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STOCK ACCOUNTABILITY 
IN SCIENCE LABORATORIES 

Toh Kok Aun 

The management of a good Iaboratory in a modern 
educational system places heavy demands on the senior science 
teacher to  be armed with a system of stock accountability. While 
it may singly be the most important aspect in Iaboratory 
management, there is a general lack of published information to 
provide those genuinely interested in the subject. 

With each passing year a school spends a few thousand 
dollars in the purchasing of science equipment and chemicals 
either as replacement or as additional stock. Each and every item 
purchased will have to be accounted for. It is perhaps no 
coincidence that as a result of poor accountability it is not 
possible to  locate a particular piece of equipment. It is also not 
uncommon to find the laboratory assistants on medical leave and 
the poor science teacher at hislher wits' end trying to locate a 
particular item. A transfer of science teachers or laboratory staff 
would undisputedly bring about an upset. A new member of the 
science staff would be at a loss if there is no proper system in the 
laboratory. The keeping of proper stock records and a 
comprehensive stock accounting system would therefore be 
most helpful to  all users of the laboratory, as well as providing 
complete accountability of every item to an auditor. 

The First Step 

The first step in the evolving of a system of stock 
accountability is to  designate all the storage places in the 
laboratories, preparation rooms and storage rooms. This may be 
the most elementary step but is the most important one, for 
without which it is not possible to  locate where an item is kept. 
This is synonymous with having to locate a house in a city but 
without being provided with an address. 

There are many ways of labelling storage places. One way is 
to  give a room a number. Hence the first room of the Science 
Block, which may be a Physics laboratory, may be designated the 
number 1 while the second room which is a preparation room 
adjoining the Physics laboratory is numbered 2 and so on. This 



may end up with, say, the store room at the end of the block 
having a number 12, to  denote the twelveth room. 

Each cupboard is also given a number and this is 
represented by a second set of numbers. A third set of numbers 
is used to number the shelves inside the cupboards, say, from 
top to bottom of each cupboard. Thus the coded set of numbers 
2-3-1 represent the top shelf (shelf 1) of cupboard 3 in room 2. 

Another way of 'addressing' a location used for storage of 
equipment is to  start by prefixing the number of the cupboard by 
a meaningful alphabet. We can perhaps use: 

P3-1 to mean shelf 1, cupboard 3 in the Physics laboratory; 

p3-2 to mean shelf 2, cupboard 3 in the Physics preparation 
room; 

gsl-4 to mean shelf 4, cupboard 1 in the General Science 
preparation room. 

Meaningful alphabets to use are PS for Physical Science 
laboratory, C for Chemistry laboratory, B for Biology laboratory 
and GS for General Science laboratory. Their respective 
alphabets in lower case letters can be used to mean preparation 
rooms attached to the respective laboratories. The system would 
need a slight modification if there is more than one laboratory for 
Physics, Chemistry, Physical Science, etc. Thus we can have: 

PSI-6-5 to mean shelf 5, cupboard 6 in Physical Science Lab 
1; 

ps2-2-7 to  mean shelf 7, cupboard 2 in Physical Science 
Preparation Room 2; 

S1-3-3 to mean shelf 3, cupboard 3 in Store Room 1. 

'Addressing' the Equipment/Apparatus 

Having given an address (of coded numbers) to  every 
'house' (the shelves, cupboards and rooms), it is now possible to 
mail an item. It is just a matter of putting the address on the item. 
The chance of an unaddressed item being kept in a particular 
place is remote. You may well question why it is necessary to 
return an item to  a particular place. Isn't it enough to  just put it in 
some cupboard? The rationale behind storage in a particular 
place is two-fold: 

1. The idea of storage at a particular place is to  enable 
each item to be easily retrieved from that designated 
spot if required. 



2. The idea of storage at a particular place also facilitates 
easy counting when it comes to a stock check. 

After the senior ,science teacher has decided where each 
item is to  be kept, their 'addresses' are painted on the item itself. 
Of course it would be advantageous to  have all glassware 
together in one place, while the Physics equipment, say 
rheostats, in another. Also it would greatly ease any user if 
Biology specimens are in the Biology laboratory (or in the 
preparation room adjacent to  it) while the osciIloscopes are in the 
Physics laboratory. With a coded number on each item it is like 
having a permanent address. It can be returned by any user who 
knows the code. The code number of each shelf, cupboard and 
room must be clearly painted on the respective shelf, cupboard 
and room. The code and plan of the cupboards should be 
displayed on some strategic notice.boards. 

What has been done are the first two steps in trying to bring 
about some semblance of order. It must fit into the overall 
system whereby stock accountability can be easily achieved. This 
brings us to  the next stage - the  receiving of goods. 

Main Stock Book 

Just as in a school where all students accepted into the 
school are registered in the Admissions Book, it is necessary to 
keep a register of all items purchased by the Science Department. 
Such a register is called the Main Stock Book. A stock entry is 
made into the Main Stock Book the moment the stock purchased 
arrives and is certified to be in good order by the teacher-in- 
charge. A sample page of the Main Stock Book is shown in Table 
1. 



Table 1 Sample Page from the Main Stock Book 

Date Item Unit 
Price 

31-1-781 Microscopes 

' 28-1 -78 Lenses 

Number 
Received 

28-1 -78 

(t 10D) 

Ammeters 
(5 A acidcl 

8-2-78 

Invoice 
Number 

SO 4080 Lab Supplies 

Beakers 
(500 ml) 

Supplier 

EA 8421 

GA 309 

H 5057 

10-2-78 Beakers 
(500 ml) 

28-2-78 Gas Jars 
(200 X 50 mm) 

Ltd 

Syk. Lim 

Tan & Co. 

Oriental 

1 ST 6226 

TC 858 

It is imperative that items received must be quickly entered 
into the Main Stock Book. lrregardless of the fact that test-tubes 
may be delivered on six different occasions they must each be 
entered when they come. Entry into the Main Stock Book will 
thus be in chronological order. Table 1 shows, for example, 
receipt of beakers on three different occasions on 8/2/78, 10/2/78 
and 28/2/78. 

Subsid. Stock 
Book 

United 
Scientific 

Educ. Equip. 

Subsidiary Stock Book 

P/C/B 

P 

P 

B 

C 

C 

C 

C 

The pupils in a school on being admitted are graded, 
perhaps according to their abilities, and streamed into different 
classes. A register is kept for each class and a "stock check" is 
made at the start of each school day to keep a tab on students' 
attendance. Likewise in ?he Science Department, although an 
entry of a purchased item has been made in the Main Stock Book, 
a "cross entry" is made into a set of Subsidiary Stock Books - 
one for Biology, one for Chemistry, one for Physics and one for 
General Science. These are like the individual class registers. 
Stock checking, however, need be done only once a year but 
updating must be done periodically when the stock quantity 
changes. 

Page 

71 

52 

33 

15 

15 

29 

15 



As soon as the goods arrive, they are recorded into the Main 
Stock Book. From there the entries are posted (using the auditor's 
jargon for recorded) to the Subsidiary Stock Book. You may want 
to  ask why an entry into the Main Stock Book and now the 
duplicate entry into the Subsidiary Stock Book are necessary. 
There are two reasons for them. Firstly, annual/semestral stock 
checking would be a nightmare if there is only the Main Stock 
Book. A particular type of apparatus may have arrived on 
different occasions and will accordingly appear on different 
pages of the Main Stock Book. If there were ten delivery dates for 
test-tubes over the last two years, the stock checking would entail 
hunting through the thick Main Stock Book for those particular 
ten entries. What would result after a few more years is 
unimaginable - since the effect is cumulative. The opening of the 
Subsidiary Stock Book is to  consolidate the stock of that 
particular item on one page in the Subsidiary Stock Book. Table 2 
gives a sample of page 15 of the Subsidiary Stock Book 
(Chemistry). It shows how the entries on lines 4, 5 and 7 on Table 
1 are being posted on page 15 of the Subsidiary Stock Book 
(Chemistry). 

Table 2 Sample Page 15 of 
the Subsidiary Stock Book (Chemistry) 

l l 

Extracted 1 
I f r o m  Main Details Date Stock Book 

From Oriental 

From United 
Sc. 

From Tan & 
Co. 

Broken by 
Sec. 4A 

Broken by 
Lab. Asst. 

Loaned out 
to M.G.S. 

11-11-78 

Unit 
Price 

$3.30 

$3.10 

$3.10 

- 

- 

- 

- - Returned by 
M.G.S. 

Place 
Stored 

3-8-4 

3-8-4 

3-8-4 

3-8-4 

3-8-4 

3-8-4 

3-8-4 

Stock 
Check 
(Initial 
&Date) 

Remarks 

Quantity 

Balance 

48 

96 

120 

118 

117 

107 

117 

In 

48 

48 

24 

- 

- 

- 

10 

Out 

- 
- 

- 

2 

1 

10 

- 



The second reason necessitating the opening up of the 
Subsidiary Stock Book is that the apparatus broken or loaned out 
can be recorded, thereby giving an up-to-date balance for that 
particular item. If it is an old item that had been received (through 
purchase or being returned by someone) the Subsidiary Stock 
Book would already have a page for it. If it is an entirely new item 
a new page would have to be opened for it. Hence for the 
Subsidiary Stock Book we may end up with: 

Page 14 . . . Beakers (250 ml) 
Page 15 . . . Beakers (500 ml) 
Page 16 . . . Beakers (1000 ml) 
Page 17 . . . Test Tubes 
Page 18 . . . Boiling Tubes 
Page 19 . . . Conical Flasks 

A natural question that comes to  mind is "How are we going 
to locate the page for a particular item?" "Have we to laboriously 
go through page by page to locate an item?" The answer is no, if 
26 pages are allowed as Contents at the beginning of each 
Subsidiary Stock Book - each of the 26 pages corresponding to  
one letter of the alphabet. We will thus have the second page of 
Contents for items beginning with the letter "B". For each page of 
the Contents it is not necessary to tabulate them in indexing 
order, i.e. Beaker before Boiling Tube, as no difficulty is involved 
in browsing through one page of items. Thus the Contents page 
"B" may have: 

Boiling Tubes . . . page 18 
Beakers (250 ml) . . . page 14 
Beakers (500 ml) . . . page 15 
Beakers (1000 ml) . . . page 16 

The Subsidiary Stock Book if properly up-dated tells the exact 
stock situation in the laboratory at any instant. Anyone opening 
the Subsidiary Stock Book at page 15 for Beakers (500 ml) would 
be able to tell: 

(1) where the equipment is stored, 

(2) the number of pieces available to  date, and 

(3) the last stock check and what has happened since. 

Stock Cards 

In general, the above system of Main Stock Book together 
with a set of Subsidiary Stock Books is used to record all non- 
consumables in the laboratory. Consumables, such as chemicals 



and reagents, after being recorded in the Main Stock Book are 
posted onto Stock Cards instead of the Subsidiary Stock Books. 
The Stock Cards replace the Subsidiary Stock Book for all 
chemicals and reagents -where the quantity needs to be revised 
periodically. At the end of each semesterlyear this wil l  give an 
indication of the quantity of a particular chemical that needs 
purchasing to supplement the existing stock. The table below 
shows a sample Stock Card. 

Table 3 Sample Stock Card 

Each Stock Card is for a particular consumable item/ 
chemical. Should it be a liquid the quantity is stated in terms of - 
volume (cm3 or ml) instead of grams. 

COPPER SULPHATE CRYSTALS 
(Technical Grade) 

CuS0,.5H20 

With a system of Stock Books and Stock Cards kept up-to- 
date with periodic entries and stock checks made either on a 
semestral or annual basis, it helps not only for stock 
accountability but also stock tracing. A pin-up of the plan of 
cupboards and the code employed for "addresses" can be 
displayed in the laboratories and cyclostyled for distribution to 
Science staff. A new member of the staff would certainly 
appreciate this. Of course this is not the only method. Other 
methods can be used or even a modification of the above system 
can be used. Whatever the case, the important point is a system 
of accountability. 

- 4009 lOOg 5009 

31-12-78 - - 3009 509 350g 

Stock 
Check 
(Initial 
and 

date) 

Total 
Balance 

1009 

6009 

Remarks 

31-12-77 

8-2-78 

Quantity left at 
place of storage 

Supplier 

- 

Oriental 

5-4-3 
(Store- 
room) 

- 

5009 

3-8-4 
(Chem. 
Lab.) 

1009 

1009 

Unit 
Price 

- 
$12.50 

Quan- 
t ~ t y  
Pur- 

chased 

- 

5009 
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