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Executive Summary 
To say the U.S. education situation for this coming year is fluid would be an understatement. 
District by district, educators are making decisions on how best to safely deliver instruction, 
engage their students, and maintain forward progress. Brand and retail marketers are looking 
to MDR for guidance on how to be supportive and help educators meet their typical, and 
newly mission-critical, needs. 

With all that will be different this year, school supply lists are still an invaluable mechanism for 
educators to enlist brands and marketers in preparing their classrooms — both physical and 
virtual. The National Retail Federation (NRF) estimates that back-to-class spending in 2020 is a 
$101.6 billion business and that, overall, back-to-school spending is projected to be up — and 
possibly record-breaking — this year.

The locus of education has shifted this year with more students learning from home than ever 
before. This will expand parents’ purchasing role as they try to replicate the resources of a 
classroom at home. In fact, the NRF estimates that “Families with children attending K-12 plan 
to spend an average $789.49 per family in 2020. Spending is expected to total $33.9 billion, 

up from $26.2 billion last year and breaking the record of $30.3 billion set in 2012.”

The traditional back-to-school shopping window has also expanded, and brands and marketers 
should take note. Nearly 50% of consumers surveyed by the NRF had not received their 
school supply lists by mid-August. The current trial period of school openings and in-person 
instruction is prolonging the purchasing stage as districts, teachers, and parents adjust. NRF 
President and CEO Matthew Shay said, “Consumers still face a great deal of uncertainty even 
as school begins to start and are further behind in their back-to-school spending than they 
have been in years.” 

https://nrf.com/insights/holiday-and-seasonal-trends/back-school
https://nrf.com/media-center/press-releases/parents-spend-even-more-computers-and-desks-expectations-online-classes
https://nrf.com/media-center/press-releases/parents-spend-even-more-computers-and-desks-expectations-online-classes
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This year, districts are also receiving an injection of funds from the Federal Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act. 
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Source: MDR’s MarketView, July 2020

—  CARES Allocation Ranges by State  —

The availability of this funding, combined with specific needs around school hygiene, safety, 
technology, professional training, and connectivity, will be reflected in this year’s supply lists 
and may be having an impact on teachers’ need for out-of-pocket spending. 

To help marketers better understand their needs, and use this opportunity to support 
schools, MDR went straight to the source. In partnership with our award-winning media brand 
WeAreTeachers, we surveyed nearly 3,000 PreK-Grade 12 educators nationally from August 4 – 
24, 2020, and compiled this guide to school supply lists. 

 – In Section One, you’ll learn what hasn’t changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic: when and 
how list decisions are made, who decides, where lists are posted, and more. 

 – In Section Two, we synthesize the responses and comments from our respondents to take 
you inside their preparations, needs, and concerns for the upcoming school year.  

For anyone looking to better understand school supply lists, and the unique demands of the 
2020-2021 school year, there are valuable insights in this report.

https://mdreducation.com/reports/breaking-down-cares-act-funding/
https://mdreducation.com/reports/breaking-down-cares-act-funding/
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Section One: School List Fundamentals

Introduction
Despite the uncertainty, marketers can confidently make plans based on these aspects of 
school list development: 

1. Teachers are decision makers. A strong majority of teachers, individually or in grade 
teams, are given the responsibility of compiling the list of products included on school 
supply lists. In addition to class or grade supply lists, teachers also create “wish lists.” 
These lists ask parents to donate additional products and supplies for use in their 
children’s classrooms. Even in Arizona and California, which require public schools 
to provide funds to cover the basic supplies needed for academic success, optional 
supplementary lists are often distributed to families. 

2. Decisions are made mostly in late winter and early spring, with updates. While most 
supply lists are finalized between March and June and nearly 40% of lists are made 
available to parents before the end of the school year, this year will be different. Teachers 
are adapting on the fly to instruction protocols in their districts and are identifying needs 
in real time. Just as holiday shopping season has been extended in recent years, retailers 
and product marketers should think of back-to-school as a year-round event rather than 
waiting until the end of summer.  

3. Lists aren’t limited to pencils and notebooks. Many school supply lists also include 
products such as cleaning supplies, hand sanitizers, earbuds, calculators, and much more. 
According to our survey respondents, the lists usually contain the names of some specific 
brands. Obviously, classroom and student hygiene needs and personal protective 
equipment (PPE) have jumped to the top of lists for 2020-2021, as we discuss in more 
detail in Section Two.
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KEY FINDINGS: SCHOOL LIST FUNDAMENTALS

Teachers Are Compiling the Lists
Nearly 80 percent of the respondents to the survey say that teachers are compiling the lists, 
either on their own or as part of a team. Grade-level teams are the most common way schools 
create their lists. In fact, very few schools or districts prepare lists without teacher input. In 
addition to supply lists, most schools allow teachers to create their own wish lists. Bookstore 
chains, in particular, do an impressive job of working with teachers to compile wish lists. 

—  Teachers Make the School Supply List Decisions  —

49%
Grade level

teams create
the lists for
their grade

7%
School
leaders

create the
lists based on
teacher input

28%
Each teacher
creates his or 

her own school
supply list

4%
School or
district 

creates the
lists without

teacher input

2%
School or
district

 provides
all school
supplies

5%
District 

creates the
lists based on
teacher input

77%

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2019

—  Are Teacher Wish Lists Permitted?  —

65%
YES

19%
NO

16%
Not Sure

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2019
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Educators Request Specific Brands
Fewer than 30 percent of respondents to our survey said they avoid including specific brands. 
Indeed, 73 percent sometimes, usually, or always request specific brands. MDR looks at a lot of 
school supply lists and usually sees brand mentions: Some common ones are Crayola, Play-
Doh, Elmer’s, Fiskars, Expo, and USA Gold. Additionally, requests go beyond instructional 
supplies. And those, too, are often requested by brand. Common examples are Ziploc, Lysol, 
and Kleenex.

—  Do Lists Include Speci�c Brands?  — 

Not PermittedSometimesUsuallyAlways

73%

6%
12%

55%

27%

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2019

—  Do Lists Include Classroom Cleaning Supplies?  —

Not Permitted

Sometimes

Usually

Always 26%  

16%  

32%  

26%  

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2019
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Lists Are Finalized in Spring
In a typical year, most lists are finalized between March and June, and we expect that pattern 
to continue for 2020-2021. However, this highly unpredictable school year will extend the 
school buying season and retailers and product marketers should think of back-to-school 
as a year-round event. In past surveys, respondents have told us in their verbatims that they 
would like to see school supplies on sale earlier in the summer to benefit both the families and 
the teachers themselves. As instruction protocols continue to evolve, this request should be 
considered year round as well. 

—  When Are Lists Finalized?  — 

January-
February

May-
June

Over the
Summer

Not
Sure

3% 22% 44%
16% 16%

March-
April

66%

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2019

The majority of school supply lists are distributed before the end of the school year or over 
summer break. Weekly store circulars typically don’t start to appear until mid- to late July. 

—  When Are Lists Distributed?  —

38%
at the end of

the school year

34%
over the
summer

29%
right before
school starts

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2019
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Lists Are Posted in Multiple Places
School supply lists are posted in multiple places, with 80 percent of respondents saying that 
lists appear on the school’s web site. Many schools have partnerships with local retailers. 
Walmart is the #1 retail partner. But parents are buying school supplies from a wide variety of 
retailers: dollar stores, drugstores, office supply stores, grocery chains, and bookstores are all 
selling school supplies. Respondents to our survey offered several suggestions for retailers to 
help support teachers in the list creation process:

 – List all possible supplies that teachers can check off.
 – Generate a printable list for parents and districts.
 – Make lists editable.
 – Let us enter an item as optional.
 – Offer parents bundled discounts and options for the best prices.
 – Include multiple languages.
 – Make sign-up instructions simpler.
 – Offer option to deliver school supplies right to the school.

—  Where to Find Lists Online  —

2% 1% 
6% 

Do Not Post
Publicly

Not Sure/
Other

District
Website

School
Website

Amazon
School Lists

TeacherLists.comTarget.comWalmart.com

12% 

67% 

31% 

20% 19% 

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2019

—  Some Schools Have Retail Partnerships  — 

None = 67%  |  Not Sure = 29%  |  Other = 4%

3%

Amazon

17%

Walmart

12%

Target

5%

Staples

6%

Of�ce Depot

3%

Dollar General/
Dollar Tree

4%

Local Grocery

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2019
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Section Two: School List Adaptations

Introduction
We surveyed nearly 3,000 PreK-Grade 12 educators in August. In multiple choice answers 
and verbatim comments they spoke up to express their specific needs and concerns for this 
unprecedented school year. From their responses we concluded the following:

1. Needs reflect the diverse challenges of this school year. Cleaning supplies take the 
lead and there is a high level of concern about availability of PPE. Many of the typical 
items such as, crayons, calculators, and notebooks, for example, will be needed at scale 
to be provided to students to use at home or for classroom use where sharing materials 
and supplies may be limited. Storage for individual student’s supplies is also needed.

2. The demands of remote and hybrid instruction. Fifty-two percent of our survey 
respondents are worried they won’t have the remote learning tools they need. Webcams, 
earbuds, connected devices like tablets and laptops, cameras, microphones, and white 
boards were frequent requests, as is training for teachers on the effective use of these 
tools and professional development to help them translate instruction and curriculum to 
remote use.

3. Communication and community. The uncharted territory educators are entering has 
heightened their desire for administration and community support, professional training 
to meet the challenge of remote or hybrid teaching, and methods of staying connected 
and engaged with students, parents, and each other. We can confirm the survey results 
by noting the uptick in visits to the WeAreTeachers site where teachers can get resources 
and share ideas. Almost 50% of respondents also noted counseling and mental health 
support as being useful, reflecting their expanded roles and responsibilities.  

AugustJulyJuneMayAprilMarchFebruaryJanuary

—  WeAreTeachers.com 2020 Monthly Page Views  —

6.5M

5.1M

8.6M
7.5M

6.4M

4.6M
5.2M

6.8M

Source: WeAreTeachers.com, January − August 2020

https://www.weareteachers.com/
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KEY FINDINGS: SCHOOL LIST ADAPTATIONS

Administration Support Is Solid
Sixty-two percent of teachers say they are feeling “okay” or better about the support they 
are receiving from school administration, while 31% feel they are getting less support than 
expected. This represents a major improvement from our Teacher Sentiment survey in May 
when only 39% acknowledged getting “a lot of support” from their school. 

—  Administration Support  —

Over the top, 
I’m very lucky.

10%

More than
I expected

which is nice.

20%

Just the right
amount.

I feel okay.

30%

Less than
expected
which is

disappointing.

31%

Little to none,
I’m scared.

9%
0.00.20.40.60.81.0

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2020

Community Support Is Disappointing
On the other hand, 61% of teachers are receiving less support from their communities than 
they were expecting. This may be attributed to varying levels of pandemic preparedness 
and response from state to state and district to district. Conflicting or changing advice about 
returning to in-person instruction has also left many parents confused and frustrated with 
schools. Notably, in our May survey, 46% of teachers expressed a need for “Recognition from 
my district, parents, and the community that I am working hard to do a good job in these 
challenging circumstances.” Clearly, they are not feeling that recognition. 

—  Community Support  —

Over the top, 
I’m very lucky.

1%

More than
I expected

which is nice.

12%

Just the right
amount.

I feel okay.

28%

Less than
expected
which is

disappointing.

48%

Little to none,
I’m scared.

13%

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2020
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Remote Learning Tools Are Needed
Teaching effectively and lack of remote learning tools are areas of great concern for teachers, 
with 69% expressing that they are somewhat worried or have no idea how they will manage.

—  Do You Have the Classroom/
 Remote Learning Tools You Need 
 in Order to Teach Effectively?  —

Yes, I feel ready but know I’ll need to be �exible.

No, I have no idea how I’ll manage.

Somewhat, I’m worried I won’t have what I need.

31%

52%

17%

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2020
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Teachers Highlight Hygiene and Instructional Tools
In response to the question “What kinds of classroom supplies do you think are most necessary 
this year?” teachers didn’t hold back. Supplies to keep classrooms clean and kids safe got the 
most mentions in their comments, followed by technology and equipment for teaching. Storing 
and organizing individual “kits” for students is also a common theme. 

—  Supply Need Mentions  —

Clean, Cleaner, Cleaning 27% Tech, Technology 12% Storage 3%

Sanitizer, Sanitizing 25% Cameras 9% Containers 2%

Masks 20% Computers, Computing 9% Training 1%

Wipes 19% ChromeBooks 6%

PPE 10% Laptops 6%

Shields 5% Document Cameras 5%

Disinfectants 5% Headphones 5%

Gloves 3% Internet 5%

Tissues 3% Microphones 4%

Soap 2% White Boards 3%

Paper Towels 2% iPads 3%

Air Purifiers 1% Webcams 2%

Antibacterial 0.4% Tablets 2%

WiFi 2%

Printers 1%

Apps 1%

Headsets 1%

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2020 

Note: Multiple responses allowed.
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Individual Supplies for Each Student
Whether at home or in the classroom, 51% of teachers will be asking students to have their 
own separate “kits” of supplies, with an additional 22% having that expectation only while 
students are at school. This scenario has the potential to double the quantity of supplies each 
child will need and require storage containers or bins as well. 

—  Do Students Need Their Own Personal School Supplies?  —

22%
Only for 
SCHOOL

17%
Only for 
HOME

51%
BOTH school

and home

10%
NOT for
school or

home

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2020

For School                              For Home  
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Devices and Online Resources Get Priority from Districts
Digital devices for teachers and students and access to online learning platforms and resources 
got most of the focus as districts determine how to support instruction this year. Cleaning 
supplies and PPE also received strong support. 

—  What Tools/Resources Will Your District Provide This Year?  —

Learning materials

Learning materials

PPE

Learning materials

Professional training/support

Online learning

PPE

Cleaning supplies

Online learning 

Digital devices 

Digital devices

STUDENT USE

TEACHER USE

PLATFORM ACCESS

CLASSROOM USE

TEACHER USE

RESOURCES

RELATED TO PANDEMIC ISSUES

CLASSROOM USE

STUDENT USE

REMOTE TEACHING

STUDENTS
AT HOME

75%  

71%  

60%  

56%  

44%  

41%  

 38%  

37%  

28%  

 21%

 17%

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2020  

Note: Multiple responses allowed.
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Budget Dollars and Training Are Teacher Priorities
When asked “What other tools/resources will/would be useful for you to have this year?” a 
strong majority of teachers cited funding for classroom supplies and technology. Training on 
remote teaching and engagement also got a strong response from 61%.

—  What Other Tools/Resources Will Be Useful This Year?  — 

Communicating with parents and students

Connecting with other teachers

Mental health support

Communication about safety concerns and worries

Remote teaching and engagement

Technology subscriptions, software, and/or hardware

Classroom and remote teaching supplies and materials

78%  

66%  

61%  

55%  

49%  

43%  

40%  ONLINE TOOLS

SUPPORT

COUNSELING

SUPPORT

PROFESSIONAL TRAINING

BUDGET

BUDGET

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2020

Note: Multiple responses allowed.
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Printed and Shared Materials Take a Back Seat
In response to the question “What are the tools and resources you won’t use this year?” many 
teachers lamented on their classroom libraries of books, games, and other shared resources 
that students cannot make use of this year. 

—  What Tools and Resources You Won’t Use This Year?  —

Communal, Shared, Sharing, Sharable 27%

Books 21%

Paper, Printed 16%

Manipulatives 13%

Games 8%

Textbooks 7%

Notebooks 3%

Toys 3%

Workbooks 1%

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2020

Note: Multiple responses allowed.

Teachers Uncertain on Cleaning and PPE Supplies
Only 3% of teachers are confident they will have adequate supplies of cleaning products and 
PPE as they begin the school year.  

—  Will You Have Enough Cleaning Supplies and 
 PPE Products at the Start of This Year?  —

Yes, I have more than enough.

Maybe, I’m not sure how much I’ll need yet.

No, I will have to ask parents for more or buy it myself.

Not applicable because I am teaching remotely this year.
64%

27%
6% 3%

Source: MDR’s An Inside Look at School Supply Lists, 2020
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Teacher Behavior and School Supply Lists 
The impact of the pandemic will keep instruction in flux and schools will need to continually 
adapt. Teachers will be thinking about what to include on school supply and wish lists all year 
as they navigate the “new normal.” That’s just the beginning of their adjustments. 

In past years, teachers have spent their own money on classroom materials, nearly $400 
on average, and for the most part we expect that to continue. In many districts, there is an 
expectation that school budgets can be supplemented with funds from teachers, parents, and 
fundraising to fully outfit students and classrooms. However, our WeAreTeachers pipeline to the 
sentiment among teachers has revealed a shift in their thinking about how they spend out-of-
pocket funds this year. 

Those teaching remotely may have the additional expense of outfitting a home office with 
a desk, web camera, printer, and other supplies. That is seen as an investment in support 
of their careers and a logical shift of the resources they would ordinarily spend on the 
classroom environment. Teachers are still onboard with spending out-of-pocket for these 
kinds of non-disposables. 

The increase in the number of students learning from home may impact teachers’ spending on 
consumables like pencils, erasers, crayons, glue, paper, and other supplies. This may be due 
to parents taking on the responsibility for outfitting the home “classroom” for remote learners 
and, for school classrooms, the availability of CARES Act funding to replace their out-of-pocket 
outlay. However, we still expect teachers to be compiling lists and making school supply 
purchases, if at a lesser extent than in other years.

What does this mean to you as a marketer?  

Overall, those targeting teachers directly as purchasers may want to emphasize savings, value, 
and long-term utility. As influencers on school supply lists, teachers will be focused on hygiene 
and individual kits, so kids have their own supplies whether at home or in school.

For 2020-2021, marketers and brands should focus on heightening teacher brand affinity 
and building engagement all the time to boost your chances of being included on their 
school supply lists. Many leading brands are doing exactly that by working with MDR’s 
WeAreTeachers community. 
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About MDR 

MDR connects enterprises to the education community with innovative data-driven 
solutions that accelerate marketing and sales success. For more than 50 years, MDR 
has provided insights and structure to the complexities of the education marketplace 
through unique institution and personnel data and analytics. Innovative tools, 
unparalleled services, and deep market knowledge speed customers’ go-to-market 
strategies while delivering critical database hygiene, structure, and linkage to support 
modern CRM, Marketing Automation, and ERP connectivity. MDR’s marketing services 
range from content development and marketing agency services to data-driven social 
and digital advertising solutions. MDR’s recent innovations include AcceleratedData, 
MDR Visitor Intelligence, MDR CloudSync, MDR’s ConnectED Cloud, and the number 
one media brand for educators, WeAreTeachers. 

Feel free to contact us with any questions or to arrange for an in-person presentation. 
As you make your strategic plans for the upcoming year, please reach out to us at  
800-333-8802 or mdrinfo@dnb.com. 

For more insights into educators and the education market, visit MDReducation.com, 
check out our blog, or browse our other reports.

A Dun & Bradstreet Division

MDReducation.com

800-333-8802

mdrinfo@dnb.com

https://mdreducation.com/mdr-visitor-intelligence/
https://mdreducation.com/mdr-cloudsync
https://data.mdreducation.com/auth/sign-up
https://mdreducation.com/weareteachers/
http://mdreducation.com
https://twitter.com/mdrbiz?lang=en
https://www.linkedin.com/company/mdr
https://mdreducation.com/
mailto:mdrinfo%40dnb.com?subject=Marketing%20to%20Educators%20Guide
https://www.facebook.com/mdreducationmarketing/

