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Board Governance Companion Handout 

 
FINANCIAL OVERSIGHT:  DEFINED 
To ensure the school is financially sound, compliant, and mission-aligned by setting expectations, 
approving key financial decisions, monitoring performance through clear reports, and holding 
leadership accountable for results. 
 
BOARD POWER QUESTIONS  
• Does this budget clearly reflect our strategic priorities and mission? 
• What risks do we see in the next 3–6 months if trends continue? 
• Which financial indicators should concern us most right now — and why? 
• How are we using our resources to directly support student outcomes? 
• If corrective action is needed, what is the plan and timeline? 
 
1. SETTING EXPECTATIONS 
• Establish clear financial priorities aligned to mission and strategy 
• Adopt expectations for cash flow, reserves, and risk tolerance 
• Define transparency and reporting expectations 
• Ensure the budget intentionally supports student outcomes 
 
2. APPROVING KEY FINANCIAL DECISIONS 
• Annual and amended budgets 
• Major contracts and long-term commitments 
• Debt, loans, and use of reserves 
• Financial decisions impacting sustainability 
• Acceptance of audits and corrective actions 
 
3. MONITORING FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE 
• Review reports aligned to the approved budget 
• Focus on KPIs and financial trends 
• Examine variances and forward-looking indicators 
• Identify risks early 
 
4. HOLDING LEADERSHIP ACCOUNTABLE 
• Ensure corrective actions occur 
• Use financial data in leader evaluation 
• Monitor follow-through without micromanaging 
• Confirm compliance issues are resolved 
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COMMON FINANCIAL MISTAKES TO AVOID 
• Running out of cash 
• Unexplained variances 
• Treating the budget as compliance only 
• Reviewing only year-to-date data 
• Not asking wise governance questions 
 
BOTTOM LINE:  Effective financial oversight protects the school’s mission, students, and long-
term viability while keeping the board focused on governance, not operations. 
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Quick Self-Evaluation (Governance Lens) 

Purpose: 
This self-evaluation tool is designed to help boards reflect on how effectively they are fulfilling their 
financial oversight responsibilities—focused on mission alignment, sustainability, and accountability, 
rather than day-to-day management. 

1. Setting Financial Expectations 
☐ Our financial priorities are clearly aligned to the school’s mission and strategic goals. 
☐ We have defined expectations for cash flow, reserves, and financial risk tolerance. 
☐ Financial reports are timely, clear, and aligned to what the Board needs to govern well. 
☐ The approved budget intentionally supports student outcomes. 

Reflection Prompt: Where are our expectations clear—and where might leadership need more 
direction? 

2. Approving Key Financial Decisions 
☐ We thoughtfully review and approve the annual and amended budgets. 
☐ Major contracts and long-term commitments receive appropriate scrutiny. 
☐ Decisions involving debt, loans, or reserves are tied to sustainability. 
☐ Audit results and corrective actions are formally reviewed and accepted. 

Reflection Prompt: Are we confident we understand the long-term implications of the decisions we 
approve? 

3. Monitoring Financial Performance 
☐ We monitor performance against the approved budget—not just year-to-date totals. 
☐ We focus on trends, variances, and forward-looking indicators. 
☐ Key financial risks are identified early and discussed openly. 
☐ We consistently connect financial data to student outcomes. 

Reflection Prompt: What financial trend or indicator deserves more board attention right now? 

4. Holding Leadership Accountable 
☐ We expect timely corrective action when financial concerns arise. 
☐ Financial stewardship is part of leadership evaluation. 
☐ We monitor follow-through without micromanaging operations. 
☐ Compliance issues are tracked through resolution. 

Reflection Prompt: Are we holding leadership accountable for results—or simply receiving reports? 

Bottom Line: 
Effective financial oversight protects the school’s mission, students, and long-term viability while 
keeping the Board focused on governance—not operations. 
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Quick Self-Evaluation (Governance Lens) – Financial Risk Rubric 

 

Purpose: 
This rubric helps boards translate financial self-evaluation into a clear understanding of financial risk 
exposure. It supports governance-level discussion focused on mission alignment, sustainability, and 
accountability—not day-to-day management. 
 
1. Setting Financial Expectations 

Risk Level Descriptors 
Low Risk  Financial priorities are clearly aligned 

to mission and strategic goals. 
 Board has defined expectations for cash 

flow, reserves, and financial risk 
tolerance. 

 Financial reports are timely, clear, and 
decision-ready. 

 Budget intentionally supports student 
outcomes and long-term sustainability. 

Medium Risk  Mission alignment exists but is not 
consistently referenced in financial 
decisions. 

 Reserve or cash-flow expectations are 
informal or inconsistently monitored. 

 Reports are timely but may lack clarity 
or forward-looking insight. 

 Budget supports operations, but links 
to student outcomes are not explicit. 

High Risk  Financial priorities are unclear or 
disconnected from mission and 
strategy. 

 No defined expectations for reserves, 
cash flow, or risk tolerance. 

 Reports are late, unclear, or not aligned 
to governance needs. 

 Budget decisions appear reactive or 
driven by short-term pressures. 
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2. Approving Key Financial Decisions 
Risk Level Descriptors 

Low Risk  Board carefully reviews and approves 
budgets and amendments. 

 Major contracts and long-term 
commitments receive appropriate 
scrutiny. 

 Debt and use of reserves are tied to 
sustainability and strategic priorities 

 Audit findings and corrective actions 
are formally reviewed and accepted. 

Medium Risk  Board approves key decisions but relies 
heavily on summaries. 

 Long-term implications are discussed 
inconsistently. 

 Audit findings are acknowledged, but 
follow-up may be informal or delayed. 

High Risk  Budgets, contracts, or loans are 
approved with limited understanding. 

 Long-term impact is not clearly 
assessed. 

 Audit issues are minimized, deferred, 
or not formally addressed. 

3. Monitoring Financial Performance 
Risk Level Descriptors 

Low Risk  Board monitors performance against 
budget and projections. 

 Trends, variances, and early warning 
indicators are discussed. 

 Financial risks are identified early and 
addressed proactively. 

 Financial data is connected to student 
outcomes. 

Medium Risk  Monitoring focuses primarily on year-
to-date totals. 

 Variances are explained, but trend 
analysis is limited. 

 Risk discussions occur after issues 
begin to surface. 

 Connections to student outcomes are 
occasional. 

High Risk  Board receives reports but does not 
actively analyze them. 

 Variances and trends are not discussed. 
 Financial risks surface late as crises. 
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 Financial data is viewed separately 
from student performance. 

4. Holding Leadership Accountable 
Risk Level Descriptors 

Low Risk  Clear expectations exist for corrective 
action when concerns arise. 

 Financial stewardship is part of 
leadership evaluation. 

 Board monitors follow-through without 
micromanaging. 

 Compliance issues are tracked through 
resolution. 

Medium Risk  Leadership is expected to respond, but 
timelines may be flexible. 

 Financial oversight is implied rather 
than explicit in evaluations. 

 Board may drift into operational detail 
when issues persist. 

High Risk  Financial concerns are noted but not 
acted upon decisively. 

 Leadership accountability for financial 
stewardship is unclear. 

 Board disengages or micromanages. 
 Compliance issues linger unresolved. 
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