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State of New York
Offi ce of the State Comptroller

Division of Local Government
and School Accountability
 
July 2016

Dear School District Offi cials:

A top priority of the Offi ce of the State Comptroller is to help school district offi cials manage their 
districts effi ciently and effectively and, by so doing, provide accountability for tax dollars spent to 
support district operations. The Comptroller oversees the fi scal affairs of districts statewide, as well 
as districts’ compliance with relevant statutes and observance of good business practices. This fi scal 
oversight is accomplished, in part, through our audits, which identify opportunities for improving 
district operations and Board of Education governance. Audits also can identify strategies to reduce 
district costs and to strengthen controls intended to safeguard district assets.

Following is a report of our audit of the North Syracuse Central School District, entitled Payroll Access 
and Certifi cation. This audit was conducted pursuant to Article V, Section 1 of the State Constitution 
and the State Comptroller’s authority as set forth in Article 3 of the New York State General Municipal 
Law.

This audit’s results and recommendations are resources for district offi cials to use in effectively 
managing operations and in meeting the expectations of their constituents. If you have questions about 
this report, please feel free to contact the local regional offi ce for your county, as listed at the end of 
this report.

Respectfully submitted,

Offi ce of the State Comptroller
Division of Local Government
and School Accountability

State of New York
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
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Background

Introduction

Objective

Scope and
Methodology

The North Syracuse Central School District (District) is located in the 
Towns of Cicero, Clay and Salina, Onondaga County. The District 
is governed by the Board of Education (Board), which is composed 
of nine elected members. The Board is responsible for the general 
management and control of the District’s fi nancial and educational 
affairs. The Superintendent of Schools (Superintendent) is the 
District’s chief executive offi cer and is responsible, along with other 
administrative staff, for day-to-day District management under the 
Board’s direction.

The District operates 10 schools with approximately 8,750 students 
and 1,500 employees. The District’s budgeted appropriations for the 
2015-16 fi scal year are $151 million, which are funded primarily with 
State aid and real property taxes.  Payroll represents a large portion of 
the District’s annual budget. Salaries and wages including overtime 
totaled approximately $67 million, or 46 percent of the District’s 
general fund expenditures for the 2014-15 fi scal year.  

The District contracts with the Central New York Regional 
Information System (CNYRIC) for its fi nancial software application.  
In July 2013, the District changed fi nancial software programs and 
had CNYRIC establish access rights for employees. The Board at its 
annual reorganizational meeting authorizes the Superintendent or her 
designee to certify payroll.   

The objective of our audit was to evaluate the District’s controls over 
payroll user access and payroll certifi cations.  Our audit addressed the 
following related question:

• Has the District adequately controlled access to the payroll 
system and implemented effective payroll certifi cation 
procedures?

We examined the District’s payroll user access rights and payroll 
certifi cation process for the period July 1, 2014 through December 
31, 2015. We expanded our scope to February 5, 2016 to review the 
payroll certifi cation process.

We conducted our audit in accordance with generally accepted 
government auditing standards (GAGAS). More information on such 
standards and the methodology used in performing this audit are 
included in Appendix B of this report. Unless otherwise indicated in 
this report, samples for testing were selected based on professional 
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Comments of
District Offi cials and
Corrective Action

judgment, as it was not the intent to project the results onto the entire 
population. Where applicable, information is presented concerning 
the value and/or size of the relevant population and the sample 
selected for examination.

The results of our audit and recommendations have been discussed 
with District offi cials, and their comments, which appear in Appendix 
A, have been considered in preparing this report. District offi cials 
generally agreed with our recommendations and indicated they have 
taken, or plan to take, corrective action.

The Board has the responsibility to initiate corrective action. 
Pursuant to Section 35 of General Municipal Law, Section 2116-a 
(3)(c) of New York State Education Law and Section 170.12 of the 
Regulations of the Commissioner of Education, a written corrective 
action plan (CAP) that addresses the fi ndings and recommendations 
in this report must be prepared and provided to our offi ce within 90 
days, with a copy forwarded to the Commissioner of Education. To 
the extent practicable, implementation of the CAP must begin by 
the end of the next fi scal year. For more information on preparing 
and fi ling your CAP, please refer to our brochure, Responding to an 
OSC Audit Report, which you received with the draft audit report. 
The Board should make the CAP available for public review in the 
District Clerk’s offi ce.
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Payroll Access and Certifi cation

Effective procedures over payroll access rights within the District’s 
computerized fi nancial system should allow users access to only 
those functions that are consistent with their job responsibilities. 
Procedures should also require periodic monitoring of user activity 
and prevent users from being involved in multiple aspects of payroll 
functions. If segregation of duties is not possible, the District should 
implement compensating controls over payroll transactions.  New 
York State Education Law also requires the District to certify the 
payroll for accuracy of payments.  The use of payroll change reports 
helps ensure that payments are correct. 

The District has not adequately restricted user access and 
transaction rights on the computerized payroll system based on job 
responsibilities, which compromises the segregation of duties and 
could permit improper payroll changes.  Six individuals had access to 
functions in the payroll system that were not required to fulfi ll their 
assigned job duties. Three of these individuals were in the Human 
Resources Department and three were in the Business Offi ce. We 
also found that an elementary school secretary had more rights to the 
payroll system than needed for her job. Additionally, District offi cials 
are not adequately monitoring the payroll for improper or erroneous 
transactions. Procedures should require that payrolls are adequately 
certifi ed.  Without effective controls, there is an increased risk that 
someone could initiate and conceal inappropriate payroll transactions 
or that mistakes could be made and not detected in a timely manner.
 
When school districts employ the use of computers in processing 
their payrolls, a proper segregation of duties can be accomplished 
by restricting user access and transaction rights based on job 
responsibilities.  

Two Human Resources (HR) administrative assistants are 
responsible for adding new employees to the payroll system. Time 
sheet information is collected and entered into the system for each of 
the 10 individual school buildings at each respective building. The 
three departments that provide services to all the District buildings – 
Transportation, Food Service and the Business Offi ce – enter their 
own departmental information. Two account clerks in the Business 
Offi ce are responsible for processing the payrolls. They are also 
responsible for changing salaries and pay rates paid to employees 
based on payroll change authorizations that are signed by the Assistant 
Superintendent for HR and another District assistant superintendent.

Access Rights
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Although District offi cials segregated these responsibilities, they 
did not appropriately limit staff access to the computerized payroll 
system. The Assistant Superintendent for HR, two HR administrative 
assistants and three Business Offi ce account clerks have more access 
rights to the payroll system than they need.  For example:

• One Business Offi ce account clerk has access rights to the 
payroll system, even though she is not involved in processing 
payroll.

• The Assistant Superintendent for HR and two HR 
administrative assistants can change salaries and pay rates, 
even though this is not their job responsibility.  

• The two Business Offi ce account clerks responsible for 
processing payrolls can add new employees to the payroll 
system, even though the HR administrative assistants have 
been designated to perform this function.  

Additionally, an elementary school secretary had add/modify access 
rights to the payroll system that allowed her to add new employees 
and change pay rates, which is not consistent with her job duties.

District offi cials told us the rights of all staff were established by 
CNYRIC when the District transitioned to its current fi nancial software 
in July 2013. The offi cials indicated that they had to set up new access 
rights for all employees, using standard CNYRIC templates, and that 
the secretary was inadvertently given rights not compatible with her 
job duties. District offi cials removed the inappropriate rights from 
the elementary school secretary’s user account after we brought the 
matter to their attention. 

We reviewed salary payments to the seven District employees who 
had access rights to add new employees and change pay rates, and 
verifi ed that the amounts paid agreed with their employment contracts. 
In addition, we judgmentally selected nine other employees1 and 
verifi ed that the amounts paid agreed with their employment contracts. 
We also verifi ed that any additional payments (e.g., overtime) were 
supported by time records. Our review of the $1.7 million paid to 
these 16 employees during our audit period found no discrepancies.

We also selected 28 employees from payroll records and reviewed 
independent supporting documentation maintained outside the 
Business Offi ce to determine whether each individual was, or had 
been, a bona fi de employee. As part of this review, we determined 

1 See Appendix B for our sampling methodology.



6                OFFICE OF THE NEW YORK STATE COMPTROLLER6

whether the Board approved the hiring of the employee and that the 
employees were paid at the rate approved by Board resolution or 
contract. Additionally, we reviewed payments to seven employees, 
totaling $35,000, who received fewer than seven paychecks to 
determine whether they were legitimate District employees.  Finally, 
we reviewed payments to 14 employees, totaling $56,000, dated after 
the offi cial date they left District employment to determine whether 
the payments may have been inadvertently continued. We found only 
minor exceptions which were discussed with District offi cials.

Although we found no signifi cant exceptions, the inadequate control 
of user rights to the payroll system increases the risk of errors or 
irregularities in the payroll process.

An effective internal control over payroll processing requires 
supervisory approval, or certifi cation, of the complete payroll prior 
to issuing employee paychecks. To certify payroll, a District offi cial 
must examine the payroll and certify that the persons included have 
worked the hours claimed and are paid at Board-approved rates.  The 
use of payroll change reports can help to accomplish a thorough 
payroll certifi cation.

Each year, the Board assigns the payroll certifi cation responsibility to 
the Superintendent or her designee. The District’s accountant has been 
assigned the responsibility for payroll certifi cation. We reviewed the 
accountant’s procedures for certifying the payroll2 and found that, for 
salaried employees, professional development hours, and substitutes, 
the payroll certifi cation is not adequate.  

The District’s payroll certifi cation procedures do not require the 
accountant to trace the payroll amounts to source documents for 
the payment of salaried employees, professional development hours 
or substitute employees’ days worked. Further, the procedures do 
not require the use of payroll change reports; instead, they require 
verifying the biweekly gross paycheck of salaried employees against 
the information in the payroll fi nancial system.  Because the payroll 
system calculates the biweekly amount, this is not a valid comparison 
for verifying that the payroll amount is correct.  Similarly, professional 
development hours3 and substitutes’ days worked are compared to 
printouts generated from the payroll system, showing the hours and 
days entered into that system, which does not validate the accuracy of 

Payroll Certifi cation

2 The accountant uses a random number generator in a spreadsheet application to 
choose a sample of paychecks and direct deposits to test each pay period

3 Teachers, nurses, and occupational and physical therapists are eligible for 
payment up to $648.80 for the 2015-16 year for in-service training.  Teacher 
assistants are eligible for $252 for the 2015-16 year.  Eligibility is authorized by 
the appropriate assistant superintendent.



77DIVISION OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

payments. Rather, the gross paycheck amounts should be compared 
to original source documents (sign-in sheets and certifi cates of 
completion for professional development, and substitute sign-in 
sheets from the buildings where the substitutes worked).  Our review 
of a payment to a middle-school custodian found that this school 
does not require time sheets4 to be turned in showing hours worked, 
but only requires the head custodian to inform the school secretary if 
and when a custodian takes leave.  Otherwise, it is assumed that the 
custodians worked their full scheduled hours. 

District offi cials told us they pull lists of employees by budget codes 
during budget time and send these lists to department heads for 
verifi cation purposes. The HR Department also reviews the salaries 
and wages paid.5 However, while such reviews are accurate to the 
date of the report and regarding the employees listed at that time, 
they do not identify changes made before and after the reports were 
run and do not verify that rates paid at any other time are correct. 
By reviewing payroll change reports during each payroll certifi cation 
process, the accountant could identify payroll changes – such as new 
hires or salary increases – and review the supporting documentation 
to verify that the changes are appropriate and properly authorized.  
Such a review would supplement the HR review of wages and enable 
the District to monitor rates for the whole pay period.  

Without a proper certifi cation process and review of payroll change 
reports, there is an increased risk that unauthorized changes could be 
made to employees’ pay, fi ctitious employees could be added to the 
payroll, or other errors and irregularities could occur without being 
detected by District offi cials.

District offi cials should:

1. Review the access rights granted to current users and ensure 
that all users’ access rights are limited to those functions 
needed to perform their job duties. 

2. Ensure that the employee designated to certify payrolls 
compares payroll register information to payroll source 
documents, such as sign-in sheets and certifi cates of 
completion, as part of the certifi cation process.

4 We did see time sheets fi lled out for custodian staff at other schools in the District.
5 During our audit period, an HR review of salaries and wages for non-teachers 

was initiated in September 2015. As of January 15, 2016, the review of the wages 
from the September 15, 2015 report had not yet been completed.

Recommendations
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3. Ensure that the payroll certifi cation procedures include the 
review of payroll change reports to verify that payroll changes 
are appropriate and properly authorized.  

4. Develop a standard time sheet for all custodial staff.
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APPENDIX A

RESPONSE FROM DISTRICT OFFICIALS

The District offi cials’ response to this audit can be found on the following pages.  
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APPENDIX B

AUDIT METHODOLOGY AND STANDARDS 

To achieve our audit objectives and obtain valid evidence, we performed the following procedures:

• We obtained a permissions report from the fi nancial application to determine if payroll access 
rights granted were based on each user’s job duties.

• We interviewed the District’s accountant about his process for payroll certifi cation.

• In total, we reviewed salary payments to 16 employees judgmentally selected due to identifi ed 
risk factors: seven District employees who had transaction input rights to add new employees 
and change pay rates, three employees who had potential infl uence over the employees with 
the input rights, and six employees who had the same last names as the employees who had the 
input rights or potential infl uence. We verifi ed that the amounts paid to the employees in our 
sample agreed with their employment contracts. 

• We randomly sampled 28 employees from three categories (new hires, substitute teachers and 
those paid under multiple budget codes). We examined the supporting documentation in their 
personnel fi les and verifi ed that the Board’s approval of each employee’s appointment was 
documented in the minutes of the Board’s proceedings. We also verifi ed that the employees 
were paid according to Board resolution or contract.

• Out a total of 197 District employees who received less than seven paychecks during the 2014-
15 fi scal year, 61 employees each received gross pay of more than $1,500 in their combined 
paychecks. Of the 61, we randomly selected six employees (10 percent), who received a total 
of $34,100. We added one judgmentally selected employee who received less than seven 
paychecks totaling under $1,500 ($900 combined).  We traced the wages paid to the employees’ 
respective personnel folders. We also checked Board minutes for hiring and time records (time 
sheets or time cards) to verify that they were legitimate District employees.

• We reviewed payments to a total of 14 employees, totaling $56,000, dated more than 14 days 
after the offi cial date they left District employment, to determine whether the payments were 
inadvertently continued.

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with GAGAS. Those standards require that we 
plan and perform the audit to obtain suffi cient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis 
for our fi ndings and conclusions based on our audit objective. We believe that the evidence obtained 
provides a reasonable basis for our fi ndings and conclusions based on our audit objective.
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APPENDIX C

HOW TO OBTAIN ADDITIONAL COPIES OF THE REPORT

Offi ce of the State Comptroller
Public Information Offi ce
110 State Street, 15th Floor
Albany, New York  12236
(518) 474-4015
http://www.osc.state.ny.us/localgov/

To obtain copies of this report, write or visit our web page: 



1515DIVISION OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY
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OFFICE OF THE STATE COMPTROLLER
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Andrew A. SanFilippo, Executive Deputy Comptroller

Gabriel F. Deyo, Deputy Comptroller
Tracey Hitchen Boyd, Assistant Comptroller

LOCAL REGIONAL OFFICE LISTING
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H. Todd Eames, Chief Examiner
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
State Offi ce Building, Suite 1702
44 Hawley Street
Binghamton, New York  13901-4417
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Serving: Nassau and Suffolk Counties
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Putnam, Rockland, Ulster, Westchester Counties
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Offi ce of the State Comptroller
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Serving: Cayuga, Chemung, Livingston, Monroe,
Ontario, Schuyler, Seneca, Steuben, Wayne, Yates Counties

SYRACUSE REGIONAL OFFICE
Rebecca Wilcox, Chief Examiner
Offi ce of the State Comptroller
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