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The Politics of African-American Education

Based on the 1,800 largest school districts in the United States over
a decade, The Politics of African-American Education documents the
status of African-American education and the major role that partisan-
ship plays. The book brings together the most comprehensive database
on minority education to date that centers around three arguments.
First, partisanship permeates African-American education; it affects
who is elected to the school board, the racial composition of school
administrators and teachers, and the access of African-American stu-
dents to quality education. Second, African-American representa-
tion matters. The effectiveness of African-American representation,
however, is enhanced in Democratic districts while representation in
Republican districts has little influence. Third, political structures mat-
ter, but they are not determinative. Two different structures — election
systems and the independent school district — create the rules of the
game in US education politics and policy but do not limit others from
using those rules to change the outcome.

Kenneth J. Meier is the Charles H. Gregory Chair in Liberal Arts and
Distinguished Professor of Political Science at Texas A&M University.
He is also a professor of Public Management at the Cardiff University
School of Business (Wales). He was formerly the editor-in-chief of the
Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory and the editor
of the American Journal of Political Science. He is the founding editor
of Perspectives on Public Management and Governance.

Amanda Rutherford is an assistant professor in the School of Public
and Environmental Affairs at Indiana University. She is the book
review editor for the Journal of Public Administration Research and
Theory and is a member of the Rising Professionals Editorial Board for
the Journal of Student Financial Aid. Rutherford’s research interests
include managerial values and decision making, performance manage-
ment, representative bureaucracy, and education policy.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education
Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

The Politics of African-American
Education

Representation, Partisanship, and
Educational Equity

KENNETH J. MEIER
Texas A&*M University and Cardiff University

AMANDA RUTHERFORD

Indiana University

2 CAMBRIDGE

%P’ UNIVERSITY PRESS

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education
Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

One Liberty Plaza, New York, NY 10006, USA

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/978110751253 5

© Kenneth J. Meier and Amanda Rutherford 2017

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2017
Printed in the United States of America by Sheridan Books, Inc.
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Meier, Kenneth J., 1950 author. | Rutherford, Amanda, author.
Title: The politics of African-American education : representation,
partisanship, and educational equity / Kenneth J. Meier, Texas A&M,
Amanda Rutherford, Indiana University.

Description: New York, NY : Cambridge University Press, 2016. |
Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2016008817 | 1SBN 9781107105263 (hardback) |
ISBN 9781107512535 (paperback)

Subjects: LCSH: African Americans — Education. | African Americans —
Education — Social aspects. | Education — Political aspects —

United States. | Educational equalization — United States. | Academic
achievement — United States. | Education and state — United States. |
BISAC: POLITICAL SCIENCE / Government / General.

Classification: LCC LC2717.M45 2016 | DDC 371.829/96073-dc23
LC record available at https:/lccn.loc.gov/2016008817

ISBN 978-1-107-10526-3 Hardback
ISBN 978-1-107-51253-5 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs
for external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication and does not
guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education
Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

To Diane Jones Meier and Jeff Rutherford

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education
Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

Contents
List of Figures page viii
List of Tables X
Preface xiii
1 Representation, Partisanship, and Equality in Education I
2 Two Myths: Separate but Equal and Nonpartisan Education 15
3 The Politics of African-American School Board

Representation: Partisanship, Structure, and Resources 38
4 Race and Street-Level Bureaucrats: With a Little Help

from My Friends 74
5 Partisanship, Teacher Representation, and Access to Education

Opportunities 108
6 Race, Politics, and Student Learning 137
7 Can You Beat the Ovarian Lottery? 179
References 197
Index 219

vii

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education

Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

Figures

2.3
2.4
2.5

2.6

3.1
3.2
4.1

4.2
4.3

4.4
4.5

4.6

viii

Share of student racial and ethnic groups in the

United States, K-12 education, 2000-2025

Trend in NAEP average reading scores for white and black
nine-year-old students

Trend in NAEP average reading scores for white and black
thirteen-year-old students

Trend in NAEP average reading scores for white and black
seventeen-year-old students

Trend in NAEP average math scores for white and black
nine-year-old students

Trend in NAEP average math scores for white and black
thirteen-year-old students

Trend in NAEP average math scores for white and black
seventeen-year-old students

Effect of structure and partisanship on board representation
Average black representation by population interval

Black administrators and teachers, all districts and

minority districts

Effect of partisanship on black administrators and teachers
Marginal effect of representation on administrators as
partisanship changes, pure ward districts

Marginal effect of representation on administrators as
partisanship changes, pure at-large districts

Marginal effect of representation on teachers as partisanship
changes, pure wards

Marginal effect of representation on teachers as partisanship
changes, pure at-large

bage 4
30
31
31
32
32

33

59
62

93
96

I0I
I0I
103

103

© in this we

b service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education
Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

Figures ix

5.1 Marginal effect of black administrators and teachers on

black graduation 128
5.2 Marginal effect of black administrators and teachers on

black expulsion 129
5.3 Marginal effect of black administrators and teachers on

black suspension 129
5.4 Marginal effect of black administrators and teachers on black ID 130
5.5 Marginal effect of black administrators and teachers on ED 130
5.6 Marginal effect of black administrators and teachers on LD 131
6.1 Black standardized test scores in ten states 156
6.2 Black graduation rates 161
6.3 Black AP test taking 165
6.4 Black AP test passing 167

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education

Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

Tables

1.1 Party Platforms on K-12 Education

1.2 Descriptive Profiles of Districts in Survey

3.1 Impact of Electoral Structure on the Quantity of Black
Representation: School Board Seats

3.2 Partisan Fortunes and the Impact of Structure on
Representation: School Boards

3.3  Partisan Fortunes and the Impact of Structure on
Representation: School Boards, Split Models

3.4  Impact of Electoral Structure on the Quantity of Black
Representation: School Board Seats, Majority Districts

3.5  Impact of Electoral Structures, 1986 and 2008 Comparison

A3.1  The Percent of Black Students and the Impact of Electoral
Structure on the Quantity of Black Representation: School
Board Seats

Aj.2 Black Voting Age Population and the Impact of Electoral
Structure on the Quantity of Black Representation: School
Board Seats

A3.3 1992 Black Representation and the Impact of Electoral
Structure on the Quantity of Black Representation: School
Board Seats

A3.4 Latino Population and the Impact of Electoral Structure on
the Quantity of Black Representation: School Board Seats

A3.5 Noncitizens and the Impact of Electoral Structure on the
Quantity of Black Representation: School Board Seats

A3.6 Impact of Electoral Structure on the Quantity of Black
Representation: School Board Seats, All Districts

4.1 Baseline Determinants of Black Administrators

4.2 Baseline Determinants of Black Teachers

X

page 6
13

49
55
58
61
64
68

69

70
71
72

73
86

88

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education
Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

Tables xi

4.3 Impact of Electoral Structure on Black Representation:

Administrators and Teachers 90
4.4  Impact of Electoral Structure on Black Representation,

Minority Districts 92
4.5 Impact of Partisanship on Black Representation: Administrators

and Teachers 95
4.6  Impact of Partisanship on Black Representation: Administrators,

Black Minority Districts 97
4.7  Impact of Partisanship on Black Representation: Teachers,

Black Minority Districts 98
4.8  Impact of Electoral Structure on Black Representation: Black

Control of School Boards 99
4.9  The Role of Partisanship in Determining Black Administrator

Representation 100
4.10 The Role of Partisanship in Determining Black Teacher

Representation 102
4.11  Snapshot Comparison, Representation in 1986 and 2008 105§
4.12  Snapshot Comparison, Representation in 1986 and 2008,

including Percent Black Administrators 106
5.1 Mean African-American Student Ratios by Year 118

5.2 African-American Student Ratios by Partisan District Majority 119
5.3  Effect of Representation on Black Percentage of Gifted Students 121
5.4  Effect of Representation on Black Percentage of Expelled

Students 122
5.5  Effect of Representation on Black Percentage of Suspended

Students 123
5.6  Effect of Representation on Black Percentage of Intellectual

Disability Students 125
5.7 Effect of Representation on Black Percentage of Emotional

Disturbance Students 126
5.8  Effect of Representation on Black Percentage of Learning

Disability Students 127

5.9 Black Student Outcomes in Democratic and Republican Districts 132
As.t  Effect of Representation on Black Tracking and Discipline,

Interaction of Administrators and Teachers 135
As.2  Effect of Representation on Black Special Education,

Interaction of Administrators and Teachers 136
6.1 NAEP Equivalents of State Standards 147
6.2 Variables by State 148
6.3  Test Scores Model Summaries 149
6.4  Graduation Model Summaries 150
6.5  College Readiness Model Summaries 151
6.6  Ten-state Overview of Racial Gaps 154

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education
Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

xii Tables
6.7  Estimating Standardized Test Scores in Ten States, Baseline 155
6.8  Estimating Standardized Test Scores in Ten States, Policy

Output Measures 158
6.9  Estimating Black Graduation Rates, Baseline 160
6.10 Estimating Black Graduation Rates, Policy Output Measures 162
6.11 Estimating Black AP Test-taking Rates 164
6.12 Estimating Black AP Test-passing Rates 166
Aé6.1  Descriptive Statistics by State 168
Aé6.2  California API Test Scores 169
Aé6.3 Ohio Proficiency Test Scores 170
A6.4 Florida FCAT Test Scores 171
Aé6.5 Texas TAKS/TAAS Test Scores 172
A6.6 California Graduation 173
Aé6.7 Ohio Graduation 174
A6.8 Florida graduation 175
A6.9 Texas Graduation 176
Aé6.10 California College Readiness 177
Aé6.11 Texas College Readiness 178

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781107105263
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-10526-3 — The Politics of African-American Education
Kenneth J. Meier , Amanda Rutherford

Frontmatter

More Information

Preface

The Politics of African-American Education: Representation, Partisanship, and
Educational Equity was truly fifteen years in the making. In 2001 Val Martinez-
Ebers suggested that the time had come to replicate the findings of the Politics
of Hispanic Education and to gather new data for that purpose. This discussion
led to the first national survey in 2002 and then two subsequent national sur-
veys. The first paper using the new data for African Americans was presented at
the 2003 annual meeting of the American Political Science Association. At that
point the project bogged down because we discovered that African Americans
were not only overrepresented on the nation’s school boards, but they were
even more overrepresented with at-large elections even in districts where they
were a minority of the total population.

This anomalous empirical finding was not supported by any theory and was
the first case of finding African Americans overrepresented in any US politi-
cal institution (bear in mind this predates the Obama presidency). The project
ground to a series of fits and starts that were particularly frustrating because
Ken is a policy scholar not an elections person but could not go on to the policy
questions without dealing with the electoral anomaly (work on Latino education
as part of this project initially got off to a quicker start). Although there were
several attempts to solve this problem, for the most part the project remained on
the back burner with the hopes that more data would solve the problem.

A large number of graduate students and a few undergraduates devoted
time to the project before we stepped back and simply asked: If electoral struc-
tures are biased against numerical minorities, how might a minority overcome
such a bias? The answer, obvious in retrospect, is by forming coalitions with
others and shifting the key political cleavage from race to some other dimen-
sion, in this case partisanship. With the electoral question solved, we proceed
to the question that interested us the most (How did electoral structure affect
the quality of the representation?) and submitted the first paper to a journal.

xiil
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xiv Preface

The editors and all the reviewers of that journal told us pretty directly that
we were interested in the wrong question. The election issue was the most
interesting and instructed us to deal solely with that. Because Ken was and is
a journal editor, he knows that reviewers and editors are always right so we
followed this advice. Once the initial article was published, we then turned
to tracing out the policy consequences in African-American education again
thinking that electoral structure was the key variable. As the analysis on this
book progressed, we discovered that we were wrong. Partisanship not electoral
structure is the defining factor in African-American education.

The findings of this book will be controversial given the long-standing myth
in American politics that education policy is nonpartisan. This myth is widely
endorsed by policy makers and also accepted among scholars. Even those
scholars who specialize in the politics of education policy frequently see poli-
tics in terms of traditional social class distinctions or in the role of unions in
urban education. Partisan politics is simply not considered in most discussions
of education policy.

Although some might lament our infusion of partisanship into US educa-
tion policy, neither scholars nor policy makers should hide from the political
reality. Education policy, particularly on racial issues, divides the nation into
Democrats and Republicans. These differences are so distinct both in terms of
elections and in terms of actual policy outcomes that it is fair to claim that for
black Americans there are two separate school systems in the United States —
those with a Democratic voting majority and those with a Republican voting
majority. The differences are so stark that statistical tests indicate that the two
sets of school districts should be analyzed separately and not pooled.

This book stresses three basic themes. First, partisanship permeates African-
American education; it affects who is elected to the school board, the school
board members’ ability to represent their black constituents, the racial composi-
tion of school administrators and teachers, and the access to African-American
students to quality education. The impact on educational outcomes — graduation
rates, test scores, and college preparation — shows that partisanship penetrates
to the very core of the US education system. Even in such unexpected places as
taking and passing advanced placement classes, this study finds partisan cor-
relates despite extensive controls for other factors. The political reality is that
an African-American child in a Democratic majority school district receives a
significantly better education than an African-American child in a Republican
majority school district.

Second, African-American representation matters. School board representa-
tion is important in generating bureaucratic representation in administrative
roles. Black administrators are the key factor in generating black represen-
tation at the classroom level. African-American teachers greatly affect the
quality of education received by African-American students. In all these cases,
however, the effectiveness of African-American representation is enhanced in
Democratic districts; at times, black representation in Republican districts has
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little discernable influence. As we like to note, African-American representa-
tives get by with a little help from their friends; having political allies is para-
mount in majoritarian political systems.

Third, political structures matter, but they are not determinative. Two dif-
ferent structures — election rules and the independent school district — create
the rules of the game in US education politics and policy. Both structures cre-
ate biases that are intended to limit partisan politics. The independent school
district sought to create a politics-administration dichotomy and limit the
influence of politics on the education of children. The use of at-large non-
partisan elections attempted to transfer power to business and professions
not associated with traditional political parties. Structures that create rules of
the game, however, do not limit others from using those rules to change the
outcome of the game. Indeed, this book demonstrates that at-large elections
now benefit African Americans, particularly in districts with a Democratic
majority. Similarly, the independent school districts in this study show a great
deal of responsiveness to political forces on issues linked to African-American
education.

As students of organizations, we approach the study of race and educa-
tion from the perspective of organizations. This shapes our approach to the
study by focusing it at the organizational level rather than at the student level.
Substantial work on race and education uses student-level data, and that work
is cited in various chapters. Using organizations as units of analysis can at
times be more sensitive to institutionalized processes, and both politics and
representation are shaped by institutional structures. The basic processes of
representation in schools can occur in a wide variety of ways, and only some of
them require direct contact between a student and a teacher within a classroom
setting. We see our organizational-level work as a complement to existing stud-
ies at the individual level, providing some insights that are not possible with
existing individual data sets.

A large number of individuals participated in this project or commented
on research at various points. Financial support for the analysis was pro-
vided by the Spencer Foundation and the Carlos Cantu Hispanic Education
and Opportunity Endowment. We would like to thank the army of gradu-
ate and undergraduate research assistants that have contributed their efforts
including Seung-Ho An, Bettie Ray Butler, M. Apolonia Calderon, K. Jureé
Capers, Kristen Carroll, Warren Eller, Alisa Hicklin Fryar, Fran Hill, Erik
Gonzalez Juenke, Miner P. Marchbanks III, Soledad Artiz Prillaman, Rene
Rocha, Meredith Walker, and Sadé Walker. We would like to thank seminar
participants at Indiana University, Exeter University, the London School of
Economics, Macalester College, the University of Houston, the University
of North Carolina Charlotte, the University of North Texas, the University
of Texas Austin, the University of Wisconsin Madison, and Texas A&M
University for feedback on this project at various stages. Numerous colleagues
provided comments and criticism but Kim Q. Hill, George Krause, David
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xvi Preface

A. M. Peterson and the anonymous reviewers for Cambridge University Press
went well beyond expectations. Ken would especially like to thank Amanda.
This is not just a joint product; the book would not have been written without
her. Her tolerance for “just one more set of analyses” or “let’s revise this sec-
tion one more time” was truly amazing. We would also like to thank Robert
Dreesen and the group at Cambridge University Press for both support and
patience.
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