
Results

Our analysis begins with the 2000 South Carolina
school board elections, the first cycle of elections after
PACT scores became available. In this year, 67 incum-
bents from 37 school boards ran for reelection in
competitive races. Of these 67 incumbents, 50 were
reelected, and the median vote share for all incum-
bents was 58%.19

Column 1 of Table 2 presents the regression
results for incumbent vote shares in 2000. In Panel A,
we find that precinct-level test score change is signifi-
cant at the 10% level, with the expected positive co-
efficient indicating that incumbents won more votes
where test scores showed improvements. The model
predicts that a movement from the 25th to the 75th
percentile of test score change—that is, moving from a
loss of 4 percentile points to a gain of 3.8 percentile
points between 1999 and 2000—is associated with an
increase of three percentage points in an incumbent’s
vote share. With average incumbent vote share at 58

percent, these estimates suggest that a major swing
in test scores can erode as much as two-fifths of an
incumbent’s margin of victory. Panel B shows that
district-level scores were not significant, suggesting
that voters focused on school performance within
their immediate neighborhood rather than across the
broader district. In models that include both district-
and precinct-level scores (not shown), we again find
that only precinct-level scores have a significant rela-
tionship with vote share.

The remaining results from 2000 are readily inter-
preted. Levels of test scores are not significant, which is
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 level of performance.
Finally, to account for the possibility that races are
more competitive in higher-spending districts and
that voters may evaluate student outcomes relative to
spending, we control for changes in millage rates. We
find that voters in 2000 rewarded incumbents for
increases in spending.

The next two columns of Table 2 present the
results for the 2002 and 2004 elections. As is im-
mediately evident, whatever evidence of retrospective

19By comparison, in the U.S. House of Representatives, 98% of
incumbents who ran for reelection in 2000 won, as did 80% of
incumbents who ran for the U.S. Senate.

TABLE 2 Incumbent Vote Shares in School Board Elections

(2000) (2002) (2004)

Panel A: Precinct-Level Scores
Change in total score, previous to current year .327*

(.191)
-.270
(.223)

-.371
(.267)

Total percentile score in current year -.104
(.067)

-.063
(.101)

-5.136
(7.918)

Change in millage rates, previous to current year .380*
(.190)

-.050
(.150)

.254
(.317)

Constant 62.198*
(4.968)

6.632*
(4.150)

62.722*
(3.261)

Observations 960 1308 963
R2 .041 .011 .024

Panel B: District-Level Scores
Change in total score, previous to current year .015

(.513)
-.442
(.508)

-.871
(.746)

Total percentile score in current year -.120
(.108)

.194*
(.110)

-.071
(.164)

Change in millage rates, previous to current year .360*
(.190)

-.110
(.138)

.223
(.332)

Constant 63.314*
(6.909)

46.231*
(7.867)

64.411*
(9.178)

Observations 960 1308 963
R2 .030 .025 .027

Robust standard errors in parentheses, with clustering by school district. Least squares regressions estimated. *significant at 10%,
two-tailed test.
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