DISASTER RECOVERY PLAN 
The term “disaster recovery” is used in technology 

circles to describe the business continuity processes 
that organizations have in place for critical IT 

infrastructure and programs. But what about 

the people who keep the district running – the ones  
who know how best to use that technology? Isn’t it time 
we started talking about a disaster recovery plan for 
them, too?

Enterprise technology, by its very nature, is massive. 
Complexity is a relative term, but with so many different 
pieces touching so many areas of your operations, there’s 
a lot to take in. The traditional training and development 
model looks something like this:

    1.   Vendors provide training to key staff (onsite or 
online) during implementation. 

    2.   Power users/IT staff serve as a resource for the 
rest of the employees, delivering internal training 
and troubleshooting.

    3.   These same internal experts attend vendor 
conferences and/or webinar training to stay on top 
of all the best practices and enhancements.

    4.   End users (teachers, office staff, accountants, etc.) 
implement the technology into their day-to-day 
processes with varying levels of comfort. Many use 
only a small fraction of what’s available to them.

    5.   Vendors are brought back in on a recurring basis  
to provide refresher training or handle large 
turnover situations.

    6.   Technology experts leave. Over a period of 
time, organizations are left with few – if any 
– of the employees that were involved in the 
implementation process. 

    7.  Confidence falters. New enhancements  
and updates go underutilized as the 
organization struggles to keep up with basic 
day-to-day processes.

But what if it didn’t have to be that way? 
Imagine a world that looks something like this:

    1.   Vendors provide direct training to key staff during 
implementation, along with a self-service training 
portal for end users and mastery level courses for 
power users. 

    
    2.   All employees have access to just-in-time  

training resources when they’re ready to learn a 
new process.

   
    3.  Vendors invest in the customer experience 

with transparent updates, ongoing professional 
development, and knowledge tracking options for 
management teams.

    4.  Cross-training and certifications make it easy 
for backup staff to step in when experienced 
employees go on vacation or leave the organization. 

    5.  Confidence in day-to-day operations gives 
employees the opportunity to explore new features 
and efficiencies.

A CHANGE IN PHILOSOPHY
As technology continues to shrink our world, it will be 
more important than ever for school districts to field a 
deeper lineup while empowering more employees to 
leverage the powerful tools at their disposal. To get to 
that point, some fundamental aspects of the purchasing 
process will need to change.

Traditionally, districts have evaluated proposals based on 
the amount – and cost – of initial training. This approach 
can cause significant problems right off the bat, as vendors 
try to compete for the lowest bid. There’s really no way of 
knowing, until after a contract is signed, whether you’ve 
been subjected to a lowball training estimate – or worse.

THE COST OF REPLACING A TEACHER IS

OF THE DEPARTING TEACHER’S SALARY

ABOUT
20%

ASCD: The Cost of Teacher Turnover. 2003

The practice of tacking on additional training 
during implementation is bad enough, but the 
long-term cost ramifications are even worse when 
you consider the hidden expense of recurring training for 
employees who weren’t set up for success to begin with.

In the education community, it’s becoming more apparent 
that direct instruction hampers retention rates and is 
actually one of the least effective methods of knowledge 
transfer. Instead of asking how much training will be 
provided and requiring X amount of onsite hours in an 
RFP or contract negotiation, organizations need to be 
looking at the delivery medium and ongoing professional 
development that’s included in a vendor’s offering. 
Does your ERP provider offer an online professional 
development tool?

Enterprise solution purchasing is about far more than just 
the software. It’s about finding out which technology firms 
are serious about a successful partnership and which are 
more interested in just winning your business.

The next time you’re watching a football game 
and you see a Pro Bowl player limping to the sideline, ask 
yourself how prepared you would be if one of your stars  
was suddenly out of action. How much confidence do you 
have in your employee disaster recovery plan?

For more specialized office staff, the cost can

38%
INCREASE

Entrepreneur: What is the average cost for bringing on a new employee including the interview process, hiring and training? 2007

T H E  S T A T E  O F  P R O F E S S I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T
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SPOTLIGHTSTORY

It doesn’t take a genius to 
understand that manual  
pen-and-paper processes 
increase the potential for 
copy errors, math mistakes, 
and even fraud. After 
years of doing its business 
management practices by 
hand, School District of La 
Crosse (La Crosse Schools), 
located in southwest 
Wisconsin, decided it was 
time to do away with the 
old – slow, unreliable paper 
processes – and welcome 
in the new – an efficient, 
paperless technology solution. 

The district adopted 
Skyward’s School Business 
Suite and implemented two 
additional applications soon 
after: Employee Access – an 
online portal where employees 
can track and manage their 
personal information – and 
True Time – a digital time 
clock that made La Crosse 
Schools’ time-keeping and 

payout methods more 
efficient and accurate. 

Over the past eight  
years, Skyward’s True  
Time application has helped 
the district streamline 
its payroll and finance 
procedures and improve 
additional areas of the 
district’s business functions. 

“Before implementing 
Skyward’s business suite, 
we were using paper time 
sheets, and it was really 
labor intensive,” explained 
Joyce Smalley, business 
manager at La Crosse 
Schools. “It was a slower 
process with more chance 
for error because the 
employee could calculate 
their time wrong, or as we 
are adding time sheets to 
verify it – that could’ve been 
done incorrectly, as well.”

School District of La Crosse  |  La Crosse, WI 
Enrollment: 6,800  |  Schools: 17

D i s t r i c t  C l o c k s  O u t  F r o m  R i s k  W i t h  T e c h n o l o g y
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By Kate Knight

Left to right: Joyce Smalley, Connie Foegen, Vicki Lyons, Barb Mikshowsky, and Sonja Hoskins.



TREMENDOUS TIME SAVINGS 
Staff members at the district now clock in with the swipe 
of an ID badge, making for a quick and accurate process. “I 
believe the employees like just swiping the card,” said Barb 
Mikshowsky, payroll assistant at the district. “The name badge 
is very quick and helpful for them to clock in. There’s no 
data entry – it’s streamlined the process with True Time.” 

Administrators at La 
Crosse Schools believe 
employees have been  
able to do more indepen-
dently with access to their 
information, which frees 
up other staff members 
during the workday. “The 
people managing data 
then have time to do other things,” explained Vicki Lyons, 
technology services director.  

“We’ve saved on phone calls to both the payroll and HR 
offices,” Smalley added. “Employees can now go into 
Employee Access and look up their own information. They can 
go in and print out a check stub if they need to, or look at what 
their time-off balances are. Previously, the payroll department 
was entering all that time off for employees in Skyward, so 
Employee Access and True Time are taking some things off the 
hands of HR and payroll staff.”  

EMPLOYEE FEEDBACK 
Although there was some resistance at first from staff as the 
time tracking solution was implemented, Smalley explained 
that clocking in and out has become natural for employees. 
“Now it is part of the culture here,” she said. 

“It’s like using email now,” Lyons added. “It’s just something 
they do, and it’s easy for 
them to do on multiple 
devices that we have 
available. They can go 
through the door and swipe, 
they can do it on their 
iPad, they can do it on their 
computer – it’s so convenient.” 

According to Mikshowsky 
and her fellow payroll assistant Connie Foegen, new employees 
are quick to pick up on learning to use the time keeping 
solution. Foegen and Mikshowsky regularly train new staff 
members and provide instructions with screenshots for 
employees to reference.

“True Time and Employee Access gives employees more 
control,” Lyons concluded. “I think that it gives the employee 
more access to their information, and from their perspective 
things become more transparent.” 

ACCURACY, ACCOUNTABILITY, AND THE ACA
Administrators at La Crosse Schools have witnessed an 
increase in employee accountability through the adoption of 
True Time. The time tracking application also has safeguards in 
place to reduce the chance of error.

“From an administrator’s perspective, the system shows me 
when they’re not really following their scheduled hours for 
the day, so I can see if there’s a problem,” Lyons said. “As a 
timesheet approver, you can see employees clocking in and 
out within the system. Having that feedback and access to 
information is helpful.” 

Smalley agreed. “We’re not going to have the errors on 
timesheets – before a person could put down ‘8 a.m. to 4 
p.m.’ and say that was 10 hours,” she explained. “There are 
not those kinds of addition errors or calculating errors on both 
the employees’ part and the people who process payroll. When 
you’ve got that many manual timesheets to go through to 
check and approve, and only a certain amount of time to do it 
in, there’s a chance for errors.”  

True Time has also impacted ACA compliance and the ability 
to meet other state and federal requirements. “We can 
really count on the fact that Skyward stays on top of those 
requirements and finds ways to provide us with reporting, or 
ways to do things better,” Lyons said. 

Data services manager, Sonja Hoskins, agrees that Skyward’s 
solution helps the district maintain accurate information and 

data across its departments. “As we continue to meet the 
reporting requirements of our state, I am working side-by-side 
with our payroll and HR staff ensuring that we have common 
staff information in each system,” Hoskins said.

After using Skyward for more than a decade, La Crosse 
Schools’ administrators appreciate the value the School 
Business Suite offers. “I find it user friendly, and we know the 
support is there,” Smalley said. 

“I tell districts that the integration of all the business suite’s 
modules – budgeting, payroll, employee portal, human 
resources – is saving us many, many, many hours on reporting 
that information to the state,” Lyons said. “That integration and 
having one point of entry for the employee allows us to count 
on the fact that what the employee is inputting is the official 
information. HR can do their work and everyone can count on 
that data.”

Can a district clock out from the risk of human error – or even 
fraudulent activity? Administrators at La Crosse Schools know 
so. Employee Access and True Time have afforded the district 
peace of mind and provide online self-service tools staff can 
rely on.
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… EVERYONE CAN 
COUNT ON  

THAT DATA.
~ Vicki Lyons, Technology Services Director

STORY BY
Kate Knight, Public Relations Specialist

To read more district success stories, visit 
www.skyward.com/blogs.

WE CONTINUE TO
MEET THE REPORTING REQUIREMENTS

OF OUR STATE…
~ Sonja Hoskins, Data Services Manager

NOW IT  
IS PART OF THE  
CULTURE HERE.

~ Joyce Smalley, Business Manager 



Nobody likes to think about fraud.   
It’s in our nature to trust the people we work with. We’re more 
likely to assume that everyone is operating with altruistic motives 
than we are to question.

The problem – especially in the current K-12 environment, where 
nobody has enough money to tackle everything they want to – is 
that even the smallest lapse in judgment or concentration can 

1. Electronic Time-Keeping 
At first glance, this would seem like a no-brainer. So why is it 
that so many school districts still rely on cumbersome paper time 
sheets to complete their payroll?
 
Sadly, there’s no good answer to that question. There are many 
options out there on the market, and the cost of ownership almost 
always ends up as a wash. Think about it. Paper payrolls mean 
manual logging of hours, routing of approvals, and productivity-
sinking follow-up when errors are found. Labor costs, the number 
one item in every school district’s budget, get inflated more often 
than not.
 
Electronic timekeeping systems take many forms – web-based 
portals, touch-screen time clocks, and even mobile apps. No 
matter what your timekeeping system looks like, an electronic 
process is more efficient and more accurate, with digital 
audit trails and checkpoints to ensure that everyone gets paid 
according to the correct rates and hours. With the introduction of 
strict Affordable Care Act requirements, the need to go digital is 
even more pressing. Don’t wait on this one.

2. Vendor Control 
District administrators have all kinds of power over the budget, 
including the ability to decide which vendors to partner with. 
Of course many of these deals are paid for, at least in part, 
with state and federal funds. Over the years, some have taken 
advantage of their authority by working out under-the-table  
deals with business owners to pay for products or services in 
exchange for kickbacks.

Vendor fraud can also happen in the accounting office, when 
those in charge of accounts payable have the ability to change a 
vendor’s name before cutting a check, then switch it back after 
funds have been paid out to the wrong recipient. It’s enough to 
make a person cringe, but it happens.

Both of these tactics can be cut off at the pass without too much 
hassle. Transparent purchasing processes, such as a request for 
proposal, will put eyes on competing bids and raise red flags 
when a company’s quote is out of line with the market. It’s almost 
never a good idea to put absolute purchasing power in the hands 
of a single person.
 
Check fraud is even easier to put a stopper on. Much like 
payroll, it’s all about moving to an electronic environment. If 
your purchasing system logs all changes to vendor information, 
the ensuing paper trail will make it much harder for a wayward 
bookkeeper to game the system – and much easier to identify 
the culprit if a need arises.

have devastating consequences. With any systematic oversight, 
or deep-rooted corruption, the end result is less money going 
where it’s needed most.
 
Fortunately, there are plenty of steps that can be taken to mitigate 
the potential for fraud. Here are three to get you started.
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defeat
ways to

fraud
51%

of organizations in 
the US still use paper 

timesheets.
Government Finance Officers Association (2014)

By Matt Zdroik

Place the responsibility of time tracking into the hands  
of your staff, with a mobile time clock.

http://www.gfoa.org/sites/default/files/GFR_APR_14_42.pdf


3. Grant Management 
It’s surprising to see how often grants are still tracked and 
paid out using antiquated processes. Obligations under the 
recently revised Education Department General Administrative  
Regulations (EDGAR) make it clear that detailed financial  
controls are critical for any district that wants to stay out of  
the newspaper.
 
Internal controls are now expected to be compliant with the U.S. 
Comptroller General’s Standard and the Integrated Framework 
issued by the Committee of Sponsoring Organizations of the 
Treadway Commission. Review requirements have also been 
upped, as district officials are now required to certify veracity of 
accounting on annual fiscal reports and requests for payment. 
Written procedures for nearly every use of grant funds are  
now mandatory.
 
At the risk of sounding like a broken record, the answer is a 
robust, compliant, electronic solution to help you manage the 
funds flowing in and out of the district. It’s important to point out 
that EDGAR also includes provisions for the privacy and security 
of financial data, so district leaders need to ensure that any 
cloud-based system includes proper controls.
 
We recommend holding your financial management vendors to a 
minimum standard of annual SSAE 16 SOC 1 audits. This auditing 
standard for Reporting on Controls is focused specifically on 
accounting records and financial statements. Sleep soundly with 
the knowledge that your records are in good hands.

As long as there are people out there with self-serving interests, 
fraud is not going to go away. All you can do is make it harder  
for anyone to walk away with your district’s money. While  

PAYROLL 
FRAUD HAPPENS
Forbes (2013)

in 27% of all businesses.

these three tips can point you in the right direction, they’re 
really just the beginning. You’ll want to review your processes 
constantly, with an eye toward audit logs, checks and balances, 
and reporting accuracy.

HOW CONFIDENT 
ARE YOU THAT 

YOU’LL PASS YOUR 
NEXT AUDIT?
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