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Fun New Skills!
Payroll
Audits

Budgets
Forecasting
Acquisition!



My starting point: 
● Limited background in finance or accounting
● Initial concerns about budgets, audits, and financial 

statements
● Needed to quickly build confidence and 

understanding



President Position Description

“Provide strategic and 

operational oversight 
of all University 

functions including 
academics, student 
services, enrollment, 

financial 
management, 

human resources, and 
compliance.”

The President serves as the chief executive officer of 

Dunlap-Stone University and is responsible for the overall 

leadership, strategic direction, and executive management 

of the University. The President works in close collaboration 

with the Board of Trustees to advance the mission, vision, 

and values of the institution. The President leads and 

evaluates institutional performance in areas including 

academic quality, student success, financial sustainability, 

compliance and accreditation, stakeholder engagement, 

and operational excellence.



I panicked. And took…
an accounting course. 



Common Challenges for 
Non-Financial Leaders 

● Understanding financial terminology
● Reading financial statements
● Building realistic budgets
● Balancing optimism with realistic forecasting
● Managing cash flow concerns
● Feeling intimidated by auditors or accountants



What Financial Fluency Really Means 
● Understanding a few key reports
● Knowing where risks may appear
● Asking informed questions
● Connecting finances to strategy
● Monitoring trends over time
● Making decisions based on data
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Key Documents



Month to Month

Year to Year

Income Statement/Profit & Loss

Key Document 1

● Revenue

● Expenses

● Net income or loss

● Trends over time

● Budget-to-actual comparisons



Snapshot of Financial Health

Balance Sheet

Key Document 2

● Cash and assets

● Liabilities

● Deferred revenue

● Debt obligations

● Overall financial position



Statement of Cashflows

Cash Flow & Forecasting

Key Document 3

● Cash available today

● Upcoming obligations

● Enrollment-based revenue projections

● Best-case, expected-case, and worst-case 

scenarios

● Monitoring financial sustainability



Key 
Questions



Key 

Questions 

Leaders 

Should 

Ask

● How does this compare to our budget?

● Are revenues growing or declining?

● Are expenses increasing faster than revenue?

● How much cash do we have on hand?

● What happens if enrollment changes?

● Are we relying too heavily on one source of 

revenue?

● Where are the biggest financial risks?



Building a 
Team



Building the Right Financial Support Team 
● Board members with financial expertise
○ Finance committee quarterly review

● Accountant or bookkeeper (outsourced or in-house)
○ Month/Year end reconciliation, closing, taxes, etc. 
○ Payroll service

● Fractional CFO
○ Forecasting, budgeting, coordination with board

● Audit firm for Audited Financials



What 

Leaders 

Need 

from 

Financial 

Experts

● Clear communication

● Ability to explain finances in plain language

● Timely reporting

● Honest feedback

● Practical recommendations

● Strong partnership and trust

● Strong internal controls



Budgeting and Scenario Planning

● Build a realistic annual budget
● Review the budget monthly
● Use conservative revenue assumptions
● Create multiple enrollment scenarios
● Identify trigger points for spending decisions
● Connect budget decisions to strategic priorities



Example Scenario Planning
If enrollment decreases by 10%: If enrollment increases by 20%:

● Delay hiring
● Reduce discretionary 

spending
● Reevaluate marketing 

investments
● Slow expansion plans

● Add instructional support
● Expand student services
● Increase technology 

investments
● Prepare for future staffing 

needs



Audit Readiness

● Keep records organized year-round
● Reconcile accounts regularly
● Document processes and approvals
● Maintain clear separation of duties
● Review findings promptly
● Communicate with auditors early



Common Audit and Compliance Issues

● Weak documentation
● Inconsistent financial processes
● Lack of board review
● Delayed reconciliations
● Overly optimistic projections
● Limited internal controls



DEAC



DEAC Expectations

Financial 

Practices / 

Collections

Financial

Management 

Financial 

Stability & 

Sustainability

Financial 

Reporting



What Leaders Should Monitor: 
Financial Practices and Reporting

● Annual audited financial statements for the two most recent fiscal years
● Audit completed by an independent CPA
● Financial statements prepared using GAAP accrual accounting
● Comparative year-over-year data included
● Clear documentation of any parent company support or intercompany 

transactions
● Budget aligned with institutional mission and strategic plan



What Leaders Should Monitor: 
Financial Management

● Qualified staff or consultants overseeing finance and budgeting
● Clear separation of duties for approvals, payments, reconciliations, and 

reporting
● Timely monthly financial reporting
● Documented policies and procedures for spending, approvals, purchasing, 

and reimbursements
● Appropriate insurance coverage and risk monitoring
● Strong internal controls to protect institutional funds and data



What Leaders Should Monitor: 
Financial Stability and Sustainability

● Cash reserves and days cash on hand
● Monthly cash flow forecasts
● Enrollment trends and revenue projections
● Net income or operating margin
● Ability to meet payroll, vendor payments, and other obligations
● Contingency plans for enrollment declines or unexpected expenses
● Alignment between growth plans and available resources



What Leaders Should Monitor: 
Collections and Ethical Practices

● Clear tuition and fee policies
● Transparent billing and refund processes
● Fair and respectful collection procedures
● Appropriate oversight of third-party collection agencies
● Compliance with institutional policies and student protections
● Monitoring complaints or disputes related to billing or collections



DEAC 

Expectations

● Demonstrate financial stability

● Maintain adequate cash reserves

● Use responsible budgeting practices

● Monitor long-term sustainability

● Ensure accurate reporting

● Show evidence of planning and oversight



Key Takeaways
● You do not need a finance degree to lead well
● Learn a few core reports
● Ask questions consistently
● Build a strong support team
● Budget conservatively
● Forecast often
● Use financial information to guide decisions



Questions and Discussion

What financial challenge feels most 
difficult at your institution?

What is one thing you want to 
improve after this session?



Policies to Draft
● Financial Management and Internal Controls 

Policy
● Budget Development and Financial Planning 

Policy
● Audit and Financial Reporting Policy
● Tuition, Refund, and Collections Policy
● Risk Management and Insurance Policy

Harvard Business School:
● How to Read and Understand a Balance Sheet
● How to Read and Understand s Cash Flow 

Statement

● How to Read and Understand an Income 

Statement

How to Select an Auditor

Internal Controls

Articles

RESOURCE PAGE

https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/how-to-read-a-balance-sheet
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/how-to-read-a-balance-sheet
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/how-to-read-a-cash-flow-statement
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/how-to-read-a-cash-flow-statement
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/how-to-read-a-cash-flow-statement
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/income-statement-analysis
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/income-statement-analysis
https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/income-statement-analysis
https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/running-nonprofit/nonprofit-audit-guidec/step-1-selecting-audit-firm
https://pathlock.com/learn/internal-controls-definition-structure-types-examples/
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