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Guidance at a glance
This paper is relevant to senior leaders, school business leaders and school business managers in England and 
Wales, and with responsibility for procuring services on behalf of their school(s) and colleges.

The education sector spends in the region of £9 billion of public money each year on non-pay costs. It is 
essential that schools and colleges do all they can to ensure that procurement of goods and services offers 
value for money. 

In order to provide members with better access to information to support procurement decisions, ASCL has 
worked with the Department for Education (DfE) to produce this guidance, designed to:

l provide a reminder of basic procurement principles

l identify strategic procurement tools and techniques

l give information about purchasing frameworks

l provide links to additional information on procurement

This paper looks in detail at the following:

Section 1 Why good procurement matters

Section 2 Procurement principles

Section 3 Strategic procurement tools and techniques

Section 4 Further information
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1 Why good procurement matters
The education sector spends in the region of £9 billion of public money each year on non-pay costs. It is 
essential that schools and colleges do all they can to ensure that procurement of goods and services offers 
value for money. 

For schools, greater autonomy and accountability at individual establishment level, coupled with budgetary 
pressures, have increased the need to manage resources carefully and ensure that procurement systems and 
processes are effective, efficient and fair. They also need to be sufficiently robust to withstand the scrutiny that 
use of public money demands. 

Adopting a strategic approach at every level is essential to achieve better value for money (VFM) and manage 
financial risk. For procurement to be effective as a business tool, there needs to be identification of need and an 
acquisition process which, regardless of its complexity, complies with a set of core principles.

In order to provide members with better access to information to support procurement decisions, ASCL has 
worked with the DfE to produce this guidance. It is designed to:

l provide a reminder of basic procurement principles

l identify strategic procurement tools and techniques

l give information about purchasing frameworks

l provide links to additional information on procurement

A typical procurement cycle might look like this
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2 Procurement principles
Achieving best value 

‘Best value’ incorporates the concepts of VFM, and also takes into account sustainability by balancing the 
outcome value achieved over the life span of the goods or services purchased. 

The principles which underpin best value include challenge of decision-making on procurement in the context 
of performance, routine systems and processes in order to meet aspirations, expectations and need. 

Comparison through analysis of data and benchmarking helps to provide reassurance on price, and what other 
schools are spending in a particular category. Sources of benchmarking information are widespread and vary 
depending on the structure of your school or group. 

Benchmarking information can be accessed via your local authority, using national information via GOV.UK, or 
by discussing with other schools. Evidence suggests savings are achieved where schools have set up cluster 
groups of representative schools for collaboration, to discuss buying and contracts, and to negotiate deals as a 
group of schools. 

Competition is the cornerstone of public sector procurement; it underpins fairness and transparency and is 
a key driver in achieving value for money. It is worth noting that frameworks are an efficient and quick way of 
‘compliant’ contracting, and in some cases negate the need to go through an additional tendering process. The 
concept of best value, and need to provide evidence of achieving it, is embedded throughout all public sector 
organisations. 

VFM is the balance of quality to meet the school’s needs against budgetary requirements. It is not necessarily 
achieved by purchasing at the lowest price, but it should include the whole life cycle of the goods or services 
being purchased. 

VFM is often assessed in terms of the three Es:

l Economy: the careful use of resources to minimise expense, time or effort, while preserving quality. In 
general it is advisable to review the cost of procurement relative to the level of expenditure over a period of 
time, which may lead to considerations for purchasing collaboratively.

l Efficiency: delivering the same level of service for minimum input of cost, time or effort, or obtaining 
maximum benefit from a given level of input.

l Effectiveness: evaluating to ensure that a successful outcome was delivered which met objectives as fully 
as possible.

Accountability and transparency

Effective mechanisms must be in place to enable relevant officials, including accounting officers and governors, 
to discharge their responsibilities for procurement risk and expenditure. These should ensure propriety in 
all financial transactions, avoid conflicts of interest, ensure separation of duties at all stages of procurement 
processes, and meet data protection requirements surrrounding confidentiality in the contract-awarding 
process. 

Ensuring there is a sound business case which links to either the overall school development or improvement 
plan and/or the organisational procurement policy, supports the management of financial risk and reduces the 
potential for fraudulent activity. This should include evidence to justify decision-making at various stages of the 
process.

GOV.UK
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Legality 

All public sector procurement (including maintained schools, academies and colleges), must comply with the 
Public Contracts Regulations 2015, which implement, in England and Wales, the new EU Directive 2014/24/EU 
which came into effect in February 2015. 

This legislation sets out various thresholds (reviewed every two years) which stipulate at what level a particular 
contract has to comply with the Official Journal of the European Union (OJEU) tendering processes.

Current thresholds, effective from 1 January 2016, are:

l £164,176 (Euro 209,000) for non-education specific goods and services

l £4,104,394 (Euro 5,225,000) for the procurement of works

In 2015, a new ‘light touch regime’ for the procurement of goods and services was brought in solely for the 
purpose of delivering education. For information about the light touch regime or EU regulations, the link is 
provided in section 4, Further information. 

In summary, UK procurement law protects these principles:

l Equality in the treatment of suppliers bidding for public sector contracts.

l Non-discrimination of suppliers from another state within the EU.

l Transparency across the EU.

l Mutual recognition of professional qualifications, technical standards across the EU.

l Proportionality in the requirements for bidding processes.

As well as compliance with EU and UK procurement legislation, there may be local and regional regulations to 
observe, for example local authority guidance or individual school/federation finance policies. Principles of good 
practice in spending public money can also be found in the Academies Financial Handbook (AFH) and within 
the Schools Financial Value Standard (SFVS) (links provided in section 4, Further information). 

3 Strategic procurement tools and techniques
There are many tools and techniques which can support the development of more effective and efficient 
procurement practice.

Develop a procurement policy

At the heart of strategic procurement is the need to be clear about the focus of the organisation and to plan 
and prioritise what it seeks to achieve in the short to medium and longer term. 

The school development or improvement plan identifies the priorities of an organisation and can be used to 
underpin a formal procurement strategy. This can either be a separate policy (good practice for larger schools 
and academies or groups of schools), or an appendix to either the main school improvement plan or the 
finance policy. 

The key is to ensure that information is collated via a consultative process, then disseminated and understood 
throughout the organisation, specifically by those with a delegated budgetary responsibility who will be 
engaging in procurement activity. 

Whatever the format of your strategy or policy, this should address purchasing high volume, lower value 
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resources and services as well as more complex contractual procurement which needs to comply with 
tendering and legislative (EU Directive) regulations.

Collaborative procurement

In the current financial climate there will be increasing pressure on the new groups of schools, including multi-
academy trusts (MATs) and other federations, to deliver economies of scale.

Many schools are now collaborating on procurement and, in the pursuit of best value for money, institutions 
should seek every opportunity to combine purchasing power internally, externally, regionally or nationally. 

Aggregation of demand can deliver distinct advantages which include:

l improved value for money due to economies of scale

l greater leverage in the market and supplier loyalty

l sharing the burden in due diligence and research

l more efficient processes: administrative savings

l pooling expertise: sharing resources/ideas/innovation

See the DfE’s Buying for Schools document (link in section 4, Further information).

Purchasing frameworks

Purchasing frameworks have already gone through a due diligence process, including competitive tendering, 
compliance with regulations, and negotiation of terms and conditions. 

They vary in terms of engagement. Some are existing contracts and others lead to contracts, but they are 
pre-tendered arrangements with a provider or a number of providers which detail the delivery of goods and 
services as and when requested over a specified period. 

Frameworks relevant to educational organisations are now more widely available via local authorities, central 
government, public sector buying organisations and the Crown Commercial Service (access via Buying for 
Schools, link in section 4, Further information). 

Spend analysis

Schools and colleges need to know their spend profiles if they are to be more effective in controlling spend, 
identifying savings and planning future budgets. By collating spend data, (including information about key 
providers, spend areas, peaks and troughs in demand and supply, and exploring variations on cost), an 
organisation can review where financial resources are allocated and therefore reduce procurement costs, 
improve efficiency and ensure they remain compliant with purchasing regulations. 

If the information is updated regularly it can also be useful in mapping and planning resource allocation. 
This can also be used to reduce spot or spontaneous purchasing, identify opportunities for collaborative 
procurement, control financial risk and support the management of supplier relationships.

Using the spend profile in conjunction with other tools that analyse categories of expenditure in more detail can 
help to identify potential for accessing different types of procurement, for example e-procurement or framework 
purchasing arrangements. 
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4 Further information 
The DfE has streamlined its procurement guidance for schools and 
academies, including sections on low and high value procurement 
and low and high complexity procurement. In addition, their website has 
a growing collection of school procurement-related documents, including 
exemplar documents, templates and specific advice, eg management information 
systems and cloud-based technology services.

All procurement information can now be accessed via this landing page:

DfE Buying for Schools  
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/buying-for-schools

Buying advice is available from the Department by using either of the following email addresses 
CG.COMMUNICATIONS@education.gov.uk or Schools.ICTSUPPORT@education.gov.uk

Other related links are as follows:

Academies Financial Handbook  
www.gov.uk/government/publications/academies-financial-handbook 

Schools Financial Value Standard and Assurance  
www.gov.uk/government/publications/schools-financial-value-standard-and-assurance 

Public Contracts Regulations 2015 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2015/102/pdfs/uksi_20150102_en.pdf

ASCL Business Leadership Specialist, Val Andrew


