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Dear Chancellor Goldstein and President Keizs: 
 

Pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as set forth in Article V, Section 1, of the State 
Constitution and Article II, Section 8, of the State Finance Law, we audited selected financial 
management practices used by York College of the City University of New York.  Our audit covered 
the period January 1, 2003 through December 31, 2005.  

 
A. Background  

 
The City University of New York’s (CUNY’s) York College (College) is located in the 

borough of Queens in New York City.  Founded in 1966, it is one of the eleven senior colleges in the 
CUNY system.  The College provides a broad baccalaureate curriculum with emphasis on the liberal 
arts and sciences, business, health, and cooperative education, and it confers bachelors’ degrees in 
more than 40 majors.  As of the Fall 2004 term, the College had 5,743 students, of which 3,686 
students were full-time.  The College has an annual budget of about $32 million and employs about 
160 full-time faculty members.  
 
B. Audit Scope, Objective and Methodology  
 

We audited selected financial management practices at the College for the period January 1, 
2003 through December 31, 2005.  The objective of our performance audit was to determine whether 
the College has effective internal controls over selected financial management practices.  To 
accomplish this objective, we interviewed employees in the College’s Bursar, Payroll, Personnel, 
Business and Registrar Offices.  In addition, we tested selected controls and transactions.  We also 
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reviewed data from Student Information Management System, the State Payroll System, and other 
College files.  We also reviewed the College’s compliance with the Tuition and Fee Manual (CUNY 
Manual) and the New York State Accounting System User Procedure Manual (NYS Manual). 

  
We conducted our audit in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 

standards.  Such standards require that we plan and perform our audit to adequately assess those 
operations of the College that are included in our audit scope.  These standards also require that we 
understand the College’s internal control structure and its compliance with those laws, rules and 
regulations that are relevant to the College’s operations included in our audit scope.  An audit 
includes examining, on a test basis, evidence supporting transactions recorded in the accounting and 
operating records and applying such other auditing procedures as we consider necessary in the 
circumstances.  An audit also includes assessing the estimates, judgments and decisions made by 
management.  We believe that our audit provides a reasonable basis for our findings, conclusions 
and recommendations. 

 
In addition to being the State Auditor, the Comptroller performs certain other constitutionally 

and statutorily mandated duties as the chief fiscal officer of New York State, several of which are 
performed by the Comptroller’s Division of State Services.  These include operating the State’s 
accounting system; preparing the State’s financial statements; and approving State contracts, 
refunds, and other payments.  In addition, the Comptroller appoints members to certain boards, 
commissions and public authorities, some of whom have minority voting rights.  These duties may 
be considered management functions for purposes of evaluating organizational independence under 
generally accepted government auditing standards.  In our opinion, these management functions do 
not affect our ability to conduct independent audits of program performance. 

  
C. Results of Audit 

 
We determined that the College’s internal controls over most of the financial management 

functions we reviewed were generally adequate.  However, we also determined that the College 
should strengthen controls over certain functions.  Specifically, College officials should take actions 
to improve controls over: 

 
• certain payroll-related practices, including those pertaining to overtime payments and 
 unclaimed paychecks;  
• employees access to the Student Information Management System; and  
• unclaimed student refunds. 
  
1. Overtime and Other Payroll-Related Functions 

 
Our review of the College’s internal controls over its payroll function disclosed a number of 

weaknesses.  Specifically, we determined that documentation supporting overtime payments, 
including the formal pre-approval of overtime, was often lacking.  In addition, the College 
sometimes did not adhere to requirements pertaining to unclaimed paychecks.  Also, the College left 
certain former employees active on the State payroll system for more than a year. 
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a. Approvals and Documentation of Overtime  

  
Overtime at the College is worked primarily by employees of the Buildings and Grounds 

Department and the Security Department.  The College paid overtime wages totaling $324,775 to 92 
employees and $338,708 to 86 employees, respectively, during the 2003 and 2004 calendar years.  
According to the NYS Manual, the College should maintain adequate time and attendance records to 
support payroll activities, including those pertaining to overtime payments.  Non-emergency 
overtime should be approved in advance, and overtime wages should be paid to employees timely.  
In addition, proper time and attendance procedures should always be followed.  The College’s 
Personnel Department reviews pertinent documents to process overtime payments, and the Payroll 
Department enters the overtime information (approved by the Personnel Department) onto the 
State’s payroll system. 

  
We identified the 25 employees who earned the most overtime pay during each of the 2003 

and 2004 calendar years.  Because 16 employees were among the largest overtime earners in both 
years, we reviewed overtime payments for a total of 34 employees.  All of these employees worked 
in the College’s Security Department or Buildings and Grounds Department.  For each of the 34 
employees, we reviewed their larger overtime payments.  This represented 221 overtime payments 
totaling $125,553 for 4,070 hours of overtime work.  The College requires supervisory staff to 
prepare a Request for Overtime Coverage (Request) to approve overtime in writing prior to an 
employee working it, unless an emergency occurs.  However, we determined that officials generally 
did not prepare the Requests.  For the 221 overtime payments we reviewed, the College had 
Requests for only 5 of the payments.  Furthermore, none of these five Requests were approved in 
advance of the employees working the overtime. 

  
The records used by the College to account for overtime hours worked include timecards (or 

timesheets) and the Request for Approval of Paid Overtime (Approval).  After overtime is worked, 
the College requires an employee’s supervisor to prepare an Approval.  The Approval and the 
corresponding timecard are then submitted to the payroll unit to determine the amount of overtime 
pay due to the employee and to generate the corresponding overtime payment.  However, College 
officials provided us with none of the Approvals and only a few of the timecards to support the 
$64,118 in overtime payments we reviewed for 2003.  We also requested the Approvals and 
timecards for the $61,415 in overtime payments we reviewed for 2004.  However, officials had time 
cards and Approvals for only $13,321 (21.7 percent) of the overtime payments tested.  Without the 
required supporting documentation, we could not verify the propriety of most of the overtime 
payments we reviewed for 2003 and 2004.  College officials believe that the Requests, Approvals, 
and timecards were prepared as required; however, appropriate actions were not taken to retain these 
records on file.  Further, when documentation was available, we determined that none of the 
corresponding overtime pertained to emergencies.  Consequently, we believe that officials should 
have obtained formal pre-approval of overtime on a routine basis.  

 
We also identified 30 instances in which the employees’ time records did not properly 

account for the overtime hours for which they were paid.  Employees in the Security and Buildings 
and Grounds Departments work hours that might vary from week to week.  Further, these employees 
are required to account for all of the hours they work by clocking in and out on timecards.  For the 
30 instances in question, the employees worked overtime hours in conjunction with their regular 
shift.  However, they did not clock in or out, as appropriate, for their overtime shifts on their 
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timecards.  Consequently, we were unable to verify that employees actually worked the overtime 
hours for which they were paid.  We further determined that overtime payments generally were not 
paid timely.  For the transactions, for which supporting documentation was available, we found that 
overtime payments were made to employees almost 68 days, on average, after they worked the 
overtime.  In several instances, the overtime was paid more than four months after the employee 
worked it. 

  
We concluded that personnel responsible for approving overtime and processing overtime 

payments were not sufficiently familiar with the prescribed procedures, including the prior approval 
of non-emergency overtime and the related record retention requirements.  College officials should 
ensure that staff prepare and retain all documents required to support overtime payments and provide 
training to pertinent employees on policies and procedures governing overtime, as needed.  Pursuant 
to our findings, College officials stated that they will review and evaluate the College’s overtime 
policies and procedures.  They also stated that they will train employees to ensure that established 
policies and procedures for time and attendance and payroll processing are followed. 

       
b. Undistributed Paychecks  
 

Some College employees receive paychecks directly from the College (as opposed to using 
the direct deposit program).  Paychecks that are not claimed by the proper employees timely are at a 
greater risk of being lost or stolen.  An unclaimed paycheck could also be an indication that an 
employee is no longer entitled to compensation.  The NYS Manual requires State institutions to 
return unclaimed paychecks to the Office of the State Comptroller if employees have not claimed 
them within 30 days of issuance.  The purpose of this requirement is to prevent the loss or theft of 
such checks before they can be delivered to the proper recipient.  At the College, checks are 
normally distributed from the Bursar’s Office.  When they are not claimed by employees, the 
Bursar’s Office retains them. College officials stated that letters are sent to employees who have not 
claimed their checks to remind them that the checks are at the Bursar’s Office.   

We reviewed the College’s compliance with the requirements for handling paychecks.  On 
October 4, 2005, the College had 22 paychecks (for 21 employees) that were undelivered and were 
held in the Bursar’s Office for more than 30 days since they were issued.  Of these 22 paychecks, 16 
were held for 47 days and the remaining 6 for 33 days.  We further noted that 4 of the 21 employees 
in question were no longer employed by the College.  About one month later, we performed another 
review of the 22 paychecks in question, and officials advised us that 17 (of the 22) checks had been 
distributed to employees.  The remaining five checks were still held by the Bursar’s Office.  Four of 
the checks had been held for 89 days, and the remaining check was 75 days old.  In addition, we 
identified two more paychecks (that had not been held for 30 days or more as of October 4, 2005) 
that had gone unclaimed for 61 days.   

 
College Officials were aware of the 30-day requirement.  Further, the Bursar’s Office policy 

is to send unclaimed paychecks to the Office of the State Comptroller after contacting the employees 
twice by mailing letters to them.  However, the College sometimes did not mail the two notifications 
prior to the end of the 30-day period.  Consequently, the employees in question were not notified 
timely to claim their checks, and the College held the checks beyond the 30-day limit.  College 
officials stated that, in the future, they will ensure that two attempts are made to contact the 
employee within the 30-day period.  They also stated that the undistributed checks will be returned 
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to the Office of the State Comptroller, as required, if the two attempts to contact the employees are 
unsuccessful. 

c. Former Employees Left on the State Payroll System  
 

The payrolls of CUNY’s senior colleges (including York) are processed through the State’s 
centralized payroll system.  To maintain good internal control over the College’s payroll function, 
management should ensure that employees who no longer work for the College are removed from 
the payroll system timely.  This decreases the risk that paychecks are prepared, cashed, or deposited 
improperly.  At the time of our audit fieldwork, we identified five individuals who were no longer 
employed by the College, but remained on the State payroll system as active employees.  Four of 
these five employees are former adjunct instructors.  Further, three of these five individuals received 
no paychecks during 2005.  One former employee’s most recent paycheck was dated July 7, 2005, 
and the other individual’s last paycheck was on October 26, 2005.  Pursuant to our findings, College 
officials stated that they will periodically review the procedures to remove inactive employees 
(particularly adjunct faculty) from the payroll.   

  
2. Employee Access to the Student Information Management System 

 
The College uses CUNY’s automated Student Information Management System (SIMS), 

which includes information about students’ registration, charges, account balances and payments.  
According to College officials, the Registrar reviews and approves requests for employee access to 
SIMS.  Access to SIMS enables employees to make changes to students’ records.  Although there 
are no formal CUNY guidelines to limit the number of employees who can access SIMS, access 
should be limited to only those employees who need it to perform their standard work tasks.  
Moreover, the more people who have access to SIMS, the greater the risk that inappropriate changes 
could be made to SIMS records.  This could result in loss of revenue to the College or student 
records being altered inappropriately. 
  

To access SIMS, a user ID is required.  According to College records, there are 441 user IDs 
assigned to specific employees who can access the College’s SIMS records.  We determined that 
115 user IDs had “read only” access to SIMS, and the remaining 326 user IDs had the ability to 
access and change student records.  These 326 user IDs were assigned to 242 employees working 
throughout the various College offices, including Admissions, Registrar, Student Financial Services, 
Enrollment Services, Bursar, Business Academic Disciplines, Career Services and Cultural 
Diversity, among others.  In addition to the 441 user-specific IDs, there were 76 user IDs that were 
not assigned to any particular employee or department.  Instead, some of these IDs were assigned to 
generic job titles or departments, such as “Student,” “Auditor,” or “Registration."  Other user IDs 
were assigned to no specific job title or department at all.  Consequently, these user IDs could be 
used anonymously by any employee who had knowledge of them.  Moreover, we question the 
propriety of issuing 517 user IDs and the need for so many College employees to have the capability 
to change SIMS records.  We determined that the College had not established formal standards to 
determine the employees who should have access to SIMS and the level of access they should have.  
In addition, College officials advised us that they have not formally assessed employees’ individual 
needs to access SIMS in recent years. 

 
Based on our review, we concluded that College officials need to take actions to reduce the 

risk that inappropriate changes will be made to SIMS data that could result in revenue loss to the 
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College.  Specifically, officials should formally assess the need for all employees with SIMS access 
to determine if such access is necessary and if the employees’ levels of access are appropriate.  In 
addition, officials should assess their policies for issuing user IDs and terminate those IDs which can 
be used by multiple employees.  Pursuant to our findings, College officials stated that they will 
ensure that employees’ access to SIMS is consistent with their specific job functions.  Officials also 
stated that they will review SIMS access controls and eliminate user IDs not assigned to specific 
employees. 

  
3. Unclaimed Student Refunds 

 
The College’s Bursar is responsible for the collection of tuition and fee revenues and the 

maintenance of students’ financial accounts.  Students may be due a refund from the College for 
several reasons.  For example, a student may be awarded more in financial aid than anticipated, and 
therefore, the student’s account is overpaid.  Also, a student could withdraw from the College after 
paying tuition, and therefore, be entitled to a refund of at least a portion of the tuition paid.  When a 
student is due a refund, a check is drawn and mailed to the student.  If a refund check is not claimed 
by a student or is returned by the Postal Service, it becomes an unclaimed refund, and it is retained 
by the College’s Business Office.  College officials reported that they generally have few unclaimed 
refund checks on hand, and they do not maintain a list of these checks.  At our request, officials 
determined that the College’s Business Office had 51 unclaimed checks totaling $6,731 on hand as 
of January 2006.  

 
According to a directive (from April 2004) from CUNY’s University Comptroller, unclaimed 

refunds are to be held in the College’s bank account for a period of five years, after which the funds 
should be deposited with the City University Construction Fund (CUCF).  CUNY officials also 
indicated that they do not have (and are not required to keep) records of the amounts of unclaimed 
refunds that were sent to the CUCF.  Although College officials stated that annual attempts are made 
to locate or contact students who are owed refunds, we determined that these actions generally were 
not documented.  Most refund checks that are returned after the initial mailing are added to the 
College’s tuition revenue funds.  These funds are transferred subsequently to the CUCF, consistent 
with CUNY’s formal policy.   

  
However, we question whether this practice is consistent with State Law.  Specifically, 

Section 1315 of the Abandoned Property Law, in conjunction with Section 102 of the State Finance 
Law, requires an unclaimed check issued by New York State to be submitted to the State 
Comptroller’s Bureau of Unclaimed Funds one year after the check has been issued.  However, the 
College does not remit any unclaimed refund checks to the State Comptroller’s Office, and therefore, 
the State is not receiving these funds.  

 
CUNY Central Office officials disagreed with our determination stating that CUNY is not 

the “State,” but instead a “separate and distinct body corporate.”  Officials further indicated that 
CUNY is a hybrid agency having elements of both New York City and State agencies, but is in fact 
neither.  Consequently, officials believe that no CUNY four-year campus is required to transmit 
unclaimed refund checks to the State.  We acknowledge CUNY’s unique corporate existence.  
Nonetheless, CUNY is still subject to most of the standard budgetary and financial controls 
established for State agencies.  Consequently, we maintain that any tuition refunds that remain 
unclaimed for one year or more be remitted to the Office of the State Comptroller, consistent with 
State Law.    
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Recommendations 

 
1. Instruct and remind staff to prepare and retain all required records to support the 

approval and payment of overtime.  
 
2. Require supervisors to formally approve all non-emergency overtime prior to employees 

working it.   
 

3. As necessary, provide training to employees on the administrative processes governing 
overtime, including (but not limited to) the requirements for prior approvals, time and 
attendance recording, payment approvals, and record retention. 

 
4. Ensure that all overtime payments due are made timely. 
 

(College officials agree with recommendations numbers 1 through 4.  They have 
developed revised procedures, instructed supervisory staff regarding their responsibilities 
to approve non-emergency overtime in advance, and provided training to administrative 
staff.  Officials will also strive to pay overtime in a timely manner.) 

 
5. Return all paychecks to the Office of the State Comptroller’s Remittance Control Unit if 

they are not delivered to the proper employee within 30 days of issuance. 
 

(College officials agree with this recommendation and have revised their procedures.) 
 

6. Delete individuals from the State payroll system timely when they are no longer active 
College employees. 

 
(College officials will review their procedures to ensure that separated or terminated 
employees will be removed from the payroll system in a timely manner.)  
 

7. Limit user IDs for SIMS access to individual College employees.  Do not issue user IDs 
for generic use by multiple employees.  Terminate any existing generic user IDs that are 
used by multiple employees.  

 
8. Periodically, perform a formal assessment of employees’ access to SIMS.  For each 

employee, determine if access is necessary and if the access level is appropriate.  Make 
adjustments to employees’ access to SIMS, as appropriate per the results of the formal 
assessment.   

 
(College officials agree with recommendations numbers 7 and 8.  They have eliminated 
any generic user IDs and will assess the appropriateness of employee access on a periodic 
basis.)  
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9. Maintain listings of unclaimed tuition refunds and retain pertinent information regarding 

the disposition of refund checks.  
 

(College officials agree with this recommendation.) 
 

10.  Attempt to locate students due tuition refunds and document the results of those attempts. 
 If students cannot be located, transmit the unclaimed funds to the Office of the State 
Comptroller.   

 
(College and CUNY officials disagree with part of our recommendation.  College 
officials state that they will document their attempts to contact students who are due 
tuition refunds.  Regarding unclaimed tuition refunds, CUNY officials disagree with our 
conclusion that unclaimed refunds should be sent to the Office of the State Comptroller.  
Officials contend that the sections of the State Finance Law and the Abandoned Property 
Laws cited in our report do not apply to CUNY and they will continue to remit 
unclaimed refunds to the CUNY Construction Fund.) 

 
We provided draft copies of this report to College and CUNY officials for their review and 

formal comment.  College and CUNY officials generally agreed with our recommendations, except 
for part of recommendation number 10.  We have considered their comments in preparing this draft 
report and have included them as Appendix A.  Our rejoinders to the College’s comments are 
presented in Appendix B, State Comptroller’s Comments. 

Within 90 days after final release of this report, as required by Section 170 of the Executive 
Law, the Chancellor of the City University of New York shall report to the Governor, State 
Comptroller, and the leaders of the State Legislature and the fiscal committees, advising what steps 
were taken to implement the recommendations contained herein, and where recommendations were 
not implemented, the reasons why. 

 
Major contributors to this report were Tom Trypuc, Sheila Jones, Orin Ninvalle, 

Teeranmattie Mahtoo, and Hector Arismendi. 
 
We wish to thank the management and staff of the College and CUNY’s Central 

Administration for the courtesies and cooperation extended to our auditors during this audit. 
 
Very truly yours, 
 
 
 
Brian E. Mason 
Audit Manager 

 
cc: David Rankert, CUNY Internal Audit 
 Lisa Ng, Division of the Budget 
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Appendix B 

State Comptroller’s Comments: 

1.  The statute does not explicitly nor implicitly exempt CUNY from the State Finance 
Law or the Abandoned Property Law.  Consequently, we maintain that CUNY should 
comply with the pertinent sections of those laws as referenced in our report. 

 
2.  CUNY officials have misquoted our report.  In fact, our report states that CUNY is 

still subject to most of the standard budgetary and financial controls established for 
State agencies.  Moreover, although CUNY’s community colleges were exempted 
from the Abandoned Property Law requirements, CUNY’s senior colleges (including 
York) were not. 

 
3.  We acknowledge that certain CUNY financial operations vary from those established 

for most State agencies.  Nonetheless, these variances do not obviate CUNY’s senior 
colleges from complying with the pertinent sections of the State Finance and 
Abandoned Property Laws. 

 
4.  The funds in question are not CUCF funds.  These funds (tuition refund 

checks) belong to CUNY students who paid tuition in the first instance.  
Consequently, because the refund checks are the property of the students, we 
maintain that all unclaimed refund checks should be remitted to the State 
Comptroller, as prescribed by the State Finance and Abandoned Property Laws. 

 
5.  CUNY officials provide no basis for their assertion that the remittance of unclaimed 

refund checks to the State Comptroller would be detrimental and cause unnecessary 
hardship to students.   

 
6.  We have not included Attachments I and II in Appendix A of the report.  These 

documents are available for inspection in our office. 
 


