
Securing Top-Notch 
School Finance Leaders: 

Strategies that Work

MASC/MASS Joint Conference, November 2024

Agenda

1. Introduction
2. Defining the Role
3. Creating an Attractive Job Description
4. Recruitment Strategies
5. Interviewing and Selection
6. Competitive Compensation Packages
7. Creating a Positive Work Environment
8. Growing the knowledge and skills of new professionals

2

Securing Top-Notch School Finance Leaders: Strategies that Work MASS/MASC November 7, 2024

1



Who we are & what do we know?
Three                       Past Presidents

2012: Matthew J. Gillis, 6 districts, 23 years SBO, 3 years MTRS

2020: Cynthia D. Mahr, 3 districts, 23 years SBO, 8 years Commonwealth of Mass. 
Depts.

2022: Mary Ellen Normen, 5 districts, 27 years SBO, 6 years Town Treasurer/Collector

And… All  Suffolk University  MPA Grads
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Introduction

● Importance of having exceptional financial leadership in school
districts
○ Value added for exceptionally short money

● Impact on strategic resource allocation and student achievement
○ Experience + Awareness = Better Results

● Recommend being honest with yourselves about filling the “you
don’t know what you don’t know” hole in your leadership team
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Defining the Role

● Determining the scope of responsibilities for your district's finance
leader

● Task and function checklist to clarify needed qualifications
○ Special projects or tasks are very likely to be assigned to this person; if so, put it in the

posting.
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Creating an Attractive Job Description

● Crafting a compelling job description to attract top candidates

● Determining the appropriate title based on qualifications (CFO,
Business Official/Administrator, etc.)
○ Negotiating an appropriate title.

● C-Suite Recruitment:  Is your SBO on your Leadership Team
Meetings? Why or why not?

6

Securing Top-Notch School Finance Leaders: Strategies that Work MASS/MASC November 7, 2024

3



Recruitment Strategies

● Leveraging online job boards and professional networks

● Growing your own finance leaders from within the district

● Utilizing search firms/talent acquisition specialists
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Interviewing and Selection

● Application screening to identify top financial management talent

● Sample interview questions to assess core competencies
○ Base Interview Question

○ Additional Questions to Consider

○ Job Responsibility Questions

● Interview Committees:
○ Who is included in the interview committee? 

○ How many interviews? 

○ Have committee members been trained to know the difference between a correct/appropriate response 
and one that appeals to the audience?
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Competitive Compensation Packages

● Structuring salary ranges and benefits to retain valued leaders

● Examples of contract terms (professional development,
evaluations, buyback provisions, etc.)

● Has the SC reviewed and approved the SBO contract in advance of
the posting?

9

Creating a Positive Work Environment

● Fostering a culture that values the finance leader's strategic input

● Providing professional growth opportunities and career pathways

10
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Growing Knowledge and Skills 

● Association of School Business Officials International (ASBO)
○ Annual conference attendance
○ School Finance Officer (SFO) Certification
○ Meritorious Budget Award

● Massachusetts Association of School Business Officials (MASBO)
○ Coaching or Mentoring
○ Regional Roundtables
○ Annual Conference Attendance & Monthly Professional Development Programs
○ Payroll Officer Training Program

11

Questions?

12
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Matt Gillis
Assistant Superintendent for
Finance

Natick Public Schools

matgillis@natickps.org

How to reach us...

Mary Ellen Normen 
School Business Official, (retired)
ASBO Education Committee - Educational 
Enterprise Subcommittee Lead
Instructor/Coach/Consultant
maryellen.normen.sbo@gmail.com
617-356-8012

Cindy Mahr, SFO
Assistant Superintendent for 
Finance & Operations

Wellesley Public Schools

cmahr@wellesleyma.gov

13

Securing Top-Notch School Finance Leaders: Strategies that Work MASS/MASC November 7, 2024

14

Margaret Raymond Driscoll
Executive Director

Massachusetts Association of School Business Officials
mdriscoll@masbo.org  

978-452-7044
https://www.masbo.org/contactus

mailto:matgillis@natickps.org
mailto:maryellen.normen.sbo@gmail.com
mailto:cmahr@wellesleyma.gov
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