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F ew notions have attracted more attention in education policy over the last
few years than accountability. From the federal No Child Left Behind Act
of 2002 (NCLB}) to a host of recently enacted state accountability regimes, poli-
cymakers are increasingly concerned with objectively measuring student learn-
ing and holding educators responsible for learning progress. This newfound fas-
cination with legislating accountability in education is surprising in a country in
which average citizens regularly judge the performance of federal, state, and
local government officials by voting them into and out of office. Moreover,
there is no comparable movement for legislating accountability in other policy
domains—no law to hold the Environmental Protection Agency directly
accountable for changes in air and water quality, for instance, or to hold police
departments, much less individual officers, directly accountable for changes in
crime rates, In these and other policy arenas, the ballot box appeases the public’s
desire to hold its representatives accountable for policy outcomes. Has demo-
cratic accountability failed us when it comes to public education?

As currently used in education circles, accountability is a slippery word whose
meaning shifts from one legislative enactment to the next. The common core of
all accountability systems, however, is regular standardized testing of student
achievement. In an approach often labeled hard accountability, some state sys-
tems, along with NCLB, explicitly tie performance on standardized tests to
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- sanctions and rewards for students, teachers, schools, and even entire districts,

Other systems, sometimes called repore card systems, simply report test results to

" the public, without attaching explicit consequences for anyone.

If hard accountability systems establish fixed rewards and sanctions, report
card systems rely on external forces to generate performance incentives. Report
card systems depend on either of two mechanisms to encourage improveients
in student test scores: the market or the ballot box. The market works because
school quality is capitalized in property values, which in turn influence school
budgets. Because land prices reflect the quality of local schools and because
school budgets ate tied to local property taxes, districts have (admittedly weak)
incentives to boost studeiit achievement, especially when test results are widely
distributed. The ballot box, on the other hand, establishes a more immediate
link between school board members’ electoral fortunes and student perform-
ance. Voters may reward board members in successful districts with reelection,
while they send members in faltering districts packing, or so the theory goes.
Although a good deal of empirical evidence confirms that property values do, in
fact, fluctuate with school quality, almost nothing is known about whether vot-
ers actually hold school board members accountable for student learning,
Indeed, we are aware of no existing research that tests the basic proposition that
school board members’ electoral fortunes are tied to student performance.

This chapter examines whether average voters hold school board members
accountable for the performance of their schools. Specifically, it assesses whether
voters punish or reward incumbent school board members on the basis of
changes in student learning (as measured by test scores) in local and district
schools. It also scrutinizes candidate behaviors, assessing the impact of student
learning trends on incumbents’ decisions to seek reelection and potential chal-
lengers’ decisions to contest them. The findings from the 2000 elections in
South Carolina are striking, From the initial decision to run to the final vote tal-
lies, we observed robust relationships between student learning and incumbents’
electoral fortunes. During the 2002 election, however, when turnout dropped
by roughly half of that observed in 2000, we found scant evidence that voters
held membeystgsponsible for changes in test scores, Whether voters hold school
board members accountable for recent changes in test scores, we suggest,
depends critically on who shows up on election day.

This chapter first reviews the relevant literatures on accountability and voting
behavior and identifies forces that contribute to and detract from accountability
in school board elections. It then introduces new data from school board elec-
tions in South Carolina and tests whether changes in student test scores system-
atically affected the probability that incumbent school board members would
seek reelection and the probability that they would face competitors if they did.
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Literature Review

This chapter draws from two bodies of literature, one on accountability systems,
which resides within the disciplines of education and economics, and the other
on retrospective voting, which is firmly ensconced in political science. We
review each in turn.

Accountability

Although performance-based accountability in education remains in its infancy,
a significant scholarly literature on the subject is emerging,' Considerable atten-
tion has been devoted to the optimal design of accountability systems, and ques-
tions receiving top billing include how to appropriately measure student
achievement, whom to hold accountable, and which rewards and sanctions are
most effective.? Other authors have provided case studies of a particular states or
district’s experience with accountability reforms: for example, Florida (Gold-
haber and Hannaway 2004), California (Betts and Dannenberg 2003), and
Chicago (Bryk 2003; Jacob 2003). And, of course, a flood of ink has been
spilled over the anticipated effects of NCLB (Peterson and West 2003).

Although the empirical evidence on school accountability systems is thin, the
initial findings are encouraging. Hanushek and Raymond, for example, found
that students in states with either hard accountability or report card systems reg-
istered larger gains on the National Assessment of Educational Progress than did
students in states lacking accountability systems. It is important to note that
although students in hard accountability states outperformed those in report
card states, the difference between the two systems was not statistically signifi-
cant.’ Thus early results suggest that accountability, of either variety, pushes
school test scores in a positive direction,

That hard accountability and report card systems produce comparable results
raises questions about whether explicit sanctions and rewards are necessaty to
produce improvements in student learning. Hanushek and Rivkin found that
the mere disclosure of student achievement on the "Texas Assessment of Academic
Skills generated the competition needed to produce gains in average scores.® In his
assessments of accountability in California, Florida, and Texas, Martin Carnoy
argues that even without the imposition of sanctions, public designation of fail-
ing schools led to substantial subsequent improvements, through a mechanism

1. For imporcant recent contributions, sce Ladd (1996), Evers and Walberg (2002), and Peter-
son and West (2003},

2. Finn (2002); Tzumi and Evers (2002). ’

3. Hanushek and Raymond (2003). The performance difference berween either a report card
system or a hard accountability system and no accountability system was statistically significant,

4. Hanushek and Rivkin (2003). In their paper, the authors analyzed the Texas accountability
system before direct consequences were linked to performance.
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he labels the “scarlet letter effect.” On the other hand, Jay Greene contends that
in Florida, which provides vouchers to students in schools deemed to be failing,
the zhreat of vouchers induces performance gains. That is, schools on the bor-
der of being labeled failing generated significant test score gains, suggesting that
the mere risk of sanctions induces educational improvements. o

Hirschman (1970) observes that where accountability systems rely on infor-
mation disclosure to produce improvements in quality, two forces may be at
work: exit or voice. The first has received considerable scholarly attention. Even
prior to the advent of the accountability movement, economists in particular
have examined how information about school quality led to increases or
decreases in demand for houses in good or bad districts, which was reflected in
housing prices, property taxes, and school budgets.” Because strong property
values generate higher school budgets (through local taxes), the exit option
establishes incentives for improving performance even without other explicit
rewards or sanctions, a mechanism that Peterson and West (2003) call “self-
enforcing accountability.” Considerable empirical evidence suggests that hous-
ing prices respond as expected to information about district quality and to test
scores in particular’® Indeed, Weimer and Wolkoff (2001) find that housing
prices fluctuate even around the test scores of individual schools.

If the exit option in public education is well understood, voice is not. Rela-
tive to the existing theoretical and empirical research on market competition,
almost nothing is known about the influence of school quality on voting behav-
ior. As a point of departure, the political science literature on retrospective vot-
ing suggests ways to think about the issue; it also provides some clues regarding
whether voters can be expected to hold school board members accountable for
recent trends in student test scores. - -

Retrospective Voting

For decades, scholars have examined the ways in which incumbents’ electoral
fortunes rise and fall with their constituents’ material well-bting.” By placing a
minimal informational burden on voters while also recognizing incumbents’
attempts to atl¥ertise a record of success, retrospective voting posits a simple and
powerful voting heuristic: voters support incumbents whose tenures are marked
by improvements in the state of the wotld, and they oppose those who have
overseen declines. The electorate thereby assumes the “role [of] an appraiser of
past events, past performance, and past actions.”'®

5. Carnoy (2001).

6. Greene (2001}, . . .
7. This is a special case of the well-known Tiebout model, which suggests that residential

choice leads to efficiency-enhancing competition among local governments,
8. Black (1999); Figlio and Lucas (2000); Weimer and Wolkoft (2001). .
9, Monroe (1979); Kiewiet and Rivers (1984); Fiorina (1997); Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier (2000).
10. Key (1960).
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Over the past thirty years, scholars have amassed a voluminous body of
empitical research on retrospective voting. Considerable evidence supports the
naive hypothesis—put simply, that citizens vote strictly in accordance with
recent economic fluctuations.!" Arguments persist, however, over the salience of
different economic indicators in voting decisions. Should incumbents worry
most about unemployment figures, inflation, earnings, or the gross domestic
product? And to the extent that trade-offs among them are unavoidable, should
incumbents seck some optimal balance? Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier conclude
that “the savvy modeler, given the choice of only one predictor [of elections],
would do well to select an economic variable, Which one? The answer varies
from country to country. It could be unemployment, inflation, or growth.”?

Having selected a feature of the domestic economy, it remains unclear
whether voters reflect on their own condition or society’s more generally when
evaluating an incumbent. In a growing economy, will citizens who have become
unemployed {or who have had their wages cut or have witnessed theit stock
portfolio decline in value) nonetheless support the incumbent? Or will citizens
who meet personal misfortune instinctively punish the incumbent? To the
extent that there is consensus on the matter, most scholars suggest that collective
(or sociotropic) considerations dominate pocketbook (or egotropic) concerns.?
The issue, however, remains far from settled, as other scholars have detected evi-
dence of pocketbook voting.'

Finally, arguments endure about whether the clectoral fortunes of incum-
bents in different branches of government facing their constituencies in differ-
ent elections depend on economic improvements in equal measure. While much
of the empirical literature on retrospective voting began by focusing on Con-
gress,” supportive evidence appears especially robust in presidential elections,
where turnouts are much higher.' By extension, scholars have tended to observe
more robust relations between economic developments and voting behavior
during on-year elections than during off-year elections.”

Although the retrospective voting literature offers a sophisticated theoretical
apparatus and a set of testable hypotheses, it has yet to examine local elections,

11. Alesina, Londregan, and Rosenthal (1993).

_ 12. Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier (2000, p. 211}, A handful of retrospective voting studies exam-
ine noneconomic indicators; see, for example, Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope (2003).
(19913). Kiewiet (1983); Kinder, Adams, and Gronke (1989); Markus (1992); Alvarez and Nagler

14. Brown and Woods (1991); Rometo and Stambough (1996).

15. Tufte (1978); Weacherford (1978); Jacobson and Kernell {1983); Born (1986); Alesina and
Rosenthal (1989); Erikson (1990).

16. Fiotina (1981); Kinder and Kiewiet {1981), The 2000 presidential election, for which fore-
casting models regularly predicted a strong Gore victory, appears exceptional in this regard. See the
symposium in the March 2001 isste of the journal PS, '

17. Fiotina (1978).
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much less school board contests. The vista is wide open for scholars to begin
exploring the ways in which the number of issue dimensions, egotropic and
sociotropic considerations, and turnout affect retrospective voting (and hence
democratic accountability) in local elections.

Retrospective Voting in School Board Flections

How do average citizens sott through and then evaluate the confluence of prob-
lems for which national office holders are responsible? Does a successful milicary
campaign conducted duxing an election year offset rising unemployment rates?
Or are declining crime rates also needed to tip the scales in an incumbent’s
favor? Most empirical work on retrospective voting ignores these questions and
focuses exclusively on the economy. Given the economy’s importance in the
minds of voters, the existing literature may justifiably set such issues aside. In
the context of school board elections, however, these problems evaporate
because officials are responsible for only one issue, education. As Richard Brif-
fault notes in chapter 2 of this volume, “Unlike general purpose local govern-
ments (counties arid municipalities), school districts have a single function—the
provision of public elementary and secondary education.” That being the case, a
successful tenure on a school board ultimately reduces to a member’s ability to
demonstrate that student learning has improved.

Of course, board members do many things that do not have a direct impact
on the daily lives of students. They negotiate teacher contracts, write budgets,
procure new school sites and sell old ones—all vital activities, to be sure, but
activities that may be slightly removed from the goings-on in the classroom.
Still, many board activities immediately affect the content and quality of stu-
dent learning, Members may modify the curriculum, establish academic stan-
dards, decide whether to accept federal aid for specific educational programs,
prescribe textbooks, write disciplinary codes, and hire superintendents. What is
more, all board activities presumably contribute to the evefyday functioning of
schools and hence serve students. To the extent that these activities collectively
succeed, student learning should improve.

There is good reason to expect voters to hold school board members account-
able for the performance of local schools. Two features about these elections
stand out. First, voter discontent with schools can be directed only at board
members. The teachers and principals who oversee the daily lives of students
and may have a greater impact on their education are shiclded from electoral
pressures. Hence, even if board members materially affect student learning only
at the margins, on Election Day they must face the full brunt of voter discon-
tent when student performance slips, just as they reap all the credit when it
improves. Second, because most board elections are nonpartisan, party identifi-
cation does not rival retrospective evaluation of an incumbent as a basis for
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votin.g,r behavior. Voters, therefore, ought to place disproportionate weight on
board members’ competency, as measured by the performance of local schools, s

Voters also have at their disposal a fair amount of information about student
achievement trends. For one thing, they live among the schools that board
members oversee. By observing their own children or those of friends and col-
leagues, voters have ample opportunities to learn about the quality of educa-
tional services rendered at local elementary and high schools. With the spread of
regular standardized testing nationwide over the last several years, votets have
additional sources of information about student achievement. Standardized test
scores present several advantages. First, the scores are objective and allow parents
to evaluate school quality apart from their assessment of their own child’s pet-
formance. Second, the scores are benchmarked so that parents can evaluate the
performance of their local schools relative to others in the state or region, some-
thing they cannot do by observing only their own children’s education, Finally,
the scores are available to all voters, even those without children in school, who
might otherwise have little direct information about local school quality.

It is hardly a forgone conclusion, however, that board members’ reelection
prospects will rise and fall with average citizens’ retrospective judgment of their
performance in office. For one thing, citizens may not play much of a role in
determining the composition of most boards. If Terry Moe’s argumerits in this
volume about union dominance in school board elections are correct, then
vested stakeholders in the public school system (teachers and other district
employees) ultimately determine who stays on and who leaves school boards,
Members electoral fortunes therefore may depend only on their ability to
improve the compensation and working conditions of public school employees.
Indeed, if these elections are defined by low overall turnout, cronyism, and
union influence, the reelection of incumbents may have little if anything to do
with student learning,

Accountability in school board elections may be limited for other reasons as
well, While board members may perceive widespread competition, as a factual
matter any competent individual who is willing to serve for little or no compen-
sation may secure a seat. In chapter 10 of this volume, Hess and Leal suggest
that at least in small rural districts, competition may appear quite muted."

18, A number of scholars have noted differences in voting behavior and the availability of vor-
ing cues in partisan and nonpartisan elections, See, for example, Dubois (1984),

19. Elsewhere, Hess lays out some basic points of fact abour school board elections (Hess
2002). More than 90 percent of members run for office in open elections, a majority of which are
at large; only 3 to 5 percent of board members are appointed, typically by a mayor (sec also
Danzberger and others 1987; Danzberger 1994; and Kirst 1994). Candidate spending in these
elections typically hovers around $1,000, though costs increase notably in larger, more competitive
districts. In large districts, fully 55 percent of school board members claim thar ¢lections are “very
competitive” or “somewhat competitive.” Similatly, roughly half of members claim that they plan
on retiring after the end of their current rerm. Tornour rates, however, are notoriously low, typically
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Board turnover may reflect members’ disinterest and poor working conditions
more than a wrathful electorate banishing incompetents any time student learn-
ing declines. Ultimately, willingness to serve may be the only real prerequisite
for joining a school board. If true, then there really is no politics to speak of in
school board elections. Elections are mere formalities, whereby willing servants
declare their candidacy and, more often than not, a grateful electorate ushers
them into office.

' Finally and perhaps most obviously, student learning (at least that part of stu-
dent learning captured by test scores) may not be at the forefront of citizens’
minds when they enter the voting booth and choose from a slate of school board
candidates. Voters instcad may be preoccupied with safety issues, the football
team’s record, the convenience of the busing system, or the attractiveness of the
buildings. In principle, the function of schools is to promote and enhance stu-
dent learning, Voters, however, may not hold school boards strictly to that
charge. And if not, then school board elections may be just as complex as the
national and state races that have been the focus of the extant retrospective vot-
ing literature.

Ultimately, these are empirical questions. If, in fact, board elections are com-
petitive and voters hold members responsible for the academic performance of
schools, then changes in student test scores should correlate positively with
incumbents’ reelection. On the other hand, if unions rig election outcomes, if
most races are noncompetitive, or if voters do not pay attention to student
learning, then null findings should emerge. We now investigate these possibili-
ties, combining school- and district-level trends on standardized exams with
school board election returns in South Carolina.

South Carolina

We analyzed data from South Carolina, which is, to our knowledge, the only
state to collect precinct-level election data for local races. Precinct-level data for
all local eleciions are available from the South Carolina Election Commission,
while in all‘other states local election data must be collected from individual
counties. Furthermore, South Carolina recently instituted a statewide standard-
ized student achievement test, making school-level data publicly available. This
combination of readily available electoral and achievement data make South

ranging between 25 and 30 percent when elections are held separately from gubematorial,l congyres-
sional, and presidential elections and between 42 and 44 percent when they are held with them,
Other scholars have reported turnout rates as low as 5 to 15 percent. See, for example, Wagner
(1992); Danzberger (1994); Iannaccone and Lutz (1994); and Hickle (1998). Once elected, most
school board members serve four-year terms, and members hold office for a total of 6.7 years on
average. Overall, two-thirds of board members are not paid for their service, though again, salaries
typically vary by district size and number of hours devoted 10 service,
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Carolina an ideal, and (temporarily) unique, testing ground for theories of dem-
ocratic accountability in education.

Election and Student Achievement Data

South Carolina is divided into eighty-five school districts. More than 90 percent
of school boards have berween five and nine members, while the largest board
(in Beaufort) has eleven. Of these districts, thirty-nine held school board elec-
tions in 2000. We collected precinct-level election returns for all school board
races and then computed the vote share, by precinct, for each incumbent run-
ning in a competitive election (more on this below). Thus our units of observa-
tion are unique incumbent-by-precinct combinations. Because each incumbent
runs in mote than one precinct, and because each precinct may host more than
one school board race, we have multiple observations of most incumbents and
precincs.®’ Specifically, in 2000 we had sixty-seven incumbents running in 396
precincts, for a total of 960 observations on incumbents’ vote share. '

Student achievement data were obtained through the South Carolina
Department of Education.?! Since 1999, South Carolina has administered the
Palmetto Achievement Challenge Tests (PACT) to students in grades 3 through
8. These tests, based on the South Carolina Curriculum Standards, are given in
English and math. We averaged the English and math scores to arrive at a com-
posite scote for each school and then computed districe-level and precinct-level
average composite scores. The precinct-level percentile scores indicate the per-
formance of the schools nearest the polling place and hence those schools most
likely to be attended by a voter’s children or those of 2 neighbor; district-level
scores indicate the overall performance of all schools in the district.? To test
claims about egotropic and sociotropic voting, we estimated models with both
precinct-level and district-level scores.

Model Specifications and Results

Our analysis focuses first on the 2000 South Carolina school board elections.?
In that year, sixty-seven incumbents from thirty-seven school boards ran for
reelection in competitive races. Of the sixty-seven incumbents, fifty were
reelected, and the median vote share for all incumbents was 58 percent. We esti-
mated simple least squares regressions that posit incumbent vote shares as a
function of test score trends and some basic controls, each of which is explained
below. Because observations for the same incumbent across precincts and for

20. Below we discuss how we adjust the standard exrors in our models 1o account for this.

21. We gratefully acknowledge Jim Pelker ar the South Carolina Depatiment of Education for
providing 1999 and 2000 achievement data files that were not publicly accessible,

22. Computation of precinct- and district-level test score change is explained in the appendix
to this chaprer,

23. The PACT was first administered in 1999, so 2000 was che first cycle of school board elec-
tions after test scores became available,
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Table 7-1. lncumbent Vote Share in 2000 School Board Elections® R
Variable B (L )
Change in total score, 1999-2000 (precinct) 0.005%* 0.004**
(0.002) (0,002)
Change in total score, 19992000 (district) -0.007 -0.006
(0.006) (0.006)
Incumbent vote share, 1996 0.374**
(0.090)
Per-pupil expenditures, 2000 0.022
{0.014)
Percent change in per-pupil épenditures, 19992000 -0.136
' - (0.150)
Total percentile score, 2000 (district) -0.000
(0.001)
Constant 0.580** 0.202
(0.022) (0.135)
Summary statistic
N . 960 862
R? ‘ ) 0.02 0,23

Source: Authors’ calculations,
a. Robust standard errors in parentheses, with clustering by school district. Ordinary least squares
tegressions estimated. * p < .10, two-tiled test; ** p < .05. Per-pupil expendirures are measured in thou-

sands of dollars.

multiple incumbents in the same school district are not independent, we
allowed for clustering of the standard errors-by school district,

Table 7-1 presents the results. The first column shows the simplest model,
with only precinct-level and district-level test score changes on the right side of
the equation and 2000 vote shares on the left. As discussed above, precinct-level
test scores represent the performance of voters’ nearby scbools, while district-
level scores reflect the performance of all schools in the district. Only precinct-
level test score change is significant in this model, with the expected positive
coefficient indicating that incumbents won more votes where test scores showed
improvements. That district-level scores were not significant suggests that voters
were behaving egotropically—or perhaps more accurately, “egocentrically”—
focusing on the performance of their own local schools more than on that of the
broader districe.”

The second column of table 7-1 shows the results from models that control
for lagged incumbent vote share (that is, the 2000 incumbent’s vote retuns in

24. This clastering allows for both types of error dependence, as all observations for a given
incumbent are within one school district. For discussion on the topic, see Wooldridge (2002),

25. Stricr egotropic voting would constder only the performance of one’s own children, which
we did not observe.
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the same precinct in 1996), test score Jevels, and measures of school expendi-
‘tutes. The lagged vote share should capture unobserved aspects of an incum-
bent’s profile, such as name recognition, experience, endorsements, and
fundraising capacity. Not surprisingly, its coefficient is highly significant and
positive, indicating that candidates who did well in 1996 also garnered more
votes in 2000. Levels of test scores, on the other hand, were nowhere near signif-
icant, consistent with the prediction from the retrospective voting literature that
rational citizens will base their assessment of incumbents on changes during their
tenure rather than the absolute leve/ of performance. Finally, to account for the
possibility that races are more competitive in higher-spending districts and that
voters may punish board members for marginal increases in their taxes, we con-
trolled for levels and changes in per-pupil expenditures. Neither of these vari-
ables, however, logs significant effects on incumbent vote shares.

Importantly, test score changes are robust to the inclusion of these additional
variables. The coefficients reported in column 2, our preferred specification,
indicate that a movement from the sample’s 25th to 75th percentile of test score
change—that is, moving from a loss of 4 percentile points to a gain of 3.8 per-
centile points between 1999 and 2000—is associated with an increase of 3 pet-
centage points in an incumbent’s vote share. Similarly, a movement from the
sample’s 10th to 90th percentile of test score change is associated with an
increase of 4.8 percentage points in an incumbent’s vote share. With an average
incumbent vote share of 58 percent, these estimates suggest that a major swing
in test scores can erode as much as two-thirds of an incumbent’s margin of vic-
tory in a two-way race.”

The results reported in table 7-1 reflect the experience of incumbents run-
ning in competitive elections. Many incumbents, however, either did not run
for reelection or ran unopposed. Specifically, of the 157 incumbent board mem-
bers in thitty-nine school districts who wete up for election in 2000, 112 sought
reelection and forty-five of them did not face a challenger. As a result, the sixty-
seven incumbents reflected in the results of table 7-1 represent less than half of
the incumbents whose seats were in play in 2000, Because these candidates pre-
sumably were not randomly selected into competitive elections, test scores may
have influenced electoral outcomes beyond the observed vote shares. Indeed, if
board members anticipate citizens’ voting behavior, then incumbents in districts
with declining test scores should be less likely to seck reelection and more likely
to face competition when they do run, If either of these effects is present, then

26. Models that account for test score changes and levels as a function of dollars spent on stu-
dents generare results virtually identical to those presented below,

27. Virtually identical results for all coefficients are observed when estimating the probability
that an incumbent won 2 majority of the votes in each precinct in a competitive race, rather than
the margin by which an incumbent won. In addition, weighting the observations by the number of
votes cast in the precinet yields nearly identical results,
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Table 7-2. Secking Reelection and Facing Competition, 2000

Did incumbent Was race
run for reclection?  competitive?
(Logit) (Logit)
Variable (1) 2)
Changg in total score, 19992000 (district) 0.178% —0.186**
(0.061) (0.066)
Average percentile score, 2000 (district) 0.001 -0.003
(0.009) (0.019)
Incumbent vote share, 1996 —0.031 ~1.691
i (0.959) (1.132)
Per-pupil expenditures, 2000 -0.043 -0.006
: (0.103) (0.018)
Percent change in per-pupil expenditures, 1999-2000 -5.241% 2.312
(1.753) {2.259)
Dummy = 1 if position pays no salary -1.369** 1.588*
(0.334) (0.931)
Total number of registered voters (district) 0.003
' (0.003)
Constant : 1.863 1.074
, (1.228) (1.825)
Summary statistic
N 152 108
Pseudo R* 0.09 0.14

Source: Authors’ calculations.
a. * p <10, two-tailed test; ™* p < .05.

the results shown in table 7-1 underestimate the effect of test score change on
incumbents’ electoral prospects. -

We therefore ran two logistic regressions, first to estimate the effect of test
scores on the incumbents’ decision to run and then to estinate the probability
that those who did run would face competition. In contrast to the vote share
models, we do not have precinct-level observations here because when candi-
dates run, they run in all precincts in the district. Thus our unit of observation
is the incumbent, and we have only one observation per incumbent, For this
reason, we used only district-level rather than precinct-level test scores and
lagged vote share on the right side. Again we allowed for clustering of standard
errors within school districts.

Column 1 of table 7-2 presents the results of the first logistic regression
model, As in table 7-1, the model controls for test score levels, incumbents’
lagged vote 'share, and measures of per-pupil expenditures. In addition, we
included a dummy variable indicating whether board membets received remu-
neration for their service. In our sample, approximately 20 percent of officials
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reccived no compensation, while the remainder received a salary, per diem pay-
ments, or reimbursement for expenses.’

As shown in table 7-2, incumbents were significantly less likely to seek reelec-
tion when they were not compensated for their service. In addition, incumbents
were less likely to seck reclection in areas where per-pupil expenditures had
increased, perhaps because they anticipated a tax revolt at the polls, Neither test
score levels nor lagged vote shares were significanc, indicating that incumbents
in higher-performing districts and incumbents who did especially well in past
elections were no more likely to run for office. Most relevant, however, effects of
test scote changes continue to attain statistical significance and remain in the
expected direction: incumbents appear disinclined to seek reelection when their
district’s test scores drop. This resule may indicate that incumbents bow out in
anticipation of voter reprisals for poor performance or that serving in a declin-
ing district is less rewarding for board members. The point estimates in column
1 indicate that a2 movement from the 75th to the 25th percentile in the sample’s
test score change is associated with a drop of 13 percentage points in the proba-
bility that the incumbent would seck reelection {from 84 to 71 percent, holding
other variables at their median). A movement from the 90th to the 10th pet-
centile is associated with a more than 30 percentage point drop in the probabil-
ity of seeking reelection (from 90 to 59 percent).”

If declining test scores discourage incumbents from secking reelection, the
retrospective voting literature suggests just the opposite in the case of competi-
tion: falling test scores should bring out more challengers. OF the 112 incum-
bents who sought reelection in 2000, forty-five ran unopposed. To test this
hypothesis, we ran a logistic regression where the dependent variable is coded 1
if the incumbent faced at least one challenger and zero if he o she ran unop-
posed. Tn addition to the three variables introduced in column 1, we added the
number of registered voters in the district in the expectation that because larger
districts have a bigger pool of potential candidates, they should be more likely to
host contested elections,

28. We also estimated models that controlled for whether a race was partisan. All of the main
feffccts presented in table 7-2 hold up when this additional control variable is included. Further,
incambents appeared less likely to run for reelection in partisan races. But as only three districts in
our sample (accounting for eleven incumbents) faced partisan elections, we are reluctant to make
too much of this resulr,

29. Assuredly, factors other than those presented here affected incumbents' decisions to run for
reelection, for example, the partisan affiliations of the incumbent and the board, whether the
incumbent had children in the public schools, and whether the incumbent held a full-time job. It
is difficult to think of any, though, thar should correlare with changes in test scores, mitigating
concerns about omitted variable bias. Much the same logic applies to models estimated in subse.
quent tables,

30. The number of seats on the school board does not vary proportionately with enrollment, so
lasger districts have more potential candidates per seat, For instance, school board size ranged from
five to eleven seats, while school district enrollment ranged from 600 to 27,000.
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Test score changes, once again, are highly significant, and this time they are
negatively associated with the probability of competition. The point estimates
from columa 2 suggest that a movement from the 75th to the 25th percentile in
test score change is associated with an 18 percentage point increase in the proba-
bility of facing a challenger (from 44 to 62 percent, holding other variables at
their median). A movement from the 90th to the 10th percentile in test score
change is associated with a whopping 42 percentage point increase in the proba-
bility of facing opposition (from 32 to 74 percent). These results suggest that
incambents running in districts where test scores have taken a nose dive are
almost certain to face a challenger.® All of the control variables, meanwhile,
appear insignificant with'the exception of whether a position is paid. Curiously,
challengers were more willing to take on an incumbent board member when
victory did »et ensure some kind of financial remuneration.

In summary, we identified three major effects of test score change in South
Carolina school board elections.* First, incumbents were significantly less likely
to seek reelection when test scores declined on their watch, because of either
anticipated voter retaliation or frustration with serving in a faltering district.
Second, those incumbents who did run were significantly more likely to be chal-
lenged at the polls if they presided over a test score drop. Third, those incum-
bents who ran in competitive elections received a significantly lower share of the
vote where test scores had fallen. Because test scores influenced the chances that
an incumbent ran in a competitive election—essentially deterring the worst per-
formers from running and rewarding the best with an uncontested seat—-the
results reported in table 7-1 should be considered the lower bound estimates of
the effects of test scores on incumbents’ electoral fortunes.*

31. We extended these analyses by examining the possibility that declines in test scores have
greater impact than do test score gains. Specifically, we use regtession splines on test score change,
setting a single knot at zero. Asymimetric effects are apparent in the competitiveness model. While
positive improvements in test scores appear unrelated to the probability that an incumbent faces a
challenger, test score declines have a substandal impact on the willingngss of challengers to enter
the race. This finding suggests that the coefficients shown in wable 7-2 underestimate the effects of
falling test scores on the probability of an incumbent facing competition, The point estimate for
niegative test scores,. in fact, is abour three times larger under the spline specification, We did not,
however, find evidence of asymmetric effects in models of an incumbent’s decision to seek reelec-
tion or in models of vore share. .

32. In further analyses (not shown) we address the concern that test score change may be a
proxy for other conditions that influence voters’ assessments of incumbents. If test score change is
carrelated with broader shifts in the overall health of the local community, then the effects we
observed in the preceding analyses may be spurious, merely indicating that all incumbents faced
greater electoral pressures in deteriorating communities. To test for this possibility, we modeled the
effects of test scores on county council elections. If test scores provide unique information about the
petformance of the school board, then we expect them to have negligible effects on county council
races. Reassuringly, we found no systematic effects of test scores on county council elections.

33. Several considerations dissuaded us from attempting to estimate a Heckman-type selection
model in this case. First, we would require at least one identifying variable that strongly affects the
chances of observing an incumbent in a competitive election but that is unrelated to incumbent
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The 20_02-5::/900[ Board Elections

Here, we replicate the main school board models for the 2002 elections. As pre-
viously noted, our theoretical expectations for this midterm election were less
clear. Roughly 53 percent of registered voters turned out in 2000; in 2002,
meanwhile, just 26 percent did. Unfortunately, available demographic data on
the voting population—race, age, and gender—do not provide much of a basis
for probing the differences between the two electorates in any depth.* It seems
fair to assume, however, that voters in 2002 were significantly more educated
than their counterparts of two years prior. If Zaller (2004) is correct that retro-
spective voting occuts principally among low-information voters while high-
information voters pay more attention to candidates’ policy positions, then test
score changes may not impact school board members’ electoral prospects during
the off-year election.

Consistent with Zallers argument, the results from 2002 differed markedly
from those observed in 2000. As table 7-3 shows, changes in test scores did not
affect the probability that an incumbent would seek reelection, the probability
that he or she faced competition, or his or her final vote share. These null find-
ings, what is more, do not appear to be a statistical artifact. In models not pre-
sented, we added administrative data from teacher, parent, and student ratings
of local schools; we experimented with two- and three-year changes in test
scores, rather than one-year changes; we looked at changes in the percentage of
students who received failing scores on the PACT;* and we replicated the spline
models for 2002 in an attempt to uncover asymmetric effects. None of these
alternative approaches produced any evidence of retrospective voting in the
2002 elections.

Differences between the 2000 and 2002 models also were observed with
respect to the control variables. Lagged incumbent vote share, for instance, is
only marginally significant in the 2002 vote share model, though it stood out as
the most highly significant variable in the 2000 model. This finding, however, is

vote share. Given that selection depends on both an incumbent’s and 2 challenger’s decision to run,
we would require a factor that siultaneously is positively (negatively) correlated with the proba-
bility of an incumbent secking reclection; is positively (negatively) correlated with the probability
of a challenger entering the race; and is unrelated to the incumbent’s ultimate vote share. We have
not been able to uncover such an identifying variable. Second, the two stages of the model (selec-
tion and outcome) are observed for different units of analysis. That is, we observe the sclecrion into
a competitive race for individual incumbents, whereas we observe vote share at the precinct level,
with multiple observations per incumbent. Thus proper estimation of the standard erros for the
corresponding selection mode] would be a challenge. Given these obstacles, the firse being para-
mount, we did not estimate a Heckman-type selection model. Rather, we acknowledge that our
estimates of the effects of test score change on vote share and on the probability of facing competi-
tion are likely to be lower boands of the true effects.

34. Nor do they reveal significant differences between the two electorates.

35. These alternative measures of school performance were not available for the 2000 models.
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Table 7-3. 2002 Schoo! Board Elections®

Did Incumbent
incumbent vote share,
run for Wias race 2002
reelection?  competitive?  (least
(Logit) (Logit) squares)
Variable (1) 2 3)
Change in total score, 2001-02 (district) 0.001 0.004 —0.004
(0.0_1 0) (0.016) (0.007)
Change in toral score, 2001-02 (precinct) ' -0.004
e {0.003)
"Total percentile score, 2002 (district) -0.002 0.003 0.002
' {0.002) (0.003) {0.001)
Percent change in per-pupil expenditures, 2001-02 0.959%*  -0.264 -0.253
{0.314) (0.823) {0.218)
Per-pupil expenditures, 2002 0.003 0.113* 0.018
(0.054  (0.065)  (0.012)
Incumbent vote share, 1998 0.149 ~0.030 0.211%
(0.101) (0.158) (0.111)
Dummy = 1 if position pays no salary 0.032 0.119
: - {0.132) (0.126)
'Total number registered voters 0.006***
(0.002)
Constant 0.588* -0.274 0.235**
(0.322) (0.363) (0.098)
Summary statistic
N 184 126 1308
R* (pseudo R* for logit) o 0.03 0.16 0.10
Unit of analysis o Incumbent Incumbent Incumbent

X Precinct

Source: Authors’ calculations.
a. Robust standard errors in parentheses, with clustering by school district, * g < .10, ovo-niled test;
** p < .05. Per-pupit expenditures and registered voters measured in thouands of dollars and voters

respectively.

not altogether surprising. Again, because voters in this off-year election were
likely more educated, they may have been less influenced by a candidate’s name
recognition or campaign spending, the kinds of characteristics that lagged vote
shares mean to capture,

While high-information voters in off-year local elections may not vote retro-
spectively, they probably do care about board members” policy positions. Which
policy positions? As Moe demonstrates in chapter 11 of this volume, low-
turnout school board elections attract a disproportionate share of high-interest
stakeholders, such as teachers and administrators. It seems likely that chese
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stakeholders evaluated board members less on the basis of test scores than on
their demonstrated commitment to the stakeholders’ employment interests,
That changes in per-pupil expenditures correlated positively with the probability
that incumbents ran for office in 2002 (recall, they registered negative and sig-
nificant impacts in 2000) certainly is consistent with the claim that vested inter-
ests exerted a disproportionate level of influence during this off-year election.

Unfortunately, without individual-leve! data, we cannot furcher examine
Zaller’s and Moe’s claims about high- and low-information voters and the com-
position of school board electorates in on- and off-year elections. We leave it to
future research to extend their arguments to different kinds of local elections
with variable turnout rates. At 2 minimum, though, we note that retrospective
voting is not a forgone conclusion in all local elections, and, more specifically,
that the draw of a presidential election appears to improve the chances that elec-
torates hold board members accountable for the performance of schools.

Still, it is worth recognizing that.the 2000 and 2002 races in South Carolina
present a tough test for retrospective voting and hence for democratic accounta-
bility. First, we ate working with aggregate voting data from less than 100 differ-
ent districts. From a purely statistical standpoint, individual-leve] data collected
from a wider variety of races may produce more pronounced effects. Second,
South Carolina’s accountability system is relatively new. Over time, as voters
grow accustomed to the testing regime and learn more about the performance of
their schools, retrospective voting may become more common. ¥ And finally,
unlike with local elections that revolve around issues of public safety or property
taxes, large proportions of the electorate have little reason to be informed about
the performance of public schools.

Conclusion

The 2000 findings presented in this chapter suggest that explicit sanctions and
rewards associated with hard accountability systems may supplement rather
than stand in for accountability systems already built into public education.
Those charged with governing public schools currently have strong electoral

36. Individual-level data may permit additional empirical explorations. Evidence of retrospec-
tive voting may derive from either a small percentage of high-information voters who vorte strictly
on the basis of changes in test scores or from a partially informed electorate that pays casual atcen-
tion to test scotes. Similarly, we do not know whether citizens vote on the basis of rest scores or
changes in scudent learning more generaily. It could be that citizens obtain direct information
about how students score on standardized tests and vore accordingly; alternatively, these results
might derive from parents observing students and schools——but never test scores—provided that
changes in test scores correlate positively with changes in student learning, Plainly, more data are
needed to distinguish these various causal pathways. )

37. PACT scores in South Carolina have become more widely publicized. The state now sends
all parents in the scate notification of their school’s performance, and districts are required o report
school test scores in local newspapers.
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incentives to promote policies and develop practices that enhance student learn-
ing. When test scores dropped in South Carolina schools, incumbents were less
likely to run, they were more likely to face competition, and they won (if they
won) by smaller margins. As long as the electorate has the information needed
to evaluate student learning--test scores providing one such soutce—many vot-
ers appear willing to punish and reward those who govern public schools
according to their performance in office.” ‘

An analysis of NCLB, the most important accountability system currently in
place, illustrates the specific ways in which formal accountability systems comm-
plement—and in some cases conflict with-—-long-standing forms of democratfc
accountability. In three ways, NCLB strengthens existing forms of democra.txc
accountability. First, under NCLB, schools and districts are evaluated every sin-
gle year, while school board elections are held only every two yeats—and, as.the
2002 elections suggest, voters do not always hold board members responsible
for changes in student test scores. Second, to avoid penalties under NCLBf pub-
lic schools must demonstrate annual improvements in test scores; it is not
enough simply to maintain last year’s performance levels. Retrospective voters,
meanwhile, appear more likely to rise up and punish their incumbent board
members only when test scores decline. Third, NCLB also mandates that
schools demonstrate annual improvements for various subgroups: students for
whom English is not the primary language, ethnic and racial minorities, ?nd
special education students. Without individual-level data, it is extremely diffi-
cult to discern whether voters pay attention to the test scores of all students or
those within specific subpopulations. If citizens vote primarily on the basis of
their own child’s test scores or those of their own ethnic group more generally,
then minorities cannot hope to affect the composition of a school board.
NCLB, however, provides the needed backup, establishing incentives for schools
and school boards to improve the test scores of students who come from weak
voting blocs in local elections. » 3

In other ways, however, state mandates and democratic accountability sys-
tems find themselves in tension with one another. When evaluating schools,
NCLB does not make any allowances for temporary setbacks in student learn-
ing. For every year that a school fails to make the prescril?ed__gains in test scores,
preestablished penalties automatically apply. Retrospective voters, meanwhile,
may rightfully see success in constant test scores, especially at schools .that con-
front especially disadvantaged student populations. When NCLB classifies S.U.Ch
schools as underperforming and mandates the reallocation of Title I funding,
retrospective voters may respond by rallying behind incumbent school board
members in defiance of a meddling federal government.

38. We do not know whether voters in South Carolina are responding to test scores per se or
whether they are formulating independent evaluations of student achievement for which rest score
trends are acting as proxies.
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Still, as a practical matter, both state mandates and democratic accountability
systems may fail to achieve their intended objectives: Test scores may increase
because students are learning more, because students have grown accustomed to
taking standardized tests, because reachers and students are cheating on tests, or
bcczlluse schools experience an influx of higher-performing students. When
dolling out punishments and rewards, NCLB does not distinguish among these
possibilities. Unfortunately, the data from South Carolina do not allow us to
determine whether retrospective voters attempt to assess the causes of test score
changes. Given the difficulties of assessing school quality, however, there is good
reason to belicve that even the most adept retrospective voters have a hard time
doing so. Hence, while state mandates and democratic accountability systems
hold schools and school boards accountable, it is not clear that either hold them
accountable for their contributions to student learning per se.

It may be years before it is known whether the latest round of accountability
reforms have had their intended effects. But it is clear, even now, that accounta-
bility is nothing new. NCLB did not introduce accountability into American
education, nor did any state’s accountability system suddenly make local educa-
tors answerable to its citizens. Ironically, even those critics who point to the
poor relative performance of American students on international tests as justifi-
cation for new accountability systems seem oblivious to the fact that American
schools are perhaps the most accountable in the world. With nearly 15,000
school districts governed by more than 80,000 popularly elected officials, Amer-
fcan public education may be the most democratically accountable institution
in this nation or any other. Analysts of the current accountability movement

would do well to focus on the specific content of the reform proposals and
ignore the rhetoric of accountability, NCLB and other performance-based
reforms may bring new standards, new tests, and new incentives to American
education. What they will not introduce are systems of accountability. They are
already here.

Appendix

Calcutation of vote share for multiple-seat elections

School board members are elected at large in dhirty-two districts, by “con-
stituent district” (ward) in thirty-eight, and by using a combination of both
methods in fifteen districts. Some of the at-large and combination districts allow
for “multiple-winner” elections, in which voters are allowed to vote for more
than one candidate. For multiple-winner contests, we computed vote share as
the number of votes the incumbent received divided by the maxintum number
of votes he or she could have received, The maximum number of votes that any
candidate can receive is equal to the number of voters (a voter cannot vote for
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the same candidate more than once). For example, consider an election in which
100 voters turn out, each of whom votes for three of five candidates running, If
a candidate in this election receives 60 votes, then we compute his or her vote
share to be 60 percent, meaning that 60 percent of the voters who could have
voted for this candidate actually did so. Put differently, with a total of 300 votes
cast by 100 voters, 60 votes is 20 percent of total votes, but 60 percent of possi-
ble votes. It is the latter number that we took as our measure of vote share in
multiple-seat elections. '

Caleulation of district- and precinct-level changes in test score

Palmetto Achievement-Challenge Tests results arc reported both as “scale scores”
and as “performance levels.” We chose to use the scale scores, which provide
more detail to distinguish performance among schools, Scale scores are deter-
mined independently for each grade and subject. The South Carolina Depart-
ment of Education set the average scale score at 100 times the grade level, with a
range of 128 scale score points around this average—for example, the initial
average score for grade 3 is 300 and the range is 236 to 364.

In developing our performance measure, we began by computing a school-
level scale score.’Because scores for each grade were on different scales, we first
converted them into within-grade statewide percentile rankings. For each
school, we then averaged these percentile scores across grades, weighting by
enrollment in each grade. These steps were conducted separately for English and
math scores, and then the two were averaged to produce a composite score. The
result is a school-level percentile score. Based on these school-level scores, we
then calculated a score representing the average of neatby schools for each vot-
ing precinct. Specifically, for each precinct, we computed the average score of all
the schools in the same zip code as the polling place.”” For zip codes with only
one school, that school’s performance measures served as the zip code’s values.
For zip codes in which more than one school was located, we averaged across
the schools, weighting by enrollment. For zip codes whefe no schools were in
operation, we imputed the achievement of schools in the nearest zip code with
at least one school.® The result is a precinct-level petcentile score. The district-
level test score was based on the same underlying school-level percentile scores,

39, While zip codes are not perfect mappets of “nearness,” they are the best possible approxi-
mation given our data. Attempts to match schools and precincts based on geocodes did not prove
more successful than zip code matching because a large number (nearly half) of the addresses in
our database could not be geocoded w a level beneath the zip code,

40. Distance berween zip codes was calculated using the “Great Circle” formula, measuring dis-
tance between zip code latitude-longitude centroids, The coordinates of the county centroid were
used when the zip code could nort be located in the Census Bureau’s TIGER {Topologically Inte-
grated Geographic Encoding and Referencing system) database {www.census.govigeo/www/
tiget/index.huml [December 3, 2004)).
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and we simply averaged over all the schools in the district, weighted by enroll-
ment. Test score change for both precincts and districts was computed as the
difference between 2000 and 1999 percentile scores. Thus our test score change
variable measures the increase or decrease in statewide percentile ranking over
the year preceding the election.
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Minority Incorporation and Local School Boards

MELISSA J. MARSCHALL

‘ S ince passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965, social scientists have periodi-

cally examined the state of minority representation in U.S. politics.
Although the vast majority of that research has focused on patterns of minority
office holding at the local level, neatly all of it has examined African American
representation in municipal-level offices.! To date, considerably less attention
has been paid to black and especially Hispanic representation on local school
boards or in other local elected positions.? Numbering approximately 15,000
across the United States, school boards are not only the most prevalent form of
government in this country but also the most common point of entry into pub-
lic office among those secking political careers. In additign, schooling is not
simply the most expensive local service provided by state and local governments
but also unquestionably one of the most important public services that govern-
ment provides. There is much at stake in local school politics, and consequently
minority incorporation in this policy arena warrants greater scholardy attention,
In this chapter, I address the issue of minority incorporation by analyzing
each of its dimensions-descriptive and substantive representation. I begin with
descriptive representation, which refers to the extent of minority representation

1. Seg, for example, Sass and Piceman (2000), Bullock and MacManus (1987), and Engstrom
and McDonald (1981).

2. But see Meier, Martinez-Ebers, and Leal (2002), Meier and others (2002), Robinson and
England (1981}, Robinson, England, and Meier (1985}, and Welch and Karnig (1978).
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