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K-12 Education: Evaluating the Costs and Benefits of
Smoky Hill Education Service Center Membership
The Smoky Hill Education Service Center (Smoky Hill) was
established in July 1990 and currently serves 52 member school
districts across 25 counties. Smoky Hill offers a variety of services
to school districts including teacher training, assistance with E-rate
filings, software support, and bulk purchasing. To join Smoky Hill,
members must pay an annual fee that is assessed based on both a
flat and a per-student rate. Although that fee varies based on the
size of the district, Smoky Hill officials told us it is generally less
than $2,000 a year.
The primary benefits of Smoky Hill membership are the discounts
it offers on the various services it provides. Non-member districts
can also use Smoky Hill services such as staff training or software
support, but they pay full price. Similarly, member districts are
able to make bulk purchases through Smoky Hill’s vendor for no
additional fee, whereas non-members must pay a 2%
administrative fee for any purchases they make.
Legislators have expressed concern that member school districts
are not receiving enough benefits from Smoky Hill membership to
justify the costs.
This performance audit answers the following question:
1. Do the financial benefits of Smoky Hill Education Service
Center membership outweigh the costs?
A copy of the scope statement for this audit approved by the
Legislative Post Audit Committee is included in Appendix A on
page 12.
To answer the question, we interviewed Smoky Hill staff, collected
data on the services school districts purchased, and performed
internet searches to gather information on the prices of certain
technology equipment districts had purchased through Smoky Hill
vendors. We also gathered information related to how much
districts paid in membership fees in the 2014-15 school year.
We did not perform any work on internal controls because such
work was not necessary to answer the audit question.
We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally
accepted government auditing standards. Those standards require
that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and
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conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe the
evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions based on our audit objectives.
Our findings begin on page 3.
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Question 1: Do the Financial Benefits of Smoky Hill Education Service
Center Membership Outweigh the Costs?
The Smoky Hill Education Service Center is one of seven education
service centers in Kansas that offer support services to school
districts (p. 3). For a sample of districts we reviewed, the cost of
membership in Smoky Hill was greater than the financial benefit,
primarily because districts did not purchase large enough
quantities of discounted items to offset the costs (p. 5).
Additionally, the results of our comparison of Smoky Hill’s prices
for certain technology items to prices from other vendors had
mixed results, though Smoky Hill’s prices were lower for many
items (p. 9).

Smoky Hill is One of
Seven Education
Service Centers in
Kansas that Offer
Support Services to
School Districts

Education service centers provide a variety of services to
school districts that would be difficult or more expensive for
districts to provide independently. For example, it is often more
cost effective for a service center to provide training to several
districts at one time rather than for each district to create and
deliver training to its own staff. To achieve this greater efficiency,
multiple school districts agree to form a service center that will
provide certain services to all of its members (and in many
circumstances to non-member districts as well).
School districts can join any of the state’s seven service centers on
a voluntary basis and may utilize multiple service centers for
different purposes. The state’s service centers are spread
throughout the state and include:








Education Services and Staff Development Association of Central
Kansas (ESSDACK) - Hutchinson
Northeast Kansas Education Service Center (Keystone) - Ozawkie
Northwest Kansas Educational Service Center (NKESC) - Oakley
Smoky Hill/Central Kansas Education Service Center (Smoky Hill) Salina
South Central Kansas Education Service Center (SCKESC) Clearwater
Southeast Kansas Education Service Center (Greenbush) - Girard
Southwest Plains Regional Service Center (SPRSC) - Sublette

Service centers are somewhat similar to special education
interlocals and cooperatives. Like service centers, these
organizations are also formed by groups of school districts.
However, unlike service centers, special education interlocals and
cooperatives are typically limited to special education services. By
contrast, service centers typically offer a variety of services which
may include special education services.
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Any district in the state (as well as private schools) can become
a member of Smoky Hill service center. Smoky Hill has two
categories of members:


Charter members sign an interlocal agreement that grants them
membership to Smoky Hill for five years. Further, representatives
from those districts form a board that approves the budget and
makes other decisions governing the service center. Smoky Hill
currently has 38 charter members.



Associate members join on a year-to-year basis and do not
contribute to the governance of the service center. Smoky Hill
currently has 14 associate members.

Non-member districts can also utilize most of Smoky Hill’s
services although those districts do not receive discounted prices.
In the 2014-15 school year 47 non-member public school districts
utilized Smoky Hill’s services.
Smoky Hill provides services to school districts such as
training, information technology support, and curriculum
access. Officials at Smoky Hill told us they try to offer any service
they can feasibly provide that a district requests. Although Smoky
Hill offers a wide variety of services, those services generally fall
into one of several categories, including:


Providing access to a variety of different types of curriculum
including Rosetta Stone (foreign language) and driver’s education.



Information technology assistance on either a long-term or shortterm basis. Smoky Hill will also file a district’s E-Rate paperwork (ERate is a federal program that reimburses school districts for certain
information technology related expenditures).



Training in a variety of areas including teacher mentoring, literacy,
writing, and technology.



Access to the virtual school and to the alternative learning program
that Smoky Hill operates.



Access to the several bulk purchasing contracts Smoky Hill
coordinates.

Smoky Hill members pay annual membership fees in exchange
for pricing discounts and other benefits. The primary factor that
determines a district’s membership fees is its headcount
enrollment, though other factors are also considered. For example,
the fees for associate members are also based on the number of
teachers the district employs (in addition to headcount enrollment).
Membership fees give both charter and associate members access
to price discounts, although charter members receive the best
discounts. For example, a full-day training workshop is $500 for a
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charter member, $600 for an associate member, and $750 for a
non-member district.
Membership fees make up a small share of Smoky Hill’s total
revenues. Figure 1-1 summarizes these revenues by source. As
the figure shows, Smoky Hill had revenues of about $3.5 million in
2014-15, with only about 4% ($142,000) coming from membership
fees paid by school districts.
Figure 1-1
Smoky Hill Education Service Center Revenues by Source
(2014-15 School Year)
$138,000
(4%)

Business Partnerships
Contracted Services (a)
$1.8 million
(52%)

Membership Fees

$1.4 million
(40%)

Payment for Service (b)

Total = $3.5 million
$142,000
(4%)

(a) These services include the educational services provided to the students at Lawrence Gardner High School at
the Kansas Juvenile Correctional Center and the services provided to students at a psychiatric residential
treatment facility in Salina.
(b) This category represents the amount school districts paid to Smoky Hill for services such as training,
information technology assistance, and use of the center's virtual school. It also includes about $3,000 in fees nonmember districts paid to access Smoky Hill's purchasing contracts.
Source: Smoky Hill Education Service Center (audited)

For a Sample of
Districts We Reviewed,
the Cost of Membership
in the Smoky Hill
Education Service
Center Was Greater
Than the Financial
Benefit

We compared the cost of membership to the discounts districts
received because of that membership for 10 school districts.
To determine whether the benefits of Smoky Hill membership
outweighed the cost, we took several steps:


We selected 10 school districts (out of 99 total districts) that
purchased services from Smoky Hill in the 2014-15 school year.
Although we chose the districts to achieve a generally representative
mix of services purchased, district sizes, and membership types the
results are not projectable. Moreover, we chose both member and
non-member districts because we thought that non-member districts
might have had a different purchasing pattern than member districts.
As such, we wanted to avoid evaluating only one type of district.
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We then calculated the financial benefit of membership for each
district. For the five member districts, we determined how much the
district paid for the services it purchased and how much it would
have paid if it had not been a member. For the five non-member
districts, we determined how much it paid for services and how much
it would have paid if it had been a member. Further, we reviewed,
on average, 97% of the services each district purchased from Smoky
Hill.



Next, we identified or estimated the cost of membership for each of
the 10 districts. For those districts that were members, we
determined what they actually paid in membership fees in 2014-15.
For the non-member districts in our selection, we estimated what
they would have paid to be an associate member based on Smoky
Hill’s membership-fee formula.



Last, we compared the financial benefits of membership to the cost
of membership. When a district achieved, or would have achieved,
more savings through discounted services than it paid in
membership fees, we determined that the financial benefits of
membership outweighed the cost. Conversely, if the district spent
more on membership fees than it received in discounts, we
determined the financial benefits of membership did not outweigh the
costs.

Our analysis only considered the financial aspects of membership
in Smoky Hill. Other non-financial factors such as the convenience
or service quality, were not included.
The membership fees for four of the five member districts we
reviewed were greater than the financial benefits. For example,
the Salina school district paid about $12,200 in membership fees
and purchased about $368,300 in services from Smoky Hill in the
2014-15 school year. Had Salina not been a member, we estimated
it would have spent about $369,400 on those same services (about
$1,100 more). This means the district spent $12,200 in
membership fees but received only $1,100 of savings. As such, we
concluded that the cost of membership was greater than the
financial benefits this district received.
Figure 1-2, on page 7, shows the membership fee and amount of
savings each district in our selection received (or would have
received) because of membership. As the figure shows, the cost of
membership was greater than the financial benefits of membership
for four member districts we reviewed. Those four districts spent a
median of $2,000 on membership fees, but only received a median
of $1,000 in savings as a result of their membership.
For Chapman, the amount the district saved was greater than the
cost of membership by more than $4,000. Chapman achieved
these savings largely because it participated in a Smoky Hill
program that provides an unlimited amount of certain types of
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training for a flat fee of $1,000 per year. Because the district
utilized a large number of these trainings, the savings the district
received exceeded the amount of their membership fees.
Figure 1-2
Comparison of Membership Fees and Membership Savings for
Selected Member and Non-Member Districts
Member Districts
$14,000
Membership Fee

$12,000

Savings

$10,000
$8,000
$6,000
$4,000
$2,000
$0
Chapman

Pawnee Heights

Membership Fee
(2014-15)

District

Salina

Southern Cloud

Savings Because of
Membership

WaKeeney
% of District
Expenditures
Analyzed
89%

Difference

Chapman

$4,789

$9,134

Pawnee Heights

$1,833

$752

($1,081)

$12,156

$1,087

($11,069)

99%

$2,162
$996

$1,840
$912

($322)
($83)

100%
98%

Salina
Southern Cloud
WaKeeney

$4,345

100%

Non-Member Districts
$14,000
Membership Fee

$12,000

Savings
$10,000
$8,000
$6,000
$4,000
$2,000
$0
Brewster

Durham-Hillsboro

Erie

Goddard

Norton

$678

Potential Savings if
District Had Been a
Member
$347

Durham-Hillsboro

$1,181

$6

Erie

$1,187

$1,498

Goddard

$5,368

$450

($4,918)

100%

Norton

$1,404

$327

($1,077)

87%

District (a)
Brewster

Estimated
Membership Fee

Difference
($331)
($1,175)
$311

% of District
Expenditures
Analyzed
100%
100%
100%

(a) Because these districts are not Smoky Hill members, we estimated their membership fees based on a formula provided by Smoky Hill
officials. Further, the savings are based on the discounts the district would have received if it had been an associate member of the service
center.
Source: LPA analysis of data provided by Smoky Hill Education Service Center officials.
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In total, if the four member districts we reviewed had not
purchased memberships in Smoky Hill they would have saved
a net amount of about $12,600 (88% of this would have been saved
by Salina). Although these savings are small, they may not be
completely inconsequential, especially for small school districts.
Similarly, the potential membership fees for four of the five
non-member districts we reviewed were also greater than the
potential financial benefits. As Figure 1-2 shows, the cost of
membership would have been greater than the financial benefits of
membership for four of the five non-member districts we reviewed.
Those four districts would have spent a median of $1,300 to
become members but would have only received a median of about
$350 in savings as a result of that membership.
Last, the cost of membership was less than the financial benefits of
members for one district we reviewed. Erie would have spent
about $1,200 on membership fees but would have received almost
$1,500 in savings had it been a member.
Membership fees did not appear to be cost effective for the
districts we reviewed because they did not purchase enough
discounted items. Like most purchasing cooperatives, an
organization pays a fee to join but receives discounts in exchange.
The organization must then purchase discounted goods and
services in a sufficient volume to offset the membership fee. We
found that the discounts did not offset the cost of membership for
two reasons:


About three-quarters of the districts’ expenditures were for
items that were not discounted. Across all of the selected districts’
expenditures, 78% of the expenditures those districts made did not
confer any type of discount based on membership. For example, the
cost to access the virtual school that Smoky Hill operates is the
same for both member and non-member districts. Because both
members and non-members can access many services for the same
price, the value of the discounts are diminished.



Districts did not purchase services or items in quantities large
enough to offset the cost of membership. For example, the
Pawnee Heights school district spent about $4,300 on services from
Smoky Hill and received about $800 in discounts. In order to offset
its $1,800 membership fee it would have had to spend about
$12,300. However, most districts do not utilize the service center
enough to offset the cost of their membership fees.

Because the membership fees are a very small part of the districts’
overall budgets, they may not perform a cost benefit analysis to
determine if benefits outweigh the costs. For example, although
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Salina spent about $12,000 on membership fees in 2014-15, this
represents only a fraction of the district’s total expenditures which
were a little more than $114 million. Additionally, some districts
may prioritize non-financial concerns above the financial,
especially considering the relatively small amount districts pay for
membership. For example, a Salina district official told us they
continue to pay for membership because the district was a
founding member of Smoky Hill and because they have
established a good working relationship with it.

The Results of Our
Comparison of Smoky
Hill’s Vendor Prices to
Other Vendors for
Certain Technology
Purchases Had Mixed
Results

In addition to our analysis of membership fees, we wanted to
compare Smoky Hill’s services to market rates. However, we were
only able to evaluate prices for technology items. That is because
technology items are sold by a large number of private sector
vendors and because they include numerous technical
specifications that facilitate accurate comparisons. By contrast,
comparing services such as staff training can be more difficult
because it is not always obvious whether the training is comparable
(in terms of either content or quality) across multiple vendors.
We compared the prices Smoky Hill’s vendors offered for 18
technology-related products to the prices we could find online
through other vendors. Smoky Hill coordinates several bulk
purchasing contracts that districts can utilize to purchase a variety
of items such as office supplies, athletic supplies, and computers.
Member districts can use this service at no additional charge but
non-member districts must pay a 2% administrative fee to access
those contracts. We chose the technology products that districts
bought most often and the products districts spent the most on such
as computers, monitors, and projectors. We then compared the
best prices we found online to the prices Smoky Hill’s vendors
offered. Our comparison took into account shipping charges.
These results are summarized in Figure 1-3 on page 10.
Smoky Hill had lower prices than other vendors for a little
more than half of the technology items we reviewed. Our
comparison of Smoky Hill prices to other vendors showed that:


For 10 of the 18 (56%) items we reviewed, the prices offered
through Smoky Hill’s vendors were less than the best prices we
could find through other vendors. For those 10 items, other
vendors’ prices were, on average, 16% more than Smoky Hills’
prices. Figure 1-3 shows the prices Smoky Hill vendors offered and
the prices we were able to find through an internet search. As the
figure shows, a wireless access point costs $800 through one of
Smoky Hill’s vendors, but $985 was the best price we found online.
Further, for these items, Smoky Hill’s prices were still lower than
other vendors even after considering the 2% administrative fee nonmembers pay.
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For 5 of the 18 (28%) items we reviewed, the prices offered
through Smoky Hill’s vendors were more than the best prices
we found through other vendors. For the five items that had
better prices through other vendors, their prices were, on average,
21% less than Smoky Hill’s prices. As the figure shows, a Lenovo
desktop computer cost $600 through Smoky Hill’s vendor but we
found it online for only $460.



For 3 of the 18 (17%) items we reviewed, the prices offered
through Smoky Hill’s vendors were similar to the prices we
found through other vendors. For those three items, the prices we
found through other vendors were within 5% of Smoky Hill’s vendor
prices.

Figure 1-3
Price Comparison of Smoky Hill Prices and Other Vendors

Item

Total $ Districts
Spent
(2014-15)

Smoky Hill
Price
(Per Unit)

Other Vendor Price
(Per Unit)

% More/Less
Than Other
Vendor Prices

Vendor with
Best Price

Smoky Hill's Prices Were Less

$5,824

$208

$229

(9%)

Headphones

$598

$10

$11

(9%)

iPad Charging Cable

$947

$16

$17

(7%)

$3,384
$14,999

$94
$100

$100
$106

(6%)
(6%)

Smoky Hill
Smoky Hill
Smoky Hill
Smoky Hill
Smoky Hill
Smoky Hill
Smoky Hill
Smoky Hill
Smoky Hill
Smoky Hill

$4,843

$837

$859

(3%)

Smoky Hill

$17,080

$244
$1,457

$240
$1,387

Sears
2%
5% Network Camera
Jet
Triplenet
CDW
31%
Blinq
36%
63% BecTech Global

LCD Projector

$4,896

$612

$849

(28%)

Internet Security License

$4,088

$9

$12

(21%)

Wireless Access Point

$4,800

$800

$985

(19%)

iPad Protective Case

$1,745

$32

$39

(16%)

Acer Chromebook Laptop (4 GB)

$5,809

$244

$278

(12%)

Surveillance Camera

License for Camera Software
Computer Monitor
Smoky Hill's Prices Were Similar
Projector
Acer Chromebook Laptop (2 GB)
Network Camera

$5,828

Smoky Hill's Prices Were More
Headphones

$1,496

$8

$7

Keyboard for iPad

$2,074

$48

$44

Lenovo Desktop Computer

$4,800

$600

$458

HP Flash Drive
48 Port Internet Switch

$1,745
$8,459

$44
$2,820

$32
$1,735

8%

10%

(a) Prices for technology equipment can fluctuate over short periods of time. The prices in this table reflect the prices we found at the time of our search in
November 2015.
Source: Data provided by Smoky Hill officials (audited) and Internet searches by LPA.
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Conclusion and Recommendations
Conclusion

For the districts we examined, membership fees in the Smoky Hill
Education Service Center did not appear to be cost effective. This
was because districts typically did not buy the types of services
that offered a discount in enough quantities to offset the cost of
membership. Member districts should consider whether they can
increase their purchasing through the service center to make the
membership fee more cost effective. If the district cannot, it
should consider whether continuing its membership in the service
center is in the best interest of the district.
Finally, these findings should not be viewed as an assessment of
the quality of services delivered by the Smoky Hill Education
Service Center. That assessment is beyond the scope of this audit.
As a result, if districts are pleased with the quality of the services
they receive, nothing in this audit would indicate they should not
continue to use the service center for those services.

Recommendations for
District Action

1. The four member districts we reviewed that paid more in
membership fees than they received in savings should
evaluate whether continued membership in the service center
is cost effective.
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APPENDIX A
Scope Statement
This appendix contains the scope statement approved by the Legislative Post Audit Committee
for this audit on April 28, 2015. The audit was requested by Senator Tom Arpke.
K-12 Education: Evaluating the Costs and Benefits of Smoky Hill
Education Service Center Membership
The Smoky Hill Education Service Center (SHESC) was established in July 1990 and
currently serves 65 school districts across 25 counties. SHESC offers a variety of services to
school districts including teacher training, assistance with E-rate filings, software support, and
bulk purchasing. To join the SHESC, members must pay an annual fee that is assessed based on
both a flat and a per-student rate. Although that fee varies based on the size of the district,
SHESC officials told us it is generally less than $2,000 a year.
The primary benefit of SHESC membership is discounts on the various services SHESC
provides. Non-member districts can also use SHESC services such as staff training or software
support, but they pay full price. Similarly, member districts are able to make bulk purchases
through SHESC vendor contracts for free, whereas non-members must pay a 2% administrative
fee.
Legislators have expressed concern that member school districts are not receiving enough
benefits from SHESC membership to justify the costs.
A performance audit in this area would address the following question:
1.

Do the benefits of Smoky Hill Education Service Center membership outweigh the
costs? To answer this question, we would work with SHESC staff to inventory the
services they provide and how much those services cost for both member and
nonmember school districts. We would also collect information from several SHESC
member districts to determine which SHESC services they have used in the past several
years and how often. Based on that information, we would determine whether SHESC
membership costs were adequately offset by discounts in service prices for those districts.
In addition, we would compare bulk purchase prices for a sample of items included in
SHESC vendor contracts to determine whether they are lower than the retail price and
whether they cover the administrative fee waived for SHESC members. We would
perform additional work in this area as necessary.

Estimated Resources: 1 LPA staff
Estimated Time: 6 weeks (a)
(a) From the audit start date to our best estimate of when it would be ready for the committee.
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APPENDIX B
Agency Response
On December 11, 2015 we provided copies of the draft audit report to the Smoky Hill Education
Service Center. Its response is included as this Appendix.
Smoky Hill officials disagreed with our finding that the membership fees for the districts we
reviewed were greater than the benefits they received. Officials contend that our definition of
financial benefit was too narrow and that our analysis had not included a variety of services that
Smoky Hill provides to school districts. Some of the services they mentioned included crisis
plan assistance, counseling services after crisis situations, answers to difficult questions,
clarification on federal or state guidelines and mandates, technology planning, and principal
forums.
We considered this information but determined our finding remains accurate for the following
reasons:


Most of the services offered by Smoky Hill are available to both member and nonmember districts. Consequently, even though the services Smoky Hill listed in its response
may provide value to school districts, they often do not represent a unique benefit to only
member districts (i.e. they are available to all districts).



Our audit question specifically focused on comparing the benefits of member and nonmember districts in Smoky Hill. In their response, Smoky Hill officials noted that their
$500 per-day price for teacher evaluation training was significantly lower than their estimate
of $2,000 to $3,500 for similar training through an out-of-state company. We recognize that
this could be the case. However, the main objective of our audit was to determine if the
benefits of membership outweighed the costs. As such, the proper comparison is between the
cost of services to member and non-member districts rather than a comparison between
Smoky Hill and other alternatives.
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