
Course material distribution has
changed dramatically. Students receive
and access their course materials
through a variety of channels and
methods that didn’t exist not too long
ago. Some commute to the campus-
based bookstore; some go online to
order from a required list of titles
matched with their course registrations;
some access eContent directly from
their LMS; and some pick up their
resources from the school or instructor. 
Regardless of the method, there are

several course material management
and acquisition processes that will
make things easier and more efficient

for both you and your students.  Based
on our work with hundreds of schools
and campus networks over the last
several decades, direct feedback from
these schools on what works and what
doesn’t, and the technological advances
that have emerged, our team at
Ambassador Education Solutions has
assembled a set of recommended best
practices for course material sourcing,
procurement and distribution. They
are designed to optimize the experience
for your students and lead to increased
student satisfaction, while providing
your organization greater control and
saving you money. 
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Student Considerations
When assessing the purchase and

delivery experience for students, keep
in mind they prefer to get all of their
textbooks, eResources, custom content,
scrubs, kits, supplies, and logo apparel
from one source. They want the
process to be easy, they want access
to help should the need arise, they
want choice of format, and they don’t
want to spend too much. The schools
that are most successful in supporting
the course materials needs of their
students and see the highest levels of
student satisfaction typically follow
these five recommendations:

1. Deliver one-stop shopping with
seamless purchasing.
If students are ordering materials
online, enable them to login in
with single-sign-on 24x7x365, and
automatically view their registered
courses and required resources
available for purchase. Students
should be able to complete the
order, payment, and address
verification in just a few clicks, so
make sure the website is intuitive.
As an alternative, consider an auto-
fill option where students auto-
matically receive their materials
without any legwork on their part.
For campus-based bookstores, we
have found it to be most efficient
when students simply present
their course schedule and ID at
the service counter. The point of
sales system should then auto-
matically match the student to his
or her required materials. Have
your staff pick, bag and deliver
the items to the student at the
checkout counter. This practice
means  students no longer have
to navigate the aisles looking for
their items, instead they are handed
right to them.

2. Accept multiple payment options.
For online, auto-fill and on-campus
purchases, we have found that
flexible purchasing options are
important. When you allow
students to pay by voucher, cash
or credit card, you deliver added
convenience. With school-author-
ized vouchers (which can be used
by schools that include course
materials in tuition and/or by
schools that wish to generate reve-
nue), you can also ensure students
only purchase each item one time,
unless you approve otherwise.  

3. Provide unsurpassed student
support.
An open line of communication
with students is imperative for
delivering technical assistance,
setting expectations, and resolving
issues. Whether online or in-person,
your staff should be knowledgeable,
friendly and efficient. For students
visiting your on-campus bookstore,
make sure you have enough staffing
support, especially during peak
times at the start and end of a
term.  For students completing
transactions online or via auto-fill,
provide an easy-to-find “Contact
Us” support line, enabling students
a clear method to submit any and
all inquiries.

4. Give your students a choice in how
they access curriculum materials.
From new and used materials, to
traditional textbooks and eBooks
complemented with print-on-
demand (POD) versions, personaliz-
ing the education experience
through choice is key. As the digital
literacy demands of students in-
crease, give them the choice to
select online curriculum as an
alternative or supplement to

Career Education Review • February 20142



traditional textbooks. Consider
allowing students to access digital
materials from within their LMS, or
in some cases, download them to
their computers or tablets. Be sure
to include IT in all your discussions
of electronic materials. These
alternatives to textbooks add a
significant amount of bandwidth
demand to your network infra-
structure and insufficient planning
can lead to poor results and nega-
tively impact student satisfaction.

5. Provide students with a dedicated
inventory.
Ensuring students receive the
right materials in a timely manner
is often dependent on those
materials being in stock and ready
for delivery.  A dedicated inventory
backed by necessary planning and
demand estimates means your
students won't experience delays
in obtaining their course materials.

Administrative Considerations 
The course materials supply chain

isn’t just about your students, it’s about
you too. While the way your school
manages and delivers course materials
can influence the education experience
and overall student satisfaction, it can
also have a dramatic impact on your
operations and financials. Career college
leaders have told us time and again
that the ability for their systems to
talk to each other, coupled with the
availability of data and analytics, has
enabled them to maintain the right
level of administrative and cost control.
These five strategies will likely help
you do the same:

1. Define your financial goals.
It is important to clearly identify
your revenue targets.  For example,
does your school want to pass

along cost savings to students or
retain those savings as revenue?
When it comes to pricing models,
consider a formula that will allow
you to meet your revenue objec-
tives, while also keeping student
pricing in check.  

2. Integrate a bookstore operations
portal with your other systems.
By integrating a bookstore oper-
ations portal with your LMS, SIS
and digital content platforms, you
can not only expedite your pro-
cesses, but you also increase the
accuracy of transactions and
better manage and track account
activity, history, and more.  You
can transmit information and post
transactions to the student ledger,
eliminating missed revenue recogni-
tion and data entry mistakes.

3. Efficiently and safely manage
your student records.
Keeping on top of your student
records will not only ease your
administrative and financial book-
keeping, it will also help you
maintain compliance with new
and evolving federal regulations.
It is important to automate the
logging and reporting of student
registrations, course material pur-
chases, and financial aid spending.
The online “paper trail” of reports
can also mitigate risk when it
comes to regulatory inquiries.
Keep your records secure, and be
certain to audit regularly who has
access to those records and deter-
mine if that access is necessary
for his or her job.

4. Consolidate your sourcing.
Regularly tracking and managing
your publisher agreements will
ensure you get the most out of
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those relationships, both from a
service and financial standpoint.
Consider analyzing and standardi-
zing your course materials pur-
chases from specific publishers
and vendors. This will not only
reduce your overall cost of course
materials, it will also reduce staff
hours spent tracking down
deliveries and order status from
multiple providers.

5. Leverage a system for booklist
and transaction management.
Through a dedicated portal or
extranet, you can simplify the
management of your booklists by
staying on top of new or out-of-
print titles, the most in-demand
and current titles, and the usage
of all course materials. You can
also track all orders, returns and
buybacks in real-time for greater
inventory visibility and more
accurate future ordering.

Operational and Financial Risks to
Avoid 
With every set of best practices comes

lessons learned. Implementing a com-
prehensive course materials strategy
that serves the needs of your students
and your school isn't without its
challenges. Just as we have created a
series of best practices, we have also
learned pitfalls to avoid along the way: 

1. Don't allow students to receive
more than one copy if payment
via voucher.
Regardless if you roll the cost of
course materials into tuition or
generate revenue, if students are
permitted to use a school voucher
to purchase materials, you are
likely anticipating a set number of
items in your inventory and

financial estimates. If students are
permitted to purchase additional
copies of the same item via
voucher because, for example,
they left their materials at home,
you will incur additional costs
because the student will have
exceeded his or her course material
allowance. The exceptions will be
if you approve the additional pur-
chase or if the student pays by
credit card, as that will be their
own out-of-pocket expense.

2. Don't maintain excessive quanti-
ties of materials.
When ordering inventory, do not
anticipate a lot of overage. After
distribution of the materials to
students, return extra materials to
the publishers in a timely manner,
which will help with cash flow,
ensure timely compliance with a
publisher's return policy, and
eliminate rejected returns.

3. Don't simply ship to the address
provided by the student.
When students order materials
online, it is imperative that you
have a pre-ship validation process
in place to identify invalid addresses
in advance. This will eliminate
address correction fees imposed
by carriers and ensure timely
delivery of materials.

4. Don’t base your order solely upon
the faculty booklist. 
It is a good idea to vet the booklist
submitted by your faculty so you
can identify appropriate editions
and notify faculty of new editions.
You should also review requested
quantities and determine whether
they are too low or too high based
upon historic metrics.
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5. Don't assume eBooks are the
only way to go.
Treating all courses the same when
it comes to offering eBooks in place
of textbooks is generally a bad
idea. Consider that some students
simply like the touch and feel of a
printed textbook. Beyond that,
many programs of study require
certification exams at the end of
the program, and since eBooks
expire after a period of time, stu-
dents may not be able to access
them for further studying. Negoti-
ating longer eBook license terms
can help you overcome this
limitation. Offering POD options is
also a good idea, but be mindful
to set quota limits or implement a
per page charge for students who
use your printing facilities, or your
costs will skyrocket. 

At Ambassador Education Solutions,
we know your course materials
adoption, management and delivery
strategy requires dedication in order
to ensure everyone's needs are being
met effectively and efficiently. For
your students, it's about getting the
right materials into their hands, the
right way at the right price.  For you,
it's about standardizing processes in a
way that meet your operational and
financial objectives, while providing
greater visibility and control.  
The stakeholders in the course materi-

als supply chain are many, and there's
a little something in it for everyone.
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