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their procurement in any particular operation may vary within 

wide limits, according to the type of business or service and 

sort of materials. Generalizations, therefore, are of little 

val ue in their application to individual cases. 

In the schools of the early national period the 

materials, supplies and textbooks were relatively few and 

their management and procurement was relatively simple. A 

few items of school furniture, books, and fuel were about the 

only materials and supplies required in many of the schools. 

Costs for such items constituted a relatively small part of 

the total school budget. This was partly awing to the rather 

restricted programs offered at that time, as the three R's 

were the principal subjects stressed. A graphic picture of 

supplies and material needed in a school between 1790 and 

1800 was given by the Rev. Herman Humphrey in a letter to Mr. 

Henry Barnard, in which he wrote as follows:* 

Our school books were the Bible, Webster's 
Spelling Book (third part mainly), one or two 
others were found in same schools for the 
reading classes---grammar was hardly taught at 
all in any of them, and that little was con­
fined almost entirely to committing and recit­
ing the regulations. Parsing was one of the 
occult sciences in my day; we had some few 
lessons in geography by questions and answers, 
but no maps, no globes, and as for blackboards, 
suoh a thing was not thought of till long after; 
Children's reading and picture books we had 
none, the fables in Webster's Spelling Book 
came nearest to it. Ari thmetio was hardly 
taught at all in the day schools; as a substi­
tute, there were some evening schools in most 

*4, p. 213-214 
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of the districts. Spelling was one of the 
daily exercises in all of the classes. 

Aa the work of education expanded, the number of 

persons served inoreased, the program became more extensive, 

and more and more specialized items of supply and equipment 

became necessary until today one finds hundreds of differ-

ent items of material, supplies, and textbooks in use and in 

the storerooms of the modern schools. These same schools 

require constant day-to-day maintenance to withstand the over­

crowded conditions that are prevalent. 

With the "big business• role that schools are now 

playing in our economy, has arisen a problem that confronts 

all school boards, superintendents, and school purchasing 

agents who handle public monies. The problem is whether to 

buy maintenance, operational and educational supplies locally, 

or on the open market. Sometimes it is a matter of major 

interest, sometimes it creates only a minor problem; but 

always it is in the background and unless handled properlr 

may become a political factor. For superintendents, and all 

school boards depending on political support for their posi­

tions the problem is much greater than for those who control 

school business. 

B. 'l'he Problem 

1. Statement of the Problem. It is the purpose of 

this study (1) to examine pertinent literature on school 

supply and equipment purchasing in an effort to ascertain 
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o. Delimitation 

The purchasing program covers many areas. It is 

concerned not only with obtaining the right quantity of 

supplies and equipment at the best price, but also with use, 

distribution, storage, repair, and protection from loss. 

This study, however, will deal only with an analysis of the 

aspects of the school purchasing program, important elements 

apart from the purchasing program, and their effects on local 

and open market purchasing policies in 57* selected cities 

and towns of five thousand to twenty-five thousand popula­

tion in the State of Massachusetts. 

D. Definitions of Terms Used 

1. Purchasing. Purchasing has been defined by 

Webster** as •to obtain (anything) by paying money or its 

equivalent: to buy for a price: as, to purchase land or a 

house." 

_a. Local Purchasing. Local purchasing may be de­

fined as purchasing from merchants in the immediate edu­

cational or business community of a town or city. 

3. OJ?.en Market Purchasing. Open market purchasing 

may be defined as pUrchasing from merchants or companies 

outside the educational or business community of the town 

*See Appendix 
**15, P. 2015 
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or city. It may mean state-wide or ,within the continental 

United States. 

4. Kaintenance Supplies. Maintenance supplies are 

those supplies used for the everyday upkeep of the school 

buildings, equipment and grounds. Examples are cleaning com­

pounds, paint, lnmber, floor waxes, and tile flooring. 

5. 0Rerational Supplies. Broadly speaking, these 

supplies constitute the larger and more permanent items used 

in furnishing the school plant, which are not readily con­

sumed and will require replacement less frequently. Examples 

are adding machines, automobiles, bandsaws, benches, bathroom 

fixtures, and furniture of all kinds. 

6. Educational Supplies. These constitute the 

small nonpermanent materials (exclusive of textbooks) used 

for instructional purposes, which are actually consumed with 

· use. Examples are paper, pens, ink, blackboard erasers, 

rulers, laboratory porcelain, needles, pins, thumb tacks and 

allied materials. 

E. Sources of Data 

The material and information for this study was 

obtained from the literature by outstanding authorities in 

the field of school administration and purchasing and from 

a survey of selected educational administrators in the State 

of Massachusetts. 
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agencies and institutions. The state division of purchases 

and contracts, established by the general assembly in 1931, 

is responsible for determining available sources of supply, 

obtaining competitive bids, establishing and checking the 

specifications, awarding contracts and giving information 

necessary for placing orders to the 167 school systems in 

the state. 

North Carolina law provides that all supplies and 

equipment shall be purchased through state contracts, when 

and if they exist, both for services for which funds are 

provided by the state and for those for which supplementary 

funds are provided from local sources. Bames of successful 

bidders are sent to all school units in the form of contract 

certifications which are kept and revised as new contradts 

become effective. Two types are awarded • • • fixed and term. 

Most purchasing in the public schools is done by utilizing 

the latter type. A term contract is made for a definite 

period of time. 

Local school authorities are expected to purchase 

to the best advantage possible when no contract has been made 

to cover particular items. Established policies reveal that 

whenever a saving can be made through the purchase of compar­

able articles at lower cost, it should be done irrespective 

of the location of the successful bidder. !hey feel this should 

be carried out as strongly as possible in all transactionS. 
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Mason City, Iowa, school officials have no uni­

form policy with regard to purchasing supplies and equiP­

ment either from local sources exclusively or in the open 

market. They believe, in general, that their obligation to 

local merchants transcends their obligation to out-of-town 

distributors and they believe in cooperating fully with the 

former. The extent of this cooperation depends largely on 

the local merchant himself, however. They feel that the 

Tolume that results when a local merchant combines a school 

district order with one of his own business often obtains a 

price that neither would receive separately. The Mason City 

school officials feel it stands to reason that a local mer­

chant who does careful buying can deliver goodS to the school 

storeroom at a lower price than out-of-town concerns that 

have to pay either commissions or salaries and expense money 

to salesmen. 

A number of items used by Mason City schools are 

handled exclusively by out-of-town distributors who refuse 

to sell through local merchants because they believe in tak­

ing their article direct to the consumer. Mason City 

officials find it necessary, sometimes, to buy from this type 

of distributor to obtain the desired quality of merchandise. 

The Superintendent of Schools in Albuquerque, N. M., 

summed up his position by writing that the New Mexico state 

. law provides that purchases for materials which involve the 
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product of equal quality for less money from vendors outside 

the school district, they feel it is their duty to do so. 

School Executive Kagazine* in 1954 also published 

a series of four case-type studies of selected cities, also 

written by the school administrators of the cities. 

The Board of Education of the Austin, Texas, pub­

lic schools, buys maintenance supplies and equipment by bid. 

In addition to the firms requesting bids, other firms with 

which the schools have done business are notified so as to 

get as great a segment of suppliers as possible. 

The recommendations of the administration go to 

the board with the justification of the bids presented. 

Lowest bid is not always accepted. The board reserves the 

right to accept or reject all bids and to purchase where it 

will be most advantageous to the schools. 

The provision of suitable equipment for the public 

schools of New Rochelle, N. Y., and the maintenance andre­

placement of existing equipment starts with the annual bud­

getary process. Following board approval of the budget, the 

items included therein may be ordered in accordance with a 

specified schedule. All equipment orders to a single vendor 

which are in excess of $1,000 must be handled by advertise­

ment of bids. 

*51, P. 65-71 
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The Norman, Oklahoma, school system has grown so 

rapidly since World War II that the administration has found 

it necessary to adjust its purchasing practices in order to 

keep up with increasing demands. A full time purchasing 

agent is now employed. 

Under the existing laws of the State of Oklahoma, 

purchases by schools amounting to $500 or more must be made 

through competitive bidding. Standards make it possible for 

all to bid on comparable quality equipment and materials. 

In the Superior, Wisconsin public schools, in : order 

to ensure that preferred ,·supplies may be secured at the low­

est cost, the items are listed and sent out for bids. But 

it is up to the chief administrator to see that the machinery 

necessary for purchase and distribution is organized in such 

a way that all items can be secured and put into use with a 

minimum of red tape. 

Larke,• in 1955, writing for· School Executive 

magazine, made a comparison of the new purchasing set up of 

elementary and secondary school districts in Contra Costa 

County, California, before, when they purchased locally and 

when the district purchasing plan was put into effect. He 

concluded that a district with centrally operated full-time 

supply purchasing personnel and large dollar-volume purchas­

ing power was found to operate with less overhead coste, and 

*50, P. 60-61 
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a more economically efficient purchasing program, than small­

er, divided, part-time purchasing districts. 

Linn, in his study of basic reasons for the in­

eff iciency in the administration of school finances gives in­

sight into the political aspect of control by stating practi­

cally all school board members bearing any responsibility for 

s chool expenditures are elected to their offices by popular 

vote of the people of their communities or are appointed by 

those who have been politically elected. He says this is a 

fundamental reason why school finances are not always proper-

ly handled: 

For politically elected or appointed public 
officials are not in every case fitted by train­
ing or experience, or fit because of intelli­
gence or character, to have a voice in the admini­
stration of school funds.• 

He goes on to say that school board members bear a 

heavy responsibility for the expenditure of school funds. 

They determine the policies that control the school adminis­

tration, approve the financial budget, and in general they 

approve the purchase of property, supplies, and equipment. 

Linn concludes by stating: 

There is a certain degree of indifference 
shown when public funds are expended, due to 
lack of personal interest and responsibility 
and influence by outside pressure and matters 
of friendship, that might not prevail if the 
responsible officials were spending their own 
money.• 

*2, P. ? 
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DeYoung concluded from his study of bidding pro­

cedures saying the main purpose of competitive bidding is to 

receive full value for eaoh dollar, not to see how much 

material can be purchased. He indicated that bids also help 

to make the school budget estimates more accurate: 

and serve to reduce the influence of politics 
in the purchase of materials, for they make bud­
getary administration more impersonal.• 

A study of the management of expenditures for 

school materiel by Burke** indicates that effective edu­

cational service requires suitable physical surroundings and 

proper tools and supplies. Purchasing should be the responsi­

bility of a competent person or agency---preferably in the 

larger units of administration. 

The sixteenth chapter of the above study goes on 

to say that the attainment of maximum returns for public 

school expenditures depends upon the competence of manage­

ment in the operating units. Central controls, supervision, 

structural reorganization cannot overcome shortcomings of 

management. 

Daum criticized the general purchasing policies of 

school boards in his study in the American School Board 

Journal by saying that they give the administrators and the 

teachers just cause for complaint. 

•2, P. 385-402 
**1, P. 513-515 
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He stated the purchase of school equipment and 

teaching supplies provides an important opportunity for the 

school executives and boards to render an important service for 

the efficient conduct of the schools. Among his criteria for 

suggested purchasing policies are: 

1) Board members will derive no finan­
cial interest whatever from the purchase of 
goods or services for school use. 

2) All purchases will be made in strict 
conformity with legal requirements as set 
forth in the school code. 

3) School supplies and equipment should 
be purchased at the best possible quality 
and price.* 

Huggett's approach to purchasing in a small town 

brought out the possibilities of dividing the business among 

the local business men. He stated: 

Most small town boards have a policy that 
the materials purchased locally shall be divid­
ed among the town businessmen. Thus the chemical 
and office supplies orders are split among the 
drugstores; coal purchases among the coal dealers; 
and insurance among those who handle it in the 
cOmmunity. Then after a year the whole cycle is 
started over again.•• 

Huggett goes on to develop a school supply pur­

chasing practices score card, where the relative efficiency 

of performance of the purchasing function is rated. 

Little discusses the project of measuring the effi­

ciency in school supply purchasing. 

He broke it down into four major functions: 

•30, P. ao-22 
**32, p. 45-46 
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!l Selection of the materials. 
Purchase on the materials. 
Management of the materials. 
Use of the materials.• 

McClinton offers an approach to purchasing in 

intermediate and smaller school districts by a study in 1937. 

He cites the problems arising out of school buying are more 

pronounced in these districts because of the multiplicity of 

demands on the superintendents time and the problems that this 

brings up. 

He states the problems are: 

Lack of policy. 
Lack of specifications. 
Uncontrolled bidding. 
Lowest bidder buying.•• 

Sholey 1 a *** procedures for better local school 

purchasing stems from a thorough program of education as far 

as finances go, for the local business men. This approach, 

be says, makes it possible for the school board and the super­

intendent to be at peace with the local business men and in 

this way they understand the problems of the school better 

and cooperation is achieved for all concerned. He feels they 

have a right to know how much money is spent and for what. 

Weber's development of the small school's purchas­

ing problems centers around the function as centralized in 

the superintendent: 

*33, P. 25-27 
**34, P. 36-37 
***36, P. 43 
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This does not mean that the executive 
officer should make all decisions as to 
purchases himself. It simply means that 
the executive head of the school should 
direct the purchases and that boards of 
education should not make purchases, 
without using the professional services of 
the chief administrative officer. It means 
also, that the executive should enlist the 
services of all members of the staff and 
certain members in particular to formulate 
recommendations for purchases to be made 
by the board of education.• 

The American School Boald Journal in 1949 pub­

lished an unsigned article on the elimination of red tape 

in public purchasing. This lengthy article severely criti­

cized the myriad of detail necessary to go through to make 

a sale. The article goes on to say that progress toward the 

elimination of unnecessary obstacles in public buying has 

necessarily been slow, however, this problem has received much 

consideration in recent years. "They are constantly endeavor­

ing to clarify procedures, examine regulations of long stand­

ing, and eliminate, as far as intelligently permissable, un­

necessary or unsatisfactory paper work, whether they have to 

do such work or the bidder is called upon to do it."** 

Gavit••• discussed the •buy American" slogan that 

appeared in his town when it was discovered that they had 

purchased chairs not made in the United States. Similar to 

this situation, he says, is the local purchasing campaign 

*381 P. 19-20 
••4u, P. 47 
•••48, P. 48 
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conducted by local merchants. He goes still further to give 

a series of oases based on his own experience and illustrat­

ing the reasons why the local business merchants want the 

school buying. He advocates putting the school on a business­

like basis, and with this concludes hie study. 
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Even in small governmental units a degree of cen­

tralization can be attained through consolidating all pur­

chasing agencies into one office. School district, town, 

village and city purchasing departments can be combined into 

strong county purchasing departments as has been done in some 

states. As it is, the purchasing even in school districts 

frequently is not centralized in one office. Various depart­

ments may be purchasing identical goods in ,varying quantities 

at varying prices. Such decentralization means buying at 

practically retail prices and the time consumed may equal or 

exceed purchases in cost. Accounting control over property 

and financial operations is almost impossible without cen­

tralization. 

In large school systems, this centralization may 

require the service of a purchasing agent and several assis­

tants, such as bookkeepers and accountants, whereas in small 

school syste•s, purchasing must be handled by an assistant 

or secretary working under the direction of the superintendent 

of schools. Centralization is important for the reason that 

all orders, specifications, contracts, and other records can 

be filled together and also filed in one place in order that 

ready access oan be had to them at any time. 

Centralization of the buying activities is the im­

portant thing to remember, but a balance must be maintained 

between the proper amount of centralization and decentral­

ization. An extreme degree of either is objectionable. 

20 



Centralization of the buying activities is the 

first step in lowering purchasing costs. This is the act 

of delegating the activity to a certain person. This step 

will enable the school district to pool its purchasing re­

quirements, to place large orders annually and to secure bet­

ter prices. If centralization is not immediately possible, 

the alternative step is to promote cooperative purchasing among 

school systems. 

B. Cooperative Purchasing 

The advantages of quantity purchasing of supplies 

and equipment, not always possible in smaller school systems, 

may be achieved through a program of cooperative buying in 

which a number of school districts participate. Such plans 

have been in successful operation in a number of places and 

have proved to be practical, economical and sound. 

Young reported the experience of superintendents in 

a plan of successful buying for the schools of northern New 

Hampshire. The following excerpt from the report recounts 

some of the benefits: 

The results of this project were twofold: 
educationally each school profited by the com­
bined supply experience of all the superinten­
dents; and financially, there were small savings. 

The benefits derived from such a cooperative 
buying project for the first year more than bal­
anced the extra work and additional expense ••• 
some supplies were eliminated by further stand­
ardization of articles, the cost of other sup­
plies were decreased by the substitution of less 
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county. The saving was accomplished largely by quantity 

purchasing and the saving of extra charges, such as ship­

ping by freight rather than by mail and express. In summing 

up the advantages of the plan, he states: 

1) It saves school boards substantial 
amounts of money because of lower transporta­
tion charges and because of an average 20 per 
cent discount on supplies through quantity 
bidding, besides the full 25 per cent discount 
on textbooks, as provided in the Minnesota 
state law. 

2) It tends to bring about greater uni­
formity of textbooks and supplies throughout 
the county. 

3) It tends to raise quality standards of 
books and supplies through cooperative buying 
in quantity from reliable firms, in place of 
haphazard buying in minute amounts from un­
known sources by local board officials who may 
be unfamiliar with the standards of what they 
purchase. 

4) It insures that books will be at hand 
when school opens in the fall, eliminating 
the week or two delay often caused by lagging 
deliveries. 

5) It saves clerks and other board offi­
cials the trouble and inconvenience of purchas­
ing and delivering supplies and books.• 

c. Competitive Bidding 

To profit most from the practice of quantity pur­

chasing, it is. customary to seek competitive bids from ap­

propriate vendors. The bid request should require a guar­

antee that the vendor can and will deliver at the price he 

quoted. It should also include the provision that the 

*28, P. 46-47 
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school district may accept or reject any part or all parts 

of any or all bids. When the list of supplies on which com­

petitive bids are requested is stated in terms of brand 

names, the field of competition is restricted to distributors 

selling the brands specified. 

If the list of specifications can be phrased in de-

scriptive terms other than brand names, a wider field of com­

petition may be invited. Such accurate descriptions as speci­

fications may be derived from statements of state or federal 

purchasing authorities or from the U. s. Buxeau of Standards. 

Frequently, samples are requested along with the bids, al­

though the samples furnished are generally sufficient only 

for inspection and not for real testing. 

Miller and Spalding go on to say: 

Purchasing on the basis of competitive bidding 
is especially advantageous when the market is a 
buyer's market. When it is a seller's market, the 
purchaser may frequently do as well through buying 
on the basis of catalogue or advertised prices, 
saving the time and expense of requesting bids, 
examining them, and acting on them.* 

When quantity purchases are made for the purpose of 

maintaining the central store of supplies, it is customary to 

advertise for competitive bids if a contract is to be issued 

for supply of the item or items for a year. If such a con­

tract is not to be negotiated it may be more desirable to 

purchase at the current market price whenever the market is 

*11, P. 405 
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D. Quantity Purchasing 

In the purchase of supplies and equipment, economic 

advantage is sought through quantity purchases. In smaller 

school systems as many supplies as possible are purchased for 

a year at a time in order to achieve such savings. Quantity 

purchases of items not perishable and for which storage space 

is available are frequently baSed on the standard items of 

the annual composite school requisition. When a central 

store house of supplies is maintained, such quantity purchases 

may be made at any time quantity amounts of stored supplies 

are needed to replenish the stock of particular supplies. 

Money has a time value quite as certainly as it 

has a cash value. The principle has an application in the 

cost which is engendered in the carrying of the inventory. 

When the purchasing department stocks up for two or more 

years in advance, it is clear that carrying costs will be 

multiplied. 

Burke goes on to say: 

Even if speculating were otherwise justi­
fied, and even though an actual saving in 
price might be achieved, by buying for use on 
a rising market, the saving must be consider­
able in order to break even with carrying costs.* 

There are doubtless certain supplies which are 

used in small quantities but which never-the-less are very 

staple and not subject to deterioration in stock. It is 

*1, P. 515-517 
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quite possible that a much better price could be had on a 

quantity large enough to last five years, than on stock for 

a single year. In that event, the principle of carrying cost 

gives the buyer a scientific basis for his decision. 

Finally, in the oase of most scholastic supplies, 

small stocks tend to interrupt school functions and thus to 

cost more in sacrifice of efficiency than any saving in the 

carrying cost which could probably be made. 

E. Seasonal Buying 

Supplies and equipment are best purohased at the 

season when prices are lowest. Like other products, the cost 

of school materials varies according to supply and demand: 

for example, coal is purchased more economically in summer. 

Generally, purchases should be made in the spring 

to ensure delivery during the summer months, but attention 

should be given to seasonal price advantages. 

In recognition of this fact, Linn has written: 

Taking school supplies as a group, the best 
prices can be obtained in April or May. The same 
is true of fuel. Garden tools generally can be 
purchased most cheaply in the fall: snow re­
moval tools in the spring.• 

Where taxes are collected in December or January, 

there is likely to be cash on hand for these purchases in 

the spring. In anticipation of the imposition or removal 

•10, P. 280 
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of a sales tax, or because of other factors affecting the 

cost of school materials, some districts have saved con­

siderable amounts by advance or delayed purchasing. If 

prices are due to rise rapidly, it may be advisable to 

borrow money in order to make economical purchases. 

F. Discount for Cash 

In purchasing very material savings may be effect­

ed by arranging the procedure for the payment of invoices so 

that cash discounts for prompt payment may be accepted. Many 

dealers offer discounts of 1, 2, and 3 per cent for cash pay­

ment within a limited time. A 2 per cent discount for cash is 

equivalent to a 72 per cent interest a year on the money in­

vested in the .goods purchased. 

Dealers commonly allow a discount for cash payments, 

and this is likely to be an important matter for the school 

administrator doing the buying. Discounts are deductions 

from a price or a bill. They are of two types, on terms of 

the sale or on terms of payment. Trade discounts are special 

inducements or concessions to induce a school to buy. 

The wise buyer is the one who makes certain that he 

is actually doing business not so much on a "current" basis 

price list as on a basis that includes the current price list 

and current discounts. Discount eagerness should be held in 

check while the net saving is analysed and compared with the 

possible loss through depreciation, deterioration or other 
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good public relations both within and outside the depart­

ment or system. There should evolve, a clearly defined 

pattern that fixes the purchasing officers responsibility 

and outlines the extent to which he may make decisions and 

commitments and delegate authority, his powers of enforce­

ment, approvals required, and his status as a representative 

of the educational system. 

2. Selection of Type and Kind of Items Needed. In 

all purchasing one of the first jobs is to determine the kind 

or type, quality, and quantity of the items needed. This is 

a cooperative responsibility. No department can function 

effectively that does not rely upon the purchasing depart­

ment for much of the information concerning items and mater­

ial needed for their program. Also, the· buyer cannot per­

form to the best interest of the department unle.ss he has 

an intimate knowledge of the purpose the item is to serve, 

by whom it is to be used (student or teacher), how it is 

to be used, what it is expected to do, and the results to 

be . obtained. Therefore effective liaison should be estab­

lished between the instructional staff and the purchasing 

department or officer. 

The purchasing department is expected to be keen­

ly alert to improvement in materials, development of new 

products, performance evaluation, and market and price 

trends that the administration and teachers cannot be ex­

pected to know. 

32 





essential from the nonessential. These are resolved by 

means of a testing program, which is largely the responsi­

bility of the purchasing department, but must be coordin-

ated with the instructional program. Many tests can be re­

duced to simple procedures that will reveal indisputable re­

sults. No special equipment or tools are needed to make these 

observations. One needs only to go to the classroom or user 

to detect the skills and results involved, test and check 

sample materials, and reject those that do not respond well. 

Burke places much emphasis on this, for he says: 

Those who use the materials should help select 
the materials to be used. The attitude of the per­
eon performing the service generally is more import­
ant than the scientific fact of the reasonable 
superiority of a given materia1. However, scien­
tific selection has an important place in the pro­
gram. The purchase program should be so managed 
that personnel will have materials of the right 
quality in sufficient quantity at the time that they 
need them. There should be enough flexibility in the 
program to permit the prompt supplying of unantici­
pated or emergency requirements for materials. Exact 
data on quantity and quality are essential for eco­
nomical and efficient purchasing. Without specifi­
cations and tests to determine whether specifications 
are met, price data are almost meaningless. On the 
other hand, the time consumed in quality control 
must be considered. Teh expenditure for personnel 
must be justified in terms of the economies possible 
in the purchase program.• 

4. Simplification and Standardization. In any 

school system there is always the problem of multiplicity or 

overlapping of items of a similar type and the demand for new 

items similar to those already on hand by other departments. 

*1, P. 513-515. 
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