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The Democratic Promise
When among the happiest people in the world, bands of peasants
are seen regulating affairs of State under an oak, and always
acting wisely, can we help scorning the ingenious methods of other
nations, which make themselves illustrious and wrteched with so
much art and mastery? ~ Rosseau
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An Alternative View

In the first place, God made idiots. That was for practice. Then
he made school boards. ~ Mark Twain
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School Boards

• Most often, a locally elected body of 3-9 community members who
make decisions about public schools

• Serve an administrative unit that is often not coterminous with other
units

• Power to set property taxes, decide on curricula, hire and fire district
leadership

• Powers available vary from state to state, WI school boards nominally
have high power

• Together they represent tens of thousands of elected officials jointly
responsible for spending hundreds of billions in local, state, and federal
tax dollars
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Why are they interesting for political science?

• One of most common elected offices in the U.S.
• Elected officials in special jurisdictions
• Much greater variety in jurisdiction type than other elected offices
• Specialized focus on a major public policy area
• Increasingly targets of centralizing and decentralizing reforms
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Previous Literature

. . . rife with conclusions and recommendations based on personal
experience, observations, and opinions. School board experts
frequently rely on anecdotal evidence, rather than data from
carefully designed research studies, to support their conclusions
(Land, 2002, p.265)

• Not much political science and little democratic theory
• Lack of focus on voter and candidate behavior
• Most studies refuted by saying, “yes, but if we study for a longer

period of time, conflict will emerge”
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My Approach

• Consider school districts within a state a system
• Observe school board elections over time, across the system
• Look for variation in participation, voter turnout, and board member

defeat
• Look for attributes that explain, or, are predicted by school board

election activity
• More data, more contexts, more elections, over a longer period of time

than previous studies
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Why statewide?

• Lots of studies have focused on urban school districts, but the majority
of elected officials who serve as school board members serve in small
communities

• For every Madison, there are 40-50 school boards serving smaller
communities
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Lots of Districts

Illinois

Iowa

Michigan

Minnesota

Abbotsford
1%

Adams-Friendship
Area
-1.6%

Albany
-0.2%

Algoma
3.5%

Alma
-1.8%

Alma
Center
0.3%

Almond-Bancroft
-0.2%

Altoona
-0.4%

Amery
-1.8%

Antigo
-2%

Appleton
Area
1.6%Arcadia

2%

Argyle
1.2%

Ashland
0.8%

Ashwaubenon
-1.8%

Athens
-5.6%

Auburndale
-1.1%

Augusta
0.5%

Baldwin-Woodville
Area
0.4%

Bangor
-0.5%

Baraboo
-0.8%

Barneveld
-0.7%

Barron
Area
0.9%

Bayfield
-2.3%

Beaver
Dam
-0.3%

Beecher-Dunbar-Pembine
1.2%

Belleville
0%

Belmont
Community

1.5%

Beloit
1%

Beloit
Turner
-1.8%

Benton
0.8%

Berlin
Area
-0.4%

Birchwood
-4.3%

Black
Hawk
-1.5%

Black River
Falls
-0.6%

Blair-Taylor
0%

Bloomer
1.5%

Bonduel
-2.1%

Boscobel Area
Schools

-3.1%

Bowler
0.9%

Boyceville
Community

0.5%

Brillion
-0.2%

Brodhead
-0.8%

Brown
Deer
0.6%

Bruce
0.7%

Burlington
Area
-0.8%

Butternut
3.2%

Cadott
Community

-1.6%

Cambria-Friesland
0.5%

Cambridge
-1.6%

Cameron
1%

Campbellsport
-1.1%

Cashton
-1.1%

Cassville
-1.8%

 Cedar Grove-
Belgium Area

-1.9%

Cedarburg
-0.3%

Chetek-Weyerhauser
-1.5%

Chilton
1.7%

Chippewa
Falls Area

0.7%

Clayton
-0.3%

Clear Lake
-1.5%

Clinton
Community

0%

Clintonville
-0.1%

Cochrane-Fountain
City
0.5%

Colby
0.4%

Coleman
-2.9%

Colfax
-0.2%

Columbus
1.5%

Cornell
-1.8%

Crandon
-0.8%

Crivitz
0%

Cuba
City
1.9%

Cudahy
-0.5%

Cumberland
-2%

D C Everest
Area
0.7%

Darlington
Community

-0.4%

Deforest
Area
1.3%

Depere
0.7%

Desoto
Area
0.2%

Deerfield
Community

-0.9%

Delavan-Darien
0.5%

Denmark
0.2%

Dodgeland
-1.3%

Dodgeville
-0.5%

Drummond
0.2%

Durand
-0.8%

East Troy
Community

-0.4%

Eau Claire
Area
0.5%

Edgar
-1.1%

Edgerton
1.6%

Elcho
-4%

Eleva-Strum
1.2%

Elk
Mound Area

0.5%

Elkhart
Lake-Glenbeulah

-1.9%

Elkhorn
Area
-0.6%

Ellsworth
Community

0.2%

Elmbrook
0.9%

Elmwood
0%

Evansville
Community

-0.3%

Fall
Creek
-0.6%

Fall
River
1.1%

Fennimore
Community

0.7%

Flambeau
-2.6%

Florence
-2.4%

Fond
Du Lac
0.7%

Fort
Atkinson

-0.5%
Franklin

0.9%

Frederic
-0.4%

Freedom
Area
1%

Galesville-Ettrick
0.8%

Germantown
-0.8%

Gibraltar
Area
0.5%

Gillett
-4.6%

Gilman
-1.2%

Gilmanton
-1.7%

Glenwood
City
2.4%

Goodman-Armstrong
-7.3%

Grafton
0.3%

Granton
Area
1.3%

Grantsburg
-2.3%

Green Bay
Area
1.5%

Green Lake
-3.9%

Greendale
0.2%

Greenfield
2%

Greenwood
1.5%

Hamilton
0.3%

Hayward
Community

0.9%

Highland
1.4%

Hilbert
-2%

Hillsboro
-1.6%

Holmen
2%

Horicon
-1.5%

Hortonville
0.6%

Howard-Suamico
-0.5%

Howards
Grove
-0.9%

Hudson
-0.1%

Hurley
-1%

Hustisford
0.7%

Independence
0.5%

Iola-Scandinavia
-2.2%

Iowa-Grant
-0.4%

Ithaca
-1.2%

Janesville
0.3%

Jefferson
0.2%

Johnson
Creek
1.6%

Juda
-3%

Kaukauna
Area
1.5%

Kenosha
-0.6%

Kettle
Moraine
-2.7%

Kewaskum
-0.9%

Kewaunee
-0.2%

Kickapoo
Area
1.3%

Kiel Area
-1%

Kimberly
Area
0.8%

Kohler
1.4%

Lacrosse
-0.1%

Lafarge
-0.8%

Lake
Holcombe

-3.1%

Lake
Mills Area

2.9%

Lancaster
Community

1.9%

Laona
-2.8%

Lena
-1.5%

Little
Chute Area

-0.7%

Lodi
-1.6%

Lomira
-0.1%

Loyal
0.4%

Luck
-0.2%

Luxemburg-Casco
-1.3%

Madison
Metropolitan

0.9%

Manawa
-0.5%

Manitowoc
-0.6%

Maple
-0.9%

Marathon
City

-0.6%

Marinette
-0.3%

Marion
-3.1%

Markesan
0.2%

Marshall
-2.7%

Marshfield
-0.6%

Mauston
-0.1%

Mayville
-1.1%

Mcfarland
1.7%

Medford
Area
-0.1%

Mellen
-0.7%

Melrose-Mindoro
1.9%

Menasha
0.8%

Menominee
Indian

1%

Menomonee
Falls
-1.4%

Menomonie
Area
0.2%

Mequon-Thiensville
-0.1%

Mercer
-0.7%

Merrill
Area
-2.4%

Middleton-Cross
Plains
1.8%

Milton
0.1%

Milwaukee
-1%

Mineral
Point
-1.4%

Mishicot
-2.4%

Mondovi
-3.3%

Monona
Grove
1.8%

Monroe
1.1%

Montello
0.3%

Monticello
-0.8%

Mosinee
-1.5%

Mount
Horeb Area

2%

Mukwonago
-1.9%

Necedah
Area
-2.2%

Neenah
0%

Neillsv ille
-1.1%

Nekoosa
-0.9%

New
Auburn
-0.7%

New
Berlin
-0.4%

New
Glarus
0.5%

New
Holstein

-0.8%New
Lisbon
-0.5%

New
London
-0.2%

New
Richmond

1.3%

Niagara
-3.3%

Norris
0%

North
Crawford

-1.5%

North Fond
Du Lac
1.5%

Northern
Ozaukee

-1.8%

Northland
Pines
-1.6%

Northwood
-0.8%

Norwalk-Ontario-Wilton
3.4%

Oak
Creek-Franklin

1.3%

Oakfield
-0.4%

Oconomowoc
Area
1.6%

Oconto
1.1%

Oconto
Falls
-1.2%

Omro
-0.1%

Onalaska
-0.1%

Oostburg
-1.5%

Oregon
0.2%

Osceola
-1.4%

Oshkosh
Area
-0.7%

Osseo-Fairchild
-2.3%

Owen-Withee
-1.7%

Palmyra-Eagle
Area
-2.8%

Pardeeville
Area
-0.1%

Parkview
-2.5%

Pecatonica
Area
0%

Pepin
Area
1.7%

Peshtigo
-0.2%

Pewaukee
2.9%

Phelps
2.2%

Phillips
-0.6%

Pittsville
-1.9%

Platteville
1.3%

Plum City
2.2%

Plymouth
0.1%

Port
Edwards

-3.9%

Port
Wash-Saukville

-0.8%

Portage
Community

-0.7%

Potosi
-2.1%

Poynette
-0.2%

Prairie Du
Chien Area

-0.8%

Prairie
Farm
0%

Prentice
-0.9%

Prescott
1.3%

Princeton
0.3%

Pulaski
Community

0.3%

Racine
-0.7%

Randolph
1.5%

Random
Lake
-2.2%

Reedsburg
0.5%

Reedsville
-0.9%

Rhinelander
0.1%

Rib Lake
-0.2%

Rice
Lake Area

-1.8%

Richland
1.1%

Rio
Community

-2.8%

Ripon
-1.3%

River
Falls
1.2%

River
Ridge
0.8%

River
Valley

0%
Riverdale

1.4%

Rosendale-Brandon
0.1%

Rosholt
-2.7%

Royall
-0.9%

Sauk
Prairie
0.3%Seneca

-1.4%

Sevastopol
1.3%

Seymour
Community

-0.5%

Shawano
0%

Sheboygan
Area
0.8%

Sheboygan
Falls
-1.4%

Shell
Lake
-0.3%

Shiocton
-2.9%

Shorewood
1.5%

Shullsburg
4.1%

Siren
-0.2%

Slinger
-0.1%

Solon
Springs
-0.3%

Somerset
-1.1%

South
Milwaukee

0%

South
Shore
0.5%

Southern
Door
0.4%

Southwestern
Wisconsin

-0.7%

Sparta
Area
2.5%

Spencer
0.3%

Spooner
2.2%

Spring
Valley
0.6%

Saint Croix
Central
-0.3%

Saint Croix
Falls
0%

Saint
Francis

-2%

Stanley-Boyd
Area
2.1%

Stevens
Point Area

-0.1%

Stockbridge
0%

Stoughton
Area
-1.1%

Stratford
1.2%

Sturgeon
Bay

-0.5%

Sun Prairie
Area
3.4%

Superior
-0.9%

Suring
-2.6%

Thorp
1.5%

Three
Lakes
-3.4%

Tigerton
-3%

Tomah Area
-0.6%

Tomahawk
-1.8%

Tomorrow
River
0.6%

Tri-County
Area
-1.8%

Turtle
Lake
0.7%

Two
Rivers
-0.2%

Unity
-0.5%

Valders
-2.2%

Verona
Area
3.2%

Viroqua
Area
0.5%

Wabeno
Area
-4%

Washburn
-1.1%

Washington
-4.9%

Waterloo
-1.1%

Watertown
0.6%

Waukesha
-0.4%

Waunakee
Community

1%

Waupaca
-1.1%

Waupun
-1.3%

Wausau
0.6%

Wausaukee
1%

Wautoma
Area
-1.5%

Wauwatosa
0.6%

Wauzeka-Steuben
-2.9%

Webster
-2.4%

West
Allis
1.7%

West
Bend
0.2%

West
Depere

4%

West
Salem
-1.2%

Westby
Area
0.2%

Westfield
-1.4%

Weston
-0.3%

Weyauwega-Fremont
-1.9%

White
Lake
-4.1%

Whitefish
Bay

1.5%

Whitehall
0.9%

Whitewater
-1.6%

Whitnall
-1.5%

Wild Rose
-4.5%

Williams
Bay
1.7%

Winneconne
Community

-1.1%

Winter
-1.5%

Wisconsin
Dells
1%

Wisconsin
Heights
-1.4%

Wisconsin
Rapids
-0.8%

Wittenberg-Birnamwood
-0.5%

Wonewoc-Union
Center
-2.1%

Wrightstown
Community

-0.5%

Gresham
-1.8%

Arrowhead
Uhs

-0.1%

Big
Foot Uhs

0.9%

Central/Westosha
Uhs

-1.1%

Hartford
Uhs

-1.1%

Lake
Geneva-Genoa Uhs

-0.6%

Lakeland
Uhs

-2.9%

Nicolet
Uhs
0.4%

Union
Grove
Uhs
0%

Waterford
Uhs
0.9%

Wilmot Uhs
-1.6%

Ladysmith
-4.2%

Chequamegon
-1.8%

Muskego-
Norway
-0.8%

Sheboygan
Area
0.8%

Colby
0.4%

Chequamegon
-1.8%

Milwaukee
-1%

Franklin
0.9%

Nicolet Uhs
0.4%

West Allis
1.7%

Oak Creek-Franklin
1.3%

Wauwatosa
0.6%

Mequon-Thiensville
-0.1%

Whitnall
-1.5%

Elmbrook
0.9%

Greenfield
2%

Cudahy
-0.5%

New Berlin
-0.4%

Greendale
0.2%

Menomonee Falls
-1.4%

Brown Deer
0.6%

Germantown
-0.8%

South Milwaukee
0%

Saint Francis
-2%

Shorewood
1.5%

Muskego-
Norway
-0.8%

Whitefish Bay
1.5%

Hamilton
0.3%

0 50 Miles ²

*K-8 school districts are not displayed

Milwaukee Area Detail

Percentage Change in School Districts' 
Membership Between 2013-14 and 2014-15 

for Revenue Limit Purposes
Above 2% Increase

Between 0 and 2% Increase

No Change

Between 0 and -2% Decrease
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Why Study School Boards in Wisconsin Now?

• Advantage of data collection
• Boards retain power in Wisconsin
• Lots of variety (from Milwaukee to Norway J7)
• Possibility of some causal leverage due to statewide political upheaval
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Main Questions

• When are board elections contested?
• What drives voter turnout?
• Did statewide political unrest alter school board election participation?
• Do school board election results matter?
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Theory

• School boards have high democratic potential; cheap, few votes needed
to win, easy requirements to get on ballot, no partisan gatekeepers

• School boards also have low actualized democratic behavior; lack of
interest, off-cycle, low information available

• With certain pressure, school boards should see great democratic
potential met
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Key barrier to study

• Records are solely maintained by school districts
• Retention required for 10 years, but compliance is spotty
• Record keeping practices vary in comprehensiveness and format
• Nothing is digitized
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Data Collection

To answer these questions, I collect data from a number of sources. Most
importantly – school district election results.

• 310 school districts (out of 424); 7-10 election cycles
• 4,000 election race records
• 13,177 unique candidate-election records
• 6,100 unique candidates
• Most districts have 10 years of records
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Additional Data

• Administrative records on school district characteristics
• Panel of ten years of consistent measures
• Diverse set of measures
• Census demographic information
• Political and fiscal information aggregated from MCDs
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Causal Leverage

• Shock provided by Act 10
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Leverage
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Major Results

• Small communities have very little school board contestation, but high
profile fiscal decisions explain challenges to board seats

• Turnout in board elections, while reduced, has many of the same
predictors as national and state elections

• Voters in non-partisan spring elections are unlikely to be representative
of wider community or fall general electorate in many communities

• Act 10 and the wider state debate over education policy had only weak
and sporadic effects on school board elections across the state

• Board elections have no impact on student performance, but some
evidence of impact on superintendent retention decisions and tax rates
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Limitations

• Measurement challenges with both independent and dependent
variables

• Most variability in democratic measures of school boards are explained
by unobservable district characteristics

• Lack of information about voter preferences or rationales
• Too soon after Act 10 to fully encapsulate effects
• One state with specific features
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Questions

21 / 21


