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Case Study: 
Earning an ‘A’ from Employees
By Karen J. Bannan

When San Joaquin Memorial High School finance officer Charlotte Libecki and the 

school’s then-president signed up for an American Express® Corporate Card some years 

ago, they had two goals in mind. The first was to help improve cash flow flexibility, 

and the second to find a way to reward the parochial school’s 76 employees despite the 

non-profit’s limited budget. Flash forward to present day, and San Joaquin Memorial 

has achieved both goals, Libecki said. Along the way, the school discovered other 

benefits that have helped make life easier for busy administrators, staff and even some 

parents.    

Covering expenses

San Joaquin is one of two high schools run by the Diocese of Fresno, Calif. As a non-

profit, the school relies on tuition payments and fundraisers to operate. The families 

of San Joaquin’s current 560 students pay an annual tuition of $8,300 each. That adds 

up to a little more than $4.7 million—part of the school’s overall budget—which pays the 

salaries of the school’s teachers, administrators and staff. Those funds also pay for 

supplies, utilities, transportation, maintenance and other expenses. 

Leaning so heavily on tuition for its funding means the school has a temporarily negative 

cash flow at certain times of the year. Those lean times usually come at the beginning of 
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the school year, when some families haven’t sent their tuition payments yet, and at the 

start of football season in the fall and baseball in the spring, as well as the start of 

swimming, volleyball, basketball and soccer seasons when teams need equipment. 

In the past, administrators and accounting staff had few options for getting through those 

weeks. Libecki said sometimes she wasn’t able to pay for everything that was ordered on 

the day it arrived, something she wanted the organization to do. “We have good months 

when tuition collection is on track. But if tuition payments are slow and we have a lot 

of spending on textbooks, sporting goods and conferences, then cash flow suffers,” 

said Libecki. Even when expenses were met, there was little money remaining for things 

like employee gifts or incentives. 

In addition, the school only used checks to pay its bills. Paying for hotel rooms, staff or 

student travel, or equipment often was cumbersome. Parents or coaches often used 

their own personal charge or credit cards to pay for a trip or fee rather than going through 

the time-consuming process of having to request that administrators cut a check and 

then mail it to a particular vendor. “If someone was traveling for a game or conference, 

he would have to call ahead and ask if we could send a school check,” Libecki said. “It 

worked, but a lot of times the person who was traveling would just put out his own money 

for the school function.” 

 “If tuition payments are slow and we have a lot
 of spending on textbooks, sporting goods and
 conferences, then cash flow suffers,” said Libecki. 
So in 2006 when the president got a call from an American Express representative, he 

was intrigued. He asked Libecki to follow-up immediately. The former president knew 

an American Express Corporate Card could make handling the ups and downs of cash 

flow easier, Libecki recalled.

Another reason he was excited about applying for an American Express Corporate 

Card: the Membership Rewards® program1 from American Express. He thought the 

program might be a perfect way to receive points and redeem them for rewards that he 

could share with employees that would bolster morale.

Making things easier

The American Express Corporate Card’s application process was painless and easy, 

Libecki recalled. She also appreciated the option of giving other employees charging 

privileges. One of the school’s technology staff, for example, uses an American Express 

Corporate Card to purchase printers, toner cartridges and other hardware and equipment. 

Paying with an American Express Corporate Card instead of relying solely on checks has 

made accounting much easier, Libecki said. American Express gave San Joaquin a way to 

process orders in a more efficient and timely fashion. It helps that most of the 
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organization’s 270 vendors—many of which are local—accept an American Express

Corporate Card. Now, when the school’s water bill or another expense needs to be paid, 

Libecki can do so over the phone, keying in the school’s water bill account number and 

American Express® Card number and having the payment instantly accepted and 

approved. Libecki can track the payment online. “I can log on and see the payment 

almost immediately on my American Express @ Work® account,” she said.

Libecki also can process orders as soon as they come in rather than delaying purchases. 

Travel and conferences are easier to book and manage now, too. Parents and coaches 

don’t have to lay out money in advance and get reimbursed, and there’s no longer a 

need for the accounting department to spend time cutting checks. “If an athletic team 

goes to a hotel and reserves 10 rooms, I have an idea of what it’s going to cost from the 

beginning, but now I can go into my account online and see what the hotel charged us 

way before we get the receipt from the coach or from the hotel itself,” she said. That 

makes running a lean budget easier.

Enjoying the benefits

Another benefit related to cash flow is the school’s newfound ability to handle larger 

purchases in a single transaction. “When school starts, football equipment and textbook 

orders are huge,” explained Libecki. “It’s really nice that American Express—if I think I 

am going to go over my limit—can give me an override [on the school’s spending limit].”  

Using an American Express Corporate Card helps the school with recordkeeping. 

Libecki logs onto American Express @ Work Corporate Account Reconciliation about 

once a week. She can catch vendor mistakes, see when items are paid for and identify 

any outstanding charges or invoices. 

One of the most visible benefits, however, is that Libecki can use Membership Rewards 

points to purchase gift cards for employees. The school charged more than $200,000 

last year, so the points really added up. The Membership Rewards® program1 offers the 

opportunity to earn points redeemable for gift cards, merchandise, air travel, hotel stays 

and more. Earn one point for every dollar of eligible purchases1 charged on enrolled 

American Express® Corporate Cards. Membership Rewards points have no expiration date. 

However, points may be forfeited as described in the program terms. Easy-to-use online 

tools simplify the way Card Members manage points, track points and select rewards. 

Every year during the holiday season, Libecki sends a memo to the school’s employees 

announcing that they will be receiving gift cards and giving them options. “I love this 

part,” she said. “We tell everyone, ‘Santa is coming and bringing gift cards.’” The school 

distributes a list of between eight and 10 choices of restaurants and activities the cards 

can be used to pay for and collects everyone’s requests. Libecki then places her order. 

If the school has accrued more points by the end of the school year, Libecki goes 

through a similar process and hands out rewards at a faculty party. The rewards program 

 is also used for special occasions like retirements. “Two years ago we had two staff 
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members retire, and they both got $100 restaurant gift cards as a way to say, ‘Thank

you,’ for their service,” said Libecki. “In the past, we wouldn’t be able to give anyone 

anything—at Christmas or retirements.” 

San Joaquin also discovered how effective American Express’s fraud detection is. Libecki 

said someone was fraudulently using the school’s American Express Corporate Card in 

Europe. American Express noticed the suspicious charges and called the school within 

an hour of the first use. “I was impressed that they were able to figure out that those 

charges were not ours and shut the Card down so quickly,” she said. 

 San Joaquin also discovered how effective 
 American Express’s fraud detection is. 
The combination of these benefits is why Libecki considers an American Express 

Corporate Card Program invaluable to her school. “Having the ability to purchase 

things easily and use our Membership Rewards points is so much better than the way 

we used to do business,” said Libecki. “I didn’t have a single expectation of the Card 

that wasn’t met. There’s just more availability, flexibility, and control. Having American 

Express really opened things up for us.” 

Karen J. Bannan is a writer, editor, blogger and moderator whose work has appeared in hundreds of 

consumer, business and trade publications, including The New York Times, Wall Street Journal, 

Forbes, Woman’s Day, Family Circle and Time. 

1The Membership Rewards® program: Enrollment required. The annual program fee to enroll a 

 Corporate Card is $90. The annual fee to enroll a Global Dollar Card Corporate Card is $75. Some 

 Corporate Cards are not eligible for enrollment. Participating Membership Rewards partners, 

 available rewards, and point levels are subject to change without notice. Eligibility is based upon 

 company’s participation in the Membership Rewards program. For full Terms and Conditions of the 

 Membership Rewards program, please see membershiprewards.com/terms or call 1-800-AXP-EARN 

 (297-3276). Eligible purchases are purchases for goods and services minus returns and other credits. 

 Eligible purchases do NOT include fees or interest charges, balance transfers, cash advances, 

 purchases of travelers checks, purchases or reloading of prepaid cards, or purchases of other 

 cash equivalents.

The content in this published material is provided for general informational purposes only and does not 

constitute investment, financial, tax, legal or other professional advice on any subject matter. Please 

contact your investment, financial, tax, legal or other professional advisor regarding your specific needs 

and situation. American Express Travel Related Services Company, Inc. and its subsidiaries and affiliates 

(“American Express”) do not accept any responsibility for any loss which may arise from reliance on 

information contained in these materials. 

The statements and opinions by participants are those of the participants and not those of American 

Express. References to third-party companies, products, or services that may appear do not constitute 

endorsements by American Express of such companies, products, or services.
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