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Abstract
Drawing on an original data set of over 4000 teacher-union endorsements in local 
school board elections, I make three contributions to the literature on union power 
in education politics. First, despite some recent evidence that union strength has nar-
rowed at the federal and state levels, I show that teachers’ unions remain an influ-
ential player in local school politics today. Second, I provide evidence that teach-
ers’ unions are active and influential in elections that occur outside of traditionally 
strong union states and prolabor school districts. Finally, I show that union-endorsed 
candidates do not win simply because they are stronger candidates ex ante, but in 
part, because union support makes them more formidable candidates on Election 
Day. I conclude with a brief discussion of the implications of these findings and sug-
gest some avenues for future research on interest groups in local school politics.

Keywords  Teachers unions · School boards · Education policy · Interest groups · 
Local politics

An emerging narrative in American education suggests that teachers’ unions have 
lost significant political clout in recent years (Brill 2010; Ferman and Palazzolo 
2017; Viadero 2009). On the surface, this thesis seems reasonable. The Great Reces-
sion put public sector unions squarely on the defensive (DiSalvo 2015). Teachers’ 
unions, in particular, have faced a variety of new political obstacles. Wealthy edu-
cation reform advocacy groups emerged to challenge their dominance (Henig et al. 
2019; McGuinn 2012; Sawchuk 2012). For a short time, the unions even faced 
pushback from their traditional allies: In the early aughts, many Democrats joined 
with Republicans to support union-opposed school reforms (Hartney and Wolbrecht 
2014). Then, at the end of the decade, the US Supreme Court announced that public 
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sector unions could no longer collect fees from dissenting nonmembers, reducing 
the revenue that unions have to engage in advocacy (DiSalvo and Hartney 2020).

Despite these recent setbacks at the state and federal levels, we know much less 
about how these new dynamics have affected teacher-union influence in local school 
politics. Although several scholars have examined union power in collective bar-
gaining (see, e.g., Anzia and Moe 2014; Marianno and Strunk 2018; Strunk et al. 
2018; 2021; Hemphill and Marianno 2021), few studies have assessed teacher-union 
electioneering in contemporary school board elections.1 In fact, since Terry Moe 
first showed—nearly 20 years ago—that California’s teachers’ unions were active 
and influential in board elections there, no subsequent large-N analysis has been car-
ried out to evaluate the size and scope of union power in school board elections. 
Attending to this omission is important because research shows that interest group 
electioneering is an important and consequential political tool, especially for public 
sector unions in local politics (Moe 2005; Sieg and Wang 2013; Anzia 2022).

My aim in this study is important but circumscribed: to carefully assess the state 
of teacher-union influence in local school board elections, paying special attention 
to the trajectory of that influence over time. Drawing on an original data set of over 
4,000 union endorsements in two states, I make three new contributions to the litera-
ture on local school politics.

First, despite some recent evidence that labor retrenchment has narrowed union 
power at the federal and state levels (Hertel-Fernandez 2018; Feigenbaum, Hertel-
Fernandez, and Williamson 2019), I show that teachers’ unions remain quite influ-
ential in local school board elections. Specifically, I find that union-endorsed candi-
dates win roughly 70 percent of all competitive school board elections—a rate that 
matches their previous level of electioneering success prior to the Great Recession.

Second, I provide evidence that teachers’ unions are active and influential in 
board elections that take place in both strong (California) and relatively weaker 
union states (Florida), and that union-favored candidates do well in districts with 
pro- and anti-union electorates. Third and finally, I improve on a key limitation 
in prior studies of union electioneering. Specifically, I address the thorny issue of 
selection bias—that union-backed candidates are more successful only because 
unions strategically endorse the strongest candidates: those who would win irre-
spective of having gained union support. By evaluating the performance of the very 
same candidates over time—both when they run with and without union support—I 
find that both incumbents and challengers benefit electorally when they run with 
union support. This finding suggests that union-endorsed candidates do not simply 
do better because they are stronger candidates ex ante, but rather, because union 
endorsements confer advantages that make endorsed candidates more successful on 
Election Day.

Below, I begin by explaining why it is important for scholars to invest more time 
and effort into studying the backwaters of local school politics, especially if they 
seek to make progress in understanding the full scope of how organized interests 

1  One exception are a series of recent case studies on school board elections conducted by Henig, Jacob-
sen, and Reckhow (2019).
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influence US education policy. I then review some relevant prior research on the role 
of unions in school board elections, before turning to present the results of my own 
analysis. After presenting several different sets of findings, I conclude by discussing 
their implications and providing some suggestions for future avenues of research on 
interest group activity in local school politics.

Why local education politics still matter

The shortage of large-N analyses on interest group electioneering in local school 
board elections is not altogether surprising. It is exceedingly difficult to get data on 
local election outcomes and candidates’ characteristics—to say nothing of endorse-
ments—over time within even a single state. As Anzia (2022, 3) observes, “research 
on local politics in the United States tends to ignore interest groups, and research on 
interest groups tends to ignore local government.” But the absence of good data is, I 
suspect, just one factor at play.

The growing centralization of American education since A Nation at Risk, com-
bined with the “reabsorption” of education politics into general purpose politics 
(Henig 2013), has led scholars to put tremendous energy into understanding the 
activity of education interests at the state and federal levels (Finger 2018; Finger and 
Reckhow 2021; Hartney and Flavin 2011; Howell and Magazinnik 2017; Rhodes 
2012; Manna 2006; McGuinn 2016). These are valuable contributions. And they are 
surely necessary. The focus on states, in particular, makes good theoretical sense. 
Under the US constitution, state officials are the actors who are legally empow-
ered to make most key education decisions. But there are also good reasons—I will 
briefly discuss two—for putting greater effort into understanding how education 
interests wield political power and influence in local school districts.

For one thing, the demise of local control in American education is surely exag-
gerated. One need to look no further than the COVID-19 pandemic to see that local-
ism remains a powerful and enduring force in American education. The role of 
teacher-union interest groups in policy debates over school reopenings, for example, 
was waged most consequentially at the local level. Even after many public health 
experts began to conclude that schools could reopen safely (Bailey 2021; Zimmer-
man et al. 2021), two American presidents and countless governors found that they 
had little practical power to compel districts to reopen. Moreover, the inability of 
many districts to negotiate reopening agreements with their local teachers’ union 
helped contribute to a year of entirely remote learning for a significant number of 
students. Unsurprisingly, several studies found that districts’ decisions about when 
and how much to reopen schools were influenced by local teacher-union strength 
(Antonucci 2021; DeAngelis and Makridis 2021; Flanders 2020; Grossmann et al. 
2021; Harris, Ziedan, and Hassig 2021; Hartney and Finger 2020; Marianno et al. 
2021). In one of these studies (Hartney and Finger 2020), the authors found a direct 
relationship between districts’ use of remote-only instruction and the rate of political 
activity (PAC donations) mobilized by the local teachers’ union. Marianno (2021) 
explains why education scholars are likely to underestimate teacher-union influence 
when they focus narrowly on union power in federal and state politics:
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There are far more education interest groups and competing education policy 
ideas at the state level, making it much more difficult for a single organiza-
tion to garner a dominant voice among policymakers. When these [school reo-
pening] decisions are brought down into local school board meetings, there 
remain only a few organizations that are organized enough to exert influence. 
The teachers’ unions are the largest elephant in the room…

Second, even when higher-level political authorities do assert themselves, local 
education officials are the ones who ultimately implement education policies on the 
ground. This matters for two reasons. First, since implementation is itself a political 
process rife with contestation (Pressman and Wildavsky 1984), local governments 
will tend to resist top-down federal and state reforms that undermine their own 
authority. We saw this, for example, when local school districts were asked to imple-
ment the choice and accountability provisions in the federal No Child Left Behind 
law—provision that ran counter to their own vested interests (Manna 2011). Second, 
and most relevant to the present study, local school officials can and often do face 
immense political pressure—including electoral pressure—to satisfy the preferences 
of those education interest groups—like teachers’ unions—that remain among the 
most organized and active groups in local school politics (Hess and Leal 2005; Moe 
2005; Hartney 2022). Narrowly focusing on the behavior of education interests in 
federal-state politics will often cause us to overlook all of this important politicking 
that goes on in local school districts.

In sum, the highly localized and heavily fragmented nature of American educa-
tion provides myriad opportunities for teachers’ unions to shape education policy 
from the ground up (Moe 2011; Hartney 2022). Consequently, the degree of influ-
ence that teachers’ unions can bring to bear on education policy will often turn on 
the type of influence that they can exert as an interest group in local school board 
elections. After all, it is these electoral contests that determine, at least in part, who 
holds formal policymaking authority in local school districts.

Relevant literature

To date, the most influential set of studies on union activity in school board elec-
tions were carried out by Terry Moe in the early 2000s (2005, 2006). Drawing on 
a survey of over 500 candidates in over 250 districts between 1998 and 2002, Moe 
found that unions were highly successful in getting their favored candidates elected. 
Among his key findings, union support was as powerful as incumbency in predict-
ing a candidate’s likelihood of victory. Even after controlling for competitiveness, 
incumbency, and other measures of candidate quality, Moe found a strong relation-
ship between union support and candidate electoral success. Overall, 76 percent of 
union-endorsed candidates in California won their elections––with 62 percent of 
challengers and 92 percent of incumbents emerging as winners.

Moe’s studies offered two other important insights. First, he showed that occu-
pational self-interest is at the heart of the unions’ successful mobilization efforts. 
Teachers who lived outside of the district where they taught were not especially 
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likely to vote in school board elections. But teachers who lived in the district where 
they worked turned out anywhere from two to seven times more than of other citi-
zens. In other words, the ability of unions to mobilize their members to elect sym-
pathetic candidates is driven by the rational self-interest of school employees—the 
chance for them to help elect their employers. Importantly, Moe then showed that 
union electioneering results in more union-friendly boards. Winning candidates who 
were endorsed by the union became board members who were far more likely to 
hold pro-union attitudes on policy issues compared to the unendorsed candidates 
they defeated.

More recently, two other studies—also from California—have each linked union 
electioneering success to more union-friendly school board policymaking. An analy-
sis by Strunk and Grissom (2010) found that boards that were comprised of more (1) 
educators and (2) union-endorsed members were more likely to adopt union-friendly 
contracts. In a similar vein, Shi and Singleton (forthcoming) found that districts that 
elected more educators to their school board increased teacher salaries and approved 
fewer charter schools. While more work is needed to fill in the bigger picture, it is 
clear that, to the extent that unions are able to shape the composition of boards in 
their favor, they can and do influence the tone and direction of local school policy.

However, there are two reasons—one related to space and the other to time—to 
think that the extant literature may cause us to overestimate the current level of union 
influence in school board elections today. First, prior research has focused heavily 
on California––a state where unions are especially strong. Moreover, until recently, 
many California school board elections were held “off-cycle,” when research shows 
that teachers’ unions benefit from lower turnout (Anzia 2011, 2013). Second, 
as discussed in the introduction, since Moe first carried out his studies, teachers’ 
unions have lost some important political battles. The environment facing unions in 
the wake of the Great Recession has been characterized by greater austerity, labor 
retrenchment, and political polarization. After winning governing trifectas in the 
2010 midterms, for example, Republican lawmakers in several US states immedi-
ately curtailed teacher bargaining rights. These retrenchment efforts sometimes 
restricted teachers’ unions’ access to payroll deduction, making it more difficult for 
them to collect dues and PAC contributions from members––which reduces unions’ 
revenue for electioneering (Finger and Hartney 2021). More recently, in 2018, the 
US Supreme Court eliminated a benefit that teachers’ unions had long enjoyed under 
American labor law: the ability to charge fees to nonmember teachers in states with-
out right-to-work laws. By adopting these changes, the court imposed a new cost 
on unions, leaving them with less revenue for other organizational needs, including 
political advocacy and mobilization campaigns (Finger and Hartney 2021).

How have these changes affected the political power and influence of teach-
ers’ unions in local school board elections? One possibility is that teachers’ unions 
have lost some clout in federal and state education politics, but have nonetheless 
been able to maintain influence in local school board elections. On the other hand, 
recent evidence from a series of case studies argues that school reform groups have 
gained a greater foothold over unions and other establishment interests. Examining 
school board elections in five large districts, Jeffrey Henig and colleagues found that 
networks of wealthy donors often provided campaign contributions that enabled 
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“reform candidates” to match or exceed the funds raised by unions-favored candi-
dates. While these authors were careful to acknowledge that these trends are not nec-
essarily representative of “the broad universe of districts with elected boards,” they 
nevertheless see more pluralist dynamics at work. “Teacher unions,” they explain, 
“have often been portrayed as the eight-hundred-pound gorilla in local school poli-
tics—and our evidence already shows that this image is overblown—but the Janus 
decision throws up new barriers for unions’ political efforts” (Henig et  al. 2019, 
186).

A new study

Ultimately, measuring the level of teacher-union influence in school board elections 
is an empirical question. But until now, the absence of good data has made it a dif-
ficult one to answer. In what follows, I discuss the construction of a new data set 
tracking union endorsements in competitive school board elections across two states. 
These data allow me to tackle several important questions. First, I examine union 
electioneering across space—moving beyond a single state (Moe 2005) or a handful 
of districts (Henig et al. 2019). Second, I use these data to evaluate union election-
eering success over time, both before and after the unions experienced setbacks like 
the Great Recession and Janus. Third, I consider whether union influence has nar-
rowed geographically, confining itself to those districts where voters support unions 
and their policy agendas. Fourth and finally, I examine a panel of the same candi-
dates seeking election/reelection in the same school districts over time to estimate 
the effect of receiving a union endorsement on the likelihood of candidate victory.

Data and sample construction

Quantifying the size and scope of teacher-union influence in school board elections 
presents a major empirical challenge. It is rare to have good data on local election 
results, let alone corresponding information on teacher-union endorsements.2 To 
overcome these limitations, I built my own original data set, tracking union endorse-
ments in board elections across two states: California and Florida. The California 
data include endorsements in school board elections held annually between 1995 
and 2020. In Florida, where board elections are held in even-numbered years, the 
panel runs biennially, from 2010 to 2020.3

These two states were chosen for strategic reasons, with each state offering spe-
cific analytic advantages and disadvantages. Since the primary aim of this study is 
to compare the state of union influence in school board electioneering today to that 

2  To my knowledge, Moe (2005) is the only scholar who has carried out a survey of candidates about 
union electioneering in a large sample of school districts.
3  In Florida, a statewide August primary election always precedes the November general election. If any 
board candidate earns more than 50 percent support, or if just two candidates are competing, the primary 
then becomes the de-facto general election contest.
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of the past, returning to California for comparison makes sense because, as previ-
ously noted, the majority of empirical research on school board elections comes 
from California.

However, one concern with focusing solely on California is the fact that public 
sector unions are especially powerful there. The state’s labor laws and its broader 
political culture provide one of the most teacher-union friendly environments in the 
USA (Winkler, Scull, and Zeehandelaar 2012). Florida provides an attractive alter-
native. It too is a large and racially diverse state. But labor law in the Sunshine State 
has historically been less favorable to teachers’ unions. Although Florida teachers 
have enjoyed collective bargaining rights since the mid-1970s, the state’s long-
standing right-to-work law has made it more challenging to organize teachers there. 
Finally, Florida school board elections are held “on-cycle,” when turnout is higher 
and research has shown that unions may be less dominant (Anzia 2011, 2013).4

The process of gathering information on union endorsements required triangu-
lating from several different sources. In California, I began by consulting Board of 
Directors Reports from the state’s largest teachers union: the California Teachers 
Association (CTA). In election years, these reports provide the names of local can-
didates who received financial support from the union’s political action committee 
(PAC). I next consulted the California League of Women Voters’ “Smart Voter” 
database, a Web site where candidates self-report their endorsements. Third, I per-
formed online searches of news stories about school board elections using several 
different databases (e.g., Newsbank, LexisNexis, Newspapers.com). Finally, I visited 
both the Web sites and social media pages (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) of local unions 
and board candidates. In California, this approach yielded 4075 separate endorse-
ments conferred on 3336 unique individuals running in 2345 elections in 468 dif-
ferent school districts.5 It is notable that these 468 districts—while by no means 
perfectly representative of California districts as a whole—combine to represent 
roughly half of all of the state’s regular local school districts. Moreover, the 2345 
elections where I was able to find evidence of union electioneering combine to rep-
resent a little over 26 percent of all competitive school board elections held between 
1995 and 2020 in the Golden State (according to data provided by the California 
Elections Data Archive (CEDA) at the Institute for Social Research at Sacramento 
State University).6

4  This is not to say that Florida is the “weakest” union state that one could study. But as one of the 
30-plus states that have kept a mandatory teacher bargaining law in place, Florida is a more representa-
tive state than are the handful of states (e.g., Arizona, South Carolina, Texas) that ban public sector bar-
gaining altogether. An analysis in one of those states would no doubt provide an attractive opportunity to 
assess whether teachers unions shape school board elections in the absence of bargaining, but I leave it to 
other researchers to collect and analyze that data.
5  In some cases, I could only identify a partial list of endorsements in an election. To ensure that missing 
data did not bias my results, with the exception of the descriptive statistics presented in Table 1, all of my 
analyses are based on elections where the endorsement status of all candidates is known. Fortunately, for 
3,369 of the endorsed candidates (or 84% of the total number of identified endorsees), I was able to con-
firm the endorsement status of every candidate that ran.
6  Not surprisingly, it was easier to uncover union endorsement information in board elections held after 
2000. In elections held in the 2010s, for example, I was able to identify union electioneering in roughly 
one-third of all competitive school board elections in California.



244	 M. T. Hartney 

In Florida, there were 1109 board seats that were up for election between 2010 
and 2020 (according to data made available by the Florida School Boards Asso-
ciation (FSBA)). However, just 722 of those seats generated any competition. I was 
able to identify union electioneering activity (endorsements) for 361 of these 722 
competitive elections (50 percent coverage).7 These 361 competitive elections took 
place in 36 of the state’s 67 public school districts.

An obvious limitation of my study is the fact that I can only study union elec-
tioneering in school districts where teachers’ unions are sufficiently active to issue 
endorsements and in districts where I am able to identify such activity. And there is 
no doubt that I am missing some endorsement data for some elections where unions 
did, in fact, make endorsements. For obvious reasons, missing data is more likely 
to be a problem in very small (and especially geographically rural) school districts 
where local newspapers either do not exist or do not have sufficient reporting capac-
ity to cover interest group endorsements in local elections. Therefore, it is reason-
able to ask how representative are the subset of school districts where I was able to 
find information on teacher-union endorsements compared to the school districts in 
California and Florida as a whole.

To provide some context on sample representativeness, Table  4 in the Appen-
dix presents descriptive statistics comparing the demographic (district-level) 

Table 1   Electoral outcomes for union-endorsed candidates over time (by incumbency status and state)

Information on union endorsements from author’s original database. School board election data for Cal-
ifornia comes from the California Elections Data Archive (CEDA). In Florida, election outcomes are 
made available by the Florida School Boards Association (FSBA)

Period Outcome California Florida

Endorsed incumbents Endorsed 
challeng-
ers

Endorsed 
incum-
bents

Endorsed 
challeng-
ers

Pre-NCLB era (1995–2001) Won 90% 62% –
Lost 10% 38%
Candidates (345) (534)

Post-NCLB era (2002–2007) Won 89% 62% –
Lost 11% 38%
Candidates (314) (510)

Obama/Great Recession era 
(2008–2015)

Won 86% 60% 79% 50%

Lost 14% 40% 21% 50%
Candidates (578) (811) (63) (126)

Trump/Janus era (2016–2020) Won 81% 62% 89% 57%
Lost 19% 38% 11% 43%
Candidates (349) (634) (54) (118)

7  In rare cases, the union endorsed more than one candidate in the primary, which explains why there are 
slightly more endorsed candidates in Florida than elections.
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characteristics of my own sample of school districts (where I have information on 
endorsements) with the remaining districts in each state where I do not. As the table 
shows, although my samples are broadly representative of Florida and California 
districts on the whole, they are, as expected, much less likely to include small rural 
districts (e.g., fewer than 1000 students). On the one hand, this limits my ability to 
generalize my findings to very small and rural communities. On the other hand, the 
districts in my sample—those where unions regularly make endorsements—are the 
districts that serve the vast majority (roughly 90 percent) of all public school stu-
dents in each state. Although the absence of information on union endorsements in 
small districts is a concern, I attend to this issue through a robustness test later in the 
paper. I also discuss some related limitations surrounding the generalizability of my 
findings in the paper’s conclusion.

Before we can proceed to analyze union electioneering outcomes in California 
and Florida, it is important to briefly mention a few key differences concerning how 
school board elections work in these states. With the exception of districts that use 
district- or ward-based elections, California school districts hold “multi-seat elec-
tions” where citizens vote for several candidates in a single contest. By contrast, like 
many southern states, Florida districts are large countywide entities where voters 
only vote for a single candidate in each contest. Importantly, Florida holds its board 
elections entirely in even-numbered years whereas California has only recently 
transitioned to a system where elections are uniformly held “on-cycle.” These two 
factors—the use of on-cycle elections combined with larger countywide districts 
should, if anything, make it harder for any single interest—including teachers’ 
unions—to dominate district politics in Florida (see, e.g., Anzia 2011, 2013).

Results

Table  1 displays the electoral outcomes for all union-endorsed school board can-
didates in my data set over four specific periods of time separately by state and 
candidate incumbency status. A few key patterns in the table stand out. First and 
foremost, teacher-union endorsed candidates do exceptionally well in the majority 
of competitive school board elections. Consistent with Terry Moe’s findings in his 
earlier studies, in California, union-backed candidates are the ones to beat. On aver-
age (across the time series) union-endorsed candidates won 71 percent of their races 
in California. Moreover, irrespective of the particular time period one examines, 
roughly 90 percent of union-favored incumbents in California secured reelection and 
two-thirds of union-backed challengers won their race.

In Florida, where we have good reasons to anticipate that teachers’ unions won’t 
make nearly as strong of a showing, they do surprisingly well. Across the entire time 
period of the Florida sample (2010–2020), 63 percent of candidates who received 
the endorsement of their local teachers union prevailed, with union-backed chal-
lengers winning more than half of their races and union-backed incumbents winning 
about 80 percent of theirs. In short, despite the fact that Florida’s teachers’ unions 
operate at a comparative disadvantage (relative to teachers’ unions in California), 
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they appear to have been remarkably successful at overcoming the headwinds of on-
cycle countywide elections and a more politically conservative electorate.

The results presented in Table  1, however, are just a starting point. To more 
closely evaluate whether teachers’ unions remain influential in school board elec-
tions today, we need to examine their rate of electioneering success over time, exam-
ining patterns from one year to the next. Figure 1 presents some basic evidence on 
this score—showing how union endorsed candidates have fared in competitive board 
races held in each state over the past two decades. The figure highlights a number of 
important patterns. First, union-endorsed candidates are consistently more success-
ful than are unendorsed candidates, irrespective of the prevailing political environ-
ment toward teachers’ unions in the USA at any given time. Across twenty-five sepa-
rate election cycles in California, in no year do union-endorsed candidates win fewer 
than 60 percent of the time. In Florida, union-backed candidates meet or exceed the 
60 percent win rate in all but one election cycle (where they narrowly miss it at 56 
in 2012).

These consistent levels of electioneering success are especially noteworthy when 
we consider all of the various challenges that unions have faced during these two 
decades. In 2001, unions had to deal with the new accountability and choice provi-
sions of the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) law. NCLB shined a spotlight 
on student achievement, giving school reformers a new data point to wield against 
incumbents in districts with chronically low levels of student achievement (see, 
e.g., Payson 2017). Then, in 2007, the Great Recession and the rise of the Tea Party 
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set into motion a new political and fiscal climate that disadvantaged the unions. 
Yet teacher-union support in school board elections continued to confer—at least 
descriptively—a sizeable electoral advantage in each and every year of the time 
series shown in Fig. 1.

Consider the effects of the much ballyhooed Janus Supreme Court decision 
handed down in 2018. Careful attention to the patterns displayed in Fig. 1 highlight 
the resilience of teachers’ unions in the post-Janus era. The comparison between 
Florida and California in 2016 and 2020 is instructive. Florida’s right-to-work 
law prohibited teachers’ unions from charging nonmember teachers agency fees 
prior to Janus. The decision, therefore, had no direct practical effect on Florida’s 
unions.8 California, however, is a different story. The law there had mandated that 
all teachers—union member and nonmember alike—pay union fees. To the extent 
that Janus weakened teachers’ unions politically then, we should see a decline in 
their power in California. Yet the data show no such reversal in either state. Union-
endorsed candidates in Florida won 68 percent of the time in 2016 and 72 percent 
of the time in 2020. In California, union-favored candidates won 66 percent of 
their races in 2016 compared to 69 percent in 2020, a statistically indistinguishable 
“difference-in-difference.”

Another possibility to consider is that teacher-union power has simply narrowed 
to blue communities, so that union electioneering only packs a punch in school dis-
tricts with liberal, prolabor electorates. Although Moe’s original analysis found no 
such evidence for this dynamic, increased partisan polarization, including in US 
local politics (Hopkins 2018), could have narrowed union influence in the interven-
ing years. To examine this possibility, I analyzed the win rates of union-endorsed 
candidates in California districts (where such data was uniquely available) with sig-
nificantly different types of political environments.9 First, following Moe (2005), I 
divided districts by political culture. Conservative (Republican) districts were clas-
sified as those where 55 percent or more of the voters who registered with one of 
the two major parties were registered as Republicans. Similarly, districts where 
55 percent or more of partisan registrants aligned themselves with the Democratic 
party were classified as Democratic districts. The remaining districts were deemed 
“Independent.”

Table 2 shows that union-endorsed candidates fair equally well in both Republi-
can and Democratic districts. In fact, just like Moe found in his analysis, I too find 
that union-backed candidates do slightly better in Republican-leaning districts. Of 
course, these results do not account for the fact that unions likely endorse less union-
friendly candidates in more politically conservative districts. Examining surveys of 
the candidates themselves, Moe found that unions are forced to make some con-
cessions with the candidates they support in more conservative districts. Endorsed 

8  See Finger and Hartney (2021) for a discussion of some possible indirect effects of Janus on teachers 
unions in right-to-work states.
9  Here, I focus on California because I have access to multiple measures of citizens’ political attitudes 
and voting behavior at the school district level. In Florida, I would only have access to partisanship. 
However, it is worth noting that I find similar results for partisanship in Florida whereby union election-
eering is equally successful in both Republican- and Democratic-leaning Florida districts.
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winners in conservative districts, for example, had slightly less favorable views 
toward collective bargaining than endorsed winners in liberal districts. It is unfor-
tunate that I do not have similar survey data of candidate attitudes to explore this 
dimension of constraints on union power in politically conservative districts today. 
However, what we can conclude, at least in California, is that union-endorsed candi-
dates, irrespective of the partisan nature of the local electorate, are far more likely to 
win their competitive school board elections than unendorsed candidates.

Partisanship, however, is just one dimension that could work to constrain union 
power in school board elections. In fact, while partisanship has grown more acute 
in local politics in recent years, unlike other policy issues, education has not been 
divided as predictably along conventional party lines (Hartney and Wolbrecht 
2014; Houston 2019). Recall that within the Democratic party a significant number 
of elites embraced major market-based reforms opposed by the unions these past 
two decades. Since partisan differences may not adequately capture public attitudes 
toward unions and market-based education reforms in a particular school district, 
I consider two additional ways of classifying local electorates as union friendly or 
unfriendly.

First, I classify California school districts as anti-union if a majority of a district’s 
electorate voted in favor of Prop. 75, a 2005 statewide a ballot measure that threat-
ened to make it harder for unions to raise PAC donations through a procedure that 
union opponents call “paycheck protection.” Second, I classify districts as pro-char-
ter school based on whether a majority of voters supported charter school advocate 
Marshall Tuck over union-favored incumbent Tom Torlakson in the state’s 2014 race 
for superintendent of public instruction. Rows 2 and 3 in Table 2 show, quite clearly, 
that teachers’ unions are equally successful at getting their endorsed candidates 

Table 2   Election outcomes for union-endorsed candidates, by district type

 Election and voter registration data used to classify California districts come from the Statewide data-
base at UC-Berkeley

Political culture Republican districts Independent districts Demo-
cratic 
districts

Percent won 72 74 69
Percent lost 28 26 31
Number of candidates (633) (540) (1680)

Union sentiment Pro-union districts Anti-union districts

Percent won 70 72
Percent lost 30 28
Number of candidates (1700) (1155)

School reform attitudes Pro-charter districts Anti-charter districts

Percent won 71 70
Percent lost 29 30
Number of candidates (1298) (1557)
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elected in both pro- and anti-union districts as well as in both pro- and anti-charter 
districts across California. In other words, irrespective of district partisanship, atti-
tudes toward labor unions, or support for charter schooling, teachers’ unions reliably 
win 70 percent of the school board elections in which they make an endorsement.

Multivariate analysis

So far, I have presented simple descriptive data, comparing the election outcomes 
for endorsed and unendorsed candidates over time and across different types of dis-
tricts. Though the results have begun to tell a story in which teacher-union endorse-
ments are still influential, more elaborate statistical models are needed to firm up 
these descriptive patterns.

To that end, I estimate a series of regression models where the outcome of inter-
est is a simple binary indicator for whether a given school board candidate prevailed 
in their election alongside dummy (predictor) variables indicating whether a can-
didate (1) received the union endorsement and (2) whether they were the incum-
bent. Following Moe’s (2006) empirical approach, I use OLS (for ease of interpre-
tation), along with election-specific fixed effects, to account for differences in the 
number of candidates and seats available in a specific election (a necessity in ana-
lyzing multi-seat election contests). Finally, because my aim is to assess whether 
union electioneering power has narrowed in the intervening years, I run four models 
that (separately) pool together elections held in the following time periods: (1) the 
period prior to No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (1995–2002), (2) the post-NCLB era 
preceding the Great Recession (GR) (2003–2007), (3) the Obama/GR era of labor 
retrenchment (2008–2015), (4) and the Trump/Janus era of conservative dominance 
(2016–2020).10

Figure  2 displays the point estimates of these four period-specific regressions 
for the two main variables of interest (incumbency and union endorsement). As the 
figure shows, even after controlling for incumbency and electoral competitiveness, 
teacher-union endorsements are a strong predictor of candidate electoral success 
during all four time periods, even in those periods where unions faced much greater 
political opposition, and lost some major battles in education politics at the federal 
and state levels. It is important to note that, although the influence of union endorse-
ments visually appears to be slightly weaker in later periods, these differences are 
not statistically significant. In fact, the only statistically significant difference in the 
strength of these predictors across time periods is for incumbency, which declines 
in relative importance during the most recent period of elections in California that 
I examined (from 2016-present).11 Like Moe then, I find suggestive evidence that 
union support is possibly a stronger predictor of candidate success than incumbency, 
though the difference between the endorsement and incumbency coefficients are 

10  Because I only have data on union endorsements in California across these four time periods, I focus 
exclusively on the results from that state in these models. Later in the paper, when I examine patterns in 
union electioneering success with candidate fixed-effects, I examine endorsement effects in both states.
11  To confirm these patterns, I ran an additional robustness test where I interacted a dummy variable for 
each for the four separate time periods with a candidate’s incumbency status. I also did the same (inter-
acting each time period with a candidate’s union endorsement status).
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only statistically significant in the most recent period (since 2016). In sum, there is 
very little evidence to suggest that unions have lost influence in local school board 
elections. If anything, at least in California, the union endorsement appears to pro-
vide a stronger benefit than incumbency in recent years.

Robustness tests

Across both time and geographic space, and irrespective of the prevailing political 
environment facing unions in education politics at the federal or state level, union-
favored school board candidates have continued to do exceptionally well in local 
school board elections. After accounting for incumbency and the overall competi-
tiveness of the elections that union-backed candidates run in, the union endorsement 
remains a very strong predictor of candidate success. However, despite these clear 
and consistent patterns in the data, it is still somewhat unclear how much union sup-
port itself makes the difference of school board candidates on Election Day. In this 
section of the paper, I address three specific shortcomings in the analysis that has 
been carried out so far: (1) the absence of equal amounts of endorsement data in 
smaller rural/township districts, (2) the lack of any observable measures (beyond 
incumbency) of candidate quality, and (3) the possibility that union endorsements 
are a proxy for unobserved conditions in a district that drive voters to support the 
union-favored candidate.

One issue—acknowledged at the outset of the paper—is the difficulty of find-
ing information on union endorsements in smaller school districts that are located 
in rural and township communities. These missing data could create some obvi-
ous biases. For example, if union-backed candidates tend to do worse in the type of 

Fig. 2   Union endorsements still matter in local school board elections. Note. Figure displays regression 
coefficients (with 95% confidence intervals) estimating the effect of incumbency and union support on 
California candidates’ electoral outcomes across four time periods (1 = victory, 0 = defeat). All mod-
els include election specific fixed effects with standard errors clustered by election. See Table 5 in the 
Appendix for full regression results
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smaller rural and township districts that comprise a smaller portion of my data set, 
then we may be putting too much weight on observations from city and suburban 
districts where unions are (potentially) more likely to win. To address this concern, 
I re-estimate the main results presented in Fig. 2 (and also Table 5) earlier in the 
paper but include only school districts that the National Center for Education Statis-
tics (NCES) classifies as rural or township school districts. Table 6 in the Appendix 
presents the results of this subset analysis. In these much smaller districts (where 
I have fewer elections to analyze), I find no evidence that union endorsements are 
less important predictors of candidate performance. In fact, the coefficient on the 
endorsement variable is uniformly similar in magnitude to the coefficient in the full 
sample. In one time period (where I observe just 78 candidates running in 32 elec-
tions), the endorsement variable narrowly misses statistical significance (p = 0.102). 
But on the whole—and accounting for the much smaller sample size—these results 
look similar to the baseline estimates using the full sample of California elections.

A second concern with the analyses carried out so far is that—aside from incum-
bency—I have not been able to account for other differences in candidate quality. 
If teachers’ unions endorse higher-quality candidates who are more likely to win 
(irrespective of union support), without accounting for measures of candidate qual-
ity, we may misattribute the success of union-backed candidates to the power of the 
union endorsement itself. To get at this concern, I draw on data that has been made 
available by other scholars for a subset of the candidates in my California data set to 
measure candidate quality. Specifically, using data on candidates’ racial/ethnic back-
grounds provided by Kogan et al. (2020) and information on candidate gender and 
occupational background from Atkeson and Hamel (2020), I once again re-estimate 
the main results presented in Fig. 2 (Table 5) controlling for a variety of individual 
(observable) candidate characteristics. The results of this robustness test are shown 
in Table 7 in the Appendix. Although these data are only available in California and 
in elections prior to 2016, I am able to confirm my main finding that union endorse-
ments are robustly associated with a significantly higher likelihood of candidate vic-
tory, even after accounting for the prestige and relevance (in terms of running for 
school board) of a candidate’s occupation along with a candidate’s gender and racial 
background.

Finally, I address the possibility that union endorsements are a proxy for unob-
served conditions in a school district––conditions that drive voters to support the 
union-favored candidate. Specifically, in Table 8 I re-estimate a pooled analysis of 
my baseline specification but introduce (in the years for which such data are avail-
able) information provided by the state of California on district-level growth in 
teacher salaries and district-level growth in academic achievement (proficiency). 
This robustness test is designed to test the possibility that unions simply endorse 
candidates that are presiding over positive changes in the district that both they and 
the local electorate approve of, and thus, that the association I find between can-
didate success and endorsements is simply driven by these broader changes. The 
results of this robustness test appear to rule out this concern. Looking separately at 
incumbents and challengers (see columns 1–4 of Table 8 in the Appendix), I find 
no evidence that the strong relationship between union endorsements and candidate 



252	 M. T. Hartney 

electoral outcomes is attenuated after controlling for changes in district test scores or 
teacher pay during an incumbent’s term in office.

Do union endorsements really make the difference?

My findings thus far appear to confirm (and strengthen) Moe’s conclusions from the 
early 2000s that unions exert significant influence in school board elections. Across time 
and space, irrespective of the political or geographic environment, union-backed candi-
dates are much more likely to win than their unendorsed counterparts on Election Day. 
One potential criticism of this conclusion—a criticism that Moe himself anticipated and 
acknowledged—is the issue of selection bias. Union endorsements—like any interest 
group endorsement—are not randomly assigned to candidates and instead are driven by 
a mix of considerations, including strategic calculations about which candidates are likely 
to win.12

Like Moe, I have only limited (observable) measures of candidate quality (e.g., occu-
pation, incumbency) to account for these sorts of unobserved differences between candi-
dates. I do, however, have one advantage that enables me to address this type of selection 
bias and more credibly estimate the causal effect of receiving a union endorsement: time. 
Since my data set tracks union endorsements across the same districts over decades, I 
am able to observe many of the same candidates running in different elections within the 
same district over time. In fact, nearly 500 candidates in my data set are observed running 
in multiple elections where they sometimes receive (but other times do not receive) the 
endorsement of the local teachers union. Using this panel of repeat candidate observations 
for which I can observe variation in each candidate’s endorsement status, I estimate a 
series of regression models that assess the relationship between electoral outcomes and a 
candidate’s endorsement with the inclusion of individual candidate-specific fixed effects. 
The introduction of these candidate-specific fixed effects are not a panacea, but they do 
allow me to rule out any time invariant unobserved differences between candidates, better 
isolating the effect of the union endorsement itself. The results of these estimations are 
arrayed in three columns in Table 3.

In column 1, I present the results for the full sample of candidates in both states—
a sample that includes 487 candidates whom I was able to observe running with and 
without union support in at least one competitive election.13 Even after the heavy bar of 
including candidate-specific fixed effects, I continue to observe both a strong and statis-
tically significant relationship between candidate performance and union endorsements. 
Although the inclusion of candidate-specific fixed effects (as expected) somewhat attenu-
ates the coefficient on the union endorsement variable (compared to the baseline model 
presented earlier in Fig. 2 and reported in Table 5), the electoral value of earning the 
union endorsement remains statistically significant and substantively meaningful: the very 
same candidates are significantly more likely to win election when they run with a union 
endorsement compared to when they run without it.

12  As Moe (2006, 11) put it, “while union support may boost a candidate’s probability of winning, the 
unions may also tend to support ‘good’ candidates who are likely to win anyway, which would inflate 
estimates of union impact”.
13  Specifically, I observe 439 such candidates in California and 48 in Florida.
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The inclusion of candidate-specific fixed effects is certainly an improvement over 
prior studies which were not able to follow the performance of the same candidates 
over time in relation to union support. However, it is important to acknowledge that 
these fixed effects cannot guard against every threat of bias. One possibility that needs 
to be acknowledged is that candidate quality can vary over time. For example, a can-
didate who runs in their very first election (i.e., as a challenger) may well become a 
more formidable candidate the second time they run for office (irrespective of union 
support). If unions tend to support stronger candidates who are more likely to win, 
there is a risk in assuming that candidate-fixed effects are not able to account for these 
sorts of time-varying changes in candidate quality. The best way to deal with this con-
cern is to more narrowly examine the performance of the subset of repeat candidates 
who are observed running solely as challengers or incumbents. The intuition here is 
simple. It is far less likely that incumbents who have run with union support in the past 
and won but then lose union support in future elections and fail to regain office sud-
denly and simply became low-quality, low-status candidates. If anything, the typical 
incumbent becomes a more skilled (and formidable candidate) over time. The more 
likely scenario for incumbents that lose union support is that these incumbents have 
become less attractive candidates to the teachers’ unions. Prior research suggests that 
unions are likely to withhold support from incumbents because those incumbents are 
not sufficiently supportive of the union’s agenda during their tenure on the board, not 
because of some sudden shortcoming in candidate quality (see, e.g., Moe 2005).14

Table 3   Estimating the effect of union endorsements with candidate-specific fixed effects

Dependent variable is the outcome for an individual candidate in a specific election (1 = won, 0 = lost). Cell 
entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors clustered by candidate beneath in brackets
All measures are two-tailed tests. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

All candidates Only incumbents Only challengers

Union endorsement 0.254*** 0.239*** 0.300***
[0.025] [0.050] [0.061]

Candidates running −0.031*** −0.012 −0.011
[0.010] [0.021] [0.022]

Seats available 0.039 0.138 −0.083
[0.039] [0.109] [0.084]

Incumbent −0.080** – –
[0.034]

Year FE Yes Yes Yes
Candidate FE Yes Yes Yes
Observations 1205 254 201
Number of candidates 487 104 92
Adjusted R2 0.26 0.49 0.48

14  For example, Moe (2005, 275) found that “[school board] incumbents who are especially negative 
toward union interests are systematically being removed from office, while incumbents who are more 
sympathetic are being kept.”
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Columns 2 and 3 present the results of these separate estimations focusing on 
the 104 incumbent-only repeat candidates and 92 challenger-only repeat candidates 
in my sample. In both cases, the coefficient on the variable for union endorsement 
remains positive and statistically significant, indicating that even after accounting for 
each individual candidate’s time invariant characteristics (through candidate fixed 
effects) and their status as an incumbent or challenger only, I find that the union sup-
port (or the withholding of that support) is a significant predictor of a candidate’s 
electoral success. Simply put, gaining a union endorsement enables losing candi-
dates to become union-backed winners the second time around. Similarly, incum-
bents who lose union support find themselves in real jeopardy of being voted out of 
office, even accounting for their personal strengths as a candidate. Altogether this 
suggests that the union endorsement itself, rather than unobserved factors related to 
candidate quality, makes up a significant share of the electoral advantage that union-
backed candidates receive.

Conclusion and discussion

In this study, I have shown that organized teacher interests remain a potent force in con-
temporary school board elections. To summarize:

•	 Union endorsed candidates still win roughly 70 percent of all competitive races.
•	 There is no evidence that the unions’ impressive win rates have declined in recent 

years. Neither the Great Recession nor the loss of agency fees has materially weak-
ened their electioneering successes in Florida or California, two large and diverse 
states with very different political and union cultures

•	 Union support appears to exert a strong effect on election outcomes. By examining 
how the same candidates perform over time, I show that gaining a union endorsement 
enables losers to become winners the next time around.

•	 Union favored candidates tend to win in both strong and weak union states and in con-
servative and liberal school districts. There is no evidence that the unions’ electioneer-
ing success is narrowly confined to districts where voters hold politically liberal, pro-
union attitudes.

These findings are both theoretically and empirically important. On the theoretical 
side, they confirm our expectations about vested interests in local politics—they have 
strong incentives to remain active in the particular set of elections where the officials that 
are chosen will make key decisions relevant to their occupational interests. On the empiri-
cal side, I have shown, quite simply, that union power in school board elections remains 
both robust and resilient. Irrespective of the very real setbacks that unions have faced in 
state and national politics, in the local trenches of school board electioneering, the data 
tell an unambiguous story: teacher-union interest groups remain an important player, they 
are still the ones to beat.

While my findings help to fill in the bigger picture of union influence in local 
school politics, more work remains to be done. Three specific lines of inquiry 
stand out. First, we know far too little about how organized interests—unions and 
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otherwise—wield their power and influence in small school districts. Moe’s surveys, 
for example, revealed that unions are much less politically active in small districts. 
Yet he also found that unions in these smaller locales were quite satisfied with the 
status quo policy environment. In building my own data set on union endorsements, 
I too found less overt electioneering in small districts (see Table 4). In Florida, for 
example, teachers’ unions endorsed candidates in just over half of the state’s districts. 
And while those districts where unions were highly active educate roughly 90 percent 
of Florida’s public school students, there are surely important lessons to be learned 
in the remaining districts where unions behave far differently. Indeed, we know very 
little about the power dynamics that surround uncompetitive elections. It is tempting 
to conclude that the absence of competition reflects a happy equilibrium where voters 
are satisfied and pluralism reigns. But we also know that interest groups can and do 
wield power in far subtler ways that are less easily observed by voters (Bachrach and 
Baratz 1962; Moe 2019). Are these dynamics at work in districts that routinely see 
uncompetitive school board elections and incumbents face less overt electoral pres-
sure in the absence of any challengers? Second we still know too little about the role 
that other—non-union—interest groups are doing in local school board elections. 
While Moe’s studies from the early 2000s found that school board candidates said 
teachers’ unions and other school employees unions were the most active and influen-
tial groups in board politics, it would be helpful to revisit those findings today, given 
some of the changes in the landscape of education politics after the Great Recession. 
Given the paucity of data, getting at both of these questions surrounding smaller dis-
tricts and other groups is difficult, but necessary work.

A third set of questions that should be tackled involve asking who teachers’ unions 
endorse and why they do so. This broader question is profoundly important given that 
unions play an important role in electioneering the composition of school boards. If 
unions are important players in these elections, scholars interested in issues related to 
descriptive representation and educational equity, for example, would do well to exam-
ine whether and when unions mobilize to support board candidates from historically 
marginalized groups. Examining the campaigns of Black and Latino candidates would 
be one interesting starting point. Although some establishment Civil Rights organiza-
tions (e.g., NAACP, UnidosUS) have tended to ally themselves with teachers’ unions 
in opposing choice reforms like vouchers and charter schooling, many voters of color 
hold more positive views about school choice (Reid 2001; Moe 2004). Do these mass-
elite differences influence the path for racial minority candidates running in school 
board elections, including their ability to secure the very union endorsements that, 
more often than not make the difference on Election Day? Unless and until scholars 
return to the trenches to study power and the role of vested interests in local politics, 
we simply won’t know the answer to these and many other important questions.

Appendix

See Tables 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8.
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Table 5   Effect of union endorsements and incumbency on candidates’ electoral outcomes in California 
school board elections 1995–2020

Dependent variable is the outcome for an individual candidate in a specific election (1 = won, 0 = lost). 
Cell entries are regression coefficients with fixed effects for each election and standard errors clustered 
by election beneath in brackets
All measures are two-tailed tests. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Pre-NCLB
(1995–2001)

Post-NCLB
(2002–2007)

Obama/great 
recession
(2008–2015)

Trump/Janus
(2016–2020)

Endorsed by union 0.428*** 0.399*** 0.360*** 0.373***
[0.032] [0.041] [0.029] [0.032]

Incumbent candidate 0.319*** 0.341*** 0.329*** 0.203***
[0.033] [0.042] [0.032] [0.035]

Observations 2270 1647 2846 2260
Number of elections 518 496 801 647
R2 0.40 0.41 0.35 0.25

Table 6   Effect of union endorsements on candidates’ electoral outcomes are robust to focusing only on 
rural and township school districts (California only

Dependent variable is the outcome for an individual candidate in a specific election (1 = won, 0 = lost). 
Cell entries are regression coefficients with fixed effects for each election and standard errors clustered 
by election beneath in brackets
All measures are two-tailed tests. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Pre-NCLB
(1995–2001)

Post-NCLB
(2002–2007)

Obama/great 
recession
(2008–2015)

Trump/Janus
(2016–2020)

Endorsed by union 0.473*** 0.391 0.404*** 0.305**
[0.084] [0.232] [0.116] [0.122]

Incumbent candidate 0.449*** −0.186 0.078 −0.104
[0.070] [0.243] [0.123] [0.112]

Observations 347 78 222 210
Number of elections 91 32 68 62
R2 0.50 0.42 0.28 0.19
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Table 7   Effect of union endorsements on candidates’ electoral outcomes is robust to controlling for other 
observable measures of candidate quality and characteristics (California only)

Dependent variable is the outcome for an individual candidate in a specific election (1 = won, 0 = lost). 
Cell entries are regression coefficients with fixed effects for each election and standard errors clustered 
by election beneath in brackets
All measures are two-tailed tests. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Pre-NCLB (1995–
2001)

Post-NCLB (2002–
2007)

Obama/Great 
Recession 
(2008–2015)

Endorsed by union 0.407*** 0.376*** 0.346***
[0.035] [0.044] [0.030]

Incumbent 0.356*** 0.380*** 0.372***
[0.037] [0.045] [0.032]

Female 0.049* 0.083** 0.091***
[0.030] [0.042] [0.028]

White −0.03 0.048 0.000
[0.039] [0.044] [0.031]

Classroom educator 0.170*** 0.203*** 0.198***
[0.039] [0.048] [0.035]

Business professional 0.06 0.018 0.042
[0.039] [0.060] [0.040]

Attorney −0.037 −0.029 0.098
[0.074] [0.112] [0.085]

Observations 1916 1527 2700
Number of elections 461 469 774
R2 0.41 0.44 0.37
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