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Topics Covered

 Budget process framework
 Goal setting overview
 Strategic planning
 Strategic financial planning
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Need for Better Budgeting
 Trying to shift from:

• Incremental budgeting
• Limited resources drive spending plan
• Being more reactionary than pro-active
• Primary focus on next year challenges than long-term 

strategies
• Paper based budget document

 Also making better connections with outcomes:
• Attempts likely made
• Are they sustainable?
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Best Practices in School Budgeting



The Process Brings Together Strategic 
Academic Planning and the Budget Process

…strategic planning and the budgeting process 
are merged to create a process for strategic 

use of resources in the district:

In Smarter School Spending…

Merging these processes allows for 
greater alignment of district strategy 
and finances, and allows the district to 
balance financial decisions as tradeoffs 
for increasing strategic investments in 

students

Budget 
Process 

Academic Strategic 
Planning 

1. Strategic Plan

2. Strategic 
Finance Plan

3. Strategic 
Annual Budget

…strategic planning and budget 
processes happen in parallel tracks 

that don’t intersect:

In many districts…

Academic Strategic 
Planning 

Budget Process  2. District
Budget

1. 
Strategic 

Plan

When these processes happen in isolation, 
a district is at risk for creating a strategic 
plan that cannot be funded and a budget 

that has no strategic basis 



 Focus on 5 major areas:
1. Plan and Prepare
2. Set Instructional Priorities
3. Pay for Priorities
4. Implement Plan
5. Ensure Sustainability

Best Practices in School Budgeting



Development
 Best Practices in School Budgeting developed by 

GFOA with input of several districts and other experts -
http://gfoa.org/pk-12-budget

 Smarter School Spending initially developed in 
partnership with four districts - resource library of 
examples, tools, etc. - http://smarterschoolspending.org/

 Award for Best Practices in School Budgeting is a 
new GFOA budget award based on the Best Practices 
in School Budgeting - http://gfoa.org/school-budgeting

 Alliance for Excellence in School Budgeting is an 
early adopter group of nearly 100 districts formed by 
GFOA to aid in implementing the new Best Practices -
http://gfoa.org/alliance-excellence-school-budgeting



Implementing the Best Practices

 Not meant as an outright replacement of 
existing budget process

 Framework to integrate current efforts to 
help move the bar forward

 Way to help identify areas that may need 
improvement

 Not a linear path - focus on areas of most 
immediate benefit to gain quick wins 
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First – How to Begin

 Emphasis on planning and setting the 
stage
• Collaboration
• Framing the process
• Baseline performance
• Engagement
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Best Practices in School Budgeting

1. Plan and Prepare
A. Establish a Partnership between the 

Finance and Instructional Leaders
B. Develop Principles and Policies to 

Guide the Budget Process
C. Analyze Current Levels of Student 

Learning
D. Identify Communications Strategy



Key Resources
S11

Collaboration Case Study:
https://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/gfoa‐best‐
practice‐establish‐partnership‐between‐finance‐and‐
instructional‐leaders
Principles Example: 
http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐
examples/portland‐public‐schools‐budget‐principles
Policy Templates:
http://www.gfoa.org/step‐1‐plan‐and‐prepare
Engagement Case Study: 
http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐
examples/traverse‐city‐area‐public‐schools‐elevator‐
speech‐case‐study



Second – What is the Focus

 Establishing direction 
• Goal-setting
• Deep dive on issues
• Develop strategies
• Prioritization

S12



S13

Best Practices in School Budgeting

2. Set Instructional Priorities
A. Develop Goals
B. Identify Root Cause of Gap between Goal and Current State
C. Research and Develop Potential Instructional Priorities
D. Evaluate Choices amongst Instructional Priorities



Key Resources
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Inputs Activities/
Strategies Outputs

Goals Case Study: 
http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/dis
trict‐examples/lake‐county‐school‐district‐
smarter‐goals‐case‐study
Root Cause Analysis Case Study: 
http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/dis
trict‐examples/beaverton‐school‐district‐root‐
cause‐analysis‐case‐study
Instructional Priority Planner Tool:
https://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/in
structional‐priority‐planner
Priority Setting Tool:
http://www.gfoa.org/pk‐12‐budgeting‐
evaluating‐options

Specific
Measureable
Achievable
Relevant
Time Bound
Engaging
Resourced



Third – How to Fund

 Allocating/finding resources
• Analyzing current programs
• Evaluating new proposals
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Best Practices in School Budgeting

3. Pay for Priorities
A. Applying Cost Analysis to the Budget Process
B. Evaluate & Prioritize Use of Resources to Enact the 

Instructional Priorities



Key Resources
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> A-ROI
GFOA AROI White Paper:
http://www.gfoa.org/academic‐return‐investment‐foundations‐and‐
smart‐practices
AROI Case Study:
http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐
examples/traverse‐city‐area‐public‐schools‐academic‐roi‐case‐study
Cost Savings Idea Tool:
https://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/cost‐savings‐options‐
screening‐sizing‐tools
Strategic Abandonment Tool:
http://www.gfoa.org/pk‐12‐budgeting‐strategic‐abandonment‐tool
Procedural Justice Case Study:
https://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/gaining‐commitment‐
paying‐your‐priorities‐0



Fourth – Put Plans to Action

 Implementing with fidelity
• Financially
• Clear steps/responsibilities for implementation
• Impacts to school sites
• Communicating through the budget
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Best Practices in School Budgeting

4. Implement Plan
A. Develop a Strategic Financial Plan
B. Develop a Plan of Action
C. Allocate Resources to Individual School Sites
D. Develop Budget Presentation



Key Resources
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Strategic Financial Plan Template: 
https://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/strate
gic‐financial‐plan‐template
District Strategic Financial Plan Example: 
http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐
examples/lake‐county‐school‐district‐strategic‐
financial‐plan‐case‐study
Case study/District example – Allocation 
Methodologies: 
http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐
examples/beaverton‐school‐district‐allocation‐
models‐case‐study
Budget Document Example: 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1E5n3RCKJutR
o2ck1cun_QZ4sc6D_‐
pLcWKBlvge4WGA/edit#heading=h.17dp8vu



Finally - Sustaining

 Measuring results and evaluating process
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Best Practices in School Budgeting

5. Ensure Sustainability
A. Put the Strategies into Practice and Evaluate 
Results



Observations to Date

 Two core areas with additional 
opportunities for improvement:
• Goal development
• Strategic financial planning
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Quick Goal Setting Overview



Broader Goal Purpose

 Two-fold:
• Direction
• Expectations
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Connections
26

Strategic plan

Long-term 
financial plan

Capital plan

Budget Results 
evaluation

GOALS



SMARTER Framework
 Format for Goals – SMARTER 

Framework:
• Specific - precise outcome or result
• Measureable - verifiable, ideally quantifiable
• Achievable - grounded in reality
• Relevant - focused on student achievement
• Time-bound - short and long-term objectives
• Engaging - reach for ambitious improvement
• Resourced - finances aligned with goals
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Major Goal: Immediate Investment in Struggling 
Students

Sub-Goal: ELL Students. Fund programs aimed 
at closing the achievement gap of English 
Language Learner (ELL) students

What is the need? LCS spends less on ELL 
students than comparison districts. The LCS ELL 
population is growing steadily as the student 
achievement rates continue to be low 

Specific ‐ Adds Precision 
to the Major Goal

Relevant – says why this 
goal matters

Example: Lake County Schools, 
Florida
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http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐examples/lake‐county‐school‐district‐smarter‐goals‐case‐
study



Example: Lake County Schools, 
Florida

What will the District do?
 Determine programming options
 Compare options by potential A-ROI
 Select highest return option(s)
What will it cost?

What gains does the district expect?

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
$1.9 million $2 million $2 million

Measure Proj. 
’15

Act. 
’15

Goal 
’16

Goal
’17

Goal
‘18

Goal
’19

ELL Grad. Rate  70% 57% 70% 80% 90% 95%

Achievable
Clear path 
laid out

Resourced – Est. cost for 
budget

Measureable, 
Time‐bound, 
& Engaging
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Strategic Planning
and

Strategic Financial Planning
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Co-Dependency

“Good financial planning without aspirations 
is accounting. Great aspirations without 
financial planning is a recipe for disaster.”
- Former Minneapolis Mayor R.T. Rybak
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What is Strategic Planning?
32

Strategic planning is an organizational, 
management activity used to set 
priorities, focus energy and resources 
on goals, establish agreement on 
outcomes and results, and assess and 
adjust the organization to a changing 
environment



What is Long-Term Financial Planning?

Long‐term financial planning uses financial 
forecasting and analysis to identify future 
financial challenges and opportunities, and then 
identifies strategies to secure financial 
sustainability in light of the challenges and 
opportunities. 

33



Plans vs. Planning

“Plans are nothing, planning is everything”  
‐General Dwight D. Eisenhower



Strategic Planning – Breakdown
35

Ground 

Mission

Strategic Priority 
Areas/Themes

Strategic Goals

Objectives

Strategic 
Initiatives

Measures 
& Targets

35,000 ft.

15,000 ft.

Vision

25,000 ft.

What is our purpose? 
What do we do?

What are the main focus areas (“Pillars of 
Excellence”) of our business?

What results do we want to satisfy our 
customer/stakeholder needs?

How will we evaluate performance to know if we are 
achieving the results we want?

Specifically, what projects and programs 
will lead to the desired results?

What continuous improvement activities are 
needed to get results?

What is our picture of the future?
Customer/
Stakeholder

Needs



Strategic Planning – Key Steps
1. Initiate the process
2. Prepare a mission statement
3. Assess environment
4. Identify critical issues
5. Agree on limited number of broad goals
6. Develop strategies to achieve goals
7. Create action plan
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Strategic Planning – Key Steps
(continued)

8. Develop measurable objectives

9. Incorporate performance measures

10. Obtain approval of plan

11. Implement plan

12. Monitor progress

13. Reassess strategic plan
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GFOA Best Practice ‐ http://www.gfoa.org/establishment‐strategic‐plans



Strategic Plan 2015-2020
38

Atlanta’s Strategic Plan ‐ https://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐
examples/atlanta‐public‐schools‐strategic‐plan



Strategy Map
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Ta
le
nt
 

M
an

ag
em

en
t

Recruit and retain the best 
talent
at APS

Continually develop, 
recognize and 

compensate staff

Sy
st
em

s 
an

d 
Re

so
ur
ce
s

Continually improve 
operating systems and 

processes

Prioritize resources based on 
student needs

Cu
ltu

re

Foster a caring culture of 
trust and collaboration

Communicate and engage 
with families and 
stakeholders

We will be an energized 
and inspired team of 

employees 

Our systems and processes 
will be efficient, and our 
resources strategically 
aligned and data‐driven

We will have supportive 
stakeholders who trust us 
and are invested in our 
mission and vision

Every Child: College 
and Career Ready

Vision
A high‐performing 
school district 
where students 
love to learn, 
educators
inspire,

families engage 
and the community  
trusts the system.

Mission Strategic Objectives Strategic Outcomes Vision

Ac
ad

em
ic
 P
ro
gr
am

Deliver a rigorous standards‐
based instructional program

Invest in holistic 
development of the diverse 

APS 
student body

Mission
With a caring 

culture of trust and 
collaboration, 

every student will 
graduate ready for 
college and career.

Our students will be well‐
rounded with the 

necessary academic skills



LTFP Process and Involvement
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Staff Task

Board & Staff Task

Board & Staff Task 
with Critical Point of 

Public Input

KEY

Strategic Planning

Identify & Confirm 
Critical Issues

Analyze Financial Trends, 
Debt, & Develop Forecasts Analyze Critical Issues

Identify Imbalances

Financial Strategy Workshop

Prepare LTFP

Implement & Monitor

Implement through 
Budget

Deliberate & 
Approve Critical 

Assumptions



Pillars of LTFP
 Successful LTFPs share the following 

characteristics:
• Long-term service vision
• Financial policies 
• Technically sound analysis & forecasting

o Revenue
o Expenses (Operating & Capital)

• Collaborative & participative process
• Connection to other plans – i.e. Strategic Plan
• Identifying and addressing threats and 

opportunities (SWOT analysis)
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GFOA Best Practice ‐ http://www.gfoa.org/long‐term‐financial‐planning‐0



What-If Scenarios

 May help credibility
 Can be used for ranges of projections
 Will help explain threats and opportunities
 But scenarios introduce complexity and 

can create confusion
 Experiment and see what works best
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Framework from the Best Practices in 
School Budgeting

 Reference to district’s strategic plan
 Goals for the district
 Description of the instructional priorities
 Evaluation criteria for student outcomes
 Funding of instructional priorities
 Long-term forecasts
 Analysis of scalability to impact
 Review trigger
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Strategic Financial Planning Best Practice ‐ http://gfoa.org/sites/default/files/GFOASchoolBudgetBP‐4A‐
DevelopStrategicFinancialPlan_2017FINAL.pdf
Strategic Financial Planning Template ‐
https://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/strategic‐financial‐plan‐template



Example - Lake County Schools, FL
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District Example ‐ https://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐
examples/lake‐county‐school‐strategic‐financial‐plan
Case Study ‐ http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐examples/lake‐
county‐school‐district‐strategic‐financial‐plan‐case‐study



‘Balance Sheet’ Approach
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Detailed Initiative Budget
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Beaverton’s Multiyear Finance Plan
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District Example ‐ http://smarterschoolspending.org/resources/district‐
examples/beaverton‐school‐district‐multiyear‐finance‐plan



Be Practical and Look to the Future

 What works for the organization (guess!)
 Integrate with other planning or projection 

processes
 May need to be incremental
 An achieved smaller benefit is better than an 

unachieved great theoretical benefit
 The budget process is often a great place to 

start
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Resources
 Smarter School Spending

• Free resources – including case studies, district examples, templates, etc
• www.smarterschoolspending.org

 GFOA School Budgeting Resource Center
• Additional free resources – more district examples, outside links, GFOA best 

practices, etc.
• www.gfoa.org/pk-12-budget

 GFOA Best Practices on Long-Term Planning
• http://www.gfoa.org/establishment-strategic-plans
• http://www.gfoa.org/long-term-financial-planning-0
• http://www.gfoa.org/financial-forecasting-budget-preparation-process

 GFOA Resiliency Resource Center
• http://www.gfoa.org/resiliency-resource-center

 Alliance for Excellence in School Budgeting
• Next kick off meeting in Chicago October 18-19
• http://gfoa.org/alliance-excellence-school-budgeting



Questions?
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 Contact: 
Matt Bubness, Senior Manager
Government Finance Officers Association 
Research & Consulting Center
mbubness@gfoa.org
312-578-2267


