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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Background
ESAs need to be part of the marketing
channel, and most companies don’t
know about ESAs. They are especially
important for companies that don’t
have a large distribution strategy or a
large sales force, where they don’t have
people on the ground. They need ESAs
to help get the word out.

In 2016 the Education Market Association commissioned
a study to explore successful EDtech sales distribution
strategies in the K-12 space (Stebbins & Bancroft, 2017).
The study noted that traditional channels are evolving and
in some cases being replaced by emerging channels and
that there remains significant confusion about how to get
EDtech products into schools.

The EDtech market, valued at more than $8 billion
(Richards & Stebbins 2014), has always been a challenging
space to enter, and as products shift from physical
to digital these newer channels need to be better
understood. While some changes are taking place, some constants show little fluctuation and remain
significant barriers for those trying to succeed in this space: The slow sales cycle, decentralized
decision making, risk aversion to new entrants, and unstable funding patterns make this market
particularly difficult.
— Kathy Hurley
Former Executive VP, Pearson Foundation

Among the most promising distribution channels that the 2016 EDmarket study identified is
cooperative procurement organizations comprised of:
There are 553 ESAs across
the U.S. ESAs are often
overlooked and considered
a “best kept secret” by the
industry leaders currently
using this distribution channel.

• Educational Services Agencies (ESAs) that are known by
many different names and acronyms and vary greatly in their
involvement with cooperative purchasing and product support.
ESAs are often overlooked and considered a “best kept secret”
by industry leaders who have formed valuable partnerships with
these intermediary agencies.

ESAs and Coops provide a
ready-made conduit for gaining
access to large numbers of
school districts without having to
knock on each district door.

• National and Regional Buying Cooperatives (Buying Coops)
are better known as a channel and are playing an increasingly
important role in commodity and transactional purchasing for
less complex products that allow for a more straightforward
purchasing arrangement.

The purpose of this report is to provide a strategic roadmap for partnering with Educational Service
Agencies and Buying Coops in order to more effectively access the education market. ESAs and
Coops provide a ready-made conduit for gaining access to large numbers of school districts
without having to knock on each district door.
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Key Findings: Seven Step Strategic Roadmap
In 2018, 21 executives who lead, partner with, or consult with Educational Service
Agencies and Buying Coops participated in extensive semi-structured interviews.1
The Key Findings from these interviews are presented in a Seven-Step Strategic Roadmap for
working with ESAs that is presented in the body of this report. Differentiators are also articulated in
the report to assist companies in developing strategies for pursuing relationships with ESAs versus
Buying Coops.
Highlights from the Key findings include:
• 86% of executives interviewed indicated ESAs are increasing their involvement in cooperative
purchasing. ESAs control budgets totaling roughly $15 billion in the K-12 market.
• Forming a relationship with one ESA provides not only efficient access to multiple school
districts, it can be the gateway to connecting into a laterally influential network statewide and in
some cases regionally.
• ESAs and Coops are continuing to consolidate and work together, and are developing “Online
Marketplaces” that provide streamlined platforms to support vetting, cost sharing, and information
on product effectiveness to aid cooperative purchasing.
• Highly entrepreneurial ESAs are tuned in to their districts’ needs and can offer companies product
support, professional development, and access to large numbers of districts. Companies are advised
to approach ESAs via their district members. ESAs are most responsive to member district needs.
• 71% of executives interviewed indicated that smaller school districts rely more heavily on ESA
cooperative purchasing programs. Small districts contain almost one-third of all students
nationwide. They are more agile, make decisions more quickly, and provide greater company
access to top administrators.
• Successful vendors are able to provide ESAs with competitive member pricing, a verifiable track
record of success, and novel products that solve district challenges.
• Forty-eight percent of those interviewed highly recommended attending or presenting at the
Association of Educational Service Agencies (AESA) conferences. The newer EDspaces conference
that focuses on learning environments and the EDchannels conference that focuses on emerging
EDtech strategies are also valuable opportunities to connect with ESAs.
• National Cooperatives are well suited for commodity purchasing and transactional products such
as paper and roofing. ESAs are better suited for more complex products that need substantial
support or professional development attached.

1

Semi-structured interviews are used in qualitative research. They entail using an interview instrument (formal questions), but
allowing the respondent to stray from the question topics when deemed relevant to the focus of the study.
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