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Abstract 

One potential concern with democratic control of schools is the extent to which it may 

exacerbate educational inequality if the needs of racial minority students are given less attention 

by voters and, by extension, elected officials in government. To investigate this possibility, we 

examine whether there is racial inequality in retrospective voting by evaluating the relationship 

between white and racial minority student achievement and the vote share of incumbent school 

board members seeking reelection. Analyzing over 1,000 California school board elections, we 

find evidence that voters reward or punish incumbent board members based on changes in white 

student performance while, in contrast, the performance of African American and Hispanic 

students fail to generate any electoral accountability. To better understand why local electorates 

appear to exhibit racial bias in the “running tally” they use to evaluate incumbent school board 

members, we conclude by presenting evidence that roughly half of all Americans are unaware of 

the racial achievement gap in schooling and, among those who are aware, the vast majority 

believe the gap is caused by factors outside of schools’ (and, by extension, school board 

members’) control. These findings contribute to important theoretical debates in several 

scholarly literatures including retrospective voting, racial inequality in political influence, 

intergovernmental policymaking, and education politics. 

 

Keywords: racial inequality, education achievement gap, retrospective voting, local elections, No 

Child Left Behind, performance federalism 



In America, education is still the great equalizer. 
 
-Arne Duncan, U.S. Secretary of Education, 2011 

 
Some say it is unfair to hold disadvantaged children to rigorous [educational] 
standards. I say it is discrimination to require anything less – the soft bigotry of low 
expectations. 
 

-President George W. Bush, 2000 
 
 

Public education represents the largest investment in social mobility and equal 

opportunity in the United States.1 “The idea that education, rather than explicit redistribution, is 

the key to fostering opportunity and equality remains a touchstone of American thinking” note 

the authors of a recent report commissioned by the American Political Science Association 

Taskforce on Inequality and American Democracy (Hacker, Mettler, Pinderhughes, and Skocpol 

2005, 18).  Equal access to quality public education, however, goes far beyond promoting 

economic mobility for individuals. Schools also serve important collective aims by cultivating 

norms of civic and political engagement among youth, which in turn influence the quality (and 

equality) of American democracy (Gutmann 1999; McDonnell, Timpane, and Benjamin 2000).  

However, pitted against this democratic ideal of universal public schooling operating as 

American society’s “great equalizer”2 is a longstanding body of research documenting 

significant disparities in the high school graduation rates and standardized test scores of racial 

1 In 2009-10, expenditures on K-12 public education exceeded $607 billion, which represented nearly 4.5 

percent of the total U.S. gross domestic product that year (U.S. Department of Education 2012). 

2 In the nineteenth century, Horace Mann (1848) famously referred to universally accessible common 

schools as “the great equalizer.” Hochschild and Scovronick (2000, 209) conceive of public education as, 

“America’s answer to the European social welfare state…and to demands for the abolition of structures of 

immobility based on race, class, or gender.” 
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minority and white students (Coleman 1966; Rivkin 1995; Jencks and Phillips 1998; Thernstrom 

and Thernstrom 2003; Neal 2006; Heckman and LaFontaine 2010). This racial “achievement 

gap” in American education directly undermines the egalitarian role that public schools are 

expected to play in U.S. social and political culture. First and foremost, racial disparities in 

education outcomes translate directly into social inequalities later in life including future 

earnings, employment status, and incarceration rates (Lochner and Moretti 2004; Heckman and 

Masterov 2007; Fryer 2013).3 And, given the special role that schools play in equipping citizens 

with the tools and motivation necessary to participate in American democracy,4 racial disparities 

in education likely perpetuate and even exacerbate existing inequalities in rates of political 

participation for future generations (Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 2003).5 

3 Rouse (2007) finds that high school graduates earn approximately $260,000 more in lifetime earnings 

than non-graduates. Notably, earnings related “returns to schooling” are equally distributed across racial 

and ethnic groups (Barrow and Rouse, 2005). Returns to schooling appear to be especially advantageous 

to African Americans in reducing some forms of social inequality, however. For example, African 

American students (but not whites) who complete high school are significantly less likely (3.4 percentage 

points) to be incarcerated later in life (Lochner and Moretti, 2004).   

4 American public education has long been responsible for training future citizens (Gutmann 1999; 

Campbell 2006; Levinson 2012) and, whatever the precise mechanism(s) involved, level of educational 

attainment stands apart as the most robust predictor for whether an individual participates in politics 

(Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Barry 1996; Sondheimer and Green 2010; 

but see Kam and Palmer 2008, 2011). 

5 To mention just one prominent example: disparities in educational attainment have been shown to 

explain almost the entire gap in political participation between African Americans and whites (Bobo and 

Gilliam, 1990; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady, 1995). In other words, when differences in educational 
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For over forty years – at least since James Coleman (1966) penned his widely influential 

Equality of Educational Opportunity report – social scientists have debated both the dynamics 

that perpetuate the achievement gap and the policy solutions most likely to eliminate it (Shen and 

Hochschild 2014).6  However, apart from a few notable exceptions (Hochschild 1984; Meier, 

Stewart, and England 1989; Meier and Stewart 1991; Hochschild and Scovronick 2003), political 

scientists have paid little attention to the crucial interplay between educational, racial, and 

political inequality. The fact that students of American politics have had little to say about the 

reciprocal relationship between educational and political inequality is particularly surprising 

given the increased attention national policymakers have given to the racial achievement gap in 

federal education policymaking (Rhodes 2012a, 2012b). After decades of inaction by state and 

local political authorities,7 in 2002 the federal government took unprecedented steps to address 

attainment are taken into account, African Americans are just as likely to participate in politics as white 

citizens.   

6 As Hochschild and Shen (2015) summarize: “Explanations [for racial group achievement gaps] range 

from racial bias in testing (Jencks 1998) to discrimination or segregation in schools and classrooms 

(Farkas 2003; Noguera and Wing 2008), socioeconomic disparities of families and communities (Lleras 

2008; Magnuson and Votruba-Drzal 2009; Heckman 2013), differences in familial interaction (Lee and 

Bowen 2006; Lareau 2011), teachers’ perceptions and treatment of students (Ferguson 2003), black 

students’ hesitance to ‘act white’ (Ogbu 2002, 2004), and overall school and classroom quality (Hanushek 

and Rivkin 2006)… So far, no attempt to adjudicate among these explanations has persuaded 

most researchers, educators, policy makers, or advocates: the stakes are high, the ideological lenses 

powerful, and the problems complicated.” 

7 As Rhodes (2012a, 529) notes, “In the absence of vigorous federal oversight, state implementation of 

the IASA [Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 and NCLB’s precursor] was slow and 
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the achievement gap when it enacted the bipartisan No Child Left Behind (NCLB) law.8 

Specifically, NCLB’s “theory of action” was based on holding local governments accountable by 

measuring and making transparent student academic achievement outcomes with the requirement 

that information on racial student subgroup performance be made available to parents and the 

public to “help advance the law’s equity objectives” (Manna 2006, 32; Manna 2011).   

Although state governments had, for many years prior to NCLB, publicized test score 

results to parents and community members, many states were notorious for hiding achievement 

gaps by reporting only the aggregate performance of all students (thus obscuring performance 

disparities between whites and Hispanic and African-American students). As Hess and Petrilli 

(2006, 23) explain, “[NCLB] is premised on the notion that local education politics are 

fundamentally broken, and that only strong, external pressure on school systems … will produce 

a political dynamic that leads to school improvement.” This is achieved, they explain, through 

NCLB’s “signature innovation … that states hold schools accountable not just for the overall 

uneven…Rather than hold all schools and students to the same high standards, many states established 

different, usually less rigorous, accountability systems for schools serving concentrations of 

disadvantaged students. This development dashed the hopes of CROSAs [Civil Rights Organizations for 

Accountability and Standards] who had anticipated that the IASA would improve outcomes for 

disadvantaged students. Indeed, the experience reconfirmed the CROSAs’ long-held view that states and 

localities would not work to raise the achievement of disadvantaged students unless the federal 

government took a more muscular role. 

8 NCLB explicitly lists holding state education agencies accountable for “closing…the achievement gap 

between minority and non-minority students” among its main goals (Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) Section 1001(3)). 
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performance of their students but also for the performance of individual subgroups: ethnic and 

racial groups” (Hess and Petrill 2006, 29).9 By making achievement gaps transparent to parents 

and the general public, NCLB is intended to put external pressure (including electoral pressure), 

on local political authorities by arming citizens with key information about inequities in the 

performance of their local schools. In short, local elected officials were expected to face greater 

pressure under NCLB to raise the performance of all student subgroups (including racial 

minorities) as voters received more detailed performance information that could be used to 

sanction or reward school boards at election time.10  However, even after publicizing this newly 

available student performance information under NCLB, it is still possible that voters privilege 

(or disregard) the achievement of some groups of students over others.11 

9 Here the authors of NCLB were echoing concerns voiced nearly twenty years ago by Meier, Stewart, & 

England (1989, 148-149), in their seminal study of “second generation [racial] discrimination” in 

schooling: “We are skeptical… that internal reform will occur without external pressure. The primary 

source of external pressure on a school system comes from the political system…”  

10 To be fair, NCLB included additional incentives for local political authorities to focus on narrowing 

achievement gaps (beyond information transparency) including mandatory public school choice and 

supplemental educational services (tutoring) for schools that failed AYP. 

11 For evidence that voters tend to reward or sanction incumbent school board members based on 

aggregate student outcomes (i.e., non-group specific performance) see Berry and Howell (2007), Joanis 

(2013), and Holbein (2014). Similarly, Chingos, Henderson, and West (2012) demonstrate that public 

accountability systems, like school report cards, have a causal effect on citizens’ perceptions of school 

quality.  
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To examine that possibility, this paper investigates whether there is racial inequality in 

democratic accountability in local education politics by comparing the relationship between 

white and racial minority student achievement and the electoral performance of incumbent 

school board members seeking reelection. Non-partisan single-purpose school board elections 

provide an ideal arena to examine this possibility because voters have a very visible criterion 

upon which board member performance can be judged: student academic achievement in the 

district. Analyzing over 1,000 California school board elections, we find evidence that voters 

reward or punish incumbent board members based on changes in white student performance 

while, in contrast, the performance of African American and Hispanic students fail to generate 

any electoral accountability under No Child Left Behind. In other words, voters appear to reward 

or punish incumbent officeholders based on how well or poorly white students are faring while 

racial minority students receive comparatively little attention. We then explore potential 

mechanisms driving this difference and report survey data that indicates nearly half of all 

Americans are not aware of the disparities in educational achievement between white and racial 

minority students and, among those who are aware, the vast majority believe the disparities are 

caused by factors outside of schools’ (and, by extension, school board members’) control. 

Together, these findings suggest one political-based explanation for the persisting academic 

achievement gap that has implications for the equality of political influence more generally. 

 

Contributions 

This research makes significant contributions to several distinct literatures in American 

politics including: (1) retrospective voting, (2) political inequality, (3) intergovernmental 

policymaking, and (4) education politics. First, the general theory of retrospective voting is 
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premised on the expectation that voters are able to match a specific electoral office with a 

relevant performance outcome and then reward/punish incumbent officeholders accordingly at 

the ballot box (Downs 1957; Key 1966; Fiorina 1981; Ferejohn 1986). However, this perspective 

tends to treat “outcomes” as being uniform across the population (i.e. unemployment is high or 

low for all citizens) when, in fact, conditions during an incumbent’s term in office may have 

improved for some demographic groups but worsened for others. When outcomes are not 

uniform across the population, then citizens might devote greater attention to, and hold elected 

officials more accountable for, the outcomes for certain groups as opposed to others. Therefore, 

it is possible that retrospective voting might exacerbate existing inequalities in society if groups 

that tend to fare poorly already also receive the least attention from voters when deciding whom 

to cast their ballot for at election time. Our study investigates whether this pattern occurs when 

voters consider the performance of incumbent school board members as it relates to student 

achievement outcomes.  

Second, this research is broadly consequential for our understanding of political 

inequality in the U.S. A growing number of studies reveal significant political inequality along 

racial lines (Griffin and Newman 2008); yet, less effort has been made to identify the roots of 

these inequalities. Our investigation of racial inequality in retrospective voting (i.e. whether 

voters hold elected officials equally accountable for the performance of both white and racial 

minority students) provides one possible explanation for the persistence of the racial 

achievement gap in education; namely, the lack of any significant political pressure on 
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incumbent officials for failing to boost racial minority student achievement.12 By providing 

evidence that democratic accountability in local education politics exhibits racial bias we thus 

highlight one overlooked reason why political inequality between whites and racial minorities 

persists: unequal educational outcomes. As discussed above, schools are expected to equip 

citizens with the tools and motivation necessary to participate in American democracy. 

Therefore, the persisting education achievement gap between white and racial minority students 

that is exacerbated by voter inattention to the needs of struggling racial minority students can 

serve to perpetuate and even exacerbate existing inequalities in rates of political participation 

(Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 2003) and, by extension, inequalities in political influence 

(Griffin and Newman 2008). In sum, we provide some of the first empirical evidence that 

highlights the reciprocal relationship between educational inequality (along racial lines) and 

political inequality.13 

Third, evidence that local electorates choose to ignore (or outright dismiss) information 

about the performance of racial minority students at the ballot box would seem to undermine 

much of the logic of accountability under the federal No Child Left Behind law. This fact is, we 

12 As evidence of this at the policymaking level, previous research (Hartney and Flavin 2014) finds that 

state elected officials enact dramatic teacher quality reforms when white students are performing poorly, 

but there is no comparative response when African American students are performing poorly. 

13 For example, Mettler and Soss (2004, 56) note, “Studies of political behavior rarely mention 

government policy as an important factor influencing observed outcomes. And policy studies that focus 

on social and economic outcomes say almost nothing about how education policies affect the political 

process. In the overlooked space between these subfields, one finds the crucial question of how education 

policies create, sustain, and challenge political inequalities...”  
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think, applicable to scholars’ efforts to understand the role of “performance federalism” in 

intergovernmental policymaking more generally (Kogan, Lavertu, and Peskowitz 2014). 

Consider that prominent theories of American federalism emphasize the distinct advantage the 

federal government holds (over sub-national governments) in “redistributive” policymaking 

(Peterson 1981; Peterson and Wong 1986). Not surprisingly, the most significant efforts to 

address educational equity have originated at the federal, rather than sub-national levels of 

government, despite the fact that schooling is traditionally a local affair in the U.S. (Wirt and 

Kirst 1997).14 Yet, scholars have documented an array of challenges that arise when federal 

policy reforms must be implemented by local political authorities that do not necessarily share 

the same political or policy objectives (Pressman and Wildvasky 1984; Manna 2006, 2011). 

Since both research and practice suggest that states and localities will rarely take the lead in 

enacting redistributive policies aimed at ameliorating societal inequalities (Peterson 1981), 

federal political authorities should be aware of the limitations of using performance management 

reforms that emphasize accountability through transparency to solve such principal-agent 

dilemmas in intergovernmental policymaking. The implicit assumption of performance 

management reform is that “external accountability of the government to the public changes 

accountability because the public now has greater information available on the level of 

performance of the government…” (Moynihan 2008, 35). However, evidence that voters are 

14 Indeed, President George W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind Act and President Obama’s Race to the Top 

initiative have leveraged variants of fiscal federalism as a strategy to compel (in the former case) or entice 

(in the latter) states to enact a variety of reform policies aimed at reducing the education achievement 

gap—reforms which prior research shows have little promise of receiving attention on the sole basis of a 

state’s internal political environment (Hartney and Flavin 2011). 
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selective in in their use of only certain aspects of performance information is significant for 

understanding how much (or little) leverage federal authorities can gain over redistributive 

policymaking when they rely on performance measurement transparency to improve the fidelity 

of implementation at lower levels of government.15  

Fourth, recognition by political scientists that public schools are “open systems” that 

respond to the environmental demands of democratic politics has provoked a longstanding and 

ongoing debate about whether public schools should be organized primarily by “politics” or 

“markets” (Chubb and Moe, 1988, 1990; Smith and Meier 1994; Henig 1995; Meier, Polinard, 

and Wrinkle 2000). Evidence that democratic accountability in school board elections is driven 

by white, but not racial minority student well being contributes to this larger debate over politics 

and markets in the education politics research literature. After all, skeptics of market-based 

approaches to schooling have long invoked concerns about equity; namely, that school choice 

threatens to exacerbate racial segregation, and, in turn, weaken equal educational opportunities 

(Henig 1995; Hochschild and Scovronick 2003; Orfield and Frankenberg 2013). Although we do 

not seek to adjudicate those claims here, we simply note that democratic control of schools may 

also lead to serious inequalities when voters are not concerned enough about racial minority 

student performance to hold their elected officials responsible for it. 

15 As Kogan, Lavertu, and Peskowitz (2014) note, “Researchers have examined extensively how such 

‘performance management’ reforms are transforming public administration, but little research has focused 

on the unintended political implications, electoral impacts, and distributional consequences of these 

reforms.” 
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In summary, by examining whether citizens are more likely to hold elected officials 

accountable for the performance of white students as compared to African American or Hispanic 

students, we contribute to debates in the literatures on retrospective voting, racial inequality in 

political influence, intergovernmental policymaking, and education politics. Below, we 

empirically evaluate whether there is racial inequality in retrospective voting.  

 

Data and Empirical Strategy 

 To investigate whether popular control of school governance exacerbates educational 

inequality, we examine voter behavior in California school board elections from 2006 to 2011. 

California is an ideal setting to assess whether voters hold elected officials accountable 

differently based on racial student group academic achievement because the state’s elementary 

and secondary student population is racially diverse and the state’s Department of Education 

goes to great lengths to publicize student performance results to its citizens. Because we are 

interested in the relationship between racial group academic achievement and voters’ 

retrospective evaluations of elected officials, our dependent variable for all analyses presented 

below is the share (0-100 percent) of the total votes in the district earned by an incumbent school 

board member running for reelection.16 

 Consistent with the theoretical framework developed in the retrospective voting 

literature, our independent variables of interest measure the change in student achievement 

16 We restrict our analysis to school board elections held in November because student achievement data 

is made available to the public in California shortly before the election (in late August or early 

September). Descriptive statistics and data sources for all variables included in the analysis are included 

in the Appendix. 
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among white, African American, and Hispanic students in the school district during a school 

board member’s tenure in office. We use the change in student achievement disaggregated by 

racial subgroup because we are interested in whether the academic progress of white students is a 

better predictor of the reelection fortunes of incumbent school board members compared to the 

achievement growth demonstrated by African American and/or Hispanic students. To measure 

change in student achievement by racial subgroup, we tabulate (separately) the percentage of 

white, African American, and Hispanic students in the district who scored proficient on the 

English Language Arts and math standardized exams required under the Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) provisions of the 2002 No Child Left Behind federal education law and then 

subtract the percentage proficient (for each racial group) for the baseline/beginning year. The 

result of this calculation is the improvement (if a positive number) or regression (if a negative 

number) of student achievement in the district during the specified timespan. 

 Most school board members in California serve for four years, so we might expect voters 

to evaluate how well or poorly a member boosted achievement over the duration of the four year 

term. On the other hand, it is also possible that voters focus only on the recent past when 

evaluating incumbent performance in office (Bartels 2008; Healy and Lenz 2014). Rather than 

attempting to adjudicate between these different possible periods for retrospective voting to 

occur, we run models with change in student proficiency over the one, two, three, and four years 

preceding a school board election and assess if our results are consistent across different 

timeframes. Evaluating retrospective voting across multiple timeframes also has the advantage of 

checking the robustness of our statistical results. 

When considering the use of AYP standardized exam proficiency data to measure student 

achievement (and, by extension, the performance of incumbent school board members), it is 
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important to point out two aspects of the data. First, California strives to make school 

performance information widely available to the public to allow them to evaluate the quality of 

their schools and hold elected school leaders accountable for student learning outcomes. 

Specifically, data on overall student achievement and for different demographic groups in each 

school district is disseminated on the Department of Education’s website in late August or early 

September leading up to school board elections in November (roughly two months later).17 

Second, California provides school district-level data on achievement for a particular student 

racial group only if that group has a minimum of 100 valid test scores in the district, so we have 

confidence that the student racial group measures meet minimum standards of statistical 

reliability. 

 To evaluate whether differential retrospective voting contributes to educational 

inequality, we use ordinary least squares regression to model vote share for all school board 

incumbents running for reelection in elections held from 2006 to 2011 as a function of the 

change in white, African American, and Hispanic student proficiency for both English and math 

exams. Our goal is to compare the coefficients for each student racial group to evaluate if there is 

racial inequality in retrospective voting (i.e. if one student racial group’s achievement is a better 

17 According to a recent (2013) national public opinion poll conducted by the National Opinion Research 

Center (NORC), one-third of parents report visiting state department of education websites to monitor the 

quality of their child’s school and nearly 70 percent visit the website of their local school district to make 

the same assessments. Moreover, well over half of parents said that in the past they have used reports 

from the state or school district that were mailed to their homes to help determine the quality of their kids’ 

education (Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research Poll: Parents' Attitudes on the 

Quality of Education in the United States, 2013). 
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predictor of incumbent vote share than others). Regardless of the student racial group in 

question, we expect that the student achievement coefficients will be positive indicating that, 

across school districts, incumbents are rewarded and earn a higher vote share when they increase 

proficiency rates during their term in office (or, conversely, incumbents are punished and earn a 

lower vote share when student proficiency declines during their term).  

In our regression estimations, we also include (as a baseline measure) the percentage of 

students in each racial group who were proficient in the starting year for the analysis18 along 

with a measure of the number of candidates running in that election divided by the number of 

seats up for election (with the expectation that incumbents will earn a smaller share of the vote 

when there are more candidates in the race). In addition, we include a host of covariates to 

account for a variety of ways in which school districts may be different from one another that 

might affect voters’ evaluations of incumbents running for reelection. These potential alternative 

explanations include district spending per student, teacher-to-student ratio, the percentage of 

education spending in the district that comes from local revenue, the logged value of a district’s 

outstanding debt and student population, the average level of education among parents in the 

district, and the percentage of students in the district who are English language learners, eligible 

for free or reduced price school lunches, African American, and Hispanic. By including this 

lengthy list of control variables, we are better able to isolate the extent to which incumbent 

school board members are rewarded for overseeing increases in student academic achievement in 

their districts after accounting for other factors (both within and outside the direct control of 

18 For example, in an estimation that uses change in proficiency rates on the math exam over a four year 

period, for an election held in 2010 we include as the baseline a measure of the percentage of white, 

African American, and Hispanic students who scored proficient in the district in 2006. 
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school board members) for which incumbents might be judged.19 For all regression models we 

include year fixed effects to account for any possible year-to-year idiosyncrasies during our time 

period of analysis and report robust standard errors that are clustered by school district to 

account for the fact that candidates running for office within the same district are not statistically 

independent from one another (Primo, Jacobsmeier, and Milyo 2007; Arceneaux and Nickerson 

2009). 

 

Analysis 

 We begin by regressing the vote share of incumbent school board members running for 

reelection as a function of change in proficiency rates on English and math exams for a school 

district’s white, African American, and Hispanic students. The results of these estimations for 

four, three, two, and one year changes in student achievement are reported in Table 1.20 Change 

19 In the regression models presented below, we include cross-sectional district data for the election year 

in question (for example, school district data for 2010 is linked with electoral data for the 2010 elections). 

However, we find substantively identical results when we instead use the four, three, two, or one year 

change value for every independent variable in the model (for example, change in per student spending, 

change in teacher-to-student ratio, etc.). 

20 Complete electoral, student achievement, and demographic data are available for all school districts in 

California beginning in 2005. Therefore, the four year change models use data for elections held 2008-

2011, the three year change models use data for elections held 2007-2011, and both the two and one year 

change models use data for elections held 2006-2011. As a result, the number of observations 

(incumbents running for reelection) is smaller in the four- and three-year models compared to the two- 

and one-year models. 
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in each student racial group’s proficiency is included separately in the model to allow them to 

“compete” for statistical influence on incumbent vote share. Looking across the eight regression 

models, we find that five of the eight coefficients for change in white student achievement are 

positive and statistically different from zero. In practical terms, this indicates that school board 

members earn a larger voter share when they boost proficiency among white students in the 

district. In contrast, only one of the coefficients for change in African American student 

proficiency is statistically different from zero (and it is negatively signed, indicating incumbent 

vote shares increase as proficiency rates regress) and none of the coefficients for change in 

Hispanic student proficiency are. Simply put, voters appear to reward/punish school board 

incumbents based on changes in white student achievement in the school district but not based 

on changes in the achievement of African American or Hispanic students. Looking at the other 

coefficients in the regression model, we also find that incumbents earn a larger vote share in 

districts with larger student populations and a smaller vote share in districts with a greater 

proportion of Hispanic students and (as expected) districts where a larger number of candidates 

are running for office.21 

[Table 1 about here] 

21 The results reported in Table 1 include school districts with both at-large elections and ward-based 

elections. We opt to use all possible elections to maximize the number of cases in the analysis and are 

confident that this is not biasing our results because student achievement rates are typically highly 

correlated across wards within a single school district. To confirm this assumption, we ran the same 

models reported in Table 1 and restricted the sample to only school districts that hold at-large elections 

(i.e. where voters select board members district-wide as opposed to in separate wards) and uncovered 

substantively identical results. 
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 Substantively, the effect size of white (but not African American nor Hispanic) student 

achievement growth on school board incumbent vote share is non trivial. Extrapolating from the 

coefficient for change in white student proficiency reported in Column 1 of Table 1 and holding 

all other variables in the model constant, an incumbent in a district where the four-year change in 

the percentage of white students proficient on the English exam is one standard deviation above 

the mean is expected to earn 2.8 percentage points more in vote share than an incumbent in a 

district where change in proficiency is one standard deviation below the mean. In low turnout 

elections that often feature several candidates running for a seat on the school board, this margin 

could mean the difference between getting reelected or not. 

One possible concern about the results reported in Table 1 is that, although California has 

a rather racially diverse student population, in many areas the student population remains racially 

segregated with some districts predominantly populated by white students and other districts 

predominantly populated by racial minority students. Because of this reality, some districts have 

a very small proportion of African American and/or Hispanic students. In these districts, perhaps 

it is not surprising that change in white student achievement strongly predicts incumbent vote 

share because that student group is a (sometimes overwhelmingly) numerical majority compared 

to racial minority students. To empirically evaluate if school board members’ reelection fortunes 

are tied only to white student achievement even in districts where they are not the majority racial 

group, we run a set of models where the sample is constrained only to districts with less than 

50%, 40%, and 30% white students. If the results remain similar to those reported in Table 1, we 

can be confident that the findings are not simply a statistical artifact of white students being the 

majority racial group in some school districts.  
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The results of these additional estimations are displayed in Table 2. We report only the 

three coefficients of interest (change in white, African American, and Hispanic student 

achievement), but all models include the full set of district control variables from Table 1. 

Looking at the results from these regression estimations, we find that five of the eight 

coefficients for change in white student achievement are positive and statistically differently 

from zero when the sample is constrained only to districts with less than 50% white students. 

Moreover, we find that four of the eight coefficients for change in white student achievement are 

positive and significant when the sample is constrained to only districts with less than 40% and 

less than 30% white students. In contrast, in only one model is a coefficient for change in 

African American or Hispanic student achievement statistically different from zero, and it is 

again negatively signed. These results indicate that (even though democratic theory and simple 

mathematics might lead us to expect otherwise) districts with large percentages of African 

American and/or Hispanic students are no more likely to reward/punish incumbent school 

members based on racial minority student achievement in the district.22 

[Table 2 about here] 

22 We also ran models where we interacted change in African American proficiency with the percentage 

of students in district who are African American and change in Hispanic proficiency with the percentage 

of students in district who are Hispanic with the logic that change in racial group student achievement 

might have a greater effect on incumbent vote share as that group’s percentage of the student population 

increased. In all models, the interaction terms were not statistically different from zero. Moreover, we 

also find no statistical relationship between change in African American (Hispanic) student proficiency 

and incumbent vote share when we restrict the sample in the analysis only to school districts that are 

majority African American (Hispanic). 
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 A second possible concern with including measures of change in white, African 

American, and Hispanic student achievement in the models reported in Table 1 is that the three 

measures may correlate highly with one another across school districts. If so, including all three 

measures in a single regression equation might lead to inflated standard errors that would make it 

nearly impossible to statistically distinguish the three coefficients from one another. To 

investigate this concern, we use the same model specification for Table 1 but run separate 

models with only change in white student proficiency, only change in African American student 

proficiency, and only change in Hispanic student proficiency. The results from these estimations 

are reported in Table 3. Looking across the columns, in four of eight models the coefficient for 

change in white student achievement is positive and statistically different from zero (indicating 

that, across districts, school board incumbents earn higher vote shares as white student 

achievement increases). By contrast, in none of the eight models is the coefficient for African 

American or Hispanic student achievement statistically different from zero. In short, even when 

each student racial group is included separately the results are the same: incumbent school board 

members’ electoral fortunes are strongly tied to changes in white student achievement while 

racial minority student achievement receives little attention.23 

[Table 3 about here] 

 Taking stock of the results presented in this section, we uncover consistent and 

compelling evidence that the electoral fortunes of incumbent school board members are tied to 

23 We also find that incumbent school board member vote share is linked to white but not racial minority 

student achievement when we include only change in white and African American student achievement or 

only change in white and Hispanic student achievement in the regression model (i.e. compare only two 

student racial groups instead of three). 
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the achievement of white students in their district (incumbents that boost white student 

achievement earn higher vote shares at reelection time) but bear no statistical relationship to the 

achievement of African American or Hispanic students. In other words, voters reward or punish 

incumbent officeholders based on how well or poorly they boost white student achievement 

while racial minority student achievement receives comparatively little attention at election time. 

 

What Explains Racial Inequality in Democratic Accountability?  

Why does racial minority student achievement not appear to factor into the evaluations 

voters make about school board incumbents at election time? As discussed above, the persisting 

achievement gap between white and racial minority students is a policy problem that is highly 

salient among major interest groups, education researchers, and policymakers (Rhodes 2012b). 

Indeed, bipartisan efforts at the federal level have made narrowing racial achievement gaps one 

of the federal government’s leading education policy priorities (Hess and Petrilli 2006; Manna 

2011; Rhodes 2012a; Mehta 2013). Yet, we know far less about the attitudes regular citizens 

hold about the racial achievement gap. Consequently, in this section we ask two related 

questions: (1) Are citizens aware that the racial education achievement gap exists? (2) If citizens 

are aware, do they believe public policy can do something to solve the persistent racial 

disparities in education? Answering these questions is important if we wish to identify potential 

factors that can account for our main finding that local electorates retrospect unequally in school 

board elections. In Figure 1, we explore several different factors that may influence (or not) 

citizens’ opinions about the education achievement gap and discuss each possibility below. 

[Figure 1 about here] 
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We begin with the possibility that many citizens may simply be unaware that the 

education achievement gap exists or the extent to which it continues to persist (noted by box 

“E1” designated “ignorance” in Figure 1). Citizens who fit into this category may simply assume 

that racial minority students are doing roughly the same as white students and thus can monitor 

incumbent school board performance while in office simply by knowing how well white students 

are faring. To investigate citizens’ knowledge and opinions about the education achievement 

gap, we draw on polling data from a nationally representative telephone survey fielded by Phi 

Delta Kappa and Gallup in 2001.24 When respondents were asked, “Is the academic achievement 

of white students, nationally, higher, lower or about the same as that of black and other minority 

students?” fully 46% of respondents answered that average racial minority student achievement 

is the same or better than white students.25 In other words, nearly half of the population appears 

unaware of the well-documented disparities in academic achievement between white and racial 

minority students.26  

We then turn our attention only to the 54% of respondents who (correctly) identified the 

existence of the achievement gap to investigate whether fixing the gap is a high priority and what 

24 The survey is the “33rd Annual Survey of the Public's Attitudes Toward the Public Schools” and was 

fielded May 23-June 6, 2001. It has a sample size of 1,108 with an oversample of parents. 

25 Among white respondents, 48% believed that average racial minority student achievement is the same 

or better than white students. Among racial minority respondents, 35% believed that average racial 

minority student achievement is the same or better than white students. 

26 It is possible that social desirability bias is also playing a role here. Specifically, survey respondents 

might be afraid of appearing racially insensitive for saying achievement levels are lower among racial 

minority students than among white students. 

 21 

                                                 



they think causes the gap to persist. First, we tally responses to the following question: “In your 

opinion, how important do you think it is to close the academic achievement gap between White 

students and Black and Hispanic students – very important, somewhat important, not too 

important, or not important at all?” and find that only 5% of respondents (of those who correctly 

identified the existence of a racial education achievement gap) answered “not too important” or 

“not important at all.” In other words, only 5% of respondents who know about the existence of 

the achievement gap fall into the “apathetic” category (denoted as “E2” in Figure 1).  

We then tally responses to the question: “In your opinion, is the achievement gap 

between White students and Black and Hispanic students mostly related to the quality of 

schooling received, or mostly related to other factors?” and find that only 22% of respondents 

believe that the achievement gap is mostly due to the quality of schooling received. Put another 

way, fully 78% of respondents who identified that the achievement gap exists believe it is due to 

factors outside of schools’ control such as home life, culture, poverty, or other wider societal 

factors. We designate these citizens as being “hopeless” (denoted “E3” in Figure 1) because, at 

the very least, they believe that eliminating the racial achievement gap would require far-

reaching structural reforms and societal changes as opposed to the (relatively) more minor 

educational reforms that school boards are empowered to enact.27 

Extrapolating from the survey responses, it appears that two likely reasons we observe 

racial inequality in retrospective voting in school board elections are that: (1) nearly half of 

Americans are simply not aware of the particular challenges and lagging achievement of racial 

27 As one might expect, among only respondents who believe the achievement gap is mostly due to the 

quality of schooling received, fully 81% believe that schools are then responsible for closing the 

education achievement gap. We believe this group falls into the “fixable” box (E4) in Figure 1. 
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minority students and (2) among those who are aware of the achievement gap, the vast majority 

do not attribute the gap directly to the quality of education received and, accordingly, do not hold 

their school board members responsible for the disparate outcomes.28 

 

Discussion 

In this paper, we uncover evidence of racial inequality in democratic accountability by 

demonstrating that voters reward or punish incumbent school board members based on how well 

or poorly they boost achievement among white students while, in contrast, the achievement of 

African American and Hispanic students receives little attention. This finding is consistent 

regardless of the time length for which change in student achievement is measured and 

regardless of whether student racial groups are modeled separately or included together in a 

single model. We then turn to investigating why this disparity occurs and report survey data that 

shows nearly half of the population appears unaware of the well-documented disparities in 

academic achievement between white and racial minority students and, among those who are 

aware, the vast majority believe the disparities are caused by factors outside of schools' (and, by 

extension, school board members’) control. 

These findings contribute to important theoretical debates in several scholarly literatures 

including retrospective voting, political inequality, intergovernmental policymaking, and 

28 Previous research also suggests that even when citizens are made aware of the racial education 

achievement gap they are no more likely to support policy measures aimed at narrowing the gap. As 

Clinton and Grissom (2015) speculate, perhaps this is because “information on race‐based gaps primes 

respondents to consider aspects of student achievement that are heavily correlated with family 

characteristics and thus beyond the control of schools.”  
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education politics. Retrospective voting theory posits that citizens hold elected officials in 

government accountable for their performance and visible outcomes while in office (Fiorina 

1981), but previous studies in that literature tend to focus exclusively on how economic 

conditions influence the electoral fortunes of incumbents in national elections. The limited 

studies to date that examine the local government level suggest that voters hold mayors 

accountable for crime rates and economic conditions (Arnold and Carnes 2012) and school board 

members accountable for changes in aggregated student achievement (Berry and Howell 2007; 

Joanis 2013). However, an important and overlooked component of retrospective voting is the 

extent to which it may exacerbate existing inequalities if the outcomes for some groups are given 

greater attention than others when voters make their decisions at the ballot box. Our finding that 

voters in local school board elections disregard certain key information about incumbents’ job 

performance while seizing on other information helps improve our understanding of “how 

different institutional frameworks and the availability of information on incumbents’ job 

performances contribute to, or detract from, retrospective voting” (Berry and Howell 2007, 857). 

Moreover, our findings open the door for future researchers to investigate other ways in which 

differential retrospective voting occurs by, for example, investigating whether the well 

documented relationship between economic growth and vote share for incumbent presidents 

(Fair 1978) is driven by the economic fortunes of some groups of citizens compared to others. 

This research is also consequential for our understanding of political inequality. Clashing 

against the longstanding belief that public schools can equip citizens with the tools and 

motivation necessary to participate in American democracy is the distressing fact that the 

persisting education achievement gap between white and racial minority students likely serves to 

perpetuate and even exacerbate existing inequalities in rates of political participation (Verba, 
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Burns, and Schlozman 2003). By providing evidence that there is racial inequality in democratic 

accountability for school board elections, our findings suggest that popular control of school 

governance may, in fact, serve to even further entrench existing racial inequalities in political 

influence (Griffin and Newman 2008). As Terry Moe (2000, 142) aptly notes: “This is one of the 

ironies of democracy: the schools have difficulty contributing to the quality of democratic 

government precisely because they are democratically controlled.” Because racial minority 

students tend to receive the least attention from voters at election time despite well documented 

racial disparities in student achievement, this paper casts doubt on the premise that popularly 

controlled public schools are capable of promoting greater equality in political participation and 

influence among future adult citizens. 

Moreover, one important policy tool in the No Child Left Behind law was to provide 

parents and voters with more detailed information about the performance of their local schools. 

This, in turn, was intended to spur school administrators to seek rapid improvement or risk being 

sanctioned at the ballot box at election time by dissatisfied voters. This accountability 

mechanism only works, however, if voters actually do hold underperforming incumbents 

accountable. Our analysis reveals that voters reward or punish incumbents based on 

improvements in white student achievement but pay comparatively little attention to the 

achievement of racial minority students. Despite evidence from previous studies that suggests 

citizens are aware of and respond to information provided to them about local school quality 

(Chingos, Henderson, and West 2012; Holbein 2014), it appears some information is weighted 

more than others when voters use that information at election time. Given that reducing racial 

disparities in educational achievement was one of the primary objectives of NCLB, these results 

call into question whether disseminating achievement data that is disaggregated by student racial 
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group is ultimately having its intended effect. More broadly, our findings call for future research 

by advocates of “performance federalism” to delineate under what conditions and arrangements 

citizens are most effectively able to acquire and use the accountability information provided to 

them. 

 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this paper has important implications for debates 

about how much or little control citizens should exert in the policymaking process for education 

and other public services. One of the fundamental reasons for having voters select leaders to 

oversee the provision of public goods is the belief that democratic control will promote greater 

accountability and, in doing so, enhance both efficiency and equity. However, whether this 

actually occurs or not in practice is an open question. Previous research on the racial education 

achievement gap finds that state governments enact sweeping reforms to enhance teacher quality 

in response to sagging performance outcomes among white students, but finds no corresponding 

response to sagging performance among racial minority students (Hartney and Flavin 2014). Our 

findings in this paper provide evidence that this lack of responsiveness among policymakers can 

be attributed to a breakdown in democratic accountability; namely, elected officials do not face 

sanctions from voters when they fail to deliver educational improvement among racial minority 

students. Lacking any electoral incentive for action, it is perhaps not surprising that local elected 

officials do not spend precious political capital enacting often controversial teacher quality 

reforms in response to substandard outcomes for racial minority students. Therefore, our study 

ultimately calls into question whether voter control of public school governance is a viable 

avenue to addressing and correcting the persisting racial inequalities in education that have 

important and enduring effects on democratic citizenship and political equality. 
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Table 1: School Board Incumbent Vote Share Linked to Changes in White But Not Racial Minority Student Achievement  
 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
Timeframe: 4 years 3 years 2 years 1 year 

Subject: English Math English Math English Math English Math 
         

∆ White Student 0.295* 0.220 0.243** 0.192 0.333*** 0.191* 0.265** 0.201 
Proficiency [0.153] [0.140] [0.108] [0.121] [0.114] [0.113] [0.132] [0.134] 

         
∆ African American -0.035 -0.010 -0.032 0.008 -0.093* -0.002 -0.047 -0.005 
Student Proficiency [0.077] [0.065] [0.062] [0.055] [0.055] [0.052] [0.062] [0.057] 

         
∆ Hispanic 0.028 -0.012 0.026 -0.027 0.037 0.023 -0.161 -0.060 

Student Proficiency [0.147] [0.119] [0.144] [0.122] [0.135] [0.114] [0.153] [0.135] 
         

White Student 0.386*** 0.371** 0.363*** 0.309** 0.277** 0.301** 0.335*** 0.294** 
Proficiency Baseline [0.142] [0.152] [0.124] [0.137] [0.113] [0.125] [0.110] [0.122] 

         
African American Student -0.132 -0.096 -0.113* -0.023 -0.046 -0.077 -0.116** -0.037 

Proficiency Baseline [0.087] [0.095] [0.068] [0.082] [0.067] [0.075] [0.056] [0.060] 
         

Hispanic Student -0.161 -0.166 -0.090 -0.150 -0.116 -0.123 -0.074 -0.138 
Proficiency Baseline [0.104] [0.112] [0.090] [0.095] [0.089] [0.097] [0.082] [0.089] 

         
Candidates per Seat -2.653*** -2.758*** -2.824*** -2.936*** -2.579*** -2.612*** -2.610*** -2.666*** 

Up for Election [0.998] [1.006] [0.907] [0.926] [0.870] [0.880] [0.849] [0.867] 
         

Per Pupil Expenditures 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
 [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] 
         

Teacher-to-Student Ratio -0.207 -0.270 -0.112 -0.181 -0.527 -0.518 -0.564* -0.562* 
 [0.355] [0.349] [0.333] [0.329] [0.324] [0.319] [0.320] [0.312] 
         

% Local Revenue -0.063 -0.060 -0.055 -0.043 -0.041 -0.040 -0.044 -0.041 
 [0.054] [0.054] [0.053] [0.053] [0.049] [0.048] [0.047] [0.047] 
         

District’s Outstanding  -0.517 -0.411 -0.114 -0.011 -0.291 -0.274 -0.426 -0.380 
Debt (logged) [0.839] [0.874] [0.757] [0.776] [0.709] [0.726] [0.695] [0.705] 
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Student Enrollment 2.634* 2.577* 1.955 1.976 2.150* 2.165* 2.381** 2.303* 

(logged) [1.379] [1.457] [1.246] [1.271] [1.187] [1.208] [1.167] [1.178] 
         

% Students English  -0.006 0.010 0.006 0.000 -0.051 -0.049 -0.048 -0.050 
Language Learners [0.075] [0.074] [0.065] [0.068] [0.064] [0.065] [0.064] [0.066] 

         
Average Education -2.663 -2.582 -2.781 -2.410 -2.842 -2.702 -3.968* -3.542* 

Level of Parents [2.683] [2.567] [2.494] [2.348] [2.323] [2.208] [2.228] [2.133] 
         

% Students Free/Reduced  0.053 0.060 0.060 0.059 0.028 0.025 0.022 0.018 
Price Lunch [0.062] [0.062] [0.056] [0.055] [0.051] [0.050] [0.050] [0.049] 

         
% African American -0.210 -0.177 -0.162 -0.112 -0.125 -0.140 -0.172 -0.127 

Students [0.165] [0.161] [0.147] [0.147] [0.115] [0.113] [0.114] [0.111] 
         

% Hispanic Students -0.114** -0.105** -0.102** -0.088* -0.050 -0.038 -0.060 -0.049 
 [0.051] [0.051] [0.049] [0.049] [0.050] [0.049] [0.049] [0.050] 
         

Constant 15.938 17.756 8.041 9.946 28.060** 27.761** 34.053*** 34.243*** 
 [15.133] [16.002] [14.443] [14.756] [12.028] [11.979] [12.162] [12.242] 
         

Year Dummies? Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
R2 .10 .09 .09 .08 .07 .06 .07 .07 
N 1,120 1,118 1,277 1,274 1,657 1,651 1,660 1,660 

 
Unit of analysis is incumbent school board member running for reelection. Dependent variable is incumbent’s share (0-100 percent) of the total votes cast. Cell 
entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors clustered by school district reported beneath in brackets. * denotes p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01 using a 
two-tailed test. 
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Table 2: Restricting Sample to Districts that are Majority Racial Minority 
 
 
Sample: Districts with less than 50% white students 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
Timeframe: 4 years 3 years 2 years 1 year 

Subject: English Math English Math English Math English Math 
         

∆ White Student 0.297* 0.241 0.260** 0.191 0.357*** 0.186 0.309** 0.287* 
Proficiency [0.170] [0.157] [0.123] [0.128] [0.128] [0.133] [0.146] [0.151] 

         
∆ African American -0.130 -0.064 -0.076 -0.009 -0.113* -0.007 -0.079 -0.055 
Student Proficiency [0.099] [0.093] [0.071] [0.070] [0.067] [0.071] [0.086] [0.084] 

         
∆ Hispanic -0.063 -0.053 -0.157 -0.108 -0.200 0.045 -0.266 -0.181 

Student Proficiency [0.187] [0.169] [0.198] [0.143] [0.192] [0.173] [0.227] [0.198] 
         

N 830 830 956 955 1,181 1,177 1,176 1,178 
 

 
Sample: Districts with less than 40% white students 
 

 (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) 
Timeframe: 4 years 3 years 2 years 1 year 

Subject: English Math English Math English Math English Math 
         

∆ White Student 0.311* 0.231 0.271** 0.183 0.316** 0.186 0.299* 0.256 
Proficiency [0.182] [0.170] [0.131] [0.135] [0.136] [0.140] [0.154] [0.158] 

         
∆ African American -0.118 -0.021 -0.062 0.056 -0.069 0.047 -0.057 -0.005 
Student Proficiency [0.113] [0.106] [0.091] [0.086] [0.084] [0.081] [0.107] [0.097] 

         
∆ Hispanic -0.137 -0.096 -0.250 -0.159 -0.300 -0.053 -0.348 -0.212 

Student Proficiency [0.200] [0.184] [0.215] [0.156] [0.205] [0.181] [0.239] [0.217] 
         

N 731 731 845 844 1,041 1,037 1,038 1,040 
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Sample: Districts with less than 30% white students 
 

 (17) (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) 
Timeframe: 4 years 3 years 2 years 1 year 

Subject: English Math English Math English Math English Math 
         

∆ White Student 0.287 0.180 0.278** 0.140 0.358** 0.167 0.389** 0.308* 
Proficiency [0.188] [0.179] [0.138] [0.138] [0.154] [0.143] [0.163] [0.167] 

         
∆ African American -0.069 0.010 -0.047 0.057 -0.057 0.056 -0.070 0.011 
Student Proficiency [0.120] [0.114] [0.093] [0.094] [0.090] [0.091] [0.111] [0.109] 

         
∆ Hispanic -0.115 -0.089 -0.247 -0.117 -0.108 -0.007 -0.230 -0.167 

Student Proficiency [0.212] [0.216] [0.247] [0.178] [0.244] [0.211] [0.286] [0.271] 
         

N 582 582 676 675 811 807 808 810 
 
Unit of analysis is incumbent school board member running for reelection. Dependent variable is incumbent’s share (0-100 percent) of the total votes cast. Cell 
entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors clustered by school district reported beneath in brackets. Models include all district covariates from 
Table 1 and year effects. * denotes p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01 using a two-tailed test. 
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Table 3: Modeling Each Student Racial Group Separately 

 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 
Timeframe: 4 years 3 years 2 years 1 year 

Subject: English Math English Math English Math English Math 
         

∆ White Student 0.175* 0.125 0.151* 0.112 0.140* 0.113* 0.099 0.072 
Proficiency [0.091] [0.080] [0.086] [0.072] [0.077] [0.064] [0.087] [0.067] 

         
N 1,443 1,443 1,619 1,621 2,087 2,087 2,082 2,084 

 
 

 (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) 
Timeframe: 4 years 3 years 2 years 1 year 

Subject: English Math English Math English Math English Math 
         

∆ African American 0.016 0.046 0.005 0.031 -0.044 0.044 -0.018 0.023 
Student Proficiency [0.075] [0.065] [0.064] [0.055] [0.053] [0.050] [0.060] [0.054] 

         
N 1,131 1,129 1,288 1,285 1,672 1,666 1,678 1,678 

 
 

 (17) (18) (19) (20) (21) (22) (23) (24) 
Timeframe: 4 years 3 years 2 years 1 year 

Subject: English Math English Math English Math English Math 
         

∆ Hispanic Student 0.027 0.069 0.009 0.036 -0.013 0.081 -0.120 0.005 
Proficiency [0.082] [0.067] [0.076] [0.063] [0.073] [0.061] [0.073] [0.080] 

         
N 1,451 1,451 1,639 1,639 2,100 2,102 2,108 2,108 

 
Unit of analysis is incumbent school board member running for reelection. Dependent variable is incumbent’s share (0-100 percent) of the total votes cast. Cell 
entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors clustered by school district reported beneath in brackets. Models include all district covariates from 
Table 1 and year effects. * denotes p<.10, ** p<.05, *** p<.01 using a two-tailed test. 
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Figure 1: Explanations for Racial Inequality in Retrospective Voting 
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Appendix: Descriptive Statistics 
 

Variable Mean Standard 
Deviation Minimum Maximum Data Source 

Incumbent Vote Share 27.61 12.29 0.06 97.98 (1) 
∆ White Student Proficiency, English 1.86 3.15 -12.5 26.4 (2) 

∆ African American Student Proficiency, English 2.33 7.55 -30 33.5 (2) 
∆ Hispanic Student Proficiency, English 2.59 2.86 -14.7 24.2 (2) 
∆ White Student Proficiency, Math 2.00 3.64 -13.6 23.8 (2) 

∆ African American Student Proficiency, Math 2.26 8.05 -48.9 40.4 (2) 
∆ Hispanic Student Proficiency, Math 2.55 3.33 -21.5 16.7 (2) 

Baseline White Student Proficiency, English 61.95 12.67 11.1 91.8 (2) 
Baseline African American Student Proficiency, English 43.15 13.32 5.3 85.7 (2) 

Baseline Hispanic Student Proficiency, English 39.06 11.43 16 86.5 (2) 
Baseline White Student Proficiency, Math 60.71 12.12 30.3 90.5 (2) 

Baseline African American Student Proficiency, Math 40.27 12.92 0 91.7 (2) 
Baseline Hispanic Student Proficiency, Math 42.75 10.24 15.3 83.8 (2) 

Candidates per Seat Up for Election 1.92 0.59 1 5 (1) 
Per Pupil Expenditures 7959.70 1600.43 6014 34609 (3) 

Teacher-to-Student Ratio 21.95 2.13 13.6 29.62 (4) 
% Local Revenue 36.60 18.91 6.7 93.2 (4) 

District’s Outstanding Debt (logged) 17.54 1.31 9.90 20.45 (4) 
Student Enrollment (logged) 9.02 0.97 5.64 11.27 (4) 

% Students English Language Learners 21.83 14.41 0 75 (2) 
 Average Education Level of Parents 2.82 0.62 1.52 4.6 (2) 

% Students Free/Reduced Price Lunch 47.77 24.55 0 99.28 (5) 
% African American Students 5.61 6.13 0 54.41 (4) 

% Hispanic Students 45.02 25.14 0.33 97.27 (4) 
 
Descriptive data for one year change models (Columns 7 and 8 of Table 1). N = 1,660. 
 
Data sources: 
 
(1) California Elections Data Archive (http://www.csus.edu/isr/reports/california_elections/) 
(2) California Department of Education school and district data (http://www.ed-data.k12.ca.us/Pages/faq-data.aspx) 
(3) California Department of Education current expense of education data (http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/fd/ec/currentexpense.asp) 
(4) Federal School District Demographic Data (http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/elsi/) 
(5) California Work Opportunity Program data (http://www.cde.ca.gov/ds/sh/cw/filesafdc.asp)  
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