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School Payroll & Pensions Guide – September 2026
Purpose
Payroll is one of the most significant areas of financial expenditure in a school and requires robust oversight. This guide sets out the respective responsibilities of the Headteacher and School Business Manager (SBM), key payroll controls, common errors, and a practical monthly review checklist.
The aim is to ensure that employees are paid correctly, contractual entitlements are honoured, public funds are safeguarded, and schools can demonstrate appropriate financial governance and audit compliance.
At the end of the guide is a checklist for use in school.
Roles and Responsibilities
School Business Manager responsibilities
The School Business Manager is responsible for the operational administration of payroll and must:
· Have documented contractual arrangements in place for the provision of a payroll service by qualified, experienced professionals with robust systems and processes in place to safeguard against risk.
· Comply with separation of duties where required in the process and particularly in relation to your pay or that of any family or friends in school.
· Maintain accurate employee records.
· Ensure payroll records match contracts, offer letters and contractual amendments.
· Process starters, leavers and contract changes promptly.
· Ensure pensions forms are completed by new starters and sent to the Pensions Team at Nottm City.
· Verify working hours and working weeks.
· Check all payroll reports before submission.
· Maintain annual leave records for all-year-round and weeks worked for term time plus employees.
· Monitor occupational sick pay entitlements.
· Identify anomalies, discrepancies and unusual payments.
· Recovering overpayments in line with the pay policy.
· Escalate concerns to the Headteacher before payroll approval.
The SBM must not:
· Authorise changes without supporting documentation.
· Apply discretionary amendments to contractual entitlement e.g. sick, maternity pay entitlement.
· Submit payroll knowing the weeks have not been worked or entitlement isn’t contractual.
· Assume payroll records are correct without verifying them against contractual documentation.
· Submit payroll without specific Headteacher approval.
Headteacher responsibilities
The Headteacher retains overall accountability for payroll expenditure within the school and are responsible for ensuring adequate controls and expertise is in place.
Before approving payroll, the Headteacher should satisfy themselves that:
· They have informed the SBM in written form of any decisions made that affect pay.
· Pay reflects contractual entitlement.
· Employees are being paid for hours and weeks actually worked.
· Appropriate checks have been undertaken.
· Any anomalies have been investigated.
· Payroll represents proper and appropriate use of public funds.
The Headteacher's signature confirms that they have:
· Reviewed the payroll information.
· Considered any significant changes or exceptions.
· Ensured the SBM is aware of any decisions affecting pay.
· Challenged any unusual payments.
· Assured themselves that the payroll is accurate.
Payroll approval should not be viewed as a routine administrative task. It is an important governance and financial control.
Key Payroll Principles
1. The contract is king
Payroll should always reflect the employee's contractual entitlement.
The following should match:
· Contract of employment.
· Offer letter.
· Payroll record.
· Actual working arrangements – hours, weeks and level of duties.
Any discrepancy should be investigated before payroll approval.
Increments and pay awards
These are contractual entitlements and schools should not assume payroll do this automatically. If you use a bureau service, they only action instructions you send. You need processes in place so:
1. Increments within the main pay scale for teachers and leadership bands for SLT are applied on 1 September every year.
2. Progression from the main scale to UPS is considered and approved by governors before processing and backdating to 1 September.
3. Progression within UPS to UPS 2 and 3 is applied with a timescale of “at least one year”. If your school does this every two years and that timescale is your determination of “sustained” you must ensure your pay policy says that and governors approve. These progressions happen unless concerns have been raised and progressing pay is confirming that the teacher is making a substantial contribution that is sustained.
4. Support staff increments are processed via payroll each April (or the appropriate month for mid year starters).
Pay awards for Teachers and Support Staff are agreed nationally and often are delayed due to industrial action or ballots. When these are agreed the LA HR Team will update the pay policies and communicate to all maintained schools when the backdating needs to be paid. This is so all school based employees receive the award at the same time.
2. Staff must work what they are paid for
Employees should:
· Work the hours they are contracted to work.
· Work the weeks they are contracted to work.
· Perform the duties they are contracted to perform.
Informal arrangements should never override contractual provisions.
If working patterns change, contracts and payroll records must be amended formally.
3. Term-Time staff must have the correct paid weeks calculation
Most support staff are employed on a term-time or part-year basis.
Schools must ensure that:
· The paid weeks calculation is used. See tools by clicking the links below.
Paid Weeks table
Paid Weeks calculator
Formulas
· Working weeks and paid weeks are correctly recorded.
· Staff are not inadvertently established as all-year employees.
· A robust system is in place for tracking and actioning increased annual leave entitlement and recalculating paid weeks accordingly.
4. Sick Pay entitlement is fixed
Contractual occupational sick pay must be applied consistently and in line with the contractual entitlement.
There should be:
· No discretionary enhancements.
· No local exceptions.
· No informal agreements extending entitlement.
Where entitlement is unclear, HR advice should be sought before payroll is processed.
If your payroll provider calculates when employees reduce to half and no pay you must:
· Ensure that the continuous start date the provider has is accurate
· Send accurate sickness data to the payroll provider and ensure that you know of any sickness absence in school, whether cover is required or not.
Failing to do this can result in overpayments.
If the payroll provider calculates when pay reduces you must have processes in place for notifying employees in writing in advance of the reduction. A reduction in pay can have significant impact on employees and giving notice that a pay reduction is approaching is essential and should form part of welfare calls during absence, 
5. Leave must be recorded
All-year-round employees must have:
· A leave card.
· Annual leave records.
· Appropriate monitoring of leave balances.
Term time plus employees must record the weeks worked outside term time amounting to their contractual expectation.
Employees should either be:
· At work,
· On approved annual leave,
· On self-certificated sickness absence or have a FIT Note from the GP, or
· On another authorised absence.
6. Overpayments must be recovered
If you identify an overpayment, you must correct it straight away and advise the employee.
The pay policy specifies that in the spirit of proper use of public funds, most overpayments must be recovered. The only exception would be if the employee could not have reasonably known they had been overpaid and this is very rare. Unless advice is sought from HR and that confirms that correction without recovery is the appropriate action to take, overpayments must be addressed immediately and recovered. 
If hardship is cited a reasonable repayment plan is normally the same period the overpayment occurred and any agreed repayment plan must be signed as accepted including that on termination any outstanding amount will be deducted from final pay.
Key Pensions Principles
Support staff
There are key forms for pensions that new employees must complete and not doing so can disadvantage them financially. As part of the onboarding process in schools SBMs must ensure that:
· LGPS Brief Scheme Guide 2024 is sent to all support staff before they start or on day 1.
· Death Grant Nomination Form [LINK HERE] to be completed by the member of staff and returned to you.
· LGPen form [LINK HERE]  to be completed by the member of staff and returned to you. Section D of this form maybe completed by your payroll provider, however if there are salary and weeks you can include before that it would help to ensure the employee joins the scheme quicker.
· You send the two completed forms to Pensions at Nottingham City Council in the usual way.
It is important that you do this prior to or soon after employment starts as LGPS members have 12 months from the date they join the scheme to request a transfer of previous pension benefits and after that they lose that right.
Common payroll errors
The following issues are frequently identified during payroll reviews and audits:
Contracts and pay
· Incorrect grade or spinal column point.
· Payroll record differs from offer letter.
· Contract changes not processed.
· Temporary allowances continuing indefinitely.
· Wrong hours or weeks entered at appointment.
Support Staff working weeks
· Teaching assistants paid as 52-week employees.
· Incorrect paid weeks calculation. This must be based on annual leave for their service length.
· Midday supervisors paid for more weeks than worked. Do they work all inset days or only 38 weeks for example.
· Payroll not updated following working pattern changes.
Attendance and working time
· Employees regularly working fewer hours than contracted.
· Staff not working all contracted weeks. Even if more hours are worked in term time, the number of contracted weeks must be worked unless leave is approved based on entitlement.
· Informal reductions in hours. Unless a phased return up to four weeks, hours not worked should not be paid.
· Additional hours paid without approval.
Annual Leave
· No leave cards maintained.
· Leave taken but not recorded.
· Excessive leave accumulation and wellbeing issues if leave not taken.
· Staff absent without leave records.
Sick Pay
· Full pay continuing beyond entitlement.
· Incorrect service calculations.
· Previous sickness absence omitted from calculations.
· Local arrangements overriding contractual provisions.
Payroll & Pensions Administration
· Leavers remaining on payroll.
· Duplicate employee records.
· Incorrect start dates.
· Unauthorised additional payments.
· Payroll reports approved without review.
· Nomination form for next of kin not completed and this can impact on pay outs on death.
· Support staff not being given the opportunity to transfer previous membership due to delays in them having the correct form.
Monthly Payroll Review Checklist
Employee pay
□ Pay matches contract and offer letter.
□ Salary grade and SCP are correct.
□ Contracted hours are correct.
□ Contracted weeks are correct.
□ Any payroll change has supporting documentation.
□ Temporary payments remain valid and authorised.
Support Staff paid weeks
□ The paid weeks calculation has been checked.
□ Term-time staff are not incorrectly established as all-year employees.
□ Working weeks and paid weeks are correct.
□ New starters have been independently checked and not added before safer recruitment checks all complete.
Working hours and attendance
□ Employees are working the weeks they are paid to work.
□ Employees are working at least their contractual hours.
□ Any reduction in hours is formally documented.
□ Overtime and additional hours are authorised.
Annual Leave
□ All-year employees have a leave card or electronic leave record.
□ Leave balances have been reviewed.
□ Leave taken has been recorded and is monitored from a wellbeing perspective.
□ Staff are either working or on approved leave/absence.
Sickness Absence
□ Occupational sick pay entitlement has been checked. 
□ All sickness absence data sent to payroll provider if they calculate pay entitlement. 
□ Full-pay entitlement is correct.
□ Half-pay entitlement is correct.
□ Previous sickness absence has been considered.
□ No discretionary enhancements have been applied.
Starters, leavers and contract changes
□ New starters have completed documentation, and all KCSiE checks comply.
□ Leavers have been removed correctly.
□ Contract variations have been processed with accurate end date if temporary.
□ Acting-up allowances have end dates.
□ Casual and overtime claims have been verified.
Payroll Variances
□ Current payroll has been compared with the previous month.
□ Significant changes have been investigated.
□ Additional payments have supporting evidence.
□ Any unusual payments have been explained.
Headteacher Approval
□ Assured of skills, experience and processes in place.
□ Payroll report reviewed.
□ Any anomalies discussed with the SBM.
□ Supporting evidence available if required.
□ Payroll approval form physically signed.
□ Approval retained for audit purposes.
Final Assurance Question
Before signing payroll, the Headteacher should be able to answer "Yes" to the following question:
Am I satisfied that employees are being paid only what they are contractually entitled to receive, for the hours and weeks they are contracted to work, and that appropriate checks have been completed to verify the accuracy of this payroll submission?
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